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 Preface

I love to study
the Bible. It is a wonderfully rich and deep book. It is thick in
the sense that sociologists mean thick. That is, there are many
nuances and shades in its pages. As I study each topic that sparks
my interest, I learn more about the God who created the world,
along with learning about the topic at hand. We cannot ever plumb
the depths of the living God. We can never exhaust all that the
Bible has to say. This is what makes it such a wonderful book to
read.

The particular
study I have done here on angels began with a question: Do angels
give instructions to Christians after Pentecost? I assumed that
after Pentecost there would be no angelic visitations because
Christians have been given the Holy Spirit. There is no doubt that
the Holy Spirit speaks and guides believers in their lives (Rom
8:14). However, when I began to study angels, I discovered how much
angelic activity there is in the Bible. There is an amazing
spiritual world of activity that goes on largely unseen and
unrecognised by western Christians. This exploration of angels has
opened my eyes to what angels do and how God acts in the world
through angelic beings. When you read this book, I hope that you
experience the eye-opening that I experienced when I studied this
topic.

There are two
main dangers in the study of angels. The first is that of unbelief.
We live in a materialistic world, that is, in a world that is
focused squarely on the physical realm and what we can physically
gain from it. Materialism is not so much about buying things as it
is about simply being unable to see or ascribe significance to
anything beyond the physical universe. Angels seem so irrelevant to
our lives because of our materialistic outlook. We find it
difficult to believe that any angelic activity is actually
happening. The second danger is the opposite. Like New Age
practitioners, sometimes Christians become obsessed with angels.
The obsession can turn to seeking guidance from angels and even to
worship. As believers there is only one thing that we are to be
obsessed with, that is, knowing God and giving glory to his name.
Angels are God’s creatures and have an important function in
heaven, in the world and in the lives of believers. But let us keep
the right perspective.

My goal when
writing theology, including this book, is to write theology that is
Christ-centred. The whole Bible is about him. The Old Testament
points forward towards the coming of Christ and the New Testament
explains what his coming means. Consequently, I connect the
activity of angels to God’s desire to glorify his Son and to
provide the Son with a bride. That bride is the church. This is the
reason for the title Angels: Servants of Christ for the Sake of
the Church. Angels serve Jesus so that his bride, the church,
would be prepared for him.

 


 


Return to
top




Chapter 1:
Basics

 Introduction

There are many mentions
of angels in the Bible. In order to understand these in the most
appropriate and fruitful way, it will help to situate angels within
the wider context of the Bible. So this chapter explains where
angels fit: in terms of God’s plan; in relation to human beings and
God; in relation to demons; and in regard to how they appear.

 


How God Works
in the World

Before
considering the nature of angels, I want to explain something about
the way God works in the world, because this will provide an
overarching reason for what angels do for the people of God. I will
especially emphasise here the importance that God has placed on the
created universe.

Although God
was in no way compelled to create the world, seen and unseen, he
freely chose to create. God needed no assistance in creating the
universe. Instead, the Father created by speaking his word (Gen
1:3, 6, 9, 14, 20, 24, 26) and through the power of the Holy Spirit
(Gen 1:2). God did not need the universe to exist, but once he had
created the material world, he chose to fully commit to its
existence. God is especially committed to the existence of
humanity. He created humans in his image (Gen 1:26) and gave them
dominion over the rest of creation (Gen 1:28). Human dominion over
creation is a God-given share in God’s sovereignty over the world;
humans are co-regents with God over the world. As a consequence,
when God works in the world he works through human beings.

The most
compelling proof that God is committed to working in and through
human beings is the incarnation. The Son of God, who had all the
qualities of infinite deity, chose to make himself part of the
creation, to become finite and limited. As the man Jesus Christ,
God worked through human actions, actions enabled by the anointing
of the Holy Spirit (Matt 3:16). The works of Jesus were actions
done as the only true image of God, a human image as humanity was
created to be (2 Cor 4:4). Since the risen Jesus Christ is still
embodied as a human and is now a glorified human seated at the
right hand of the Father in heaven (Acts 2:33), God has not stopped
being heavily invested in humanity. God’s commitment to his human
creatures, therefore, is absolutely ongoing and has no end.

Consequently,
what God does in the world, he does in and through human beings.
God does not act like a cosmic genie; he does not zap things.
Instead, God uses humans to do his will. Of course humans are
finite creatures and cannot do the will of God without his help. So
he has equipped human beings, specifically his church, to do his
will in the world. One way he does this is through his indwelling
Spirit, who distributes spiritual gifts (1 Cor 12:4-13). Another
way he helps his people to accomplish his purposes is to give them
angelic assistance.

 


The Position
of Angels

This section explores
the nature of angels and how angels relate to human beings and to
God. Angels are situated within the created order. They are
stronger and more glorious than human and yet humans experience
some things which angels cannot. Angels are created and not divine.
We need to have a firm understanding of how God has positioned
angels.

“In the
beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen 1:1).
Therefore, although there is no direct mention of the creation of
angels, we must conclude that they are created beings, made by the
one God, the same God who made humans. John says of Jesus Christ,
“Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made
that has been made” (John 1:3). And again, “For in him [Christ] all
things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and
invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities;
all things have been created through him and for him” (Col 1:16).
The fact that angels are created beings should help us to keep
things in perspective. There is a real temptation to view angelic
beings as supernatural mediators on a par with Jesus Christ. But
the Bible is clear that Jesus is the one mediator between
God and humanity (1 Tim 2:5). Angels are not gods or demigods. They
are created beings that have been made by the true God for a
purpose. We must, therefore, be careful not to raise angelic beings
to a status that is above what God has decreed.

Angels are
magnificent creatures and yet God has given humans glory and
honour. Ps 8 tells us:

When I
consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the
stars, which you have set in place, what is mankind that you are
mindful of them, human beings that you care for them? You have made
them a little lower than the angels and crowned them with glory and
honour. You made them rulers over the works of your hands; you put
everything under their feet: all flocks and herds, and the animals
of the wild, the birds in the sky, and the fish in the sea, all
that swim the paths of the seas. (Ps 8:3-8)

According to
verse 5, angels are clearly above humans in ranking. They are
stronger than humans. Yet God has given humanity a place of honour
and responsibility in his creation. Humans are made in God’s image
(Gen 1:26-27). Nowhere does the Bible say that angels are made in
God’s image. Humans are the ones given dominion over the lower
forms of creation, to rule over animals and birds and fish. Humans
are the ones God has chosen to crown with glory. No wonder the
psalmist was so amazed.

Hebrews tells
us the relationship between humans and angels. “Are not all angels
ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit
salvation?” (Heb 1:14). Although angels rank higher than humans (Ps
8:5), angels have been given the task of ministering to humanity.
God has ordained that those who will inherit salvation should be
helped in various ways by the angels. This seems to be the reason
for the existence of angels. The kind of help that angels give is
directly related to our salvation. God desires to preserve his
people for the sake of Christ. Prior to experiencing salvation,
some people are saved from dangers by angels in order to allow them
more time to hear the gospel. After experiencing salvation,
Christians are helped by angels in order to do the will of God.

Angels do not
themselves inherit the salvation promised to humanity. “It is not
to angels that he has subjected the world to come, about which we
are speaking” (Heb 2:5). Jesus came to earth, not to redeem angels,
but to redeem humanity (Heb 2:16). Therefore, the gospel has been
revealed to human beings, and yet is it something which angels long
to look into (1 Pet 1:12). Humans are the ones who will share in
the glory of God. That is to say that human beings will have a
unique relationship with God that angels are not promised. Humans
are made to share in the relationship that Father and Son share in
the Trinity. “But when the set time had fully come, God sent his
Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those under the
law, that we might receive adoption to sonship. Because you are his
sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit
who calls out, ‘Abba, Father’” (Gal 4:4-6). Angels are also
sometimes called sons of God (Gen 6:2, 4; Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7), but
do not seem to have the same kind of relationship with God that
humans are promised in Christ.

Angels are
amazing spiritual beings, but by no means the most exalted. “The
heavens praise your wonders, LORD, your faithfulness too, in the
assembly of the holy ones. For who in the skies above can compare
with the LORD? Who is like the LORD among the heavenly beings? In
the council of the holy ones God is greatly feared; he is more
awesome than all who surround him” (Ps 89:5-7). There is a
temptation for humans to see all spiritual beings as on a par. Yet
this is far from the truth. The LORD God Almighty is far above the
angels. There is no comparison. As mighty as angels are, they are
mere created beings. But the LORD is God and he created angels.
There is an infinite qualitative difference between angels and God.
That is to say, angels are not even in the same category as God and
therefore cannot really be compared to him. Nothing can be compared
to God.

Jesus is now
exalted as a human being and has the name above all names and every
being in heaven and earth will bow down to him (Phil 2:9-11). His
name is far superior to that of the angels (Heb 1:4). He alone is
the Son of God (Heb 1:5-9). Jesus is the creator of all things
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