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Introduction

This paper is an investigation of Augustine’s angelology in the context of 
patristic theology about angels. The argument begins with a brief presentation 
of how the Church Fathers understand the problem of angels and especially 
three of the main issues which are common to patristic discussions about 
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angels: the creation of angels by God as specific beings (or the reality of 
angels), the nature and function of angels as beings created by God (or the 
ontology of angels), and the behavior of angels in connection with God and 
humans (the morality of angels).

Methodologically, the paper deliberately deals with patristic angelology 
without the traditional delineations of Western and Eastern thought. Regardless 
of whether the Church Fathers mentioned in the paper were active in the Latin 
or Greek churches, their perspectives of angels will be treated as a whole, in 
an integrative manner which focuses exclusively on angelic reality, ontology, 
and morality, although their works contain numerous mentions to other issues 
pertaining to theological angelology. At the same time, the paper is an attempt 
to see if the general trend of patristic angelology is continued by Augustine in 
his writings. For the sake of efficiency and concision, the patristic references 
to angels are severely limited to only a small number of Church Fathers, while 
Augustine’s angelology is restricted to Books 11 and 12 of his The City of God.

Patristic Angelology

The doctrine of angels in patristic theology is an extremely complex field 
of inquiry, so this paper will focus on only three aspects which are funda-
mental to the whole problematic of angelology: the reality of angels, which 
investigates angels as God’s creatures, the ontology of angels, which focuses 
on the constitution and work of angels as beings, and the morality of angels, 
which deals with the decisions of angels to side with God or join Satan in 
his anti-divine rebellion. One must understand from the start that, as under-
lined by Evelyn E. Oliver and James R. Lewis, patristic theologians had to 
explain to pagans that angels were not to be worshipped as deities despite 
their superior place in the hierarchy of being.1

The Reality of Angels in Patristic Theology
One of the earliest references to the reality of angels as God’s creatures can be 
found in the Shepherd of Hermas, which reveals the fact that angels are the very 
first beings created by God and some of them appear to be superior to others.2 
In his Letter to the Corinthians, Clement of Rome alludes to the fact that angels 
exist in multitudes,3 while Justin Martyr explains in his First Apology that angels 
are made to be “like God” and they appear to exist in hosts.4 Tatian is a bit more 



Angels: Augustine and the Patristic Tradition—The Reality, Ontology, and Morality of Angels in the Church Fathers and Augustine

59

explicit about the reality of angels as God’s creatures because, in his Oration 
against the Greeks, he points out that they appear to have been created by the 
Logos, who is seen as the “framer of angels.”5 He also indicates that angels were 
“made free to act as it pleased” but this angelic freedom does not imply that angels 
have “the nature of God.”6 Angels, however, can be brought to perfection, Tatian 
implies, and they do have freedom of choice. In other words, according to Tatian, 
angels can refrain “from transgressing the will of God” since they were created 
by God himself.7 Angels are creatures and they cannot create. In the words of 
Irenaeus, specifically in his Against Heresies, angels do not possess the power “to 
make an image of God,”8 so they cannot create human beings because, as John 
A. McGuckin writes, angels are “distinct creatures of God” in Irenaeus, “not a 
system of divine emanations,”9 so they exist as creatures. This idea is reinforced 
by Athanasius, who makes it clear in his Four Discourses against the Arians that 
angels should be seen as creatures who are not “able to frame.”10

The Ontology of Angels in Patristic Theology
In their capacity as beings created by God angels have a certain nature. In this 
respect, Lactantius points out in his Divine Institutes that angels “are spirits 
of God” who are characterized by silence.11 As “silent spirits,” as Lactantius 
defines them, angels “proceed from God,”12 which for John of Damascus 
this seems to imply that are “an incorporeal race.”13 In his Exposition of the 
Orthodox Faith, John of Damascus also indicates that angels are “a sort of spirit 
or immaterial fire” which has “the power of illumination.”14 In this respect, 
angels are “secondary intelligent lights derived from the first light which 
is without beginning” and they communicate “without uttering words.”15 
According to Basil of Caesarea’s On the Holy Spirit, angels are “ministering 
spirits” who must be understood in a trinitarian way.16 Thus, angels “subsist 
by the will of the Father,” “are brought into being by the operation of the 
Son,” and “are perfected by the presence of the Spirit.”17 In his Oration on Holy 
Baptism, Gregory Nazianzen explains that angels received “charge over the 
saved” from God himself, so angels “bear the saved in their hands.”18 Angels 
are servants, but they are not corporeal which, in Gregory Nazianzen’s Second 
Theological Oration, means that angels are created as spirits, not as corporeal 
bodies since God himself is spirit.19 John Chrysostom develops the idea of 
angelic servanthood in his Homilies on Hebrews, where he underlines that 
angels “minister to God for our salvation.”20 In other words, “the office of 
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angels” is to help human beings achieve salvation and in this capacity, they 
act as “servants” of Christ, the only one who can genuinely save men and 
women from their sinful condition.21 In this respect, Piotr Ashwin-Siejkow-
ski suggests that angels were appointed by God to “provide humanity with 
wisdom” as they minister to people on God’s behalf.22

The Morality of Angels in Patristic Theology
As beings created by God with a specific ministerial task, angels were placed 
in a position of decision-making regarding whether they would pursue God’s 
command or not. Their actual decision and the subsequent action divided 
angels into two distinct groups: those who decided to obey God’s command 
and in so doing, they remained in God’s presence, and those who decided to 
disobey God’s command, which resulted in their being cast away. The former 
group, therefore, has a “positive morality,” while the latter is characterized by 
a “negative morality.” Good angels are presented by The Shepherd of Hermas 
as “glorious” and “advisers” of redeemed human beings,23 while Basil of 
Caesarea describes them as “perfect” in his On the Holy Spirit.24 According 
to Basil, “the perfection of angels is sanctification and continuance in it,”25 
although this specifically angelic sanctification has nothing to do with human 
sanctification. This is because, as Tertullian highlights in his On the Flesh of 
Christ, angels cannot be compared to human beings with respect to salvation. 
Tertullian is clear about the fact that while human beings needed salvation 
and restoration, angels did not because Christ took on himself the “nature 
of men,” not the “nature of angels.”26 Thus, angels were never promised to be 
saved, so they were assigned “perdition” for their evil acts which, as Claire M. 
Waters writes, include their lustful encounters with women.27 This is why, in 
his On the First Principles, Origen presents the devil and his angels in terms 
of “opposing influences” who “strive to burden” human beings “with sins”28 
because, as Benjamin P. Blosser puts it, angels have the capacity to assume 
corporeal bodies.29

With the notable exception of Origen who believes that angels have 
ethereal bodies, are capable of falling, have ranks according to merit, are 
not impeccable, and are redeemable (because, according to John A. McGu-
ckin, they are preexisting souls),30 Evelyn D. Oliver and James R. Lewis 
opiniate that patristic theologians “do not give much attention to theories 
about angels.”31 Regardless of whether Oliver and Lewis are right or wrong, 
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the church fathers did show a rather vivid interest in the fall of angels, as 
demonstrated by G. M. Lukken,32 and were particularly interested in the 
dwelling of angels, a preoccupation which is investigated by Michael Joncas 
in connection with ideas such as the “firmament of heaven” or the “waters 
massed together above.”33 Nevertheless, the reality, ontology, and morality 
of angels remain the recurrent themes of patristic angelology, as it is going 
to be evident in Augustine’s theological thought.

Augustine’s Angelology

Augustine writes a lot about angels and the vast majority of his works abound 
in references to them. From as early in his career as the 380s up until his death, 
Augustine wrote about angels to the point that a coherent angelology is easy 
to identify as part of his theological thought. A major problem in following 
Augustine’s angelology is the chronological dating of his works, mainly because 
Augustine wrote and re-wrote parts of them or added further material through-
out his ecclesiological career but, apart from this particular historical aspect, his 
angelology is consistently present in this thought as reflected by his writings. 
Although his theology of angels is at least as complex as that of his patristic 
predecessors, Augustine retains the main themes ever so present in the works 
of the church fathers: the reality, the ontology, and the morality of angels. These 
fundamental aspects of angelology are easily spotted in most of Augustine’s 
works, although The City of God reigns supreme in the abundance of material 
focusing on angels. This is why, for the purposes of this paper, Augustine’s 
angelology will be discussed only with reference to his The City of God.

The Reality of Angels in Augustine’s Theology
Augustine makes so many references to angels in this theology that even 
focusing exclusively on The City of God becomes problematic in the context 
of a single article. Consequently, the investigation of Augustine’s angelology 
will be restricted mainly to Books 11 and 12 of The City of God, which contain 
the most consistent number of references to the complex reality of angels as 
beings created by God in a direct and unmediated way. This lack of mediation 
is vital not only for the actual creation of angels by God but also, as Meredith 
J. Gill explains, for the way angels are capable of relating themselves to God 
and of seeing God through “intellectual vision” in Augustine’s theology.34
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Augustine anchors the reality of angels in God’s act of creation because, 
in his opinion, angels “constitute a large part of ” the city of God.35 Having 
established that, Augustine underlines that angels were created by God 
himself. Although the Bible does not specifically say that angels were cre-
ated by God, it is logical to infer that they were created as part of heaven, 
which is clearly God’s creation. To support his theory, Augustine quotes 
Psalm 148:1-5, which indicates that havens (angels included) were cre-
ated at God’s command. Furthermore, Augustine believes that angels were 
created before the stars or before the fourth day of creation, based on Job 
38:7, a text which says that angels praised God with a loud voice when the 
stars were made. Thus, as Scott Hahn writes, it is possible that angels were 
created before anything else in creation.36 Augustine also believes that angels 
should be associated with the idea of light; specifically the biblical reference 
to the reality of the day is, in fact, indicative of the creation of angels.37 In 
other words, when God said “Let there be light and there was light,” this 
particular light refers to the creation of angels. This is why Meredith J. Gill 
writes that angels are spiritual or intellectual beings signified by the reality 
of lux (light).38 Augustine also introduces a christological component in his 
theory about the reality of angels as created beings by pointing to the text of 
John 1:9, “the true light which lights every man that comes into the world.” 
In Augustine, this light, which is Christ, also “lights every pure angel,”39 so 
angels are not only created by God but also enlightened or illuminated by 
the very being of Christ.

As a result of being created by God, angels enjoy the full extent of divine 
blessedness40 because from the moment of their creation, they were made 
to be aware not only of divine realities, but also of those pertaining to cre-
ation, so their original mental state was not one defined by ignorance. Also, 
Augustine is very keen to insist that all angels were created the same way and 
were supposed to submit to God in his capacity as creator.41 The creation 
of angels, as divine act, was good, as it was God’s entire creation, which 
means that it was characterized by righteousness and perfection—and this 
perfection, as Marjorie H. Suchocki correctly notices, could have entailed 
genuine freedom.42 In fact, according to Augustine, angelic nature “surpasses 
in dignity all” of God’s creation.43 Angels were created for a good purpose and 
God foreknew how all things, angels included, could be used “on behalf of 
the good.”44 Hence Augustine’s association of angels with the reality of light 
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and his conviction that “angels were created when the first light was made”45 
because “light alone received the approbation of the Creator.”46 Or, as James 
Wetzel notices, the creation of light is the creation of angels.47 This is crucial 
for Augustine because, as part of creation, angels reflect God and God as 
Trinity is revealed in creation through enlightenment and blessedness, two 
essential features of angelic nature.48 The capacities of angels are astounding 
in Augustine, especially the fact that they know everything about creation. 
This knowledge, however, is mediated christologically since angels are fully 
aware of the reality of creation “in the Word of God” in whom they see “the 
eternally abiding causes and reasons according to which they were made.”49

It is crucial to understand that, in Augustine, angels were created before 
the world, namely before the material universe, an idea which is confirmed 
by Frederick van Fleteren who believes that, in Augustine, angels are spirits 
or intellectual beings.50 However, they are not co-eternal with God51 and their 
light appears to be a different sort from the light which exists in the material 
world because they were created “in the only-begotten Word.”52 It seems 
that Augustine wants to make sure that he places the creation of angels in a 
reality which is not material and therefore not connected to the reality of the 
material universe. This might explain why he rejects the theory that angels 
could have been created when water was also created, an idea which appears 
to have been popular during Augustine’s lifetime, although he does not name 
any of its proponents.53 It is possible, however, that Augustine wants to insist 
on the fact that the creation of angels was good even if, in the end, some of 
the angels became evil by and act of their unconstrained will, as suggested 
by Marjorie H. Suchocki.54 In Augustine, angels were created good because 
God himself created them good to the point that their nature was made “to 
cleave to God.”55 Augustine’s insistence on the goodness of angels has nothing 
to do with morality at this point but with the very essence of God. Angels 
were created from the essence of God, which is not only supreme but also 
good, so angels were not created from another nature, but from God’s very 
nature and substance.56 This provides Augustine again with the opportunity 
to insist on the fundamental difference between divine nature and angelic 
nature: while the former is eternal (it has always existed and will exist for-
ever), the latter is everlasting (it was created in time and will last forever).57

Augustine’s insistence on the creation of angels as concrete result of God’s 
direct and unmediated action seems to originate in his intention to explain 
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that, in their capacity as beings, angels are not creators but created, an aspect 
which is explored by Nico Vorster and connected to the reality of God’s grace.58 
Also, Simo Knuuttila underscores that, in Augustine, angels were created ex 
nihilo, without preexistent matter, out of God’s will and based on his eternal 
free act as “the highest creatures.”59 Despite this privileged status, angels 
have no capacity to create anything, let alone the human beings (a popular 
theory circulated by certain “Platonists”),60 even if, as pointed out by John 
R. Rist, they possess an exceptional kind of love in Augustine’s theology.61 
This conviction about the angels’ inability to create provides Augustine with 
the chance to explain the ontology of angels, namely how they were created 
by God and for what specific purposes.

The Ontology of Angels in Augustine’s Theology
In discussing the ontology of angels in Augustine, Books 11 and 12 of The City 
of God remain most likely the source with the most references to this specific 
aspect of angelology. In more concrete terms, Augustine’s ontology of angels 
points to issues related to the constitution of angels as beings created by God 
and then to the function they were meant to fulfill in their capacity as beings 
created by God, especially the task of being messengers, as emphasized by 
Frederick van Fleteren.62 Thus, the ontology of angels deals with the actual 
work angels were supposed to do by virtue of their creation as beings among 
other beings; particularly by interaction with humans, an idea which Paula 
J. Rose considers worthy of exploration in Augustine’s theology.63

According to Augustine, angels are intelligent beings like humans although 
while humans are mortal, angels are immortal. In this respect, angels appear 
to be superior to humans and Augustine is clear about this aspect when 
he writes that “in the order of nature angels rank above men.”64 Also, this 
angelic superiority reflects itself in terms of ontological dignity—in Augus-
tine’s words: “angelic nature ... surpasses in dignity all” of God’s creation.65 
This comparison between angels and humans is not random in Augustine 
because angels seem to have been created in order to be assigned to humans. 
Nevertheless, not all humans are supposed to benefit from an angel; only 
believers enjoy this special treatment. Elizabeth Klein notices in this respect 
that angels await the saved at the end of their earthly lives.66 This implies 
that, in Augustine, each believer has at least one angel designated to him or 
her.67 Angels, however, do not have a relationship only with humans; they are 
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closely related to God himself as their creator. Angels were not only created 
by God; their creation had a specific purpose in connection with God. Thus, 
angels were created to “live to [God],” “draw wisdom from Him,” “delight in 
Him,” and “enjoy this so great good, without death, error, or grief.”68 In other 
words, angels were created to live in a very close relationship with God, which 
Augustine calls “enjoyment of the supreme being” and which is the cause of 
blessedness not only in angels but also in humans.69 Augustine also insists 
that all angels were created with a good will and a “chaste love by which they 
cleave to [God],” so that they should be able to find joy in their relationship 
with God.70 The very close nature of the relationship between angels and 
God prompted Eric L. Jenkins to conclude that angels are in constant need 
of God’s infusion of grace.71

The relationship with God is vital for angels because, as Augustine indi-
cates, they benefit from God’s love which is poured in their hearts by the Holy 
Spirit. Augustine’s pneumatologically mediated angelology is built in close 
connection with his anthropology because the Holy Spirit works not only in 
angels but also in human beings—and in this respect he quotes Romans 5:5. 
In other words, both angels and humans must stay as close to God as possible 
because, according to Augustine, for both angels and humans it “is good to 
be near to God,” as stated in Psalm 73:28.72 In Augustine, the hierarchy of 
being explains the place of angels in God’s creation. Since man was created 
between “the angelic and bestial” or between angels and animals, it means 
that angels are superior to humans and humans are superior to animals.73 
At the same time, however, Sarah Byers also notices that, while superior 
to humans, angels are inferior to God on whom they constantly depend 
for their existence.74 This reiteration of angelic superiority in comparison 
to human existence in the material world serves a specific purpose: that of 
pointing to the “company” that angels are supposed to enjoy with humans. 
The “company” of angels and humans is a soteriological reality in Augustine 
because angels are the company of saved people as a result of God’s capacity 
to foresee the salvation of human beings from sin.75 To demonstrate this 
association between angelic and human modes of existence, Augustine 
compares angels to gardeners. Like gardeners who help in the production 
of fruit by taking care of trees, angels help in the production of the good by 
taking care of humans and bringing God’s message to them. In this respect, 
angels are helpers and, more specifically, helpers who assist humans in their 
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soteriological pursuit of God by sharing God’s message with them.76 It is 
important to notice that angels work so closely with humans that, according 
to Robert Barron, they not only have the capacity to “mix and mingle with 
us” but also “are sent by God on mission into our dimensional system.”77

It is clear that, in Augustine, angels work for God but, when it comes to 
providing details about the specificity of angelic ministry, Augustine often 
professes his ignorance regarding the nature of the work angels do for God. A 
peculiar sample of such self-professed ignorance deals with human concep-
tion. Thus, Augustine underlines that he does not know if, in the creation of 
human beings by conception and birth, angels are somehow involved based 
on some sort of “cooperation.”78 Leaving this “material” cooperation aside, 
angelic ontology in Augustine is clearly defined by a very close cooperation 
between angels and humans within God’s inscrutable plan. For instance, 
Jean-Claude Schmitt believes that, in Augustine, angels are used by God to 
inform human beings on various aspects of their existence “through spiritual 
images.”79 Concretely, the connection between angels and humans is not 
defined only by the fact that each saved human being is assigned an angel 
on earth but also by the fact that angels will be accompanied in heaven by 
saved people, who are said to be equal to angels in Matthew 22:30, a text 
mentioned by Augustine to support this view. This eschatological compo-
nent of Augustine’s angelology is essentially soteriological because angels 
and believers will always be in the presence of God in heaven.80 So angels 
are created to “enjoy the most high God” alongside saved human beings81 
according to God’s plan from the very moment of their creation.82 As far as 
Augustine is concerned, angels and humans are not only supposed to work 
together according to God’s plan in soteriological and eschatological ways 
but also to inhabit the very City of God, which “is above, among the holy 
angels.”83 In fact, James Wetzel is convinced that, according to Augustine, 
these “holy angels” are the very first citizens of the City of God.84

This reference to the “holy angel’s shifts the discussion from angelic ontol-
ogy to angelic morality. On the one hand, it is clear that, in Augustine, angels 
are created to work for God as helpers to human beings towards salvation 
and closeness to God, in which capacity both creatures are supposed to 
live together in the City of God as beneficiaries of God’s grace, an idea also 
confirmed by Erick L. Jenkins.85 On the other hand, it is equally evident 
that the very existence of the City of God presupposes a willful duality of 
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morality within God’s creation because, as Stephen F. Noll writes, in Augus-
tine’s thought evil originates in the will.86 Saved humans and their helping 
angels are associated with the reality of good, which is encapsulated in the 
very essence of the City of God, but at the same time, unsaved humans and 
their corresponding angels are defined by the reality of evil, a topic Augustine 
discusses very often in his works in connection with the morality of angels.

The Morality of Angels in Augustine’s Theology
The morality of angels is perhaps the most consistent part of Augustine’s 
angelology. Although tackled in all his works, sometimes in great detail, Books 
11 and 12 of The City of God are still sufficient to sketch an accurate picture of 
how he sees the good and the evil angels, as well as the relationship between 
the two groups in the context of their connections with God, on the one 
hand, and with humans, on the other. The existence of two distinct kinds of 
angels is a constant preoccupation for Augustine, who goes to great lengths 
to describe each group but also explain how they interact with God and with 
human beings within the framework provided by God’s providence. Augus-
tine’s careful analysis of angelic morality in its positive and negative duality 
confirms the mutability of angels, an aspect which is explored by Frederik 
van Fleteren especially with reference to angelic actions in human history.87

In line with his patristic predecessors, Augustine approaches the morality 
of angels from the perspective of its positive and negative aspects, delineated 
by the existence of good and evil angels. In fact, the very foundations of 
the City of God and the City of Man “were originally laid,” as Augustine 
writes, in connection with “the difference that arose among the angels.”88 
In close connection with angelic reality and ontology, Augustine discusses 
the morality of angels by insisting first on the fact that angels were created 
by God and second that they were created as light; moreover, according to 
Marjorie H. Suchocki, there seems to be a perfect coincidence between the 
creation of light and that of angels.89 The creation of angels as light was done 
by God in Christ,90 so it is Christ who perpetually enlightens and illuminates 
angels in their capacity as divinely created beings. Light ensures purity to 
angels, Augustine believes, so lack of light leads to impurity although, as 
Walter Stephens appears to suggest, the reality of angelic purity or impurity 
is not only moral in Augustine but also ontological.91 This is why Augustine 
clarifies that when an angel turns away from God, he “becomes impure,”92 or 
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goes through a change of which is not only of heart but also of status with 
respect to his relationship with God. Evil angels are therefore “deprived of 
the participation of light eternal” because they lost the good within them-
selves.93 In other words, although all angels were created light, some of them 
turned away from light.94 To be more precise, all angels were made to enjoy 
blessedness, but some lost God’s light and “did not enjoy this blessedness.”95 
Augustine even goes as far as to stress that evil angels hated divine blessedness 
“even before they sinned,”96 and this rejection of light seems to have been 
induced in their minds by the devil.97 All angels were created the very same 
way, but the actions of the devil led to the separation of angelic beings, an 
action taken by God in order to preserve his truth, which the devil refused 
to partake in.98

In Augustine, the devil is described with utmost precision as an angelic 
being who “was never blessed with the holy angels,” “refused to submit to 
his creator,” “proudly exulted as if in a private lordship of his own,” “was 
thus deceived and deceiving,” “sins from the beginning” (as in 1 John 3:8), 
because “from the time he was created he refused righteousness.”99 The 
devil was not “naturally stranger to truth”100 but he decided not to abide in 
the truth so he was “doomed in this punishment after his sin.”101 Augustine 
also clarifies that the devil is “good by God’s creation” but “wicked by his 
own will,” so he was “cast down from his high position” and “became the 
mockery of [God’s] angels.”102 The importance of the will, and especially of 
the will to evil, is noticed by Stephen F. Noll who writes that, in Augustine, 
evil originates in the will, specifically in the devil’s will.103 God, however, is 
the ruler of everything, including evil spirits and the very will of the devil 
himself. As Augustine points out, God was not “ignorant” of the devil’s evil 
because when he created the devil, God “foresaw the good which He Himself 
would bring out of this evil,” as in Job 40:14.104 The reality of evil is of great 
concern for Augustine, who insists that angels were not created from another 
nature which is “derived ... from some different origin, and not from God.”105 
God is the supreme essence and all things and all beings, including angels, 
were created from the essence of God, and since God is good, all things and 
all beings, including angels, were created good. James Wetzel, for instance, 
confirms Augustine’s belief in the goodness of angels at creation when he 
writes that all beings, including angels, were created by God with “absolute 
goodness.”106 Consequently, evil angels are not evil by nature, but by their 
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own “wills and desires.”107 Augustine believes that these evil wills and desires 
caused evil angels to become full of vices, because “vice is an injury of the 
nature.” Also, he explains that the “very vice of the wicked angels” and “their 
departure from God” demonstrates that “God created their nature so good 
that it is an injury to it not to be with God.”108

The morality of angels in Augustine begins with the recognition of the 
“two societies of angels” which are “dissimilar and contrary to one another.” 
One the one hand, Augustine paints a very plastic picture of evil angels who 
display a negative morality by “swelling with pride,” “reeking with the unclean 
lust of self-advancement,” “raging through the lower regions of the air,” “boil-
ing with the lust of subduing and hurting,” and “envying [the good angels] 
when it gathers in its pilgrims.”109 The evil behavior of evil angels is “set on 
by ... pride” but also “held ... by God’s power from doing the harm it would” 
because evil angels are “good by nature but by will depraved.”110 Sarah Byers 
even suggests that, according to Augustine, evil angels also suffer from a certain 
lack of wisdom which leads to a specific deficiency of power; i.e., evil angels 
are less powerful because they are less wise.111 On the other hand, good angels 
are presented in sharp contrast to their evil peers as “enjoying God,” “blazing 
with the holy love of God,” “dwelling in the heaven of heavens,” “tenderly 
succoring,” “justly avenging,” and “laughing at [the evil angels] when [they 
do] good unwillingly by [their] persecutions.”112 Good angels abide in “God’s 
pleasure” and minister on behalf of “God’s goodness to the utmost of their 
good pleasure” because they are “both by nature good and by will upright.”113 
This positive status, however, is not exclusively the result of angelic wisdom 
but also of God’s grace which is mediated pneumatologically. In this respect, 
Erick L. Jenkins writes that good angels receive God’s love through the Holy 
Spirit, so all angels who decided to keep on receiving God’s love remained 
good.114 As for the other angelic host, Augustine is convinced that evil angels 
are cursed because “they have forsaken Him who supremely is” (God) and 
they sinned by pride because “pride is the beginning of sin” (as in Ecclesiastes 
10:13).115 Thus, they decided to leave God and waste their strength for the 
devil; in other words, they preferred themselves to God. Unlike them, good 
angels are blessed because “they cleave to Him who supremely is” (God) and 
decided to adhere to God and preserve their strength for God.116

Augustine’s hierarchy of being, however, does not present only the rela-
tionships good and evil angels have with God, but also those they have with 
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humans. Even if angels pertain to “two diverse and contrary communities,”117 
they nonetheless have interactions with men and women to the point that 
saved humans are “associated with the good angels in their reward” while 
unsaved humans are connected with “the wicked [angels] in punishment.”118 
It is vital to understand at this point that, in Augustine, what happens between 
fallen angels and humans is permitted and governed, in the words of Paula J. 
Rose, “by the decree of divine providence.”119 The interconnectivity between 
angels and humans is so fundamental to the whole creation that the plight of 
humanity is caused by evil angels. As John R. Rist puts it, the fall of angels 
led to the fall of human beings,120 which happened in the context of God’s 
good creation, an aspect Augustine underscores time and again.121 According 
to him, this irreconcilable dichotomy is caused by the free exercise of the 
will, so angelic morality is an issue of psychological decisions because, as 
shown by Elizabeth Klein, free will is an ontological feature of all angels.122 
This is why, in Augustine’s theology, there is no efficient cause for the evil 
of reprobate angels than their own will because “angelic nature” was created 
good but “angelic will” turned towards evil.123

Conclusions

Despite the theological complexity of patristic angelology, three fields of 
inquiry appear to emerge saliently in the writings of most Church Fathers: 
first, the reality of angels or the fact that angels are created by God; second, the 
ontology of angels or the issue of how angels work in their capacity as God’s 
creatures; and third, the morality of angels or the positive and negative aspects 
of angelic behavior in relationship to God and the human beings. Thus, the 
Shepherd of Hermas, as well as the writings of Justin Martyr, Tatian, Irenaeus, 
and Athanasius provide a constant emphasis with respect to the status of angels 
as beings created by God, which confirms that angelic reality is anchored in 
the very being and actions of God. At the same time, how angels exist as light 
and how they work for humans on behalf of God is the foundation of angelic 
ontology in the works of some of the most famous Church Fathers such as 
Lactantius, John of Damascus, Basil of Caesarea, Gregory Nazianzen, and John 
Chrysostom. The actions of angels as guided by the activation of their will 
which resulted in good or evil consequences for themselves and the human 
beings are investigated by the author of the Shepherd of Hermas but also by 
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Basil of Caesarea, Tertullian, and Origen, of which Origen proved to be the 
most innovative in most of the aspects of patristic angelology, especially with 
regard to angelic bodily constitution, the capability of angelic falling, the 
organization of angelic hosts based on notion of merit, the deficient nature of 
angelic impeccability, and the soteriological possibility of angelic restoration. 

Augustine continues the angelological investigations of his patristic fore-
runners by focusing on an impressive range of issues, whose complexity is 
equaled only by the quantity of material produced by his own hand. Never-
theless, the three main fields of patristic inquiry into angelology are followed 
closely by Augustine although his research into the complex aspects of angelic 
nature surpasses the reality, ontology, and morality of angels. Thus, these 
three main themes of patristic angelology can also be found in Augustine. 
For instance, the reality of angels is discussed by Augustine in most of his 
works, although Books 11 and 12 of The City of God offer sufficient proof 
in favor of the creation of angels by God as preeminent beings. Angels were 
created as light in order to enjoy divine blessedness in conjunction with the 
reality of God as Trinity. The same Books 11 and 12 reveal that Angels were 
created not only as premundane beings, in the sense that they were created 
before the creation of the material world, but also as spiritual, intelligent, 
and communicative beings whose purpose was to take the Word of God to 
the members of the human race. As such, angels reveal their true ontology 
as divine messengers for the salvation of human beings. Augustine spends an 
impressive amount of time on making sure that his presentation of angelic 
morality is carefully explained within God’s plan for his creation. Thus, the 
same Books 11 and 12 abound in references to good and evil angels, as well 
as to the latter’s chieftain, the devil. The most important aspect of Augus-
tine’s angelic morality is his effort to present a reasonable account of the evil 
angels’ deflection from God and their good peers by the active turning of 
their originally good will towards evil actions.

The reality, ontology, and morality of angels as presented by the Church 
Fathers in general and Augustine in particular are just a few and rather common 
samples of the otherwise extremely complex domain of patristic angelology. 
Further inquiry into all three is not only necessary but also beneficial to the 
development of Christian theology as a humanistic science. Future research 
into angelic reality, ontology, and morality will have to include investigations 
of the role of angels in the history of salvation, especially in comparison with 
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the mediatory role of Christ, the resemblance between angels and humans, or 
perhaps even the possibility of imitating and worshipping angels by humans. 
These research lines, aptly listed by Steven Chase,124 could be coupled with 
similar issues like the more common aspects of angelic ministries and the divine 
creation of angels (for instance, Vojtěch Novotný’s theory of the simultaneous 
creation of angels and humans),125 but also with the scintillating possibility of 
delving into the less explored angelic vision of God.
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