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Editorial: God’s 
Messengers: Theological 
Reflections on Angels
Stephen J. Wellum

Stephen J. Wellum is Professor of Christian Theology at The Southern Baptist Theo-

logical Seminary and editor of Southern Baptist Journal of Theology. He received his PhD 

from Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, and he is the author of numerous essays and 

articles and the co-author with Peter Gentry of Kingdom through Covenant, 2nd edition 

(Crossway, 2012, 2018) and God’s Kingdom through God’s Covenants: A Concise Biblical 

Theology (Crossway, 2015); the co-editor of Progressive Covenantalism (B&H, 2016); 

the author of God the Son Incarnate: The Doctrine of the Person of Christ (Crossway, 

2016) and Christ Alone—The Uniqueness of Jesus as Savior (Zondervan, 2017); and 

the co-author of Christ from Beginning to End: How the Full Story of Scripture Reveals 

the Full Glory of Christ (Zondervan, 2018); and the author of The Person of Christ: An 

Introduction (Crossway, 2021).

Throughout church history, similar to the moon, theological reflection on angels 
has waxed and waned. In the early church and reaching its high point in the 
Middle Ages, there was a lot of discussion of angels within Christian theology. 
One cannot read Anselm’s, Cur Deus Homo? (Why God Became a Man) or Aqui-
nas’ corpus without noticing lengthy discussions on angels. In the Reformation, 
there was a correction to the medieval fascination with angels, but it was not until 
the Enlightenment that belief in and a focus on angels diminished. Largely due 
to the rise of deism and its corollary methodological naturalism, focus on this 
world and the human sciences became more prevalent. Much of the classic liberal 
theology of the eighteenth and nineteenth century dismissed belief in angels as 
a relic of a by-gone era, thus revealing that they were many steps removed from 
the Bible’s understanding of God, the world, and spiritual realities.
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In fact, even today, numerous biblical scholars interpret the NT language 
of the “demonic,” “principalities and powers, and “spiritual forces” as only 
referring to political, social, economic, and religious structures of power of our 
present world. For example, G. B. Caird, The Language and Imagery of the Bible, 
argues this point, and the late Colin Gunton in his Actuality of the Atonement, 
follows suit. Today, often these interpretations are combined with a Marxist 
twist, so that when Scripture speaks of our Lord Jesus Christ disarming the 
“powers” and triumphing over them (Col 2:15; cf. Heb 2:14-18), it is only 
referring to his victory over earthly powers and the hegemonic structures 
that need to be torn down and replaced by the latest humanistic ideology.

However, in popular culture and in postmodern forms of spirituality, 
fascination with angels has not entirely disappeared. From television shows 
such as “Highway to Heaven,” or “Touched by an Angel,” to old Christmas 
classics such as “It’s a Wonderful Life” or Charles Dicken’s “A Christmas 
Carol,” to today’s focus on witches, the demonic, and spiritual beings, angels 
(and questions about spiritual beings) have continued to fascinate us. Yet 
in our current fascination with angels and spiritual beings, there is a lot of 
confusion, which Christian theology needs to remedy. Even in the church, 
too many false ideas of angels have taken root, hence one of the reasons 
for this issue of SBJT. What is needed is to think about angels biblically, 
theologically, and in light of historical theology. But before we do, I wanted 
to outline a brief description of what we know about angels from Scripture 
to orient our thinking to the articles that follow.

First, angels are creatures like humans, but not image-bearers. To be God’s 
image means that we were created to know God in covenant relationship and 
to rule over the world as God’s vice-regents and representatives. Although 
angels are powerful created beings they were not created to rule over the 
world as humans were. In fact, as we will discuss in a moment, there is no 
salvation for angels since the divine Son did not assume an angelic form but 
instead, took to himself a human nature in order to redeem us from sin ( John 
1:1, 14; Heb 2:5-18). As creatures, angels are not to be worshipped (Col 
2:18; Rev 19:10). They may even appear in human-like form (Gen 6:2) but 
for the most part they are not seen. As to when they were created, Scripture 
does not say, since nothing of their creation is mentioned in Genesis 1-2, 
but we assume that Genesis 1:1 speaks of their creation just as it speaks of 
the creation of the entire universe.
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Second, angels are “messengers” (Gk. angelos) of God or God’s ambas-
sadors. In Scripture, angels are described as surrounding God’s throne in 
worship (Isa 6; Rev 4-5), and it seems that God’s throne is surrounded by 
members of a heavenly assembly, who are constituted by ranks of angels. 
From God’s throne, angels are sent to execute God’s will (Num 22:32; Josh 
5:14; 1 Kgs 22:19-23; Pss 78:49; 103:20; Dan 10:13; Heb 1:14), and even 
assist in the providential ordering of history and human affairs (Dan 12:1). 
In fact, at key points of redemptive-history, angels are present, particularly 
at Jesus’ birth, temptation, resurrection, ascension, and return (Matt 1; 
13:42; 25:31; 28:2; Mark 1:13; Luke 1-3; 22: 43; Acts 1:10-11; Rev 7:1-3). 
In Acts, we are told that angels assisted the early church in its ministry (Acts 
5:19; 10:3). And although there is no salvation for angels, they rejoice when 
sinners repent (Luke 15:10) and they marvel at God’s wisdom displayed in 
his reconciliation of his people in the church (Eph 3:10-11).

Third, there are both good and upright angels and angels that have rebelled 
against God, who are now identified with the demonic. Scripture does not 
tell us when some of the angels fell into sin, but by Genesis 3, and in light of 
Scripture’s later identification of the serpent with Satan ( John 8:44; Rev 12:9; 
20:2; cf. 2 Cor 11:3), we know that a fall must have occurred by that time. 
As such, sin was present in the angelic world before it began in the human 
world. The passage that comes closest to describing this event is probably 
Jude 6 (cf. 1 Tim 3:6; 2 Pet 2:4). Revelation 12 may also recollect this event. 
It seems that Satan and his hosts were not satisfied with their God-ordained 
role and place, but instead desired a position of higher authority. As such, 
the root of their sin is pride (1 Tim 3:6), which led to their downfall.

Fourth, there also seems to be ranks of angels. For example, we read of 
the seraphim (Isa 6:2) and cherubim. In the case of the cherubim, they are 
the ones who guarded Eden after the fall (Gen 3:24), and figures of them 
adorned the ark (Exod 25:17-22) and Solomon’s temple (1 Kgs 6:22-35). In 
Scripture, two angels are named: Michael (Dan 12:1; Rev 12:7) and Gabriel 
(Luke 1:26). And it seems that angels exist in a hierarchy of rank and authority 
(Eph 6:12; 1 Thess 4:16; cf. John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11; 2 Cor 4:4; Jude 9).

Fifth, there is no salvation for angels. As already noted, angels are not 
image-bearers and God the Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, has not redeemed 
them by taking on their form or paying for their sin. Instead, Satan and his 
hosts are now defeated enemies by Christ’s cross (Col 2:15; Heb 2:14-18), 
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and when Christ returns, Satan and his hosts will experience eternal judg-
ment (Rev 20:10). Presently, although Satan is a defeated foe, he still desires 
harm for the church because he knows his time is short (Rev 12:12), and he 
continues to prowl around like a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour 
(1 Pet 5:8). Yet, by Christ’s incarnation and work, Satan has been defeated, 
and he is now being put under our feet (Rom 16:20). However, until Christ 
returns, Satan and his hosts, along with humanity that stands in opposition 
to God, attempt to create havoc for the church, hence Scripture’s exhortation 
to engage in spiritual battle and to never forget that our battle is not merely 
with flesh and blood but spiritual powers (Eph 6:10-18). 

Obviously more could be said about angels, Satan, the demonic, and 
spiritual warfare. In the remainder of SBJT, reflections about angels 
will be given by looking at what Scripture teaches, thinking about 
spiritual warfare and our victory in Christ and his cross, and how from 
the Patristic era to our own day, key people in historical theology have 
reflected on the subject of angels. It is my prayer that this issue of SBJT 
will help us think more biblically and theologically about angels, not 
for the purpose of elevating them, but instead being lead to rejoice in 
our triune God who has created all things, including angels, for his 
own glory and name, and even for the good of the church.
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Angels in Scripture
John R. Gilhooly 

John R. Gilhooly is Associate Professor of Philosophy and Theology and Director of 

the Honors Program at Cedarville University, Cedarville, Ohio. He earned his PhD 

from Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Fort Worth, Texas. He is the author 

of several books, including 40 Questions About Angels, Demons, and Spiritual War-

fare (Kregel, 2018). Gilhooly has written articles in Journal for Septuagint and Cognate 

Studies and Philosophia Christi, as well as translations of medieval texts. He is married 

to Ginger and they have three children. 

The angels are minor characters in the story of Scripture. Even so, they fre-
quently adorn the narratives and the relative paucity of information about 
them in Scripture has sometimes led to excesses in popular theology and 
culture. Fewer places in Christian theology seem more apt for superstition 
than angelology and demonology. A remedy for much of this speculation is a 
firmer grasp on what the Scripture does (and does not) say about the angels.

Of course, the place to start is with the word “angel,” which—at the risk of 
sounding unbelievable—is not itself a word in the biblical languages. Angel 
is a theological word: indeed, a Christian one—it arises through the process 
of translation. This fact gives us no reason to be suspicious of it. Hebrew, 
Aramaic, and Greek simply do not have a specific term for angel—that is, 
for a purely spiritual rational creature, as English does. Each of the biblical 
languages uses other words that also have other meanings to refer to the 
creatures that we call angels. The most common term that is translated “angel” 
in English is the word for “messenger” in each of those languages (Heb/
Ara. mal’akh; Gk. angelos). Angel enters the English translations by way of 
Latin, which has distinct words for messenger (nuntius) and the creature 
called angel (angelus).1 So, in the biblical texts, we see frequent reference to 
a kind of messenger or messengers who are not human and yet are like us 
in many ways—they are moral, rational beings.2

SBJT 25.2 (2021): 9-20



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.2 (2021)

10

The history of the angelic beings is not as complete in the record of Scrip-
ture as people have sometimes wished or claimed. For example, there is no 
narrative in Scripture about the creation of the angels nor about the event 
that precipitated the moral fall of the demons, demon being the word in 
Christian theology that is used to refer to angels whose moral character has 
been corrupted by sin. That the angels are created by God is clear (e.g., Ps 
128), but the event of their creation is not something that Moses included 
in his account in Genesis. That some number of them departed the ranks of 
the holy angels (the demons) through their own fault is likewise clear ( John 
8:44; Jude 6), and that their punishment is certain is clear (2 Pet 2:4; Matt 
25:41).3 But, when or how the demons turned from God is an implicit story 
in Scripture that never rises to the level of the plot.4 There have been a variety 
of suggestions for the nature of the sin of the angels in Christian history with 
envy and pride being the standard options (1 Tim 3:6). We know that the 
angels were created, that some number of them fell through their own fault 
prior to the fall of man, and that the holy angels serve God while those fallen 
ones resist his plans. That sketch is the story of their “history.” 

Early biblical commentators saw the need to address questions about 
the creation of angels in Genesis as well as the fall of the demons, precisely 
because the creation of all things is described in the first chapter of the book. 
Why, then, doesn’t Moses say anything of the creation and subsequent fall of 
the angels? I think Alcuin gives the most satisfying answer to this question, 
when he says, “because he has not predestined to cure the angel’s wounds.”5 
The point Alcuin is making is that the Bible is not about angels. It is about 
God and his plan of salvation for his people. Although the Scripture men-
tions the angels, it does not discuss them. Further, this lacuna is because the 
biblical authors did not intend to discuss them as they were led by the Holy 
Spirit. Incidentally, these facts constitute the major problem with books that 
attempt to make the activity of the angels and demons central to the descrip-
tion of the Christian religion. The text of Scripture simply does not afford 
angels or demons that kind of centrality.6 There are less than 300 mentions 
of angels in Scripture, many of which are oblique, and some books do not 
mention them at all. We must be content with what the Lord has seen fit to 
reveal through his Word.7

One technique for discovering the role of angels in Scripture is to see 
the manner and frequency of their appearance in the biblical storyline. The 
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upshot of such a survey is the recognition that the angels are infrequent 
and minor players. To do this, one must note instances of angelic activity 
within the several groupings of texts that comprise the shape of the biblical 
canon. Collations of texts that mention angels appear in virtually every 
book in English on the angels as well as in basic bible doctrine theology 
texts. I will not rehearse such work here.8 Instead, I will focus on a handful 
of representative examples in the Pentateuch and refer to repeated motifs 
in the Prophets and NT. To that task, we can turn our attention, after which 
I will have something to say about the role of angels in Christian theology.

Angels in the Pentateuch, Prophets, and the NT
In the Book of Moses, angels appear at certain key moments to deliver a 
message to a significant figure. That last phrase is crucial: the angel is bringing 
a message to a figure that is significant. The angel is, by contrast, marginal. 
Even in instances where angels are a major figure in the pericope, nearly all 
the appearances of the word “angel” in the text are oblique. In other words, 
nothing specific is said about the angel. Rather, he appears as a background 
figure or he is referred to indirectly. For example, Abraham says to his ser-
vant that God will send an angel before him as he seeks a wife for his son: 
“The LORD, the God of heaven, who took me from my father’s house and 
from the land of my kindred, and who spoke to me and swore to me, ‘To 
your offspring I will give this land,’ he will send his angel before you and 
you shall take a wife for my son from there” (Gen 24:7). Later, the servant 
seems confident that God did send the angel (Gen 24:40).

But there is no depiction of this figure, nor does an angel figure promi-
nently in the remaining section of the narrative. We do not know in what 
manner he goes “before” the servant. The angel does not appear at all. We 
know even less about this angel than we do about the servant of no name. 
The angel is referred to but is not a character of the scene.

Most of the appearances of the angels in Scripture are similar. Notice the 
challenge this raises for angelology. Total mentions of the word mal’akh are 
limited to a few cases—around 200 or so. More than half the time the word 
mal’akh appears, it refers unambiguously to human messengers (e.g., 1 Kgs 
19:2, “So Jezebel sent a messenger (mal’akh) to Elijah). About forty percent 
of the time the word appears in an oblique manner, as in Genesis 24 above. 
In only about two percent of cases does the word avoid entanglements with 
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other exegetical issues sufficiently that the text in question could serve as 
the basis for metaphysical inference, i.e., a constructive angelology. The 
usage is clear: the angels are background figures. Perhaps, this is because 
messengers are less important than their message. Certainly, our angelology 
should reflect the biblical data—it should be circumspect, proportioned to 
the amount of material the biblical authors saw fit to give us as they were 
guided by the Spirit of God.

Some commentators have recognized the ambiguity of the word mal’akh 
and consequently overreacted to this ambiguity by concluding that “angel” 
is invariably a specious rendering of the Hebrew term. Dorothy Irvin says 
that the Hebrew term: 

is the word used from those who carry a message from one person to another. 

Kings in particular used them in the Old Testament. The same word is used for 

the being who carries a message from God to man. The Hebrew text gives no 

indication that these two types of messengers differ, and neither does the Sep-

tuagint. Only with the Vulgate does a special word for ‘angel,’ as distinguished 

from other messengers, appear, angelus. Therefore, to translate one occurrence 

of mal’akh by “messenger” and another by “angel” is certainly to read later theo-

logical ideas into the text. The distinction is quite arbitrary and finds no support 

in the original text.9 

Irvin goes too far here. After all, traditional readings of the text do provide a 
rationale for recognizing the presence of non-human messengers without the 
imposition of “later theological ideas.” As an example, take the appearance 
of the angels in Genesis 19. The traditional Christian reading is that the two 
“angels” are celestial messengers sent by God to warn Lot about the fate of 
Sodom and Gomorrah, to search out the city’s wickedness. This reading is 
correct. To Irvin’s point about the word mal’akh in general, however, it is true 
that the figures of the passage are variously referred to as men and angels. In 
Genesis 19:10, 12, and 16, the angels are called men (anishim). The same word 
introduces the figures in Genesis 18. We need some clue, then, from the text 
to indicate that these messengers are something other than the men that they 
appear to the characters to be. Part of what helps us to recognize the ambiguity 
of the terms and how they function is seeing the text from the perspective of 
the characters of the narrative as well as from the perspective of the narrator.
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In fact, the ambiguity in accounts containing angels is often an inten-
tional compositional choice by the inspired author. Regarding this text 
for example, Bruce Waltke notes that “the narrator blanks the correspon-
dence between the ‘two men’ of the previous scene (18:2,16,22) and 
the two angels … He obviously intends the audience to make the con-
nection between the phenomenological and the theological.”10 In other 
words, Moses is aware that Abraham’s primary interlocutor in Genesis 18 
is God—who sent the angels to meet with him—and he makes this clear 
in the introduction to the literary scene (Gen 18:1). Call this awareness—
which the reader and writer share—the theological outlook. In contrast, 
Abraham is presented as unaware of the celestial nature of his visitors. 
He is entertaining angels unaware, as his relative will in the next chapter 
(Heb 13:2). Call this perspective the phenomenological outlook. The dis-
tinction between these two viewpoints contributes to the dramatic irony 
of the story. Rather than being unreflective, the shifting between these 
viewpoints is further evidence that this story like the whole Scripture is a 
highly wrought literary artifact.11

Nor is this distinction an ad hoc attempt to justify the traditional reading. 
Abraham’s sighting of the visitors is highlighted by hineh (behold! or look!), 
which unites the reader’s perspective with that of a character. Furthermore, 
Abraham’s address to the visitors is ambiguous in the consonantal text.12 
Although Abraham understands that there is more than meets the eye by the 
end of his section, Moses reestablishes the theological outlook in Genesis 19:1 
by introducing two mala’khim as they head to Sodom, presumably the third 
heads to Gomorrah. But, as noted, elsewhere in the chapter these angels/
messengers are referred to as men. This represents the phenomenological 
outlook. Again, textual clues drive this inference: it is not merely ad hoc. For 
example, the two “men” are able to pull Lot from the hands of “the men of 
the city, the men of Sodom, both young and old, all the people to the last 
man” and shut the door against them.13 Furthermore, the “men” strike the 
crowd with blindness, a word elsewhere only in 2 Kings. In that text (6:18), 
Elisha prays to the LORD and asks him to strike the Syrians with blindness. 
A celestial judgment falls on the Syrians after prophetic intercession. How-
ever, the “men” of Genesis 19 are able to strike the crowd with blindness 
without reference to intercession. Of course, this detail is not conclusive, 
but it is suggestive. The cumulative effect of these suggestions is powerful. 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.2 (2021)

14

After all, it is after their striking the crowd with blindness that they deliver a 
message of impending divine judgment, at which point Moses again refers 
to them not as men but as angels. Hence, although textual details are not 
as metaphysically robust as interpreters have sometimes suggested, there 
is sufficient grist for the mill to recognize the celestial origin of these key 
figures. Irvin is too hesitant here and ignores these sorts of details.

It is right, however, to notice that references to angels are circumscribed 
tightly and are generally oblique. When an angel does appear as a figure in 
the text, he is usually delivering a message, though in some cases an angelic 
figure is instead described as acting on God’s behalf.

For example, in Genesis 16, an angel instructs Hagar to return to Sarah, and 
he makes the pronouncement about Ishmael. In Genesis 19, angels rescue 
Lot from Sodom and Gomorrah. An angel calls to Abraham to forestall his 
sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis 22. An angel wrestles with Jacob in Genesis 32 
and names him (Hos 12:4). But, even in these instances, the angel simply 
appears and speaks to the main character of the narrative. He is not described 
in any detail, which is in keeping with biblical style.14 In each case, however, 
the angel delivers a significant message that impacts the unfolding of God’s 
plans for his people. As seen above, Genesis 18-19 offers an interesting 
example of the angels’ tendency to fade into the background.

In Exodus, the most significant angelic appearance is in the burning bush 
(Exod 3:2; Acts 7:30). Again, the angel serves as a legate for God. An angel 
is also active in the destruction of the first-born in Egypt—although Moses 
does not say “angel” here but rather “the destroyer” (for the connection to 
angels, see Ps 78, Heb 11:28, cf. 2 Sam 24:16). Perhaps the reason is because 
that angel does not deliver a message—he does deliver a very clear sign. The 
rest of the major appearances involve the language from Abraham: an angel 
that goes before the people (cf. Exod 14:19-20). In this case, he will drive 
the people from the land ahead of them. Notice again that these instances 
are references to an angel but that the angel remains off-screen, so to speak.

In Leviticus, the angels make no obvious appearance at all.
This notion that angels are behind the scenes is pervasive. In Numbers, 

a donkey sees an angel before her master does, Balaam (Num 22:23), the 
angel having been sent as an adversary (a “satan”) against Balaam (Num 
22:22). However, the prophet receives from the angel instructions about what 
he should prophesy (Num 22:35). The (human) messenger is receiving a 
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message from a (celestial) messenger in this case. In fact, this is what Balaam 
tells Balak (Num 24:12)—having received words from God, Balaam must 
say them. Again, the angel is not described in any detail. He simply delivers 
a message as God’s messenger.

In Deuteronomy, angels are again mentioned elliptically. For example, in 
Deuteronomy 33, they are depicted in association with Mt. Sinai upon which 
Moses received the law from God.15 But, otherwise, they play no significant 
role in the book. These patterns continue throughout the rest of the OT.

So, setting aside those actions that should be expected from any rational 
creature (e.g., worship of God), we can collate the types of angelic activity 
from the book of Moses: (1) protection/rescue of a key figure, (2) execution 
of divine judgment, (3) announcement of a significant birth, (4) delivery/
interpretation of a key message to a prophet. These four activities are the 
motifs that recur throughout the Scripture. Specific types of angelic beings 
are typically limited to a handful of texts, and these would enlarge the list. 
Seraphim, for example, (Isa 6) worship God around his throne specifi-
cally—but clearly, they are involved in (2) and (4) with Isaiah. Cherubim, 
likewise, are involved in (2) in their protection of the Garden (Gen 3:24) 
as well as (4) in their association with the nearness of God’s presence and 
message (Ezek 1:5-11).

In the prophets, likewise, we see angels announcing a significant birth (e.g., 
Judg 13:3), rescuing a key figure (e.g., 2 Kgs 6:17), interpreting messages 
(e.g., Zech 1:9; Dan 7-8), and executing divine judgement (e.g., 2 Sam 24). 
All these instances are examples of the basic pattern of motifs found in the 
book of Moses.

The NT appearances of the angels similarly fall into these patterns. For 
example, in the Gospel accounts, we have announcement of a birth (Matt 
1:20-21; Luke 1:26-28), protection/rescue (Acts 12:7), the promised exe-
cution of judgment (Matt 16:27). (4) is limited primarily to the book of 
Revelation in which John can report what he has seen in similar ways to the 
apocalyptic texts in Zechariah and Daniel. But the same general pattern 
continues, although angelic appearances are limited to narrative contexts 
and the epistolary corpus features them less frequently as a result. As the 
angels are not doctrinally or practically central to Christian life, it stands to 
reason that they do not receive a place of prominence in the NT. In fact, other 
than the Gospel accounts and Acts in which the angels make some minor 
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appearances, the NT does not make much of the angels although they are 
mentioned occasionally. This recognition is crucial for a healthy angelology.

Matthew is representative of some of the features of angelic appearance in 
the NT, especially because dreams or visions make up a substantial part of 
the angelic appearances in the NT. When an angel appears to Joseph to tell 
him to take Mary as his wife, this happens in a dream, a dream constituting 
the most significant announcement of a birth in the Bible. In Matthew 1:20, 
we read, “an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, ‘Joseph, 
son of David, don’t be afraid to take Mary as your wife, because what has 
been conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit.’” The announcement of the birth 
of the Christ is mirrored by the angelic announcement of his resurrection in 
Matthew 28:5-6, “Don’t be afraid, because I know you are looking for Jesus 
who was crucified. He is not here. For he has risen, just as he said.”16 Elsewhere 
in the Gospels, we continue to see figures described with reference to light 
(Matt 28:3, cf. Dan 10:16) and the appearance of men (Mark 16:5: neaniskos; 
Luke 24:4: andres; John 20:12: angelos). This ambiguity of the word choice 
used to refer to the figures reinforces the ambiguity of their appearances 
as first attested by Moses. But their spiritual nature is attested regularly as 
well (Acts 23:8-9), particularly in Hebrews, a case to which we will return.

As in the Gospel accounts, in Acts, Luke describes a handful of angelic 
encounters with key persons in the narrative. These incidents are conspicuous 
because they are rare and receive essentially no mention in the NT letters. 
Hence, they are not central to the apostolic church’s conception of itself or its 
practices. Like elsewhere in Scripture, the angels appear to deliver messages, 
typically to one of the apostles (Acts 1:10; 5:19; 8:26; 12:7–9). Consistent 
with other appearances of the angels in Scripture, these appearances are not 
always understood clearly at first. For example, Peter does not know that 
the angel who frees him from prison is real because he thinks he is seeing a 
vision or dream (12:7–9). In one significant instance, an angel appears in a 
vision to someone who is not an apostle, the centurion Cornelius (10:3). 
This is an important moment in the book and in history because it inaugu-
rates the preaching of the gospel to the Gentiles and shows that the gospel 
is for all peoples, as Peter explains (10:35; 11:15). This becomes central to 
Paul’s mission in the second half of the book.17 So, the angels continue to 
exfoliate key moments of the narratives in a certain respect. Their appearance 
highlights the significance of the time and messages they deliver.
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The Role of Angels in Theology
To this point, we have focused largely on what angels do—that is, on their 
external acts or the patterns of their activity that emerge in the Bible. But 
another important aspect of angelology involves the structural role that the 
angels play in a Christian theology, whether creation, anthropology, Christol-
ogy, etc. For some elements of that aspect, we can turn out attention to the 
book of Hebrews. Of course, Hebrews is not about angels, but they play an 
important structural role in the argument of the book, particularly in chapter 
1-2. However, this role highlights a use of angels in theology—which is a 
contrastive or foil usage. It is by contrast to them that an author can more 
clearly illustrate what he wants to say about his topic. In fact, the clarity of 
these contrasts might be impeded if the doctrine on the angels were more 
expansive than it is.

Christian theology turns on a basic distinction between the Creator and 
the creation. Indeed, this distinction is the fundamental one of the Christian 
worldview. But within the category of creation, theologians have generally 
distinguished between the different kinds of creatures according to a pattern 
called the hierarchy of being—a taxonomy that is cashed out in critically 
assimilated terms from Platonic cosmology. The division of nature is centered 
on the line between creatures that are spiritual and ones that are physical. 
Men straddle that line, while angels stand above it.18 Things like squirrels, 
rutabagas, and rocks fill out the lower portion of the division. Early Christian 
commentators saw evidence that this basic taxonomy of the created order 
was affirmed by the contours of Scripture. For our purposes, the argument 
of Hebrews 1 suggested the ontological distinction between men and angels 
that served to establish the role of angels in later Christian theology.19 There 
are some interesting exegetical issues here, but the controlling idea is that the 
distinction between men and angels is crucial for the nature of the argument 
that the author wishes to make about men and Christ. That men and angels 
are distinct types in the hierarchy of being is sine qua non for the argument 
the author wants to make.

The key was seeing that angels were spirits and not “from the dust” as 
men are (Gen 2:7). Psalm 104:4 filled this purpose.20 However, scholars 
typically find that the psalm referred to the Lord’s sovereign control over 
nature and not to the ontological status of angelic beings, given the nature of 
the immediate literary context. An abstruse claim about separated substances 
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is not in keeping with a psalm of God’s creative authority. In fact, many 
English translations of the psalm take the double accusative of verse four 
as “he makes the winds his messengers,” which eclipses any notion that the 
angels are being discussed from most English readers.21 The grammar of 
the Hebrew does not require this translation, but the surrounding interests 
of the psalm control the decision from many translators. Nevertheless, 
the canonical context should lead translators a different way. After all, the 
NT use of the Psalm differs from this common translation of the Psalm. 
Hebrews 1:7 reads, “he makes his angels spirits and his ministers a flaming 
fire.” Not only does this reverse the standard word order in translations of 
the Hebrew, but it also introduces the explicit reference to angelic beings. 
In fact, the word order (angels, then spirits) is required by the grammar of 
the reference.22 Hebrew does not share this grammatical requirement, but 
neither do grammatical considerations preclude translating or understanding 
the Psalm as the author of Hebrews does. The differences between MT, LXX, 
and NT notwithstanding,23 the important phrase for angelology is the same 
in LXX and NT. Since the inspired author uses a LXX text here, we should 
follow his reasoning even in the Hebrew original. His translation guides 
our understanding of the Hebrew passages also by deciding the potential 
ambiguity that is present in them. The Hebrews rendering of the text is 
sufficient to infer the spiritual nature of angels from Psalm 104:4, though it 
is true that theologians were guided in their reasoning by the insight of the 
author of Hebrews.24

This insight was further developed by the concluding idea in chapter 1, 
which is the rhetorical question, “Are they not all ministering spirits sent 
out to serve those who are going to inherit salvation?” (Heb 1:14). Not 
only does this question establish a clear divide between angels and men, 
but it also refers to them as spirits. Of course, some modern scholars have 
thought that “spirits” here would really be better translated as winds. The 
rationale being that “winds” would capture a parallelism between “ministers” 
and “flaming fire” in Hebrews 1:7 as well as in the cited text in Psalm 104.25 
However, both texts Hebrews 1:7 and 1:14 use the same word pneumata to 
refer to the angels. The literary context of Hebrews 1 (not Ps 104, which may 
be ambiguous taken on its own) seems to plainly mean spirits, not winds 
(cf. Zech 6:5). I think it asks too much of a non-technical word, pneumata, 
to make it serve for fine-grained distinctions, but in any case, a pure spirit 
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would be more like a wind or a fire than anything else we know. Certainly, 
even those who argue for “winds” believe that this communicates something 
about the ethereal nature of the angels.

In the succeeding chapter of Hebrews, the reference to Psalm 8 seems to 
affirm the traditional translation (spirits as opposed to winds). The author 
of Hebrews takes Psalm 8 christologically in his offering of the extended 
reference to Psalm 8:4-6. In the context of the Psalm, we see that God’s glory 
is above the heavens, including his angels (Heb. elohim, the standard gloss for 
which is gods),26 and that man is below them. Some scholars, wrongly in my 
view, think that elohim here should be understood as “gods,” but both LXX and 
Targum Jonathan have angels (angelos/mal’akh). The resemblance to the tiers 
of being are seen clearly in this text: God, angels, and then man (leaving aside 
cattle and creeping things). Especially because of the Christological focus 
of the passage regarding the humanity of the Son, it is reasonable to infer an 
ontological difference between the angels and humans.27 Christ descended 
below the angels “for a little while,” but was raised again to dominion with 
all things beneath his feet. Hebrews, then, shows the function of angels in 
Christian theology clearly. They are typically invoked in foil contexts, that 
is, they bring the salient features of some other topic into relief by contrast. 
In the way that they are less significant than the message that they deliver in 
narrative passages, so in didactic passages their nature is used to highlight 
something else, whether that be the contours of anthropology, Christology, 
or creation. Hence, the controlling insights about the angels’ nature is that 
they are celestial and spiritual by nature (in that way, like God: John 4:24) 
but they can appear to men to be indistinguishable from men (Heb 13:2). 
Yet, they are not men but spirits (Heb 1:14) who differ from men not only 
ontologically but also soteriologically (Heb 2:16). The Scripture informs 
us about the angels’ role in nature sufficiently well so that we can see their 
illustrative function in the theology of the biblical authors.

1. Some LXX texts arguably make a distinction between angelos for angel and presbus for human messenger. 
But, of course, this is not a universal pattern. 

2. Of course, there are other terms that are used by the biblical authors to refer to angels and demons besides 
‘messenger,’ but mal’akh/angelos is the most common term. 

3. For further discussion on demons, see the sections on demonology and the devil in John R. Gilhooly, 40 
Questions about Angels, Demons, and Spiritual Warfare (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Academic, 2019). For a 
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different approach, see Lewis Sperry Chafer, Satan (2nd ed; Chicago: Moody Press, 1919). 
4. See chapter one of John R. Gilhooly, The Devil’s Own Luck: Lucifer, Luck, and Moral Responsibility (Landham, 

MD: Lexington, 2021), forthcoming. For the distinction between story and plot, see Gerard Gennette, 
Narrative Discourse (trans. Jane E. Lewin; Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1980).

5. Alcuin, Quaestiones in Genesim, III.1
6. Notice the relative paucity of mentions of “angels” in large contemporary biblical-theological writings. For 

example, Peter J. Gentry and Stephen J. Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant: A Biblical-Theological Understanding 
of the Covenants (2nd ed.; Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2018) contains only a handful of references to angels 
in the index, many of which crop up in the context of discussing polemical portrayals of divine council 
imagery. This is not a mistake. The angels simply are not major players in the storyline.

7. John Calvin, institutio christiane religionis 1:14
8. For example, see John MacArthur and Richard Mayhue, eds., Biblical Doctrine: A Systematic Summary of 

Biblical Truth (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2017), 666-669. Note the irony in the pagination. 
9. Dorothy Irvin, Mytharion: The Comparison of Tales from the Old Testament and the Ancient Near East (Alter 

Orient Und Altes Testament, vol. 32; Kevelar: Butzon und Bercker, 1978), 90. 
10. Bruce K. Waltke and Cathi J. Fredricks, Genesis: A Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2001).
11. Consider the contrasts of Gen 18 with Gen 19, for example, which have nothing special to do with angels. 
12. It is interesting to note that the Masoretes vocalize Abraham’s word to the visitors using a unique form that 

is reserved for address to God, whereas they do not do the same for Lot. This pointing is merely suggestive. 
13. Gen 19:4, 10. Emphasis mine. 
14. Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: Dargestellte Wirklichkeit in der abendländischen Literatur (Bern: A. Francke Verlag, 

1946). 
15. See John R. Gilhooly, “Angels: Reconsidering the Septuagint Reading of Deuteronomy 33:2) Journal of 

Septuagint and Cognate Studies 50 (2017): 155-159.
16. In both case, text refers to the angel as “angelos kuriou,” a Septuagintism reflecting the Hebrew mal’akh Yahweh.  

This fact should help further bury the notion that the angel of the Lord is Jesus, or worse a “pre-incarnate 
Christ.” Not only is the Hebrew phrase not monadic, but NT authors can use a Septuagintal rendering of 
the phrase to refer to figures that are obvious not the Son of God. And, of course, sometimes the Hebrew 
phrase does not refer to an angel at all (Hag. 1:13).

17. Gilhooly, 40 Questions, 124. 
18. See Balas, David. Metousia Theou: Man’s Participation in God’s Perfections According to Saint Gregory of Nyssa 

(Roma: Pontificium Institutum S. Anselmi, 1966).
19. Perhaps refer here to the other articles in the issue.
20. Psalm 103 in LXX. 
21. Some modern English Bibles harmonize this text with that of Hebrews 1:7. 
22. The demonstrative pronoun in the verse requires that “angels” be taken as the direct object.
23. Differences in any case which do not clearly affect meaning and can perhaps be explained prosodically. See 

L. Timothy Swinson, “‘Wind’ and ‘Fire’ in Hebrews 1:7: A Reflection Upon the Use of Psalm 104(103),” 
Trinity Journal 28.2 (2007): 219, and Simon Kistemaker, The Psalm Citations in the Epistle to the Hebrews 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1984), 23. 

24. John F. Brug holds the LXX is preferable to most modern English translations apart from any NT consid-
erations. “Psalm 104:4 – Winds or Angels?,” Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary 97.3 (2000): 209-10. One should 
also consider the take of the author of Jubilees 2:2. It isn’t merely mischief on the LXX’s part that suggests 
the presence of angels in the Psalm to early commentators and translators.

25. So, Craig R. Koester, Hebrews: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (The Anchor Bible, 
vol. 36; New York: Doubleday, 2001), 193-194, Albert Vanhoye, Situation Du Christ, Hebreux 1-2 (Parts: 
Editions du Cerf, 1969), 170-175, and Gareth Lee Cockerill, The Epistles to Hebrews (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2012), 108-9.

26. With a singular verb, it is God as in Genesis 1. 
27. Also notice the distinction in rule between angels and men in Heb 2:5: again, the angels serving a con-

trastive function.
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Jesus Christ is an all-sovereign Savior (Dan 7:13–14; Matt 28:18; John 17:2; 
Acts 2:36), who is progressively realizing his saving reign through his church 
by making disciples of all nations (Matt 28:19–20; Acts 1:8). Christians’ 
hope is sure, for the living God in believers “is greater than he who is in the 
world” (1 John 4:4). Darkness is real, but in Christ we “have overcome” 
every evil force (4:4). He came “to proclaim liberty to the captives” and “to 
set at liberty those who are oppressed” (Luke 4:18; cf. Isa 61:1 with 42:7; 
49:9, 25). He came “to deliver us from the present evil age” (Gal 1:4) and 
to empower us “to open … eyes” so that Jews and Gentiles alike “may turn 
from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God” (Acts 26:18). In 
Christ, believers enjoy “divine power to destroy strongholds” (2 Cor 10:4), 
and we must “take up the whole armor of God” in order to stand firm and 
help others stand firm in the evil day (Eph 6:13). Jesus said, “The thief comes 
only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it 
abundantly” ( John 10:10). This essay attempts to help God’s people enjoy 
in greater measure the fulness and fruitfulness that Christ alone brings. The 
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paper seeks to nurture holiness, maximize gospelizing, and mobilize missions 
for the sake of Christ’s name.

The following six affirmations regarding spiritual warfare will guide this study: 

1. God is the supreme ruler and orchestrator of all things including supernatural, 

natural, and moral evil. 

2. God is stronger than the evil one, has decisively defeated him through 

Christ, and will defeat him entirely.

3. Christ frees believers from enslavement to the devil and grants them both 

a new identity as sons and full eternal security in him. 

4. The evil one, the devil, works evil against both non-believers and believers. 

5. Christ has given Christians authority to battle evil, grace to persevere 

through it, and the promise of full deliverance from it.

6. Christ is advancing his kingdom through his church.

1. God is the supreme ruler and orchestrator of all 
things including supernatural, natural, and moral evil

God sovereignly and mysteriously creates and controls all things––both 
light and darkness, the visible and the invisible––in ways that are always 
upright, just, and pure and in ways that work for his own glory (Deut 32:4, 
29; Eccl 7:13–14; Isa 42:8; 45:7; Col 1:16; Heb 1:3).2 He is the decisive 
administrator over both material and spiritual creation, and he institutes all 
lower authorities for his good ends (Dan 4:17; Ps 24:1; Rom 13:1). Thus, 
he is the one who ultimately governs evil powers to test (Deut 13:1–3; Job 
1:6–8; 2:1–3), to punish ( Judg 9:23) even through lies (1 Kgs 22:19–23), 
to torment (1 Sam 16:14–15),3 and to incite sin (2 Sam 24:1 with 1 Chr 
21:1), all of which he uses for his virtuous purposes (see 2 Cor 12:7).

2. God is stronger than the evil one, has decisively defeated  
him through Christ, and will defeat him entirely

Under God’s sovereign control, Satan, whom we also know of as the evil 
one or devil, rules the world’s kingdoms (Luke 4:5–7; John 12:31; 14:30; 
16:11; 1 John 5:19). Christ is stronger than the evil one, and the Lord has 
purposed that through Christ his superior kingdom of light would contrast 
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with and ultimately overcome the devil’s worldly kingdom of darkness (Ps 
110:1; Matt 12:26, 28; Luke 10:18; John 12:31; Acts 26:17–18; Col 1:13; 
Eph 6:12; Rev 20:10). In that day, voices will declare, “The kingdom of the 
world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall 
reign forever and ever” (Rev 11:15; cf. 1 Cor 15:24–25).

John declared, “The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the 
works of the devil” (1 John 3:8). This was to fulfill Yahweh’s declaration: 
“The LORD will … famish all the gods of the earth, and to him shall bow 
down, each in its place, all the lands of the nations” (Zeph 2:11). And 
again, “Turn to me and be saved, all the ends of the earth! For I am God, 
and there is no other…. To me every knee shall bow, every tongue shall 
swear allegiance” (Isa 45:22–23; cf. Rom 14:11; Phil 2:10). God moved 
in power with Christ, who has, through his life, death, and resurrection, 
bound “the strong man” (Mark 3:27) and subdued demonic forces that 
no others “had the strength to subdue” (5:4).4 He was the offspring of the 
woman who would crush the serpent’s head (Gen 3:15; cf. 1 Cor 15:24–27; 
cf. Rom 16:20), and he was the offspring of Abraham who has taken pos-
session of the gate of his enemies and through whom the world’s curse will 
be completely overcome with blessing (Gen 22:17b–18). Jesus “is greater 
than he who is in the world” (1 John 4:4) and was sent “to proclaim liberty 
to the captives and … to set at liberty those who are oppressed” (Luke 
4:18; cf. Isa 61:1 with 49:8–9, 25–26).

Through Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection, God highly exalted Jesus and 
appointed him with all authority in heaven and on earth (Dan 7:13–14; Matt 
28:18; Eph 1:19–23; Phil 2:8–11). In the process, God cast out the devil 
from his heavenly position (Luke 10:18; John 12:31; 16:11; Rev 12:9) and 
disarmed and shamed the demonic powers, cancelling all record of debt 
due to disobedience that we had before God and any legal claim of guilt the 
devil had on believers’ lives (Zech 3:1–9; Rom 8:1; Col 2:14–15).5 God the 
Father has already subjected all things to Christ, will display so in the future, 
and will receive all things back at the end (1 Cor 15:24–28; Phil 3:20–21; 
Heb 2:6–10; 1 Pet 3:21–22).
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3. Christ frees believers from enslavement to the devil and 
grants them both a new identity as sons and full eternal 
security in him 

3.1. God has freed those in Christ from the devil’s chains
Because at the cross Jesus disarmed the rulers and authorities of this dark age, 
the devil no longer holds any legal sway over Christians’ lives (Col 2:13–15).6 
“There is … now no condemnation,” for Christ has paid our penalty and God 
has declared us righteous in him (Rom 5:8–9). In Christ, we “turn from dark-
ness to light and from the power of Satan to God” (Acts 26:18). Indeed, the 
Father “has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the 
kingdom of his beloved Son,” resulting in our “redemption, the forgiveness of 
sins” (Col 1:13–14). God has “raised us up with him and seated us with him 
in the heavenly places in Christ” (Eph 2:6). Whereas we were “enslaved to the 
elemental spirits of the world” and following our father the devil ( John 8:44; 
Gal 4:3; 1 John 3:10), in Christ every believer is “no longer a slave, but a son, 
and if a son, then an heir through God” (Gal 4:7). Whereas the devil was our 
father, God has now claimed this role ( John 8:44; 1 John 3:10). As part of the 
new creation in Christ (2 Cor 5:17), we have “received not the spirit of the 
world, but the Spirit who is from God,” and now through him God empowers 
Christians to “understand the things freely given us by God” (1 Cor 2:12). 

3.2. In Christ, God’s love is ever present for believers, and believers remain 
eternally secure in Christ
In Christ, we are now “from God and have overcome” all the evil spirits who 
work in this world, which “lies in the power of the evil one” (1 John 4:4; 
5:19). More specifically, “We know that everyone who has been born of 
God does not keep on sinning, but he who was born of God protects him, 
and the evil one does not touch him” (5:18). The reference to one “who was 
born of God” refers to Jesus, who is “greater than he who is in the world” 
(4:4) and thus is able to guard us from the evil one.7 

First, when John says that a Christian will “not keep on sinning” but will enjoy 
Christ’s protection in a way that “the evil one will not touch him” (5:18), he does 
not mean that Christians are already made functionally perfect or that our freedom 
in Christ means that the devil cannot lure us away into temporary evil. The apostle 
highlights that Christians sin (1:10–2:1) and implies that we can temporarily “love 
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the world or the things in the world” (2:15). However, true believers will confess 
their sins and find rest in their propitiatory advocate (1:9–2:2). Furthermore, the 
overall disposition of their lives will be not toward sin but toward loving the Father 
and doing his will, the result of which will be their abiding with him forever (2:17).

Second, in highlighting that Christ will protect believers and that the evil one 
will not touch them (5:18), John does not mean that the devil cannot torment 
or try believers in this present day. “The Son of God appeared … to destroy the 
works of the devil,” but they are not yet fully annihilated (3:8). Christians can still 
experience “tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or 
danger, or sword” (Rom 8:35), but not even demonic power can separate one of 
Christ’s sheep from God’s loving care (8:38–39; cf. John 10:28–29). Indeed, God 
loves all his own in the present, and he will ultimately guard every believer from 
Satan in a way that makes every Christian eternally secure (2 Thess 3:3).8 In Collin 
Kruse’s words, 1 John 5:18 highlights how “Jesus Christ will keep [those born of 
God] from being led astray by the false teaching.”9 Through Christ’s resurrection, 
God “has caused us to be born again to a living hope … to an inheritance that 
is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven” for us, “who by God’s 
power are being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the 
last time” (1 Pet 1:3–5). In the present day, God has already “raised us up with 
[Christ] and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that in 
the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness 
toward us in Christ Jesus” (Eph 2:6–7).

3.3. Having our souls secure in Christ still requires that we fight against 
evil and for holiness
After highlighting that God the Father “has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual 
blessing in the heavenly places” (Eph 1:3), Paul warned Christians that unre-
pentant sin could give the devil ground (topos) to work (4:27). He also stressed 
that we must “put on the whole armor of God” in order to “stand against the 
schemes of the devil. For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against 
the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present 
darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (6:11–12).10 

Paul urges believers, “Put to death … what is earthly in you … seeing that 
you have put off the old self [= man] with its practices and have put on the new 
self [= man], which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator” 
(Col 3:5, 9–10). Similarly, because we have died with Christ to sin, Paul charges 
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Christians to consider ourselves “dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus” 
(Rom 6:8–11). That is, we must not let sin “reign in [our] mortal body” (6:12). 
Thus, Paul charges, “Do not present your members to sin as instruments for 
unrighteousness, but present yourselves to God as those who have been brought 
from death to life, and your members to God as instruments for righteous-
ness” (6:13). Here the apostle identifies how our old, pre-redeemed identity in 
Adam––the one the devil once enslaved––can resurface with its negative traits 
or tendencies. As believers, we must, therefore, guard ourselves from negative 
evil influences, for they can still challenge the Christian. And wherever sin has 
the potential to “reign” (6:12), the devil can work and torment. 

4. The evil one, the devil, works evil against both non-be-
lievers and believers

4.1. Who is the devil, and how does he work? 
The term “Satan” means “adversary, opponent, accuser”11 or, perhaps better, 
“executioner.”12 The Scripture applies it most commonly as a title (“the Satan”; 
e.g., Zech 3:1–2; Job 1:6–9, 12; 2:1–4, 6–7; 2 Cor 11:14; Rev 2:9–10; 20:2) 
but also as a personal name (e.g., 1 Chr 21:1; Mark 3:23; Luke 22:3; 2 Cor 
12:7) when referring to the ruler of this world and prince of demons ( John 
12:31; 2 Cor 4:4; Eph 2:2; Rev 12:9).13 

Satan is also known as the devil, serpent, or dragon (Isa 27:1; Rev 12:9; 20:2). 
He masquerades as an angel of light (2 Cor 11:14) but is in fact a sinner, murderer, 
liar, and accuser (John 8:44; 1 John 3:8; Rev 12:10) who lures people away from 
God (Gen 3:1–5; 2 Cor 11:3; Rev 12:9) and seeks to steal, kill, and destroy (John 
10:10; 1 Pet 5:8). The devil “sows” sons that follow him (Matt 13:39; cf. John 6:70; 
8:44), and he “takes away” the word from those without root (Mark 4:15; Luke 
8:12). He works as the head of an unholy “trinity” (Rev 16:13–14), whom the 
citizens of spiritual “Babylon” worship and/or heed (13:4, 12): the dragon Satan 
(Rev 12:9), the leopard-bear-lion beast who bears the dragon’s authority (13:2, 4), 
and the beastly false prophet who looks like a lamb but talks like a dragon, deceiving 
many (13:11–14; 16:13). These three represent, respectively, the world’s “king,” 
his political system, and the religious support of that system.14 At the end, Jesus, 
the true lion-lamb king, will conquer and eternally punish them and all associated 
with them (17:14; 19:20; 20:10; cf. 5:5–14; 22:3).

In the present age, the devil and his demons are scheming (Eph 6:11) and seeking 
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to trouble (Luke 6:18), sift (Luke 22:31), tempt (1 Cor 7:5; 1 Thess 3:5), deceive 
(2 Cor 11:3; Rev 12:9), outwit (2 Cor 2:11), harass (2 Cor 12:7), ensnare (1 Tim 
3:7), devour (1 Pet 5:8), and accuse (Rev 12:10) everyone, including believers. 
Scripture shows that demons attached to individuals are able to openly converse 
with humans, to identify Christ, and to distinguish those in Christ from those who 
are not (Mark 1:24; 3:11; 5:7; Luke 4:41; Acts 16:17–18; 19:15). 

Scripture as a whole most often associates demons with their nature or func-
tion and highlights how they are messengers of God himself (e.g., Judg 9:23; 
1 Kgs 22:20–23; 2 Kgs 19:7; Job 1:6–12; cf. Deut 13:3; Ezek 14:9).15 Some 
examples include “a spirit of jealousy” (Num 5:30); “an evil/harmful spirit” 
(Judg 9:23; 1 Sam 16:14);16 “a lying spirit” (1 Kgs 22:23); “a spirit of confusion” 
(Isa 19:14); “a spirit of whoredom” (Hos 4:12); “a spirit of uncleanness” (Zech 
13:2); “unclean spirits” (Matt 10:1); “you mute and deaf spirit” (Mark 9:25); 
“a disabling spirit” (Luke 13:11); “a spirit of divination” (Acts 16:16); “a spirit 
of slavery” (Rom 8:15); “deceitful spirits” (1 Tim 4:1); “a spirit of fear” (2 Tim 
1:7). The NT describes demons ontologically as fallen angels (2 Pet 2:4; Jude 
6; Rev 12:9). Following the pattern of the heavenly council (Dan 10:13, 21; 
12:1; 1 Thess 4:16; Jude 9), they appear to have spheres of responsibility (Dan 
10:13, 20–21; cf. Deut 32:8) and hierarchy of power (Rev 9:11), though most 
of the terms used do not clarify the specific relationship of ranks (e.g., 1 Cor 
15:24; Eph 6:12; Col 1:16).17

Demons confront humans in varied ways and levels of intensity and use not 
only supernatural means but also sociological and physiological.18 At an initial 
level, evil forces (1) frustrate through means like obstruction, persecution, or 
physical ailment, or they (2) lie and tempt, awakening responses like guilt, fear, and 
doubt. At a more extreme but less frequent level, (3) demons intensely torment 
people, assaulting in harsher ways both from without and within.19 While the 
eternal destiny of those in Christ is absolutely secure, Scripture is clear that the 
devil can frustrate and harm believers, can deceive them into thinking that they are 
still enslaved to sin, and will negatively coerce and affect all who fail to resist him. 

Figure 1. Levels of Demonic Influence

Level 2 Demonization: Intensified Torment 
Level 1 Frustration Lies and Temptations
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4.2. The devil’s enslavement of non-believers
All non-believers are slaves to demonic powers ( John 8:34; Gal 4:3, 8–9; Col 
2:8, 20; 2 Pet 2:19) and to fear of death (Heb 2:14–15). As the god of this world, 
the devil is blinding those who are spiritually dead (2 Cor 4:3–4), “ensnaring” 
them, having “captured” them “to do his will” (2 Tim 2:26).20 He works within 
all “the sons of disobedience” as they willingly obey him, and he deceives them 
into following the passions of the flesh and into carrying out the desires of the 
body and the mind (Eph 2:1–3). “He who is in the world” (1 John 4:4) wants 
people to “love the world or the things in the world”––“the desires of the flesh 
and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions,” none of which are “from 
the Father” (2:15–16). These other “masters” or “loves” compete with God 
and stand as tempting instruments in the hand of the evil one (Matt 6:13, 24). 
To worship idols is to sacrifice to demons (Lev 17:7; Deut 32:17; Ps 106:37; 
1 Cor 10:20), who stand behind all the world’s competing loves.

4.3. The devil’s evil work against those in Christ
In the present age, the devil can exert significant influence over believers’ lives, both 
frustrating externally and inciting twisted thoughts and worldly desire internally.

4.3.1. Frustration
The devil “comes only to steal and kill and destroy” ( John 10:10). We see 
the devil depriving Job of goods and family ( Job 1:6–19), striking him with 
illness ( Job 2:1–7), harassing Paul (2 Cor 12:7), hindering his missional 
movements (1 Thess 2:18), imprisoning and killing some in the church (Rev 
2:10; cf. 3:9), making war on all Christians (12:17; 13:7), and demanding to 
have certain believers like Peter in order to shake them that they might fall 
(Luke 22:31). When seeking to give aid to Daniel, a heavenly messenger was 
held back by the demonic “prince of the kingdom of Persia” until Michael, 
“one of the [angelic] chief princes,” came to help him (Dan 10:12–14). 
Similar oppositions are seen in the way Jannes and Jambres stood against 
Moses and the truth he proclaimed (2 Tim 3:8; cf. Exod 7:11; 8:18; 9:11), 
in the way Elymas the magician opposed Paul and Barnabas’s gospel procla-
mation (Acts 13:6–10), and in the way the demonized slave girl with a spirit 
of divination annoyed Paul and distracted others from his ministry (Acts 
16:16–18). Christians should expect such trials, and resisting the devil, firm 
in our faith, allows us to retain hope that, “after you have suffered a little 
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while, the God of all grace … will himself restore, confirm, strengthen, and 
establish you” (1 Pet 5:9–10).

4.3.2. Lies and Temptations
Scripture identifies demonic influence in sins like idolatry (Deut 32:17; 1 
Cor 10:20), sexual immorality (1 Cor 7:5; Rev 18:2–3), unforgiveness (2 
Cor 2:10–11), legalism (Gal 4:3–8), unresolved anger (Eph 4:27), deceitful 
teaching (1 Tim 4:1), misuse of the tongue ( Jas 3:6), jealousy and selfish 
ambition ( Jas 3:14–15), and false guilt (Rev 12:10). Many of these are also 
tagged “the works of the flesh”––“evil things” that stand in animosity to God’s 
kingdom and that resemble the lifestyles of “the sons of disobedience,” who are 
completely enslaved by the devil and whom God will throw with him into the 
lake of fire (Mark 7:21–23; 1 Cor 6:9–10; Gal 5:19–21; Eph 2:1–3; Rev 21:8).

From the beginning, the devil has been a liar (John 8:44). He moved Eve to 
question what was true (Gen 3:1–5; 2 Cor 11:3), and he presently terrorizes the 
world with deception (Rev 12:9) and temptation (1 Cor 7:5; 1 Thess 3:5). The 
devil can incite and tempt true God-followers to sin (1 Chr 21:1; Matt 4:1; cf. 
Mark 1:13; Luke 4:2, 13), and he can accuse them of sin, as if God never secured 
atonement (Zech 3:1). A demonic spirit worked through Eliphaz to bring false 
accusations against Job (Job 4:15–17). “The spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly 
places” are waging war against those in Christ (Eph 6:12). They are working to 
overcome us by doubts (Jas 1:6–8 with 4:7–8), worries (1 Pet 5:6–8), or worldly 
passions (Mark 1:13; 1 Cor 7:5), and they are pushing us to turn from God (1 Thess 
3:5). Satan can influence believers to set their minds against God (Matt 16:23) 
and can push them to temporarily deny Christ (Luke 22:31–32, 34). He may even 
be able to fill their hearts and to move them to lie to the Holy Spirit (Acts 5:3).

When those of us in Christ engage in sin, we are not walking in the Spirit (Gal 
5:16–17) but are loving the world by gratifying the desires of the flesh and eyes 
and nurturing pride in possessions (1 John 2:15–16). We are forgetting our 
new identity in Christ and acting as though we are still sons of disobedience 
(Eph 2:2) and as though we want to be enslaved again to the world’s “weak and 
worthless elementary spirits” (Gal 4:9, author’s translation; cf. Col 2:8).21 We 
are sinfully yoking ourselves with unbelievers, allowing righteousness to partner 
with lawlessness, and allowing idols to defile God’s temple (2 Cor 6:14–16). We 
are letting “sin reign” in our mortal body and presenting our “members to sin 
as instruments of unrighteousness” (Rom 6:12–13). Paul warns that by failing 
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“to stand against the schemes of the devil” (Eph 6:11) and to guard ourselves 
by faith from “the flaming darts of the evil one” (6:16), believers can give space 
to the evil one, from or by which he can further wound, influence, scheme, and 
deceive (4:27). Elsewhere similar warnings speak of the devil holding believers in 
a “snare” (1 Tim 3:7) or even seeking to devour them (1 Pet 5:8). Nevertheless, 
we also learn that, in such situations, when believers do “submit” themselves to 
God and “resist the devil,” we can be assured that “he will flee” (Jas 4:7). Chris-
tians clearly have authority in Christ to not let sin “reign” and to not present their 
“members as instruments for unrighteousness” (Rom 6:12–13).

Thus, we must “stand firm … having fastened on the belt of truth”; we 
must “take up the shield of faith … and take the helmet of salvation, and the 
sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God” (Eph 6:14, 16–17). We are 
to turn from anxiety “by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving” and to 
fill our minds with “whatever is true … honorable … just … pure … lovely 
… commendable” (Phil 4:6, 8). For those in Christ, the call is to “set your 
minds on things that are above” (Col 3:2) and to “renounce ungodliness 
and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in 
the present age, waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of 
our great God and Savior Jesus Christ” (Tit 2:12–13).

4.4. Demonization: Having tormenting evil spirits
Along with frustrating, lying, and tempting, the devil and his demons also 
seek to intensely trouble (Luke 6:18), torment (Acts 5:16), and oppress (Acts 
10:38) people, even at times indwelling them (Matt 12:43–45). These are 
extreme cases where Scripture speaks of evil spirits “coming upon” or “entering 
into” people, commonly resulting in elevated inner torment, outward abnor-
mal manifestations, and/or extreme evil desires and activity. In referring to 
this phenomenon, the NT regularly employs the Greek participial form of 
the verb daimonizomai, which I translate “demonized.” This experience can 
accompany but stands distinct from the way Satan enslaves non-believers 
(Gal 4:3; Eph 2:1–3; 2 Cor 4:4), for the vast majority of unregenerate people 
are not tormented like this. As for believers, while some evangelicals question 
whether those in Christ can actually be indwelt by demons,22 all can affirm that 
the devil and his angels assault true Christians in intense ways––ways that are 
likely low-level forms of demonization.23 This stated, while not all contexts are 
explicit regarding the location of demonic influence, Paul urges the believer to 
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not let sin “reign in your mortal body” (Rom 6:12) and to not present one’s 
“members to sin as instruments for unrighteousness” (6:13). He also contrasts 
“the desires of the flesh” with “the desires of the Spirit” (Gal 5:17) and notes 
how emotions like sinful anger can give the devil turf (topos) in one’s life (Eph 
4:26–27).24 These texts identify that, while a Christian’s core identity is new 
and safe in God (2 Cor 5:17; Eph 4:22–24; Col 3:9–10), Satan can still infect 
the inner-life of a person after he or she is regenerated.25

4.4.1. An overview of demonic influence in the OT, the Gospels, and Acts
The OT, Gospels, and Acts speak in a number of ways about assaulting 
demonic influence. In the OT, God forbade worshipping other gods and 
demons (Exod 20:3–6; Lev 17:7) and engaging in the occult (Lev 19:31; 
Deut 18:10–14; Isa 8:19), and he promised to punish with death all who did 
(Lev 20:6, 27). There were some leaders who sought to end such practices 
(1 Sam 28:3, 9; 2 Kgs 23:24), but following in the ways of the nations (Gen 
30:27; 44:15; Num 22:7; Deut 18:14; 1 Sam 6:2; Isa 19:3; Ezek 21:21), Israel 
often engaged in this evil (Lev 17:7; Deut 32:17; 1 Sam 28:7; 2 Kgs 17:17; 
21:6; 1 Chr 10:13; 2 Chr 33:6; Ps 106:37[105:37]; Isa 8:19).

With respect to demonic influence, at the tenth plague against Egypt, Moses 
equated and yet distinguished Yahweh from “the destroyer” who would slay 
all the firstborn of the Egyptians: “For the LORD will pass through to strike 
the Egyptians, and when sees the blood on the lintel and on the two door-
posts, the LORD will pass over the door and will not allow the destroyer to 
enter your houses to strike you” (Exod 12:23). Later, the psalmist described 
Yahweh’s plagues against Egypt as his loosing “on them the fury of his anger: 
wrath and indignation and distress––a troop of evil angels [or angels bringing 
evil]” (Ps 78:49, my translation). We find similar imagery in the account of 
David’s census, after which “the LORD sent pestilence on Israel,” but then 
“when the angel stretched out his hand toward Jerusalem to destroy it, the 
LORD relented from the calamity [lit., ‘evil’] and said to the angel who was 
working destruction among the people, ‘It is enough; now stay your hand’” 
(2 Sam 24:15–16). Significantly, the biblical narrators identify both Yahweh 
(2 Sam 24:1) and “Satan” (1 Chr 21:1) as influencing David to sin in taking 
the census, the former being the decisive mover and the latter being his agent.

We also learn that Yahweh sent “an evil spirit” between Abimelech and the 
leaders of Shechem, moving the latter to deal treacherously with the former 
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( Judg 9:23). Similarly, the narrator of Samuel spoke of a harmful spirit that 
would “come upon” and then later “depart from” King Saul; its presence 
would “torment” him and even move him to attempt to kill David (1 Sam 
16:14–16, 23; 18:10; 19:9). We also find God sending a “lying spirit” to 
“entice” Ahab through the mouth of his prophets (1 Kgs 22:21–23; 2 Chr 
18:20–22), a “spirit of confusion” that would work against Egypt (Isa 19:14), 
and a “spirit” of rumor against Assyrian King Sennacherib, moving him to 
depart from Jerusalem (Isa 37:7). While Yahweh was the decisive influence 
in Job’s loss and suffering ( Job 1:11, 21–22; 2:5, 10), the Satan was the evil 
instrument, accomplishing God’s greater purposes ( Job 1:9–12; 2:4–7).

In the NT, the Greek term daimonizomai shows up 13x (always in the Gospels) 
and consistently refers to someone under the direct influence or sway of one or 
more evil spirits (Matt 4:24; 8:16, 28, 33; 9:32; 12:22; 15:22; Mark 1:32; 5:15–16, 
18; Luke 8:36; John 10:21). Some texts speak of demons “entering” (eiserchomai) 
and “dwelling” (katoikeō) within people (Matt 12:45; Mark 5:13; Luke 8:33), 
so we know that at least some who are demonized are housing unclean spirits. 
Other texts, however, are not as explicit, and the more common verbs associated 
with deliverance are broad enough to allow for the possibility that some who 
are demonized may have evil spirits only attached to them, oppressing from 
without––e.g., “go, be gone” (hypagō, Matt 4:10; 8:32; 16:23 with Mark 8:33), 
“depart, go away” (aperchomai, Matt 8:32; Luke 8:31), “come out, go away” 
(exerchomai, Matt 8:32; 12:43–44; Mark 1:25–26; 5:8, 13; Luke 8:2, 29, 33, 
35, 38), and “cast out/away” (ekballō) (Matt 8:16, 31; 9:33–34; 12:24, 26–28; 
Mark 1:34, 39).26 Because the Greek text uses the single verb daimonizomai to 
cover various levels of demonic assault and because the text is not explicit that 
every tormenting action includes indwelling, I prefer to speak of those who are 
“demonized” rather than those who are “possessed.”27 To be demonized is to 
be tormented, oppressed, afflicted, or negatively influenced at a qualitatively 
higher level than is common for all peoples.28 We see, therefore, a continuum of 
demonic influence, and Scripture tags only the elevated instances demonization. 

Twice in the NT we read of those “with” (Greek en) a demon or evil spirit 
(Mark 1:23; 5:2). Because in both instances Jesus charges the demons to 
“come out of ” or “go away from” (from exerchomai) the individuals (Mark 
1:25; 5:8), it’s clear that those “with” demons are demonized.29

Sixteen times in the NT (all in the Gospels and Acts) we read of individuals 
whom others believe “have” a demon or evil spirit. This can be one whom a 
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demon is actually negatively influencing or oppressing (Mark 5:15; 7:25; 9:17; 
Luke 4:33; 8:27; Acts 8:7; 16:16; 19:13; cf. Luke 13:11), or someone who is 
falsely accused of having a demon, whether John the Baptist (Matt 11:18; Luke 
7:33) or Jesus (Mark 3:30; John 7:20; 8:48, 49, 52; 10:20). Most of the texts 
make absolutely clear that to “have” a demon is to be demonized, because the 
context also speaks of “demonization” (e.g., John 10:20–21) or of being “with” an 
unclean spirit (e.g., Mark 5:2, 15) or because we see present language of “casting 
out/away” (e.g., Mark 7:25–26; 9:17–18) or “coming out, going from” (e.g., Mark 
5:8, 15; 9:17, 25; Luke 4:33, 35–36; 8:27, 29, 33; Acts 8:7; 16:16, 18; 19:12).

There are a number of other expressions in the Gospels and Acts, all of which 
appear to refer to demonization. Perhaps akin to the tormenting spirit in King 
Saul’s life, we read that the devil “put” evil desires into the heart of Judas (John 
13:2) and “entered into” (eiserchomai) him, moving him to betray Jesus (Luke 
22:3, 6; John 13:27). Similarly, we read of a man “in whom” was an evil spirit 
(Acts 19:15–16). Scripture speaks of those “afflicted with” unclean spirits (5:16; 
cf. 8:7) and of people healed “of evil spirits” (Luke 7:21; 8:2), some of whom 
demons have “gone out/away” (8:2). Furthermore, Scripture records that the 
devil “bound” someone with a disabling spirit (13:11, 16), another likely ref-
erence to demonization. Finally, recalling all that the Gospels record regarding 
Jesus’ ministry to the demonized, Luke says that Jesus healed many who were 
“oppressed” by the devil (Acts 10:38). This depiction occurs only here in Scrip-
ture, but it aptly associates “oppression” as the core nature of demonization. 

4.4.2. The characteristics of the demonized
Drawing on the above texts, Scripture associates a number of contexts, condi-
tions, and capacities with the demonized (fig. 2). Because not all characteristics 
are evident in every case, we should see these attributes as exemplary and not 
restrictive. Also, with respect to the conditions, some demonic assaults can be 
more “severe” (Matt 15:22) than others, especially where multiple demons 
are involved (Luke 11:26; cf. Mark 1:24[?]; 5:9; Luke 8:2). Furthermore, 
Scripture does not portray every demonized person as raving mad or struggling 
with self-harm. Some appear to only experience physical oppression, likely 
accompanied by deep discouragement (Luke 13:11); others are fully aware 
and strategically sinful, standing against Christ (Luke 22:3, 6; John 13:2, 27).

While all of the various characteristics are results of demonic influence, the 
fact that Scripture lists the casting away of demons alongside other forms of 
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healing (Matt 4:24; Mark 1:32; Luke 7:21; Acts 5:16; 8:7) means that not every 
physical or mental illness/disorder is a result of demonization.30 At times, there 
may even be a combination of issues that are both physical and spiritual (e.g., 
Mark 9:20). Thus, proper pastoral and medical care demands careful, prayer-
ful assessment, even working with those who have the gift of distinguishing 
between spirits (1 Cor 12:10; cf. e.g., John 1:47; 2:25; Acts 8:20–24; 13:8–11; 
14:8–10; 16:16–18),31 so as to determine the precise nature of certain problems.

Figure 2. Some Characteristics of Demonized People in 
Scripture

4.4.3. Demonization and the Christian
There are at least three reasons why the Christian church should expect to encoun-
ter people tormented by demons and should know that we are equipped to 
minister to them: (1) In this church age, two truths stand in tension: First, “the 
salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his 
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Christ have come,” and Christians have conquered the devil “by the blood of the 
Lamb and by the word of their testimony” (Rev 12:10–11). Second, the devil, 
the accuser, has been thrown down to earth “in great wrath, because he knows 
that his time is short,” and he now seeks “to make war” on the church (12:10, 12, 
17). (2) Scripture anticipates the release of captives to be a primary part of the 
Messiah’s ministry (Luke 4:18; cf. Isa 42:6–7; 49:8–9, 25; 58:6; 61:1), and the 
Gospels, which were written after Christ’s resurrection for the churches, draw 
great attention to Christ’s freeing the demonized (e.g., Matt 4:24; 8:16; Luke 
4:36). (3) Luke stresses how Jesus equipped both the Apostles and the rest of the 
disciples for this same task (Luke 9:1–2; 10:17–20), and the book of Acts both 
recalls Jesus’s deliverance ministry (Acts 10:38) and highlights how God used 
the Apostles to free the demonized (5:16; 19:12). Jesus’s declaration that he has 
given all his disciples “authority … over all the power of the enemy” (Luke 10:19) 
parallels his other affirmation that “the gates of hell shall not prevail against [the 
church]” (Matt 16:18). These statements are striking and demand great courage 
to believe. Also, when Jesus asserts that “nothing shall hurt you” (Luke 10:19), 
we must understand that he is speaking in eternal terms, for while some “will 
put to death … not a hair of your head will perish” but “by your endurance you 
will gain your lives” (21:16–19; cf. 12:4–7; Rom 8:38–39).

As noted, Scripture teaches that the devil “schemes” against both believers 
and non-believers (Eph 6:11). He is constantly hurling “flaming darts” at those 
in Christ (6:13), and he can deeply wound all who fail to defend themselves 
and offensively resist by means of the armor of God. The devil’s goal in all frus-
tration and deception or temptation is to generate internal compromise, and at 
times he elevates his scheming to the point of torment and deep oppression, 
even against Christ-followers. For example, Luke 13:11–16 speaks of Jesus’s 
healing a devout woman, whom he tagged “a daughter of Abraham,” a category 
that for Luke appears to mean she was saved (Luke 19:9; contrast those whose 
father was the devil, not Abraham, in John 8:39, 44; cf. Gal 3:7).32 She “had a 
disabling spirit for eighteen years,” and “Satan bound her.” Nevertheless, after 
Jesus made her straight, she “glorified God.” No other clear signs of demoni-
zation are present in the text, but a demon still appears to have been causing 
her extended and extensive battle. Similarly, Paul identified that “a thorn was 
given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass me” (2 Cor 12:7). We 
do not know what this “thorn” was, but it was likely associated in some way 
with “weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities” (12:10). 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.2 (2021)

36

The language in neither of these texts demands an internal demonic presence, 
but both may still legitimately fall within the framework of “demonization” in 
the sense of demonic torment.33 In Paul’s case, he resisted the devil, resulting 
not in the relief of the oppression but in the use of the pain as a God-given 
means of keeping him “from becoming conceited” (12:7). Three times Paul 
pleaded with the Lord to take the oppression away, but God chose instead to 
grant the apostle special persevering grace amidst his suffering “so that the 
power of Christ may rest upon me” (12:8–9).

Along with those texts just mentioned, there are at least three texts that 
likely identify Christians being demonized: Acts 5:3, 16; 19:12. Acts 5 opens 
by continuing a narrative growing out of the statement in 4:32 that “the full 
number of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and no one said that 
any of the things that belonged to him was his own, but they had everything 
in common.” We are told that a certain Christ-follower named Joseph sold a 
field and gave all the proceeds to the apostles for those in need (Acts 4:34–37). 
Luke then contrasts this story with the saga of Ananias and Sapphira, a mar-
ried couple of professing believers that also sold property, retained some of 
the proceeds, but then declared that they were giving all their return to help 
others (5:1–2). Peter declared that Satan had “filled” Ananias’ “heart to lie to 
the Holy Spirit” (5:3). In light of the use of “filling” language elsewhere in Acts 
(cf. 2:2; 13:52),34 the wording in Acts 5:3 suggests an internalized expansion 
of desire for evil, much like we see in the life of Judas, whom the devil entered 
(Luke 22:3; John 13:27) and “put it into the heart of Judas … to betray [ Jesus]” 
( John 13:2; cf. Luke 22:6). The way Satan incited David to sin may also be 
comparable (1 Chr 21:1). The nature of Ananias and Sapphira’s sin may not 
be extreme enough to tag it demonization, but the language Luke uses would 
accord with it. While some still question whether Ananias and Sapphira were 
true believers, Luke clearly associates them with the believing community (Acts 
4:32).35 Furthermore, we know that Satan can incite true God-followers to sin 
when they let down their guard (1 Chr 21:1; Luke 22:31–32), and that God 
can punish sinful Christians with premature death (1 Cor 11:29–30), much 
like we see in the story of Ananias and Sapphira.

As the Jerusalem church continues to grow, Luke tells us that “many 
signs and wonders were regularly done among the people by the hands of 
the apostles” (Acts 5:12) and that “more than ever believers were added 
to the Lord” (5:14). The context explicitly identifies the multiplication of 
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“believers,” and then clarifies this statement by noting that among these 
hoards that gathered were people who brought “the sick and those afflicted 
with unclean spirits, and they were healed” (5:16). It is possible that at least 
some of those healed of unclean spirits were already Christ-followers.

The issue of demonization was clearly broader than Jerusalem, and during 
Paul’s extended ministry in Ephesus, God delivered many. Specifically, right 
in the context of identifying how Paul, while stationed in the city, reasoned 
and persuaded about the kingdom among Jews and Greeks from all over 
Asia and how there were disciples (Acts 19:1–10), Luke tells us that “God 
was doing extraordinary miracles by the hands of Paul, so that even hand-
kerchiefs or aprons that had touched his skin were carried away to the sick, 
and their diseases left them and the evil spirits came out of them” (Acts 
19:11–12). It is likely that at least some of these from whom spirits departed 
were already followers of Christ, for “many of those who were now believers 
came, confessing and divulging their practices” (19:18).36

There are two more texts that some identify as supporting the demoni-
zation of true Christians—2 Corinthians 11:4 and Ephesians 4:27, but only 
the Ephesians text may point in this direction. Building off Acts 19:11–12, 
which identifies many in Ephesus whom God delivered from demonization, 
Paul teaches in Eph 4:27 that when we fail to resolve anger we sin and in turn 
surrender “turf ” or supply “opportunity” (Greek = topos; NRSV = “room”; 
ESV = “opportunity”; NIV = “foothold”) to the evil one, by which he can 
further wound, influence, scheme, and deceive.37 With Peter O’Brien and 
against J. Armitage Robinson, supplying Satan a chance to negatively impact 
does not necessarily imply an “opportunity for an entry of an evil spirit.”38 It also 
does not necessarily mean increased torment to the point of demonization. 
Nevertheless, it does suggest increased negative effects and sway. The sphere 
of demonic ground is quite secondary (e.g., external vs. internal, physical vs. 
mental, etc.). Rather, as Payne notes, what is important to recognize is that 
demons truly “have the ability to connect themselves to true Christians.”39 And 
because unresolved personal sins commonly supply the context for demonic 
oppression to take place in the lives of the demonized, Christians must “be 
imitators of God” (Eph 5:1), “be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his 
might,” and “put on the whole armor of God” (6:10–11).

In 2 Corinthians 11:3–4, Paul speaks of professing believers who do not 
hesitate to hear the proclamation of “another Jesus,” to receive “a different 
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spirit,” or accept “a different gospel,” potentially following the pattern of Eve 
by letting Satan lead their minds astray from pure devotion to God. However, 
rather than speaking of demonization and the reception of demonic spirits, 
the apostle appears to be cautioning his hearers from false teachers who 
“promised more of the Spirit (i.e., health, wealth, and ecstatic experiences) 
to those who would keep more of the law (i.e., adding the stipulations of 
the old covenant to those of the new).”40 That is, they were proclaiming a 
different portrayal of Jesus, the Spirit, and the gospel––one without suffer-
ing in the pattern of Christ. Paul is not directly addressing the possibility 
of demonization.

Many Christians question whether those following Christ can actually be 
indwelt by demons. Nevertheless, we have already highlighted how demonization 
is likely not limited to demonic indwelling but can include demonic association 
that results in elevated external or internal torment. The biblical authors do not 
apply the verb daimonizomai to known Christ-followers. However, with echoes 
of Christ’s own deliverance ministry (Acts 10:38), they do associate the phe-
nomena with those seeking Jesus’s help in faith (Luke 13:11, 13) and with those 
tagged “believers” (Acts 5:3; cf. 5:16; 19:12). Furthermore, Paul himself, as he 
rightly pursued the Lord, experienced a deep level of demonic harassment that 
may actually be a low-level type of demonization (2 Cor 12:7). 

God warned Israel against worshipping any gods other than Yahweh 
(Exod 20:3–6), and he charged them never to engage in occult practices 
(Lev 19:31; 20:6, 27; Deut 18:10–12). Similarly, Paul also stresses that 
Christians should neither “be participants with demons” (1 Cor 10:20–21) 
nor seek “fellowship … with darkness” (2 Cor 6:14–16; cf. 1 Cor 3:16–17). 
Nevertheless, he bemoans the fact that some professing believers still do 
these things, forgetting their new identity in Christ. Indeed, we know that 
“in later times some will depart from the faith by devoting themselves to 
deceitful spirits and teachings of demons” (1 Tim 4:1; cf. 2 Tim 2:26). Thus, 
Paul asserts: “See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty 
deceit, according to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of 
the world, and not according to Christ” (Col 2:8; cf. 20). And again, “When 
you did not know God, you were enslaved to those that by nature are not 
gods. But now that you have come to know God, or rather to be known by 
God, how can you turn back again to the weak and worthless elementary 
principles [= spirits] of the world, whose slaves you want to be once more?” 
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(Gal 4:8–9; cf. 4:3; Rom 6:12–13). “The devil prowls around like a roaring 
lion, seeking someone to devour,” but as believers we must “resist him” (1 Pet 
5:8–9). While true believers are protected eternally in Christ, there is still 
a sphere in the present age wherein Christians can serve sin and the devil.

Pastorally, we know that, due to past abuses, poor choices, belief in lies, or 
(as in Paul’s case in 2 Cor 12:7) even a proper pursuit of God, professing Chris-
tians can experience demonic torment that at times manifests characteristics 
of the demonized listed above (fig. 2). We also know that many of these have 
enjoyed freedom from such oppression when they and godly leaders with them 
engage in different types of warfare against the powers of darkness. Regardless 
of whether the demonic torment comes internally or externally, we believe 
that when professing believers experience demonic oppression––including 
deep sinful bondage, abusive tendencies, sustained self-deprecating thoughts, 
or excessive anxieties or fears, Christians should stand with them in seeking 
deliverance––pursuing repentance and holiness, praying for help and freedom, 
and directly engaging the powers of darkness (Eph 6:12, 18; Jas 5:13–15).

5. Christ has given Christians authority to battle evil, grace 
to persevere through it, and the promise of full deliverance 
from it

5.1. A Christian's Authority in Christ
Through his Spirit, Christ gives Christians authority to overcome the powers 
of darkness, and by this authority believers must fight the fight of faith and 
resist the devil until the Lord frees us completely from evil’s influence.41 
Paul urged Timothy to “wage the good warfare, holding faith and a good 
conscience” (1 Tim 1:18–19). The Lord has granted Christians authority 
to fight and grace to persevere.

The one to whom God has given full universal dominion is ever-present 
with believers (Matt 28:18, 20). Those in Christ are now raised and seated 
with him, under whose feet God has subjected all principalities and powers 
(Eph 1:20–23; 2:4–6; Col 2:9–10; 3:1; cf. 1 Cor 15:24–28; Heb 2:6–10).

Just as Jesus was with his apostles to free the demonized (Luke 9:1–2) and 
to empower discipleship and fruitfulness (Matt 28:18–20; John 15:4–5, 8), 
so he is with all Christians in power. He frees us to enjoy salvation past (Rom 
8:24; Eph 2:8), present (1 Cor 1:18; 15:2), and future (Rom 5:8–9). He 
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equips us to fight the good fight of faith (1 Tim 1:18; 6:12; 2 Tim 4:7), and 
he enables us to destroy enemy strongholds of all kinds through his name 
(2 Cor 10:3–4).42 This includes the right to liberate the demonized (Luke 
10:17–19; Acts 5:16; 8:7; 16:16–18; 19:12),43 but more often it relates to 
resisting the devil by not embracing all that is in the world (1 John 2:16–17) 
but by treasuring Christ (Matt 13:44–46; Phil 1:20–21; 3:8). Sam Storms 
notes that the authority Jesus gives Christians is “the right and power to act 
as if Jesus himself were present” (Luke 10:16).44

Figure 3. Levels of Demonic Influence

Level 2 Demonization: Intensified Torment 
Level 1 Frustration Lies and Temptation

In Christ, believers have already “overcome the evil one” (1 John 2:13–14). 
We have eternal security because he has promised that nothing can separate 
us from his love ( John 10:28–29; Rom 8:38–39; 1 John 5:18) and that he 
will ultimately preserve us from Satan’s clutches (2 Thess 3:3).45 Never-
theless, we have seen that believers must be ready to confront frustrations, 
lies and temptations, and demonization, all of which are different schemes 
of the devil. Some elements of a proper Christian response are common, 
regardless of his attack strategy, whereas other elements of our fight of faith 
are different, depending on the nature of his attack.

5.2 How to fight and persevere

5.2.1. Confronting every demonic scheme
Against every scheme of the devil, we must “be awake and be sober” (1 Thess 
5:6, 8). We must “be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might” and 
“put on the full armor of God,” taking our stand on truth, resting fully in Christ’s 
purchased righteousness, being ready to work gospel-wrought peace, believing 
in God’s promises, thinking and acting fully in light of our salvation, offensively 
engaging by means of God’s word, and wrapping every activity in prayer (Eph 
6:10–18).46 Specifically, following Christ’s pattern (John 17:15) and instruction 
(Matt 6:13), we pray to the Father, “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us 
from the evil one.”47 Trusting in the power of “the Christ, the son of the living 
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God” (Matt 16:16), and working for God’s glory (1 Cor 10:31), we should 
engage the gates of hell confident that the devil’s schemes cannot kill our joy or 
withstand the church’s offensive (Matt 16:18; 2 Cor 5:10; Phil 1:20–21; 4:4). 
Indeed, having the keys of the kingdom by which we “know, understand, and 
proclaim the terms on the basis of which entrance into or exclusion from the 
kingdom of God is granted,”48 what we bind on earth will have already been 
bound in heaven, and what we loose on earth will have already been loosed in 
heaven (Matt 16:19)––all because Christ has already bound the devil (Matt 
12:29). By resisting or standing firm against the devil (Eph 6:13; Jas 4:7; 1 Pet 
5:9), we “employ the authority and power given us by God to restrict his/their 
activities, to restrain his/their efforts, to thwart his/their plans.”49

5.2.2. Confronting frustration
When Satan obstructs, persecutes, or brings physical ailment, Scripture is 
absolutely clear that Christians should expect such frustrations as necessary 
parts of our growth in grace. Just as Christ carried his cross, we should expect 
to bear ours (Ps 34:19; Luke 9:22–23). Such tribulations will include perse-
cution for the sake of Christ’s name (Matt 10:22, 25; Luke 10:3; John 15:18, 
20; 16:33). Nevertheless, as Paul’s own life shows, they will likely include even 
broader forms of trial, including physical challenge (2 Cor 6:4–5; 11:23–28; 
Phil 4:12–13). Paul was convinced that such tribulations are inescapable for 
believers (Acts 14:22; Rom 8:17; Phil 1:29; 1 Thess 3:3; 2 Tim 3:12), supplying 
a necessary means for growth in godliness (Rom 5:3–5; cf. Jas 1:2–4). Also, 
aligning with the teaching of Job 1–2, Paul did not hesitate to view such trials 
as harassments from the devil, but he was also convinced that God ordained 
them for his good––i.e., to keep him from becoming conceited (1 Cor 12:7–10; 
cf. 2 Cor 1:8–9). The church must stand firm in such opposition, for this is 
part of the way “the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to 
the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places” (Eph 3:10). Peter stressed 
that through our suffering we identify with Christ (1 Pet 4:12–13, 19), and 
the author of Hebrews emphasized that God’s discipline nurtures holiness 
and righteousness (Heb 12:7–8, 10–11).

When faced with suffering, we must “be sober-minded” and “watchful,” 
for through such instances the devil wants to devour faith, force compromise, 
and choke out the word so that it proves unfruitful (Mark 4:16–19; 1 Pet 5:8). 
When encountering trials, our persevering trust is motivated by both Christ’s 
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example and God’s future promises (Heb 10:34; 12:3; 13:12–14). We should 
correct opponents with gentleness (2 Tim 2:25–26). We must turn from anxi-
ety with prayer and thanksgiving (Phil 4:6–7), and we must humble ourselves 
before God by casting our anxieties on him, confident that he cares and that 
he will ultimately restore, confirm, strengthen, and establish us (1 Pet 5:6–7, 
10). In this way, we “resist” the devil, “firm in our faith” (5:9).

5.2.3. Confronting lies and temptations
Karl Payne helpfully notes that we can identify as demonic a voice, word, idea, 
or impression the accuses us if it (1) violates Scripture, (2) is not specific but 
so general that we are not even sure what we did wrong, and/or (3) is consis-
tently demeaning with second person “you” statements.50 The devil is a liar 
( John 8:44), soliciting our surrender and tempting us to sin. With respect to 
the twisting of thoughts and allurement to iniquity, we must commit to think 
on “whatever is true … honorable … just … pure … lovely … commend-
able … excellent … and praise worthy” (Phil 4:8). We must “flee youthful 
passions and pursue righteousness, faith, love, and peace” (2 Tim 2:22). And 
we must determine to “not love the world or the things in the world,” and 
we must “keep [ourselves] from idols” (1 John 2:15–16; 5:21). One key way 
we can escape the corruption of the world is by trusting God’s precious and 
very great promises (2 Pet 1:4). In evil days, we must “look carefully” how 
we walk, “not as unwise but as wise,” and we must “be filled with the Spirit” 
(Eph 5:15–18). We must “give no ground to the devil” (author’s translation) 
but must instead “be renewed in the spirit of [our] minds” and “be imitators 
of God,” speaking truth in love, not retaining anger, doing honest work with 
our hands, speaking edifying and rightly placed words, never grieving the 
Holy Spirit, putting away all forms of bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, slander, 
and malice, being kind to one another always, walking in love, fleeing sexual 
immorality, and guarding against all other forms of sin (Eph 4:21–5:5). We 
must guard ourselves from “an evil, unbelieving heart” and must “exhort one 
another every day” that no one will “be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin” 
(Heb 3:12–14). We must “submit” ourselves to God and “resist the devil,” for 
only in this way will he “flee” ( Jas 4:7). We do this by drawing near to God, 
cleansing our hands, purifying our hearts, being wretched and mournful, 
humbling ourselves before the Lord, confident that when we do, he will draw 
near to us and exalt us (4:8–10). We should receive with thanksgiving all 



Greater is He: A Primer on Spiritual Warefare for Kingdom Advance 

43

of God’s good gifts (1 Tim 4:1–5), yet engage in them with faith, love, and 
wisdom (Rom 14:23–15:2; Eph 5:15).

5.2.4. Confronting demonization
Scripture is clear that, apart from the power of God, ultimately manifest in 
Christ, humans have no authority to confront demonization (Acts 19:13–16; 
cf. Matt 12:27).51 Christ has already overcome the “strong man” (Mark 
3:22–27; cf. Col 2:15), and demons recognize and fear Christ’s authority 
(Mark 1:24; 5:7; 9:38–39; Luke 9:39; Acts 19:15).52 With this, Christ gives 
all who are in him authority to free those with tormenting evil spirits (Luke 
10:17–20; cf. Acts 5:16; 8:7; 16:16–18; 19:12). God’s power makes “all 
things … possible for one who believes” (Mark 9:23; cf. 10:27).

The Lord calls his church to “test the spirits” of teachers to see whether 
they are from God; those that affirm Jesus’ incarnation are from God whereas 
those that do not are of the antichrist (1 John 4:1–3). God also gives certain 
saints the “ability to distinguish between spirits” (1 Cor 12:10), a spiritual 
gift that seems evident in the ministries of Jesus ( John 1:47; 2:25), Peter 
(Acts 8:23), and Paul (Acts 13:8–11; 14:8–10; 16:16–18).

When those in Christ are faced with cases of demonic torment, we should 
carefully and prayerfully assess the nature and cause, stand wholly in the armor 
of God and prayer (Eph 6:10–18), and then engage with a holistic approach 
that is saturated with prayer, addresses sin, reminds of God’s promises, and 
takes the authority that is in Christ to cast away all demonic spirits, charging 
them to stop holding sway, to depart, and never to return (e.g., Luke 10:17–20; 
Mark 9:25; Acts 16:18). While some today assert that Christians must identify, 
denounce, and engage territorial spirits (like rulers and authorities overseeing 
specific geographical regions),53 I see no biblical evidence to suggest that God 
has called believers to confront territorial rulers.54 Nevertheless, when the 
devil and his minions torment individuals, Christ has given us authority and 
calls us to extend his ministry of deliverance.55 Clinton Arnold proposes the 
following helpful pattern for dealing with demonic influence:56

1. Draw near to God, knowing that he will in turn draw near to you (Jas 4:8; Ps 91:9).

2. Resist the devil and his demons, believing that as you do, he must flee (Eph 

6:11–13; Jas 4:7; 1 Pet 5:9). Resisting entails nine convictions and actions:

A.     Give attention to the area that has made you susceptible, whether 
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one has intentionally invited demonic presence (Lev 19:31; Deut 

18:10–11), bears residual influence from the past (Exod 20:5; 1 Kgs 

15:3; Mark 9:21; John 9:2), unintentionally invited their presence 

(Eph 4:27; 1 Tim 4:1–2; Jas 3:14–15), or is experiencing special 

attacks (Luke 22:31; Eph 6:13; 2 Cor 12:7).

B.     Determine to resist (Eph 6:11, 13; Jas 4:7; 1 Pet 5:9).

C.     Know who you are in Christ (Eph 1:17–19).

D.     Know your resources in Christ (Rom 6; Eph 2:1–10; 6:10–20; Col 

2:9–15).

E.     Deal with their ground for attack, renouncing and decisively turning away 

from ungodly involvements and sin (1 Thess 1:9; 1 John 1:9; cf. Eph 6:14), 

renouncing your connections to ungodly lifestyles, deeds, and affiliations 

in your extended family (1 Kgs 15:3, 26, 34; 22:52), and asking God to 

grant strength for endurance (Luke 22:32; 2 Cor 12:8–10; Col 1:11).

F. If necessary, deal directly and firmly with the demonic spirit (see below).

G.     Be meaningfully attached to the body of Christ (Heb 3:12–14; 

10:24–27).

H.     Pray and solicit prayer support (2 Cor 1:11; Phil 1:19). 

I.     Expect Christ to give victory ( Jas 4:7).

With respect to engaging directly with demonic spirits, when Satan twisted 
Scripture and tempted Jesus in the wilderness, the Lord confronted the 
evil one with Scripture (Matt 4:4, 7, 10) and commanded him directly, 
“Be gone, Satan!” (Matt 4:10). Similarly, when annoyed by a spirit that was 
distracting his work of the gospel, Paul spoke to the demon, “I command 
you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her,” and it did (Acts 16:18). 
Elsewhere, we can see a general pattern to how Jesus delivered people who 
were demonized, but not all elements are always present:57

1. Jesus discerned the nature and extent of the demonic activity (Mark 5:9; 

9:21–22).

2. Jesus secured the name of the demon(s) (Mark 5:9) and then restricted its/

their activity, often telling him/them not to speak in order to not yet make 

known he was the Christ (Mark 1:25, 34; 3:12; 5:13; cf. 3:27).

3. Jesus commanded the demon(s) (whether mentally or audibly) to depart 

and never return (Mark 1:25; 7:29; 9:25; cf. Luke 11:24–26); this rebuke 
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was often immediately followed by the demonized person crying, convulsing, 

and then lying as if dead (Mark 1:26; 9:26).

While the NT examples of deliverance often include these three stages, 
Jesus does note that some encounters will require sustained prayer so that 
the messenger of God’s deliverance is fully surrendered in faith to Christ’s 
authority (Matt 17:19–20; Mark 9:19, 29). We know that unresolved, unre-
pentant sin supplies “place” for the devil to work (Eph 4:27), and commonly 
it is such unaddressed sins (which means all sins for those not in Christ) that 
supply the point or ground of entry for demonic powers. While demons are 
liars ( John 8:44), Christ’s authority can compel demons to speak the truth 
(Mark 1:24; 5:9). Though they resist (Mark 1:26; 5:7–8; 9:26), they cannot 
ultimately withstand an offensive attack (Matt 16:18) but must submit to and 
heed Christ’s ambassadors, for we represent Christ himself (Luke 10:16).58

The Christian’s hope: Jesus “gave himself up for our sins to deliver us from 
the present evil age” (Gal 1:4). Today, “we do not yet see everything in sub-
jection to [Christ]” (Heb 2:8). But all things are under his control, and “after 
destroying every rule and every authority under his feet” including “death,” he 
will then deliver “the kingdom to God the Father” (1 Cor 15:24). Jesus became 
like us “that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of 
death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were 
subject to lifelong slavery” (Heb 2:14–15). God has already “disarmed the 
rulers and authorities and put them to open shame by triumphing over them 
in [Christ]” (Col 2:15), and Jesus has already “abolished death and brought 
life and immortality to light through the gospel” (2 Tim 1:10). Nevertheless, 
we await the day when “Death and Hades” will be “thrown into the lake of fire” 
(Rev 20:14)––the day when God “will wipe away every tear from their eyes, 
and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor 
pain anymore, for the former things have passed away…. No longer will there 
be anything accursed, but the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in [the 
city], and his servants will worship before him” (Rev 21:4; 22:3). 

6. Christ is advancing his kingdom through his church

God empowered Jesus during his earthly ministry “to proclaim good news 
to the poor” and “liberty to the captives” and “to set at liberty those who are 
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oppressed” (Luke 4:18). With authority and power he exorcised unclean spirits 
(4:36; cf. 4:41; 6:18; 9:42; 13:11–13) and both attacked and overcame Satan, 
the strong man (11:14–23). Out of this sovereignty, Jesus gave his apostles and 
the seventy-two authority and power, making demonic spirits subject to them 
and sending them out “to tread on serpents and scorpions” and “over the power 
of the enemy” and to proclaim the arrival of God’s kingdom (9:1–2; 10:19–20). 
This is some of what “Jesus began to do and teach” between his birth and ascen-
sion (Acts 1:1), and now through his church and by his Spirit he continues to do 
and to teach as his kingdom advances around the globe (Acts 1:8; cf. 16:7). The 
book of Acts and the Epistles bear witness to this advance, which will culminate 
in every knee bowing and every tongue confessing “that Jesus Christ is Lord” 
(Phil 1:10–11) and with his ransomed bride from “every tribe and language 
and people and nation” reigning with him forever on the earth (Rev 5:9–10).

Today the church engages in spiritual warfare when it stands as Christ’s agents 
for kingdom advance by confronting demonic strongholds and by heralding 
the good news of God’s saving reign in Christ. That is, spiritual warfare is part 
of the church’s mission in the 21st century. In Eph 6:10–11, Paul charged the 
Ephesian Christians: “Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. Put 
on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes 
of the devil.” In large measure, the whole of Eph 6:10–19 summarizes the thrust 
of the entire letter, and central to this is the reality of the church’s being “in the 
Lord” or “in Christ” (cf. e.g., 1:1, 3, 5, 9, 12, etc.), who is reigning “far above all 
rule and authority and power and dominion” (1:21) and who has redeemed 
his church to make “known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places” 
the “mystery of Christ,” which is the gospel and all its implications (3:4, 8–10).59 
Significantly, when referring to the armor of God, the apostle likely alludes to 
four texts in Isaiah, where the prophet portrays the coming Messiah as king 
(11:5), servant (49:2; 52:7–12), and anointed conqueror (59:15b–20).60 In 
these texts, Isaiah describes the Messiah’s kingdom mission of salvation by 
which he will bring global justice, initiate a new exodus, and inaugurate the 
new creation––each theme of which informs Ephesians.61 Mark Owens notes 
that Paul draws on Isaiah to identify that Christ’s church is “a community of 
‘divine warriors’ who continue Christ’s mission by extending the new creation 
inaugurated by His sacrificial death and resurrection.”62 

The NT authors regularly identify Christ’s mission with the church’s mission. 
Whereas God originally commissioned his servant-person to “bring back the 



Greater is He: A Primer on Spiritual Warefare for Kingdom Advance 

47

preserved of Israel” and to be “a light for the nations, that my salvation may reach 
to the end of the earth” (Isa 49:6; Acts 26:22–23), because Paul and Barnabas 
were in Christ, it became their mission (Acts 13:46–47). While originally Yahweh 
asserted of his servant-person, “How beautiful upon the mountain are the feet of 
him who brings good news” (Isa 52:7), the watchmen who hear his message then 
“lift up their voice” and “sing for joy” (52:8), which is why Paul then switches 
to plural when he cites the text, identifying Christ’s church as these watchmen 
and the church’s feet as carrying on the feet of the Messiah: “How then will they 
call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him 
of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone 
preaching? And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written, 
‘How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!’” (Rom 10:15).

Dressed in the Messiah’s armor, the church is at war for a kingdom advanced 
that is certain. We have the highest power for the greatest task, engaging in 
missions for the sake of worship. We seek “the obedience of faith for the sake of 
[Jesus Christ’s] name among all the nations” (Rom 1:5), and we do so with his 
Word and in all the strength he supplies “in order that in everything God may be 
glorified through Jesus Christ” (1 Pet 4:11). To withstand in the evil day (Eph 
6:13), Paul stresses that we must prepare defensively by grounding ourselves in 
truth, righteousness, the gospel of peace, faith, and salvation (6:14–17a)––that 
is, “by living out and living in light of the victory achieved by Christ.”63 We must 
also engage offensively by proclaiming God’s Word and by “praying at all times in 
the Spirit” (6:17b–18). Proclaiming the Word happens both when confronting 
the dark powers amid temptation (Matt 4:1–11) and when heralding the good 
news, which alone can save (1 Pet 1:25). Through these means we “extend 
Christ’s victory and the new creation” (Eph 1:10, 20–22).64

Conclusion
This study has argued for the following six affirmations: (1) God is the 
supreme ruler and orchestrator of all things including supernatural, natural, 
and moral evil. (2) God is stronger than the evil one, has decisively defeated 
him through Christ, and will defeat him entirely. (3) Christ frees believers 
from enslavement to the devil and grants them both a new identity as sons 
and full eternal security in him. (4) The evil one, the devil, works evil against 
both non-believers and believers. (5) Christ has given Christians authority to 
battle evil, grace to persevere through it, and the promise of full deliverance 
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from it. (6) Christ is advancing his kingdom through his church.
All believers experience levels of demonic oppression or torment, whether 

due to special attacks (Luke 22:31; Eph 6:13; 2 Cor 12:7), to intentionally 
inviting the demonic presence (Lev 19:31; Deut 18:10–11), to unintentionally 
inviting the demonic presence (Eph 4:27; 1 Tim 4:1–2; Jas 3:14–15), or through 
residual influence from the past (Exod 20:5; 1 Kgs 15:3; Mark 9:21; John 9:2). 
Furthermore, in this life, all those in Christ at times fail to resist the devil’s lies 
and schemes. Whether by giving in to anxiety, nurturing fear, having empty 
devotional times, withdrawing from biblical community, sustaining anger or 
bitterness, or engaging in other sins, we open our lives up to the devil’s work 
(Eph 4:27), forgetting that the temple of God and idolatry should not mix (2 
Cor 6:14–16). In turn, demonic forces are freed to stir up unhealthy passions 
in the flesh and to move Christians to live false identities that resemble their 
old man (see 1 Cor 6:9–11; Eph 2:1–3). Thus, whether due to unintentional 
or intentional activity, we as believers must be awake and sober, hoping in our 
coming salvation, standing firm in the armor of God, and resisting the devil, 
trusting fully in Christ’s power and faithfulness (Eph 6:13–17; 1 Thess 5:6, 8).

The risen Christ presently sits at the right hand of the Father and reigns 
above “all rule and authority and power and dominion” in both this age and 
the age to come (Eph 1:21). In him God has already “disarmed the rulers and 
authorities [of the heavenly realms] and put them to open shame, by triumph-
ing over them in him” (Col 2:15), and Jesus will destroy them all completely 
at the end (1 Cor 15:24). Today, every person in Christ is “by God’s power 
… being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the 
last time” (1 Pet 1:5; cf. 2 Thess 3:3). Yet, knowing that his end is close (Rev 
12:12), Satan and his demonic forces are deceiving (12:8) and scheming 
(Eph 6:11–12)––frustrating through obstruction, persecution, or physical 
trial; lying and tempting; and, among a minority, tormenting from within 
or without. Standing in the authority and victory of Christ, when Christians 
experience Satan’s harassment through suffering of all sorts, God calls us to 
“be sober minded,” to “be watchful,” and to “resist him, firm in [our] faith,” 
confident that in due course the Lord will “restore, confirm, strengthen, and 
establish” us (1 Pet 5:8–10; cf. 1 Thess 5:8–10). When Satan lies to our minds 
or seeks to awaken evil desire within, God charges those in Christ to “submit 
yourselves … to God” and to “resist the devil” and promises that in turn “he 
will flee” ( Jas 4:7). When believers encounter those who are under demonic 



Greater is He: A Primer on Spiritual Warefare for Kingdom Advance 

49

influence, we should prayerfully help them resist the devil by proclaiming the 
gospel and, as necessary, by confronting and casting out/away the evil powers 
in faith and in the authority of Jesus (Luke 10:19). Finally, we must press ahead 
through bold proclamation, working to see those living in darkness reconciled 
to the God of light (2 Cor 4:3–6; 5:20) and working to bring about “the obe-
dience of faith for the sake of [ Jesus Christ’s] name among all the nations” 
(Rom 1:5). In all things, Christians must “wage the good warfare, holding 
faith and a good conscience,” lest we shipwreck our faith (1 Tim 1:18–19).65 
Jesus Christ is stronger, for “he who is in you is greater than he who is in the 
world” (1 John 4:4). His kingdom’s advance is certain, and he will soon save 
completely the multi-ethnic bride for which he died and rose and now reigns. 

1. I drafted an earlier version of this study between 2017–2018 for my fellow north campus elders of 
Bethlehem Baptist Church, Minneapolis, MN. We were ministering to a rising number of demonized 
individuals among the members and non-members alike, and I was facing demonic challenges in my 
short-term ministry trips in Africa. I thank my fellow elders, along with a number of other men and women 
from the congregation, who served with me to see Christ set captives free and comfort the oppressed. 
I also thank them, my doctoral fellow Brian Verrett, and my colleague Dr. Joey Allen for thoughtfully 
engaging this study and helping to make it better. May the Lord use this paper to bring greater help and 
hope as his kingdom is realized on earth as it is in heaven. 

2.  See John Piper, Providence (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2021). Bethlehem’s Elder Affirmation of Faith (EAF) 
§3.2 states, “We believe that God upholds and governs all things … all in accord with His eternal, all-wise 
purposes to glorify Himself, yet in such a way that He never sins, nor ever condemns a person unjustly; but that 
his ordaining and governing all things is compatible with the moral accountability of all persons created in His 
image.” EAF §5.3 further notes, “We believe God subjected the creation to futility, and the entire human family 
is made justly liable to untold miseries of sickness, decay, calamity, and loss. Thus all the adversity and suffering 
in the world is an echo and a witness of the exceedingly great evil of moral depravity in the heart of mankind; 
and every new day of life is a God-given, merciful reprieve from imminent judgment, pointing to repentance.” 

3.  Peter Horrobin, Healing through Deliverance: The Foundation and Practice of Deliverance Ministry, 2nd ed. 
(Grand Rapids: Chosen Books, 2003), 180.

4.  Bethlehem’s EAF §6.2 declares, “We believe that Jesus Christ lived without sin, though He endured the 
common infirmities and temptations of human life. He preached and taught with truth and authority 
unparalleled in human history. He worked miracles, demonstrating His divine right and power over all 
creation: dispatching demons, healing the sick, raising the dead, stilling the storm, walking on water, 
multiplying loaves, and foreknowing what would befall Him and His disciples, including the betrayal of 
Judas and the denial, restoration, and eventual martyrdom of Peter.”

5.  Bethlehem’s EAF §7.3 states, “We believe, moreover, that the death of Christ did obtain more than the 
bona fide offer of the gospel for all; it also obtained the omnipotent New Covenant mercy of repentance 
and faith for God’s elect. Christ died for all, but not for all in the same way. In His death, Christ expressed a 
special covenant love to His friends, His sheep, His bride. For them He obtained the infallible and effectual 
working of the Spirit to triumph over their resistance and bring them to saving faith.” Bethlehem’s EAF §8.3 
says, “We believe that, apart from the effectual work of the Spirit, no one would come to faith, because all 
are dead in trespasses and sins; that they are hostile to God, and morally unable to submit to God or please 
Him, because the pleasures of sin appear greater than the pleasures of God. Thus, for God’s elect, the Spirit 
triumphs over all resistance, wakens the dead, removes blindness, and manifests Christ in such a compel-
lingly beautiful way through the Gospel that He becomes irresistibly attractive to the regenerate heart.”
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6.  G. K. Beale, Colossians and Philemon, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019), 266.
7.  Colin G. Kruse, The Letters of John, Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2000), 166. 
8.  Bethlehem’s EAF §10.6 states, “We believe that all who are justified will win this fight. They will persevere 

in faith and never surrender to the enemy of their souls. This perseverance is the promise of the New 
Covenant, obtained by the blood of Christ, and worked in us by God Himself, yet not so as to diminish, 
but only to empower and encourage, our vigilance; that so we may say in the end, I have fought the good 
fight, but it was not I, but the grace of God which was with me.” 

9.  Kruse, The Letters of John, 196.
10.  For a helpful synthesis of the seven “weapons” in Eph 6:10–20 for responding to the powers of darkness, 

see Clinton E. Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1997), 
42–43. For a treatment assessing the background for Paul’s use of “rulers” and “authorities,” see Ronn 
A. Johnson, “The Old Testament Background for Paul’s Use of ‘Principalities and Powers’” (PhD diss., 
Dallas Theological Seminary, 2004).

11.  See Ludwig Koehler, Walter Baumgartner, and Johann Jakob Stamm, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon 
of the Old Testament, ed. and trans. M. E. J. Richardson, 2 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 3:1317; s.v. ָׂשָטן; 
Walter Bauer et al., eds., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 
3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 916–17; s.v. σατάν. 

12.  Stokes argues that the term actually refers to lethal, physical attack in all of its biblical occurrences and is 
better rendered “executioner.” Ryan E. Stokes, “Satan, Yhwh’s Executioner,” JBL 133.2 (2014): 251–70.

13.  Scholars dispute whether “Satan” in 1 Chr 21:1 is indeed the proper name of the devil, the prince of demons. 
Stokes, for example, sees it as a superhuman angelic adversary that operates as an emissary of Yahweh but not 
necessary the devil. Ryan E. Stokes, “The Devil Made David Do It ... Or Did He? The Nature, Identity, and 
Literary Origins of the Satan in 1 Chronicles 21:1,” JBL 128 (2009): 91–106; cf. Sara Japhet, I and II Chronicles: 
A Commentary, OTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1993), 374–75; Michael S. Heiser, Demons: What 
the Bible Really Says about the Powers of Darkness (Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2020), 79–80. For some that affirm 
1 Chr 21:1 refers is to the devil himself, see Martin J. Selman, 1 Chronicles: An Introduction and Commentary, 
TOTC 10 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 203–204; Paul Evans, “Divine Intermediaries in 1 
Chronicles 21: An Overlooked Aspect of the Chronicler’s Theology,” Bib 85.4 (2004): 545–58.

14.  So, too, G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text (NIGTC; Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1999), 831.

15.  Johnson, “The Old Testament Background for Paul’s Use of ‘Principalities and Powers,’” 44–45; See 
Michael S. Heiser, Supernatural: What the Bible Teaches About the Unseen World - and Why It Matters (Belling-
ham, WA: Lexham, 2015), 23; Heiser, Demons, 241–42.

16.  See William F. Cook III and Chuck Lawless, Spiritual Warfare in the Storyline of Scripture: A Biblical, Theologocal, 
and Practical Approach (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2019), 19.

17.  So, too, Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 39.
18.  Payne is correct that spiritual warfare often includes multiple spheres (Karl I. Payne, Spiritual Warfare: 

Christians, Demonization, and Deliverance [Washington, D.C.: WND Books, 2011], 23–27). However, I 
disagree with the way he treats “the devil” as a supernatural influence that can provide one means of spir-
itual warfare ( Jas 4:7–10; 1 Pet 5:6–7), alongside of temptation coming externally from the sociological 
“world” (Matt 6:24; Jas 4:4; 1 John 2:15–17) and internally from the physiological “flesh” (Rom 7:15–25; 
Gal 5:16–17, 19–23) (so Payne, Spiritual Warfare, xv; cf. the structure of chs. 4–6). He writes, “Demonic or 
supernatural warfare represents one third of the battle we face as soldiers of Christ, no more and no less” 
(Payne, Spiritual Warfare, 45). Similarly, Derek Prince presents the flesh and powers of darkness as distinct 
spheres of evil (Prince Derek, They Shall Expel Demons: What You Need to Know about Demons—Your Invisible 
Enemies, 7th ed. [Grand Rapids: Chosen Books, 1999], 98–102), though—based on Gal 5:19–21—he does 
recognize that the flesh practices witchcraft, which in turn opens one up to demonic forces (They Shall Expel 
Demons, 136–39). For others who understand the devil to work in concert with the flesh and the world, 
see C. Fred Dickason, Demon Possession and the Christian: A New Perspective (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1993), 
61; Clinton E. Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1997), 
35–37. In contrast, the “desires of the flesh” associated with humanity’s sinful nature (Gal 5:16) are the 
same “desires of the flesh” awakened by the “world” (1 John 2:15) (contra Payne, Spiritual Warfare, 70), and 
the Bible suggests that both external and internal oppositions derive from the devil who is both the “ruler 
of this world” ( John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11; 1 John 4:4) and the spirit at work in the sons of disobedience 
and who awakens the passions of the flesh and the desires of the body and the mind (Eph 2:2–3). The 
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world and flesh are but agents through which the devil works to frustrate and tempt; all spiritual warfare is 
supernatural and spirit-driven, even when it comes by natural means (Eph 6:11–12). 

19.  In response to the question, “How do evil spirits affect us?,” Wimber and Springer state that Satan attacks 
through opposition, temptation, and demonization ( John Wimber and Kevin Springer, Power Healing [San 
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1987], 106–10). These are generally akin to the three categories proposed 
here. Arnold proposes a similar “continuum of demonic influence”: (1) tempted; (2) regularly yielding to 
a demonic temptation; (3) “devoured; taken captive; taken as plunder”; (4) demonized (Arnold, 3 Crucial 
Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 101). Dickason goes further, suggesting that the intensity of demonization 
depends on one of three factors: (1) how wicked the demon is within someone; (2) how many demons 
inhabit someone; and (3) the ranks of the demons within someone (Dickason, Demon Possession and the 
Christian, 44–45). Of these three, Scripture only identifies number two as potentially intensifying the demonic 
stronghold (Luke 11:26; see also Mark 1:24[?]; 5:9; Luke 8:2; but cf. Acts 19:15–16).

20.  In contrast to Arnold and Heiser, I do not think 2 Tim 2:25–26 is speaking about Christians (see Arnold, 
3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 94–95; Heiser, Demons, 255–56). Within the Pastorals, their 
need to gain “a knowledge of the truth” suggests that God has not yet saved them (cf. 1 Tim 2:4; Tit 1:1).

21.  For various interpretations of stoicheia (“elemental spirits”), see Heiser, Demons, 221–23; David A. 
deSilva, The Letter to the Galatians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018), 348–53; Thomas R. Sch-
reiner, Galatians, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2010), 267–69. While the term stoicheia includes a broad usage including physical elements, foundational 
principles, or spirit beings, because in both Col 2 and Gal 4 the stoicheia stand against Christ by inspiring 
false teaching, I agree with Arnold that both texts refer to “elemental spirits,” which are the same as “the 
rulers and authorities” that he mentions elsewhere (Col 2:15; cf. 1:16; Eph 6:12). See Clinton E. Arnold, 
“Returning to the Domain of the Powers: Stoicheia as Evil Spirits in Gal 4:3, 9,” NovT 38 (1996): 55–76; 
cf. Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 95–97.

22.  Arnold links the rise of this perspective in the modern day to Merrill Unger’s claim that the believer 
“is not liable to demon inhabitation” (Merrill F. Unger, Biblical Demonology: A Study of the Spiritual Forces 
Behind the Present World Unrest, 2nd ed. (Wheaton, IL: Van Kampen, 1953), 100; cf. Arnold, 3 Crucial 
Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 76). In two later works, Unger notes he changed his perspective: Merrill 
F. Unger, Demons in the World Today: A Study of Occultism in the Light of God’s Word (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale, 
1974); Merrill F. Unger, What Demons Can Do to Saints (Chicago: Moody, 1978). One of the most recent 
arguments for the view that Christians cannot be “possessed” or “indwelt” is John R. Gilhooly, “Question 
13. Can Christians Be Demon-Possessed,” in 40 Questions about Angels, Demons, and Spiritual Warfare, 40 
Questions (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2018), 75–84.

23. Though not using the term “demonization,” Saucy agrees that Christians can suffer from evil powers: 
“Both Scripture and experience show believers giving themselves to the influence and even servitude of sin 
(e.g., John 8:34; Rom. 6:12–13, 17) and evil powers (cf. Gal. 4:3, 8–9; 1 Tim. 3:7; poss. 2 Tim. 2:35–26” 
( Robert Saucy, “An Open but Cautious View,” in Are Miraculous Gifts for Today?: Four Views, Counterpoints: 
Bible and Theology [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996], 135–36). For a survey of demonization within 
the early church and beyond, see Paul Thigpen, “Spiritual Warfare in the Early Church,” Discipleship 
Journal 14.3 (1994); Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 107–12; Craig S. Keener, Miracles: 
The Credibility of the New Testament Accounts, 2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 769–87; 
Clint Tibbs, “Mediumistic Divine Possession among Early Christians: A Response to Craig S. Keener’s 
‘Spirit Possession as a Cross-Cultural Experience,’” BBR 26 (2016): 173–94. See also Questions 21–24 
in John R. Gilhooly, 40 Questions about Angels, Demons, and Spiritual Warfare, 40 Questions (Grand Rapids: 
Kregel, 2018), 123–39. For more on demonization in societies today, see Keener, Miracles, 788–856.

24.  Arnold notes, “The most natural way to interpret the use of topos in Ephesians 4:27 is the idea of inhab-
itable space” (Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 88).

25.  On this point I agree with Arnold: “Demonic spirits cannot penetrate to the core of this person’s being 
and snatch away what belongs to God. A believer may yield to the evil impulse or to a demonic spirit, 
allowing it to assert a dominating influence over mind, will, emotions, and even the body. But the person’s 
new identity as a child of God cannot be erased or stolen. Nor do demonic spirits have the ability to 
evict the Holy Spirit of God” (Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 81–88, quote from 85).

26.  The well-known Greek lexicon BDAG renders daimonizomai as “be possessed by a hostile spirit,” which 
most people commonly assume means the evil presence is indwelling a person. Both Clinton Arnold and 
Sam Storms equate daimonizomai with indwelling but both discourage the use of “possession” language, 
due to its link with the concept of ownership (Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 78–81; 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.2 (2021)

52

Sam Storms, Tough Topics: Biblical Answers to 25 Challenging Questions [Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2013], 167; 
cf. Wimber and Springer, Power Healing, 109; Dickason, Demon Possession and the Christian, 38). Storms 
actually questions whether “Satan or a demon owns anything,” but Jesus spoke of his overcoming the 
devil’s kingdom as taking his possessions: “Or how can someone enter a strong man’s house and plunder 
his goods unless he first binds the strong man? Then indeed he may plunder his house” (Matt 12:29; 
cf. Mark 3:27). The KJV consistently rendered daimonizomai as “possessed” by demons, whereas the 
ESV uses both “oppressed” and “possessed” by demons, depending on the context. As noted above, 
some passages specifically refer to an internal demonic presence and accompanying torment, but other 
texts do not necessarily require that the demonic tormenter is actually inhabiting his target. Regardless 
of the unclean spirit’s location, demonization always includes a twisting of dispositions, desires, and/
or physical-mental states. Karl Payne prefers to speak of three categories: oppression, possession, and 
demonization (Payne, Spiritual Warfare, 9, 92–96). However, I think that the Bible would include both 
the first two categories in the last, with demonization including a continuum of intensity and nature.

27.  Only two texts do not use one or more of these accompanying verbs (Matt 4:24 and 15:22), but the 
parallel passages include them (Mark 1:32–34 and 7:24–30). Both Heiser (Demons, 253–56) and Arnold 
(3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 73–142, esp 93–97) affirm that though evil spiritual beings 
cannot own Christians they do nevertheless demonize Christians. Arnold differs from the position 
above in that he understands demonization to necessarily include inhabitation––something I believe 
can happen with Christians at low levels but is not necessarily the case in all instances of demonization. 
Heiser is unclear as to whether demonization necessarily includes inhabitation. In my mind, the location 
of demonic attack is less important than the reality of it. 

28.  Wimber and Springer distinguish low-level demonization (influence, oppression, obsession, and subjection) 
from high-level demonization (demonic attack, assault, possession) (Wimber and Springer, Power Healing, 
109–10). However, the biblical texts they equate with low-level demonization, I have linked with level 
1 demonic influence, which includes both frustration and opposition from without and the twisting of 
thoughts and temptation from within. Whereas Wimber and Springer distinguish some external problems 
and temptations as related only to the world and flesh (Wimber and Springer, Power Healing, 107), I have 
argued that all problems and temptations in this cursed world likely have some link to the demonic (Luke 
4:6; John 12:31; 2 Cor 4:4; 1 John 4:4; 5:19) but that only certain extreme cases would qualify for the lan-
guage of demonization. The distinction between level 1 and level 2 demonic influence is a matter of degree. 

29.  Likewise, R. T. France, following BDAG, understands en pneumati in Mark 1:23 to mean that the man 
is “under the special influence of the spirit” (R. T. France, The Gospel of Mark, New International Greek 
New Testament Commentary [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002], 103).

30.  For reflections on the differences with respect to symptoms, diagnoses, and treatment, see Millard J. 
Sall, “Demon Possession or Psychopathology: A Theological Relationship? A Clinical Differentiation,” 
Journal of Psychology and Theology 4.4 (1976): 286–90; T. Craig Isaacs, “The Possessive States Disorder: 
The Diagnosis of Demonic Possession,” Pastoral Psychology 35.4 (1987): 263–73. 

31.  In all likelihood, the “testing of spirits” in 1 John 4:1–3 is not what Paul means by the gift of distinguishing 
spirits, for John is talking about something all Christians must do, assessing whether teachers confess 
that “Jesus Christ has come in the flesh.” In contrast, the gift of distinguishing spirits is “probably a 
supernaturally enabled sense or feeling concerning the nature and source of the spirit” (Sam Storms, 
The Beginner’s Guide to Spiritual Gifts, 2nd ed. (Ventura, CA: Regal, 2013), 131.

32.  Some who understand Jesus’s designation that the woman is a “daughter of Abraham” to refer to her 
proper spiritual standing are Robert H. Stein, Luke, NAC 24 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1993), 
374; Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 525; James R. Edwards, 
The Gospel According to Luke, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), 397.

33.  Heiser holds the “messenger of Satan” to be “supernatural being … from Satan” (Heiser, Demons, 256). 
Others he cites holding this same position are David Abernathy, “Paul’s Thorn in the Flesh: A Messenger 
of Satan?” Neotestamentica 35.1–2 (2001): 69–79; Christopher R. A. Morray-Jones, “Paradise Revisited (2 
Cor 12:1–12): The Jewish Mystical Background of Paul’s Apostolate: Part 1: The Jewish Sources,” HTR 86.2 
(1993): 177–217; Morray-Jones, “Paradise Revisited (2 Cor 12:1–12): The Jewish Mystical Background 
of Paul’s Apostolate: Part 2: Paul’s Heavenly Ascent and Its Significance,” HTR 86.3 (1993): 265–92. Like-
wise, Arnold understands the “thorn” in Paul’s flesh to refer to physical suffering brought about by one of 
Satan’s messengers (Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 100). The OT associates “thorns” with 
external enemy false teaching and persecution that tempts and inflicts (Num 33:55; Josh 23:13; Judg 2:3).  

34.  Luke tells of how at Pentecost the sound of the Spirit’s working “filled the entire house” of the disciples 
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(Acts 2:2) and how the disciples, after standing up for Christ, were “filled with joy and with the Holy 
Spirit” (Acts 13:52).

35.  Ajith Fernando writes, “There is nothing to say that Annanias and Sapphira were not believers…. The term 
demonization is gaining popularity today, referring to Satan’s influence on both believers and unbelievers. 
Demonization is what happened when ‘Satan entered Judas’ prior to his betrayal of Jesus (Luke 22:3). 
The word also leaves room for varying degrees of satanic influence on different people… [D]emonization 
denotes the occurrence in the lives of Christians when Satan gets them so obsessed with an idea or course 
of action that they get carried away and are blinded to the consequences. That seems to be happening here 
[i.e. in the case of Annanias and Saphira]” (Ajith Fernando, Acts, NIVAC [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998], 
199). Cf. Peter H. Davids, “A Biblical View of the Fruits of Sin,” in The Kingdom and the Power: Are Healing 
and Spiritual Gifts Used by Jesus and the Early Church Meant for the Church Today?, ed. Kevin Springer and Gary 
S. Greig (Ventura, CA: Regal, 1993), 118–20; Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 97–98. 

36.  Arnold agrees that Acts 19 likely speaks of Paul delivering Christians from demonization. See 3 Crucial 
Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 91–92.

37.  The Greek topos means “place” but can signify “possibility, opportunity, or chance,” as in Rom 12:19, 
where we read, “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it [= place, opportunity] to the wrath of God” 
(Bauer et al., BDAG, 1012; s.v. τόπος.; cf. Acts 25:16; Rom 12:19; 15:23). I agree with Arnold that Eph 
4:27 likely refers to actual turf of our lives that we give over to the devil and from which he exerts his evil 
influence (Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 86–89). My research assistant, Brian Verrett, 
identified Gen 4:7 as a possible backdrop to both Eph 4:27 and Rom 6:12 and drew my attention to an 
interpretive tradition that understands God’s warning to Cain to be that he must make sure that a demon 
known for hanging about the doorsteps of houses does not reign over him as a king (see Bill T. Arnold, 
Genesis, New Cambridge Bible Commentary [New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009], 79; John 
Goldingay, Genesis, Baker Commentary on the Old Testament: Pentateuch [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2020], 90). Another potential parallel is Exod 12:23, where Yahweh’s “destroyer” will enter homes to kill.

38. J. Armitage Robinson, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians: A Revised Text and Translation with Exposition and 
Notes, 2nd ed. (London: Macmillan, 1907), 112; cf. Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, Pillar 
New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 341.

39. Payne, Spiritual Warfare, 99.
40. Scott J. Hafemann, 2 Corinthians, NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 428.
41. Bethlehem’s EAF §8.1 declares, “We believe that the Holy Spirit has always been at work in the world, 

sharing in the work of creation, awakening faith in the remnant of God’s people, performing signs and 
wonders, giving triumphs in battle, empowering the preaching of the prophets and inspiring the writ-
ing of Scripture. Yet, when Christ had made atonement for sin, and ascended to the right hand of the 
Father, He inaugurated a new era of the Spirit by pouring out the promise of the Father on His Church.”

42. Arnold helpfully notes that, within the context of 1 Cor 10:3–4, “demolishing strongholds refers to 
changing wrong ideas about Christ in the minds of believers who have been influenced by demonically 
inspired teaching.” Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 55.

43. Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare, 103–06.
44. In Luke 10:19 we read that Christ gave his followers “authority to tread on serpents and scorpions.” Storms 

rightly notes that the mention of “serpents and scorpions” here most likely points to demonic influences: 
“The references [to serpents and scorpions] are not to be taken literally but are a vivid and symbolic way 
of describing demonic beings. Serpents and scorpions were familiar sources of evil and pain in Palestinian 
life and frequently symbolized all kinds of adversity and affliction (see Numbers 21:6–9; Deuteronomy 
8:15; Psalms 58:4; 140:3). The scorpion was also a means of divine chastisement in 1 Kings 12:11, 14 
(see also Luke 11:11–12). And we are all familiar with Satan’s identification with the serpent (Genesis 3; 
2 Corinthians 11; Revelation 12 and 20). Satan’s dominion is that of snakes and scorpions (see especially 
Psalm 91:12–13).” Sam Storms, Practicing the Power: Welcoming the Gifts of the Holy Spirit in Your Life (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2017), 154–55. See also C. Samuel Storms, “A Third Wave Response to Douglas A. 
Oss,” in Are Miraculous Gifts for Today?: Four Views, Counterpoints: Bible and Theology (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1996), 306–8. Both Marshall and Stein see Luke 10:17–20 foreshadowing the future mission 
of the church (I. Howard Marshall, The Gospel of Luke: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 413; Stein, Luke, 310). 

45. Bethlehem’s EAF §10.6 states, “We believe that all who are justified will win this fight. They will persevere 
in faith and never surrender to the enemy of their souls. This perseverance is the promise of the New 
Covenant, obtained by the blood of Christ, and worked in us by God Himself, yet not so as to diminish, 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.2 (2021)

54

but only to empower and encourage, our vigilance; that so we may say in the end, I have fought the good 
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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 
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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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Introduction
To be clear from the beginning: Calvin’s view concerning angels is not really 
spectacular. That might be the reason that not much has been written on 
this subject.1 Calvin’s approach to topics like angelology is characterized by 
staying close to what the Bible says and by staying away from speculations 
in line with his warning against “vanam curiositatem.”2 That is the concern 
he expresses when he writes on the angels in his Institutes. It is his care “to 
keep within the bounds which piety prescribes, lest by indulging in spec-
ulations beyond my reach, I bewilder the reader, and lead him away from 
the simplicity of the faith.”3 Calvin is not rooted in medieval theology as 
for example Martin Luther was.4 Calvin was not a student at one of the 
theological faculties where each student had to go through handbooks of 
scholars like Peter Lombard and Thomas Aquinas that all had vast material 
on angels based on the Bible but also on stories and theories developed 
by church fathers, medieval theologians and popular traditions. And from 
the little we know about the spirituality in which he was raised, we get the 
impression that angels did not play a significant role in Calvin’s youth. From 
the passages in which he criticizes what the church taught and what people 
believed about angels, it becomes clear that he knew what was going on in 
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this field of faith, but it is just as clear that in his own views he stayed away 
from what people thought and just repeated what Scripture taught. In spite 
of all this, it is highly remarkable how much space Calvin devotes in his 
sermons, commentaries and other works to angelology.5 In this article we 
can only take a look at what Calvin writes about angels in his Institutes and in 
his Commentary on the Psalms, but it is evident that the topic would deserve 
a separate monograph.

Angels in the Institutes

Calvin wrote the first edition—published in 1536—of his Institutio as a 
sort of catechism for the persecuted reformed believers in France. From the 
second edition—published 1539—was designed more as a handbook for 
theological students.6 In the course of theological discussions and the growth 
of Calvin’s own insights into the Bible, this book grew into the massive, final 
edition of 1559 which we here take as our source. Based on the so-called 
loci-method, Calvin summarized in the Institutes what the Bible taught on 
various topics and thus also what Scripture says about angels. So, the best 
way to learn Calvin’s view of angels is to read first through the paragraphs he 
devoted to this subject in his Institutio. We can find this right at the beginning 
of this work as he deals with angels in the first chapter of the book where he 
writes on God as Creator. 

In chapter 14 of Book I Calvin writes that Scripture, in speaking about the 
creation of the world, distinguishes the true God from the false by clear signs. 
In order that believers should not fall into error, God has revealed himself in 
his Word as the Creator. At this point we should not get into the question 
that is sometimes mockingly asked: why God only started his creation so 
late. After all, he has allowed an immeasurable amount of time to pass. Yet, 
it is neither lawful nor useful to examine why God delayed creation for so 
long. God wanted to hide this from us. Augustine—Calvin’s favorite theo-
logian—warns us not to concern ourselves with questions that go beyond 
the bounds of the Word. He states that it is also wrong to raise the question 
of why God created only one world in immense space and left such a large 
part empty. That question, too, is foolish. Let our questions remain within 
the biblical fence and let our minds be restrained by God’s Word so that we 
will not go through deliberate wanderings. 
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Creation
This approach also clearly leads Calvin in his description of the angels. God 
created the world in six days. In this order of things we should see the fatherly 
love of God. Before God created Adam, who represented the whole human 
race, God had provided the world with an abundance of goods. For God 
did not place Adam on a barren, empty earth without light, but created him 
on a complete earth that was already provided with light, water, air and all 
kinds of fruits. But before that God had already created the angels. Although 
Moses did not mention the angels when he described the great works of 
creation, he does mention them later on and we can also read about them 
elsewhere in Scripture. That Moses did not write about angels in his report 
on creation has, according to Calvin, as its reason that he adapted himself 
to the limited understanding of the people by mentioning only the things 
of creation that are visible to man.

Before presenting what the Scriptures say about the angels, Calvin gives 
a rather extensive waring against vain speculations that seem attractive but 
are fruitless.7 Let’s not go beyond what God has revealed to us in his Word. 
That the angels are heavenly spirits that God has in his service to carry out 
his counsel is found everywhere in Scripture. They are also called an army 
because they surround their Sovereign like bodyguards. As warriors they 
always pay attention to the sign of their captain to carry out his commands. 
To our consolation, Scripture teaches that the angels are in the service of God 
working for our benefit.8 They watch over our salvation and take care of our 
protection. The angels protect the Church as the body of Christ: “The angel 
of the LORD hath set himself round about those who fear him” (Ps 34:8). 
But they also stood by Christ, the Head of the Church, in all his afflictions 
(Luke 22:43). The angels are fighting against our enemies. Thus it was the 
angel of the LORD who killed 185,000 men of the army of Assyria in one 
night (2 Kgs 19:35). In response to the popular belief that every Christian 
has a personal guardian angel, Calvin states that he does not dare to say this 
with certainty.9 It may however be said that not just one but all angels guard 
our salvation, which Calvin concludes for example from Luke 15:7 where 
it is said of all the angels that they rejoice when one sinner repents. Luke 
16:23 teaches that it was angels—so more than just one—that brought the 
soul of Lazarus into the womb of Abraham. 
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Order and Hierarchy
Regarding the order of the angels and the number of angels Calvin says that 
we have to be careful because the Bible does not say much about it. Michael 
is called the great prince in Daniel (12:1), and Gabriel is also an angel that is 
mentioned by name. Christ speaks of many legions of angels (Matt 26:53), 
but that’s about all the information we have. Nor do we know what the angels 
look like, since they are spirits. The Scriptures describe them in accordance 
with what our minds can grasp so it is said that they have wings. Calvin con-
cludes from this that this is said, “to assure us that when occasion requires, 
they will hasten to our aid with incredible swiftness, winging their way to us 
with the speed of lightning.” This conclusion is remarkable as the Bible does 
not give such an explanation of the angels’ wings and Calvin here seems to 
bring in some speculative theology. That the angels are real persons, albeit 
with a nature of their own, is also clear from Scripture.10 The Sadducees at 
the time denied this and saw them as powers of God, but there is no basis 
for this in Scripture. Angels are real persons, because they are happy when a 
sinner repents. According to Stephen and Paul, angels have given people the 
law of God (Acts 7:53 and Gal 3:19). In the letter to the Hebrews we read 
that Christ is more glorious than the angels (Heb 1:4; 2:16). From this one 
can conclude that they have their own separate nature. In order to appear to 
the holy fathers, they have shrouded themselves in human forms. Already 
it is evident that Calvin does not want to go beyond what the Bible says 
about angels. Carefully referring to the various Bible texts, he just repeats, 
summarizes and describes the content of these texts but does not go into 
more systematic reflections of what these scriptural data mean or to what 
further insights or conclusions they could lead.

Angels and the Believer
In paragraph 10, Calvin continues with how believers should deal with 
angels. We must counter superstition when we say that the angels serve us 
and are the givers of all good things. It is easy to think that because of this we 
should give them some honor, but Scripture forbids this. Paul contradicts 
any honoring of angels by stating that Christ is exalted above all angels and 
that he is the origin of all good for them (Col 1:16-20). John also wanted 
to honor an angel, but this was forbidden to him by the angel himself (Rev 
19:10; 22:8-9). We can easily ignore this danger if we realize that without 
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them God can also prove his omnipotence and care. So he does not need 
the angels; but the consolation of the believers may be that whatever danger 
may threaten us, God has innumerable possibilities and servants who can 
help us out of danger. And yet we must place our hope in God who is our  
only Helper. Although the angels descend from heaven and return to heaven 
in the face that Jacob saw (Gen 28:12), according to the Lord, they do not 
do this without the intervention of Christ. Calvin refers to John 1:51 where 
the Lord Jesus states that the angels descend and ascend upon the Son of 
Man. For this reason Calvin warns against the presumed wisdom of Plato 
who states that we only have access to God through the angels. 

Fallen Angels
Calvin devotes almost as much space to describing what the Bible says about 
the fallen angels, the devils, for whom believers must be on guard according 
to Scripture.11 Satan is called a roaring lion and the god and prince of this age 
(Matt 12:29; John 12:31; 2 Cor 4:4; Eph 2:2 and 1 Pet 5:8). Peter depicts the 
devil as a roaring and blustering lion that we must vigorously resist by faith. The 
power of the fallen angels is reason to call upon the help of God, especially in 
our weakness, as it is his work to give weapons to counter the tricks of Satan. 
The fact that believers must actively fight this enemy is emphasized in Scripture, 
for it can be read that the devils form a mighty army. Mary Magdalene is said 
to have been delivered from seven devils (Mark 16:9). Elsewhere Scripture 
speaks of a man who was possessed by a legion of devils (Luke 8:30). From 
this we learn that we are dealing with countless enemies. Sometimes Scripture 
speaks of Satan in the singular but according to Calvin this means the head 
of all the fallen angels so there is not just one enemy but a multitude of them. 
That is why we read in Scripture (Matt 25:41): “Go away, you cursed people, 
into the eternal fire which the devils and angels are prepared to give you.” 
All this must lead believers into a constant battle against the devil. Because 
the honor of God should be close to our hearts, we must banish and resist 
everything that comes against it (including the devil). The devil wants to 
distort and obscure the truth of God’s Word at all times. For this reason he is 
called “the murderer of man from the beginning” ( John 8:44). Calvin states 
that the devil was not made like this, but that he is a fallen angel. The origin of 
his wrongdoing therefore does not lie with God, but with the devil himself. 
For this reason Christ ( John 8:44) declares that Satan, when he speaks a lie, 
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speaks of himself, and adds this: “because he did not stand in the truth.” This, 
according to Calvin, shows that Satan was in the truth when he was created 
by God. The fall of Satan is also taught by Peter and Jude (2 Pet 2:4 and Jude 
6). When Paul speaks of chosen angels (1 Tim 5:21), he opposes them tacitly 
to the rejected angels. Whatever the power of Satan may be, he is still under 
God, as is clear from the history of Job. God must give him freedom to act, 
otherwise he can do nothing ( Job 1:6; 2:1). For this reason the evil spirit that 
tormented Saul is called a spirit of the Lord. God thus punishes the evil king 
for his sins (1 Sam 16:14; 18:10). So it is certain that Satan falls under God. Of 
course Satan only wants to resist God and thus do only bad things. However, 
God restrains evil and uses it to carry out punishment. God uses him in his 
service, and God uses Satan even in his reign over believers. Satan fights them 
but he fights them in such a way that they may learn to practice their faith. The 
believers respond to the admonition: “Give the devil no place” (Eph 4:27). 
Paul recounts that Satan was the medicine given him to subdue his pride (2 
Cor 12:7). All children of God receive this medicine, but since Christ, as the 
Head of his Church, crushed Satan’s head (Gen 3:15), the believer can never 
be overcome by Satan. Calvin then comes to speak about those who see the 
angels only as good impulses or movements and not as real persons. He writes 
that this thought needs to be rejected. This also counts for the idea that devils 
are merely evil disorders or disturbances. John mentions that the devil sinned 
from the beginning (1 John 3:8) and Judas mentions that the devil fought the 
archangel Michael. Peter notes, of the devils (2 Pet 2:4): “For if God hath not 
spared the angels that sinned, but cast them into hell, they have been surren-
dered to the chains of darkness to be preserved unto judgment.” This shows 
that they are real personalities and not just ideas.

Angels in Commentary on the Psalms

For many decades Calvin research was mainly based on studying his Institutes. 
Behind that was the idea that here we would find his whole theology nicely 
brought together and that his other works like sermons, commentaries, lec-
tures and treatises would only confirm what was already in the Institutes. In 
the meantime Calvin scholars have discovered that the just now mentioned 
works and in addition to that Calvin’s vast correspondence, contain a lot that 
is not in the Institutes and that it is extremely worthwhile to dig into his “other” 
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works to get a more complete and more balanced view of his theology. I’m 
convinced this also counts for his view concerning angels, which already has 
been proven by Richard Stauffer in his wonderful analysis of Calvin’s sermons 
on Genesis.12 In this second part of my paper I want to describe what Calvin 
wrote on the position and function of angels throughout his commentary on 
the Psalms.13 Close reading of this book, which was published in the same 
year as the final edition of the Institutes, demonstrates that there is so much 
more in Calvin than often thought and that also counts for his view of angels.

Servants
In brief, Calvin describes angels as servants of the King and executers of his 
decisions. They dwell around God like satellites around the sun and are con-
tinuously prepared to obey his commands.14 Angels, therefore, are “heavenly 
spirits endowed with divine glory.”15 To the extent that they are heavenly powers, 
they can be called divine.16 In them, Calvin says, something divine is shining.17 
They are the conveyors of God’s glory in the sense that God, through the angels, 
shines upon the world with his glory.18 Calvin’s high estimation of the position 
of the angels is evident when he speaks, for instance, about maintaining a good 
conscience in the face of God and in the face of the angels who, as heavenly 
spectators, are viewing our activities.19 However, God gave them such a place 
that they do not interfere with his glory.20 They do not have a share in God’s 
being. Although their glory is more magnificent than the splendor of the other 
creatures, it is not so great that it could obscure the splendor of God in any 
way. Calvin warns against the diabolical superstition which seeks to dispropor-
tionately raise the status of angels in relation to God. For such a promotion in 
status there is no good reason, Calvin suggests, since the Bible says that angels 
tremble before God’s majesty.21 We would do the angels wrong if we were to 
grant them the same majesty as God.22 On the contrary, there is an immense 
distance between God’s majesty and the angels; God would have the right (suo 
iure) to condemn them just like condemned humans if he had not also shown 
the angels his fatherly care and descended to them in order to take care of them.23

Tasks
It is the task of the angels to praise God. This is the highest end of their exis-
tence.24 They also have other tasks, though. Calvin says that God uses angels, for 
example, to show the wind the way.25 Even though God has established a certain 
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order in nature, sometimes he uses angels to ensure that particular commands 
are accomplished.26 God also involves his angels to carry out his judgments 
about the rejected. Calvin remarks that there are some who find it inappropriate 
that angels, being mere servants of grace and salvation, are mustered to punish 
unbelievers. Calvin, however, is not astonished about this because angels can 
only guard over believers when they are prepared to fight for them, and angels 
can only help believers by resisting their enemies according to God’s purposes.27 
In speaking about the deployment of angels God is most obliging towards us. 
Calvin points out that it ought to greatly strengthen our faith to know that God 
has innumerable angels to his disposal who can hasten to help at any desired 
moment.28 By the mention of his angelic servants God accommodates our weak 
faith in his promises, for it would be sufficient only to know that God cares for 
his church, but he mentions the angels for our benefit.29

Guardian Angels
Angels are deployed by God particularly for the rescue and protection of 
believers. Calvin has no problem in admitting this, but he cautions against 
the danger of angels receiving so much attention that justice is not done to 
the fact that God is the one who saves.30 The angels are given to us as servants 
and protectors,31 and they are keen on guarding our lives because they know 
it is the task God has assigned to them.32 Furthermore, they are consciously 
involved with events on earth and pleased about the salvation of the church.33 
Angels keep a watchful eye on every moment of our lives, but anyone who 
lives frivolously or walks down another path than the one which God wills 
need not expect help from them.34 Yet this does not mean that Calvin likes 
the notion of individual persons having a guardian angel to watch over them; 
Calvin thinks this is too limited a picture of our angelic help. God does not 
appoint one angel, says Calvin, but he orders a whole army of angels to watch 
over the salvation of every single believer.35 The Bible says that angels (he 
draws attention to the plural form) encircle the believer. This is indeed a 
consolation, for in like manner as we have countless enemies, we also have 
countless more guardians. Calvin’s critics on this concept of a guardian 
angel therefore encounter both a biblical and a pastoral argument: why be 
satisfied with either none or perhaps only one angel when man needs much 
more help from God and he indeed receives it through this army of heavenly 
servants? At the same time, though, Calvin points out that we should not 
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try to investigate how precisely angels do their work. It is sufficient to know 
that they are appointed to serve us.36 Incidentally, Calvin points out that we 
indebted to the work of Christ for the fact that they serve us, for because 
of the fall angels did not have anything to do with us,37 but it is Christ who 
reconciled the angels to us.38 The evidence from his Commentary on the Psalms 
therefore confirms the opinion that Calvin grants a more important place to 
the angels than is often noticed by Calvin scholars.39 The Commentary also 
makes clear that in essence Calvin says the same as in the Institutes, but in 
line with his audience he makes it all more practical.

Conclusion

I started by saying that Calvin’s view concerning angels is not spectacular 
and I remain convinced of that conclusion, but “spectacular” is a subjective 
qualification and in essence doesn’t say much. Calvin’s view about angels is 
indeed not spectacular in the sense that it offers new and unexpected insights 
into the world of angels or presents an impressive and new, reformed ange-
lology. But on the other hand it can be called spectacular in the sense that 
for Calvin, angels play a greater role in the life of the believer than could be 
drawn from the spirituality of the average Reformed believer. So, continued 
research on his works and especially his commentaries and sermons will 
add substantially to our knowledge of Calvin’s theological thoughts about 
angels, but it will also add substantially to a healthy reformed spirituality of 
the church and of the individual believer. 
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In Communion with Angels, Isaac Ambrose prompts his readers with this 
challenge: “Let us learn to imitate Angels … let us imitate thus, they are as 
our Guardians, Physicians, Purveyors, Tutors, Instructors, Soldiers, Quick-
ners, Incouragers, Comforters so let us in our several stations and places 
aspire to Angelical works; if Angels guard us let us be Guardians of one 
another; … if they tutor us, let us acquaint one another with the mysteries 
of grace; if they instruct us, and perswade us to our duties, let us so consider 
one another, to provoke unto love, and to good works … Surely the way to 
have Angels reward, or to see the face of God, is to do the work of Angels.” 
Ambrose declares these are the believers’ duties to one another but he is 
quick to assert that we should also imitate angels in relation to ourselves. 
He continues, “let us imitate [in] reverence the Majesty of God as they do 
… stand ready prest to execute the will of God, as they do … Let us study 
holiness, as they do; they are of a most holy nature, and therefore are called 
holy Angels. So be we holy, even as they are holy.”1

SBJT 25.2 (2021): 85-104



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.2 (2021)

86

This principle of imitating angels was introduced four years earlier in 
Ambrose’s best-known work, Looking unto Jesus but never in the depth as we 
read here.2 Isaac Ambrose (1604-1664) was a moderate Puritan divine that 
spent his entire ministry in Lancashire.3 He identified with the Presbyterian 
movement and was best known for his meditative piety and his unusual 
practice of spending the month of May in retreat reviewing his diary and 
practicing spiritual duties. This quotation reveals the Puritan ministry of 
angels. Unlike the Roman Catholic teaching, especially during the medieval 
period, that often was consumed by fanciful speculation Ambrose provides 
practical encouragement to support believers in their daily lives. His lengthy 
list of items to imitate in relationship to others can be summarized as guid-
ance, instruction, and comfort. Personally for ourselves, angels serve to 
direct our focus to God, never on angels themselves. Angels are significant 
for Ambrose because of their frequent mention in Scripture and since they 
are ministering spirits sent from God believers need to be imitators of them. 

Seventeenth-Century Context

While many westerners today are strongly influenced by a scientific rationalistic 
worldview the perception of the Puritans was shaped by the biblical worldview. 
They believed in God’s ability to communicate with humanity through dreams, 
angels who reveal God’s message and support and comfort believers and the use 
of prayer to cultivate communion with God. They also affirmed the reality of the 
devil and fallen angels who actively engage in tempting and tormenting believers. 
David D. Hall captures the essence of this in his book entitled Worlds of Wonder, 
Days of Judgment. No doubt Cotton Mather’s Wonders of the Invisible World 
(1693) inspired Hall’s title. Hall writes: “The providence of God was ‘wonder–
working’ in making manifest the reach of his sovereignty.” Those in seventeenth 
century whether believers or not affirmed that their world was inhabited by the 
supernatural that included angels and ghosts. England shared the same sense of 
wonders of the invisible universe as the New England colonies. Hall writes from 
the 1620s and onward newssheets were regularly reporting various marvels. 
Other publications announced, “children speaking preternaturally and offered 
Strange and wonderful News … of certain dreadfull Apparitions.” Almanacs were 
popular and communicated “accounts of mystic forces emanating from stars 
and planets.” Reflective of this literature and indicative of this spiritual context, 
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Samuel Clark, the British nonconformist minister (1599–1682) produced a 
volume first published in 1654 with this descriptive title, “A Mirrour or Looking 
Glasse both for Saints, and Sinners, Held forth in about two thousand Examples: 
Wherein is presented, as Gods Wonderful Mercies to the one, so his severe Judgments 
against the other.” Similar perceptions and literature was common throughout 
Europe. What is significant is that these authors were not frauds attempting to 
mislead gullible individuals but were intelligent ministers and other respected 
persons. Two realms in particular fueled this sense of wonder: metrology and 
astrology. Amazing to us as contemporary believers, bizarre pagan wonders 
coexisted alongside Christian beliefs in God’s providence.4 Time does not permit 
consideration of devils, witchcraft, the Salem Trials, and related topics.5

Richard Godbeer comments that while Puritan preaching condemned 
magic and occult practices it was not uncommon for parishioners to compart-
mentalize their faith from everyday living and still rely upon these unbiblical 
practices. Godbeer is clear, however; that there was a sharp contrast between 
the origin of these two expressions of supernatural belief. Puritans claimed 
that God’s mighty power was available through supplication and given accord-
ing to God’s wisdom while those favoring the magical arts were manipulative 
and far more dependent upon human agency. Though Godbeer agrees 
that this division was not always mutually exclusive.6 A similar distinction 
existed between early Protestants and Roman Catholics that while the former 
believed in angels and their assistance this help was “unsought” rather than 
“contrived or compelled” as was the more regular practice of Roman Cath-
olics.7 For example, Increase Mather writing in his popular Angelographia 
(1696) warns his readers that consulting “ungodly Fortune–Tellers” was 
placing a person directly in the presence of “Evil Angels.”8

Puritan Perspectives on Angels9  

Alexandra Walsham provides a helpful summary of the angelic portfolio of 
ministrations. Angels served as guardians for people of all ages, providing 
warning of impending doom and judgment. This was often related to the 
admonishment of wickedness. Angels were also agents of God’s gracious 
deliverance, including both physical and spiritual needs. A final category 
pertained to consolation and the cure of illnesses which could be mani-
fested in deathbed visitations.10 Joel Beeke and Mark Jones provide a slightly 
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different list of duties. For them the ministry of angels involves worship and 
adoration of God, serving as heavenly messengers especially in relation to 
God’s providence. Angels also provide care for believers and surround and 
sustain Christians amid the challenges of life.11 

A helpful way to expand our understanding of the broader Puritan teach-
ing on angels is to compare it with the Roman Catholic perspective. While 
generalizations can be misleading, especially given the span of the Western 
Catholic Church before the Protestant Reformation, they can also be helpful 
in providing an overview to distinctions among these two broad theological 
traditions.12 The first area was that of hierarchies. Roman Catholics reaching 
back to Pseudo-Dionysius who lived during the late fifth and early sixth cen-
turies were intrigued by both naming specific angels and establishing rankings 
of angels into hierarchies. Michael was frequently seen as the highest angel. 
While Protestants did not deny an ordering of angels, especially in the book of 
Revelation, they typically avoided the speculation in imagining angelic priority 
and rank. The second category was the ministry of angels. Roman Catholics 
frequently taught that all people had guardian angels. Some further thought 
that each person had a good angel on one shoulder and an evil angel on the 
other. By way of continuity, the Qur’an indicates the good angel was on the 
right shoulder and the evil on the left. Puritans differed among themselves on 
this but usually agreed that only elect believers possessed guardian angels. The 
final controversial distinction is the worship and invocation of angels. Catholics 
thought that angels may carry our prayers to God, assisting in the intercession, 
while Puritans eschewed this. Likewise Puritans typically limited the knowledge 
angels had over a person’s thoughts and ability to read their hearts.  

Puritans representative of the cessationist view believed that apparitions had 
essentially ended with the patristic age.13 If people saw angels their origin was 
typically traced to mental illness or demonic deception.14 However, Puritans 
still believed genuine visitations from angels were possible but agreed they 
should not be sought out of fear their request would be answered by the devil. 
They carefully searched for meaning behind, earthquakes, floods, drought, 
thunderstorms, and comets believing God’s providence often contained some 
message for them. Though they typically perceived more negative warnings 
than positive through providence.15 Puritans frequently referred to angels 
as God’s invisible helpers and believed with Cotton Mather that they often 
operated “behind the curtain.”16
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Following the Restoration in 1660 there was less resistance to apparitions. 
But 2 Corinthians 11:14 served as a cautionary reminder that Satan could be 
disguised as an angel of light to deceive believers.17 In the American colonies, 
Cotton Mather, while critical of angelic visions, as was his father Increase 
Mather, had experienced an apparition around 1685.18 Women were especially 
prone to angelic sightings but were frequently discounted due to their perceived 
weaker constitution and less discerning knowledge. The basic resistance to 
angelic visitation or communication was that the person was peering into 
the secret will of God and it betrayed a mistrust in God’s revelation through 
Scripture.19 Awareness of angels changed radically in the next century. One 
catalyst was the revivals in the American colonies in 1730s and 1740s which 
inspired increased angel sightings.20 Another reason was a decreased emphasis 
upon God’s wrath and an increased awareness of his mercy.21

Sources Which Shaped Isaac Ambrose’s Understanding of Angels

Ambrose reveals that the printer had received his manuscript for The Minis-
tration of, and Communion with Angels before it was ready for publication. He 
had desired to include more citations from other Puritans to buttress his own 
work which now appear in this version. He confessed that his agenda was not 
to be “novel” or creative and therefore he makes frequent use of “others both 
godly and Orthodox Divines.”22 Reflective of these many citations Communion 
with Angels contains more Latin references than any other of his works.  

His first of many proofs was from Bishop Usher and summarizes his teaching 
that angels provide for others, especially at times of distress as Elijah and Hagar. 
Angels also serve as a “guard and garrison” for children “to comfort and defend 
them” as they seek to follow God’s will. Instead of using Matthew 18:10, he 
cites Psalms 34:7; 91:11 as proof of this. Additionally, Angels reveal God’s will 
for believers, rejoice at their conversion, and carry the souls of God’s saints into 
heaven.23 Edward Leigh published his A System or Body of Divinity in 1654. Obvi-
ously, there was much repetition between the various Puritan works on angels. 
Leigh mentions a few new insights including if an angel should appear visibly to a 
person that individual should honor them but not follow the faulty practice of the 
papacy and worship them. Additionally Leigh instructs believes to imitate angels.24 
Samuel Clark’s Marrow of Divinity also teaches the importance of imitating angels 
and summarizes their ministries including rejoicing at the conversion of sinners, 
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demonstrating proper reverence for God’s majesty, and fulfilling God’s will “with 
chearfulnesse, sincerity, and without wearisomeness.”25 Ambrose next includes 
Thomas Manton and his Practical Divinity on Jude (1658). Manton followed a 
chronological treatment of the ministry of angels from “the womb to the grave” 
and illustrates how angels attended to the elect at each stage of life. For example, 
in the first period from the womb until birth, angels are “servants of Providence.” 
Ambrose would later follow this same life span approach in both his Communion 
with Angels and War with Devils. Manton also illustrates how Jesus experienced 
the assistance of angels across his life span.26 Ambrose’s last source was Bishop 
Joseph Hall and he devotes more space to him than any other author. Ambrose 
confesses that his desire is to avoid controversy and speculation and will leave 
that to Robert Dingley and Richard Baxter. Ambrose’s warm praise for Hall is 
evident. He describes him as one of our “native Practical Divines.” Throughout 
this treatise Ambrose adds a descriptor to Bishop Hall’s name. Twice he refers to 
him as “our divine Seneca” and once as “the contemplative Bishop.”27 Ambrose 
carefully justifies including a conforming bishop of the Church of England and 
declares that a person’s ecclesiastical position should not deny their wisdom. 
Significantly, Ambrose published Communion with Angels in 1662, just two 
years after the Restoration of the monarchy. He reasons why should a person’s 
outward policies of church government discount the “bond of brotherhood.”28

Isaac Ambrose’s Teaching on Angels

While many Puritan scholars reference Ambrose in their studies they limit 
themselves to his final work, Ministration of, and the Communion with Angels. 
But Ambrose mentions angels throughout his corpus. I will trace the most 
important treatises chronologically concluding with his Communion with Angels.  

Ultima 
Not surprisingly since this volume dealt with the last period of a person’s life that 
it contains numerous references to angels. In exegeting Luke 16:19–31 on the 
rich man and Lazarus Ambrose asserts that angels do not provide ministry to the 
“soul of a dying sinner” because they are “onely porters for the souls of the just.” 
He will develop this later in Communion with Angels that is based on Hebrews 
1:14 that clearly articulates God’s angels are only for the elect. Ambrose interprets 
the rich man’s request to send someone to warn his brothers to repent as proof 
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that prayers must be directed exclusively to God and not through any saints or 
even Peter.29 When a believer is welcomed into heaven, one of the delightful 
duties of the angels is to welcome that person with a hug.30  

In speaking of the parable of the sheep and goats (Matt 25:31-46) Ambrose 
examines Christ’s invitation “come” in verse 34. He declares the joyful sound of 
Jesus’ invitation ravishes the soul of the believer and is superior to any angelic 
music that they can offer.31 Ambrose draws an obvious contrast between Jesus’ 
angels and the devil’s angels.32 While Ambrose does speak of a hierarchy of 
angels, he will often make a list such as “Angels, Archangels, Cherubims, Ser-
aphims,”33 Usually the list is longer and contains principalities and powers. 

Angels are also divine comforters before a person reaches heaven and 
Ambrose affirms the ministry of guardian angels. He imagines God to declare: 
“I send an Angell before thee to keep thee in the way, and to bring thee to the place 
which I have prepared. These are the Guardians of sucking infants, of whom 
our Saviour told his Disciples in Mt 18:10.”34 While the biblical reference is 
specifically to children, Ambrose explains elsewhere that the term children is 
expansive and was not limited to those who are infants but includes people 
of every age.35 Comfort is also evident when Ambrose discusses the penitent 
thief from the cross. He claims that he was a member of “the Society of Jesus” 
though not a Jesuit for he was from an even better order in which “the Saints, 
Angels minister, Archangels rule.”36 Similarly, protection and care are promi-
nent when Ambrose describes the angels as heavenly reapers that separate the 
wheat from the weeds (Matt 13:30).37 He warns his auditors of the danger of 
dying in unrepentant sin. This is a time of intense spiritual combat but unlike 
medieval Catholics who frequently taught that each person had a good angel 
on one shoulder and an evil angel on the other Ambrose and other Puritans 
taught that a person has “good and evill Angels on both sides” of them.38  

Media
Ambrose’s Media, his work on spiritual disciplines, was his most personal 
treatise since it included entries from his diary. He reports a dream he had 
in 1647 in which he felt death was imminent. This is prefaced by his explicit 
desire for God “to sanctifie” his sleep and dreams. He dreamt he had heard 
the voice of God call his name and welcomed him into heaven. He records 
that when he arrived “Heavenly ornaments were put upon me by the hand 
of God, and of Christ:  My soul was exceedingly ravished.”39 This language 
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reflective of the Song of Songs reveals a much deeper message. Central to 
Ambrose’s theology was union with Christ. Puritans often referred to this as 
spiritual marriage.40 Indeed, union with Christ was the beginning of a new 
life in Christ but was not completed until that person had reached the fulness 
of communion with Christ in heaven. Ambrose frequently reveals both his 
descriptive and experiential language of contemplation and enjoyment of God 
on earth as a preparation for heaven.41 While there is no specific reference to 
angels in this account Ambrose typically associated dreams with either angels 
or devils. Later in Communion with Angels he will provide specific guidance for 
discerning the origin and validity of dreams. More striking is Ambrose’s dream 
the night before he died. When some of his previous parishioners visited him, 
he recounted his experience: “Oh, what a sudden translation! … It is reported 
that the night before [Ambrose] dreamed he was going to heaven, and the 
angels spread out their arms and embraced and bid him welcome to heaven.”42 
Once again this demonstrates the angel’s provision of comfort. While comfort 
is one of the dominant functions of God’s angels the opposite is true of Satan’s 
evil angels. On four different occasions Ambrose records dreams in which he 
felt Satan torment his sleep.43 In a dream from 1648 he was conscious of God’s 
presence and prayers for him which provided the strength to overcome Satan’s 
temptation.44 This provides continuity with the biblical use of dreams as a 
means of divine communication. Ambrose never speaks of actually seeing an 
angel. In fact, he observes that angels no longer appear in bodily form as in the 
past but they continue their same ministry in mysterious and invisible ways.45  

When Ambrose discusses the importance of occasional meditation, as 
opposed to deliberate meditation, he illustrates how those in various profes-
sions can reflect upon their daily work. He speaks of magistrates, ministers, 
tradesmen, soldiers, and farmers. Ambrose becomes personal as he describes 
the farmer’s use of meditation and returns to the role of angels in reaping the 
harvest that he introduced earlier in Ultima. This inspires Ambrose to pray 
that the angels “may gather me into thy barn of Heaven.”46 Later when teaching 
about prayer he highlights three essential internal qualities for effective prayer: 
humility, reverence, and ardency. As he expounds on God’s reverence, he illus-
trates this through the angel’s six wings of Isaiah 6:2, “whereof two pair serve to 
cover their faces and their feet, hereby betokening their Wonderful reverence 
of God.” He invites his readers to imagine themselves joining with the angels 
and performing the same act of praise and asks how this could increase our 
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awareness of the reverence of “the great King of Heaven?”47

Looking unto Jesus

When Ambrose discusses carrying Christ’s yoke and following him, he 
examines the multi-faceted ministry of angels as heavenly helpers. He claims, 
“Angels are compared to nurses that have a charge over weak children to keep 
them and guard them; so the Angels do all the offices of a nurse, or mother; 
they keep us, guard us, instruct us, admonish us, correct us, comfort us, 
preserve us from evil, and provoke us to good.”48 This extensive summary 
of angelic responsibilities contains both defensive and offensive tasks and 
resembles the lengthy list that was cited in the beginning of this article from 
Communion with Angels. What is lacking here is the invitation that believers 
should imitate all of these ministries to those around them.

As Ambrose considers the details of Jesus’ final year of his earthly life, he 
ponders his Palm Sunday entrance into Jerusalem and visit to the temple. To 
guide his auditors to experience the nature of Christ he teaches that Christ’s 
presence contains the presence of the Holy Spirit and also his angels. In other 
words, whenever a person is aware of God’s angels, they can be assured that 
Christ and the Holy Spirit are also present. This launches Ambrose into what 
he calls a digression teaching that “it is a fine skill to know” how angels com-
municate with Jesus’ followers. He raises three crucial questions: how angels 
speak to us, how may we recognize when angels speak, and finally how to 
discern what is actually “spoken by the immediate inspiration of the Spirit.”49 
First, Ambrose suggests two primary means that angels use to communicate 
with believers. While people speak to us through words and external senses of 
sight, sound, touch, etc., angels speak internally through the spiritual senses. 
Angels also stir up the memory and assist in recalling previous insights or events. 
Second, Ambrose confesses that it is difficult to know when an angel speaks 
to a person and “only some conjecture” can be made. He offers two examples. 
If a person is about to sin, they might experience “contrary whisperings” that 
might stop them from committing the sin. Or a person might suddenly hear 
within their soul an “independent supernatural persuasion” to act correctly.  

Third, Ambrose quotes Calvin to discern whether the Holy Spirit or an angel 
has spoken to us. Calvin instructs, “That in such secrets we should keep one rule 
of modesty and sobriety, and that we should neither speak, nor think, nor yet 
desire to know any other thing than such as has been taught us by God’s word.” 
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Critical for Ambrose is the distinction between the immediate or direct initiation 
of the Holy Spirit and the mediating or secondary operation of God’s angels. 
First, God employs his angels to communicate to our “inward man” by way of 
“inward motions and suggestions.” Second, these communications originate in 
the Holy Spirit and we typically associate them with the Spirit. Third, it is the 
Holy Spirit’s role to enlighten our understanding and guide our will. Ambrose 
clarifies this with the analogy of the Spirit as the fountain or source and the angels 
as cisterns or pathways for communicating to believers. The angels may speak 
and inspire believers but the efficacy is always due to the Holy Spirit. Ambrose 
is adamant not to elevate the role of angels above the Spirit.50 Given this priority 
of the Holy Spirit some readers might wonder why we need angels if the Holy 
Spirit does the real work and is sent by Christ? A variation of this is why do we 
need ministers or other Christian leaders if Jesus Christ sends his Spirit into the 
hearts of his believers? While God can work immediately and independently of 
human participation he often chooses to work through the slower human means.

Ambrose contends that a person can experience this divine presence either 
through public worship or in spiritual duties. To help awaken a person to 
the reality of the divine presence, Ambrose asks do you “feel any stirrings, 
actings, movings in thy spirit?” And do you “feel quickening, warming, feed-
ing, cherishing, healing, mollifying, melting, comforting, strengthening in 
thy inward parts?” This spectrum of evocative invitations from God’s angels 
covers everything from the conviction of sin to the guiding empowerment 
of compassion and nurture. This relates to Jacob’s ladder in Genesis 28:16 
“Surely the Lord is in this place” and prompts Ambrose to declare the Spirit 
and angels are present “ascending and descending.”51  

Ambrose diagnoses a problem in his day which is still common for western 
Christians today. He calls looking unto Jesus a “high Gospel-Ordinance” and 
clarifies looking unto Jesus is more than a casual remembering of him, reading 
the Bible, or singing hymns. For Ambrose and the Puritans this meant “an 
inward experimental looking unto Jesus.” This was more than a cognitive aware-
ness of Christ. It must begin with the biblical understanding of Christ’s life and 
teaching but it needs be applied to the heart to produce transformation so that 
person might be conformed to the image of Jesus Christ. Ambrose teaches that 
many of his auditors needed to be aroused from their spiritual dullness. Instead 
of being inattentive, believers need to follow the example of the angels who 
are always “waiting and standing in the presence of our God.”52 That posture 
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reflects a desire to notice Jesus in every dimension of life. Ambrose continues 
that it is “the delight and recreation of the elect Angels to look on Jesus.” This is 
their habitual practice throughout Jesus’ life and ministry. Christians likewise 
need to “imitate the Angels” and reflect on the “honour” to join God’s special 
agents in worshiping Jesus Christ. Ambrose calls this grateful gazing on Jesus 
the “work of heaven.” He quotes Bernard of Clairvaux, one of his favorite 
medieval authors, who taught that while this contemplative looking on Jesus 
begins on earth it is perfected in heaven. Ambrose connects the angels with 
the saints in heaven who always “behold the face of God and Christ.”53 This 
remembrance deepens a person’s awareness of Christ and inspires grateful 
and loving adoration and delight. As a reminder that the ministry of angels is 
not superior to people, Ambrose contends that only believers are married to 
Jesus. This points to the foundational Puritan theme of spiritual marriage or 
union and communion with Christ.54  

War with Devils
War with Devils is designed around four segments of a person‘s life span: 
womb and birth, young child to conversion, riper years, and at death. Ambrose 
instructs his auditors that we must contend with malicious enemies in our 
fallen world. He asserts that the devil has assistants who support him in 
battling against Christians: “the two Captain-Generals the world and the 
flesh.” But Christians are not left defenseless because “Christ is the Captain 
of our Salvation” and will not depart from us. Additionally angels assist in 
protecting us. Ambrose proclaims that typically wrestlers compete inside 
a ring. He encourages his readers through Psalm 34:7, “The Angels of the 
Lord encamp round about them that fear him, and they deliver them” that 
angels provide the outer circumference of the ring of battle. In an effort to 
comfort and further encourage Christians Ambrose concludes this section 
remarking, “Now what better aides [i.e. Jesus Christ], or seconds [i.e. angels] 
can we have than the Angels of God, and the God of Angels? Surely, there 
are more for us than can be against us.”55 Ambrose confirms directly that 
the “good angels wait upon you as a guard” and that their specific task from 
God is to keep us safe. He continues what greater comfort to know that we 
are not dependent upon human strength but can rely on God’s designated 
agents to guard and protect us.56 In speaking of infants Ambrose asserts that 
while the devil seeks to seduce children God sends his angels to preserve 
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and keep them until they are able to confess their faith in Jesus Christ.57 He 
also informs his auditors that while angels provide comfort they can never 
fill Jesus’ role as savior. The spiritual corollary is that faith is effective only 
when it is based on Jesus Christ, not any other heavenly messenger.58

Communion with Angels
Ambrose confesses from the outset that the study of angels is both biblical 
and practical. His concern is not to get entangled in “knotty, thorny, and 
unprofitable discoveries” of the medieval western Catholic Church that liter-
ally split hairs over angels but rather to discover how they assist believers to 
live more fully in the world.59 He eschews endless controversies over angels 
since they never strengthen the soul.60 Ambrose’s irenic attitude is content 
to let Richard Baxter and Robert Dingley serve as the theological bulldogs 
to critique other writers.61 This conciliatory nature is consistent throughout 
Ambrose’s works and has been attributed to his contemplative nature.62  

Ambrose articulates that his method is four-fold: to establish the meaning 
of the various terms, to support his statements with orthodox writers, to 
confirm the same through Scripture, and to give experiences to further illus-
trate his message.63 He warns that the world is superstitious and frequently 
offers angels greater glory than they should be given. Angels are excellent and 
should not be ignored but never at the expense of the far greater excellence 
of Jesus Christ.64 Contextually it is important to recognize that Ambrose 
spent his entire ministry in Lancashire. This region northwest of London 
exhibited a stronger Roman Catholic influence that could foster a greater 
sense of superstition than in other regions less impacted by the papacy.65 This 
might have motivated Ambrose to devote his final two volumes to provide 
sounder biblical teaching of angels and devils.

Ambrose derives five doctrines from his text of Hebrews 1:14, “Are they 
not all ministering spirits, sent forth to minister for them, who shall be heirs 
of salvation” (KJV):66 angels are spirits, their duty is to minister and serve, all 
angels are ministering spirits. Ambrose briefly declares that there is no hierar-
chy of angels as conceived by Pseudo Dionysius and other western Catholic 
authors, Western Catholic teaching on angels beginning with Pseudo-Dionysius 
to Thomas Aquinas.67 God commissions his angels and they go only if they are 
sent. He covers these first four doctrines briefly and devotes the majority of this 
book to his fifth doctrine, that angels serve only “heaven’s heirs,” not all people.68
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Similar to War with Devils, Communion with Angels is structured across 
a person’s life span. For each of these areas, Ambrose first examines the 
ministry of angels and then the corresponding duties of Christians. Due to 
the abundance of Ambrose’s material I will select only the most important 
insights for our consideration. The first period covers the initial hours of 
conception until birth. Ambrose concedes the precise time is debatable. The 
ministry of angels during this period is to “keep, preserve, defend, deliver, 
sustain and strengthen.”69 The parental response is to rejoice in God’s work 
and pray for the angelic protection over their infants. Ambrose clarifies that 
these prayers are not directed to the angels “but to the God of the Angels.” 
Children also have specific responsibilities to become “acquainted with 
their Angel-keepers.” Unfortunately, he does not elaborate what he means 
by this except that infants should become aware of God’s works. Clearer is 
the expectation that children praise God for their ministering angels. He 
repeats his previous warning that it is wrong to praise angels since it robs 
God of his intended glory.70

The next period includes infancy and childhood. Ambrose reminds his 
auditors that this stage is not just for youngsters but can refer to adults as 
well. This flexibility creates overlap within the periods of both the ministry 
of angels and the believer’s response to God. The first of this three-fold 
responsibility is protecting children from evil. According to Ambrose, if angels 
were not active many children would be harmed or seriously bruised. Next, 
angels preserve a person’s health. Daniel Dyke taught that angels removed 
the diseases and evil that the devil had brought upon people. Since disease 
and evil are typically not visible, the corrective “invisible hands” of angels 
are needed to reverse and protect one from the devil’s efforts. Ambrose 
borrows Bishop Hall’s illustration of the angel who stirred the waters at 
the pool of Bethesda ( John 5:4) to remind readers that angels are the real 
cause of healing. While Ambrose believes this Scripture confirms the healing 
ministry of angels, many today would recognize the stirring of the waters 
as superstition. Third, angels teach and tutor children. Ambrose acknowl-
edges that the ministry of angels is diverse but he asserts one of the most 
critical elements is to bring children “up in the nurture and admonition of 
the Lord.”71 Due to its importance Ambrose expands this section. Earlier 
he compares the role of teachers and pastors with angels. He confesses that 
human teachers can be removed for any number of reasons but nothing 
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can remove the instruction of angels. Therefore, he argues, it is essential 
that Christians converse with angels; a topic he will return to later in the 
volume.72 Ambrose includes numerous experiences that demonstrate how 
angels served children. One in particular, relates to Origen, the controversial 
third century biblical commentator. Ambrose endorses him when he asserts 
that Origen had experienced much of the angel’s tutoring and repeated the 
common story of how his mother hid his clothes so he could not run out to 
the street and seek martyrdom.73

The third period includes the more mature years until death. This segment 
receives the largest development of the five sections. In fact, it is longer than 
the second and fourth divisions, the next two longest periods, combined. 
Ambrose repeats the angelic ministry of keeping a person from evil and pro-
tecting their health and now adds a new item of providing a person “with all 
of the necessities for this life.” Despite the criticism of some contemporary 
scholars that Ambrose “gave way to speculations and anecdotal evidence”74 
in describing the celestial supply of food he references Israel’s wilderness 
journey as a confirmation of God’s provision that “man did eat angels’ food 
(Ps. 78:25).”75 While these items directly benefit the body angels also provide 
for the souls of believers in declaring God’s will. Christians need to follow 
Mary’s example, the mother of Jesus (Luke 2:19), and meditate on the angel’s 
messages that are revealed to a person. At this point Ambrose cautions that 
the devil can deceive Christians by becoming an angel of light. To defend 
against this he instructs his readers to discern the difference. Good angels 
glorify God and always validate Scripture. While evil angels never glorify 
God since that is anathema to their very existence.76  

Ambrose returns to the subject of dreams that he introduced in Media. He 
realizes that some of his listeners will object to this since all dreams are not 
from God. Rather than reject every dream which could include some from God 
it is critical to develop careful discernment. Ambrose borrows six guidelines 
from Thomas Warmstry’s The Baptized Turk (1658). According to Warmstry 
(1610–1665) dreams should be taken seriously when they do not oppose any 
truth from Scripture, when they are wise without any inconsistency, when 
they reflect the disposition of the Holy Spirit, when they inspire holiness and 
godly obedience, when they agree with what God is already doing in a person’s 
life, and when they are unsought and unexpected. Beeke and Jones question 
Ambrose’s angelic teaching of prompting dreams. However, they concede that 
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Christopher Love, James Usher, and probably Cotton Mather held the same 
understanding. Nonetheless they criticize Ambrose and Mather for living “in 
a world of wonder, populated by invisible spirits.”77 This prompts the ques-
tion how much scientific rationalism has shaped the contemporary western 
worldview. The Puritans warned against the practice of intentionally seeking 
God through dreams. The standard wisdom was God would willingly send his 
angels when they were needed not when a person sought them. Further these 
principles are significant because Ambrose believes that God uses angels to 
teach by dreams as Scripture frequently demonstrates.78 Ambrose returns to 
the interaction between angels and the Holy Spirit that he first introduced in 
Looking unto Jesus. Less there is any doubt about the supremacy of the Holy 
Spirit Ambrose reiterates that angels are God’s “instruments, or agents” for 
continuing his divine plans and that there is no conflict between the Spirit 
and angels in this ministry. One reason for this critical ministry of angels is 
to assist believers in resisting the temptations of the devil. A primary tool of 
the devil is idolatry and according to Ambrose angels offer “blessed helps” for 
preventing this sin of rebellion against God.79   

In discussing how angels protect a person from evil Ambrose reveals three 
personal experiences. The first was a fire in his house in which everyone was 
able to escape unharmed. Another time Ambrose was riding his horse and 
thrown into a stream. He struggled to pull himself free but finally was able 
to return to home wet and cold that produced a fever from which he recov-
ered. The last experience involved his daughter and their family maid. Their 
bedroom collapsed into the first floor below, fortunately both survived with 
the padding of their beds.80 We might question the role of angels in these 
providential encounters but they confirm while angels are invisible that in 
no way minimizes their presence or ability to protect believers from danger.81

Central to this treatise and foundational to Christian piety is Ambrose’s teach-
ing that one of the primary human duties is to pay attention to the “motions, 
workings, hints, intimations” of God. Since Ambrose introduced this in Looking 
unto Jesus and developed it more fully there I will limit my comments here. 
Beyond the crucial partnership between the Holy Spirit and angels Ambrose 
counsels that angels are active in creating blockages to protect believers from 
Satan’s “evil enticements.” Therefore, Ambrose cautions his listeners not to 
grieve the Spirit or holy angels by ignoring these divine impressions.82 He adds 
that to see the face of God, we must do the work of angels. This returns us to the 
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article’s opening quote and the necessity of imitating angels. It also highlights 
the importance that we must be attentive to the presence of God’s angels.83

The fourth period is the time of death and reflects what a person would 
expect of angels. Ambrose teaches that these celestial messengers provide 
consolation. He adds between earth and heaven is a vast region inhabited 
by the devil and evil angels. Due to this danger angels are responsible for 
ushering the souls of believers into heaven.84 In response the saints are 
counseled not to be distracted by the pangs of death but to anchor their 
hope in God’s word. Additionally, Christians are invited to make friends 
with the angels. Ambrose offers this guidance, we must seek to follow the 
angel’s “purity, piety, innocency.” Like human friendship believers need to 
converse with and accept the guidance from wiser and more experienced 
individuals. Angels are continually prompting Christians with suggestions 
of how to draw near to God through their impressions or motions. Ambrose 
teaches his auditors to recognize and respond to these holy promptings to 
maintain healthy souls. Additionally, he claims that Christians can receive 
the love of angels through seeking to grow in holiness.85

The fifth segment is the final resurrection and glorification. Angels will 
gather the dust of the saints’ bodies and will reassemble it back into a perfect, 
solid body and then bring these bodies to Jesus at the Judgment Seat. While 
creative this angelic task lacks biblical warrant. This includes the separation of 
the faithful from those who rejected Jesus. The angelic ministry is complete 
when the saints are ushered into the Marriage Supper.86

Ambrose concludes this book asserting his desire is to present the most 
accurate book possible on angels. He recognizes he cannot satisfy every per-
son’s questions and objections so he enlisted “some of my godly and learned 
brothers to object what they can.” He includes their comments in the appendix 
so that the “truth may shine clearer.”87 The first and longest section comprises 
a series of anonymous questions with Ambrose’s responses. The final section 
contains Richard Baxter’s letter in which he apologizes that time restrictions 
prevent a more detailed response. Baxter summarizes some basic points about 
the ministry of angels and agrees with Ambrose that one should not expect to 
visibly see angels. Baxter makes this wise observation that the more conscious a 
person becomes about the ministry of angels the greater their danger in offering 
too much attention to God’s ministering spirits. But the opposite position of 
ignoring angels is even more dangerous.88 For those who are reticent to accept 
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this ministry of and communion with angels Baxter argues that we must not 
close our minds to the plain truths revealed by God or Scripture.89

Conclusion

If this article ended here Isaac Ambrose would be disappointed. He called Commu-
nion with Angels his final work of “practical divinity.”90 Unlike today when piety is 
often separated from theology the Puritans were careful to integrate them because 
they were both lived experiences. Hence the Puritan emphasis on experimental 
piety or practical divinity. Therefore, if Ambrose was writing today what might 
he say to us? First, I would imagine Ambrose cautioning us not to limit God by 
our scientific western worldview. We still live in a world of wonders and God 
can do far more than we often think or imagine (Eph 3:20). Missiologist Paul 
Hiebert provides an illuminating challenge for western Christians to recover 
the biblical worldview of Jesus.91 I believe Ambrose would also encourage con-
temporary readers to cultivate a greater awareness to the promptings of God’s 
angels and the Holy Spirit. Realize these impressions always originate from the 
Holy Spirit. The Spirit is the fountain and angels are the cisterns. As we become 
more conscious of this divine invitation to recognize God’s presence this will 
increase our communion not only with angels but with our Triune God. Third, 
directly related to this increased awareness of God should be an expanding desire 
to praise God for his abundant daily provisions. Part of this providence includes 
the manifold ministry of God’s angels, his invisible helpers, that are always present 
to lead and guide believers home to Jesus.
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Christ is the head of the angels, and that the angels are united to him as part of 

his body.1 Jonathan Edwards

The work of Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) served as a brilliant example of 
the vigor of the Puritans’ inherited Calvinism.2 Historian Mark Noll writes,

Twentieth-century students are partially correct in drawing attention to the modernity of 

Edwards’ intellectual universe, for he was influenced by the sensationalist epistemology 

of Locke’s Essay on Human Understanding, he marveled at the lofty regularities portrayed 

in Newton’s science, and he accepted the affectional emphases in the new moral philos-

ophy of his age. But if he was the colonial American who most deeply engaged the new 

era’s thought, he was also the colonial American who most thoroughly repudiated it.3

While studying theology after his graduation from Yale College in 1720, 
Edwards experienced a conversion during which, as he later writes, “There 
came into my soul, and was as it were diffused through it, a sense of the glory 
of the divine being.”4 To properly communicate this divine glory became his 
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preeminent burden as a pastor-theologian. While pastoring the historical Con-
gregational Church in Northampton, Massachusetts, Edwards participated in 
intense seasons of revival in 1734–1735 and again in 1740–1742. Yet in 1750, 
Edwards was overwhelming dismissed from his pulpit in Northampton when 
he challenged the long-established practice of admitting individuals to the 
Lord’s table in communion when they could not give credible testimony as to 
the genuineness of their saving faith. This seeming crisis for Edwards and his 
large family, and subsequent move to Stockbridge, Massachusetts, proved to 
be the season in which he would finish several theological treatises for which 
he later won theological renown.5 On March 22, 1758, Edwards died from an 
inoculation against smallpox, only weeks after his installation as president of 
the College of New Jersey in Princeton.

The unifying epicenter of Edwards’ theology was the glory of God, Noll 
states, “Depicted as an active, harmonious, ever-unfolding source of abso-
lutely perfect Being marked by supernal beauty and love.”6 It is within this 
grand theological framework that Edwards presents his views of angels. 
Angelology, for Edwards, was viewed as a corollary of Christology.7 However, 
this centralized focus on Christ did not mean that Edwards’ works were 
not free from speculation regarding the angelic world. Within the private 
musings of his miscellaneous observations, the reader discovers numerous 
unexpected statements concerning the heavenly spiritual realm. For exam-
ple, he described Lucifer as a “type of Christ,” and also stated that Christ 
replaced Lucifer as the “head of angels.” In addition, he also defined the 
angelic rebellion and fall as taking place when the angels learned of God’s 
plan of incarnation for his son. Upon learning that the son of God would 
become human to redeem the elect, the angels were brought to temptation 
and thus fell from their glorious state. More than other theologians before 
him, Edwards highlighted the ascension of Christ and his “enthronization” 
in heaven as a significant event in the disclosing of redemptive history. For 
Edwards, the ascension of Christ was the event at which Christ became the 
“head of angels” and the unfallen angels were, for the first time, “confirmed” 
in grace so that they could be removed forever from the danger of sinning.

Edwards’ angelology was traditional in its central focus and emphasized 
three standard medieval themes of creation, fall, and confirmation of angels.8 
Yet, Edwards’ angelology was innovative in its construal of the creation, 
fall, and confirmation of the angels and its portrayal of their role within the 
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framework of redemptive history. Rather than stationing the angels to a 
distant celestial realm, Edwards conceived the angels as human-like in their 
capacity for temptation, joy, outrage, surprise, development, wonder, per-
severance, and growth. Angels and humans were two parts of “one society” 
in heaven that was itself in an eternally “progressive state.”

The History of Redemption

Between March and August 1739, Edwards delivered thirty sermons on 
the OT text of Isaiah 51:8: “For the moth shall eat them up like a garment, 
and the worm shall eat them like wool: but my righteousness shall be for 
ever, and my salvation from generation to generation” (KJV). The doctrine 
Edwards provided for his series was continuous from the first sermon to the 
last, and was basically stated, “The Work of Redemption is a work that God 
carries on from the fall of man to the end of the world.”9 Expanding on this 
presented doctrine, Edwards explains,

The generations of mankind on the earth did not begin till after the fall. The beginning 

of the posterity of our first parents was after the fall, for all his posterity by ordinary 

generation are partakers of the fall and the corruption of nature that followed from it. 

And these generations by which the human race is propagated shall continue to the 

end of the world; so these two are the limits of the generations of men on the earth: 

the fall of man, the beginning, and the end of the world—the Day of Judgment—its 

end. The same are the limits of the Work of Redemption as to those progressive works 

of God by which that redemption is brought about and accomplished, though not 

as to the fruits of it, for they as was said before shall be to all eternity. The work of 

salvation and the Work of Redemption are the same thing. What is sometimes in 

Scripture called God’s saving his people is in others called his redeeming them; so 

Christ is called both the Savior and the Redeemer of his people.10

Historian Harry S. Stout comments on the simplicity of Edwards’ doctrine 
and that it is “surprisingly straightforward and almost common place,” how-
ever this covers “a vast apparatus of reflection.”11

Desiring to explore the doctrine of redemption and weave its thread within 
the history of the cosmos, Edwards organized these sermons differently than 
his other preaching.12 In order that his doctrine might be understood in all its 
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comprehensiveness, Edwards shifted it away from the polemical confines of 
the academy and delivered it as a narrative story. Stout points out, “This Work 
of Redemption is so much the greatest of all the works of God, that all other 
works are to be looked upon either as part of it, or appendages to it, or are some 
way reducible to it.”13 The themes developed by Edwards in the framework of 
this discourse on redemption engaged him both directly and indirectly in most 
of the expositions he preached throughout this time period. These themes can 
be summarized under three traditional headings: “Heaven,” “Earth,” and “Hell.” 
When Edwards took a principal role in the Great Awakening, he appealed to 
these same classifications to grasp the significance and validity of the revivals 
and to shape his public discourses. It is within this same context that Edwards 
shapes his view of angels and their prominent involvement in redemptive history.

Angels play a frequent role in the tri-world narrative that Edwards con-
structs. He drew these themes out of his “Miscellanies” and included them 
in his sermons, reminding his congregants, “The creating heaven was in order 
to the Work of Redemption; it was to be an habitation for the redeemed and 
the Redeemer, Matthew 25:34. Angels [were created to be] ministering 
spirits [to the inhabitants of the] lower world [which is] to be the stage of 
the wonderful Work [of Redemption].”14 Throughout the sermons in the 
1739 series, Edwards positions the angelic beings at the epicenter of his 
teachings: “Scripture is filled,” he said, “with instances when God hath ... sent 
angels to bring divine instructions to men.”15 Angels, in heaven, “spend much 
of their time in searching into the great things of divinity, and endeavoring to 
acquire knowledge in them.”16 When they are not employed in ministration 
and singing, Edwards considered that angels may be studying. Frequently, 
Edwards asks his parishioners to follow the example of angels and mimic 
their diligence in the study of Scripture. Both angels and humanity, Edwards 
assured, will find “the glorious work of redemption” at the heart of that study: 

[W]e ourselves may become like angels, and like God himself in our measure ... 

Such things as these have been the main subject of the study of the holy patriarchs, 

prophets, and apostles, and the most excellent men that ever were in the world, 

and are also the subject of the study of the angels in heaven.17 

According to Edwards, the love of Christ stands at the center of all angelic con-
templation vis-à-vis redemption: “He is so lovely and excellent that the angels in 
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heaven do greatly love him; their hearts overflow with love to him, and they are 
continually, day and night without ceasing, praising him and giving him glory.”18

Though angels find their origin and citizenship in the empyrean heaven, 
Edwards agreed with the medieval theologians that they also spend a substan-
tial amount of time as ministering spirits to humanity. They exist, he thought, 
as invisible armies around all true believers in Christ. Edwards vehemently 
rejected the Roman Catholic teaching of “guardian angels” as being assigned 
to children at the event of their baptism, but frequently reminded children 
in his Northampton congregation that angels were chiefly attentive to them. 
In August 1740, in his sermon, “Children Out to Love the Lord Jesus Christ 
Above All,” Edwards comforted his young hearers with these words:

If you truly love Christ, all the glorious angels of heaven will love you. For they 

delight in those that love Christ; they love to see such a sight as children giving 

their hearts to Christ. There will be joy in heaven among the angels that day that 

you begin to love Christ. And they will be your angels; they will take care of 

you while you sleep, and God will give ‘em charge to keep you in all your ways.19

Edwards was careful to emphasize that the care of angels has not been exclu-
sively reserved for only children, nor are angels childish in their mannerisms 
and actions. For Edwards, the angels were ever-present realities and there 
existed the potential for the nature of humanity to take on the form of angelic. 
In essence, Edwards believed the angels offered a magnification of existence, 
unavailable to fallen humanity. 

Angels

The reflections of Jonathan Edwards on angels and demons repeated much 
of the traditional orthodoxy. The angels were created by God and are bodi-
less or incorporeal beings. They are intelligent beings who are spectators 
to God’s work in the universe from the moment of their creation up to the 
present time. They are moral beings with a capacity to choose both good and 
evil. They exist in vast numbers and have powers that greatly exceed those 
of human beings. Some angels fell through sin or disobedience, and these 
fallen angels are the demons. Satan was once the foremost of the unfallen 
angels and, after his fall, became the leader and foremost of the demons. The 
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unfallen angels serve as ministers of God’s providence, performing many 
functions throughout the physical universe and in the lives of human beings. 

Yet, there are several points at which Edwards’ account of the angels differs 
from that of his predecessors. Based on his interpretations and of inferences from 
Scripture, Edwards concluded that the angels were not confirmed in grace until 
long after the world’s creation. In fact, the unfallen angels were unconfirmed in 
grace and on probation from their creation until the ascension of Christ––truly 
an inconceivably long period of time as compared with Aquinas’ notion of 
an instantaneous fall from grace (for the fallen angels) and an equally instan-
taneous confirmation in grace (for the unfallen angels). Moreover, Edwards’ 
angels were capable of growing in grace and blessedness––a quality that makes 
them human-like. Unlike the heavenly figures of perfect blessedness that one 
finds in Aquinas’ account, Edwards’ angels were directly involved, invested, 
and interested in human events and affairs. They themselves––even in their 
unfallen state––were reconciled to God when the Son of God took on a creature’s 
nature in the Incarnation. This is one reason that angels rejoiced at Jesus’ birth. 
In eternity, angels and humans will together make a single holy community in 
heaven. Edwards did not present the entire story of angels in a single text, but 
repeatedly returned to the same themes in his Miscellanies, and it is from there 
that one can piece together an interconnected narrative. The story, as Edwards 
tells it, sweeps from creation through all of history to consummation.

God created the angels to be “fit witnesses and spectators of God’s works 
here below.”20 The problem is that human beings “see but a very little ... and 
they don’t live long enough to see more than a very small part of the scheme.”21 
For this reason, “God saw fit that there should be creatures of very great dis-
cerning and comprehensive understandings” to be “spectators of the whole 
series of the works of God.”22 The angels were created “in the beginning of 
creation” so that they could see all that transpired “from the beginning to 
the consummation of all things.”23 Edwards cites the text in Job 38:7, which 
speaks of the “sons of God”––taken as a reference to angels––shouting for 
joy when God laid the foundations of the earth.24

Given the high stature of the angels, possessing “more excellent natural 
powers” than human beings, it might seem “a very improper thing that saints 
in some respects should be advanced above angels.”25 Yet Edwards reasons 
that this is no more improper than that a “queen” of a kingdom should be 
advanced above “nobles and barons, of far nobler natural powers.”26 The 
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argument here presupposes Edwards’ nuptial or bridal theology. The church, 
as the bride of Christ, receives its stature wholly from its relationship with 
Jesus Christ––the bridegroom. It is a derived rather than inherent standing. 
Edwards assigns momentous significance to the church’s status as the Bride 
of Christ, for he writes that “this spouse of the Son of God, the bride ... is 
that for which all the universe was made. Heaven and earth were created 
that the Son of God might be complete in a spouse.”27

The ultimate purpose of God in creating the world, for Edwards, was linked 
with the Incarnation of the Son of God––the joining of the eternal Son with 
a human nature in the person of Jesus Christ. Despite a focus on the suffer-
ings and the crucifixion of Christ, Edwards’ reflections on God’s purposes 
began with the Incarnation: “It seems to me very proper and suitable, that 
the human nature should be advanced far above the angelical nature by the 
incarnation of Christ.”28 The reason for this is that “men are a more ultimate 
end of the creation than the angels,” and “the angels ... are created for this 
end, to minister to the creatures.”29 There is a parallel between Christ and 
the angels at this point. Christ’s divine nature places him inherently higher 
than all human beings, and yet Christ humbles himself to serve humanity in 
his earthly life. The angels are also inherently above human beings (though 
not so high as Christ), yet the angels are called to serve those lower than 
themselves. In other passages, Edwards develops this idea further with regard 
to the church’s ministers and eminent saints, who show their excellence by 
embracing a position of lowliness and servitude.

The angels, for Edwards, were limited beings with only a partial grasp of 
God’s purposes. Based on his exegesis of certain key biblical texts (esp. Eph 
3:9-11; Col 1:26; 1 Cor 2:7-9), Edwards concluded that God’s sweeping 
plan for cosmic redemption was “a secret that [God] kept within himself, 
was hid and sealed up in the divine understanding, and never had as yet been 
divulged to any other.”30 This means that the angels––though witnessing 
God’s works in history from the beginning of creation––were not able to 
understand all the intricacies of God’s redemptive plan. And this is where 
the problem began. Some angels did not––or would not––understand, accept, 
and embrace God’s plan.

Between 1729 and 1733, a number of Edwards’ sermons focused on 
Christ. Beginning with an emphasis on the doctrine of the incarnation and 
Christ’s humility during his earthly life, Edwards shifted later to focus on 
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Christ’s heavenly glory as a “reward” for his earthly sufferings. He particu-
larly focused on Christ’s “enthronization” at the time of his ascension into 
heaven.31 Edwards reasoned that Christ at the conclusion of his earthly life and 
sufferings, was “worthy ... to receive” (Rev 5:12) all power, glory, and blessing 
from the Father. During these years, Edwards developed what has been called 
“enthronement theology,” centering on Christ’s ascension––one of his truly 
distinctive theological motifs.32 At the time of his ascension, Christ became 
the “head of angels,” for “the angels were not unconcerned in the work of 
redemption by Jesus Christ.”33 As he wrote, the angels “have this benefit by 
the incarnation of Christ that thereby God is become a creature, and so is 
nearer to them.”34 For this reason, angels and humans are “of the same family.”35 
In constructing Christ’s cosmic story, Edwards gave more attention to the 
ascension of Christ than to the resurrection per se. Of course, Edwards did 
not believe Christ’s story found its ultimate culmination until his second 
advent to subdue his enemies and to reign in their midst. Edwards referred 
to this as a “second ascension”—an event even more majestic than the first 
ascension—when, at the end of his history, Christ with his glorified saints 
will rise from earth into heaven to establish his reign in the new heavens and 
new earth. After the judgment of the wicked, Edwards writes,

Christ and all his church of saints and all the holy angels ministering to them 

shall leave this lower world and ascend up towards the highest heavens. Christ 

shall ascend in as great glory as he descended, and in some respects greater, for 

now he shall ascend with all his elect church, with him glorified in both body and 

soul. Christ’s first ascension to heaven soon after his own resurrection was very 

glorious. But this, his second ascension of his mystical body, his whole church, 

shall be far more glorious. The redeemed church shall all ascend with him in a 

most joyful and triumphant manner. And all their enemies and persecutors that 

shall be left behind on the cursed ground to be consumed, shall see the sight and 

hear their songs. And thus Christ’s church shall forever leave this accursed world 

to go into that more glorious world, the highest heavens, into the paradise of 

God, the kingdom that was prepared for them from the foundation of the world.36

The narrative of Christ’s exaltation begins with humiliation. Suffering, 
Edwards said, was prerequisite to any reward for Christ: “‘Tis fit ... that every 
creature, before he receives the eternal reward of his obedience, should have 
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some considerable trial of his obedience.”37 For “respect to God’s authority” is 
only established through the overcoming of a trial. Even Christ, who is the most 
supreme existence in the cosmos, had to be the most greatly tested by God in 
respect of his obedience. Edwards states, “It is an honor that the holy angels 
have never had, to obey God in and by suffering. Herein the people of Jesus 
Christ, as well as Christ himself, have a higher honor in some respects than 
the angels.”38 In terms reminiscent of the early Christian theme of Christus 
Victor, Edwards writes, “Christ poured the greater contempt upon Satan in 
his victory over him, by reason of the manner of his preparing himself to 
fight with him, and the contemptible means and weapons he made use of.”39 
He defeated him by

preparing to encounter that proud and potent enemy, the method he took was 

not to put on his strength and to deck himself with glory and beauty, but to lay 

aside his strength and glory and to become weak, to take upon him the nature 

of a poor, feeble, mortal man, a worm of the dust, that in this nature and state 

he might overcome Satan; like David who, when he went to fight with Goliath, 

put off the princely armor that Saul armed him with.40 

Edwards further describes the weapons used by Christ in this defeat of the devil:

The weapons that Christ made use of in fighting with the hellish giant were his 

poverty, afflictions, reproaches, and death. His principal weapon was his own 

cross, the ignominious instrument of his own death. These were seemingly weak 

and despicable weapons, and doubtless Satan disdained ‘em, as much as Goliath 

did David’s stones that he came out against him with. But with such weapons 

as these, Christ in a human, weak, mortal nature overthrew all the power and 

baffled all the craft of hell.41

For Edwards, the turning point in Christ’s story was his ascension, which 
was “the solemn day of his investiture with the glory of his kingdom ... an 
occasion of great rejoicing in the whole church in heaven and earth.”42 Edwards 
spoke of “the happy effects of Christ’s enthronization.”43 In some sense, this 
“enthronization” at the ascension was a renewal of what had already taken 
place at creation: “At Christ’s first enthronization after the creation, Christ 
was set over the angels, as he was at the second after the new creation.”44 At 
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Christ’s exaltation, the Father declares, “let all the angels of God worship 
him” (Heb 1:6). For “it was very congruous that Christ should have this 
honor immediately, after such great humiliation and sufferings.”45 If it was 
fitting that Christ should be publicly rewarded after his sufferings; it was no 
less fitting and suitable that the angels should be rewarded at the same time. 
For Christ’s trial and suffering were equally a trial to the angels who beheld 
it happening: “It was fit that the angels should be confirmed after they had 
seen Christ in the flesh, for this was the greatest trial of the angels’ obedience 
that ever was.”46 In particular, the sight of him as “a poor, obscure, despised, 
afflicted man” was a trial to them.47 Previously many angels had fallen at the 
mere announcement that this was to happen. Now it had occurred. This 
was a great trial to 

those thrones, dominions, principalities, and powers ... [So] it was very fit that 

God should honor the day of the ascension and glorious exaltation of his Son, 

which was a day of such joy to Christ, with joining with it such an occasion of 

joy to the angels, as the reception of their reward of eternal life.48 

It sounds here almost as though the unfallen angels were receiving salvation 
because at this point they received “their reward of eternal life.” Once again, 
Edwards sees the angelic relationship to God as analogous to the human.49

Edwards considered the objection that the trial of the angels’ obedience 
from the beginning of the world until the ascension of Christ may have lasted 
too long. Yet perhaps for “those mighty spirits” it was fitting that the trial 
should last much longer than it did for human beings.50 Edwards admitted 
that the unfallen angels were not absolutely certain that they would not fall 
as Lucifer had until the time that they were confirmed. Yet, once Christ 
accomplished his work on earth, it was suitable that there should be a single 
community of humans and angels in a confirmed condition of beatitude: 

Christ, since he appeared in the flesh, gathered together and united into one 

society, one family, one body, all the angels and saints in heaven and the church 

on earth. Now ‘tis not to be supposed that part of this body are in a confirmed 

state, and part still in a state of probation. . . . [At the ascension] Christ is the 

head of the angels, and . . . the angels are united to him as part of his body.51 
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This means that Christ is not only “their head of government ... he is the 
head from whence they derive their good.”52

The angels receive great benefit from Christ, and the sheer fact that the 
Son of God took on a creature nature––even a human one––is of great 
importance to the angels as fellow creatures: 

And the angels enjoy very glorious benefits by Christ’s incarnation; ‘tis a glorious 

benefit to all creatures that love God, that God is become a creature ... The angels 

and saints make up but one family, through members of a different character; 

as in one royal house there is the queen, the children, the barons, etc. He is the 

head of all the rational creation; saints and angels are united in Christ, and have 

communion in him.53

In describing the heavenly assembly of the glorified saints and the unfallen 
angels, Edwards emphasizes that they are spectators of God’s works––as 
becomes clear in the Book of Revelation: “When God gradually carries 
on the designs of grace in this world, by accomplishing glorious things in 
the church below, there is a new accession of joy and glory to the church in 
heaven. Thus the matter is represented in John’s Revelations.”54

One might even say that the angels undergo “reconciliation” to God 
through the person and work of Christ, and this helps to explain their joy 
and exuberance at Christ’s birth:

When the angels rejoiced so much at the birth of Christ, they did not merely 

rejoice in the happiness of another that they were no wise partakers in, but 

doubtless saw glorious things that accrued to them by it. They desire to look into 

those things, admiring at the bounty of God to them as well as to us, in coming so 

near to them as to become a rational creature like themselves. Yea, there is a kind 

of reconciliation, that is procured thereby for the angels by Christ’s incarnation: 

for though there never was an alienation, yet there is a great distance between 

a God of infinite majesty and them; which would in some measure forbid that 

infinite enjoyment, and familiar fellowship, which so great love desires. But by 

God’s thus coming down to the creature, everything is entirely reconciled to the 

natural propensity of most dear love.55

What Edwards describes here is a kind of metaphysical reconciliation of the 
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unfallen angels to God––though not a moral one involving guilt and forgive-
ness. Because of God’s drawing near to the creature in the incarnation, both 
humans and angels are drawn near to God in most dear love.

Initially, Edwards believes perseverance was an essential prerequisite for 
the confirmation of the angels. He seems to postpone this confirmation until 
the ascension of Christ back into heaven after his death and resurrection. 
According to Edwards, God reserved the angels in a “state of trial,” from the 
time of the angelic fall until the ascension of Christ. This lengthy period of, 
what is considered probation, guaranteed the angels had a comprehensive 
trial regarding their obedience before their final confirmation. Specifically, 
the angels were not confirmed until after they had viewed Christ in the flesh, 
for this was, Edwards believed, the greatest trial of obedience for the angels.56 
Edwards writes of the unfallen angels’ resistance of the great temptation 
that resulted in the fall of Lucifer and a multitude of other angels, which is 
examined in the next chapter:

The fall of the angels that fell, was a great establishment and confirmation to the 

angels that stood. They resisted a great temptation by which the rest fell, what-

ever that temptation was, and they resisted the enticement of the ringleaders 

which drew away multitudes; and the resisting and overcoming great temptation, 

naturally tends greatly to confirm in righteousness. And probably they had been 

engaged on God’s side, in resisting those that fell, when there was war, rebellion 

raised in heaven against God.57

This great temptation that drew Lucifer and other angels to fall created 
a great divide in heaven, causing some angels to be on one side and some 
on the other. Because of the opposition of some to the fall, these “naturally 
tended to confirm their friendship to God.”58 These unfallen angels saw the 
wrath of God unleashed upon those who rebelled and through this 

learned more highly to prize God’s favor, by seeing the dreadfulness of his dis-

pleasure; they now saw more of the beauty of holiness, now they had the deformity 

of sin to compare it with ... [But] When their time of probation was at [an] end, 

and they had the reward of certain confirmation by having eternal life absolutely 

made certain to them, is uncertain.59 
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He employs some speculative language in writing that it looked “exceeding 
probable” to him, “that whenever this was done (the confirmation of the 
unfallen angels), it was through the Son of God; that he was the immediate 
dispenser of this reward, and that they received it of the Father through him.”60 
Edwards continues to flesh out his argument by pointing to the ascension of 
Christ as the time of the confirmation of all unfallen angels. In addition, he 
gives five reasons as to why he views this as the period of their confirmation:

1. It was Jesus Christ in the human nature that was despised and rejected by the 

rebelling angels; it was congruous therefore, that it should be Jesus Christ in 

the human nature that should confirm them that stood.

2. It was also congruous that their confirmation should be deferred till that time; 

that before they were confirmed, they might have a thorough trial of their obe-

dience in that particular wherein the rebelling angels were guilty, viz. in their 

submission to Jesus Christ in the human nature. It was congruous therefore, 

that their confirmation should be deferred, till they had actually submitted to 

Christ in man’s nature as their King; as they had opportunity to do when Christ 

in man’s nature ascended into heaven. And,

3. It seems very congruous that this should be reserved to be part of Christ’s exal-

tation. We often read of Christ’s being set over the angels, when he ascended 

and sat at the right hand [of God]; and that then he was made head of all prin-

cipality and power, that then all things were put under his feet, that then God 

the Father said, “Let all the angels of God worship him” [Hebrews 1:6]. It was 

very congruous that Christ should have this honor immediately, after such great 

humiliation and sufferings. And,

4. It was fit that the angels should be confirmed after they had seen Christ in the 

flesh, for this was the greatest trial of the angels’ obedience that ever was. If the 

other angels rebelled only at its being foretold that such an one in man’s nature 

should rule over them, if that was so great a trial that so many angels fell in it; how 

great a trial was [it] when they saw a poor, obscure, despised, afflicted man, and 

when they had just seen [him] so mocked and spit upon, and crucified and put to 

death, like a vile malefactor! This was a great trial to those thrones, dominions, 

principalities, and powers, those mighty glorious and exalted spirits, whether 

or no they would submit to such an one for their sovereign Lord and King.

5. It was very fit that God should honor the day of the ascension and glorious 

exaltation of his Son, which was a day of such joy to Christ, with joining with it 
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such an occasion of joy to the angels, as the reception of their reward of eternal 

life; that when Christ rejoices, who had lately endured so much sorrow, the 

heavenly hosts might rejoice with him.

6. The angels are now confirmed, and hence have been since Christ’s ascension; 

for Christ, since he appeared in the flesh, gathered together and united into one 

society, one family, one body, all the angels and saints in heaven and the church 

on earth. Now ‘tis not to be supposed that part of this body are in a confirmed 

state, and part still in a state of probation.61

This work of confirmation is undoubtedly accomplished by Christ. 
Edwards notes, “We learn by Scripture: that Christ is the head of the angels, 
and that the angels are united to him as part of his body. Which holds forth, 
that he is not only their head of government, but their head of communica-
tion; he is the head from whence they derive their good.”62 

Edwards raises some objections to the suggestion that the angels were kept 
until the ascension of Christ before they were confirmed. The first objection 
he raises is the length of time from the period of the angelic rebellion until 
the ascension of Christ. His answer suggests that this length of time was in 
fact a trial the angels were forced to endure.63 Second, building on the length 
of time, Edwards raises the objection that 

the angels could not enjoy that quiet and undisturbed happiness for all that while, 

if they were all the time unconfirmed, and did not certainly know that they should 

not fall ... There was no occasion for any disresting fears. For they never could be 

guilty of rebellion without knowing, when they were going to commit it, that it was 

rebellion, and that thereby they should forfeit eternal life and expose themselves to 

wrath, by the tenor of God’s covenant. And they could not fall, but it must be their 

voluntary act; and they had perfect freedom of mind from any lust, and had been 

sufficiently warned and greatly confirmed when the angels fell: so that there was a 

great probability that they should not fall, though God had not yet declared and 

promised absolutely that they should not. They were not absolutely certain of it; this 

was an occasion of joy reserved for that joyful and glorious day of Christ’s ascension.64

Edwards suggests that the unfallen angels, from the angelic rebellion until 
the ascension of Christ, were in trial and unconfirmed for eternal joy. In fact, 
they were not certain that they would not too fall like their fellow creatures had 
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done at the insurrection of Lucifer and his minions. This trial of uncertainty 
was the “occasion of joy” that God “reserved” for that “glorious day of Christ’s 
ascension.”65 Here is another aspect of glory and joy reserved for Christ at 
his enthronement at the time of the ascension; namely, the confirmation of 
the angels, who would rejoice greatly that they were confirmed for eternal 
joy in the presence of God and their King, Jesus Christ.

Offering pastoral application of this theological truth, Edwards recognizes 
that God has been gracious toward angels and men in Christ being “the tree 
of life in the heavenly paradise,” who is also the tree “to all the inhabitants 
of that paradise.”66 In addition, Edwards highlights the manifold wisdom of 
God who demonstrates that the “dispensations of providence in Christ’s 
incarnation, death, and exaltation” are the means through which glorious 
and wonderful ends “are accomplished by the same events in heaven, earth, 
and hell.”67 Edwards pulls that single thread of redemptive history showing 
how God’s wisdom and works accomplish marvelous wonders in that tri-
world narrative of which he is so interested. Edwards also demonstrates how 
“the affairs of the church on earth and of the blessed assembly of heaven are 
linked together.”68 He writes,

When the joyful times of the gospel begin on earth, which begin with Christ’s 

exaltation, then joyful times begin also in heaven amongst the angels there, and 

by the same means. When we have such a glorious occasion given us to rejoice, 

they have an occasion given them. So long as the church continued under a legal 

dispensation, so long the angels continued under law; for since their confirma-

tion, the angels are not under law, as is evident by what I have said in my note on 

Galatians 5:18.69 So doubtless at the same time, there was a great addition to the 

happiness of the separate spirits of the saints, as the resurrection of many of them 

with Christ’s resurrection is an argument. And in the general, when God gradually 

carries on the designs of grace in this world, by accomplishing glorious things in the 

church below, there is a new accession of joy and glory to the church in heaven.70

Affirming this with Scripture, Edwards points to Colossians 1:16-20, “that 
it was the design of the Father that his Son should have the preeminence in 
all things, not only with respect to men, but with respect to angels, thrones, 
dominions, principalities and powers.”71 He argues from these verses that 
if Christ has the preeminence with respect to angels, that he created them, 
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that they consist by him, that he is the dispenser of God’s benefits to them, 
that they have all fullness in him, then why should he also not be the one to 
give them eternal life? It is God’s will, Edwards writes, that the Son “in all 
things should have preeminence, and that all fullness should dwell in him,” 
and therefore, “by him he reconciles all things to him[self], whether they 
be things in heaven or things on earth.”72 If this preeminence extends to the 
world of men, Edwards argues that it also extends to the world of angels: 
“By him the angels also are brought to their confirmed union with him.”73 
It was the design of the Father that Christ should in “all things” dwell in 
preeminence, in respect to both angels as well as humanity, and that angels 
and humans should possess their fullness only in him. Therefore, if men have 
their fullness in Christ, Edwards states, “I don’t see how it can be otherwise, 
than they should have their reward and eternal life and blessedness in him.”74 
Another text employed by Edwards is 1 Corinthians 8:6, which says that 
all things are of God the Father, and all things by Jesus Christ. He writes, 

God gave the angels their being by Jesus Christ; and I don’t see why this would 

not be another instance of all things being by him, that he gives them their eternal 

life by Jesus Christ. This is one instance of men’s being by him, and is intended 

in those words that follow, “and we by him.”75 

God gives to his Son all things and over all things the Son has preeminence, 
including both angels and men, granting eternal life.

The angels were judged and rewarded at the ascension of Christ. However, 
they do not arrive at their full reward until after the day of judgment, “as 
the devils don’t on their punishment, and as the saints don’t receive their 
complete reward on their first being with their ascended Savior and with the 
angels.”76 Edwards argues that all who are in Christ are in a confirmed state 
of holiness and happiness, which first began at his ascension and extends 
to the present. Edwards writes, “The saints, when they first go to be with 
Christ in glory, are then judged; and their reward is adjudged to them and 
bestowed upon them in degree, as it was with the angels at Christ’s ascen-
sion,” but, Edwards points out, “they shall be judged again and more fully 
rewarded at the day of judgment, and so it shall be also with the angels.”77 
The final day of the judgment of God will be universal for all men, angels, 
and devils. Regarding the saints, Edwards says that they will be judged again 
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at that final tribunal “not because their state is not already determined, but 
to make God’s righteousness in their justification manifest before the whole 
universe convened, and for their more public honor,” he adds the same is 
true for the unfallen angels.78

Edwards paints a portrait of this day as one of both celebration and lament. 
Celebration for those who in Christ and lament for those in rebellion against 
him. The reason saints and angels will appear before the final seat of judg-
ment, Edwards explains, is to make an open show before the assembled 
cosmos of the glory of Christ in them as the ones rescued by his love and 
grace and now “his joy and crown.”79 This day “will be a day wherein Christ 
and his saints and angles rejoice together in a most glorious [manner]; and 
from henceforth will they rejoice together in their most consummate joy, 
before the Father, forever.”80
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Spurgeon served as a minister of the gospel in the context of the Baptist 
denomination in England. Until Spurgeon was fourteen years old, he had 
not even heard of a people called “Baptists.” When he did hear of them, the 
report was not favorable. Whether his parents believed that Baptists were 
bad people, he could not recall, but he noted, “I certainly did think so; and 
I cannot help feeling that, somewhere or other I must have heard some 
calumnies against them, or else how should I have that opinion?”1

Baptists arose within the context of ecclesiological discussion of the 
late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries in English Puritanism. These 
discussions created a distinct movement that advocated a complete separa-
tion from Anglicanism, with the goal of congregationalist polity and purity 
in membership. Within that framework, some adopted the principle that 
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purity of congregational church life could only be established and main-
tained through the baptism of believers only. Two streams developed in this 
context, an Arminian group soon known as General Baptists that can be 
traced to the influence of John Smyth in 1609, and a Calvinist group soon 
known as Particular Baptists which emerged in several congregations from 
within and independent paedobaptist congregation. Both of these groups 
suffered together, went to prison together, and were alike harassed in their 
attempts to worship. Their humble attempts to confess, preach, and worship 
in believing congregations were periodically, and sometimes with brutal 
aggression, interrupted under the power of a variety of laws that sought to 
eliminate independency and establish an absolute unity of church and state.

The theological position of both groups was clearly described in con-
fessions of faith, most notably the Orthodox Confession of the General 
Baptists (1660) and the Second London Confession of the Particular Baptists 
(1677; renewed 1689). Both confessions, to the degree that their respective 
theological positions would allow it, owed much of their order, doctrinal 
formulation, and actual wording to the Westminster Confession of Faith. 
General Baptists suffered theological decline under the influence of Socin-
ianism and Quakerism while Particular Baptists, remaining confessionally 
orthodox, fell into hyper-Calvinism in several of their associations. The 
General Baptists experienced some degree of revival and formed a New 
Connection in 1770 under the influence of Dan Taylor. Due to the consci-
entiously pursued theological pilgrimage of Andrew Fuller (d. 1815) and 
the global evangelistic compassion of William Carey (d. 1834, the year of 
Spurgeon’s birth) the grip of hyper-Calvinism was broken among the Partic-
ular Baptists. They became leaders both in homeland evangelism and foreign 
missions. In the wake of these changes, Baptists found themselves divided 
into Old Connection, New Connection, Strict Baptists, Gospel Standard 
Baptists, and Baptist Union Baptists.

Spurgeon’s Baptist convictions arose in conversation with an Anglican 
tutor when Spurgeon attended school at Maidstone. Spurgeon was reared 
under the powerful influence of two devoted Congregational ministers, 
his father and his grandfather, who practiced and argued doctrinally for 
infant baptism. In school at Maidstone, the teacher, while working through 
the Anglican catechism, learned that Spurgeon’s father and grandfather 
were independent ministers and that Spurgeon had been baptized by his 
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grandfather, in a parlor, as an infant, and without sponsors. Since his grand-
father performed the ceremony, it did not bother Spurgeon since “all infants 
ought to be baptized,” so he had learned. Seizing the opportunity to pick 
what he thought was low-hanging fruit, the clergyman-teacher sought to 
convince Spurgeon that his baptism was false but that of the Church of 
England was true. The Congregationalists baptize infants without spon-
sors to profess their faith vicariously, while Anglicans baptize infants with 
sponsors who pledge their faith for them and also denounce the devil and 
all his ways. After a week of study, Spurgeon concluded that neither his nor 
the Anglican’s doctrine was consistent with the New Testament (NT). He 
stated his conclusion to his teacher, with the additional application that he 
had already been baptized once wrongly, and he would “wait next time till 
I am fit for it.” At that moment he resolved “that if ever Divine grace should 
work a change in me, I would be baptized.”2 Spurgeon’s eventual conversion 
in 1850 led to his baptism in the river Lark and, according to his testimony, 
a loss of all shyness in speaking the gospel.

When attending school in Cambridge, Spurgeon became a member of a 
Baptist church formerly served by Robert Robinson, author of “Come Thou 
Fount of Every Blessing.” As a participant in a lay preachers’ association, 
Spurgeon soon became pastor of a Baptist church at Waterbeach when he 
was sixteen years old. The news of this boy preacher and the transformation 
of the town through his preaching soon made rounds among the churches 
of the Baptist community. After two and one-half years there, Spurgeon 
moved to London to become pastor of the New Park Street Baptist Church.

The origin of his church extended back to the seventeenth century. Some 
of the most productive persons in Baptist life had served the church as pastor. 
Benjamin Keach (1640-1704), who began his ministry as a General Baptist 
and served as a pastor of a General Baptist church in Southwark, became a 
Calvinist around 1672. Several of the members of that church joined him 
to form a church at Goat Yard, Horsleydown. Another church broke from 
Keach’s when he introduced congregational singing as a regulated part of 
corporate worship. His son-in-law, Benjamin Stinton joined him as a co-pastor 
in 1697. Keach died in 1704 and Stinton stayed as pastor until his death in 
1719. The church split when the men refused to allow the women to vote 
for the new pastor in 1720. The faction that split had called John Gill as 
pastor and returned to meet in the Goat Yard meeting house. Gill died in 
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1771 after fifty-one years of ministry and was succeeded by John Rippon in 
1773. The church moved to New Park Street in 1833 and Rippon died in 
1836. Rippon was followed by Joseph Angus as pastor through 1841 when 
James Smith succeeded him for ten years. William Walters came in 1851, 
served for a couple of years, and was succeeded by the nineteen year old 
Charles Haddon Spurgeon.

He came into London Particular Baptist life at a time when there was 
amicable fellowship among the Baptist churches, but elements of doctrinal 
flattening, even decline, were rising to the surface. There was a drive toward 
unity between General and Particular Baptists which involved changes in the 
practice of communion toward a greater openness and also frequent pulpit 
exchange between the two groups. This means that the Calvinism espoused 
was beginning to marginalize some of the distinctive soteriological points of 
doctrine. A greater emphasis was being placed on the common ecclesiological 
affirmations of believer’s baptism, regenerate church membership, liberty 
of conscience, and the right of private interpretation. Spurgeon’s clear and 
bold articulation of the doctrines of grace as constituting the gospel, his 
criticism of Arminianism immediately made him the target of rapt attention 
and tasteless, vindictive criticism. Throughout his ministry, Spurgeon would 
note the increase of this decline and how it began to engulf some of the 
central doctrines of orthodoxy and the inspiration of Scripture. Though he 
had attempted to establish fellowship with sound believers of wide confes-
sional traditions, his conscience would not permit him to compromise those 
elements of vital truth upon which the glory of God and the eternal destiny 
of sinners rested. When he initiated a public stand against this noticeable 
decline, he began, in 1887, what became known as the “Downgrade Con-
troversy.” This dominated the final four and one-half years of his ministry.

Preaching About Angels

Spurgeon believed that, according to Hebrews 12:22, angels exist in such 
abundance that humans have no categories by which to calculate their num-
bers. They are great in multitude, an “innumerable company of angels.” From 
the original number of angels God created, a host fell following the lead of a 
beautiful angel whose intellect exceeded that of all the other creatures. Satan 
“occupied a very high place in the hierarchy of angels before he fell; and we 
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know that those mighty beings are endowed with vast intellectual powers, 
far surpassing any that has ever been given to beings in the human mould.”3 
Other angels, called elect angels, were kept from rebellion and confirmed 
finally by the mediatorial work of Christ. These elect angels exist in such 
abundance because their purpose includes an inexhaustible combination 
of activities consisting of wonder, worship, and work. They wonder at the 
transcendent wisdom of God and his unsearchable glory in the execution of 
his purposes. They worship endlessly for they are consistently in the presence 
of the Triune God’s impenetrable holiness, the very essence of inexhaustible 
beauty. They work and consistently do his bidding within the fabric of his 
covenant of redemption serving the mission of the Savior and aiding the 
elect for whom he died.

Having isolated Spurgeon’s theology of angels to these three areas, this 
paper will explore first his understanding of the work of angels, then the 
worship in which angels engage, and then their intellectual absorption that 
produces wonder.

The Work of Angels
This vast multitude of the heavenly servants of God are on the side of believers. 
Spurgeon pointed out that angels “have often been messengers of God’s will 
to the sons of men,” and in so doing “have never shown any reluctance.”4 The 
opposite, in fact is true. Their joy has been great “to bear God’s tidings down from 
heaven to earth,” a task seen in various stages throughout redemptive history 
from the entrance to Eden to the Apocalypse of John. Angels consist of a “great 
army of the Lord of hosts,” largely unseen in everyday life “forces that are not 
discernible’ except when they take on a visible form or “by the eye of faith.”5 

Though sinless, “their sympathy even with fallen men, with men who have 
grievously sinned and gone astray, is shown by the fact that they ‘rejoice over 
one sinner that repenteth, more than over ninety and nine just persons that 
need no repentance.’” Though they are spirits of pure intelligence unhindered 
by the clogs of space and matter, “they have sympathy with us in this poor 
heavy laden bark, tossed with tempest and not comforted.”6 

There is a guard of angels that always surrounds every believer. Spurgeon 
surmised that It may be that every star is a world, “thronged with the servants 
of God, who are willing and ready to dart like flames of fire upon Jehovah’s 
errands of love.” Should the forces available in one world be insufficient for 
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the protection of a saint, “he has but to speak or will, and myriads of spirits 
from the far-off regions of space would come thronging forward to guard the 
children of their king.”7 An angel appeared to Joseph to give “assurance that 
Mary had not sinned” for God “would not leave the honour of the chosen 
virgin-mother without protection.” When the Angel told Joseph to flee into 
Egypt, Spurgeon remarked, “Angels were busy in those days, for they had 
special charge of their Royal Master.” And when informed it was safe to 
return to Israel, Spurgeon exclaimed, “Angels again! Yes, and they are busy 
still around ‘the beloved of the Lord.’”8

They are all filled with power. Spurgeon reminded his hearers of the dev-
astation caused by the insects that are at the command of Jehovah, saying 
that “none can resist them, and nothing can escape them ... If such be the 
case with insects, what must be the power of angels?”9

All these angels work in order, for it is God’s host, and the host is made 
up of beings which march or fly, according to the order of command. Every 
angel works within his proper order even as nature itself is arrayed according 
to it given purpose and power. None even contemplates that rebellion would 
produce a happier or more useful state of being. These unfallen intelligent 
agents do not “mutiny against divine decrees, but find their joy in render-
ing loving homage to their God.” Their perfect happiness arises from their 
perfect consecration. Angels under the command of God and in service to 
men are “full of delight, because completely absorbed in doing the will of 
the Most High.”10

Not only are they ordered according to God’s decrees, but they are all 
“punctual to the divine command.” To Jacob they were there in the very 
moment when he needed assurance (Gen 32: 1, 2). “When God means to 
deliver you, beloved, in the hour of danger,” Spurgeon applied the narrative, 
“you will find the appointed force ready for your succour. God’s messengers 
are neither behind nor before in their time; they will meet us to the inch and 
to the second in the time of need.” Given such a host of obedient powerful 
ones at the command of God, and called to be our guardians, let us proceed 
without fear. 

Because so many of these heavenly helpers appeared to Jacob at a time 
of fear and dread, we conclude that angels are sent to meet the needs of one 
individual saint, no matter what his flaws, for he is beloved of God. “Squadrons 
of angels marched to meet that one lone man.” Spurgeon found delight in 



Spurgeon on Angels: The Baptist Connection

131

considering that “the angels should be willing, and even eager, troops of them, 
to meet one man.” Only gross misperception could produce that vain humility 
and “worshipping of angels which Paul so strongly condemns. Worshipping 
them seems far out of the question; the truth lies rather the other way, for 
they do us suit and service.” Surely one can see this is true when Scripture 
asserts, “Are they not ministering spirits, sent forth to minister to them that 
are the heirs of salvation?” God has said, first to the Only-Begotten, and then 
to every believer in Christ, “they shall bear thee up in their hands, lest thou 
dash thy foot against a stone.” As we are the sons and daughters of the Lord 
God Almighty, these ministering ones have the same charge concerning us.11

Spurgeon also noted that “these forces, though in themselves invisible to 
the natural senses, are manifest to faith at certain times.” In the company of 
Laban, Jacob, “the heir of the promises was becoming a man of the world.” 
The security was stifling and joy was in the present, not in the promise. Jacob 
left and took up a tent-life. He had to become one who was seeking a city. 
The loss of companions and apparent stability, even in the shadow of the 
churlish Laban, was more than compensated by the “innumerable company 
of angels” that ministered to him. Spurgeon quoted, “Verily, I say unto you, 
there is no man that hath left house, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or 
mother, ort wife, or children or lands, for my sake, but he shall receive and 
hundredfold now in this time, houses, and brethren, and sisters, and mothers, 
and children, and lands, with persecutions; and in the world to come eternal 
life.” The brotherhood of angels compensates in an exorbitant way for any 
loss of earthly companions and so-called stable society.

In a moment of dread, Jacob lost sight of the company of angels that had 
come to accompany him. So might we at times, for like him, we are weak and 
given to magnify our distress and minimize the promise of power that is on 
our side. At the point of the greatest dread, however, these companions will 
not leave us; we glory not in them nor in their presence, but we glory only 
in God and in the reality of heaven’s being the place of his undiminished 
beauty. On the way there, however, he shows us that we do indeed have the 
company of glorious beings, an “innumerable company of angels.” Spurgeon 
contemplated that moment.

The angels of God and the God of angels, both come to meet the spirits of the 

blessed in the solemn article of death. Have we not ourselves heard of divine 
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revealings from dying lips? Have we not heard the testimony so often, too, that 

it could not have been an invention and a deception? Have not many loved 

ones given us assurance of a glorious revelation which they never saw before? Is 

there not a giving of new sight when the eyes are closing? Yes, O heir of glory, 

the shining ones shall come to meet you on the river’s brink, and you shall be 

ushered into the presence of the Eternal by those bright courtiers of heaven, 

who on either side shall be a company of dear companions when the darkness 

is passing, and the glory is streaming over you. Be of good cheer: if you see not 

the hosts of God now you shall see them hereafter, when the Jordan shall be 

reached, and you cross over to the promised land.” 12

Angels in Their Worship
As Spurgeon meditated on the appearance and activities of the Seraphim 
in Isaiah, he pointed to them as a model of Christian service. The work that 
angels were appointed to do, they did promptly and with gladness for the 
atmosphere they breathed, the source of their life was worship. “There were 
they, waiting to know his pleasure, on the wing ready for any errand, and 
adoring while they waited.” These two things summarized his understanding 
of unvarnished Christian service. We worship and we are ready for errand. 
Our desire consists simply of His pleasure. We wait on him and his command. 
While we wait, we adore. In fact, because we adore, we wait. No impatience 
intrudes on the pleasure of adoration, and adoration prompts immediate 
and energetic obedience. 

Spurgeon remarked, looking at the text, “They dwell near the Lord, and 
even so should we; he is their centre and their bliss, even so should he be 
ours.” Noting a connection between Psalm 104:4, Hebrews 1:7 and this text, 
Spurgeon observed, “These courtiers of the great king were creatures of fire, 
ablaze with ardour; all flowing and shining they worship him,” and added, 
“Jehovah, who is a consuming fire, can only fitly be served by those who are 
on fire, whether they be angels or men.” There is no room for lukewarmness 
in service of the great and holy God, for such awkward and incommensurate 
hesitation will be spewed out or burned up. “If we become lethargic and 
soulless we shall not be counted worthy to be employed on divine errands.” 
Like John the Baptist, we should pray that God will make us a “burning and 
shining light.”13
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Reflecting on the appearance of these heavenly beings with six wings—it 
is a vision and thus filled with symbolism—we reflect that God’s servants 
are full of motion, full of life. “Some that I know,” Spurgeon reminded his 
people, “who profess to serve the Lord seem to have no wing at all, but are 
stolid and inactive, more like a sloth than the seraph, having more weight 
than wing.”14 These seraphim were ready to fly at the Lord’s bidding, while 
they waited they were in motion—already flying while hovering near the 
throne anticipating a command that would effect some necessary element 
of the covenantal purpose of God. They were “ready to fly upon the Lord’s 
business with a mighty swiftness.” Their readiness shows how pure spirits 
regard the service of God and should not tolerate in themselves a lingering 
or loitering spirit.15

But while flying and ready with six wings, they also show “prudence and 
discretion.” From them we learn that “we shall serve God best when we are 
most deeply reverend and humbled in his presence.” Two wings were on the 
ready for flight, but four were involved in humble submission and adoration. 
Their readiness for service does not make them flippant or agitated, but 
content to hover in the divine presence with “humble shamefacedness and 
awe.” Their perfect symmetry must serve as a standard for us, “the union 
of worship with work in due proportions.” They cannot even gaze upon 
the “dazzling brightness of Jehovah’s throne,” while they “adore with veiled 
countenance.” From their posture, we learn that “veneration must be in larger 
proportion than vigour, adoration must exceed activity.” “The covering of 
the face,” Spurgeon contended, “is as needful as the flight.”16 

In addition, though unfallen creatures, they recognize still their creaturely 
state even in their created beauty and privileged calling. “The seraph remem-
bers that even though sinless, he is yet a creature, and therefore he conceals 
himself in token of his nothingness and unworthiness in the presence of the 
thrice holy one.” Referring to the contrast between Mary and Martha and the 
comment of Jesus, Spurgeon made application, “As Mary at Jesus’ feet was 
preferred to Martha and her much serving, so must sacred reverence take 
the first place, and energetic service follow in due course.” We are thus ready 
for every good word and work, filled with divine enthusiasm, the special gift 
and work of the Holy Spirit. At the same time winged with sacred energy, the 
Spirit will make us “humble in mind, removing from us all vain curiosity.” 
With such help, “we shall not attempt to gaze with uncovered eye on the 
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great Incomprehensible, and taking away all unhallowed presumption, so 
that we use no proud bravado, but cover our feet in the solemn presence of 
the Holy One.”17

We learn also from these heavenly creatures that worship never ends, exal-
tation of the Lord of hosts never leaves the mind or the mouth. From them 
came forth a “perpetual song” that lauded his intrinsic attributes, his perfect 
power and right to command, his purpose of creation to manifest his glory. 
The angelic beings in their song teach us to find no fault in his dispensations.  
He is holy in creation, providence, and redemption. In constant worship and 
adoration, they harbored no doubt of his goodness and worthiness. Taking 
their intuitive propensity for worship as the very atmosphere within which 
all other responses developed and from which every duty was performed, 
Spurgeon prayed that such a sense of divine holiness would settle on his 
congregation. “If thou wilt do this,” Spurgeon implored the Lord as he 
preached, “we shall be a tabernacle full of worshippers first, and of workers 
afterwards, and shall cheerfully adore thee and labour for thee.”18

The angels also sing, not only of his holiness, but of his strength and 
authority. As Lord of hosts, Jehovah not only has “legions of angels to do 
his bidding,” but everything else in all creation. The whole earth is full of 
his glory, for he has made the earth to be a display of his legitimate author-
ity over all things. “Hosts of intelligences wait his call; all forces of nature, 
animate and inanimate, march at his command; from the crash of thunder 
to the flight of an insect all things are at his beck. Hosts of birds migrate at 
his direction, hosts of fishes swarm the sea at his call, hosts of locusts and 
caterpillars devour the fields at his order.” The angels, as creatures of the 
highest intelligence and purest combination of affections and will, see well 
how all other things beneath them are commandeered by the Lord to serve 
his holy purpose and serve his great cause of redemption.19 

Though angels have no part in the atoning sacrifice in the sense of being 
cleansed from guilt, perhaps they are not totally unaffected by redemption. 
Spurgeon believed that by Christ’s mediation, it is possible that “confirmed 
them in their holiness, so that by no means shall they ever be tempted or 
led into sin in the future.”20 In addition, through this creature, redeemed and 
made holy, the number of their former fellow angels who had fallen would 
be completed. A creature combining spirit and matter should “occupy the 
place which fallen angels had left vacant.”21
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Spurgeon believed that, in spite of their apparently superior position in 
creation, the angels would in the end be subservient to redeemed men. In 
Christ, redeemed men will have all things placed under their feet, including 
those unfallen heavenly creatures. Redeemed sinners shall serve him with 
an adoration that far excels that of any other being. “Angels cannot love so 
much as we shall, for they have never tasted redeeming grace and dying 
love.”22 This wonder of redeeming fallen creatures constitutes another aspect 
of Spurgeon’s theology of angels.

The Wonder of Angels
Even with these effects, however, the entire matter of redemption is a wonder 
to angels. Commenting on 1 Peter 1:12, Spurgeon observed that “this divine 
revelation is of great interest to the holy angels before the throne of God; they 
stand gazing down as if they were trying to understand the wondrous mystery 
of redemption, and the great and glorious gospel of the grace of God.”23 In a 
sermon on Ephesians 3:10, Spurgeon sought to tease out the ways in which 
the church manifests the “manifold wisdom of God” to the “principalities 
and powers in heavenly places.” For Spurgeon, that nomenclature referred 
doubtless to the angels. Through the church, that is, “the divine counsel and 
conduct in forming and perfecting the church,” angels may be instructed 
in the redemptive wisdom of God in a way “as they have never learned it 
before.” It is instructive that at both ends of the historic event that constituted 
redemption, angels are mentioned. At its head, Jesus was made “a little lower 
than the angels for the suffering of death,” and at its consummation Jesus has 
been set at the right hand of the Father “in the heavenly places far above all 
principality and power, and might and dominion.”24  

Spurgeon believed that angels, like men, are capable of unending growth 
in knowledge and that the effects of redemption would provide the raw 
material for expansion in knowledge throughout eternity. After an expo-
sition of all the things that angels learned about God as they observed 
creation in it multifarious dimensions, he proposed that “with all the 
facility of observation, it seems that the angels have some parts of the 
wisdom of God to learn, and some lessons of heavenly science to study 
which creation cannot unfold to their view, to be ascertained and certified 
by them only through the transcendent work of redemption which the 
Lord has carried on in his church.”25 
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Particularly, in the church, because of its complete indebtedness to God’s 
eternal redemptive purpose, the principalities and power learn dimensions of 
the wisdom of God unavailable in any other format. Spurgeon believed that 
the angels looked at the matter of redemption and the calling and sanctifying 
of the church “step by step” and thus “acquired an insight into this manifold 
wisdom.” He saw the angels above the mercy seat with wings outspread and 
peering down upon the golden lid as indicative of their wonder and holy inquis-
itiveness as to how the holy God would indeed forgive the fallen sons of men.26 

Though there is such a thing as sinful speculation and unholy inquis-
itiveness, the investigation of facts and objective reality in a step by step 
manner constitutes the way in which rational beings explore the wonders 
of revelation. “Certainly,” Spurgeon noted, “among the children of men 
there is much pleasure in the getting of knowledge; the merchandise of it is 
better than the merchandise of silver, and the gain thereof than fine gold.” 
Since the desire for knowledge is a good thing, the means of obtaining it 
is to be celebrated. Spurgeon continued, “As we gradually break up fresh 
ground, decipher that which is obscure, sift out analogies, solve difficulties, 
and follow out the tracks of history in one continuous line, our enjoyment 
rises to enthusiasm.” So it is with the minds and the learning of angels. 
Many things are to be absorbed as the ipse dixit of divine revelation; some 
may be discerned through observation and synthesis. “Do you not think,” 
Spurgeon asked, “that the angels perceived the manifold wisdom of God now 
that they began to understand what man was and what man is?” The angels, as 
intelligent communicating spirits, had observed the creation of matter and 
brute life, but a creature composed complexly of dust, spirit, intelligence, 
and bearing the image of the creator—a marvel of wisdom this was. But 
that such a creature would sin and then be redeemed and “exalted into a 
nearness of connection and intimacy of communion with the Great Father 
of Spirits”—this was infinitely “wise working.”27 That divine wisdom would 
be discerned particularly through the church.

The manner of this restoration was more mysterious still and shrouded in 
mystery. The restoration of the complex creature to fellowship is astounding, 
but the manner of it is a matter of infinite wonder. Restoration shines, but 
personal union is an explosion of infinite brightness. That the creator would 
become one person with the complex, and fallen, creature to accomplish 
this restoration could never have been foreseen or designed by any created 
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intelligence or wisdom but must be the secret of power and wisdom stored 
in eternity. As the purpose of God was opened piece by piece to these mes-
sengers of the coming events, Spurgeon does not view angelic questions 
and wonder as a matter of evil speculation but as natural intelligent inquis-
itiveness in the face of an indecipherable mystery. “Even while the mystery 
was unexplained,” Spurgeon remarked, “it was not for pure angelic minds 
to doubt; still their thoughts must have been full of marvel, and startling 
questions must have occurred to them.”28  

Then after proposing a series of questions that might occur to angelic 
minds about this startling union of God and man, Spurgeon reaffirmed, “It 
is therefore that the church becomes as a museum which angels may visit 
with ever expanding interest and ever-increasing delight.” How the incarna-
tion, as proposed by deity, would lead to invincible humility for men rather 
than irrepressible pride startled the angels. “I talk of these things,” Spurgeon 
confessed, “feebly and superficially, but I am persuaded that this is a subject 
which angels can think of with enchantment, and as they think it over they 
see transparent proofs of the manifold wisdom of God.”29 

Further, as the angels considered that this conjunction of the Son of God 
with human nature for the purpose of redemption and, in such a way, the 
divine proclamation to the serpent in Eden was to be consummated, their 
sphere of understanding and adoring God’s wisdom expanded. That God’s 
eternal plan would produce the plainly counter-intuitive reality that the 
greatest dishonor to the triune God was to be the source of his greatest man-
ifestation of wisdom transcends any refinements of reasoning. “The wisdom 
of God is clearly seen by angels in this, that though God was dishonoured 
in this world by sin, that sin has redounded to his greater honour.” Spurgeon 
referenced Augustine’s felix culpa, calling it “Happy thought.”30

As these gradually disclosed revelations began to open in time and the 
angel announced and observed the conception in the virgin, and announced 
to shepherds “Good news of great joy, which shall be to all the people,” this 
coming to pass of events that had been predestinated, caused the angels to 
burst their bands of invisibility in praise. An entire multitude joined the 
announcing angel with a chorus that recognized more of the glory of God 
than hitherto they had observed, “Glory to God in the highest.” The “swell 
of music, how grand! The cadence of those simple words, how charming!” 
The angels discovered something of the wisdom of God “when they saw 
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that God thus tabernacled among men.” And how they accompanied him, 
ministered to him, strengthened him, heard him teach, saw him condescend 
to men of low estate, and dwell with sinlessness and identifying compassion 
on fallen sod “struck them with wonder.”31

Above all this, however, was the reality that all this wisdom, power, and 
glory was awaiting a greater display of the divine attributes in the griefs, 
torments, and dying of the Son of God. “The doctrine of substitution is a 
marvel which, if God had never revealed, none of us could by any possibility 
have discovered.”32 That he should stoop to die as a substitute “must have 
appeared utterly incomprehensible.”33 His utterance, “It is finished,” opened 
another door of wonder and instruction to them and “perhaps they saw more 
clearly than before, how Christ by suffering put an end to our sufferings, and 
by being made a curse for us made us the righteousness of God in him.”34 

Another dimension of pondering depth was pressed on their minds “during 
the three days slumber” but their observation of the resurrection, their 
removal of the great stone, and their first word of the good news, “Why 
seek ye the living among the dead?” brought them from pondering depths 
to wondering heights.35 

Their announcing was not done, however, and the marvel of these events 
would yet achieve an advanced glory even in the denoument. Within days 
they saw him add to his rising from the dead his rising from the earth, and 
again they announce, “Lift up your heads, O ye gates; and be ye lift up, ye 
everlasting doors; that the king of glory may come in.” They met him and rode 
with him seeing him having finished his time of suffering now announced 
as the “Lord mighty in battle.”36

In the application of this work and the actually bringing together of the 
people for whom the Savior died, the angels had more to observe, more 
to ponder, and more expansion of knowledge to add to their reasons for 
praise. In the multiplicity of ways in which the Holy Spirit brings people 
to salvation, a virtual kaleidoscope of inexhaustible patterns of beauty, the 
angels observe the particularity of each call to salvation. Borrowing from 
Jonathan Edwards’s concept of conversions being “very various yet bearing 
a great analogy,” Spurgeon noted that “in calling sinners to Christ, there is 
a singleness of purpose but no uniformity of means.”37 Spurgeon saw evi-
dence of God’s wisdom in the date, place, and means by which every souls 
is brought to Christ, and “angels will, no doubt, be able to perceive in every 
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conversion some singular marks of beautiful originality proceeding from 
the inexhaustible Artist of Grace, the Holy Spirit.” 

So it is with every continuing work of the Spirit in conformity to the like-
ness of Christ, in perseverance under trial, and in fortitude under persecution 
so that “angels have almost envied them the ability of serving God in that 
sphere of suffering, and the possibility of bearing in their bodies the marks 
of the Lord Jesus.” So complete is the work and operating in conformity 
with such inexhaustible divine purpose that “in all the saints, through the 
history of their vocation and the development of their sanctification, angels 
can discern the manifold wisdom of God.”38 

And in the church of God itself, the “angels acquire increased knowledge.” 
There is no blissful ignorance in this case, for “knowledge increases the joy of 
the angels, ... because it makes them take a greater delight in God when they 
see how wise and gracious he is.” Angels “will be enriched by the society of 
the saints in heaven.” They love heaven and their happiness is increased by 
seeing other creatures having inexpressible joy in the glory of heaven. The 
incarnation did not only bring humanity into near fellowship with God 
but had the effect of bringing creaturehood itself closer. Angels, as unfallen 
creatures, also are promoted by the union of the Creator with the creature. 
Spurgeon remarked that “angels by inference seem to me interested in the 
honour that Jehovah has put on his works—the endowed works of his own 
formation.”39 

Again, they increase in their grasp of the beauty of God. Whereas before, 
they reverenced the splendor of his impeccable purity and holiness, Spur-
geon asked, “Is it not possible that even they who erst did veil their faces 
with their wings in the presence of the Almighty, because the brightness was 
excessive, may now stand with unveiled faces and worship God in Christ?” 
In his eternal essential brightness, no creature can see God but in Christ we 
may gaze, wonder, contemplate, and increase in the knowledge of God. In the 
enfleshment of the Son of God, John testified that “we beheld his glory, the 
glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth.” Indeed, 
grace and truth came through Jesus Christ in a way that gave new insight 
into and submission to the law that was given through Moses. Consequently, 
though “No one has seen God at any time,” at the appearance of Christ as the 
only person who could redeem sinners, “the only begotten Son, who is in the 
bosom of the Father, he has declared him” ( John 1:14-18). Now, because the 
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angels have observed the entirety of the redemptive events (“seen by angels” 
1 Tim 3:16), their own vision of God increases in accord with the attributes 
revealed in the unity of justice and condescending mercy. They too find their 
confession of the glory of God the Father as in submission to the exalted 
and enthroned Savior. By this event also, the angels learn a deeper gratitude 
that they were preserved from falling. When they contemplate the price of 
redeeming fallen humanity they increase in their knowledge of gratitude for 
that status of being elect angels, not in a sense of pharisaical pride that they 
are not like the others, but in the sense of absolute indebtedness.40

From the ways in which angels apply their intellects to the study of the church 
and learn to discern the manifold wisdom of God, should not the church itself 
learn to study these matters with a deeper and even angelic interest? We should 
prize the gospel above all “price, emolument, or honour.” Further, we should 
study it “because no science is equal to the wisdom of God in Christ revealed 
in his church.” Since “angels desire to look into these things,” we should “apply 
every faculty ... to acquire increasing knowledge of that which angels love to 
study.” Since we are joining such an august and exalted group of intelligent 
beings in this study, we should “never fear again the sneer of the man who calls 
the gospel folly.” “Ah! Ye sceptics, sciolists, and scoffers,” Spurgeon taunted, 
“we can well afford to let you rail; but you can ill afford to rail when angels are 
awed into wonder, and so would you if there were anything angelic about your 
temper, or anything of right wisdom in your attainments”41 

Finally, Spurgeon looked upon the angels’ occupation with the gospel 
and the church as an indication of the terror involved in the rejection of 
such a profound manifestation of saving wisdom. “If it amazes angels to see 
how God saves, it must be a terrible destruction from which he saves them. 
That destruction is coming upon you; its dark shadows have already begun 
to gather round you. How great your folly to refuse a salvation so wise, to 
reject a Saviour so attractive as Jesus!”42 
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Introduction: Angels in America

When approaching any discussion of theology in the twentieth century, 
one has to keep in mind the long and unrelenting march of modernity that 
preceded it. From the rationalistic aspirations and empirical science of 
the Enlightenment, to the urbanization and mechanized uniformity of the 
industrial revolution, to the distractions and mediated enchantments of 
popular culture, for better or worse, theology in the past century has been 
inflected with these developments.  

This has certainly been the case when it comes to angelology. At once 
marginalized and yet highly popular (at least outside the walls of academe), it 
has disappeared and reappeared, usually on the fringes of respectability. It is 
at one moment summarily dismissed as outdated superstition, and at another 
moment, it is embraced to the point of mystical indulgence. C. S. Lewis 
seemed to have captured this dichotomy best when he noted the sentiments 
towards demons in his own time: “There are two equal and opposite errors 
into which our race can fall … One is to disbelieve in their existence. The 
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other is to believe, and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest in them.”1

This contested division has not disappeared in the decades between Lewis 
and our own time, and it seems that any discussion of angels requires an 
almost embarrassed apologetic. There is now a sense of something almost 
vaguely heretical about discussing angels, which is not surprising given how 
much the subject has been appropriated by the New Spirituality movements.2 
The late literary critic Harold Bloom (1930‒2019) was onto something when 
he wrote, back before the turn of the millennium:

After [the English poet William] Blake, the angels seemed to withdraw, except for 

a solitary visionary like the young Joseph Smith, founder of Mormonism. There 

are angels aplenty in nineteeth- and twentieth-century art and literature, but they 

tend to be isolated and idiosyncratic images of a lost spirituality. And yet they 

remain a mirror of spiritual aspiration, perhaps more a study of the nostalgias 

of belief than a manifestation of faith in their own splendor.3

This sense of angels being tied to a “lost spirituality” and equated with the 
“nostalgias of belief ” certainly seems to be the case amongst mainstream 
liberal theologians in the age of Rudolph Bultmann (1884‒1976) and his 
demythologizing electric lightbulbs. Yet Bloom goes on: “That there is a 
human longing for angels, perpetual and unappeasable on the part of many, 
is beyond denial. A desire for the consolations of a spiritual life transcends 
institutional, historical, and dogmatic structures, and belongs to human nature 
itself.”4 One has only to look at popular media (or your grandmother’s curi-
osity cabinet) to see that angels continue to have a vital and popular appeal. 

Popular level books on angels and angelology has been a growing cot-
tage industry for the past few decades. And while angels have been found 
making fleeting appearances on posters, Christmas cards, calendars and in 
occasional pop songs for years, they have also more recently become their 
own subgenre within movies, television shows, popular novels and even 
video games. Recently, the highest ranked show on Netflix was season five 
of Lucifer, a show where Satan takes on the role of detective and solves 
crimes.5 Not all of the depictions of angels and demons is lowbrow either. 
Tony Kushner’s award winning play Angels in America (1991), which drops 
angel lore into the AIDS epidemic of 1980s New York, is now regarded as 
canon for late twentieth-century American theater and literature. Angels 
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continue to thrive in the public square and there is a popular hunger for 
them, even if the diet, as C. S. Lewis would point out, is not always a 
healthy one. 

While many theologians may have treated angelology as marginal, or 
dismissed it entirely, there were a few Christian popular level writers who 
attempted to address the subject. The two leading figures in this regard, at 
least from the evangelical perspective, were C. S. Lewis (1898‒1963) and 
Billy Graham (1918‒2018). 

C. S. Lewis on Angels

C. S. Lewis, while not a declared evangelical himself, nor even a trained 
theologian or minister, has nonetheless held almost canonical status amongst 
evangelicals due to his public lectures and books. He was the most widely 
recognized Christian writer when he died in 1963 and his celebrity has only 
continued to grow ever since. Lewis never published a dedicated monograph 
on angels (excepting The Screwtape Letters, 1942, which is a fictional work 
on the life of demons), yet the subject permeates his works. 

There are three key features of Lewis’s angelology which develop across his 
writings. The first of these is his view of their nature and reality. For Lewis, angels 
are created, rational beings that exist in the universe.6 He writes: “Above humans 
in the natural order, some fell and became devils. They are either wholly spiritual 
or have bodies of a sort we cannot experience.”7 Lewis indicates that they have 
also presented themselves within human history. He notes their appearance in 
biblical times, such as when they appeared at the annunciation of Christ.8 Yet for 
Lewis they have also made appearances more recently as well. Lewis was one of 
many well-known advocates for the angels of Mons, an episode from the battlefield 
of World War I, wherein it was claimed that British soldiers were rescued from 
a German attack in Belgium by the appearance of St. George and a battalion of 
angels. The German forces were all killed, and the German government, which 
alleged that the British had used poison gas on them, covered up the event. This 
at least was the story. The event never happened as it came from a short story 
called The Bowmen, written by the Welsh fabulist and “weird story” author Arthur 
Machen (1863‒1947). The Bowmen first appeared in The Evening News on 29 
September 1914, and many readers had confused it with an actual news report, 
including Lewis and G. K. Chesterton (1874‒1936).9 
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At the same time that Lewis accepted the reality of angels, even if some-
times basing that belief on dubious sources, he understood that humans 
could only comprehend them symbolically. This explains the need for artis-
tic depictions. He writes: “They are given wings … in order to suggest the 
swiftness of unimpeded intellectual energy. They are given human form 
because man is the only rational creature we know.” And he concludes that 
“[c]reatures higher in the natural order than ourselves, either incorporeal 
or animating bodies of a sort we cannot experience, must be represented 
symbolically if they are to be represented at all.”10 The question of symbolic 
representations of angels will be dealt more fully in the third point. 

The second key element of Lewis’s angelology is that he draws his under-
standing of angels largely from medieval literature. In a lecture, series, later 
published as The Discarded Image: An Introduction to Medieval and Renais-
sance Literature, Lewis identifies two traditions regarding angels. The first, 
or the scholastic tradition, regarded angels as immaterial, but possessing the 
ability to be visible when needed. The second, or the Neoplatonic tradition, 
viewed angels as having corporeal bodies, but of a more refined matter, 
and as such, “they move, change size and shape, receive needed nourish-
ment, suffer wounds and heal, have sensations, and make love.”11 In a letter 
from 1940 he asserts that the scholastic view was the dominant view of the 
middle ages.12 In The Discarded Image, however, he points out that by the 
early Renaissance, the older Neoplatonic view had become resurgent, as it 
was appealing to Florentine artists, who were interested in portraying the 
corporeality of angelic bodies in their art. 

Lewis would find a number of other aspects of medieval angelology attrac-
tive, including their role as God’s servants, their ignorance of certain divine 
mysteries, terminology which identifies them as lesser “gods,” the notion that 
the angelic status is the final form of humanity, “the conflation of scriptural 
angels with the planetary intelligences of ancient Greek thought,” and the 
hierarchal arrangement of angels into nine “orders.”13 Lewis would make 
imaginative use of all of these aspects of angels, as presented in medieval 
theological literature, in his own fictional writings.

This last aspect of medieval angelology, their hierarchal ordering, was 
of particular fascination for Lewis. Having its origins in the writings of 
Pseudo-Dionysus (5th‒6th century AD), which in turn had its origins in the 
Neoplatonic “Great Chain of Being,” the hierarchy of angels first suggested to 
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Lewis “that God does nothing directly that can be done through an [angelic] 
intermediary” and second, that God’s splendor “comes to us filtered, as it 
were, through the [angelic] Hierarchies.”14 Lewis recognized the “dynamic” 
yet conventionally understood role of angels as God’s messengers, but he also 
notes that they possess an additional function, namely as a “lens” through 
which we can perceive God’s glory. He then goes on to note that it is the 
church’s role to emulate these angelic aspects. Or as he puts it: “the celestial 
Hierarchies are revealed to us in order that the Ecclesiastical hierarchy on 
earth may imitate, as nearly as possible, their divine service and office.”15 
Lewis would find this angelic intermediary hierarchy and its quality of divine 
“lens” not only valuable for ecclesiology, but also for his fictional worlds. 

This leads to the third key element of Lewis’s angelology, namely the role 
of literary and artistic depictions on shaping our understanding of angels. 
Lewis recognized that while the arts played a vital role in establishing a 
human conception of angels, he also notes that they played a significant role 
in the trivialization of angels, which he could see in his own time. He writes:

In the plastic arts these symbols have steadily degenerated. Fra Angelico’s angels 

carry in their face and gesture the peace and authority of heaven. Later came 

the chubby infantile nudes of Rafael; finally, the soft, slim, girlish, and consola-

tory angels of nineteenth century art, shapes so feminine that they avoid being 

voluptuous only by their total insipidity … In Scripture the visitation of an angel 

is always alarming; it has to begin by saying ‘fear not.’ The Victorian angel looks 

as if it were going to say, ‘there, there.’16

This diminishment of the angel is exacerbated, Lewis contends, by their 
cultural transition from plastic to literary arts. For in the literary form, the 
symbolic aspect becomes less apparent. “The literary symbols are more 
dangerous because they are not so easily recognized as symbolical.”17 

According to Lewis, this disguising of the symbol makes these literary angels 
more convincing to readers, and allows the author to introduce novelties into 
the depictions of angels, which takes them further and further from orthodoxy. 
He notes that Dante was probably the best and most accurate at depicting angels 
and demons. “His devils, as Ruskin rightly remarked, in their rage, spite, and 
obscenity, are far more like what the reality must be than anything in Milton.”18 
Milton, he also notes, through his use of high poetry, began to make angels 
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resemble Homeric heroes, with appropriate pathos. This is what leads to Milton’s 
Satan being later described as a “tragic hero” and the “most Shakespearean of 
all literary characters after Shakespeare’s own creations.”19 Milton was followed 
by Goethe who, in his depiction of Mephistopheles in his epic play, Faust (Part 
1, 1806; Part 2, 1831), turned the devil into a refined and civilized gentleman. 

Lewis saw his own fictional writings as a corrective to this developing lit-
erary trend.20 When it came to portraying the demonic, for example, his own 
efforts were to make demons and devils neither charming nor heroic, but 
depraved. This he tells us was the reasoning behind his depiction of hell as a 
bureaucracy in The Screwtape Letters. He writes of Screwtape: “Here again my 
symbol seemed to me useful. It ennobled me, by earthly parallels, to picture 
an official society held together entirely by fear and greed.”21 He notes that this 
symbolic depiction allowed him to get rid of the ages old and romanticized 
fantasy that devils were in pursuit of something called ‘evil.’ Instead he shows 
there is a practicality and self-interest in demonic pursuits and actions.  

Beyond this revised symbolism, Lewis does something else interesting 
as well. In his preface to Screwtape he notes that his readership was divided 
between those who will hold that his devils are “symbol and of a concrete real-
ity,” and those who will see them as “personifications of abstractions.” He then 
reveals that his “purpose was not to speculate about diabolical life, but to throw 
light from a new angle on the life of man.”22 In other words, he was creating a 
second order symbolism within his fiction. The bureaucratic Screwtape and 
Wormwood are symbolic depictions of a literal and spiritual demonic, but in 
addition, they are also acting as representations of human mental reasoning. 

This second order symbolism occurs in another way in his science fiction 
Space Trilogy [Out of the Silent Planet (1938), Perelandra (1943), That Hideous 
Strength (1945)] where some of the aliens are symbols of angels, which were 
themselves representations of intangible spiritual realities. Lewis makes it 
clear in a letter from 1958 that his fictional depictions in the Space Trilogy 
were based on what he actually believed about angels: “If the angels (who I 
believe to be real beings in an actual universe) have the relation to the Pagan 
gods that they are assumed to have in Perelandra, they might really manifest 
themselves in real form as they did to Ransom.”23

Lewis calls the angels in his fiction ‘eldila,’ and they are presented as spir-
itual beings who rule over the planets of Malacandra (Mars) and Perelandra 
(Venus). Lewis’s depiction identifies them with an historically based theology 
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of angels. In a letter from 1957 he tells his correspondents about the two 
medieval views of angels he had previously written about in The Discarded 
Image, the Neoplatonic and the scholastic, and he “just took, for purposes 
of a story, the one that seemed most imaginable,” namely the Neoplatonic 
one, where “they had bodies of aether.” He defends his depiction of angels as 
material, declaring, “religiously, the question seems to me of no importance.” 
He then concludes: “And anyway, what do we mean by matter?”24

Though dismissive in correspondence, Lewis is much more comprehen-
sive in his description of the spiritual bodies of the eldila in Out of the Silent 
Planet. Though there is too much to unpack at this point, Lewis’s description 
is worth quoting in full:

Of course they have bodies. There are a great many bodies that you cannot see … 

Body is movement … If movement is faster, then that which moves is more nearly 

in two places at once … But if movement is faster still … faster and faster, in the 

end the moving thing would be in all places at once … The swiftest thing that 

touches our senses is light, we only see slower things by it, so that for us light is on 

the edge—the last thing we know before things become too swift for us. But the 

body of an eldil is a movement swift as light; you may say its body is made of light, 

but not of that which is light for the eldil. His “light” is a swifter movement which 

for us is nothing at all: and what we call light is for him a thing like water, a visible 

thing, a thing he can touch and bathe in—even a dark thing when not illumined by 

the swifter. And what we call firm things—flesh and earth—seem to him thinner, 

and harder to see, than our light, and more like clouds and nearly nothing. To us 

the eldil is a thin half-real body that can go through walls and rocks: to himself 

he goes through them because he is solid and firm and they are as like a cloud.25

This description of the eldila puts the character of Ransom in mind of Earth 
folklore of “bright, elusive people sometimes appearing on the Earth.”26 For 
Lewis, the difference between spirit and matter is not one of kind, but of degree.27

Along with bodies, the eldila are described as a kind of hnau, or ratio-
nal being, and goodness is their “most magnificent characteristic.”28 Most 
compelling, at least from a fictional point of view, is the form of the eldila. 
Intrinsic as their existence is, they can manifest themselves however they 
choose. They can appear as “darting pillars filled with eyes, lightning and 
pulsations of flame, talons and beaks and billowy masses of what suggest 
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snow.”29 Or they appear as “rolling wheels…concentric wheels moving with 
a rotten, sickening slowness one inside the other,” or as thirty-foot-high 
human figures which burn “like white hot iron.”30

Outside the Screwtape Letters and the Space Trilogy, Lewis’s one other major 
fictional depiction of angels occurs in The Great Divorce (1945). In this work 
they are presented in such guises as a voice coming out of a waterfall and a 
fantastical yet also pedestrian bus driver. Despite the strange attractiveness of 
these depictions, their own glory is not Lewis’s goal. As Janice Brown notes, 
in these books, “what is promoted in the reader is not a taste for further angel 
lore, but a feeling of awe towards the Absolute power, purity and beauty of 
God himself.”31 Lewis revels in the glory of angels, but he also respects their 
position in relation to the greater majesty of the divine Lord of all. 

By providing this further metaphoric layer in his depiction of angels, Lewis is 
performing a highly imaginative rescue of the figure of the angel from its more 
recent literary and pictorial diminishment. If he had attempted to depict angels 
in a more conventional way, he would have been weighted down with a clichéd 
tradition of debased representations and assumptions, such as the heroic yet 
demonic figures of Milton and romanticism, or those weak, feminine Victorian 
angels he so despised. By presenting demons as governmental bureaucrats and 
angels as alien beings on other planets, he not only reinvigorated the image 
of the angel itself, making it closer to Christian orthodoxy, but he also made 
them fresh and interesting for contemporary readers.

Billy Graham on Angels

While C. S. Lewis speculated on angels throughout his life and writings, 
Billy Graham’s consideration of the topic was far more limited and largely 
focused on a single work, his book Angels from 1975. This is not to say that 
this was the only place he discussed angels. He took up the topic in magazine 
articles and in several of his crusade sermons. Yet these presentations were 
largely drawn from the first edition of his book, or later incorporated into 
its second edition of 1985. As such, I shall here confine myself to what may 
be found in both editions of the book as they are more accessible. 

Billy Graham’s Angels was somewhat uncharacteristic and unexpected. 
Virtually all of Graham’s prior books were on topics one would expect of the 
most celebrated evangelist of the twentieth century, such as on of coming to 
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faith, or living the Christian life. Other than soteriology, he had not produced 
another book on a specific doctrine. In his original preface to Angels, Graham 
notes that one of the things that compelled him to write the book was the 
fact that at the time, “there was nothing in print on the subject of angels.”32 If 
this indeed was the case, Graham certainly tapped into an unexpected vein 
of popular interest. When it was released, Angels sold one million copies 
in ninety days, making it the fastest selling book until that time. Including 
the expanded second edition of 1985, there have been forty-five different 
editions or versions of the book released so far. According to its current 
publisher, close to five million copies have sold to date, making it possible 
the best-selling book on angels in history.33 Despite Graham’s claim that 
he was merely filling a gap in the book market, his reasons for writing it, 
as well as the reasons for its popularity are much more complex. Overall, 
there appears to be at least three major motivations for writing the book at 
the time that he did. Spelling these reasons out will give us insight into the 
nature of his approach.

The first reason has to do with not only the dearth of popular literature 
on angels, as was already mentioned, but the (perceived) massive growth of 
literature on the demonic. In the opening pages of Angels, Graham expresses 
alarm at what he sees as a growing interest in the diabolical. He notes that 
going into an airport, a newsstand or a university bookstore, “[you] will be 
confronted by shelves and tables packed with books about the devil, Satan 
worship and demon possession.”34 This growing interest was not limited 
to books. He mentions the popularity of the films Rosemary’s Baby (1968) 
and The Exorcist (1973), which depicted Satan and demonic possession, 
and further declares that “as many as one in four hard-rock pop songs are 
devoted to or thematically make reference to the devil.”35

Graham’s concern falls in line with the “satanic panic” of the 1970s and 
1980s. Satanic panic was a term used to describe the public outcry over satanic 
or perceived satanic forms of popular culture, such as rock music and the role 
playing game Dungeons and Dragons.36 The term “satanic panic” is often used 
pejoratively, but it does capture an aspect of Christian concern and culture 
at the time. For there had in fact emerged new public expressions of satanic 
interest and activity. The most notable example of this was the founding 
of the Church of Satan of San Francisco in 1966 by the circus impresario 
Anton LaVey (1930‒1997). LaVey would go on to author the Satanic Bible 
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in 1969. While the church itself never attracted a very large membership, 
LaVey was a master of public performance and staging rituals such as black 
masses, satanic weddings and satanic baptisms he found to be an ideal way 
of gaining the attention of a curious and sensation-hungry media. As such, 
the Church of Satan garnered a much larger popular presence than its actual 
size merited.37 Graham does not mention the Church of Satan directly, and 
he recognizes that much of the deluge of books coming out were not all 
examples of satanic thought and religion per se, but were often examples of 
general curiosity and even attempts at warning, such as his own. The Exorcist 
film, for example, did not condone Satanism. If anything, it led to a revival of 
interest in Christian exorcism. After his initial statements of alarm in Angels, 
he would later concede that “[e]ven in the Christian world the presses have 
turned out a rash of books on the devil.” He even acknowledges, “I myself 
have thought about writing a book on the devil and his demons.”38 

Graham also recognized that the interest in Satanism was tied to other 
occult interests and phenomena then emerging in the culture. He notes in 
passing the ancient aliens theory of Chariots of the Gods (1968) by Erich 
von Däniken, and the rise of interest in ESP. On the topic of UFOS, he 
remarks that some Christian authors had speculated that such sightings 
were in fact “God’s angelic host.”39 Whether he thought so as well, he does 
not say. One belief of his that he did tie to these emerging occultist trends 
were his beliefs regarding the millennium. He writes: “The apparent increase 
in satanic activity against people on the planet today may indicate that the 
second coming of Jesus Christ may be close at hand.”40 Since the late 1940s 
Graham had insisted the second coming of Christ was being heralded by 
the rise of Communism and the Cold War; by the mid-1970s there is a shift 
in his warnings to the herald of the millennium being the inner turmoil of 
American society as it looked to new spiritualities.41 

The second reason Graham wrote on angels was to provide a correc-
tion to cultural neglect and misconceptions. Following from the first, he 
notes that we have not only given attention to the devil and his demons 
to the point of “worshipping” them, but we have also ignored the “good 
angels.”42 Graham argues that angels are real, created beings who “belong 
to a uniquely different dimension of creation that we … can scarcely com-
prehend” and he knows that they exist because “the Bible says there are 
angels” and he has “sensed their presence in his life.”43 He also notes that 
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the “history of virtually all nations and cultures reveals at least some belief 
in angelic beings” and that “theologians through the ages have universally 
agreed about the importance of angel-ology.”44 That our own contemporary 
culture appears to dismiss them indicates how much out of step we are 
with the rest of humanity and history. He further notes, however, with-
out any reference, that “some hard-nosed scientists lend credence to the 
scientific probability of angels when they admit the likelihood of unseen 
and invisible intelligence.”45

Graham’s corrective of popular misconceptions on angels also crosses 
over into issues of gender and in particular, masculinity. It is certainly not a 
point of contention that much of the modern American imagery of angels 
came out of the Victorian era, and this imagery was largely feminine, as 
Lewis himself has already indicated. Graham is intent to dispel this femi-
nine image. While he acknowledges that angels were officially sexless, and 
had no material bodies, his own metaphorical language tended towards the 
masculine and marshal.46 Angels are described as “mighty,” that they “wage 
war” and they were “better organized than were the armies of Alexander 
the Great, Napoleon, or Eisenhower.”47 Several of his anecdotal narratives 
involve angels appearing in intimidating masculine guise. In one account 
he relates, missionaries in the New Hebrides were protected by angels that 
appeared as “hundreds of big men in shining garments with drawn swords 
in their hands.” In another, an Iranian colporteur selling Bibles appears to 
his enemies to be “always surrounded by soldiers.”48 Graham makes it clear 
that angels are not to be thought of as “effeminate weirdos.”49 

In its first imprints the subtitle of Graham’s book was “God’s Secret Agents.” 
This was an apt image for the height of the Cold War, and one which suggested 
stealth, risk, and perhaps some discreet brutality, which was appropriate for 
some of the narratives he related. For the second edition of 1985, the subtitle 
was changed to “Ringing Assurance that We Are Not Alone.” The edgier and 
pulpier image is abandoned for something more ambiguous and comforting. 
This also indicates that he may have thought there was a need to tone down 
the more assertive and aggressive masculine aspects.50

The third reason Graham claimed to want to write a book on angels was 
to demonstrate their biblical pedigree and their contemporary value. While 
he does occasionally touch on historical theological approaches to angels, 
such as recounting Pseudo-Dionysus’s hierarchy, or literary depictions, 
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these take up a relatively small amount of space in his text. Graham more 
typically presents biblical depictions of angels (usually grouped themati-
cally into chapters, such as “angels as messengers,” “angels in the gospels,” 
“angels in the ministry of Christ,” “angels in prophecy,” etc.) and then pro-
vides commentary. These biblical depictions are often augmented with 
contemporary real world accounts of angels, sometimes these accounts 
being autobiographical in nature. An example of this is occurs in the chapter, 
“Angels Protect and Deliver Us.” Graham opens this chapter by explaining 2 
Kings 6:14‒17, which recounts the prophet Elisha being protected from the 
Syrian army at Dothan by an army of angels, and Acts 27:23‒25, where the 
apostle Paul tells his fellow survivors of a shipwreck that an angel reassured 
him of their safety. From this Graham briefly considers the possibility of a 
guardian angel being assigned to every Christian at birth, based on Matthew 
18:10. He then goes no further than this in terms of biblical exposition and 
exegesis, but then follows this up with two more contemporary illustrative 
stories. The first story is one that he heard from his father-in-law, L. Nelson 
Bell (1894‒1973) about an angelic visitation in China, and the second is 
one that he heard from Corrie ten Boom (1892‒1983), which was about 
her experiences in the Ravensbrück concentration camp. In this second 
narrative, Graham recounts how ten Boom hid a Bible under her clothing 
during inspection time, and it was not noticed by the prison guards due to 
what she felt was the presence of angels.51 From this Graham concludes that 
Christians should be “encouraged and strengthened! Angels are watching; 
they mark our path.”52 This is followed by additional examples from the 
Bible and contemporary narratives. By interweaving both kinds of narra-
tives, Graham is both grounding his assessment of angels in Scripture, and 
suggesting contemporary relevance. 

At this point two general observations can be made with regards Graham’s 
work on angels, before drawing broader comparisons his angelology and that 
of Lewis’s. While Graham firmly grounded his angelology in Scripture, his use 
of contemporary stories, though illustrative, can sometimes seem unrelated 
or tenuous at best. In a narrative from early in the book he recounts the story 
of how a Chinese woman and her child were attacked by a tiger. This was the 
narrative related by L. Nelson Bell. The woman called out for Jesus to protect 
her, and the tiger ran away. It is Graham himself who inserts the suggestion 
of angelic visitation by asking: “[h]ad God sent an angel to help this poor 
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ignorant Chinese woman?”53 Sometimes the point of the narrative is not 
even clear in terms of its relation to the theological point under discussion. 
In the chapter on “Angels as Messengers” he recounts a private conversation 
he had with then Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger. Kissinger told Graham 
about some of the problems facing the world, and Graham told Kissinger 
“he believed the world was experiencing an unseen spiritual war.”54 What 
Kissinger thought or said in reply is not recounted, and the narrative ends 
without explanation as to how it related to the theme of angelic messengers. 
Graham’s narratives seldom build to a coherent or developed theological 
point, and they are sometimes illustrative and sometimes not. Nevertheless, 
the stories on their own are compelling in their own right, in terms of their 
connection to exotic locations (China, remote missionary outposts) or 
famous persons (Corrie ten Boom, Henry Kissinger). 

The second general observation has to do with what appears to be one of 
Graham’s key impulses to write on angels, namely as a counter to what he 
sees as the wider cultural interest in Satan and the demonic. This includes 
not only those who would explicitly embrace Satanism, but also those who 
might find a distant fascination with it. He writes: “[w]e must not get so 
busy counting demons that we forget the holy angels.” He adds, sounding 
reminiscent of the angels of Mons story: “If your valley is full of foes, raise 
your sights to the hills and see the holy angels of God arrayed for battle on 
your behalf.”55 

Yet one has to ask, is the best way to counter Satan and the demonic to 
turn towards the angels? Graham indicates that the angels are not the only 
or even the primary means of countering the demonic. He does relate that 
“we are to rely on the Holy Spirit, who dwells within us” and only then in 
“addition we can count on the powerful presence of angels.”56 Further to 
this, he repeats Saint Paul’s warning: “We are not to pray to angels. Nor are 
we to engage in ‘a voluntary humility and worshipping’ of them. Only the 
Triune God is to be the object of our worship and our prayers.”57 He even 
ends the book, as one would expect from Billy Graham, with a petition for 
the reader to make a decision for Christ. Graham certainly finds angels and 
their power entrancing, and his readers no doubt share in this fascination, 
but like Lewis, he stops short of taking them as a substitute for the God of 
Scripture. 
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C. S. Lewis and Billy Graham: An Assessment

Due to their influential status amongst evangelicals in the second half of the 
twentieth century and up to the present, the views of Lewis and Graham would 
hold enormous popular sway on any theological topic. That they had bestselling 
books (which continue to sell) on a marginal topic such as angels and demons, 
does attest to that status, but it also shows their ability to sense wider public 
curiosity. Beyond this intuitiveness, are there any other general points that can 
be taken away regarding both Lewis and Graham and the subject of angels?

First, Lewis and Graham had as one of their main goals to draw readers 
back to a more biblically faithful and orthodox view of angels. Graham works 
directly from the pertinent biblical passages on angels, while Lewis tends 
to draw from later theologians who have more developed and speculative 
theologies. 

Both also present their views as orthodox responses to inappropriate or 
insufficient representations that they find in the wider culture. Graham is 
more explicit in this aspect as he sees himself working against a growing 
popular interest in the antithesis to the angelic, namely the demonic. Lewis 
on the other hand seeks to rekindle a wider public interest by imaginatively 
reworking their literary and artistic depiction, which had become tired and 
banal. Both Lewis and Graham attempted to impress upon their audiences a 
sense of their awe and power. Lewis does the better job by developing a more 
nuanced and imaginative depiction of that power, showing how angels and 
demons support and attack us morally and psychologically. Graham tends 
more often to invoke masculine tropes of weapons and warfare, or showing 
angels at work in situations of physical precariousness, but they are usually 
brief or suggestive depictions. 

Finally, for all their effort towards achieving a restoration of the image 
of the angel, there remains the lingering concern of giving them too much 
attention. Both Lewis and Graham recognize that while they are providing 
a corrective in terms of our understanding of angels, they realize that angels 
are not comparable to the majesty and power of the God that they serve. 
This is the point of their writing to be most considered in our increasingly 
angel-saturated religious culture. Harold Bloom, whose outsider stance 
has previously provided some insight into this matter, has articulated well 
the situation now posed to orthodox Christians. Though he means it as an 
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affirmation of what he called the “American Religion,” we can perhaps take 
it more as a sobering warning:

There is … an ancient tradition of enmity between the fallen angels and Adam, 

and an even more archaic rivalry between good angels and the first man. Saint 

Paul may be the figure in whom all the tensions between angels and humans 

came together. Like Augustine after him, Paul is so central to Christianity, both 

Catholic and Protestant, that the current prevalence of angel worship among 

us is an even more extraordinary phenomenon than initially it may seem to be. 

We forget the Pauline admonitions because, slowly but massively, an American 

angelology is developing among us, and not just among the Mormons, and the 

Pentecostals, and New Age networks, but among Roman Catholics, Southern 

Baptists, Jews, and across the religious spectrum … For us, they become images 

of our freedom: from the past, from authority, from the necessity of dying. And 

for many among us, I suspect, the angels are well-nigh independent of God.58

For Lewis and Graham such independence would not be up for consid-
eration. The question is whether this is also the case for their current and 
ever growing readership.
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Book Reviews
The Case for Biblical Archaeology: Uncovering the Historical Record of God’s 
Old Testament People. By John D. Currid. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 
2020, 288 pp., $22.50 paper.

John Currid wrote The Case for Biblical Archaeology to show the usefulness 
of archaeology in biblical studies. As Currid points out, his goal is not to 
prove the Bible but to show that it is grounded in history. This is an attempt 
to push against the modern tendency to view the world in an ahistorical way 
and the increasing biblical illiteracy in the western world (3-4).

The Case for Biblical Archaeology is intended to be an introduction to the 
field. The first section is an overview providing a geographic description of the 
land of Israel, a history of modern archaeology, and the development of the 
current excavation techniques. The final chapter of this introductory section is 
a brief history of the Near East from the Neolithic period to the Iron II period.

After the introductory surveys, Currid delves into the heart of the book: 
excavations. The second section is a list of archaeological sites organized 
by region (Galilee, Jezreel, Negev, Shephelah, Jordan river valley, southern 
coastal plain, and central highlands). Significant sites are listed in each region 
with a couple paragraphs about the dating of each site and the important 
discoveries there. At the end of each description is a short list of recent publi-
cations about the site, both excavation reports and more specialized studies. 

The final section of the book is about society. Currid examines the develop-
ments of specific cultural aspects like architecture, ceramics, and agriculture. 
These specialized discussions are not tied to any specific site but instead trace 
general trends in ancient Palestine for each time period from the Neolithic 
to the Iron II. 

The layout of the book is inviting to readers who are new to Near Eastern 
archaeology. Currid utilizes many photographs from excavations as well as 
maps of the ancient Near East and Israel/Palestine throughout the chapters. 
The appendices also contain tables to show the chronology of the ancient 
Near East and extrabiblical texts that mention Israelite and Judean kings. The 
additional information helps to orient a reader who may be unfamiliar with 
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the land of Israel, and the interspersed photographs brings the archaeological 
site to life for those who have not seen an excavation before.

Though the book is designed to be introductory, readers might not be 
prepared for the contents of the book based upon the title. The Case for 
Biblical Archaeology: Uncovering the Historical Record of God’s Old Testament 
People may give the impression that Currid is concerned with history or the 
biblical text, but these concerns are treated as secondary to archaeology. The 
format of the second section of the book is by region but the sites within the 
region are organized alphabetically. The result is that a site like Tel Kinrot, 
which is most significant in the Iron age, is followed by Sha’ar Hagolan which 
is a Neolithic site (82). With this type of organization, a coherent history is 
difficult to construct. Since most sites contain remains from multiple time 
periods, the time period under discussion changes every paragraph or two, as 
each site is examined from the earliest strata to the latest strata. In addition, 
the references to biblical events are only presented in some of the sites either 
because the identification with a biblical city is unknown or the time period 
is outside of the biblical range (like Neolithic sites).

A final note on the secondary nature of biblical history is that many major 
events are not addressed. For example, it seems that Currid assumes the late 
date for the exodus (ca. 1200 BC) because it is mentioned under the Iron I 
period (1200-1000 BC). However, it is treated in a single phrase, “the Isra-
elites escaped from Egypt and subsequently conquered Canaan/Palestine 
from the east” (65). The only additional information is a footnote stating 
that there has been much discussion and to see Waltke’s work on the date 
of the exodus. The exodus is not discussed any further in the book. Many 
other major historical events in the Bible are similarly treated with only a 
passing glance.

The critique of Currid’s emphasis on archaeology, is not meant to undercut 
the value of the work. Currid provides a great introduction to the history of 
archaeology and current research being done in modern Israel/Palestine. 
The challenge of being so archaeologically focused is the audience. This work 
is perfect for archaeology students who are interested in the history and 
practice of archaeology. However, it would be much more challenging for 
someone expecting a work on Old Testament history. For an Old Testament 
class, this is an excellent resource for further study on a specific site or region 
rather than a text to read cover to cover. For example, if someone is studying 
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Shiloh and desires to connect the biblical text with the archaeological record, 
Currid provides a brief overview of the site and further resources. This could 
help the non-archaeologist quickly discover if the site contains significant 
occupation levels from the period that they are studying and what further 
resources have been published on that site and the broader region. Currid’s 
archaeological survey is a great resource for those who are desiring a deeper 
understanding of archaeology and the land of Israel.

Nicholas J. Campbell, PhD Student
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Genesis. By John Goldingay. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2020, 832 
pp., $59.99 paper.

In Genesis, Goldingay attempts to provide the church a resource that enables 
readers to understand the foundational work to the First Testament in par-
ticular as well as the entire Bible as a whole. John Goldingay is a well-known 
scholar in Old Testament literature. A committed churchman, Goldingay is 
ordained in the Church of England. Goldingay uses his substantial knowl-
edge, love for the Scripture, and work in Old Testament studies to provide 
a wealth of information to the studies of Genesis.

Goldingay structures his work in a recurring pattern. He first provides a 
translation based upon previous work (xi). After he translates a section, he 
utilizes an abundance of resources to provide a running commentary. These 
resources range from early Jewish and Christian works, Reformation theo-
logians and Medieval Jewish works, to the theologians of the 20th century, 
and finally to 21st-century studies.

He begins the work with the standard introductory remarks found in 
commentaries. He addresses the setting of Genesis within the Pentateuch, 
the First Testament, and the Bible, describing it as “both complete and 
incomplete (2).” Though noting the standard division of Genesis with the 
Hebrew word tôlədôt, Goldingay organizes it into four parts (1:1-11:26, 
11:27-25:11, 25:12-35:29, and 36:1-50:26). He also acknowledges his 
understanding of the book including “fact and fiction…historical narrative 
and works of the imagination” (4). He briefly discusses the use of stories, 
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the origin of Genesis (including a reformed view of the JEDP theory), and 
the discussion of the text chosen for the commentary (the MT).

The four parts are structured in the same way. A brief treatment of the 
contents and their relation to the Scripture is provided as an introduction 
to that section. The part is then divided into sections as represented in the 
MT (though exceptions do occur, such as his decision to divide 2:4b-25 
from 3:1-24, 49). Goldingay then provides his translation. He includes his 
reasoning for translations in substantial footnotes (or, alternatives found in 
other versions). Following his translation, he interprets the section. He offers 
an overview of the material and then divides it into sections of Scripture (e.g., 
15:7-12, 249). Next, Goldingay briefly discusses the implications of that 
section.  The depth of treatment, and the length of each part, are determined 
by the text and the issues related. For example, Goldingay devotes four and 
a half pages to discussing the implications for “Fall, Original Sin?” (83-87) 
and nothing to death of Abraham. 

Goldingay’s work demonstrates an intimate knowledge of studies in 
Genesis, extending beyond the textual work by including pertinent areas 
of research (for example, Goldingay discusses Melchizedek and God’s rela-
tionship to people of other religions, 239). He weaves germane social issues 
into his implications from the text (304). Concerning the creation account, 
Goldingay ties humanity’s responsibility to live in conjunction with creation, 
“as a citizen of the world,” not ravishing the earth for its resources (40). He 
brings to light connections to other Scriptures outside of Genesis (357), 
draws out inferences from Jewish literature (709), and includes discussions 
where scholars hold differing views (303-304). It is a well-rounded com-
mentary, providing a wonderful balance between scholarly material and 
treatment and practical discussions for the church. In this, John Goldingay 
has achieved his purpose.

One benefit of Goldingay’s work is the canonical approach he takes in his 
commentary and interpretation. He draws out parallels between accounts 
such as Abram’s experience with famine in Gen. 12 and the future interaction 
between Egypt and Israel (217). He also presents the distinctions in accounts. 
For example, he contrasts the experiences with Sarah and Abraham in 12:10-
20 and 20:1-18. Another helpful contribution of this book is the adherence 
to the text. While he briefly discusses the trinitarian implications of the three 
men in Gen. 19. he reminds readers that there is nothing definitive by which 
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to make this reasoning (310-312). His work also displays appropriate timeli-
ness. While not neglecting the issues related to the text and culture, he draws 
implications that are relatable today. His discussion of women in general, and 
Hagar specifically, benefits the scholar and the church (270-271).

However, Goldingay does draw confusion at times. One is left wonder-
ing at his comments at the outset, “Genesis tells a story … One way of 
categorizing them is to divide them into fact and fiction” (4). He denies 
that Genesis is bound to either one, ultimately determining them to be 
similar to a TV sitcom. He states, “It thus combines factual data with the 
fruits of the author’s active imagination and reflection” (5). It is difficult 
to determine how one can view something written as fact or flourishment. 
For example, the reader is left to doubt the actual age of Abraham and 
Sarah (218, 316). His referral of certain accounts as “historical parables” 
may increase that confusion (102, 125). Though this confusion appears, it 
does not diminish Goldingay’s contribution to Pentateuchal studies, nor 
does it defy orthodox beliefs.

John Goldingay offers the church and the academy a fresh and timely 
work on a timeless book of Scripture. His familiarity with multiple areas 
is displayed throughout his work. Scholars will be led into further fields of 
research, while those who love the book of Genesis will be reinvigorated with 
the biblical account. While not always conservative, his work is orthodox 
and will prove to be a well—used tool for years to come.

Robert Howell, PhD Student
Columbia International University

The Person of Christ: An Introduction. By Stephen J. Wellum. Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2021, 206 pp., $18.99 paper.

Christological confusion abounds! From secularists to evangelicals, Jesus’s 
question— “Who do people say that I am?” (Mark 8:27)—resounds still 
today. The confusion is evident as divergent answers proliferate both inside 
and outside the church. Stephen J. Wellum—professor of Christian theology 
at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, author of God the Son Incarnate 
(Crossway, 2016) and Christ Alone (Zondervan Academic, 2017) and co-author 
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of Kingdom through Covenant (Crossway, 2012/2018) and God’s Kingdom 
through God’s Covenant (Crossway, 2015)—summarizes the biblical answer: 
“Jesus is the divine Son, the second person of the triune Godhead, the Lord of 
glory, who in time assumed a human nature, so that now and forevermore he is 
the eternal ‘Word made flesh’ (cf. John 1:1, 14)” (14). Wellum has written The 
Person of Christ as a concise introduction to the doctrine of Christ “to equip 
the church to know the basic biblical teaching about who Jesus is and how the 
church has theologically confessed the identity of Jesus throughout the ages” 
(16). To accomplish this task, Wellum has laid out the doctrine of the person 
of Christ in nine chapters grouped into three parts: (1) the biblical data, (2) 
the historical development, and (3) a theological summary.

In Part 1, Wellum begins unfolding the biblical data with a brief meth-
odological excursus highlighting the necessity of doing Christology from 
above, which “starts with the triune God of Scripture and his word, and it 
seeks to identify Jesus’s person and work from within the truth of Scripture” 
(24). Doing Christology from above necessitates an intratextual approach 
to Scripture that seeks to understand and articulate Jesus as he is presented 
in Scripture’s own framework and categories. From there, Wellum expounds 
Christ’s identity as constructed upon four central themes running through-
out Scripture—God, humanity, sin, and redemption—as well as the major 
covenants comprising the biblical storyline (chap. 2). Narrowing in on the 
New Testament, Wellum elucidates Christ’s implicit and explicit claims 
found throughout the Gospels (chap. 3) and the apostolic affirmation and 
exposition of Christ’s self-identification (chap. 4).

Part 2 begins with a concise explication of the rise of extrabiblical terminol-
ogy (i.e., “Trinity” and “hypostatic union”) from the early church’s struggle 
to faithfully proclaim all that Scripture teaches regarding the identity of the 
Lord Jesus Christ. The process of doctrinal formulation often occurred in 
light of and in response to heresy—expositions of the faith deemed to be 
deficient deviations from sound theology (chap. 5). This process eventu-
ated in the Chalcedonian Definition, which serves as “the benchmark of 
orthodox Christology” (102). However, Chalcedon itself was not the final 
word on Christology as various points required further clarification. Wellum 
highlights four such points—enhypostasia, the communicatio idiomatum, the 
extra Calvinisticum, and dyothelitism—which the church saw as necessary 
entailments of Chalcedon for the maintenance of a fully divine and fully 
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human Savior (chap. 6). Part 2 concludes with a critical examination of recent 
Christological proposals—ontological and functional kenoticism—which, 
Wellum argues, fall short of the bar set by Chalcedon (chap. 7).

In Part 3, Wellum brings all of the biblical and historical data together in a 
theological summary of the identity of Jesus Christ (chap. 8). He introduces 
and explains ten propositions regarding the person of Christ grouped into five 
subsections: “The Divine Son,” “The Incarnation,” “The Two Natures,” “A New 
Covenant Head,” and “Lord and Savior.” Responding to various objections and 
answering certain conundrums, Wellum brings all of the data together to explain 
what it means that Jesus is God the Son incarnate. This whole project is grounded 
upon the centrality of Christ in the revelation and plan of the triune God (chap. 
9), with the foundational aim of calling “the church back to what is central: the 
glory of Christ” (179). The glory of Christ is beheld through meditating on the 
biblical and confessional portrayal of Jesus, and when churches maintain Christ’s 
glory as the center, they enjoy greater life and health. 

Throughout The Person of Christ, Wellum adroitly weaves the biblical data, 
historical theology, and clear theological insight into an eminently accessible 
introduction to Chalcedonian orthodoxy. Despite employing specific parts 
to treat different topics, the author never gives the impression that any topic 
is detached from the others. Rather, throughout the volume, Scripture is the 
ground from which tradition arises and as the source from which tradition 
draws its vitality. Wellum deftly illustrates how the extrabiblical categories 
did not arise as an imposition upon the biblical text but as necessitated by 
a proper interpretation of the text itself. Thus, Scripture is clearly portrayed 
as the norming norm (norma normans) with tradition as the normed norm 
(norma normata). This style results in a robustly biblical presentation of 
the necessity of Chalcedonian categories, which bolsters Wellum’s critical 
evaluation and rejection of kenotic Christologies on those very grounds. 
Wellum’s work serves as an excellent example of how to move from biblical 
text to theological formulation. By way of minor critique, however, though 
this concise work is thoroughly trinitarian—emphasizing the processions 
and missions, inseparable operations, subsisting relations, and the like—it 
offers scant data concerning eternal generation. Wellum clearly affirms and 
utilizes this category throughout, but the readers are left wondering what 
eternal generation actually entails. As discussion regarding this doctrine has 
proliferated in recent years, Wellum’s clear writing and emphasis on biblical 
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theology would be an interesting and helpful contribution to this discussion.
In conclusion, The Person of Christ is an exceptional introduction for 

“the average reader” (16) and—if employed—will accomplish its goal of 
equipping the church for deeper and richer reflection on our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ. Such reflection is a much-needed anchor and will bring with 
it health and vitality for individuals and churches.

Alex C. Tibbott, PhD Candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 

How the Body of Christ Talks: Recovering the Practice of Conversation in the 
Church. By C. Christopher Smith. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2019, 
207 pp., $16.99 paper.

In How the Body of Christ Talks, C. Christopher Smith provides the church 
with a healthy reminder of conversation’s intrinsic role in the transformational 
well-being of the church. Smith believes that all Christians are “created to live 
most fully and most healthfully in conversation” (6). The impetus for this 
work is Smith’s desire to find answers to the question “How do we learn to talk 
together in our church when we have been formed by a culture that goes to 
great lengths to avoid conversation?” (8). Ultimately, Smith argues for lifestyles 
disciplined in the art of conversations that reflect God’s loving care and that 
cultivate growth and flourishing within the church and in society (8, 181-182). 

As a Christian and active participant at Englewood Christian Church in 
Indiana, Smith has experientially noticed our disjunctive cultural and eccle-
siastical moment, and he seeks to speak into the church’s relational deficit 
by focusing on how we ought to converse with others inside and outside of 
the church. How the Body of Christ Talks is a beneficial resource for bridging 
interpersonal communication gaps, and the writing itself models what an 
irenic tone can sound like.

His aim in catalyzing transformational conversations in communal settings 
begins with God. Chapter one sketches Smith’s theology of conversation. From 
there, he divides the book into three sections or aspects along the conversational 
path to communal flourishing. Section one, “Setting Out on the Journey” 
covers conversational dynamics, complexities, conversational manner, and 



Book Reviews

169

techniques. Section two, “A Spirituality for the Journey” addresses how one 
exists in our world at the spiritual and conversational levels of human exis-
tence by highlighting the concepts of “prayer, abiding, and preparation” (83). 
Section three, “Sustaining the Journey” covers how to continue in the journey 
of conversational communities of transformation even when it’s hard. Lastly, 
Smith concludes by holding up for us the “radiant life” of living in intentional 
relationships built from meaningful dialogues (185-186).

Smith’s book deserves a wide reading among church leaders and laymen 
interested in developing healthier, transformative conversations that lead to 
a fruitful belonging within the body of Christ. He compassionately writes to 
men and women who are ostensibly unaware of the damaging neglect that 
comes from personal and relational withholding. He wants his readers to 
understand that they exist as social, conversational beings whose conver-
sational comportment impacts individual and communal flourishing (92). 

The author wisely emphasizes the neglect of Christian imagination in living 
out the church’s presence among each other in the world. Perhaps more than 
any other cognitive faculty, the imagination gets underwhelming attention 
in fostering healthy ecclesiastical culture, and therefore one can appreciate 
Smith’s insightful point. He maintains that the church’s common malady is 
that “[w]e rarely have meaningful, sustained conversations” in the body of 
believers that makeup our local churches (7). We can receive excellent Bible 
teaching and hold membership in a church founded on good doctrine, but we 
can fall prey to a lack of “imagination for how to embody” godly relationality 
and caring conversations (7). What ideas could our churches come up with 
if we encouraged space and time to practiced imagining what might be if we 
take God’s words seriously? I believe taking Smith’s warning seriously can 
foster more meaningful participation in the lives of others to the glory of God.

While this work merits attention for those involved in practical theology 
and church life, I am not convinced there aren’t better resources on conver-
sation available for the church. Anyone interested in picking up this resource 
is invited to consider the following observations.

This book will likely have you resonating with Smith’s value for fostering 
belonging within the church. However, his portrayal of belonging faintly 
connects to the gospel throughout his book. I think that his conversation 
about how “we belong to one another in Christ’s body,” while absolutely true 
and glorious, is a proposition that must be built on, and not isolated from, 
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the explicit gospel message which necessarily connects a sinner’s belonging 
to God through the cross to a sinner’s belonging in God’s family (8). This is 
reality we must consistently get right in church life because, if we’re honest, 
we don’t want to belong to or create a culture of belonging for people who 
are too different from us. Belonging to and being part of the diversity of 
people who comprise the church is too risky and uncomfortable to handle 
a part form the gospel that secures our acceptance in Christ. The incohesive 
aspects of a local body of believers can only grow more fragmented when 
the gospel is inconsistently and implicitly related to the church’s people.

Lastly, How the Body of Christ Talks is a book we disjunctive churches 
should care about but should read carefully. Smith presumably holds to 
some theological distinctions that he outright affirms or at least tips his hat 
to. First, Smith clearly constructs his approach to human conversation from 
social trinitarianism (see 12ff. in his book). Secondly, Smith exemplifies 
a non-complementarian church model that may be foreign to churches 
of reformed traditions (see 160). Lastly, Smith implicitly condones the 
acceptance of homosexuals (practicing or celibate?) into church member-
ship (see 159). Whether you stand in defense of or in disagreement with 
Smith’s convictions on these points, there is much in his book which equips 
Christians for more conversationally skillful ministry practices.

Christians have many good things to learn from C. Christopher Smith in 
How the Body of Christ Talks. His insights are thought provoking and relevant 
to our current context, and his book provides helpful instruction on how to 
practice conversing with intentionality. 

C. Jordan Williams
PhD Student, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 
Student Pastor, Shadowbrook Church, Suwanee, Georgia

The Story of Creeds and Confessions: Tracing the Development of the Christian 
Faith. By Donald Fairbairn and Ryan M. Reeves. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2019, 
vii + 396 pp., $34.99.

Donald Fairbairn and Ryan Reeves are both distinguished historians in 
church history. Fairbairn currently teaches at Gordon-Conwell Theological 
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Seminary where he focuses on salvation, Christ, and other church doctrines 
as they were handled in the early church (Grace and Christology in the Early 
Church). Reeves is professor of Historical Theology at Gordon-Conwell 
as well. His academic interests and research include Reformation studies, 
specifically Calvin and Luther, and the English Reformation (English Evan-
gelicals and Tudor Obedience, c.1527-1570). This book seeks to answer the 
question of the value of creeds and confessions in the Christian tradition 
since they often do not have the language of scripture. The thesis of this book 
is that these confessions and creeds are “indispensable” because they draw 
the believer into greater understanding of the Christian faith and guide the 
believer in reading the scriptures. 

This book is divided into five sections that categorize five time periods in 
Christian history. Parts 1 and 2 are to assess the development and overview 
of creeds in the first 500 years of the church and then the late Patristic period 
from 600-900 A.D. Specifically, part one describes the eb and flow of the 
development of the trinity and Christology in the early creeds and how 
that was impacted by the Roman government. In Part 2, the authors then 
describe the process that took place to clarify those creeds and give stronger 
definitions as to ease confusion between various bishops and sects within 
the Christian church. As these definitions begin to be parsed out, the church 
(east and west) is using the government to drive their desired outcome for 
these definitions which in the end causes a rift between the Latin West and 
the Greek East. Some of this conflict, as noted by the authors, is driven by 
the various emperors of Rome for the sake of unity within the empire. 

In Parts 3 and 4, the book walks through the difficulties and challenges of a 
consistent faith. When Martin Luther inaugurated the Reformation, various 
communities and cities around Europe took hold of this momentum and 
broke from the Roman Catholic church, which left these new groups with a 
need to define their faith. Since the church was so interwoven with the state, 
the various groups had to put forth a document in their cities explaining 
what they believed and “confessed” so that they were considered acceptable. 
Parts 3 and 4 explain the shift from “creed” to “confession” by detailing 
that the Reformers were not creating a different religion and moving from 
the ecumenical creeds of the early faith. Rather, they were arguing against 
false doctrines that had arisen in the church and defending their positions 
according to Scripture. 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 25.2 (2021)

172

Finally in Part 5, the authors conclude the discussion of the creeds and 
confessions by discussing how they are used in our contemporary context. As 
the Reformation in Europe began to slow down, the writing of confessions 
only increased in England and the Americas. The authors point out that as 
denominational fragmentation increased in the American colonies, so too 
did the confessions fragment and multiply to fit the needs of the various 
denominations and churches. This same sentiment resonates with the rest 
of the world, as social justice issues and issues of morality continued to grow 
and expand globally, churches began to write various confessions in response 
to the needs of the community. 

Reeves and Fairbairn have done an excellent work to present the devel-
opment of creeds and confessions throughout the church’s past. This book 
lends itself to be somewhat introductory but has deep insights into the 
doctrinal disputes that lead to forming various distinctions in denomina-
tions and beliefs through time. The book presents the history of the world 
through the lens of the church’s dogmatic debates and somewhat proves that 
from the early church through the late Patristic period the development of 
politics and government was more so led by the church’s debates and credal 
development rather than the emperor’s power. The book’s layout is helpful 
because of its division into five parts that focus on specific time periods; this 
is beneficial for those who are looking to study a specific time frame. One of 
the other major strengths of this book is the distinction between creed and 
confession. The emphasis on creeds as the development of essential faith 
helps distinguish the use of confessions as a guide that was only developed 
in response to the needs of the society of the community. 

Reeves and Fairbairn’s work is excellent, but due to the amount of time 
periods that the authors try to cover through this book, it seems to be lack-
ing at various sections. Part three of the book, which focuses on the Middle 
Ages, lacks the most. More work done here would have helped bridge the 
gap in the conversation between the end of the creeds and beginning of the 
confessions. There is only one page that is dedicated to the work of Aquinas 
and there is little other conversation in regard to the work of other authors 
during the Middle Ages, aside from Peter Lombard. The time period between 
A. D. 900 and 1500 was pre-reformation, yet it was not without doctrinal 
development. The majority of the chapter focuses on the papal upheavals that 
occurred during this time that helped cause the fracturing of Christendom. 
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Aside from this, the book is contributing a great addition to the history 
of credal development and how confessions have impacted the church. The 
book gives guidance to the reader in the conclusion as to how confessions 
can still shape the church today and how they will continue to influence the 
church in years to come. The conclusion is also helpful because it describes 
how the contemporary confessions seek ecumenicism and a return to the 
creedal statements of the early church. 

Overall, this book is a wonderful addition to any church historian’s library. 
This book is a fine resource for students who are working through creeds and 
confessions, as well as researchers who need something to give an overview 
through various centuries. This book will serve the field well in providing 
perspective on the unity of the church throughout history and how the there 
is a common creed among all Christians. 

Joshua P. Fritz, PhD Student
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Street, John D. Passions of the Heart: Biblical Counsel for Stubborn Sexual Sins. 
Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2019, 308 pp., $15.00 paper.

Passions of the Heart by Dr. John Street is a helpful, informative, and soul-search-
ing work for counselors, pastors, and Christians seeking help or seeking to 
help those entrapped in sexual sin. Street received a D.Min. from Westminster 
Theological Seminary and is currently a professor of biblical counseling at 
the Master’s University and Seminary in Southern California. He is also the 
president of the Association of Certified Biblical Counselors and has more 
than twenty years of study, teaching, and professional counseling of experience.

The book was written to take what Christ has done in his life, death, and 
resurrection and apply it diligently to the lives and hearts of those who wish to 
grow in the grace of Jesus Christ in their sexual lives. In other words, it is about 
“the struggle of fighting by faith, to grow increasingly in the grace purchased 
for us so that we look more and more like Christ who died for us” (xii). Street 
notes that sexual sin is like an animal ensnared in a trap. It is that feeling of 
being ensnared or enslaved. It is to this kind of person Street writes this book 
for, “perhaps you have tried everything you know to break the defeating grip 
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it has on you, yet your entire struggle has simply served to tighten it’s crippling 
hold” (xvi). In a word, this book’s purpose is to free those in stubborn bondage. 

Section One is designed to help the reader understand the complexities 
of the human heart. Street begins by stating that the Bibles tells us that the 
human heart has an immense capacity for self-deception. Here he notes, “It 
is commonplace for the heart to assume that it is better than it really is; it is 
customary for the heart to believe its own innocence and then presume the 
goodness of its own motivations” (3). Not only is the human heart self-deceived 
it is a perpetual idol factory. It intends to worship itself rather than its creator, 
this is what he calls ‘functional idolatry of functional gods.’ The human heart 
is the control center or “the dwelling place of your thought life” which lead to 
passions in the heart. These passions “will consume your thinking, determine 
your plans, form your intentions, master your cravings, and focus your purpose” 
(33). For those who feel the sense of sexual captivity with their sin, Street 
speaks directly to them who might experience the death of hope, usefulness, 
the conscience, relationships, time, resources, the body, and godliness. 

Section Two identifies eight critical predispositions of the heart that set the 
stage for sinful sexual indulgence and bondage. It is here in section two where 
Street’s contribution is most evident. Street tells the story of a counseling case 
he had years ago in which a counselee had memorized verses, had a robust 
understanding of the biblical worldview, and had taken intentional steps towards 
repentance, yet was still enslaved to his habitual sin of masturbation. It wasn’t 
until Frederick (the counselee’s name) mentioned that he sinned sexually when 
he got angry or frustrated that Street had his “a-ha” moment. This led him to the 
conclusion that, “sexual idolatry always has a heart context that can come from 
a wide range of idols” (91). Or again later, “A heart problem of idolatry without 
a context is a formula for continuing idolatry” (91). Street argues that under-
girding all sexual sin is the sin of covetousness or self-gratification. This kind of 
covetousness expresses itself in at least one idol of desire (“I hurt” or “I hunger”). 
These idols of desire give birth to two sets of maturing idols of desire. Anger, 
self-pity, fear, or discontentment become the underlining heart idols for those 
seeking solace from past hurt. Flattery, power/control, self-reward, and comfort 
become the underlining idols of those who hunger and want satisfaction in life. 

In other words, Street wishes pastors, counselors, and Christians to know 
that at the heart of all sexual sin is a covetous heart ruled by sensual, self-seeking 
greed (Ex. 20:17; Deut. 5:21; Rom. 1:28-29; Col. 3:5). Such a truth can bring 
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great enlightenment to the passions of the heart as it tries to fight sexual sin. 
Section Three concludes the book by addressing biblically the motivations 

that fuel sexual sin. It presents a robust and clear doctrine of sanctification with 
an emphasis on sexual sin and achieving a pure heart. There seems to be nothing 
new or novel here except for the fact that it provides a helpful reminder that the 
gospel of Jesus Christ requires repentance of sin and rest in the finished work 
of Christ. However, the reader may find helpful Street’s comments at the end 
of Chapter Ten on dating and sex education for children as well.

Passions of the Heart is a book worth reading and worth reading slowly 
with someone who is trapped in sexual sin. The book is biblically rooted and 
theologically sound. It is a most helpful resource for counselors and pastors 
seeking to help those entrapped in sexual sin. Scripture fills every page and 
well-known biblical stories of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, David, and Solomon are 
used as timely illustrations to the concepts of the book. Each chapter ends with 
a list of helpful resources, study questions, and a list of key concepts for further 
study. The list of key concepts can be found in a helpful glossary of terms in 
the back of the book. The book also contains helpful tables and figures that 
aid the reader as they seek to understand the nature and effects of sexual sin. 
As for weaknesses, there are times that the concepts of the book feel over-ar-
gued and for that the book could have been shorter. However, the book does 
accomplish its most important goal namely that the reader is counseled by 
Street. It is a genuine prayer that many would take and read and be counseled 
by someone who knows the Bible, the human heart, and Jesus Christ so well.

Taylor Mendoza, PhD Student
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Divine Discourse in the Epistle to the Hebrews: The Recontextualization of Spoken 
Quotations of Scripture. By Madison N. Pierce. (Society for New Testament 
Studies Monograph Series 178) New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2020, 237 pp., $99.99 hardcover.

Madison Pierce, in her published dissertation, argues that the book of Hebrews 
represents an example of prosopological exegesis within the very early Christian 
movement. The prosopological method has been recognized by patristic 
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scholars in the writings of Justin Martyr, Tertullian, Augustine, and other early 
church leaders. Pierce convincingly demonstrates that this technique was in 
use by at least one of the biblical authors himself. In this way, Pierce builds 
on the work of Harold Attridge, David DeSilva, Michael Theobold, Matthew 
Bates, and many others. Bates, in particular, has advanced the analysis of this 
ancient technique in the last few years, with his Hermeneutics of the Apostolic 
Proclamation (Baylor University Press, 2012) and The Birth of the Trinity 
(Oxford University Press, 2015). While Bates focuses largely on Paul, Pierce 
extends research of prosopological exegesis to—and concentrates exclusively 
on—the book of Hebrews. In defining the prosopological method, Pierce 
asserts that the New Testament’s writers assigned “faces” (Gr: πρόσωπα), or 
characters, to “ambiguous or unspecified personal (or personified) entities” 
represented in verses of the Hebrew scriptures, developing and illuminating 
those texts by identifying them with the persons of the Trinity (4). In other 
words, New Testament writers and early interpreters—looking back to the 
Hebrew Bible in light of Christ—understood unidentified speakers to be, 
in fact, divine speakers. Most often, these passages were read as intra-divine 
discourse between the Father and the Son.

In the book of Hebrews specifically, Pierce identifies a clear pattern of 
divine speech. Nearly all of the thirty plus scripture citations in Hebrews 
can be attributed to one of the three “divine participants” (22)—Father, 
Son, or Spirit. In fact, the heart of Pierce’s book (chapters 2-4) is arranged 
according to divine speaker, not according to the chronological appearing 
of texts in Hebrews. One chapter is devoted to each speaker, which, Pierce 
argues, allows her to highlight the patterns developed by the author’s uses 
of scripture for each person of the Trinity. Pierce goes on to demonstrate 
how the citations identified as divine speech appear in a repeated pattern: 
the Father speaks, then the Son speaks, then the Spirit speaks.

The first chapter of Divine Discourse in the Epistle to the Hebrews is appro-
priately devoted to defining terms and methodology. The last chapter (six) 
of ten pages offers a brief conclusion. In between, Pierce commits one chap-
ter to each of the divine speakers and one chapter to demonstrating how 
the structure of Hebrews was built around three repeated cycles of divine 
speeches. More specifically, chapters 2 and 3 feature examples of “intra-divine 
discourse” in which the Father addresses the Son and the Son responds to 
the Father—all through unclear or unspecified Old Testament citations the 
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author identified and characterized with divine speakers. Chapter 4 highlights 
“extra-divine discourse” in which the author of Hebrews characterizes the 
Holy Spirit speaking to the community of believers. For example, Hebrews 
3:7-8 declares, “So, as the Holy Spirit says: ‘Today, if you hear his voice, do 
not harden your hearts as you did in the rebellion.’” Pierce argues that it is 
almost always the case that the Spirit is the divine speaker who addresses the 
community (though there is the likely exception of Hebrews 13:5, in which 
it may be all three divine persons speaking directly to believers). Chapter 5 
dives into the oft-debated issue of the structure of Hebrews. Pierce maintains 
that “one proposal in particular, one that shows Hebrews to be one letter in 
three sections, is to be preferred” (175).

Overall, Pierce’s monograph is thoroughly researched and covers a good 
amount of ground with an efficiency of words. At a practical level, reading 
through the monograph at times feels like taking a deep into the finest nuances 
of a given text and periodically coming up for air and to reconnect to the 
overarching issue of divine discourse. Pierce explores numerous facets of each 
text—the semantics and syntax of its original context, its reception history 
and translation to the Septuagint (and the complex factors involved with 
this history alone), and the finest details of the citation in Hebrews itself. She 
uses this deep-dive technique to her advantage, however, in that she demon-
strates how the author of Hebrews appropriated each citation uniquely. There 
was no one-size-fits-all approach to “recontextualizing” biblical texts to fit a 
theological schema. Pierce gives detailed attention to the unique challenges 
related to each verse and to the theological ramifications of appropriating it 
in the particular place the author did so. In this, Pierce avoids both an overly 
generalized treatment of citations and an atomistic reading of original texts.

Perhaps the greatest criticism of the monograph is one Pierce acknowledges 
herself—she concentrates attention on key passages that fit the pattern of 
intra- and extra-divine discourse through the first ten chapters of Hebrews but 
spends little time devoted to the scriptural citations in the last three chapters of 
Hebrews. Giving less attention to these latter passages presents a challenge to 
the pattern of divine speech that Pierce presents (Father speaks to the Son, Son 
responds to the Father, Spirit addresses the community), although it does not 
thereby undermine her thesis. The limited treatment Pierce gives to Hebrews 
11-13, however, does appear as an afterthought; and more attention to these 
substantive verses would have considerably improved the overall analysis.
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Pierce’s monograph will be of special interest to at least three distinct 
groups of scholars. First, anyone studying the book of Hebrews’ use of the 
Old Testament will want to engage seriously with this volume in order to 
better understand the author’s complex handling of the Hebrew Bible. Second, 
those engaged in researching the development of Trinitarian theology will 
find Pierce’s work insightful, as it firmly grounds such theological under-
standing in the development of the New Testament itself, not in some sort 
of retrospective bias. Third, scholars seeking to understand the exegetical 
methods of the earliest Christian church will benefit from the careful and 
meticulous research packed into this relatively short book.

Aaron M. Rosenau
Pastor, Faith Lutheran Church, Appleton, WI
PhD Student, Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

A Beginner’s Guide to New Testament Studies: Understanding Key Debates. By 
Nijay K. Gupta. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2020, xii + 196 pp., $24.99 paper.

Nijay K. Gupta is currently Professor of New Testament at Northern Semi-
nary and is Editor-in-Chief of the Bulletin for Biblical Research. This present 
volume is geared toward those who are new to the field of NT studies and 
would be well-suited for seminarians or Bible college students who are just 
beginning their studies. Specifically, it intends to introduce new students 
to some major issues in NT scholarship as well as the key players in those 
discussions. As a work meant for beginning students, it does not require any 
knowledge of the biblical languages to be read profitably.

The book is divided into thirteen short chapters, each dealing with a major 
topic of debate. These chapters cover a wide range of topics, ranging from 
source criticism to justification in Paul. Each chapter spans approximately 
thirteen to fifteen pages. The short length of each chapter is intentional since 
Gupta aims to simply introduce his readers to the debates and not to win 
them over with argumentation. 

Each of these chapters contains at least two perspectives on the issue 
at hand as well as Gupta’s concluding remarks. After surveying the major 
positions, Gupta also includes further reading which ranges from beginner 
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to advanced level and he also includes literature written by proponents of 
those views so that students can read the arguments for themselves. At the 
end of the book, there are two indices, one for authors and another for 
Scripture. Overall, the organization of the book is clear and easy to navigate. 

In general, Gupta does an excellent job of organizing his material in a clear 
and accessible manner. For example, in his discussion of the Synoptic Problem, 
Gupta not only describes the various hypotheses, but he also provides some 
illustrations of the models of literary dependence which provides clarity for the 
new student (6-7). In other places, Gupta helpfully provides tables and charts 
so that the reader can quickly see, for example, a comparison between Matthew 
and Luke on the Lord’s Prayer (10) or the allusions to Jesus’s teachings in Paul 
(49). Pedagogically and organizationally, the book’s presentation is praiseworthy.

On the whole, Gupta even-handedly represents the major perspectives 
before offering his own comments on the topic under discussion. For exam-
ple, in his chapter titled “Paul and the Jewish Law” in which he discusses the 
“New Perspective,” Gupta introduces the reader to the chapter by presenting 
various tensions and questions that scholars have raised about Paul’s views 
on torah and the Mosaic law (74-75). He then proceeds to summarize the 
significant contributions that scholars such as Krister Stendahl, E. P. Sanders, 
James D. G. Dunn, and N. T. Wright have made to the field (74-76), before 
discussing the criticism that such scholars and their work have faced from 
the likes of Frank Thielman, Simon Gathercole, Stephen Westerholm, D. A. 
Carson, Peter O’Brien, and Mark Seifrid (77-78). Regarding his own conclud-
ing thoughts at the end of each chapter, Gupta does not “take sides” in the 
debates. The tenor of his reflections is that the debates are complicated and 
lively, and the reader will be hard-pressed to identify Gupta’s own position. 

As a modern introduction to NT studies, A Beginner’s Guide to New Tes-
tament Studies also seeks to introduce readers to newer trends in scholarship 
such as empire studies. Although the “kingdom of God” has been a subject 
of earlier scholarship, Gupta notes that NT scholars have only recently 
begun to develop more interest in the political and religious data of Roman 
antiquity (121). Specifically, Gupta understands the rise of empire studies 
as being correlated with the rise of postcolonial criticism, and he notes that 
scholars engaging in empire critical work have taken an interest in the ways 
in which the NT and early Christian writers have either been supportive or 
critical of the Roman empire (122). Gupta sees empire studies in a positive 
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light because “attending to the imperial context of early Christianity and the 
apostolic writings . . . has brought fresh readings to all kinds of texts . . . and 
it has helped to fit these works into a wider sociopolitical context” (130). 
For Gupta, empire studies have implications that extend beyond the realm 
of scholarship. These implications have a bearing on church life, particularly 
as it concerns the relationship between church and government.

Gupta has undertaken an ambitious project to present some key debates 
that have been ongoing in NT studies, and he does so in a way that attempts 
to be even-handed to all of the perspectives that he has included in his work. 
It is accessible for beginning students who are studying the NT, Gupta 
has clearly written this book with pedagogical effectiveness in mind. This 
succinct book serves as a complement to those larger, more text-oriented 
introductions to the NT by allowing students to understand issues in NT 
scholarship from a birds-eye view, and both professors and students would 
benefit from having this book on a class syllabus.

Stephen Yi Xia, PhD Student in New Testament
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Living in Union with Christ: Paul’s Gospel and Christian Moral Identity. By 
Grant Macaskill. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2019, xvi +157 pp., 
$24.99 cloth.

Living in Union with Christ: Paul’s Gospel and Christian Moral Identity is a popular-
ized version of Grant Macaskill’s Union with Christ in the New Testament (Oxford 
University Press, 2013) which previously explored how union between God and 
the redeemed is represented across the theology of the New Testament, setting 
systematic and historical theology in dialogue with biblical studies. Integrating 
robust biblical exegesis and theology, Macaskill introduces his current work 
as an “exercise in the practical theological interpretation of Paul’s Epistles” by 
asking: “As Christians who are committed to seeing Scripture as normative 
for our thought and practice, how then must we think and act today?” (vii). 

Speaking primarily to evangelical pastor-theologians, Macaskill argues that 
popular evangelical subculture “does not necessarily sustain the theological 
heritage that lies behind it” (40). Consequently, this subculture’s account of the 
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gospel has developed the wrong view of the “Christian self” because it assumes 
that morality depends on one’s own efforts and downplays how the Holy Spirit 
realizes the moral presence of Jesus in one’s life (40-41). Moreover, Macaskill 
argues the church’s neglect of classical trinitarian theology in both academic and 
popular evangelicalism often leaves Christian morality “functionally Christless” 
(viii) with a “devastating effect on concepts of discipleship” (43). In other words, 
for Macaskill there is “a functional neglect of the place of Jesus” in the reality of 
one’s saved life to the point that Paul’s statement, “I no longer live, but Christ 
lives in me,” (Gal. 2:20) loses meaning. Essentially, Paul’s gospel has morphed 
into “a deficient understanding of the Spirit, seen as a kind of independent force 
of transformation rather than one who very specifically realizes the moral pres-
ence of Jesus in our lives” (41). In addition, Macaskill illuminates the problem 
of Charles Taylor’s “buffered self”––the modern concept of individual identity 
which masks our relational encounters with others. For Macaskill, this buffering 
turns us inward into ourselves rather than opening us to the “indwelling presence 
of another,” such as Jesus “who has the power to transform us” (7). He concludes 
that such inward turning results in deterioration of ethics and discipleship, and 
thus, this form of individualism is itself sin, causing further sin. 

The first chapter offers a critical analysis of recent scholarly developments 
in Pauline ethics, which Macaskill contends have become influential at the 
popular level, but fail to adequately deal with Paul’s understanding of moral 
identity or agency. These academic debates include the “New Perspective 
on Paul” (E. P. Sanders and N. T. Wright), Virtue approaches to Pauline 
theological ethics (Adasdair MacIntyre, Stanley Hauerwas, and James K. 
A. Smith), the “Apocalyptic Paul” School ( J. Louis Martyn, Douglas A. 
Campbell, Susan Eastman), and “Imitation of Christ” scholarship (Richard 
Burridge), which is popularly conceptualized as the “What Would Jesus Do?” 
movement. Macaskill illustrates how many current gospel versions originating 
from New Testament scholarship commodify righteousness as capital (i.e. 
social status) in exchange with God. This exchange is tantamount to legalism 
because moral identity becomes separated from Jesus and laced in a self-un-
derstanding which assumes the self can make autonomous moral choices. 

Chapter 2, “Paul’s Moral Crisis,” is foundational for the remaining book, 
laying out how Paul represents Christian moral identity “in Christ,” linking 
imputation language with identity. Chapter 3, “Baptism and Moral Identity,” 
and Chapter 4, “The Lord’s Supper and Someone’s Else’s Memory,” consider 
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the core symbolic practices of the Christian community as grounds for moral 
conduct. These, he says, shape believers’ identities as they identify with Christ, 
experience baptism, and remember his death. Chapter 5, “Crying ‘Abba’ in 
the Ruins of War,” focuses on Galatians 4 and Romans 6–7, examining the 
concept of adoption and Christian identity in the here and now. Macaskill 
contrasts this new self with the mistaken notion of “becoming better versions 
of ourselves” (112). Chapter 6, “One Little Victory: Hope and the Moral Life,” 
examines the retrospective shaping of lives in light of past struggle and conflict 
compared to the prospective view with the hope of ultimate transformation. 

Chapter 7, “Concluding Synthesis,” continues to unpack the meaning of 
Galatians 2:20: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me.” Macaskill 
stresses Paul’s “disruption of his sense of self-subsistence as crucial to his new 
identity,” meaning that Paul is no longer self-contained despite retaining his 
particular identity (128-129). In other words, one’s diverse identity is not simply 
absorbed or dissolved in the process of uniting with Christ. This is because a 
relationship with Christ involves “indwelling” which is distinct from ordinary 
relationships where the self is not determined by one’s self but by the Spirit who 
“works to unite an individual self to the goodness of Jesus” (130). The chapter 
is conceptually rich, ranging from Macaskill’s quibble with John Barclay’s Paul 
and the Gift to a “provocative” example of the church’s debate with same-sex 
relationships and LGBTI identity. Whatever the issue, Macaskill encourages 
Christians morally identified in Christ to care for others with love rather than 
dismissing or labeling other members with whom they disagree (140). 

Committed to the theological interpretation of Scripture, Macaskill inte-
grates biblical and theological studies with practical implications applicable to 
the contemporary life of the church. He critically engages opposing positions 
with a profound awareness of the surrounding background debates while 
presenting convincing exegetical evidence. Thus, his dialogue with weighty 
scholarship aids readers less familiar with pertinent academic debates. 

Macaskill orients the book for practical theology and the life of the church. 
For example, he strategically limits footnotes and biblical scholarship and 
transliterates Greek for those without language training. Even so, his discus-
sion regarding Greek grammar can still prove challenging for non-specialists. 
One key example comes in chapter 3, when understanding the importance of 
the aorist tense or reflexive verbs with middle voice is important for grasping 
the significance of his exegetical analysis. 
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Nevertheless, pastor-theologian Macaskills’ scholarship offers a timely gift 
to both the academy and church––a deceptively small, yet densely-packed and 
critically robust practical biblical-theological treatise. It is best suited for pastors 
and seminary students seeking to: 1) deepen an understanding of union with 
Christ, and 2) evaluate discipleship programs from a Trinitarian framework 
by re-considering the Holy Spirit’s agency in Christian moral development. 

Elizabeth Mehlman, PhD Student 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 

Analyzing Doctrine: Toward a Systematic Theology. By Oliver D. Crisp. Waco, 
TX: Baylor University Press, 2019. 280pp. $39.99, hardcover.

Oliver D. Crisp is Professor of Analytic Theology and Director of the Logos 
Institute for Analytic and Exegetical Theology at the University of St. Andrews 
(UK). Crisp is a prolific author and thinker, publishing numerous works in 
the realm of analytic theology and serving as the Senior Editor of the Journal 
of Analytic Theology and co-editor of the Oxford Studies in Analytic Theology.

As the sub-title of Analyzing Doctrine indicates, this is Crisp’s initial foray 
into creating a traditional systematic theology canvassing the various loci of 
Christian doctrine. As this suggests, Crisp isn’t attempting to provide a com-
plete magnum opus with this work—it is the beginning of a project. As he 
notes, he hopes to “provide something like a dogmatic sketch of some of the 
main load-bearing structures around which a systematic theology would be 
built” (2). Given this goal, he begins with a brief defense of analytic theology 
before examining those “main load-bearing structures.” He begins with the 
debate over classical theism and theistic personalism wherein he opts for a via 
media—what he calls “chastened theism.” Next, he examines divine simplicity 
and suggests a “cut down model” that can jettison some of the more difficult 
aspects of the doctrine such as the pure-act distinction without losing the core 
claim of simplicity (54). Following these chapters, he writes on God’s eternal 
purpose, Christ’s incarnation anyway, original sin (where he offers a “moderate 
Reformed account”), the virgin birth (where he interacts with Andrew Lin-
coln, agreeing that the virgin birth isn’t necessary but arguing that it is true and 
fitting), dyothelitism, theosis (or salvation as participation), and resurrection.
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Given this brief overview, I intend to spend most of the review critically 
interacting with the book as it deserves. Anything Crisp writes is of the highest 
academic quality and warrants serious interaction. I begin with areas of either 
disagreement or modest dissatisfaction. First, I think his definition of classical 
theism is curious. He is right that classical theism is “a term of art that encom-
passes a family of views” but his formal definition for the Trinity is odd (39). 
He defines classical theism as confessing the Trinitarian belief that God exists 
“eternally as one entity” (41). Nowhere does he previously use the language of 
“entity,” so it is difficult to firmly ascertain what he means here. Moreover, the 
classical tradition typically uses “being” rather than entity. Maybe Crisp means 
the same thing, but it’s not clear. Furthermore, most definitions of classical theism 
focus on the divine attributes rather than trinitarian views. Crisp may be right 
that the Trinity should be included in the definition, but if he is, I would prefer 
a clearer definition and reasoning for including the Trinitarian content.

Second, and in the same vein, I’m worried about his definition of theistic 
personalism. He claims that they “regard God as a person like human persons, 
only greater and more perfect” (42). Essentially this means they deny divine 
transcendence. But I don’t think all theistic personalists are trying to deny tran-
scendence or bring God down from heaven to be a creature only greater and 
more perfect. This may be what is implicit in many of their views but I don’t 
think all of them are explicitly attempting to do this.

Third, Crisp argues that original guilt is unjust but doesn’t critically interact 
potential rejoinders or with the federal headship account that purports to explain 
just this. For example, he claims that “For surely the ascription of moral properties 
and responsibility to a particular agent requires the agent in question to be the 
proper subject of such properties” (149). For those coming from the Reformed 
tradition, I think Crisp needs much more argumentation to make a convincing 
case. Now, to be fair to Crisp, he does provide a more detailed argument along 
these lines in other works. Therefore, if one is committed to reading further, they 
can uncover some of the loose ends left here.

Fourth, I am unconvinced by his claim that the virgin birth is unnecessary 
(though it is true for Crisp). It appears that Crisp is only able to make this claim 
by begging the question on original sin. If original sin is propagated as much of 
the Christian Tradition has suggested, the virgin birth is indeed necessary to 
avoid sin in Christ. Therefore, his claim that it is unnecessary is unmotivated 
for a large segment of Christianity.
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Moving from the potential negatives, I want to highlight several strengths. 
First, as always, Crisp’s writing style and clarity are superb. Reading Crisp is 
a delight, whether you agree with him or not. While he writes and engages 
thinkers at the highest intellectual level his explanation and prose are largely 
accessible. Second, for those seeking a moderate Reformed account of var-
ious important dogmatic loci, Crisp is a great model. He offers modified 
versions of classical theism, simplicity, and original sin. These are likely of 
great interest to those that find critiques of classical theism as serious but are 
unwilling to desert the larger Christian tradition. Third, due to his desire to 
modify various traditional doctrines, Crisp has actually done a great service 
in distilling the various “core claims” of these essential doctrines. No matter 
one’s opinion of his conclusions, their own understanding of the necessary 
conditions for each doctrine will be greatly sharpened.

In sum, I would largely recommend the book—particularly for under-
graduate or graduate students in either systematic theology courses or those 
focusing on the doctrine of God or Christology. Crisp is a serious thinker 
and provides serious content worthy of contemplating and wrestling with. 
His approach to focusing on the “main load-bearing structures” is also ben-
eficial for undergraduate students who don’t have the bandwidth to engage 
a fuller systematic theology. With this volume they will be introduced to the 
key debates that should first be engaged by any student. While I have my 
quibbles with some of his conclusions as noted, the writing style and overall 
interaction and summary with the material is invaluable.

Jordan L. Steffaniak, PhD Student
University of Birmingham

The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self: Cultural Amnesia, Expressive 
Individualism, and the Road to Sexual Revolution. By Carl R. Trueman. 
Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020, 432 pp., $34.99.

Every generation needs individuals like the men of Issachar in David’s day, 
“who had understanding of the times, to know what Israel ought to do” (1 
Chron 12:32). These men knew their contemporary culture and historical 
situation, which, in turn, guided them to properly respond to it. Christians 
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today should take time to understand the contemporary culture so that 
they might respond in the most biblical and responsible way. A plethora of 
resources and books exist today to aid in that work. One new contribution 
is Carl Trueman’s, The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self: Cultural Amne-
sia, Expressive Individualism, and the Road to Sexual Revolution. Insightful 
and stimulating the whole way through, this book chronicles the rise of a 
concept of the self that permeates our culture today. Trueman is a professor 
of biblical and religious studies at Grove City College. He has previously 
taught church history at Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia, 
and is a well-published and widely respected evangelical church historian. 

At the heart Trueman’s project is to answer the following question: How 
is the statement ‘I am a woman trapped in a man’s body’ a coherent and 
meaningful statement in our culture today? Trueman notes that, for previ-
ous generations, that statement would not be coherent. In fact, it may invite 
laughter. And yet, in our culture, to even challenge the validity of that state-
ment has the potential to invite fierce reaction. A massive intellectual and 
cultural shift has occurred to create a change in the mind. Trueman asserts 
that it is a certain shift in the understanding of the self that has opened the 
door to allow (even demand) coherence in the above statement. He explains 
his thesis: “At the heart of this book lies a basic conviction: the so-called 
sexual revolution of the last sixty years, culminating in its latest triumph–the 
normalization of transgenderism–cannot be properly understood until it 
is set within the context of a much broader transformation in how society 
understands the nature of human selfhood” (20). By ‘self ’ he means how 
people understand themselves in relation to others; how they understand 
their purpose, or what makes them happy.  

To summarize the evolution of the modern concept of the self as told 
in this book is beyond the contours this review. One must read the book 
itself to learn this history. However, by highlighting some of the key figures 
featured in this book, one may begin to grasp where certain ideas came from 
in modern society. Some key thinkers and their influence on modern society 
that Trueman examines are as follows: With Jean-Jacques Rousseau and the 
Romantic poets, identity took an inward psychological spin. According to 
these writers, human beings must look inward to understand who they are. 
In fact, society is often to blame for their shortcomings and they must be 
liberated from it. “If individuals today – be they avid sports fans, shopaholics, 
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or transgender people – place an inner sense of psychological well-being at 
the heart of how they conceptualize happiness, then they stand in a cultural 
line that includes Rousseau and the Romantics” (194). Friedrich Nietzsche, 
Karl Marx, and Charles Darwin make their contribution by bringing the 
death of the metaphysical and teleology in human nature. Nothing outside 
of the individual contributes authoritatively in understanding his identity: 
“If society/culture is merely a construct, and if nature possesses no intrinsic 
meaning or purpose, then what meaning there is must be created by human 
beings themselves” (195).

The next set of thinkers tie identity to sexual expression. Sigmund Freud, 
Trueman argues, is arguably “the key figure in the narrative of this book” 
(203). Freud’s influence does not come from his view of psychoanalysis, 
which is now mostly defunct, but rather from providing the West with a 
“compelling myth . . . . That myth is the idea that sex, in terms of sexual desire 
and sexual fulfillment, is the real key to human existence, to what it means 
to be human” (204). Freud convinced the West that sexual expression is the 
key to understanding human identity. Later thinkers accept Freud’s assertion 
that humans are inherently sexual and marry that to Marx’s understanding 
of history as a history of oppression. The history of oppression becomes the 
history of sexual oppression by society that has placed limits on individu-
als’ sexuality. Moreover, that oppression is psychologized. Because human 
identity is understood as internal and psychological, to challenges someone’s 
sense of identity by, say, forbidding or frowning upon certain sexual acts, is 
seen as oppressive. 

What this leaves modern society with is a concept of human identity 
that is self-defined; moreover, it is defined fundamentally by sexuality. This 
helps explain certain realities of modern culture. First, given the history just 
summarized, it is not surprising that there are groups of people today who see 
their identity at its core to be centered on their sexual identity. For example, 
if someone identifies as gay, he is not saying something merely about his 
sexual preference, but rather he is saying something about the core of who 
he is. His sexual orientation is central to his identity. Moreover, if sexual 
expression and pleasure are central to human identity, it makes sense of the 
rise of pornography and no-fault divorce. Sex is no longer seen as part of a 
larger committed relationship that centers on duty and family. Rather, sex 
is merely recreational pleasure. 
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The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self is an excellent piece of cultural 
analysis. Trueman succeeds at his goal of explaining how the statement “I 
am a woman trapped in a man’s body” has become meaningful and coherent 
in today’s society. This statement is coherent today because today’s social 
imaginary accepts a view of the self that has deep historical roots. Trueman 
finds those roots and tells the history well. He illuminates for the modern 
man more about the world he lives in and helps him to understand his cul-
ture better. The fact that mere verbal dissonance to the sexual revolution 
can be seen as “oppressive” did not merely come from nowhere. A long 
history of thinkers have contributed to this reality. Despite the length and 
complexity of Trueman’s argument, he tells the story clearly and he tells it 
well. As a master teacher, he often circles back and recaps points to help 
the reader keep the larger narrative in mind. Finally, although the realities 
that this book chronicles are not something Christians celebrate, Trueman 
avoids being pessimistic or succumbing to diatribe. He soberly defines our 
current situation and challenges the church to respond faithfully. All too 
often, believers merely want to lament over the modern world. As Trueman 
points out, “Simply lamenting that we are not holding better cards is of no 
practical value” (384). This book helps believers understand the cards they 
are holding so that they might better play them. Although not so much a 
critique, a question that came to mind while reading was this: How will the 
modern self clash with Islam in the future? With the rise of Islam in the West, 
particularly in Europe, how might Islam’s social imaginary, much different 
than the modern secular West’s, clash together? The answer only time will tell.

Any Christian (or even non-Christian) who wants to better understand 
modern society, particularly the issues surrounding the sexual revolution, 
The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self is a great resource. Pastors and 
Christian leaders especially should take the time to read this book as it will 
help them to grasp more thoroughly the various issues that they must con-
front in the modern world. Trueman has given the church an illuminating 
and stimulating work. 

Dalton Bowser, PhD Student
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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