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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.


