Matters of Spirit and Body #2

“Angels Are Spirits…But Not God”

selected Scriptures

Last Sunday we began a series of studies under the heading “Matters of Spirit and Body.” Immediately this brings to mind God and humankind, and the purpose of this study is to see the similarities and differences between the two. Yet there is another category that warrants our attention—angels. As we will see, angels are neither miniature gods nor upgraded humans. They are a class of their own, and this evening we will consider where they fit in with this pursuit.

Angels Are Spirit Beings

First, angels are spirit beings. David Jeremiah writes, “A basic, stripped-down definition of angels is that they are spirit beings from outside this world.”
 So each angel is a spirit. But what does that mean? A. W. Tozer defines the word this way:

Spirit means existence on a level above and beyond matter; it means life subsisting in another mode. Spirit is substance that has no weight, no dimension, no size nor extension in space. These qualities belong to matter and can have no application to spirit. Yet spirit has true being and is objectively real.

Angels are real, but without material substance as we think of it. They apparently have no physical nature, no breath or blood.
 They certainly do not have a material, fleshy body such as humans have.
 The Bible indicates angels are more often invisible to human eyes.
 They do have, however, the ability to appear on occasion. This freedom to appear is, of course, subject to the will of God but evidently operative at the will of the angel.

Like both God and humans, angels have the capacities to think, feel, and choose—they are, by definition, personalities. But some people have questions about them that ought not concern us. The old debates about how many angels can dance on the head of a needle, or how many angels can be crowd into a telephone booth or a Volkswagen hardly merits our attention.

Usually angels are invisible, but when natural law is transcended by divine miracle, the natural eye may see the spiritual reality. An illustration is provided in 2 Kings 6:17. In answer to Elisha’s prayer, the Lord “opened the eyes” of the prophet’s servant who saw “the mountain full of horses and chariots of fire round about Elisha.” In like manner Elisha saw the “chariot of fire, and horses of fire” when Elijah went up by a whirlwind into heaven (2 Kings 2:11). In the New Testament, angels appeared to a number of individuals, as well.
 

In many popular depictions, angels are winged creatures. More often than not in the Bible, however, angels appear in humanlike form. The only winged beings mentioned in Scripture are cherubim and seraphim (the singular forms are cherub and seraph). God stationed cherubim at the east entrance of the Garden of Eden with a flaming sword to guard the tree of life (Gen. 3:24). In Ezekiel’s vision (chapters 1 and 10), cherubim are called “living creatures.” Each cherub is described as having four faces—of a man, lion, ox, and eagle. Each has four wings; two are stretched upward and two downward to cover his body. 

Seraphim are mentioned in Isaiah’s vision of the heavenly temple in Isaiah 6. They have six wings and can fly. These beings appeared human in form, apart from their wings.
 The ministry of the seraphim is to glorify the name and character of God in heaven. Their ministry relates directly to God and His heavenly throne, because they are positioned above the throne—unlike the cherubim, who are beside it. Students of the Bible have not always agreed on the duties of the seraphim, but we know one thing: they are constantly glorifying God.

Cherubim, on the other hand, seem to have a primary purpose of guarding. In Genesis 3:24, we see cherubim guarding the tree of life in Eden. In the tabernacle in the wilderness designs representing the guardian cherubim formed a part of the mercy seat and were made of gold (Exodus 25:18).

Do other angels have wings as well? There are some occasions when angels are said to fly. The angel Gabriel “came to me in swift flight” in Daniel 9:21. The reference to flying may imply that Gabriel has wings, though the means of movement is not specified. Revelation 14:6 records the vision of the apostle John of an event in the coming great tribulation. He says, “Then I saw another angel flying in midair,” announcing terrible judgment on unbelievers. What sort of angel this is, we are not told. 

Do angels have wings? They do not have material wings, in the sense of flapping in flight for bodies with weight. Since angels are spirits, they have no weight. They certainly could move without physical wings. Their wings, when pictured, may symbolize the reality of their swiftness to execute God’s wishes, just as wind and fire symbolize their fast and fervent service. It may be that the wings of the seraphim in Isaiah 6:2, which cover their feet and faces, symbolize their reverence of God’s presence. Surely this is not the commonly conceived use of wings. Wings, then, may be pictures of angels’ genuine complete swift obedience and service.

Angels, then, are spirit beings, with some similarities to God and to humans. There are other substantial ways, however, that angels are vastly different than both God and humanity.

Angels Are Separate Beings

Angels are separate beings, in a class of their own. Let's first consider how angels are separate from God and then how they are different from human beings.

Most importantly, angels are created beings. Paul writes in Colossians 1:16, “For by Him [Jesus] were all things created that are in heaven, and that are in earth, visible and invisible, whether they be thrones, or dominions, or principalities, or powers; all things were created by Him and for Him.”
 Angels are definitely included in all that God created.

Therefore angels are not eternal—having no beginning and no end—as God is. They are immortal, meaning that once created, they never cease to exist, much like human souls. They are not subject to death or destruction.

Furthermore, angels are not omnipresent as God is. Angels are limited with regard to space. This is evident because they must move from one place to another. In Daniel 9:21–23, an angel moved swiftly from someplace probably in heaven to Daniel’s side. In Daniel 10:10–14, an angel was delayed on his errand by another spirit being. Here a time limitation corresponds with spatial limitation. If a time lapse is involved in their changing locations, this means they are localized. They are not omnipresent (present all places at once); nor ubiquitous (present in many places at once), but defined and with one location at a time and always somewhere.

Angels are limited in knowledge, unlike God who is omniscient, all-knowing, infinite in knowledge. Jesus said in Matthew 24:36 and Mark 13:32 that the angels don’t know the time of His second coming to the world, and that this was knowledge even He himself did not possess while on earth. But God in heaven always knows “the end from the beginning.” 

Angels are also limited in power, though their power is indeed staggering to behold. But powerful as angels are, they are not omnipotent like God. They have no force of their own, and are in fact impotent without God. They exercise only the energy God channels through them. Angels would have no power if it were not given them from above. And what they have been given is limited.

Thus angels are not identical with God in any way, shape, or form. We should not confuse angels, whether visible or invisible, with the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity. Angels do not indwell men; the Holy Spirit seals them and indwells them when He has regenerated them. The Holy Spirit is all-knowing, all-present, and all-powerful. Angels are mightier than men, but they are not gods and they do not possess the attributes of the Godhead.

Billy Graham adds, “It is no mere accident that angels are usually invisible. Though God in His infinite wisdom does not, as a rule, permit angels to take on physical dimensions, people tend to venerate them in a fashion that borders on worship. We are warned in Romans 1:24-25 against worshiping the creature rather than the Creator. We do not pray to angels. Nor are we to worship them. Only the Triune God is the object of our worship and of our prayers.”

Angels are also separate from human beings, too. You and I are spiritual beings, as angels are. But unlike angels, we’re also physical beings. And unfortunately, here on earth our physical nature tends to overshadow our spiritual nature.

Though the masculine gender is always used with the word “angel,” there is no distinction of sex with these beings. Jesus said of resurrected believers in Matthew 22:30, “They neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are as the angels of God in heaven.”
 They do not share the human capacity of reproduction, having been created initially in adequate numbers for them to accomplish God’s purpose for them.
 Contrary to a popular mythology, there is absolutely no scriptural warrant for the idea that a person becomes an angel after he dies.

Angels appear in two states in Scripture: “holy” or “evil” (sometimes “unclean”.) As noted previously, all angels were created by God, and since God cannot be directly involved in the creation of evil, all angels were originally created with holy natures.

At some point, however, one of the angels—namely, Lucifer—made a choice to rebel against God. I believe his downfall was recorded in two passages, the first being Isaiah 14:12-15,

How you have fallen from heaven, O morning star, son of the dawn! You have been cast down to the earth, you who once laid low the nations! You said in your heart, “I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God; I will sit enthroned on the mount of assembly, on the utmost heights of the sacred mountain. I will ascend above the tops of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High.” But you are brought down to the grave, to the depths of the pit.

The second text is Ezekiel 28:12-18,

“You were the model of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty. You were in Eden, the garden of God; every precious stone adorned you: ruby, topaz and emerald, chrysolite, onyx and jasper, sapphire, turquoise and beryl. Your settings and mountings were made of gold; on the day you were created they were prepared. You were anointed as a guardian cherub, for so I ordained you. You were on the holy mount of God; you walked among the fiery stones. You were blameless in your ways from the day you were created till wickedness was found in you. Through your widespread trade you were filled with violence, and you sinned. So I drove you in disgrace from the mount of God, and I expelled you, O guardian cherub, from among the fiery stones. Your heart became proud on account of your beauty, and you corrupted your wisdom because of your splendor. So I threw you to the earth; I made a spectacle of you before kings. By your many sins and dishonest trade you have desecrated your sanctuaries. So I made a fire come out from you, and it consumed you, and I reduced you to ashes on the ground in the sight of all who were watching.”

Revelation 12:3-4 states, “Then another sign appeared in heaven: an enormous red dragon with seven heads and ten horns and seven crowns on his heads. His tail swept a third of the stars out of the sky and flung them to the earth.” The dragon is positively identified as Satan, and the reference to “a third of the stars” is usually interpreted as one third of the angels rebelled with Satan.
 

Like human beings, then, angels could exercise their will to choose God or Satan. Unlike humans, however, angels do not appear to have the option to repent from their decision. Once the angels chose to remain loyal to God or to rebel with Satan, their decision seems to have been permanent in its effect. Their condition may be described as nonviolable and nonredeemable.

All angels, good or evil, now continue in their respective states as nonviolable. The lines have been drawn; their condition is unchangeable. Furthermore, evil angels are nonredeemable. Those that followed Satan in his sin fell decisively and are permanently left in their evil state without recourse or even the possibility of redemption. They are consigned to the lake of fire according to Matthew 25:41. 

What evidence is there for such a position? First, there is no record of any angel ever being delivered from sin. True, this is an argument from silence, which is never very strong; but if Christ’s redemption extended to angels, we could rightfully expect some mention of it in God’s revelation of the grace of His Son’s work. We read of many other accomplishments of the death of Christ besides the redemption of man, but nothing of the salvation of angels. We read of His cross as their judgment in John 16:11 and Colossians 2:14–15, but it is never presented as their blessing in any sense.

Second, there is the definite statement that Christ did not take hold of angels to save them, but only of believing man (Hebrews 2:16). He passed by angels to help man.

Third, it is implied in Hebrews 2:14–17 and is evident from the very nature of angels, that Christ did not and could not take upon Himself the nature of angels. Hebrews tells us that Christ saves those who are His “brothers” (2:11). He had to be made like them, in fact one of them, to save them; so He took upon Himself “flesh and blood” (2:14). This means that He entered into the race of men by the virgin birth, retaining His deity in essence (though not always its expression) and adding to His person sinless but genuine humanity. As the God-man He is a genuine representative of the race because He is truly human, as well as divine. On the cross, Christ was the effective Mediator between God and mankind because He was the God-man, representing both God and humanity in the settlement of our debt of sin. For mankind He suffered the penalty as a genuine substitute, since He genuinely participated in our humanity.

As fallen angels, demons are personalities with intellect, emotions, and will, just as God and humans. They are spirit beings morally perverted in their personality, in their doctrine, and in their conduct. They possess powers of superhuman intelligence, strength, and presence, though not to the level of God. The totality of their personalities and powers is directed against God and in accord with Satan’s leadership.
 Thus while there are similarities, angels (and demons) and separate beings from both God and humankind.
Angels Are Serving Beings

Third, angels are serving beings. Hebrews 1:14 asks rhetorically, “Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation?” Angels are basically servants of God who minister to humans.

In the Bible, our English word “angel” translates the Hebrew word mal’ak in the Old Testament and the Greek word angelos in the New. (This is why Los Angeles is called “The City of Angels.”) The core meaning of both those words is messenger. That’s the essence of who and what angels are. They are couriers for Someone other than themselves. They’re Someone else’s ambassadors, Someone else’s agents. They represent only Him, and never themselves. They are channels to carry only His information. They speak and act according to His instructions and they bear His authority.

The next time you read a Scripture passage about them, try substituting the word servant or messenger for angel to get a good feel for this crucial aspect of their essence. Apart from God, angels can do nothing and are nothing. Their very food and drink is to do his will and accomplish his work. And God’s will and work for angels is to communicate his messages, both by what they say and what they do.

They are His messengers. When they give us strength or enlightenment, it is God’s strength or enlightenment that they impart. Their encouragement is God’s encouragement. Their guidance is God’s guidance. Their protection is God’s protection. When they bring comfort, it is God’s comfort they offer. And when they bring wrath, it is God’s wrath they inflict.

God uses angels to work out the destinies of men and nations. He has altered the courses of the busy political and social arenas of our society and directed the destinies of men by angelic visitation many times over. We must be aware that angels keep in close and vital contact with all that is happening on earth. Their knowledge of earthly matters exceeds that of men. We attest to their invisible presence and unceasing labors. Let us believe that they are here among us.
 

Two other brief notes about angels and their relationship with humans. First is a common misunderstanding due to a poor translation of the original language in a verse of the Old Testament. David writes in Psalm 8:4-5, “What is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor.” Or, at least that’s how most English translations render that text. In reality, the Hebrew text uses the term ’ĕlōhîm, literally meaning, “God.” David literally wrote, “You man human beings a little lower than Yourself.” Scripture never says of an animal or plant or an angel that it is “a little lower than God.” As beautiful and full of variety as these created things are, none have that kind of glory and majesty. Only human life—all human life—is made “in the image of God” (Gen. 1:27).
 Thus angels, though more powerful and intelligent than we human beings, are not our superiors in value or worth.

The second verse to consider is 1 Corinthians 6:3, in which Paul asks, “Do you not know that we will judge angels?” Though the precise sense in which the saints are to judge angels is not explained, the pending judgment of angels is clear. Perhaps the saints will participate in the judgment upon fallen angels. However, the logic of Paul’s argument would be diminished if fallen angels are the angels in view. The astonishing news revealed here seems more likely to be that the saints will judge these remarkable spiritual beings whose natures are thoroughly good and who are the messengers of God delegated at times to watch over the saints in this very life.

Thus we conclude that angels are spirits…but not God. They have many similar spiritual characteristics as God, yet are not eternal or infinite in these attributes. Angels also have some similarities with human beings, yet they are in a class of their own, not to be considered a higher form of humans. At no time will humans ever become angels.

Angels were all created good and holy, but at some point (perhaps at the moment God created the universe) they were given a choice: stay true to God or rebel with Satan. Scripture seems to imply that one-third of the angels revolted against God and become demons, evil spirits, or fallen angels. They presently work under Satan to undermine God’s plan for His creation. They cannot be redeemed, however, and will ultimately spend eternity in Hell.

Perhaps the most fitting conclusion to this study is found in Revelation 21:8-9, “I, John, am the one who heard and saw these things. And when I had heard and seen them, I fell down to worship at the feet of the angel who had been showing them to me. But he said to me, ‘Do not do it! I am a fellow servant with you and with your brothers the prophets and of all who keep the words of this book. Worship God!’” Amen. 
�David Jeremiah, What the Bible Says about Angels: Powerful Guardians, a Mysterious Presence, God’s Messengers (Sisters, OR: Multnomah Books, ©1996).


�A. W. Tozer, God’s Pursuit of Man (Camp Hill, PA: WingSpread, ©2007).


�Jeremiah, op. cit.


�C. Fred Dickason, Angels: Elect & Evil (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, ©1995).


�Billy Graham, Angels: God’s Secret Agents (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, ©1975).


�Dickason, op. cit.


�Graham, op. cit.


�Merrill F. Unger, Demons in the World Today (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©1971).


�Paul E. Little, Know What You Believe (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1970).


�Graham, op. cit.


�Ibid.


�Dickason, op. cit.


�Little, op. cit.


�Dickason, op. cit.


�Ibid.


�Jeremiah, op. cit.


�Graham, op. cit.


�Ibid.


�Jeremiah, op. cit.


�Little, op. cit.


�Henry M. Morris, The Biblical Basis for Modern Science (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, ©1984).


�Little, op. cit.


�Dickason, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, The Swindoll Study Bible (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2017).


�Dickason, op. cit.


�Ibid.


�Little, op. cit.


�Jeremiah, op. cit.


�Graham, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit..


�Paige Patterson, Troubled and Triumphant Church: An Exposition of First Corinthians (Seminary Hill Press, ©2011).





PAGE  
6

