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      “In Against the Darkness, Graham Cole demonstrates once again why he is considered a trusted theological voice for our time. Bringing his careful research and wide-ranging interaction with major theological voices throughout the centuries alongside his own fresh theological engagement, Cole applies his superb theological skills to the oft-neglected themes of angels, Satan, and demons. Moreover, this thoughtfully designed and accessible volume offers several fuller treatments of controversial subjects and challenging biblical texts, providing readers an opportunity to learn from Cole’s insightful wisdom. It is a genuine joy to recommend this thoroughly biblical, theologically faithful, and purposefully pastoral contribution to the highly regarded Foundations of Evangelical Theology series.”

      David S. Dockery, Chancellor, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

      “While the doctrine of angels and demons may be less central than doctrines such as the Trinity, the hypostatic union, and substitutionary atonement, nevertheless angels and demons play a role in nearly every other doctrine of the Christian faith. In fact, what Graham Cole successfully does in this volume is demonstrate just how important their role is to the outworking of God’s plans and purposes in creation, in providence, and in all of redemptive history. I am deeply grateful for the careful attention he has shown to biblical teaching, along with his fair and winsome interaction with scholarship throughout this volume. The Christian faith as well as the Christian life is affected by the role and activity of angels and demons in significant ways, and this volume goes a long way in informing us of just how much we may have been missing.”

      Bruce A. Ware, T. Rupert and Lucille Coleman Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

      “The structure of this book contributes to its appeal. The nine chapters cover the theological meat of the theme, the five excursuses address such sidebars as the meaning of Genesis 6:1–4 and how to test the spirits, and the three appendices survey adjacent but highly relevant themes (how these themes are treated in Islam on the one hand, and in various Christian creeds on the other). The book is comprehensive and edifying—and more important than one might initially think, in a culture that wants to be touched by an angel.”

      D. A. Carson, Emeritus Professor of New Testament, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School; Cofounder, The Gospel Coalition

      “In a modern secular age, it is all too easy for Christians to overlook the major source of conflict in the drama of redemption: the devilish powers of darkness that seek to seduce hearts away from the truth of the gospel with glittering images and empty promises. Graham Cole rightly reminds us that, while angels and demons are not at the heart of biblical revelation, to ignore them is to risk being blindsided. Against the Darkness is a model of how to judiciously read Scripture and formulate Christian doctrine on matters that are both peripheral and essential to the Bible’s main storyline. This is theology for the twenty-first-century church, and Cole helpfully draws out the pastoral implications of angelology and demonology—all the while never losing sight of the centrality of Jesus Christ and his lordship over the angelic and earthly realms.”

      Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Research Professor of Systematic Theology, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School; author, The Drama of Doctrine; Hearers and Doers; Biblical Authority after Babel; and Faith Speaking Understanding

      “We live in a culture that pretends the spiritual realm does not exist. Reducing that which is real to that which can be seen and touched, our culture catechizes its pupils in a worldview that dismisses angels and demons. It laughs at those who believe in the devil and his hell. So when we act disinterested in angels, Satan, and demons, we invite this secular outlook to control the biblical narrative. Although we profess faith in a God who has overcome the evil one, in reality our indifference reveals us to be practical atheists. Graham Cole exposes this blind spot, demonstrating that our theology of angels, Satan, and demons is not irrelevant but takes us to the center of the gospel itself. For if Christ has suffered for our sins and risen for our justification, then Satan no longer has power and victory over us. Read Against the Darkness and discover how God has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son.”

      Matthew Barrett, Associate Professor of Christian Theology, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary; Executive Editor, Credo magazine; author, None Greater

      “This is theology at its best. Written by one of evangelicalism’s finest theologians, Against the Darkness is biblical, systematic, pastoral, fresh, and faithful. It is exegetically driven, historically rooted, philosophically astute, globally aware, systematically related, and crisply written. And it is downright interesting, addressing pressing questions with carefulness and candor.”

      Christopher W. Morgan, Dean and Professor of Theology, California Baptist University; editor, Theology in Community series; coeditor, ESV Systematic Theology Study Bible

      “We commit heresy by contradicting or distorting Biblical revelation. We also commit heresy by politely ignoring the bits we find difficult or unacceptable! So even in orthodox circles, we commit heresy by ignoring what the Bible reveals about angels, Satan, and demons. We are syncretists, captive to the rationalistic Enlightenment. What we ignore in the Biblical revelation distorts our gospel preaching and teaching. Graham Cole’s excellent book is a timely and judicious study of what the Bible teaches on these topics, in the context of historical theology, contemporary thinking, and the practice of Christian life and ministry. He shows us that we must not misunderstand these topics, but that we also cannot ignore them. We need this book!”

      Peter Adam, Vicar Emeritus, St. Jude’s Carlton; Former Principal, Ridley College, Melbourne
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      Series Introduction

      Why another series of works on evangelical systematic theology? This is an especially appropriate question in light of the fact that evangelicals are fully committed to an inspired and inerrant Bible as their final authority for faith and practice. But since neither God nor the Bible change, why is there a need to redo evangelical systematic theology?

      Systematic theology is not divine revelation. Theologizing of any sort is a human conceptual enterprise. Thinking that it is equal to biblical revelation misunderstands the nature of both Scripture and theology! Insofar as our theology contains propositions that accurately reflect Scripture or match the world and are consistent with the Bible (in cases where the propositions do not come per se from Scripture), our theology is biblically based and correct. But even if all the propositions of a systematic theology are true, that theology would still not be equivalent to biblical revelation! It is still a human conceptualization of God and his relation to the world.

      Although this may disturb some who see theology as nothing more than doing careful exegesis over a series of passages, and others who see it as nothing more than biblical theology, those methods of doing theology do not somehow produce a theology that is equivalent to biblical revelation either. Exegesis is a human conceptual enterprise, and so is biblical theology. All the theological disciplines involve human intellectual participation. But human intellect is finite, and hence there is always room for revision of systematic theology as knowledge increases. Though God and his word do not change, human understanding of his revelation can grow, and our theologies should be reworked to reflect those advances in understanding.

      Another reason for evangelicals to rework their theology is the nature of systematic theology as opposed to other theological disciplines. For example, whereas the task of biblical theology is more to describe biblical teaching on whatever topics Scripture addresses, systematics should make a special point to relate its conclusions to the issues of one’s day. This does not mean that the systematician ignores the topics biblical writers address. Nor does it mean that theologians should warp Scripture to address issues it never intended to address. Rather it suggests that in addition to expounding what biblical writers teach, the theologian should attempt to take those biblical teachings (along with the biblical mind-set) and apply them to issues that are especially confronting the church in the theologian’s own day. For example, 150 years ago, an evangelical theologian doing work on the doctrine of man would likely have discussed issues such as the creation of man and the constituent parts of man’s being. Such a theology might even have included a discussion about human institutions such as marriage, noting in general the respective roles of husbands and wives in marriage. However, it is dubious that there would have been any lengthy discussion with various viewpoints about the respective roles of men and women in marriage, in society, and in the church. But at our point in history and in light of the feminist movement and the issues it has raised even among many conservative Christians, it would be foolish to write a theology of man (or, should we say, a “theology of humanity”) without a thorough discussion of the issue of the roles of men and women in society, the home, and the church.

      Because systematic theology attempts to address itself not only to the timeless issues presented in Scripture but also to the current issues of one’s day and culture, each theology will to some extent need to be redone in each generation. Biblical truth does not change from generation to generation, but the issues that confront the church do. A theology that was adequate for a different era and different culture may simply not speak to key issues in a given culture at a given time. Hence, in this series we are reworking evangelical systematic theology, though we do so with the understanding that in future generations there will be room for a revision of theology again.

      How, then, do the contributors to this series understand the nature of systematic theology? Systematic theology as done from an evangelical Christian perspective involves study of the person, works, and relationships of God. As evangelicals committed to the full inspiration, inerrancy, and final authority of Scripture, we demand that whatever appears in a systematic theology correspond to the way things are and must not contradict any claim taught in Scripture. Holy Writ is the touchstone of our theology, but we do not limit the source material for systematics to Scripture alone. Hence, whatever information from history, science, philosophy, and the like is relevant to our understanding of God and his relation to our world is fair game for systematics. Depending on the specific interests and expertise of the contributors to this series, their respective volumes will reflect interaction with one or more of these disciplines.

      What is the rationale for appealing to other sources than Scripture and other disciplines than the biblical ones? Since God created the universe, there is revelation of God not only in Scripture but in the created order as well. There are many disciplines that study our world, just as does theology. But since the world studied by the nontheological disciplines is the world created by God, any data and conclusions in the so-called secular disciplines that accurately reflect the real world are also relevant to our understanding of the God who made that world. Hence, in a general sense, since all of creation is God’s work, nothing is outside the realm of theology. The so-called secular disciplines need to be thought of in a theological context, because they are reflecting on the universe God created, just as is the theologian. And, of course, there are many claims in the nontheological disciplines that are generally accepted as true (although this does not mean that every claim in nontheological disciplines is true, or that we are in a position with respect to every proposition to know whether it is true or false). Since this is so, and since all disciplines are in one way or another reflecting on our universe, a universe made by God, any true statement in any discipline should in some way be informative for our understanding of God and his relation to our world. Hence, we have felt it appropriate to incorporate data from outside the Bible in our theological formulations.

      As to the specific design of this series, our intention is to address all areas of evangelical theology with a special emphasis on key issues in each area. While other series may be more like a history of doctrine, this series purposes to incorporate insights from Scripture, historical theology, philosophy, etc., in order to produce an up-to-date work in systematic theology. Though all contributors to the series are thoroughly evangelical in their theology, embracing the historical orthodox doctrines of the church, the series as a whole is not meant to be slanted in the direction of one form of evangelical theology. Nonetheless, most of the writers come from a Reformed perspective. Alternate evangelical and nonevangelical options, however, are discussed.

      As to style and intended audience, this series is meant to rest on the very best of scholarship while at the same time being understandable to the beginner in theology as well as to the academic theologian. With that in mind, contributors are writing in a clear style, taking care to define whatever technical terms they use.

      Finally, we believe that systematic theology is not just for the understanding. It must apply to life, and it must be lived. As Paul wrote to Timothy, God has given divine revelation for many purposes, including ones that necessitate doing theology, but the ultimate reason for giving revelation and for theologians doing theology is that the people of God may be fitted for every good work (2 Tim. 3:16–17). In light of the need for theology to connect to life, each of the contributors not only formulates doctrines but also explains how those doctrines practically apply to everyday living.

      It is our sincerest hope that the work we have done in this series will first glorify and please God, and, secondly, instruct and edify the people of God. May God be pleased to use this series to those ends, and may he richly bless you as you read the fruits of our labors.

      John S. Feinberg

      General Editor

    

  
    
      Preface

      This study has surprised me in how fascinating it turned out to be. Angelology is not the heart of the biblical revelation. Even so, angels play their part in salvation history and are worth their due. Systematic theology by definition is comprehensive and so angels, Satan, and demons need our attention. I have written this study as a church scholar and not as a guild scholar. Both kinds of scholars have their place in the sun. On the one hand, the guild scholar writes in the first instance to address the academy of fellow scholars, providing research that pushes the boundaries of knowledge. On the other hand, the church scholar writes in the first instance to address the church. Hopefully, what the church scholar writes has value for guild scholars and likewise guild scholars write what proves valuable to the church. Since this is a work addressed to the church, each substantive chapter attempts to tease out implications for Christian belief and behavior. My aim is not simply to address the church but to serve the church. In researching and writing I owe many. I owe a great debt to John Feinberg for his judicious editing and advice. This is a better book because of his insights. I would also like to thank my master’s class at Beeson Divinity School and my doctoral class at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School. This book is written especially with such students, as well as pastors, in mind. Two of my students in particular come to mind. Both of them were my teaching assistants. Dwight Davis at Beeson and David Moser at Trinity have been so very helpful and I am grateful. I have also valued the input of Jonathan King, now teaching in Indonesia. I am very grateful to Bill Deckard of Crossway, who has proved to be an invaluable editor. My special thanks to Jules, my beloved wife, for her never failing encouragement and delightful companionship.
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      Chapter
One

      Introduction

      One of the questions that animates so many today is whether we are alone in the universe. The thought that humanity is the lonely product of blind evolutionary processes chills. Peter Kreeft expresses the point well: “We can’t stand being alone in the universe.”1 Surely there is other intelligent life in such a vast expanse as space. Some clearly think so. Indeed, this is the question informing many a film (e.g., First Contact and Close Encounters of the Third Kind) and many a TV show (e.g., “The X-Files”). Indeed the human imagination is not content with such solitariness, and so we find all sorts of alien beings frequenting popular entertainment. The many versions of Star Trek provide a case in point.

      Christians should not be surprised by any of this. We affirm that humanity is not a cosmic orphan, thrown up by blind evolutionary processes. As theists we believe that there is the Creator and ourselves, but is that the whole story? Not according to Scripture. There is another order of intelligent life that must be factored into the discussion: the angels, both fallen and unfallen. Yet although Christians espouse belief in such an order of intelligent life, I wonder whether, operationally speaking, many of us—at least in the secularized West—live as though we are effectively alone.

      A Critical Assumption

      Despite the popular entertainments that deal in the supernatural, more and more folk in the West seem to be embracing a naturalistic worldview. This trend began a few centuries ago in the West. Darren Oldridge describes it well: “The withdrawal of the Devil [his case in point] from public affairs was associated with more general trends in the history of Christianity. The process began with the emergence in the late 17th century of a naturalistic view of the world that excluded the immediate influence of supernatural powers.”2 As for today’s context, Oldridge observes, “As medicine became more effective, so the range of Satan’s operations shrank. More broadly, the expansion of literacy and mass media exposed a growing section of the population to secular opinions and entertainments, while mass education circulated a naturalistic view of the world.”3 Stephen F. Noll adds to this account with reference to two important philosophers:

      The reserve about angels that was characteristic of the Reformation [e.g., Calvin] developed into a complete rejection of them during the Enlightenment. Taking the principle of parsimony to its limit, René Descartes argued that only God and human consciousness could be rationally proved and, therefore, the existence of other intelligences in the universe was purely conjectural and unnecessary to the conduct of everyday life. Descartes’ method, extended by John Locke in his Essay on Human Understanding, has formed the fundamental mindset of modern scepticism towards angels.4

      The “social imaginary” has changed, as Charles Taylor contends.5

      The Western church has not been immune from this trend. Rudolf Bultmann (1884–1976) famously or infamously launched his demythologizing program in the 1940s. This German NT scholar argued that modern man was not bound by ancient superstitions. The mythical NT world picture needs to be denuded of its mythic garb and reclothed in existentialist philosophical dress. Bultmann maintained, “We cannot use electric lights and radios and, in the event of illness, avail ourselves of modern medical and clinical means and at the same time believe in the spirit and wonder world of the New Testament.”6 Scot McKnight terms Bultmann-like dismissals of angels in the biblical testimony as the “de-angelification of the Bible, the church, and the faith.”7

      The rise of the new atheists serves as a case in point. Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, and Daniel Dennett have their following.8 In such a worldview there is no room for the supernatural. One philosopher, William H. Halverson, expresses the importance of this matter well. He argues,

      It may be helpful to bear in mind from the beginning, however, that one theme that underlies nearly all philosophical discussion is the perpetual conflict between naturalistic and nonnaturalistic world views. A naturalistic world view is one in which it is affirmed that (a) there is only one order of reality, (b) this one order of reality consists entirely of objects and events occurring in space and time, and (c) this one order of reality is completely self-dependent and self-operating. . . . Any world view that denies any of the above-stated tenets of naturalism, then, may be termed nonnaturalistic.9

      Our present study is nonnaturalistic.10 Daniel J. Treier rightly contends, “[E]vangelicals are confessedly orthodox, rejecting ‘liberal theologies’ and anti-supernaturalistic approaches to the Bible.”11 Indeed it is hard to imagine a naturalistic expression of an evangelical faith, although with tongue in cheek the new atheists have been described as evangelical atheists, given their missionary zeal.12

      The Theme of the Study

      This study explores an evangelical doctrine of angels both fallen and unfallen.13 But what does an evangelical doctrine of angelic order and disorder assume? For a start, the Scriptures are construed as the norma normans (the norming norm).14 Thus understood, Scripture is the final court of appeal in any contest between authorities, including reason or tradition or experience. The latter three operate in all of our lives as norma normata (ruled norms) but not as having the final say. So an evangelical doctrine of X or Y or Z needs sound scriptural grounding if it is to bind the Christian’s conscience. The distinction is an important one, as there has been much speculation about angels at various times in church history, as we shall see when we discuss Dionysius the Areopagite’s Celestial Hierarchy in a later chapter. John Wesley (1703–1791) wisely said, “Revelation only is able to . . . [give] a clear, rational, consistent account of those whom our eyes have not seen, nor our ears heard; of both good and evil angels.”15

      The question now becomes, what does sound scriptural grounding look like?16 For a start, scriptural grounding means exegesis (i.e., legitimately read out of Scripture) not eisegesis (illegitimately read into Scripture). Such grounding can be hard to see in the classic method of dicta probantia (proving statements), when some doctrinal claim is made and texts from Scripture are cited, usually in parentheses at the end of a sentence. Here is an example from Millard J. Erickson’s discussion of angels: “When angels are seen, they ordinarily have a humanlike appearance, so that they may well be mistaken for humans (Gen. 18:2, 16, 22; 19:1, 5, 12, 15, 16; Judg. 13:6; Mark 16:5; Luke 24:4).”17 This time-honored method has its place. It saves time. However, it may also beg the question of selection.18 A complementary method is that of contextualized affirmations. A key text which mentions angels is not simply cited but is quoted, placed in its context in its literary unit in its book in the canon in the light of the flow of redemptive history before doctrinal implications are considered. An advantage of this method is that it can show why the chosen text is described as a key one. Paying attention to the flow of redemptive history is important to both methods. A comparison between OT and NT references to Satan provides a case in point. J. I. Packer wisely observes, “The level and intensity of demonic manifestations in people during Christ’s ministry was unique, having no parallel in Old Testament times or since; it was doubtless part of Satan’s desperate battle for his kingdom against Christ’s attack on it (Matt. 12:29).”19

      The Approach of This Study

      This study is both descriptive and prescriptive in approach. Not only will careful attention be given to describing what is in the biblical testimony to angels, Satan, and demons. In the end, normative questions need to be asked: what ought we to believe about angels fallen and unfallen and their roles in our lives? Biblical theology as a discipline plays an important role in constructing doctrine as it pays careful attention to the task of description. It is a phenomenological exercise. The eminent Jewish thinker Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907–1972) explains the phenomenological approach aptly when he writes, “The principle to be kept in mind is to know what we see rather than to see what we know.”20 Exegesis enables the former; eisegesis leads to the latter. Evangelical systematic theology addresses the prescriptive questions in ways that are informed by biblical theology, and with an awareness also of the history of the discussion of the topic in the church, and a concern for application to today’s world.21

      Avoiding a Blind Spot

      Noted Christian anthropologist and missiologist Paul Hiebert (1932–2007) identified a blind spot in much of Western Christianity, which he called the “flaw of the excluded middle.” So many Christians in the West live as though the story of creation involved in the main just two important characters, God and ourselves. The majority world, however, in contrast, has never forgotten that there is another order of intelligent created life playing its role in the story: namely, the angelic order.22 Hiebert himself, as a Western-trained theologian and as a social scientist—albeit a Christian one—had forgotten this creaturely order. He confesses,

      The reasons for my uneasiness with the biblical and Indian worldviews should be clear. I had excluded the middle level of supernatural this-worldly beings and forces from my own worldview. As a scientist I had been trained to deal with the empirical world in naturalistic terms. As a theologian I was taught to answer ultimate questions in theistic terms. For me the middle zone did not really exist. Unlike Indian villagers, I had given little thought to spirits of this world, to local ancestors and ghosts, or to the souls of animals. For me these belonged to the realm of fairies, trolls, and other mythical beings.23

      In Hiebert’s view, Western Christianity needs to learn from the global south, where, incidentally, the center of gravity now resides as far as the Christian faith is concerned.24

      A brief survey of references to angels, Satan, and demons found in the indexes and chapter contents in current systematic theologies largely bears out his contention.25 The Cambridge Companion to Christian Theology, edited by Colin E. Gunton, is devoid of references to angels, Satan, and demons.26 Unsurprisingly, Gunton’s The Christian Faith: An Introduction to Christian Doctrine is similarly bare of such references. The Cambridge Companion to Evangelical Theology fares no better.27 William C. Placher has edited a volume with the title Essentials of Christian Theology.28 Since it includes nothing about angelology, that subject clearly belongs to the nonessentials as far as this volume is concerned. Daniel L. Migliore’s Faith Seeking Understanding: An Introduction to Christian Theology is bereft of references to the angelic order whether fallen or unfallen.29 Alister E. McGrath’s Christian Theology: An Introduction gives no focused attention to angels, Satan, and demons in their own rights, although there is one reference to Satan in the historical material and three pages in relation to the Christus Victor view of the atonement.30 Kevin J. Vanhoozer’s wonderfully creative The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical Linguistic Approach to Christian Theology makes drama the organizing idea. Surprisingly, though, it is drama without conflict. There are no references to angels, or to Satan, or to demons, or to conflict in the work. The latter lacuna is significant since conflict is of the essence of drama.31 Even Timothy C. Tennent’s very important and groundbreaking Theology in the Context of World Christianity: How the Global Church Is Influencing the Way We Think about and Discuss Theology has little on angels, Satan, and demons per se. One would have expected much more on the subject in his chapter on Christology in Africa. He thematizes Christ as healer and as ancestor but not as Christus Victor per se. This is the case even though he writes,

      Fourth, despite the diverse Christological images developed by African writers, a common underlying theme is an emphasis on the power and victory of Christ. . . . Harold Turner, in his Profile through Preaching, has documented this emphasis in the popular preaching of African independent church leaders. He discovered that African preachers often focus on Jesus’ victory over the devil, his works of healing and demonic deliverance, his announcement of deliverance for the captives, his triumphal entry into Jerusalem, and his resurrection.32

      For some theologians, a reference to the devil is judged to be actually dangerous. For example, when Douglas John Hall writes of apocalyptic language he is strident: “When its resort to biblical and medieval imagery (the Devil, Antichrist, cosmic struggle, the Beast and the Dragon, etc.) is not just anachronistic and apologetically irresponsible, it too easily encourages a mood of paranoia and irrationality that is never far from the surface of human social consciousness.”33

      In contrast, Karl Barth (1886–1968) covered angelology and demonology in depth—over one hundred fifty passages—in his massive Church Dogmatics under the heading of “The Kingdom of Heaven, The Ambassadors of God and Their Opponents.”34 Both Millard Erickson and Wayne Grudem likewise avoid the blind spot mentioned earlier. Pleasingly, in both of their systematic theologies there are chapters on our theme.35 Significantly, some multiauthored systematic theologies also give sustained attention to angelology. Peter R. Schemm Jr., in one such volume, maintains,

      The greatest of Christian thinkers have consistently recognized that angels and demons are far more than a divine embellishment designed to make the Bible interesting. Angels are actual beings whose existence affects human life. Augustine’s classic The City of God explains the origin, history, and destiny of two cities and the angelic servants that attend to them—the earthly city under the power of the devil and his minions and the heavenly city ruled by God and his host. John Bunyan’s work The Pilgrim’s Progress features Apollyon as the most formidable foe that Christian encountered. By deception and force, Apollyon tries to turn Christian back to the City of Destruction from which he has come. Clive Staples Lewis’s The Screwtape Letters details the correspondence between the affectionate Uncle Screwtape and another demon, his nephew Wormwood, whose strategy is marked by a consistent yet subtle undermining of the faith of the believer to whom he is assigned.36

      Whether in apology (The City of God) or allegory (The Pilgrim’s Progress) or fantasy (The Screwtape Letters), the significance of angels both good and evil is accented.

      So then what is the balance that is needed? C. S. Lewis (1898–1963) wrote of two errors when it comes to the fallen angels: excessive interest and excessive disinterest.37 His warning applies to unfallen angels as well. In a similar vein, J. I. Packer argues, “He [Satan] should be taken seriously, for malice and cunning make him fearsome; yet not so seriously as to provoke abject terror of him, for he is a beaten enemy.”38 In this study, then, I will endeavor carefully to make it clear when I am merely giving an opinion or speculating—when I have run out of revelatory data. The need to do so is simple: Scripture is not addressed to the angelic realm; Scripture addresses humankind. This constitutes a difficulty for constructive theology.39 As Erickson points out, “Every [biblical] reference to angels is incidental to some other topic. They are not treated in themselves. God’s revelation never aims at informing us regarding the nature of angels.”40

      Questions to Be Considered

      Questions are the life blood of academic discourse. By the quality of their questions you can know them, one might say. Here are some of the questions animating this study:

      
        	Who are angels?

        	What is their nature?

        	Are there different kinds of angels?

        	Does the category of “angel” cover every kind of spiritual beings?

        	Where do angels fit in the scheme of God’s creation?

        	What roles do angels perform?

        	Are angels active in our world today?

        	Are there guardian angels?

        	Is it wrong to pray to angels?

        	Do angels have wings?

        	Should we expect to encounter them in today’s world?

        	What is “angelism” and what danger does it pose?

        	If some angels have never fallen, in what sense is it right to speak of a “fallen creation”?

        	How did disorder in the angelic realm come about?

        	Who and what is Satan?

        	How did Satan fall?

        	What was Satan’s sin?

        	What role does he play in disordering creation?

        	Who and what are demons?

        	What role do they play in disordering creation?

        	Are there exorcisms today?

        	Can the Christian believer be influenced by demons?

        	Can the Christian believer be tempted by demons?

        	Can the Christian believer be oppressed by demons?

        	Can the Christian believer ever be demon-possessed?

        	How do demons relate to Satan?

        	Is Michael the archangel the restrainer of 2 Thessalonians 2:6–7?

        	How does the Antichrist relate to Satan?

        	How are Satan and demons related to the problem of evil?

        	Is there a relation between some mental illness and the demonic?

        	How are Satan and demons defeated?

        	What is the future of the angelic order?

        	How have angels, Satan, and demons been understood down through the ages?

        	How are angels, Satan, and demons to be understood in relation to other religions?

        	How important doctrinally are angels, Satan, and demons?

        	How important existentially are angels, Satan, and demons to the life of the Christian?

        	What place do angels, Satan, and demons play in an understanding of spiritual warfare?

        	What is an apocalyptic imagination and why is it important?

      

      The Shape of This Study

      The second chapter explores the doctrine of creation and angelology. The biblical account reveals a creation multiplex. Creatures are of different kinds and of differing capacities. Some creatures are persons who are self-aware and morally accountable for their actions. Humankind and angel-kind are members of the realm of the personal. Both can self-consciously say “I.” Both humankind and angel-kind are judged.41 Scripture gives no hint that other creatures—clever though some may be—are part of this realm of the personal (e.g., dolphins, higher primates). The nature of angels as spirits is considered and the role of angels in the heavenly realm is examined insofar as Scripture provides insight. The chapter concludes with a discussion of its implications for belief and practice.42 John M. Frame rightly suggests that theology’s definition is “the application of the Word of God to all areas of life.”43 An excursus treats the question of the nature of spirit.

      Chapter 3 continues the treatment of angels. In this chapter, however, the accent falls on angelic activity on earth in relation not just to individuals but also to nations. An intriguing and influential discussion of angels emanating from the pen of Pseudo-Dionysius in the early church period will be examined. Thomas Aquinas’s discussion of angelology also comes into view as the high point of medieval speculation on the subject. Some wisdom from Barth on the subject of speculation is considered. In the section on the implications for belief and action we will look at the question—among others—of our expectations with regard to encountering angels today. An excursus follows which deals with angelophanies (appearances of angels).

      Satan is the subject of chapter 4. A dark note is introduced in this chapter as a rupture has taken place in the created order and it is Satan who stands revealed as the great spoiler. There is rebellion in the angelic order. As a consequence, the created order in which we now live is a dramatic one. That is to say, there is a great conflict underway between good and evil. Satan’s role in the great rupture is examined and the exact nature of his condemnation discussed. Hints in the OT as to Satan’s sin are brought into view, as well as the much fuller NT revelation. The progressive nature of biblical revelation is to the fore in this chapter as we see how the NT picture is so much fuller than the OT one. What it means for the NT to describe Satan as the god of this world will be discussed.

      Chapter 5 is concerned with the demonic disorder. Satan is not alone in his rebellion. There are other principalities and powers involved. Their nature is examined, and how they relate to Satan is discussed. In the section on the implications for belief and action we will investigate the question of demon-possession and whether a genuine believer, who is the temple of the Holy Spirit of God, can be so possessed. An excursus is added that explores the question of the identity of the “sons of God” referenced in Genesis 6 and the methodological questions that the exegesis of such a passage raises.

      Christology is front and center in chapter 6. The controversial claim by some that the mysterious “angel of the Lord” found in the OT witness is none other than the preincarnate Son of God and anticipatory of the incarnation will be analyzed. Jesus’s ministry as an exorcist will be examined, as well as the role of the Holy Spirit in Jesus’s binding the strong man and spoiling his goods. Particular attention will be given to the story of Good Friday’s cross and how Jesus defeats Satan there. Holy Saturday will also be discussed in relation to Jesus’s death and the defeat of evil. The resurrection is a key part of that story too. Christus Victor features prominently in this part of the study, and how exactly Jesus overcomes the evil one shall be explored.

      Chapter 7 deals with spiritual warfare as seen in Jesus’s ministry, and as found articulated in the writings of Luke–Acts, Paul, Peter, and John. Seven contemporary views of spiritual warfare will be critically examined. I will offer my own approach as a biblically defensible model of spiritual warfare. An excursus examines the question of how to discern whether a spirit is from God.

      The eighth chapter looks to the end of history: the destiny of the darkness and the victory of the light. The witness of Revelation is especially important here. “God wins” is its message, as we shall see. The world to come reveals order restored and evil defeated, with God’s people at home with God, living in shalom. The judging of angels will be discussed, as will the salvation or otherwise of Satan (apocatastasis). An excursus deals with 2 Thessalonians 2:6–7 and the question of whether the archangel Michael is the restrainer.

      Chapter 9 is a brief conclusion, followed by three appendices. The first deals with the stratified nature of creation, the second treats angelology in Islam, and the final one explores the witness of creeds, articles of faith, confessions, and catechisms to angels, Satan, and demons. A glossary of key terms and some suggestions for further reading complete the study.

      Even though the present work addresses a topic in systematic theology, the shape of the study pays attention to the biblical plotline, moving as it does from the good creation in chapter 2 to the new heavens and new earth (chapter 8) with Christ at the heart of it (chapter 6). Thus the work moves through the key motifs of creation, fall, redemption, and consummation.

      A Warning about Angelology and “Gospel Spoiling”

      J. C. Ryle (1816–1900) wrote a seminal essay on evangelicalism titled, “Evangelical Religion.”44 In it he discusses how the gospel may be “spoiled” in various ways. One of the ways he draws attention to is spoiling through disproportion. By this he means attaching “an exaggerated importance to the secondary things of Christianity, and a diminished importance to the first things, and the mischief is done.”45 Ryle’s concern for a gospel spoiled by disproportion is especially relevant to this study. Recall C. S. Lewis’s warning of two dangers concerning Satan and demons: excessive interest in them or excessive disinterest: “There are two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall about the devils. One is to disbelieve in their existence. The other is to believe, and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest in them.”46 With regard to the latter, Karl Barth rightly comments, “A good deal of hampering rubbish has accumulated in this field in both ancient and more modern times.”47 Even so, angelology ought not be allowed to fall into theological neglect. Again Barth puts it well: “At a pinch and in the forbearance of God, which sustains it in spite of its defects, the Church and its proclamation may well survive without this dimension of faith [angelology], although not without hurt, and not without an underlying awareness that something is missing.”48

      An aim of this particular study is to provide a balanced account of angels, Satan, and demons which does not give more weight to the subject than is due. And happily, being one of a series of studies in evangelical systematic theology helps because this work finds its place in that larger theological scheme.
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      Chapter
Two

      Angels, Their Kinds, and Heavenly Activity

      In Shakespeare’s Hamlet there is a celebrated scene involving Hamlet, the ghost of Hamlet’s father, and Hamlet’s friend Horatio. Horatio, like Hamlet, is a student at the University of Wittenberg. He is skeptical about ghosts and finds the idea of Hamlet conversing with the ghost of his father “wondrous strange.” To which Hamlet responds, “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”1 How right Hamlet was. In this chapter we consider not ghosts but those wondrous strange creatures the Bible calls angels.2 To do so we need to frame our study in the broadest of terms. So first we consider angels in the scheme of created things. Next, we consider the angelic realm and its inhabitants, ranging from angels to seraphim. Then we explore questions concerning the nature of angels as created beings. We also canvas the provocative thesis of Amos Yong on angelic nature. To be practical, we consider the implications of our findings for belief and practice, before drawing the threads together by way of a conclusion. An excursus on the nature of angels as spirits then follows.

      Angels in the Scheme of Created Things

      The basic metaphysical distinction in Scripture is that between the Creator and the creature (Gen. 1:1), not that between being and becoming, or between the infinite and the finite. These latter two distinctions have their place in theological discourse, but not first place.3 Angels stand on the creature side of the ledger, as we do. Their origin, like our own, lies in the creative action of God.4 In Psalm 148:1–5, angels are commanded along with other creatures to praise the name of their God, who “commanded and they [the angels] were created.”5 Angels are of heaven and we are of the earth. The heavens and the earth encompass the creaturely domain in biblical perspective.

      Creatures are of different kinds and values. The testimony of Genesis 1 provides evidence for a myriad of creaturely kinds (Gen. 1:11, 12, 21, 24, 25). Regarding creaturely value, Jesus argued, for example, that human beings are of more value than many sparrows or sheep (Matt. 10:31 and 12:12, respectively). In the hierarchy of creaturely value, humanity stands higher than other terrestrial life forms. But what of angels? Are they superior to human beings? Like human beings, angels bear personal names (e.g., Gabriel, as in Luke 1:19), they are speech agents (again Gabriel in Luke 1:19), intelligent, and are held morally accountable by the Creator (e.g., Satan, as in Rev. 20:1–4). Kevin J. Vanhoozer describes angels as “[a] third species of communicative agents.”6 Like us they belong in the realm of the person.7 However, they are nowhere described as the images of God, and in fact they are to be judged by believers (1 Cor. 6:3). Interestingly, we are called upon to love God, the people of God, our neighbors, and even our enemies (cf. Matt. 22:34–40; Rom. 13:8; and Matt. 5:43–44), but nowhere in Scripture are we commanded to love angels. Moreover, the second person of the triune Godhead became human, not angelic (Heb. 2:14). In the light of this, Peter Kreeft’s suggestion is baffling in places. He argues, “Humans are the lowest (least intelligent) of spirits and the highest (most intelligent) of animals. We are rational animals, incarnate minds, the smartest of animals and the stupidest of spirits.”8 How this fits with a Chalcedonian Christology, which posits that one person is perfectly God and perfectly human, is not clear.9

      The Angelic Realm

      As Stephen F. Noll rightly points out, “The term ‘angel’ itself (Hebrew: malʼak; Greek: angelos) is functional, denoting a messenger, whether human or divine.”10 He is right, but in relation to “divine” messengers, confusion may arise. Millard J. Erickson, for example, would not describe angels as “divine beings” but instead as “superhuman.”11 There is some merit in this proposal. However, it might be better to describe these celestial beings as “suprahuman” (i.e., “supra,” beyond the human) to reflect something of their celestial origins or habitat.

      Even more nuance is in order. Let me stipulate for the purposes of this study that “angels” broadly considered covers all sorts of spiritual beings, from seraphim to archangels to Satan and demons. Hence we have the theological topic of angelology, which covers both unfallen and fallen spiritual beings of heavenly origin. Narrowly considered, however, “angels” might refer to only some of the heavenly agents (archangels and angels).

      N. T. Wright offers a helpful analogy when it comes to understanding a doctrine, which I will tweak in my own way.12 A doctrine is like a suitcase. In it are packed all the relevant biblical testimonies, organized in a useful way. The suitcase labeled “Atonement” might contain not only relevant biblical passages such as Romans 3:21–26 but also some key theories generated through Christian history, such as penal substitution or Christus Victor, to name just two. “Angelology” labels a particular doctrinal suitcase, and a variety of articles of clothing, such as seraphim or archangel, are to be found in it, together with their relevant biblical testimonies and, in addition, theories promulgated in the course of theological discussion and debate over time.

      We begin broadly and positively with the unfallen angels (broad definition). “Angel” as the label for the consideration of fallen angels will come in later chapters. But as we do, we need to recognize that, when it comes to the heavenly angels (the broad definition), the Scriptures offer a plethora of terms that are not easy to systematize, and it is to the main terms that we now turn.13

      Archangels

      There are only two references to an archangel per se in Scripture (1 Thess. 4:16 and Jude 9). Jude 9 is of particular interest: “But when the archangel [archangelos] Michael, contending with the devil, was disputing about the body of Moses, he did not presume to pronounce a blasphemous judgment, but said, ‘The Lord rebuke you.’” It is a fascinating text for a number of reasons. For a start, there is Jude’s use of a story referring to Michael that is probably drawn from a pseudepigraphal work known as the Assumption of Moses, which is also possibly behind Jude 6. Was he writing ad hominem in using such a source, or was this extracanonical tradition an authority for him?14 For our purposes what is significant is that Michael is of such a stature that he can confront the devil himself. Indeed in Revelation 12:7 he is named as the leader of the good angels in the war in heaven against the dragon and its angelic forces. Moreover, he bears a personal name. Angels are therefore not impersonal heavenly forces or influences. Gabriel is another angel who is named in Scripture (Luke 1:19), and he is traditionally identified as an archangel, although Scripture does not go that far.15

      Angels

      Angels are God’s messengers and appear to be the most numerous of the celestial spiritual beings.16 A good biblical example of angels as messengers is found in the Lukan story of the shepherds, in Luke 2:8–15. We read in verses 10–11, “And the angel said to them, ‘Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.’” The content of the message is both Christological and soteriological, set within the Davidic promises of old. As for the number of these angels, verses 13–14 are eloquent: “And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!’” Angels do other tasks besides communicating the divine will, as we shall see anon.

      Seraphim

      Only one passage of Scripture refers to seraphim per se, but it is a magnificent one. In Isaiah 6:1–4 we find this description:

      In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him stood the seraphim. Each had six wings: with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew. And one called to another and said:

      “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts;

      the whole earth is full of his glory!”

      These creatures along with the cherubim (more anon) are well described by Noll as “throne angels.”17 They seem to be associated with the glorious presence of God and with purifying fire.18

      Cherubim

      Cherubim come into view very early on in the canonical presentation and are more frequently mentioned in Scripture than are the seraphim (e.g., 1 Sam. 4:4; 2 Sam. 6:2; 2 Kings 19:15; Pss. 80:1; 99:1, inter alia).19 The primal pair are expelled from the garden, and cherubim guard the entrance to prevent reentry (Gen. 3:24): “He drove out the man, and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the cherubim [kerûḇîm] and a flaming sword that turned every way to guard the way to the tree of life.”20 In Ezekiel 10:14–21, cherubim are presented as having four faces (cherub, man, lion, and eagle) as well as four wings, but in the later vision of Ezekiel 41:18–19 they are described as having only two faces (of a human and a lion). There is plasticity when it comes to the prophet’s description of these strange celestial beings.21 These creatures are real but their description is symbol-laden. Ezekiel 10 is particularly interesting because these creatures form the visible pedestal for the invisible God (vv. 1–17).

      Some suggest that seraphim and cherubim are the same creatures. A. A. Hodge wrote, “The word [seraphim] signifies burning, bright, dazzling. . . . It probably presents, under a different aspect, the ideal beings commonly designated cherubim and living creatures.”22 Others clearly distinguish them.23 Erickson shows admirable modesty in mining the biblical testimony: “The most cautious position is simply to regard the seraphim and cherubim as being among spiritual creatures designated by the general term ‘angel’.”24 He is also correct in my view to argue, “[W]e cannot assume that the characteristics of either seraphim or cherubim can be predicated of all angels. And whether they are of the higher or lower ranks, if indeed there are such ranks, we do not know.”25 The difference among the commentators highlights the need for caution in theologizing in angelology. Theological overreach is all too possible.

      Thrones, Dominions, Rulers, and Authorities

      Paul, in writing to the Colossians, magnificently describes Christ’s role in creation and in doing so makes an intriguing reference to four created realities (Col. 1:16–20): “For by him [Christ] all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones [thronoi] or dominions [kyriotēs] or rulers [archai] or authorities [exousiai]—all things were created through him and for him.” Distinguishing among thrones, dominions, rulers, and authorities is extremely difficult. Wittgenstein has taught us, “For a large class of cases—though not for all—in which we employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be defined thus: the meaning of a word is its use in the language.”26 Our problem is that, unlike the term “angel,” these terms are used far less frequently, and concrete examples are not given in the biblical testimony.27 Since these spiritual beings are mentioned in occasional letters addressed to particular congregations, we are very much listening in on one end of the conversation. Gregory A. Boyd is right to say, “Thus while these terms may indeed be somewhat opaque to us, in all likelihood they were not so to Paul’s original audience.”28 The original addressees presumably could pour content into these terms in ways inaccessible to us unless we care to speculate.

      Powers

      In 1 Peter there is a description of the victory of Christ and his subsequent ascension which refers to angels, authorities, and powers (1 Pet. 3:22): “. . . who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers [dynameis] having been subjected to him.” This Petrine text is suggestive. The victorious Christ is now at the place of executive power at the right hand of God. This would have been readily understood by first-century readers familiar with court protocols. Spiritual beings are now subjected to his authority. The fact that angels are listed gives support to the view that authorities and powers are spiritual beings as well in this context.29

      The Nature of Angels

      In discussing the place of angels in the scheme of created things and the angelic realm per se, a question has been begged which it is now time to consider. What is an angel’s nature? (I am using “angel” in the broader sense of an exclusively spiritual being.) To ask questions about the nature of X is to enter deep metaphysical waters.30 At this juncture in our discussion we will proceed more simply with Peter R. Schemm Jr’s excellent analysis of the nature of angels in six propositions, only one of which I find problematic.31 First, he rightly argues that, in substance, angels are personal spirits who normally do not appear in bodily form, but on occasion do.32 He rightly cites Hebrews 1:14 among other texts to support this contention.33 Second, he maintains that angels are often glorious in appearance, as Revelation 18:1 suggests.34 Third, angels are wise but not omniscient. They interpret dreams, for example, as in Daniel 8:16. Moreover, they can learn. Their knowledge can be dependent on unfolding events involving salvation and the church (cf. Eph. 3:10–11 and 1 Pet. 1:10–12). Fourth, they are powerful but not omnipotent. Schemm adduces as evidence 1 Peter 2:11 here, but the text should be 2 Peter 2:11. Fifth, angels can be in many places but are not omnipresent. They move from place to place for instance, as in Job 1:7. His last claim is that, in status, angels are more glorious than man. There is certainly biblical evidence that angels are glorious beings. In Revelation 18:1–2 the seer sees an angel “coming down from heaven, having great authority, and the earth was made bright with his glory [doxēs; “glory,” “splendor”].” Such texts don’t, however, make a comparison between angel-kind and humankind.

      Schemm finds evidence for his contention in Psalm 8. Psalm 8 reads like a commentary on Genesis 1. It begins and ends (vv. 1, 9) by declaring the majesty of the divine name in all the earth: “O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!” This inclusio shows that the majesty of God provides the frame of reference for the psalmist’s reflection on creation, angels, and humankind. Humankind is depicted as the ruler of the earth (vv. 6–8): “You have given him dominion over the works of your hands; you have put all things under his feet, all sheep and oxen, and also the beasts of the field, the birds of the heavens, and the fish of the sea, whatever passes along the paths of the seas.” For our purpose the key verse is verse 5: “Yet you have made him a little lower than the heavenly beings [Hb. ʼelohim, “God,” “gods”; LXX angeloi, “angels”].” For Schemm this is evidence of the superiority of angels. The angels have heavenly glory while humankind has earthly glory. He rightly argues, “The passage is not clear as to exactly how man is ‘lower’ than the angels.” He suggests tentatively that “the holy angels are more glorious than man in that they bear a more immediate and brilliant display of their Creator’s glory.”35 On this view, is humankind lower than angels ontologically, or functionally, or in terms of moral status, or is it spatial in some sense (angels are of the heavens, humankind is of the earth)?

      I favor a different reading. If Psalm 8 is in part a reflection on the truths of Genesis 1, then it needs to be noted that Genesis 1 does not refer to angels.36 The majestic God of creation dominates the Genesis text. Humankind, male and female, are given a godlike task of exercising dominion. The NRSV renders the Hebrew of Psalm 8:5 as, “Yet you have made them a little lower than God, and crowned them with glory and honor.” Peter C. Craigie favors this translation but in doing so mentions a plausible reason for the LXX’s translation, which has “angels”:

      Many of the earliest versions took the word אלהים‎ (literally, “God, gods”) to mean “angels” (so G, S, Tg. and Vg), and in some texts that would be an appropriate translation. But other versions (Aquila, Symmachus, and others) translated God. The translation angels may have been prompted by modesty, for it may have seemed rather extravagant to claim that mankind was only a little less than God. Nevertheless, the translation God is almost certainly correct, and the words probably contain an allusion to the image of God in mankind and the God-given role of dominion to be exercised by mankind within the created order.37

      Whatever the answer is to the question of the right translation, what is clear is that humankind may begin in a lowly way but in this psalm they become exalted creatures “crowned . . . with glory and honor.” This point is not lost on the writer to the Hebrews, who employs this psalm as a lens through which to view the humiliation and exaltation of Christ (Heb. 2:5–9).

      Human beings are not only rational creatures but emotional ones as well. What about angels? Do angels have emotion? If so, this is an aspect of angelic nature overlooked in theological literature. One theologian who has not neglected the question is Sergius Bulgakov (1871–1944). In one of the major works on angelology in the twentieth century, this Russian Orthodox divine argued, “Thus the labor of love and the creative work of angelic love for humans naturally contains for angels themselves the source of particular joys with humans and for humans which they share with the human world.”38 Although Scripture has no references to angelic love for humankind, there is a striking statement in Luke’s Gospel that may support Bulgakov’s contention about angelic joy. In his parable of the lost coin, Jesus says (Luke 15:8–10),

      Or what woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one coin, does not light a lamp and sweep the house and seek diligently until she finds it? And when she has found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.” Just so, I tell you, there is joy before [enōpion, “before”] the angels of God over one sinner who repents.

      Some commentators argue that the reference to angels in verse 10 is a Jewish idiomatic way of indirectly referring to God.39 These commentators take “before” (enōpion) in verse 10 to mean in the presence of God, who is the one who is rejoicing. And so angels are not on view at all. Others, like Calvin, maintain that angels experience joy at human repentance. Calvin wrote, “If angels mutually rejoice with each other in heaven, when they see that what had wandered is restored to the fold, we too, who have the same cause in common with them, ought to be partakers of the same joy.”40 I, for one, find it hard to imagine that the angelic singing of Revelation 5:11–12 was a passionless affair.

      Regarding angels, both their nature and function, the great early church father Augustine (354–430) made a useful distinction. Augustine suggested, “‘Angel’ is the name of their office, not of their nature. If you seek the name of their nature, it is ‘spirit’; if you seek the name of their office, it is ‘angel’: from what they are, ‘spirit,’ from what they do, ‘angel.’”41 Having considered the nature of these spiritual beings, we now turn to their function according to the biblical witness. And that witness shows great continuity between the Old Testament and the New, as Maxwell J. Davidson accurately claims:

      Compared with the OT, intertestamental Jewish literature such as 1 Enoch, Jubilees and the writings of the Qumran community, evidence a wide proliferation of ideas about angels. Nevertheless, the essential elements of the beliefs we encounter in the Gospels are already present in the OT. It is unnecessary to seek elsewhere, such as in Greek mystery religions, for the origins of NT beliefs concerning angels.42

      I would argue that Davidson’s observations concerning the intertestamental Jewish literature and the Gospels are also true of the rest of the NT literature.

      The Nature of Angels according to Amos Yong

      The always interesting Pentecostal theologian Amos Yong offers a provocative set of proposals concerning the nature of creation in what he calls “a Pneumatological Cosmology.”43 He draws on the work of Philip Clayton in particular in seeking “the cross-fertilization . . . between a metaphysic of emergence and a pneumatological theology.”44 In Yong’s mind, the cosmos is pluralistic in nature. It is a world that is “Spirit-Filled,” and by that he means not just by the Holy Spirit of God.45 In the cosmos, human life emerges through an evolutionary process followed by the emergence of angelic spirits: “Just as the human spirit emerges from and supervenes upon embodied relations that constitute our existence, so also, I suggest, do benevolent spiritual realities emerge from the complex material and personal relationships through which God’s redemption is at work.”46 He elaborates:

      On the one hand, as agents of God who assist in the salvation of personal beings, they also are personal realities; on the other hand, as emergent from the complex matrices that constitute human relationships and their multiple environments, what we call angels are higher-level transpersonal or suprapersonal realities, constituted by and supervening upon the human relations from which they derive. Yet once emergent, they are irreducible to their underlying parts, even to the point of being capable of exercising “top-down” influence and agency in relationship to their lower-level realities [e.g., humans?].47

      This statement leaves one puzzled as to what angels are in nature. Are they personal realities or are they transpersonal realities or are they suprapersonal ones? If they are “trans” or “supra” then they go beyond the personal. As for the creation sequence, Yong argues that the creation account, for example, in Psalm 8, “does not require that angels were created prior to or emerged before humanity.”48 We shall return to Yong’s work when we discuss demonology in a later chapter.

      So what are the angels up to, both in heaven and on earth? In this chapter we will address the “in heaven” question, and in the next the “on earth” one.

      Angelic Activity in Heaven

      In Scripture, God the King has his court.49 Heaven is that created sphere where his throne is found and that constitutes his dwelling place. Heaven is the seat of his sovereignty in the created realm. Charles H. H. Scobie rightly describes angels as “God’s attendants in his glory in heaven.”50 Angels attend him there with praise (Ps. 148:1–2 and Rev. 7:11–12). The heavenly court is not only the sphere in which God is glorified and praised by angelic creatures. It is also the place of divine decrees and deliberation, i.e., a council (Jer. 23:18).51 Micaiah the OT prophet has a vision of the heavenly assembly (1 Kings 22:19–23). In the vision, God is enthroned with angels (“the host of heaven”) standing on both the left and the right of the seated deity. The NT picture is far more expansive. The seer of Revelation sees the throne room teeming with celestial figures (Revelation 4–5): God, the Lamb, twenty-four elders, the four living creatures, and myriads of angels. The imagery is highly pictorial but reality-depicting. The universe has only one sovereign. As for the throne room itself, Michael F. Bird puts it vividly: “When John the Seer receives a vision of heaven in Revelation 4–5, it is like he’s summoned to a cross between a military headquarters and the throne room of a monarch.”52

      Importantly, the activity on view in Revelation 4–5 is worship in the classic sense of the protocol adopted in the presence of great majesty (Rev. 4:9–11; 5:11–14). The statement in Revelation 4 and the song in Revelation 5 begin with an acknowledgment of the worthiness of God the Creator and of the Lamb the Redeemer, respectively: “Worthy are you!” is the cry in both passages. And the expression of the worth of God and of his Christ are the traditional way in which worship has been understood in the churches.53 So the space depicted in Revelation 4–5 is not only a military headquarters in the sense and a monarch’s throne but is also cathedral-like in its purpose.
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