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INTRODUCTION

We see angels just about everywhere. Well, 
sort of. You probably have seen lots of 
depictions of angels. Between television 

and movies, Halloween costumes and greeting 
cards, and maybe even some figurines in your 
grandmother’s china cabinet, our culture is satu-
rated with images and references to these heavenly 
beings. And don’t even think about watching a 
horror movie without coming face-to-face with a 
Hollywood version of a fallen angel, also known 
as a demon.
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But what does the Bible actually say about 
angels?

Not a lot, in fact. The word angel appears 282 
times in the Bible (English Standard Version), 
according to Biblegateway.com. For comparison, 
Lord, the most commonly used noun in the Bible, 
occurs 6,790 times! In this short explanation of 
angels, we won’t talk about every single angelic 
appearance in the Bible, but we will give an over-
view of what God wants us to know about angels. 
You may be surprised by how much our pop cul-
ture influences our view of angels. It is important 
to remember that the Word of God alone ought 
to shape our understanding of angels. Let’s begin!
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WHAT IS AN ANGEL, ACTUALLY?

The word angel in both Hebrew (mal’akh) and 
Greek (angelos) simply means “messenger.” 
Their name, then, doesn’t really tell us what 

they are but what they do. Angels are messengers 
of God’s good news—Jesus! Hebrews 1:14 refers 
to angels as “ministering spirits sent out to serve 
for the sake of those who are to inherit salvation.” 
They are here to serve us. We are not to worship or 
pray to angels. Instead, the angels join us in wor-
shiping God, as Hebrews 1:6 says, “Let all God’s 
angels worship Him,” and “Him” is Jesus! Angels 
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appear throughout the Bible to proclaim the com-
ing of Christ. Think about two of the most famous 
angel-moments in the New Testament: the first 
Christmas, when the angels fill the sky to announce 
the birth of Jesus to the shepherds, and the first 
Easter, when the angels at the tomb tell the grieving 
women that Jesus is risen.

Some churches, ancient and modern, have 
taught that Jesus was an angel; however, that 
is not the case. Angels point to Jesus, whom the 
author to the Hebrews says is “as much superior 
to angels as the name He has inherited is more 
excellent than theirs” (Hebrews 1:4). What name? 
Jesus is Son of God, a name “He has inherited” 
from His heavenly Father—and a name He gives 
to us in our Baptism. Not only is Jesus the Son 
of God but He is also the Son of Mary, meaning 
He is also human. The doctrine of the incarnation 
(which basically means “in-the-flesh-ment”) tells 
us that Jesus is greater than the angels because 
He is simultaneously the Son of God and, like 
us, human. This is a profound mystery, one that 
neither we nor the angels fully understand.
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Yes, like us, the angels don’t understand all of 
the mind of God. Some people talk about angels 
as if they are of a “higher order” than human-
ity, which isn’t true, strictly speaking. Angels 
are definitely mysterious and powerful in a way 
human beings are not. Yet they are also creatures 
created by God, just as we are. Angels did not 
exist before the universe. Before the six days of 
creation attested to in the first chapters of Genesis, 
there was only the eternal Trinity in unity, the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We don’t know on 
which day God made angels, but it’s enough that 
sometime between “Let there be light” and the 
first Sabbath, God also created the angels.

While Jesus has a physical body like you and 
me, angels do not have physical bodies. They are 
immaterial creatures of pure spirit, which is a bit 
hard for us to wrap our material heads around. 
Angels are still finite, though, because they are 
creatures. God is the only infinite one, because 
He is the only Creator. Angels are normally invis-
ible, since they are spiritual and immaterial. When 
they appear to people in the Bible, angels take on 
visible forms so they can be seen in that moment. 
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Lutherans reject the teaching held by some that 
angels married and procreated with human beings 
in the time before the flood. Genesis 6:2 says that 
“the sons of God saw that the daughters of man 
were attractive. And they took as their wives any 
they chose.” The “sons of God” here refers to 
the faithful people—not to immaterial angels. In 
its full context, this passage is an example of a 
common Old Testament theme: the people of God 
were led away into temptation by the influence of 
nonbelievers, especially through the adoption of 
idolatrous and ungodly religious customs. (King 
Solomon was, unfortunately, a prime example of 
this: see 1 Kings 11:4.) The “sons of God” who 
intermarry with the “daughters of men” are also 
men—not angels. Angels are neither called to nor 
even capable of marrying or procreating because 
angels do not have material bodies like men or 
women.

This is also why Christians do not become 
angels after they die. In death, our soul is sepa-
rated from our body. While God designed angels 
to be purely spiritual, without a physical body like 
ours, we were not meant to be separated from our 
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physical bodies. This is why death is a curse. It is 
a separation that was never meant to happen. So 
what does happen to us in death? In the story of 
the rich man and Lazarus, Jesus says that Lazarus, 
a righteous man, “died and was carried by the 
angels to Abraham’s side” (Luke 16:22). There, he 
is “comforted” (v. 25). Remember, angels minister 
to us, but we do not transform into angels after 
we die. For a time, yes, our immortal, immaterial 
soul is separated from our body while we wait for 
the Last Day and final judgment. But when Christ 
returns and judges the living and the dead, we will 
be reunited with our body in the new heaven and 
the new earth. Job says:

For I know that my Redeemer lives, 
 and at the last He will stand upon  
  the earth. 
And after my skin has been thus   
  destroyed, 
 yet in my flesh I shall see God.  
   (Job 19:25–26)

Our bodies will one day be restored to us, 
perfected. We will not spend eternity as spiritual 
beings or angels. God has made humans distinct 
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