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Welcome

The Bible is at the heart of what it means to be a Christian. It is the Spirit-inspired word of God for us. It reveals
to us the God who created, redeemed, and guides us still.
It speaks to us personally and as a church. It forms the
basis of our public liturgical life and our private prayer
lives. It urges us to live worthily and justly, to love tenderly
and wholeheartedly, and to be a part of building God’s
kingdom here on earth.
Though it was written a long time ago, in the context
of a very different culture, the Bible is no relic of the past.
Catholic biblical scholarship is among the best in the world,
and in our time and place, we have unprecedented access
to it. By making use of solid scholarship, we can discover
much about the ancient culture and religious practices that
shaped those who wrote the various books of the Bible.
With these insights, and by praying with the words of
Scripture, we allow the words and images to shape us as
disciples. By sharing our journey of faithful listening to
God’s word with others, we have the opportunity to be
stretched in our understanding and to form communities
of love and learning. Ultimately, studying and praying
with God’s word deepens our relationship with Christ.
Angels in the Bible
The resource you hold in your hands is divided into
six lessons. Each lesson involves personal prayer and study
using this book and the experience of group prayer, discussion, and wrap-up lecture.
If you are using this resource in the context of a small
group, we suggest that you meet six times, discussing one
lesson per meeting. Allow about 90 minutes for the small
group gathering. Small groups function best with eight to
twelve people to ensure good group dynamics and to allow
all to participate as they wish.
Some groups choose to have an initial gathering before
their regular sessions begin. This allows an opportunity to
meet one another, pass out books, and, if desired, view the
optional intro lecture for this study available on the “Resources” page of the Little Rock Scripture Study website
(www.littlerockscripture.org).
Every Bible study group is a little bit different. Some
of our groups like to break each lesson up into two weeks
of study so they are reading less each week and have more
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weekly small group session. You may do this assignment by reading a portion over a period of several days
(effective and manageable) or by preparing all at once
(more challenging).
• Answer the questions, Exploring Lesson One, found
at the end of the assigned reading, pages 21–23.
• Use the Closing Prayer on page 24 when you complete
your study. This prayer may be used again when you
meet with the group.

Meet with your small group
• After introductions and greetings, allow time for prayer
(about 5 minutes) as you begin the group session. You
may use the prayer found on page 11 (also used by
individuals in their preparation) or use a prayer of your
choosing.
• Spend about 45–50 minutes discussing the responses
to the questions that were prepared in advance. You
may also develop your discussion further by responding to questions and interests that arise during the discussion and faith-sharing itself.
• Close the discussion and faith-sharing with prayer,
about 5–10 minutes. You may use the Closing Prayer
at the end of each lesson or one of your choosing at the
end of the book. It is important to allow people to pray
for personal and community needs and to give thanks
for how God is moving in your lives.
• Listen to or view the wrap-up lecture associated with
each lesson (10–15 minutes). You may watch the lecture
online, use a DVD, or provide a live lecture by a qualified local speaker. This lecture provides a common
focus for the group and reinforces insights from each
lesson. You may view the lecture together at the end of
the session or, if your group runs out of time, you may
invite group members to watch the lecture on their own
time after the discussion.

Above all, be aware that the Holy Spirit is moving within and
among you.
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Angels in the Bible
LESSON ONE

Studying Angels Is Studying God
Begin your personal study and group discussion with a
simple and sincere prayer such as:

Prayer

God of heaven and earth, may our time of study
and reflection lead us to imitate the angels as
heralds of your word and proclaimers of your
glory.

Read pages 12–20, Lesson One.
Respond to the questions on pages 21–23, Exploring Lesson
One.
The Closing Prayer on page 24 is for your personal use and
may be used at the end of group discussion.
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Lesson One
STUDYING ANGELS IS STUDYING GOD
It is not easy to study angels. Angels are
spiritual, immaterial, and invisible beings.
They cannot be weighed or examined. They
live beyond our senses. A study of angels,
therefore, cannot be an investigation of angels
themselves. It must rather review the way the
Bible presents angels to us. That is what this
book attempts to provide. We will examine
Scripture passages in which angels are present
and discuss not only what we can learn about
angels but also what we can discover about the
relationship between God and ourselves.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church
affirms that “the existence of the
spiritual, non-corporeal beings that
Sacred Scripture usually calls ‘angels’ is a
truth of faith” supported by both Scripture
and tradition. The catechism further
explains that “as purely spiritual
creatures, angels have intelligence and
will: they are personal and immortal
creatures, surpassing in perfection all
visible creatures, as the splendour of their
glory bears witness” (328, 330).

We are all aware of angels within our faith
tradition. Some readers may even have a personal devotion to them. This study honors the
belief in angels, even as it seeks to expand our
appreciation of them. It is my hope that as we
compare our personal understanding of angels
with the portrayal of them offered in the Bible,
we will allow ourselves to be stretched to view
angels in new ways. In this process, the ministries that angels perform as God’s agents will
be more clearly identified and more deeply
valued.
Like many other aspects of the Christian
faith, belief in angels derives from Judaism.
Angels appear throughout the Hebrew Bible
(Old Testament). Their presentation, however,
differs widely in description and function. This
is understandable when we understand that
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the Jewish belief in angels developed over centuries. We will find that the earliest passages
in this development present angels in ways
that can be elusive and confusing. However,
as the Jewish understanding of angels progressed over time, ideas about angels became
more consistent and concrete. This mature
understanding of angels was adopted by Jesus
and the early Christian preachers who made it
a part of their teaching.
What do angels look like? Most biblical passages in which angels appear provide little
description of them. Very often we are simply
presented with “a man,” “a being,” or “a messenger” who appears and then begins to act.
As we will see, some passages describe angels
as having bodies or physical features such as
wings (thus the common representations in art
and culture of angels as winged creatures). Yet
it is important to remember that these are
human efforts to describe angels. Such representations do not mean that angels actually
have bodies or wings.
Locating biblical passages in which angels
appear is complicated by terminology. There
is no single Hebrew word in the Old Testament
which identifies an angel. Instead there are a
variety of terms that refer to beings of heavenly
status who are distinct from God and humans.
Often we can only detect the presence of an
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angel from the context or activity within a particular passage.
Sometimes angels are called “sons of God.”
For example, Job 38:7 says that “the morning
stars sang together / and all the sons of God
shouted for joy,” and Psalm 29:1-2 declares,
“Give to the Lord, you sons of God, / give to
the Lord glory and might; / Give to the Lord
the glory due his name. / Bow down before
the Lord’s holy splendor!”

Since the creation of the angels is not
mentioned explicitly in the Bible, there has
been some controversy as to when this
event might have occurred. In the Jewish
tradition, there is almost universal
agreement that angels were created
sometime during the six-day account of
creation found in Genesis. The apocryphal
book 2 Enoch states that the angels were
created on the second day when their
dwelling—the “firmament”—was also
created. Some rabbis, however, taught that
the angels were created on the fifth day,
when God made all the other winged
creatures. In the Christian tradition, though
many of the earliest church fathers believed
that the angels might have been created
before the corporeal world, St. Augustine
reasoned that the most likely moment of
creation for the angels was on the first day
when light was created. Medieval
theologians, such as St. Bonaventure and
St. Thomas Aquinas likewise associated the
creation of the angels with God’s activity on
the first day of creation.

At other times angels are designated as “the
holy ones.” The psalmist writes, “The heavens
praise your marvels, Lord, / your loyalty in
the assembly of the holy ones. / Who in the
skies ranks with the Lord? / Who is like the
Lord among the sons of the gods? / A God
dreaded in the council of the holy ones, /
greater and more awesome than all those
around him!” (Ps 89:6-8). In the book of Daniel,

“watchers” is a way to name angels: “In the
vision I saw while in bed, a holy watcher came
down from heaven” (4:10). Angels are even
identified as “gods.” In Psalm 82:1 we read:
“God takes a stand in the divine council, /
gives judgment in the midst of the gods.”
The most common word to designate an
angel is “messenger.” The Hebrew word for
messenger is malak. The Greek equivalent
(used in the New Testament) is aggelos from
which we derive the English word “angel.”
This word tells us that angels are frequently
God’s messengers.
Although they are often messengers, angels
can carry out many other ministries as well. In
fact, it is by examining the ministries of angels
that we will understand them most effectively.
Since we cannot grasp the spiritual essence of
angels, appreciating their ministry or function is
the best way to discover their importance to us.
The different ministries of angels will be
used to organize this study. Each lesson will
center on a particular ministry that the Bible
tells us angels perform. In addition to learning
about each ministry, we will reflect on how
these angelic ministries illuminate aspects of
our relationship with God (see Contemporary
Relevance sections throughout our study). Before we proceed, however, we must address a
peculiarity that characterizes some of the most
ancient biblical passages concerning angels. In
these passages there is a dramatic shift in characters. A being who is first presented as an
angel suddenly becomes God’s own self. We
will name this literary phenomenon “slippage,” because without warning, an angelic
presence “slips” into the presence of God.

Is It an Angel or Is It God?
The Bible is filled with stories describing
God’s saving action. Beneath all these accounts
is the conviction that God seeks a relationship
with a people and intends to bring them to
fullness of life. Whether the account is about
the liberation of Israel from bondage in Egypt
or the resurrection of Jesus, the story presumes
13

Lesson One
a connection between God and the creatures
God has made. God establishes and supports
this connection by interacting with humans.
There are many Scripture passages in which
God interacts with humans directly. In the
book of Genesis, God walks and talks with
Adam and Eve in the garden at the breezy time
of day (Gen 3:8). But most of the time, God is
depicted as speaking to humans through an
intermediary, a messenger or angel. Surprisingly, in some of these passages the distinction
between God and God’s messenger is blurred.
A character who first appears as an angel
“slips” into a character who is clearly God.
In Judges 6:11-24, an angel appears to
Gideon as he beats out wheat in the wine press.
The two begin to talk, and Gideon expresses
his sorrow that the Lord has forgotten his
people. Then, without any preparation, verse
14 states, “The Lord turned to him and said:
Go with the strength you have, and save Israel
from the power of Midian. Is it not I who send
you?” The person speaking to Gideon, who
was introduced as a “messenger of the Lord”
(v. 12), has suddenly become “the Lord” in
person. The character of an angel has “slipped”
into the God of Israel.
Another example of this “slippage” occurs
in Genesis 16. Hagar, the slave girl of Sarai,
runs away from her mistress because of harsh
treatment. She carries a son in her womb. As
Hagar wanders in the wilderness, an angel of
the Lord finds her by a spring of water. The
text calls her visitor “the Lord’s angel” four
times (vv. 7, 9, 10, and 11). Yet when the angel
speaks to Hagar in verse 10, the words sound
like the first-person speech of God: “I will
make your descendants so numerous . . . that
they will be too many to count.” After the
visitor leaves, Hagar does not believe that she
has encountered a messenger. The narrator
tells us, “To the Lord who spoke to her she
gave a name, saying, ‘You are God who sees
me’; she meant, ‘Have I really seen God and
remained alive after he saw me?’” (16:13).
There are other biblical passages that demonstrate a “slippage” between the presence of
a messenger and the presence of God. We see
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this phenomenon when Hagar and her son are
saved after his birth (Gen 21:15-21), when
Abram is prevented from slaying his son (Gen
22:11-12), when Jacob dreams about sheep (Gen
31:11-13), and when Moses encounters the
burning bush (Exod 3:2-6).
What are we to make of these scenes in
which the identities of God and God’s angel are
interchanged? We can approach this question
from both a historical and a spiritual perspective. Historically, these passages of “slippage”
may have arisen as Israel began to move away
from presenting God in direct communication
with humans. The ease with which God speaks
directly to Adam, Eve, and Noah was gradually
replaced by God communicating to humans
through intermediaries. Instead of speaking
face to face, God sends a messenger or angel to
deliver the divine message. In the later books
of the Old Testament, God speaks almost exclusively through messengers. But such an approach is a development. Historically, the
passages of “slippage” we have identified represent a transition phase in which the use of
intermediaries is only partially realized. This is
why in these scenes there is almost no interest
in the messengers themselves. Angels are minimally described, and they are not given names.
The significance of the messenger is solely the
message itself. Thus an angel giving God’s message can suddenly become God giving the message. Angels, at this stage, are a personal
expression of God’s word.
The passages of “slippage” that we have
seen can also be viewed from a spiritual perspective. From this standpoint we view them
not merely as a stage in a historical development
but as an abiding characteristic of our relationship with God. None of us can speak to God
face to face. Our relationship is always mediated
through created realities. Whether it is through
an angel, another human, an experience of nature, or the impact of a significant event, our
contact with God is indirect. Yet even as we experience the created reality, God is there. We
“slip” from the mediation into the presence of
the Creator, and that presence is real. We never
see God directly, but we do see God—in the face
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of a stranger, the support of a friend, the magnificence of a sunset. Much like the experience
of Gideon or Hagar, we think that we are simply
doing our work or coping with life’s problems,
and suddenly we are in the presence of the Almighty. “Divine slippage” does not only occur
in the Bible. It also takes place in our lives.
Let us now closely examine two biblical
passages in which this “slippage” is present
and draw from them insights into our own encounters with God.

Abraham’s Visitors
Genesis 18:1-15

Abraham’s Visitors. 1The Lord appeared to
Abraham by the oak of Mamre, as he sat in the
entrance of his tent, while the day was growing
hot. 2Looking up, he saw three men standing near
him. When he saw them, he ran from the entrance
of the tent to greet them; and bowing to the
ground, 3he said: “Sir, if it please you, do not go
on past your servant. 4Let some water be brought,
that you may bathe your feet, and then rest under
the tree. 5Now that you have come to your servant, let me bring you a little food, that you may
refresh yourselves; and afterward you may go on
your way.” “Very well,” they replied, “do as you
have said.”
6
Abraham hurried into the tent to Sarah and
said, “Quick, three measures of bran flour! Knead
it and make bread.” 7He ran to the herd, picked
out a tender, choice calf, and gave it to a servant,
who quickly prepared it. 8Then he got some curds
and milk, as well as the calf that had been prepared, and set these before them, waiting on them
under the tree while they ate.
9
“Where is your wife Sarah?” they asked him.
“There in the tent,” he replied. 10One of them said,
“I will return to you about this time next year, and
Sarah will then have a son.” Sarah was listening at
the entrance of the tent, just behind him. 11Now
Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in years,

and Sarah had stopped having her menstrual periods. 12So Sarah laughed to herself and said,
“Now that I am worn out and my husband is old,
am I still to have sexual pleasure?” 13But the Lord
said to Abraham: “Why did Sarah laugh and say,
‘Will I really bear a child, old as I am?’ 14Is anything too marvelous for the Lord to do? At the
appointed time, about this time next year, I will
return to you, and Sarah will have a son.” 15Sarah
lied, saying, “I did not laugh,” because she was
afraid. But he said, “Yes, you did.”

Chapter 18:1-15 is a pivotal scene in the
book of Genesis. It is the final and definitive
promise that Abraham and Sarah will have a
son. Six chapters earlier, in Genesis 12, God had
promised Abraham that he would be the father
of a great nation. Yet Sarah remained barren.
By chapter 18, both Abraham and Sarah are
advanced in age, and Sarah’s menstrual cycle
has ceased. From every perspective it seems
that the promise of offspring can no longer be
fulfilled. It is in this barren and hopeless condition that God speaks to Abraham.
This scene clearly demonstrates the “slippage” between God and God’s messengers that
we have seen in other biblical passages. The
first verse informs us that God is about to appear to Abraham by the oak of Mamre. But the
manner of God’s appearance is confusing at
best. When Abraham looks up, he sees three
men. The text does not refer to these men as
angels or messengers. They appear only as
three men standing before Abraham as the day
is growing hot. We have been told that it is God
who appears to Abraham, but how are we to
understand this unexpected manifestation?
Should we understand God to be one of the
men, while the other two men are angels? Is
God appearing under the guise of three men?
Are all three men angels commissioned to
speak for God? Is this an early anticipation of
God as Trinity? All of these possibilities have
been suggested. What is clear is that the text
insists that God comes to Abraham not directly
but in a mediated form.
15
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Scripture commentators have long
debated the identity and roles of the
three angels sent to Abraham in Genesis
18. St. Augustine (4th century) was the
first exegete to suggest a foreshadowing
of the doctrine of the Trinity in this
mysterious visit, offering the following
spiritual interpretation: “[S]ince three
men appeared, and no one of them is
said to be greater than the rest either in
form, or age, or power, why should we
not here understand, as visibly intimated
by the visible creature, the equality of the
Trinity, and one and the same substance
in three persons” (On the Trinity, II.11, in
James Kugel, Traditions of the Bible
[Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1998], 342).

The mediation of three men is particularly
elusive, especially when we consider how
Abraham speaks to his visitors. Although we
would expect Abraham to address these three
men in the plural, he frequently speaks to them
in the singular. In the original Hebrew, the plural is used in verses 2 and 4-9. But in verses 3
and 10, the grammar indicates Abraham is
speaking to one person rather than multiple
people. By verses 13-15 it becomes clear that
Abraham is having a conversation with God
alone. The fluctuation in the mode of Abraham’s speech heightens the “slippage” between the three men and God.
Contemporary Relevance: This powerful passage presents us with a God who brings life
and hope to a couple awash in barrenness.
What insights can we draw from this story that
can illuminate our own encounters with God?
The depth and richness of the story generate
many possibilities:
1) Our meetings with God often come unexpectedly. The three men suddenly appear to Abraham. He does not see them approaching over
the desert sands. As he sits at the entrance of his
tent, he simply looks up and they are there,
standing near him. As much as we may plan or
16

anticipate God’s arrival, God does not follow
our schedule. We might expect God to speak to
us at church or during private prayer. But God
is just as likely to meet us at the supermarket, on
the soccer field, or as we doze on the backyard
patio. God’s presence occurs at God’s initiative.
Our role is not to coax or direct it, but to wait for
it with hope and to recognize it when it appears.
2) God comes to the hospitable. Although we
cannot predict God’s arrival, those who serve
others are most likely to encounter God. When
Abraham sees the three men, he immediately
swings into action. He offers them hospitality,
bathing their feet and feeding them with bread,
milk, and meat. There is no indication that
Abraham recognizes anything special about
these visitors. They are simply strangers to
welcome. The first eight verses of this scene are
taken up with the hospitality of Abraham. It is
only after his guests have eaten that their real
purpose is revealed. Without explanation, they
know of Sarah’s barrenness. They promise a
son. This story tells us that the best context to
meet God is in service to others. Whether it is
welcoming strangers, feeding the hungry, or
caring for the poor, God emerges through acts
of hospitality. Like Abraham, when we care for
others, we discover that we have welcomed
both angels and God’s own self.
3) Nothing is too marvelous for God. This story
purposely unfolds in an impossible situation.
A woman after menopause is not able to bear
children. Both Abraham and Sarah know this
and are resigned to it. Yet God appears and
tells them they will have a son. God promises
the impossible. God can do this because nothing is impossible for God. The text offers this
truth in the form of a question: “Is anything
too marvelous for the Lord to do?” (v. 14). The
question demands a response. Do Abraham
and Sarah believe it? Do we believe it?
This question is posed to us. Indeed it is the
fundamental question of faith. Do we believe
that God has the power to bring about every
good thing for us and for our world? Can we
accept that God is not limited by our limitations? Do we believe that God can bring life
into a barren womb, a barren heart, a barren
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EXPLORING LESSON ONE
1. Why does this lesson assert that we cannot investigate angels themselves? If angels cannot
be examined directly, how can we learn about them?

2. Christian belief in angels has its roots in Judaism. What significance do you find in the fact
that angels appear in both the Old and New Testaments and are a part of both the Jewish
and Christian faiths?

3. What are some different names used to describe or designate angels in the Bible? Do any of
these names deepen your appreciation of angels?

4. “Slippage” describes the dynamic relationship between God and God’s angels found in
several Old Testament passages (Gen 16:7-13; 18:1-15; 32:23-33; Judg 6:11-24). What are some
common characteristics shared by passages in which “slippage” occurs?
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5. The story of Abraham’s visitors offers an example of “slippage” and reminds us that we can
find ourselves suddenly and unexpectedly in God’s presence (Gen 18:1-15). Recall an
occasion of “divine slippage” in your own life—a time when you found yourself suddenly
in the presence of God.

6. Abraham encountered God in the midst of hospitality to strangers. What role do you think
hospitality plays in the Christian life?

7. In response to Abraham and Sarah’s skepticism that they will have a son in their old age,
God asks Abraham a fundamental question: “Is anything too marvelous for the Lord to
do?” (Gen 18:14). In what situations might God be asking you this question? How might
you respond?

8. a) After struggling with God, Jacob leaves with a limp and a blessing (Gen 32:30, 32). How
would you explain the spiritual concept of “wrestling with God”?
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		 b) As you look back on your own struggles with God, are there ways in which you were
damaged by them? Are there ways in which you were blessed through them?

9. What is something that you learned in this lesson that was especially interesting or
meaningful to you?
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CLOSING PRAYER

Prayer

But the Lord said to Abraham, “Why did
Sarah laugh and say, ‘Will I really bear a
child, old as I am?’ Is anything too marvelous
for the Lord to do?” (Gen 18:13-14a)
Eternal God, your power is not limited by what our
finite minds can imagine or our doubting hearts can
believe. Grant us the grace to place our trust in you and
the wisdom to accept your will in all things. We especially pray today for . . .
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