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Greater Than Angels August 14, 2016 
Part Two of Greater Than: Lessons from the Book of Hebrews by Dr. Scott F. Heine 

 We Believe... 

There are a whole slew of polls and surveys taken over 

the past five years that all agree with remarkable 

consistency: About… 

80% of Americans believe in the existence of angels 

(By the way, according to the Gallup organization, about 

90% of Americans believe in God – even more than believe 

in angels. But only 38% say that they do what God desires, 

with contemporary Protestants more than twice as likely to 

declare that they choose to live responsive to God’s 

instructions over Catholics, Orthodox, or other ritual-

focused expressions of faith. Go figure…) 

But… angels. Yeah. 80% of us believe that they’re all 

around us. However, the idea of what an angel actually is 

varies pretty widely. Blame it on the artists of the world, I 

suppose. Since people understand angels to be spirits that 

are invisible to us most of the time, artists throughout the 

centuries have been left with the challenge of how to portray 

them visually.  
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(I mean, surely they’re not fat little babies floating on 

soft, pink wings in Renaissance-painted cathedral ceilings, 

right? That’s the Greek god Cupid being unfortunately being 

adopted into Christian art. Angels don’t really look like that, 

or else they’d never say “Fear not!” when they appeared in 

front of people because nobody would be afraid of a chubby 

winged dimple-faced baby, right?) 

So what do they look like? What are angels? (And how 

many of them can dance on the head of a pin anyways… are 

they really super tiny, like little divine germs or something? 

Or is that another misguided cultural attempt to understand 

them? ) 

Daniel 8:15 describes the angel Gabriel appearing in a 

vision “looking like a man” standing in front of Daniel – but a 

man so terrifying in appearance that fell face-down upon the 

ground in terror. That’s consistent with other 

anthropomorphic descriptions of angels appearing to people 

as people – going as far back as Genesis – that early artists 

portrayed angels as young men, often dressed in various 

forms of togas, and sometimes carrying historical weapons.  

Although it’s important to note that the Bible may 

describe angels looking like people, but it doesn’t say they 

are people. They are something very different altogether. So 

throw out any notions of people dying, floating into the 
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clouds, and earning their wings. (Sorry, Clarence… you can 

stop waiting for a bell to ring now… ) 

The earliest artistic representations of angels did not 

even include wings, despite the biblical description of a pair 

of angels sculpted into the cover of the Ark of the Covenant 

using their wings to form a kind of chair. Actually only a few 

of the descriptions of angels in the Bible include a mention of 

wings, so it makes sense for artists to leave them off. But by 

the end of the 4th century AD, artists started putting wings on 

angels anyways, and that’s become the dominant cultural 

mental picture of angels ever since. 

And, of course, artists used clothing from their own 

cultures… which meant lots of angels in togas during the 

Greco-Roman era. 

The Byzantine artists started clothing angels in 

whatever fancy outfits were popular with the aristocracy of 

the time, and the Medieval artists introduced vibrant colors 

to angels’ clothing and even their wings. 

But it was the Victorians that shifted modern mental 

images of angels the most. The Pre-Raphaelite painters 

made angels somewhat androgynous with long black hair, 

and the Victorians pushed this over the edge to start 

portraying angels as beautiful women in flowery gowns 

rather than as armed warriors of heaven. 
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Leave it to Hollywood to make things even more 

confusing. Angels in pop culture have become humans just 

like us albeit more exotic and with uncanny abilities, 

portrayed by famous actors, complete with all sorts of flaws 

and foibles. Whether it’s gun-toting angels chasing criminals 

for Charlie, or John Travolta playing a wayward archangel 

Michael out for a last hurrah, or Ben Affleck & Matt Damon 

trying to wing their way back into heaven by following a 

road from Wisconsin to a portal in New Jersey while holding 

their own against World Wrestling Federation superstars 

and mocking all religious people as hypocrites in the movie 

Dogma, to Jane Lynch’s portrayal of the very irreverent, 

sexualized, addicted, and often offensive angel Amy in the 

current TV show Angel From Hell, it seems like society 

believes in angels… but perhaps doesn’t really know what to 

think about them. 

So What Are They? 

So… what are angels? And why are we talking about 

them when we’re supposed to be looking at the book of 

Hebrews together?  (I’ll get to the second question in a 

moment. But first… what are angels?) 

 They are created beings. They haven’t always existed. 

They’re not eternal, timeless spirits. God created 
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them at some point. They have a distinct starting 

point in history.  

The religious leaders in Nehemiah’s day declared: 

“[The Lord has] made heaven, the heaven of 

heavens, with all their host… and the host of 

heaven worships [him].” (Nehemiah 9:6 ESV)  

God made them. They have a beginning. 

And Paul reminds us in his letter to the Colossians: 

By him all things were created, in heaven and on 

earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or 

dominions or rulers or authorities—all things were 

created through him and for him. (Colossians 1:16 ESV)  

 The Bible tells us that they are spirits… 

Angels are only servants—spirits sent to care for 

people who will inherit salvation. (Hebrews 1:14 NLT)  

And, as spirits, they don’t usually have a physical 

form: 

A spirit does not have flesh and bones… (Luke 24:39 ESV)  
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So you and I can’t see the angels around us unless 

God opens our eyes, or unless they take on some kind 

of physical manifestation for our benefit.  

So, for example, in the Old Testament, Balaam didn’t 

see the angel in front of him until… 

The LORD opened Balaam’s eyes, and he saw the 

angel of the LORD standing in the roadway with a 

drawn sword in his hand. (Numbers 22:31 NLT)  

The angel was there all the time, fierce and well-

armed, but Balaam couldn’t see him until God made it 

possible. 

It’s just like the shepherds couldn’t see the angelic 

armies of heaven shouting praises to God in the skies 

over Bethlehem until God revealed it to them. 

 They are referred to by many names. The word 

“angel” is really a generic term meaning “messenger” 

or “representative,” and could apply to a human 

ambassador from some earthly king just as well as a 

spiritual representative sent from God. 

But there are other terms as well: 
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 Job 1:6 and 2:1 refers to them as “sons of 

God” (which is significant to our study of 

Hebrews, so we’ll come back to that one ). 

 Psalm 89 calls them “holy ones.” 

 Daniel 4 mentions them as “watchers.” 

 And there are a bunch of other names 

throughout the Bible, from “spirits,” to 

“dominions” or “rulers,” to “the warhost of 

heaven.” 

 There are different types of angels.  

 There are the cherubim (who seem to be 

fierce guardians of God’s glory, appearing to 

guard the way back into Eden after Adam 

introduced sin into the world, or who hover 

over the representation of God’s glory in the 

Holy of Holies in the Temple. 

 There are seraphim who hover about in God’s 

presence constantly declaring his holiness and 

his glory throughout creation. 

 There are angels simply described as living 

creatures, mentioned in both Ezekiel and 

Revelation as dwelling before the throne of 

God – basicallyh some kind of indescribable 
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mash-up of creation that can appear lion-like, 

or eagle-like, or human-like, or some kind of 

combination of God’s artistry, and who are 

constantly harmonizing with the seraphim in 

singing God’s praises. 

 They have ranks the way soldiers in a warhost have 

authority structures, and they have individual names 

like Michael or Gabriel. 

 But even though they are fearsome and powerful, 

they are limited. They can only be in one place at a 

time. They engage in battle on our behalf, but their 

victory relies upon God’s power rather than their 

own. 

 There are a lot of them, but they are not infinite. The 

Bible mentions… 

…The ten thousands of holy ones, with flaming fire 

at his right hand… (Deuteronomy 33:2 ESV)  

Or… 

…Many angels, numbering myriads of myriads and 

thousands of thousands… (Revelation 5:11 ESV)  
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But even though the number is huge, and though we 

are never told how many angels there are, they are 

finite beings with finite capabilities. 

 Are there “Guardian Angels?” Well, Psalm 91 talks 

about angels guarding God’s people, and in Matthew 

18 Jesus talks about angels protecting children. But 

the modern idea of an angel being assigned to each of 

us to nudge us and steer the course of our lives is the 

idea of fiction writers, not the Bible. The truth is that 

God himself is involved in the details of our lives, 

whether or not he intervenes with angelic beings to 

accomplish his agenda. 

What’s This All About 

But, wait a minute. You must be thinking, “What’s this 

all about? Why are we talking about angels?” 

1. Well, first, angels are a big deal. We don’t talk about 

them very much around here unless they show up in 

some story from the Bible we may be studying, and 

even then I’m prone to kind of assuming that we’re all 

on the same page in our understanding of what angels 

really are. Perhaps that’s a bad assumption and an 

unfortunate lack of focus for us, because angels are 

such a big deal. 
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And it’s important that we understand angels as 

supernatural, spiritual creations of God with enormous 

power who are acting on God’s behalf, guarding his 

glory, protecting his people, and conveying his 

messages to us. 

2. Second, it’s important that we understand what a big 

deal angels are to the Jewish mindset. These 

supernatural beings were involved with conveying the 

Mosaic Law to the covenant people of Israel. When the 

Lord met with his people at Sinai… 

…He came from the ten thousands of holy ones, 

with flaming fire at his right hand. (Deuteronomy 33:2 ESV)  

And Paul mentions that the Law… 

The law… was put in place through angels… (Galatians 

3:19 ESV)  

The Jews see angels at the heart of all sorts of pivotal 

moments in their history, from visiting Abraham to 

revealing the future to Daniel to much more. 

So angels are a really big deal, and the Jews were 

especially impressed by the importance of angels in their 

relationship with God. And we must understand this if we’re 
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going to grasp the implications of the book of Hebrews. (See, 

I told you I’d get back to that! ) 

Last Sunday, we started looking at the New Testament 

letter to the Hebrews. We saw that this challenging letter 

was written to persuade God’s people that Christ offers us a 

perfect, complete revelation of God and his plan for 

mankind, and that the work of Christ is fulfilling once and for 

all… and for all eternity. Therefore, Christ is “greater than” 

everything else in which people may place their faith, and 

“greater than” all the demands of performance-driven 

religion that mankind might conceive. 

So it won’t surprise us that right at the beginning of this 

letter – as the author addresses the superiority of Christ in 

comparison to everything else that impressed the Jews 

(including their own prophets who spoke on God’s behalf), 

we read these words: 

The Son is far greater than the angels, just as the 

name God gave him is greater than their names. 
(Hebrews 1:4 NLT)  

What Makes Jesus Greater? 

What makes Jesus greater? I suppose to some of you it 

seems obvious, but I think it’s really important for us to 
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understand the superiority of Christ in a society full of 

confusing artistic images and pop-cultural references. Hey, 

there are even people going door-to-door (*ahem* -- 

Jehovah’s Witnesses ) who think that Jesus is just the name 

of one of the angels himself and nothing really special. 

The letter to the Hebrews lists several reasons why 

Jesus is infinitely greater than the angels – not to diminish 

the importance or power of God’s spiritual servants, but to 

elevate Christ to an immeasurably greater importance in our 

understanding. 

And, apparently, it all comes down to the name – or the 

title – that God has shared with Christ… the “name above 

every other name,” as Paul describes it in Philippians. 

As Hebrews goes on to explain: 

For God never said to any angel what he said to 

Jesus: “You are my Son. Today I have become your 

Father.” (Hebrews 1:5 NLT)  

He quotes from Psalm 2:7, which would have been a 

familiar song to the original Jewish readers of this letter. It’s 

a song in which God calls out to all the kings of the earth to 

turn their attention to Jerusalem, where he has placed his 

divine choice of kings, the “Annointed One” (or “Messiah”) 
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on the throne of a kingdom that is greater than all the most 

wondrous accomplishments and powers of mankind. 

By the way, there’s something kind of cool going on 

here. The original Psalm, in describing the supremacy of 

Christ as the King of all kings, says that the Father has 

“begotten” or “brought forth” the Son – not referring to 

giving birth, but to the resurrection. In fact, in the very first 

sermon of Christianity, in Acts 2, Peter quotes this same 

verse from Psalm 2 and says that it is the fulfillment of Jesus 

rising from the dead as the first born of resurrection into a 

new and eternal life. 

The author of Hebrews goes on to quote another 

passage from the Old Testament about the name of Jesus 

being greater than that of the angels. Quoting form 2 Samuel 

7:14, he writes… 

God also said, “I will be his Father, and he will be 

my Son.” (Hebrews 1:5 NLT)  

This is very much like we saw in the opening verses of 

this letter last week.  

 In the past, God spoke over and over and over again 

to his people through prophets, but now he has given 

us his final and greatest revelation of himself through 

the Son. 
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 Throughout history, God has intervened over and 

over and over again through the presence of angelic 

warriors and messengers, but even those mighty 

ambassadors of heaven fall to their knees in the 

presence of the Son, who is the greatest messenger of 

all. 

So… 

When he brought his supreme Son into the world, 

God said, “Let all of God’s angels worship him.” 
(Hebrews 1:6 NLT)  

This is the comparison offered to us in the letter to the 

Hebrews. Angels are great; Jesus is “greater than.” 

Regarding the angels, he says, “He sends his angels 

like the winds, his servants like flames of fire.” 
(Hebrews 1:7 NLT)  

Angels are servants, sent out at the command of God. 

But the Son…? 

But to the Son he says, “Your throne, O God, 

endures forever and ever. You rule with a scepter of 

justice.” (Hebrews 1:8 NLT)  
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By the way… just catch the little bit of theology here. 

Who is called “God?” The Son. Christ is God. Yet again, the 

Bible makes it clear that Jesus is God incarnate. Every single 

Greek manuscript in antiquity of this passage agrees — the 

Bible declares that Jesus is God. And that’s a truth that the 

devil, the “father of lies,” would like very much to brush 

aside so that we diminish the identity and glory of Christ. 

The lie is that Jesus is not “greater than.” So, for instance, 

the Jehovah’s Witnesses (who reduce Christ to just another 

angel and thus not worthy to die as a substitutionary 

sacrifice on our behalf), they hit a verse like this and decide 

to manipulate it. They’ll show up at your doorstep, flip open 

their New World Translation of the Bible (which is not a 

translation at all, but rather a twisting of an English 

translation to make it fit their doctrine), and they’ll read the 

verse this way: 

About the Son, he says: “God is your throne forever 

and ever…” (Hebrews 1:8 NWT) 

Instead of… 

Of the Son he says, “Your throne, O God, is forever 

and ever…” (Hebrews 1:8 ESV)  
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Pretty sneaky, huh? Pretty evil, actually. Because if Jesus is 

just another angel, then he isn’t the supreme, perfect, eternal 

Redeemer. The whole point of our faith — which is anchored 

in Christ, what he has done on our behalf, and the new life he 

offers us — is utterly undone. They’re yanking Jesus off the 

throne, which is exactly what the forces of darkness desire. 

But the Bible is so very clear… 

To the Son he says, “Your throne, O God, endures 

forever and ever. You rule with a scepter of justice.” 
(Hebrews 1:8 NLT)  

“You love justice and hate evil. Therefore, O God, 

your God has anointed you, pouring out the oil of 

joy on you more than on anyone else.” (Hebrews 1:9 NLT)  

“Oh God, your God…” Yup. Christ, God incarnate. Utterly 

mind-blowing. Completely true. And infinitely greater than 

all else. 

Which is why God can beckon the very angels — and us 

— to worship him. No created thing is every worthy of 

worship. But the Creator? He alone is worthy of our worship. 

He says to the Son, “In the beginning, Lord, you laid 

the foundation of the earth and made the heavens 

with your hands. They will perish, but you remain 
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forever. They will wear out like old clothing.” (Hebrews 

1:10-11 NLT)  

“You will fold them up like a cloak and discard them 

like old clothing. But you are always the same; you 

will live forever.” (Hebrews 1:12 NLT)  

Quoting from the Psalms again (from Psalm 102 this 

time), declaring that all those familiar Jewish expressions of 

worship should be directed to Christ, who alone is worthy of 

glory. Believe me, the original Hebrew people reading this 

letter understood the implications. Because… 

God never said to any of the angels… 

…the way “the Lord says to my Lord” in Psalm 110, which is 

quoted here… 

God never said to any of the angles, “Sit in the place 

of honor at my right hand until I humble your 

enemies, making them a footstool under your feet.” 
(Hebrews 1:13 NLT)  

All authority is Christ’s. Every victory is Christ’s. He is 

worthy of honor and glory. He is worthy of all our praise. 

He is the overcomer, awesome in power forever.  
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Angels? Well, they’re absolutely awesome… far beyond 

our wildest imagination. If we could see them today, we’d 

join myriads of people in the Bible who fall on their faces 

and tremble in terror at the sight of their power. But 

compared to Christ, the very Son of God, firstborn from 

death, seated in honor over all creation? 

Angels are only servants—spirits sent to care for 

people who will inherit salvation. (Hebrews 1:14 NLT)  

Conclusion 

I was at a retreat last year where the organizers really 

wanted to encourage the participants to feel confident and 

secure and protected by God. They wanted to give 

participants some kind of tangible experience that would 

connect them to the reality of their spiritual security. And 

that’s a really noble goal, right? 

So they arranged for a very large group of volunteers to 

show up at the event as a surprise. At one point during the 

retreat, the quiet of the room was broken with the sound of 

marching getting louder. The doors to the room opened, and 

volunteers began flooding the place, surrounding the room, 

standing against the walls. They were marching and 

stomping their feet, making kind of a percussive thunder. 
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And they carried shields lifted high, which surrounded the 

crowd. As they marched in, they were singing Chris Tomlin’s 

song about “the God of angel armies” always being on our 

side. 

It was actually pretty cool. Kind of an emotional display, 

really. And I think the organizers of that moment wanted to 

leave everyone with a tangible impression of the reality of 

God’s angelic army, his Warhost of Heaven, constantly 

fighting off spiritual enemies on our behalf, just beyond our 

mortal sight. It was an experience designed to bolster 

courage and confidence. 

And, I have to admit, it was impressive. But it was also a 

bit off the mark. Yes, angels are awesome. Their power is 

encouraging. Their role as spiritual protectors is 

inspirational. But our refuge is not found in angels, no matter 

how cool they might be. Our refuge is in Christ, who is 

infinitely greater than even the most thunderous assembly of 

God’s mightiest warriors of heaven all around us. 

Yes, I’ve read Frank Peretti’s This Present Darkness 

and Piercing the Darkness (and you should, too, if you want 

to get swept up in a great story about angels and spiritual 

warfare). But God doesn’t want us to feel safe because of his 

angels; he wants us to be at peace because of him and his 

power! 
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It is the blood of Christ, poured out for us as the Lamb of 

God, the once-and-forever greater-than-always sacrifice, that 

makes us righteous and frees us from all condemnation. 

It is God’s power and presence in our lives that sends us 

out into this broken world with a message that can change 

lives. We don’t have to fight some kind of cultural battle to 

save the world; we have to rescue people from a doomed 

world into a kingdom filled with wonders – and angels – now 

and forever. 

All authority and victory belongs to Christ. As the letter 

to the Hebrews beckons, let us… and let all angels… worship 

him! 
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