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Introduction 
 
 

Doctrine does not exist in a vacuum. Every generation of the church receives the faith once delivered to 

the saints not in pristine isolation from the intellectual and cultural currents of its age but in the midst of 

those currents, shaped by them in ways both beneficial and harmful. The church that forgets her doctrinal 

history is condemned to repeat its errors; the church that knows that history is equipped to receive the 

genuine insights of her forebears while maintaining the critical distance needed to identify where those 

forebears exceeded the warrant of Scripture. Nowhere is this historical self-awareness more necessary, 

or more practically consequential, than in the doctrine of the angelic realm. 
 

Lesson 1 established the methodological foundation for this series: we will affirm everything Scripture 

teaches about the angelic realm and refuse to speculate beyond what Scripture reveals. But that 

methodological commitment cannot be maintained in practice by someone who does not know what the 

alternatives to it look like, what they have produced in the history of the church, and where they have 

gone wrong. The purpose of Lesson 2 is precisely to supply that historical knowledge: to trace the handling 

of Angelology from the apostolic fathers through the medieval Scholastics, through the Reformation 

corrective, through the Enlightenment rejection, and into the contemporary landscape, where the church 

faces the double pressure of a secular culture that officially denies the spiritual realm while remaining 

fascinated by its popular cultural simulacra, and of a charismatic tradition that has built elaborate spiritual 

warfare theologies far exceeding the apostolic deposit. 
 

This historical survey is not an antiquarian exercise. It is pastoral theology in the most direct sense: the 

pastor and the disciple who understand why medieval angelology went wrong are immunized against the 

same error in its contemporary forms; the believer who understands Calvin’s Reformation corrective has 

a working principle for evaluating any claim about the spiritual realm that presents itself as spiritually 

sophisticated or theologically advanced. History is the laboratory in which the consequences of theological 

choices become visible over time, and the history of Angelology is one of the most instructive laboratories 

in all of Christian doctrine. 
 

We approach this history not as critics standing outside the tradition, but as members of a communion 

that has been wrestling with these questions for two thousand years and that owes a debt of gratitude, 

and a debt of honest evaluation, to every generation that has done so before us. The apostolic fathers, 

the Cappadocians, Pseudo-Dionysius, Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, the Enlightenment critics, the charismatic 

pioneers, each represents a response to the biblical data about the spiritual realm, some more faithful 

and some less faithful, but all offering instruction to those who study them with both charity and 

discernment. 
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I.     The Early Church: Angelology in the Apostolic and Patristic Eras 
 

Receiving the Apostolic Witness and Beginning the Work of Doctrinal Clarification 

A.  The Apostolic Fathers and the Inherited Framework 

The earliest post-apostolic Christian writings presuppose the reality of the angelic realm without devoting 

sustained systematic attention to it. The Apostolic Fathers, Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, 

Polycarp, the Didache, the Shepherd of Hermas, inhabit the biblical worldview in which angels are real 

personal spiritual beings who serve God, and in which demonic powers are real adversaries of the 

Christian life. The Shepherd of Hermas, an early second-century text widely read in the early church, 

describes guardian angels and assigns every person both a good angel and an evil angel whose competing 

influences shape the moral life. This framework is recognizably biblical in its general shape, even if the 

specific formulations extend beyond what the New Testament explicitly teaches. 
 

What is notable about the early church’s angelology is both what it affirms and what it does not yet 

elaborate. It affirms, consistently with the New Testament, that angels are real, that they minister to 

believers, that fallen angels are the agents of spiritual opposition, and that Christ is supreme over the 

entire invisible realm. What it does not yet do is construct the kind of elaborate systematic hierarchy that 

will characterize later medieval angelology. The theological energy of the early church was directed 

primarily toward the great Christological and Trinitarian controversies; angelology remained largely in the 

background, present in liturgy and devotion, but not yet the subject of sustained speculative inquiry. 
 

B.  The Cappadocians and the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Inheritance 

The great Cappadocian theologians of the fourth century, Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus, and 

Gregory of Nyssa, engaged the question of the angelic realm with characteristic theological precision. 

Basil, in his Hexaemeron (his commentary on the six days of creation), argued that the angels were created 

before the visible universe, an inference from Job 38:7, where the “sons of God shouted for joy” at the 

laying of the earth’s foundations. Gregory of Nazianzus, in his Second Theological Oration, describes the 

angels as the second light after the Trinity, made luminous by their proximity to the source of all light. 

These are genuine theological insights drawn responsibly from the scriptural witness, offered with 

appropriate tentativeness about matters the text does not fully disclose. 
 

The Council of Constantinople (381 AD) did not produce a dedicated angelological definition, but its 

affirmation of the Spirit as “Lord and Giver of Life” and its implicit framework of the divine and the 

creaturely established the ontological boundary within which all subsequent angelology would be 

conducted: the angels are creatures, not divine; powerful, but not omnipotent; numerous, but not infinite; 

personal, but not self-existent. This creaturely status of the angels is the non-negotiable baseline of all 

orthodox angelology, and the Cappadocians were its most articulate fourth-century defenders. 

 

II.    Pseudo-Dionysius and the Medieval Elaboration 
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The Celestial Hierarchy and Its Influential but Speculative Legacy 

A.  The Pseudo-Dionysian System 

The most consequential single text in the history of Christian angelology is almost certainly The Celestial 

Hierarchy, attributed to Dionysius the Areopagite (the Athenian convert mentioned in Acts 17:34) but in 

fact composed by an anonymous Syrian theologian of the late fifth or early sixth century. The 

pseudonymous attribution gave the work enormous authority in the medieval church, since it was 

believed to transmit the direct testimony of a disciple of the Apostle Paul. The work’s actual intellectual 

debts are, however, more to Neoplatonism than to Pauline theology: Pseudo-Dionysius constructed a 

nine-fold hierarchy of angelic beings organized into three triads, each triad closer to or further from the 

divine light. 
 

The first triad, closest to God, consists of Seraphim, Cherubim, and Thrones. The second triad consists of 

Dominions (or Lordships), Virtues, and Powers. The third triad, closest to the created world, consists of 

Principalities, Archangels, and Angels. Each order receives divine illumination from the order above it and 

transmits that illumination downward, a hierarchical emanationism that owes far more to Plotinus than 

to Paul. The system is intellectually elegant, philosophically coherent within its Neoplatonic framework, 

and almost entirely without secure biblical warrant. The Pauline terms that appear in it, thrones, 

dominions, rulers, authorities, principalities, are extracted from their contextual meaning in Colossians 

1:16 and Ephesians 1:21, where they function as evidence of Christ’s comprehensive supremacy over all 

created powers, and reassembled into an elaborate speculative architecture that Paul himself never 

constructed. 
 

B.  Aquinas: The Angelic Doctor and the Scholastic Synthesis 

Thomas Aquinas, who earned the sobriquet Doctor Angelicus not because of his personal sanctity (as is 

sometimes supposed) but because of the extraordinary comprehensiveness of his treatment of the 

angelic nature, devoted substantial portions of the Summa Theologiae to angelology (I, qq. 50–64). 

Aquinas engaged the Pseudo-Dionysian hierarchy with the full resources of Aristotelian philosophy, 

addressing questions that the earlier tradition had raised but not systematically resolved: whether angels 

have bodies, whether they have knowledge, how they communicate, whether they can sin, how their 

movement through space should be understood, and how the hierarchical orders relate to one another 

in their ministry. 
 

Aquinas’s angelology is a remarkable intellectual achievement, and it would be uncharitable and 

historically naive to dismiss it as mere speculation. He was attempting to think rigorously about what the 

Scriptures reveal, using the best philosophical tools available to him, and many of his conclusions are 

theologically sound, particularly his insistence on the creaturely status of the angels, his refusal to 

attribute divine attributes to them, and his careful subordination of the entire angelic realm to the 

sovereign governance of God. The problem is not Aquinas’s method of rigorous inquiry but the degree to 

which the inquiry is permitted to exceed the evidentiary warrant of Scripture. The Summa’s angelological 

questions are far more detailed, far more confident, and far more systematic than the biblical data actually 

warrants, a disproportion that the Reformation would identify and correct. 
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“Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize  by delighting in self-abasement and the worship of 
the angels.”  Colossians 2:18, NASB 1995   

 

III.   The Reformation Corrective: Scripture Reclaims the Doctrine 
 

Luther and Calvin Pull Angelology Back to Its Biblical Foundations 

A.  Luther: Demolishing the Speculative Edifice 

Martin Luther’s engagement with medieval angelology was characteristic of his broader theological 

program: a confident, often polemical insistence that the church return to the plain sense of Scripture and 

abandon the philosophical elaborations that had accumulated over centuries of Scholastic inquiry. Luther 

had little patience for the speculative angelology of the Pseudo-Dionysian tradition, and he was willing to 

say so with his customary directness. He regarded the nine-fold hierarchy of Pseudo-Dionysius as a human 

invention without scriptural foundation, and he treated the widespread medieval devotion to angelic 

intercession with suspicion as a threat to the sole mediatorship of Christ. For Luther, the angels are what 

Scripture says they are: ministering spirits in the service of God and of His people, powerful agents of 

divine providence, and active participants in the spiritual warfare that attends the proclamation of the 

gospel. They are not the objects of elaborate philosophical analysis or of quasi-liturgical veneration. 
 

Luther’s positive contribution to angelology was less a systematic alternative to the medieval synthesis 

than a recovery of the pastoral register in which the New Testament speaks about the angelic world. His 

Table Talk and his commentaries are filled with vivid, biblically grounded affirmations of the angels’ reality 

and ministry, the angels as guardians of God’s people, as warriors against the demonic powers, as 

messengers of God’s grace, offered not as systematic theology but as pastoral encouragement. Luther’s 

famous image of Satan as “God’s devil,” a creature whose rebellion is constrained and ultimately 

redirected by divine sovereignty, is one of the most pastorally useful contributions to demonology in the 

history of Protestant theology. 
 

B.  Calvin: The Governing Principle of Restraint 

John Calvin’s treatment of angelology in the Institutes of the Christian Religion (I.14–15) is one of the most 

important methodological statements in the history of Protestant theology and deserves extended 

attention. Calvin begins from a principle that governs the entire discussion: “We must be careful not to 

seek to know anything about the angels except what Scripture teaches us.” This is not a counsel of 

theological minimalism; it is a rigorous application of the sola Scriptura principle to a domain in which the 

temptation to speculative excess has historically been most acute. Calvin knows the Pseudo-Dionysian 

tradition; he engages Aquinas; he reads the church fathers. And he concludes, with characteristic 

precision, that the elaborate angelic hierarchies of the medieval tradition are “pure inventions”, the 

products of human curiosity rather than divine revelation. 
 

Calvin’s positive angelology is, precisely because of this restraint, more biblically substantive than the 

elaborate systems he rejects. He affirms the angels’ creation by God, their creaturely status, their personal 
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nature, their role as ministers of divine providence, their ministry to believers (“God’s care for us is so 

great,” Calvin writes, “that He will not suffer us to be deprived of their assistance”), and their participation 

in the governance of human affairs. He affirms the reality of the demonic realm and the reality of spiritual 

warfare while insisting that the primary weapons of that warfare are the ordinary means of grace rather 

than the dramatic confrontational practices of later traditions. And he insists, above all, that the proper 

response to the truth about the angels is not speculative elaboration but grateful trust in the God who 

employs them in our service. 
 

The Calvinian principle, confine Angelology to what Scripture reveals, is the methodological spine of the 

present series. It is worth noting that this is not a uniquely Calvinian insight; it is a recovery of the instinct 

that the best of the patristic tradition had expressed before Pseudo-Dionysius introduced the speculative 

trajectory. Augustine had written with characteristic wisdom: “To angels we may speak, if God grant it; 

about angels we ought to speak only what God has revealed.” Calvin’s contribution was to make this 

restraint a methodological principle explicit enough to function as a criterion of evaluation for any 

angelological claim. 

 

IV.    The Enlightenment Rejection: Demythologization and Its 
Consequences 
 

When the Academy Dismissed What the Church Had Sometimes Distorted 

A.  Rationalism and the Denial of the Spiritual Realm 

The Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries brought not a corrective to the excesses 

of medieval angelology but a wholesale rejection of the category of personal spiritual beings altogether. 

The intellectual program of rationalism, grounded in the Cartesian insistence that only what can be known 

through reason and empirical observation deserves the status of knowledge, had no place for beings that 

are by definition invisible, immaterial, and beyond the reach of scientific investigation. The deist reduction 

of God to a cosmic clockmaker who wound up the universe and stepped back required the corresponding 

elimination of the angelic realm, which had always functioned in Christian theology as the means by which 

God’s intimate governance of the created order is understood and celebrated. 
 

The theological heirs of the Enlightenment within academic theology carried this rationalist rejection into 

the biblical guild through the program of demythologization, most systematically articulated by Rudolf 

Bultmann in the twentieth century. For Bultmann, the biblical language about angels, demons, and the 

spiritual warfare between supernatural forces is “mythological” in the technical sense: it is the ancient 

Near Eastern and Jewish conceptual framework through which the early Christians expressed existential 

realities that can and must be re-expressed in the demythologized vocabulary of existentialist philosophy. 

The cosmic conflict between Christ and the demonic powers is “really” a description of the individual’s 

confrontation with the inauthentic existence from which the gospel offers liberation. The angels are not 

real personal beings; they are mythological personifications of divine providential care. 
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B.  The Evangelical Response and Its Partial Success 

The evangelical theological tradition maintained, against the demythologizing program, the full reality of 

the personal spiritual beings the New Testament describes. This was not obscurantism; it was exegetical 

faithfulness. The New Testament does not present angels and demons as mythological figures expressing 

existential truths; it presents them as personal beings whose activities are described in the same realistic 

historical register as the activities of the human beings who appear alongside them. The angel who 

releases Peter from prison (Acts 12:6–11) is described with the same narrative specificity as Herod who 

imprisoned him. The demons who possessed the Gerasene demoniac (Mark 5:1–20) are described as 

personal beings who speak, negotiate, and obey, not as symbols of psychological disintegration. 
 

The evangelical response to demythologization was, however, only partially successful in reclaiming a fully 

biblical and theologically disciplined angelology. The recovery of the reality of the spiritual realm was often 

accompanied by a recovery of the speculative and sensational elements that the Reformation had 

criticized, a swing of the pendulum that would accelerate in the charismatic and Pentecostal movements 

of the twentieth century. The proper response to the Enlightenment’s denial of the spiritual realm was 

not a return to the medieval elaborations that the Reformers had rightly criticized, but a fresh and rigorous 

engagement with what Scripture actually teaches, neither more nor less. 

 

V.     Popular Culture and Charismatic Excess: The Contemporary 
Distortions 
 

Sentimental Angels and Territorial Spirits, Two Faces of the Same Failure 

A.  Angels in Popular Culture: Sentimentalized and Unbiblical 

The angels of popular Western culture bear almost no resemblance to the beings Scripture describes. The 

popular cultural angel is typically female or androgynous, possessing soft features, luminous wings of the 

kind more reminiscent of Renaissance art than of the terrifying beings whose appearances in Scripture 

consistently provoke the response “Do not be afraid” (Luke 1:30; 2:10; Matthew 28:5). The popular angel 

is a sentimental guardian who nudges parking spaces into availability and sends comforting feelings to the 

grieving; the biblical angel is a powerful, awe-inspiring being who fights battles (2 Kings 6:15–17), executes 

divine judgment (Acts 12:23; 2 Samuel 24:15–17), and delivers messages that reshape the course of 

redemptive history (Luke 1:26–38). 
 

This popular cultural angelology is not merely theologically trivial; it is actively misleading. It trains the 

imagination to expect from the angelic realm the kind of sentimental comfort that is the product of human 

projection rather than divine revelation. It replaces the theologically serious question, what does Scripture 

teach about the nature and ministry of the holy angels?, with the culturally comfortable question: what 

kind of spiritual protectors and companions would make us feel safe? The answer to the first question 

produces theological substance; the answer to the second produces greeting-card spirituality. The church 

that allows popular cultural angelology to shape her imagination is a church that has, in this domain, 

submitted herself to the authority of the culture rather than the authority of Scripture. 
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B.  Charismatic Excess: When Spiritual Warfare Exceeds Scripture 

On the opposite extreme from popular cultural sentimentalism stands the elaborate spiritual warfare 

theology that developed within certain streams of the charismatic and Pentecostal movements in the 

latter half of the twentieth century. Beginning with figures like Frank Peretti, whose novel This Present 

Darkness (1986) gave dramatic fictional form to a theology of cosmic spiritual conflict, and accelerating 

through the Strategic-Level Spiritual Warfare (SLSW) movement associated with C. Peter Wagner and the 

New Apostolic Reformation, this tradition constructed an angelology and demonology of extraordinary 

elaboration: territorial demons ruling over cities and nations, named and ranked according to hierarchies 

that bear an uncomfortable resemblance to the Pseudo-Dionysian system, subject to “binding” and 

“losing” through directed prayer; spiritual mapping exercises designed to identify the demonic powers 

controlling specific geographic regions; and elaborate protocols for confronting these powers before 

gospel proclamation could be effective. 
 

The theological problems with this tradition are multiple and serious. First, there is the fundamental 

problem of going beyond Scripture: the New Testament nowhere teaches believers to identify territorial 

demons by name, to “bind” them through formulaic prayer, or to conduct spiritual mapping exercises as 

a prerequisite for evangelism. The apostles planted churches throughout the Roman Empire without 

employing any of these methods. Second, there is the Christological problem: a theology that treats the 

advance of the gospel as dependent on the prior identification and binding of demonic territorial powers 

has, functionally, made the effectiveness of Christ’s work contingent on the believer’s spiritual warfare 

technique, a significant departure from the New Testament’s insistence that Christ has already, at the 

cross, “disarmed the rulers and authorities and made a public display of them, having triumphed over 

them” (Colossians 2:15, NASB 1995). 
 

Third, there is the pastoral problem: a theology that makes believers hyperaware of demonic activity 

produces anxiety rather than confidence, preoccupation with the enemy rather than fixation on Christ, 

and a spirituality defined by conflict with darkness rather than by communion with light. The New 

Testament’s pastoral posture toward spiritual warfare is one of sober vigilance combined with confident 

assurance, “God’s side has more than Satan’s side”, not of anxious preoccupation with the schemes of the 

enemy. Paul’s command is not “Identify and bind the territorial spirits” but “Put on the full armor of God” 

(Ephesians 6:11), and the full armor of God is the Word of truth, the righteousness of Christ, the gospel of 

peace, the shield of faith, the assurance of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit which is the Word of God. 
 

“For such men are false apostles, deceitful workers,  disguising themselves as apostles of Christ.  
No wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light.”  2 Corinthians 11:13–14, 

NASB 1995   

 

VI.    The Reformed Recovery: Sober, Exegetical, Christ-Centered 
Angelology 
 

Taking the Spiritual Realm Seriously Without Being Taken In by Speculation 
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A.  What the Reformed Recovery Involves 

The Reformed recovery of a biblically faithful angelology is not a novel theological project; it is a retrieval 

of what the Reformation itself accomplished in the sixteenth century and what the best of the Puritan and 

Reformed tradition maintained in the centuries that followed. It involves, at its heart, three commitments 

that together define the methodological approach of this series. First, a commitment to the full reality of 

the spiritual realm as Scripture describes it: the holy angels are real personal beings, the demonic powers 

are real adversaries, and the spiritual conflict in which the church is engaged is as real as any conflict in 

the visible world. Second, a commitment to the sufficiency and finality of Scripture as the only reliable 

guide to what the spiritual realm is and how it operates: we will not supplement biblical teaching with 

philosophical speculation, popular cultural imagination, or claimed extra-biblical revelation. Third, a 

commitment to the Christological center of all angelological reflection: the holy angels exist to serve God 

and to minister to the heirs of salvation; the demonic powers have been decisively defeated at the cross; 

and the whole of the invisible world, holy and fallen, angelic and demonic, is under the comprehensive 

lordship of Jesus Christ. 
 

B.  The Ongoing Relevance of Calvin's Principle 

Calvin’s governing principle, do not seek to know anything about the angels except what Scripture 

teaches, is as urgently relevant in the twenty-first century as it was in the sixteenth. The temptations 

against which it guards are perennial: the temptation to construct a more elaborate and more satisfying 

angelology than Scripture provides, the temptation to find in the spiritual realm an explanation for every 

difficulty and a solution to every spiritual problem, and the temptation to mistake the vividness and 

immediacy of claimed spiritual experience for the authority of the Word of God. These are not merely 

academic temptations; they are pastoral realities that present themselves in every generation and in every 

cultural context. 
 

The congregation that has been formed by Calvin’s principle will be a congregation that takes the angelic 

world seriously without being distracted by it, that resists the demonic realm without being preoccupied 

by it, and that finds in Christ’s comprehensive lordship over all invisible powers the confidence and peace 

that the New Testament’s angelology is designed to produce. “For I am convinced that neither death, nor 

life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor 

depth, nor any other created thing, will be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ 

Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:38–39, NASB 1995). That conviction, grounded in the Word, centered in Christ, 

and producing peace rather than anxiety, is the goal toward which the Reformed recovery of angelology 

is directed. 

 

“Do not be led astray by the novelty of the doctrine, but test everything by the rule of piety and 

the testimony of Scripture.” 

John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I.14.4 

 

Theological Terms and Definitions 
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Term Definition 

Apostolic Fathers The Christian writers of the late first and early second centuries who were 

directly connected to or immediately followed the apostolic generation. The 

corpus includes Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, Polycarp, the Didache, 

the Epistle of Barnabas, and the Shepherd of Hermas. Their writings represent 

the earliest post-canonical theological reflection and are valuable for 

understanding how the church began to apply the apostolic deposit to new 

questions, including questions about the angelic realm. 

Pseudo-Dionysius The anonymous author of The Celestial Hierarchy (c. late 5th–6th century 

AD), writing under the pseudonym of Dionysius the Areopagite (Acts 17:34) to 

claim apostolic authority. His nine-fold angelic hierarchy, Seraphim, 

Cherubim, Thrones; Dominions, Virtues, Powers; Principalities, Archangels, 

Angels, organized into three triads of increasing distance from God, became 

enormously influential in medieval theology but reflects Neoplatonic 

philosophical categories more than biblical exegesis. The Reformers rightly 

identified it as speculative elaboration beyond scriptural warrant. 

Celestial 
Hierarchy 

Pseudo-Dionysius’s treatise organizing the angelic beings into three triads of 

three orders each, arranged in hierarchical proximity to the divine light. The 

Celestial Hierarchy was authoritative in medieval theology because of its 

pseudonymous attribution to an apostolic figure, and its categories were 

adopted and refined by Aquinas in the Summa Theologiae. Its influence 

represents the primary example of what happens when angelology is allowed 

to proceed from philosophical premises rather than biblical exegesis. 

Doctor Angelicus Latin: the Angelic Doctor. The title given to Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) on 

account of his comprehensive and rigorous treatment of the angelic nature in 

the Summa Theologiae (I, qq. 50–64). Aquinas addressed the angels’ mode of 

existence, knowledge, communication, movement, will, and hierarchical 

organization with Aristotelian precision. His angelology represents the height 

of medieval Scholastic inquiry into the subject and remains the most 

systematic treatment of angelic nature in the Western theological tradition, 

though its confidence frequently exceeds the evidentiary warrant of 

Scripture. 

Demythologization The theological program associated with Rudolf Bultmann (1884–1976) that 

proposed to re-interpret the mythological elements of the New Testament, 

including its language about angels, demons, spiritual powers, and 

supernatural events, in existentialist terms. For Bultmann, the biblical 

language about personal spiritual beings is the ancient mythological 

packaging of existential truths about human existence; the task of modern 
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Term Definition 

theology is to extract the existential kernel from the mythological shell. The 

Reformed tradition rejects this program as a capitulation to Enlightenment 

naturalism that distorts rather than clarifies the biblical witness. 

Strategic-Level 
Spiritual Warfare 
(SLSW) 

A spiritual warfare theology developed within certain charismatic and 

Pentecostal movements, particularly the New Apostolic Reformation 

associated with C. Peter Wagner. SLSW claims that specific demonic beings 

exercise territorial authority over cities, nations, and regions, and that these 

beings must be identified, named, and “bound” through directed prayer 

(spiritual mapping) before the gospel can effectively advance in those areas. 

The Reformed tradition identifies this as a serious departure from New 

Testament apostolic practice, which includes no such methodology, and as a 

functional denial of the sufficiency of Christ’s accomplished victory at the 

cross. 

Spiritual Mapping A practice associated with SLSW theology in which Christians research and 

identify the demonic spirits allegedly ruling over a specific geographic area, in 

order to target them in spiritual warfare prayer. Proponents claim this 

research enables more effective evangelism and church planting. Critics point 

out that the apostles planted churches throughout the Roman Empire 

without this methodology, that the New Testament nowhere commands or 

models it, and that it directs spiritual attention toward the demonic realm in 

ways the biblical worldview consistently discourages. 

Fides Quaerens 
Intellectum 

Latin: “faith seeking understanding.” Anselm of Canterbury’s formulation of 

the proper relationship between theological faith and rational inquiry. The 

phrase captures the legitimate aspiration of Scholastic theology to 

understand more deeply what Scripture reveals. The problem in medieval 

angelology was not the aspiration itself but the degree to which the inquiry 

exceeded the data of revelation, where faith seeking understanding became 

speculation exceeding the scriptural warrant that constrains it. The Reformed 

correction was not to abandon the aspiration but to impose more rigorous 

biblical controls on its exercise. 

Institutes of the 
Christian Religion 

John Calvin’s systematic theological masterwork, first published in 1536 and 

reaching its definitive form in 1559. Book I, Chapter 14 contains Calvin’s 

angelology, which is notable above all for its methodological restraint: Calvin 

explicitly criticizes the Pseudo-Dionysian hierarchy as invented speculation, 

affirms what Scripture clearly teaches about the angels’ nature and ministry, 

and insists that the practical purpose of angelological knowledge is to 

strengthen the believer’s trust in God’s providential care rather than to 

satisfy speculative curiosity. 
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Term Definition 

New Apostolic 
Reformation 
(NAR) 

A contemporary charismatic movement that claims the restoration of the 

foundational offices of apostle and prophet to the church for the purpose of 

advancing God’s kingdom through spiritual warfare and cultural 

transformation. The NAR’s angelology and demonology are heavily influenced 

by SLSW theology and include extensive claims about territorial demons, 

spiritual hierarchies, and extra-biblical revelation about the invisible realm. 

The Reformed tradition regards both its ecclesiological and its angelological 

claims as serious departures from Scripture and the apostolic deposit. 
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Practical Application 
 
 

A.  For the Mind: What Must We Believe? 

We must believe that the history of a doctrine matters for its present practice. The errors of the past are 

not merely historical curiosities; they are recurring temptations that present themselves in new cultural 

dress in every generation. The student who understands why Pseudo-Dionysius’s nine-fold hierarchy 

exceeded the scriptural warrant is equipped to recognize the same transgression when it appears in the 

territorial-spirits theology of the New Apostolic Reformation. The student who understands why Calvin’s 

methodological restraint was a recovery rather than a reduction of biblical theology is equipped to resist 

both the Enlightenment’s dismissal of the spiritual realm and the charismatic tradition’s over-elaboration 

of it. 
 

We must also believe that doctrinal history is a gift. The church has been wrestling with these questions 

for two thousand years, and that wrestling has produced genuine insights alongside the errors. The 

Cappadocians’ insistence on the creaturely status of the angels is a genuine contribution; Calvin’s principle 

of scriptural restraint is a permanent achievement of Protestant theology; the Puritan tradition’s pastoral 

application of angelological truth to the believer’s daily life is a resource of great practical value. We inherit 

all of this when we inherit the Reformed tradition, and we are obligated to receive it with gratitude, 

evaluate it with discernment, and pass it on to the next generation with both. 
 

B.  For the Heart: What Must We Feel and Desire? 

Let the survey of this lesson produce in you a healthy sobriety about the dangers of spiritual curiosity 

unconstrained by Scripture. The impulse to know more about the invisible world than God has chosen to 

reveal is not a mark of spiritual depth; it is a form of spiritual presumption, the desire to see what God has 

veiled, to know what He has withheld, to elaborate what He has left deliberately incomplete. The 

Colossian warning is directly relevant here: “Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting in 

self-abasement and the worship of the angels, taking his stand on visions he has seen, inflated without 

cause by his fleshly mind” (Colossians 2:18, NASB 1995). The visions, the elaborate hierarchies, the 

claimed revelations about the demonic realm, these are not marks of advanced spirituality but of a “fleshly 

mind” that has mistaken its own curiosity for divine illumination. 
 

Desire, above all, the kind of theological contentment that is satisfied with what God has revealed and at 

peace with what He has withheld. This is not intellectual laziness; it is the wisdom of the creature who 

knows its place before the Creator. “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed 

belong to us and to our sons forever, that we may observe all the words of this law” (Deuteronomy 29:29, 

NASB 1995). The things revealed about the angelic realm are sufficient for all the theological knowledge 

and pastoral confidence we need; the things withheld are withheld in wisdom, and our posture toward 

them should be reverent acceptance rather than frustrated inquiry. 
 

C.  For the Hands: What Must We Do? 
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• Read Calvin, Institutes I.14.3–4 in full. These two sections contain Calvin’s explicit critique of 

Pseudo-Dionysius and his positive statement of what Scripture teaches about the angels. Pay 

attention to the structure of his argument: he first establishes what Scripture reveals, then 

critiques what speculation has added, then draws the practical implications. This structure, 

Scripture first, speculation second, pastoral application third, is the model for the series as a 

whole. 

• Evaluate your own angelological assumptions. Before your next class, spend fifteen minutes 

writing down everything you believed about angels and demons before beginning this series, 

not what you have been taught to believe, but what you actually assumed in practice. Then 

trace each assumption to its source: Is it from Scripture? From popular culture? From a teacher 

or book whose theological commitments you have not evaluated? From a reported spiritual 

experience? This exercise in theological self-examination is one of the most practically useful 

things a student of this series can do. 

• Read Colossians 2:8–23 as the apostolic framework for this lesson. Paul’s warning against 

“philosophy and empty deception, according to the tradition of men” (v. 8) and his rebuke of 

those who delight in “the worship of the angels” (v. 18) are directed precisely against the kind of 

theological overreach this lesson has traced across church history. Note how Paul’s antidote to 

both errors is the same: the comprehensive sufficiency of Christ, who is “the head over all rule 

and authority” (v. 10). The Christological center is always the corrective to angelological 

distortion. 

• Read primary sources from the history surveyed in this lesson. For the Scholastic tradition: 

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 50 (“Whether an angel is altogether incorporeal?”), 

one question is sufficient to give the flavor of the method. For the Reformation corrective: 

Calvin, Institutes I.14 in full (it is not long). For the Puritan application: John Owen, 

Pneumatologia, Book I, Chapter 2, Owen’s treatment of the Spirit in relation to the angelic realm 

models the Reformed balance of biblical seriousness and speculative restraint. For the 

contemporary charismatic trajectory: Clinton Arnold, Three Crucial Questions About Spiritual 

Warfare (1997), a fair-minded evangelical critique from a New Testament scholar. 

• Assess the angelology implicit in your worship environment. Does your congregation’s 

worship, hymnody, and preaching reflect a biblically formed understanding of the angelic realm, 

or does it reflect the popular cultural distortions this lesson has described? Are the angels 

mentioned in worship in ways that enhance the worship of God and the confidence of the 

believer, or in ways that direct attention to the angelic beings themselves? Is the demonic realm 

treated with sober biblical realism or with the anxious preoccupation of spiritual warfare 

theology? These are diagnostic questions for the pastor and the disciple alike. 
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Study and Discussion Questions 
 
 

Opening Question 

• Before engaging the discussion questions, reflect on this: where did your pre-series 

understanding of angels and demons come from? Was it primarily formed by Scripture, by the 

tradition of the church, by popular cultural portrayals, or by some combination of all three? 

Looking back at Lesson 1’s opening question, has your answer changed in any way after the 

historical survey of this lesson? 

Observation Questions (What Do the Texts Say?) 

• Read Colossians 2:8–23. Identify every claim Paul makes about Christ in this passage that is 

directly relevant to the doctrine of the spiritual powers (verses 10, 15, and 20 are particularly 

important). How does Paul’s Christology function as the antidote to both the proto-gnostic 

philosophy (v. 8) and the angel worship (v. 18) he is opposing? What does this passage reveal 

about the relationship between a high Christology and a properly ordered Angelology? 

• Read 2 Corinthians 11:12–15. What specific danger does Paul warn against in this passage? 

What does the fact that Satan can disguise himself as an “angel of light” reveal about the nature 

of spiritual deception? How does this warning function as a criterion for evaluating claimed 

manifestations of, or communications from, the angelic realm? What does it imply about the 

reliability of spiritual experience as a source of angelological knowledge? 

• Read Deuteronomy 29:29 alongside 2 Timothy 3:16–17. What principle does Deuteronomy 

29:29 establish about the boundaries of legitimate theological inquiry? How does 2 Timothy 

3:16–17’s claim about the sufficiency of Scripture apply specifically to the domain of 

Angelology? How do these two texts together establish the methodological principle that 

governs this series? 

• Read Job 1:6–12 and 2:1–7. What does this passage reveal about the limits of Satan’s power and 

the nature of his relationship to the sovereign God? How does the picture of Satan appearing 

before God’s throne to seek permission for his activities challenge the territorial-spirits model of 

demonology, in which demonic powers operate independently of divine permission in their 

geographic domains? What pastoral comfort does the Job model of divine sovereignty over the 

demonic realm provide? 

• Read Acts 17:10–12. What principle did the Berean Christians apply to the apostolic teaching 

they received? How does this principle, “examining the Scriptures daily to see whether these 

things were so”, apply to the evaluation of angelological claims? If the Bereans applied this 

principle to the teaching of the Apostle Paul himself, what does that suggest about how we 

should evaluate even the most authoritative theological traditions about the angelic realm? 

Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?) 

• The lesson argues that Pseudo-Dionysius’s nine-fold hierarchy introduced a fundamentally 

Neoplatonic structure into Christian angelology. What is the specific problem with allowing 
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philosophical categories, even sophisticated and intellectually impressive ones, to shape the 

organizing structure of a biblical doctrine? Is this problem unique to Pseudo-Dionysius, or is it a 

perennial temptation in systematic theology? How can we identify when philosophical 

categories are helpfully clarifying Scripture and when they are distorting it? 

• Calvin’s treatment of angelology in Institutes I.14 has been described as a recovery of biblical 

restraint rather than a theological reduction. In what sense is theological restraint a positive 

theological virtue rather than a failure of intellectual ambition? How does Calvin’s restraint in 

Angelology reflect his broader convictions about the relationship between Scripture and 

theology? What would a contemporary Reformed angelology that genuinely embodied Calvin’s 

principle look like in practice? 

• The lesson describes the Enlightenment’s demythologization program as a rejection rather than 

a correction of the medieval angelological excess. Is this characterization fair? Could one argue 

that Bultmann was, in his own way, attempting to recover the existential core of biblical truth 

from the speculative accretions of the tradition, a kind of rationalist parallel to Calvin’s 

Reformation corrective? What is the decisive difference between Calvin’s critique of medieval 

angelology and Bultmann’s demythologizing critique of the same tradition? 

• The lesson identifies a structural parallel between Pseudo-Dionysius’s nine-fold hierarchy and 

the territorial-spirits demonology of the New Apostolic Reformation: both organize the invisible 

realm into elaborate hierarchical systems that far exceed the biblical evidence. Is this parallel 

merely superficial, or does it reflect a deeper shared tendency? What does the recurrence of 

this pattern across such different historical and theological contexts suggest about the nature of 

the theological temptation it represents? 

• The lesson quotes Paul’s warning against those who delight in “the worship of the angels, taking 

his stand on visions he has seen, inflated without cause by his fleshly mind” (Colossians 2:18). 

What does it mean for the “fleshly mind” to be inflated by visions? How does Paul’s language 

connect intellectual pride with spiritual experience? What does this suggest about the 

relationship between claimed spiritual experience and doctrinal distortion in the history of 

angelology? 

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?) 

• The lesson argues that the popular cultural portrayal of angels as sentimental guardians is 

“actively misleading” rather than merely trivially wrong. Do you agree? What specific harm does 

a sentimental popular angelology cause in the life of a congregation? Have you observed this 

harm in practice, in the expectations or assumptions that people bring to questions about 

spiritual protection, divine intervention, or the nature of the afterlife? How would you as a 

pastor or teacher address it? 

• Calvin’s critique of the Pseudo-Dionysian hierarchy was not merely that it was unbiblical but that 

it distracted the believer from what actually matters: the trust in God’s providential care that 

the doctrine of the holy angels is designed to produce. In your own spiritual life, is there any 

form of angelological or demonological interest that functions as a distraction from Christ rather 

than a confirmation of trust in Him? Be specific and honest. 
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• The lesson describes the Strategic-Level Spiritual Warfare theology of the New Apostolic 

Reformation as producing anxiety rather than confidence, and preoccupation with the enemy 

rather than fixation on Christ. If you have encountered this theology, in books, conferences, 

church teaching, or personal relationships, how did you evaluate it at the time? In light of this 

lesson’s historical and theological analysis, how would you evaluate it now? What would you say 

to a believer who has been formed by this theology and who finds the Reformed critique 

threatening to their sense of spiritual engagement? 

• The lesson identifies Colossians 2:15 as the Christological center of any biblically faithful 

demonology: Christ has already “disarmed the rulers and authorities and made a public display 

of them, having triumphed over them.” How does this accomplished, objective, past-tense 

victory change the posture of the believer in spiritual conflict? What is the difference, 

experientially and practically, between fighting for a victory that is not yet certain and standing 

in a victory that has already been won? How does this difference shape your practice of prayer, 

resistance to temptation, and engagement with spiritual conflict? 

• This lesson has surveyed nearly two thousand years of angelological history. Looking at that 

survey as a whole, what is the single most important lesson you take from it for your own 

theological formation and pastoral practice? What specific commitment or practice does this 

lesson most urgently call you to? And what question raised by this historical survey do you most 

hope the remaining lessons of the series will answer? 
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Prayer Focus 
 
 

Open this lesson’s prayer time with a reading of Colossians 1:13–20, Paul’s great cosmic Christology, in 

which he declares that Christ is the creator, sustainer, and Lord of all things visible and invisible, including 

every throne, dominion, ruler, and authority. Read it slowly and meditatively, allowing the scope of Paul’s 

vision to press itself upon the imagination. The invisible world about which the church has speculated, 

debated, and sometimes erred across twenty centuries is, in Paul’s framework, simply one dimension of 

the universe that belongs to Christ, that was created through Him and for Him, that is held together in 

Him, that will be reconciled to God through Him. The history of angelological distortion surveyed in this 

lesson is, at its root, the history of the church losing sight of this Christological center and finding it again. 
 

Spend time in confession. The errors surveyed in this lesson are not merely historical; they represent 

recurring temptations of the human heart and the human intellect. Confess, as appropriate to your own 

spiritual experience, any way in which your understanding of the spiritual realm has been shaped more 

by popular cultural imagination, by the tradition of human speculation, or by the claimed spiritual 

experiences of others, than by the sober witness of Scripture. Confess any anxiety about the demonic 

realm that reflects preoccupation with the enemy rather than confidence in Christ. Confess any 

dismissiveness toward the spiritual realm that reflects the accommodation of secular naturalism rather 

than the reception of the full biblical worldview. Both errors are real; both require repentance; both are 

corrected by the same medicine, a fresh, humble, Word-centered engagement with what God has actually 

revealed. 
 

Pray for the church in her engagement with angelological error in its contemporary forms. Pray for pastors 

and teachers who must navigate the pressures of popular cultural angelology on one side and charismatic 

spiritual warfare theology on the other, who must teach their congregations to take the invisible world 

seriously without taking it sensationally, to resist the enemy without being preoccupied with him, and to 

find in Christ’s comprehensive lordship the confidence that the Scripture intends the doctrine of the 

spiritual realm to produce. This is a genuinely difficult pastoral task, and it requires both theological 

precision and pastoral wisdom of the highest order. 
 

Pray for theological discernment in your own ongoing engagement with sources and teachers who address 

the spiritual realm. The warning of 2 Corinthians 11:14, that Satan disguises himself as an angel of light, is 

not a counsel of paranoia but a counsel of vigilance: the most dangerous spiritual deceptions come not in 

the form of obvious errors but in the form of plausible theological systems that go just far enough beyond 

Scripture to lose the biblical anchor while retaining enough biblical language to seem credible. Pray for 

the gift of discernment that can distinguish what is genuinely biblical from what is merely biblically 

decorated. 
 

Close with a prayer of gratitude for the Reformation’s recovery of the sola Scriptura principle and its 

application to the doctrine of the spiritual realm. The Reformed tradition’s insistence that Scripture alone 

is the final authority for all theological claims, including claims about the invisible world, is not a limitation 
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on Christian knowledge; it is a liberation from the endless multiplication of human speculation that has 

so often distorted the doctrine. Thank God for the gift of a sufficient, clear, and authoritative Word that 

tells us everything we need to know about the invisible world and does so with the pastoral precision of 

a God who knows what His people need. 

 

“He rescued us from the domain of darkness, and transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved 

Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” 

Colossians 1:13–14, NASB 1995 

 

Key Texts:  Colossians 1:13–20; 2:8–23; 2 Corinthians 11:12–15; Deuteronomy 29:29; Job 
1:6–12; Acts 17:10–12 

 
 
 

Soli Deo Gloria 

To God Alone Be the Glory 
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