
Lay Reader Sermon Series III


The Feast of Saint Michael and all Angels


psalter:
Psalms 8 & 91
1st lesson:
Job 38:1-7
2nd lesson:
Matthew 18:1-10
God's Holy Angels
"I say unto you, that in heaven their angels do always behold the face of my Father which is in heaven."

Our reason for believing in the existence of angels is the teachings recorded in Scripture, and especially those of the Lord. Sometimes the skeptical modern mind can't accept the idea. But as someone has said, there seems to be no reasonable argument against this belief. Are we to say that God could not create bodiless spirits, and use them to serve Him and to help us? As God said to Job, "Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?" We also have the word of our Lord that God did create such spirits, when He talked about "these little ones," and said that "in heaven their angels always behold the face of my Father who is in heaven."

Hymn 600 addresses the angels in these words, "Ye holy angels bright, Who wait at God's right hand, Or through the realms of light Fly at your Lord's command." The "holy angels bright" are of a different and higher order of creation than we, but are also created beings. Saint Paul wrote to the Colossians that in Christ "all things were created in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible." (Colossians 1:16) We believe that they were created before human beings; for example, the implication of the lesson from Job is that they witnessed the creation of the material universe; as God challenged Job, "Where wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth? . . . When the morning stars sang together, and all the sons of God shouted for joy?"

Like all the creation, they were created good; and like human beings after them, endowed with free will. Unhappily, some of them, also like all human beings, chose to put themselves ahead of God, and fell from heaven. So the little New Testament book of Jude speaks of "the angels that did not keep their own position but left their proper dwelling." The Epistle for today, from the twelfth chapter of the Revelation, says, "There was war in heaven: Michael and his angels fought against the dragon." And our Lord said on a certain occasion, "I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven." (Luke 10:18)
But the angels who are faithful have the Beatific Vision of God, for in heaven they "always behold the face of my Father," said Jesus of them. They are immortal; for Christ said that those human beings who are accounted worthy to attain the Resurrection "cannot die anymore, because they are equal to angels." (Luke 20:35-36) That is, they become equal in immortality; they aren't changed into angels.

In spite of all their glory and privileges, the angels are not all-knowing. Saint Paul wrote to the Ephesians that he had preached the unsearchable riches of the Gospel to the Gentiles, that all people might know the plan of God's salvation that had at last been revealed in Christ. It had been made known not only to those in the church, but also through the church "to the principalities and powers in the heavenly places." It seems that those in the church had prior knowledge of God's redemptive plan (Ephesians 3:8-10). Saint Peter wrote of the gospel preached to those in the church, with the accompanying gift of the Holy Spirit, and said they were things "which . . . the angels desire to look into" (1st Peter 1:12). Jesus said of His Second Advent, "Of that day and that hour knoweth no man, no, not the angels which are in heaven, neither the Son, but the Father." (Mark 13:32) So the angels have limited knowledge.

To the knowledge of the characteristics of the angels, the Scriptures add teachings about their work. The word "angel" means "a messenger," and to be messengers of God is an important part of their work. The best known example of this is related by Saint Luke: "And in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God unto a city of Galilee, named Nazareth, To a virgin . . . and the virgin's name was Mary." The message he delivered is familiar to us all, and of the most far-reaching significance; and it began, "Hail, thou that art highly favoured, the Lord is with thee: blessed art thou among women." (Luke 1:26-28) In a similar incident centuries before, an angel was sent from God to a man named Gideon, and greeted him, "The Lord is with thee, thou mighty man of valour." We can read in the sixth chapter of Judges about the rest of this messenger's words to Gideon.

The angels are God's messengers, and they are also our guardians. The saying of our Lord in the last verse of the New Testament lesson, quoted at the beginning of the sermon, is the basis for our belief in guardian angels. A story of the prophet Elisha and his frightened servant, in the Sixth Chapter of the Second Book of Kings, provides an illustration of this work. It's a story with both humor and reassurance. It seems that Elisha had the powers of a clairvoyant; and, while living in a town named Dothan, in central Palestine, knew everything that was said in the court of the king of Syria. He was able to save the king of Israel and his forces on several occasions from traps laid by the Syrians. An agitated king of Syria called his officials together, and asked who in his court was the source for the Israeli intelligence. One of his officers knew about Elisha's ability, and told the king; who, when he learned that the prophet lived in Dothan, "sent . . . thither horses, and chariots, and a great host: and they came by night, and compassed the city about."

When Elisha's servant got up early in the morning to begin his day's work, he saw that "an host compassed the city both with horses and chariots;" and in much fear asked, "Alas, my master; how shall we do?" Elisha knew of resources that his servant didn't, and replied, "Fear not: for they that be with us are more than they that be with them." Then he prayed that his servant's eyes would be opened. They were, "And he saw: and, behold, the mountain was full of horses and chariots of fire about Elisha." When we are afraid, or sorely tried or tempted, may we remember Elisha's knowledge of God's help for His people, and as he said, "Fear not: for they that be with us are more than they that be with them."

At the end of C. S. Lewis' Screwtape Letters, the protagonist is killed in a World War II air raid on London. At the moment of his death, he sees the demon who has tempted him; but he also sees "Them" at the same time; and, the story continues, "When he saw them he knew that he had always known them – and realised what part each one of them had played at many an hour in his life when he had supposed himself alone . . . The dim consciousness of friends about him which had haunted his solitudes from infancy was now at last explained." As Elisha knew, he had learned that those who are with God's people to guard them are more than they that be with their foes.
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