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Jesus was no Angel. Hebrews 1.5-14 

 

This passage from Hebrews consists of a constellation of 7 quotations from the OT, mainly from 

Psalms, to elaborate at great length the point the preacher has just made in v4 that Jesus ……. 

 

The section begins with a good preachers devise, a rhetorical question v5a… The answer of course is 

that God never said this to any angels but only to Jesus the Son. The quote itself is from Ps 2.7, which 

refers to the special relationship in Israel between the king and God, but this not so important as the 

fact that in the early church this verse with its image of God bringing alive (begetting) a Son had 

become a standard scriptural quotation in the preaching. Referring to the incarnation, the baptism but 

above all the resurrection. God did this for God’s beloved Son Jesus, have you ever heard of God 

doing this for any angel? 

 

The next quote adds emphasis; v5b….. Again the historical context of the verse is insignificant 

compared to its use as a stock reference in early Christian preaching to point to the spiritual familial 

relationship between God and Christians and in a special way the unique bond between God and 

Jesus.  

 

Then having referred to what God did NOT say about angels the preacher turns to what God DID say. 

V6….  Either from Deut or Ps 97. The point being clear that the angels are the ones worshipped and 

Jesus the one who is adored. Then he quotes from Ps 104. v7…..  Making the point that the angels are 

servants of God, subordinate in status, fleeting and transitory. Like the wind they exert force but then 

vaporise; like flames they burn with power but then flicker out. By contrast the Son is majestic and 

everlasting. To establish this point he recites another pair of OT quotations. The first from Ps 45 was 

originally a psalm for a royal wedding in Israel, but had become a standard reference to Jesus in the 

liturgy of the early church. v8a, 9b ….  One of the few places in the NT where Jesus is explicitly 

addressed as God, although the preacher is not actually making an argument about the divinity of 

Jesus, but rather claiming that unlike the angels Jesus reign is eternal and exalted above all others. 

 

Then the second quotation from Ps 102 refers to Jesus as Lord and Creator v10… and reinforces the 

idea that Jesus status in contrast to the angels is eternal v11a…   12b they will be changed ….   

 

Then in v13 the sermon reaches its Zenith. Good pulpiteer that he is the preacher signals the 

approaching climax by coming full circle to the rhetorical question that began the sermon v13a… The 

preacher has woven a patchwork quilt of OT quotations into a hymn of praise to Jesus the Son who is 

superior to all angels. Then this doxology moves to its crescendo as the preacher quotes Ps 110, 

v13b…. 

 

The readers would immediately recognise this much loved verse as it was a favourite in the preaching 

and liturgy of the 1
st
 c. church. Indeed when Hebrews was first read aloud to the congregation, the 

hearers would probably have joined in an finished the quotation with the reader. Understood in 

relation to Christ it conveys that Jesus work of redemption is done. Jesus has triumphed over evil and 

death on the cross. In the words of the old hymn “The strife is o’er, the battle done; the victory of life 

is won.” Now he is seated at in the place of authority at the right hand of God and all that remains is 

for God to make a “footstool” of their enemies to bring to completion the redemptive work the Son 

has set in inevitable motion. The preacher’s voice reaches a crescendo as he declares that no one has 

ever said that about an angel, who are but servants in the divine service, sent to serve those who the 

Son has redeemed and so who are to inherit salvation. 

 

So for 10 verses the preacher has been singing about the superiority of the Son to the angels. A very 

odd passage for us today. Why? What’s the problem? Many commentators have been somewhat 

confounded by the section wondering why on earth all the fuss. What’s it about!  
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 The preacher seems, to be frank, quite long winded, running on excessively about a relatively 

minor and tangential theological contest; Jesus versus the angels. Why does he spend so much 

energy and space, not to mention a whole heap of biblical quotes, on an issue that turns out to of 

little importance in the flow of argument of the letter. 

 The use of the OT seems, to put it mildly. somewhat arbitrary, especially when judged by the 

standards of contemporary biblical scholarship. The writer would fail an exegesis assignment of 

the Dept of Theo. It appears just a string of proof texts jackhammered out of context.  

 

So what is the author trying to achieve. What’s the problem? One frequent suggestion is that the 

Hebrews must have been theologically confused about angels and desperately in need of having their 

theology straightened out. Some have speculated they engaged in angel worship and others that they 

had some vague notion of angels as mediators of worship or maybe mixed up the work of Christ with 

the function of angels. Now this is a possibility as doctrinal problems about angels do appear to have 

occurred elsewhere in the early church. But the preacher in Hebrews tends to revisit his major motifs 

and any hint of an angelic threat disappears after this chapter, and the few remaining references to 

angels are positive. 

 

So if he’s not countering an angel heresy what’s the problem Far more likely the real issue is not a 

problem with angels but with Jesus. The underlying issue being addressed in this section, indeed a 

crucial matter through whole of Hebrews, is not that the readers find too much glory in angels but too 

little in Jesus. Seems first readers of Hebrews undergoing some sort of distress and as consequence 

having difficulty holding on to faith. Were weary and disheartened. All could feel was exhaustion, all 

could see was trouble. As for Jesus he appeared of precious little help or comfort because all the 

naked eye could see of him was the bloodied, humiliated rabbi from Nazareth who suffered in pain 

and died on a cross and seemed unable to save himself, much less anybody else. Sure Jesus shared 

their suffering, but sharing suffering is not the same as transforming it. The problem with Jesus is that 

he was too human too vulnerable The objection to Jesus was that he appeared to be less than God, 

indeed he even seemed “lower than the angels”, dragged down to the depths of human weakness 

where he was in fact powerless to help. 

 

In short the first readers of Hebrews were tired of being Christians, tired even of Jesus. The response 

of the preacher to their discouragement is not to pretend that their experience is not painful or that 

their vision is blurred. He does pat them on the head saying, “There, there, things are not so bad”, nor 

does he dispense superficial advice to “look on the bright side” or “count your blessings.” He knows 

their suffering is genuine, the threats around them real. What the preacher does instead is to preach the 

truth of the gospel that lies beyond sight and touch. He reminds them that the deepest and most 

trustworthy reality cannot be seen by the naked eye; it can only be heard. 

 

True, judging by what the eye could see, Jesus was broken, shamed and defeated by the powers of the 

world. But the whole truth about Jesus is not visible to the eye, and the Preacher’s main theme is that 

the hope and steadfastness of the congregation depends upon their ability to pay more attention to 

what is heard than what is seen - 1
st
 v next chapt. Must hold fast to what is confessed by the mouth 

(ch. 4), study the oracles of God (ch. 5) and trust what God has now spoken by a Son as he says at 

very beginning of this chapt. He is telling them that their tangible experience is not the whole story, 

evoking in their hearing what they could not see with their eyes, reminding in speech of what they 

know not by touch or sight but by faith; Jesus the Son, who was experienced as beneath the angels, 

was made “lower than the angels” by God in order to redeem broken humanity; that this bloodied and 

bowed Jesus who died in anguish on the cross is the heir of all things, seated in power at the right 

hand of the most high, and as much superior to the angels as the name he inherited is more 

excellent than theirs. 
 

So the book of Hebrews can be understood as a sermon addressing this need, but it is not an entirely  

new sermon. Instead the preacher rings the changes on an old favourite, a familiar early Christian 

sermon pattern, that Paul used eg. in Phil. Ch 2; what one scholar calls the “parabola of salvation” 

sermon. The sermon begins on a lofty pinnacle with the exalted Son high above all things the 
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reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, as the preacher puts it in v3 

of this ch. But then the trajectory sweeps downward into painful human experience and tragic history, 

and the glorious Son for the sake of human redemption is made “lower than the angels” and endures 

the shame of the cross. And then the curve arcs up again sweeping toward victory as Jesus is raised 

from death and holding fast those God has redeemed takes his seat again in glory at God’s right hand. 

The weary congregation of Hebrews, like so many of us, longed for a gospel without a cross, a 

redemption without sacrifice, a faith without pain – something pristine and holy, something that does 

not exhaust the faithful with calls to put one foot in front of the other as we follow Jesus our pioneer, 

something like a beautiful image of God in an unspoiled heaven surrounded by lovely angels singing 

untroubled songs of praise. Anything but a weeping, suffering Jesus, trudging through painful human 

history with his head bowed and his face bloodied. 

 

But the preacher will not compromise the gospel, not reduce it as some have in the church today, to 

the power of positive thinking. As the chapters of Hebrews unfold, the preacher will leave his 

heavenly starting point and follow the parabola to the depths of the cross and to the daily sacrifices of 

being a Christian in his world. But here in the opening chapt. he sustains the sense of the glorious 

heights before he descends into the valley. He knows the gospel sustains its power when the hearers 

are able to hold in their faithful imaginations the central paradox of the faith: the Jesus who was made 

for a little while lower than the angels was and always will be the Son exalted above all things, 

superior to the angels. The Jesus who suffered a humiliating death at the hand of evil is the same 

Son who is the reflection of God’s glory. The heir of all things through whom God created the 

worlds is the very one who, for our salvation, became the one who had nowhere to lay his head and 

endured the shame of the cross.  

 

So as he gets ready to travel to the depths of suffering the preacher wants his hearers to hold the 

image of the exalted Son in glory even as they move to the cross. Thus he prolongs the thrilling view 

from the top of the parabola by doing what preachers have always done to engender and sustain 

ecstasy: he sings a doxology, quoting songs of praise his congregation knows well. Like the old negro 

preachers encouraging  the slaves suffering in the cotton fields, Swing low sweet chariot come for to 

carry me home…. A band of angels coming after me coming for to carry me home. Or We’ll soon be 

free, When the Lord will call us home…   For we done suffering here, it won’t be long, for the Lord 

will call us home.  

 

A descendant of those slaves, Martiin Luther King knew what it was to suffer for following Jesus. To 

feel weary, exhausted, tired. Imprisoned, reviled, stabbed, his house bombed and in the end of course 

shot and killed. Wonderful film Citizen King at film festival recently painted it so powerfully. What 

sustained him through all the difficult years. He to knew this parabola well. In a kind of erie way, as if 

like Jesus he knew his time had come, he preached his last sermon in Memphis the night before he 

was shot. Was very tired, and said they have been through some difficult times and got some difficult 

times ahead. Then 

 

Well I don’t know what will happen now. But it really doesn’t matter with me now. Because I’ve  been 

to the mountaintop. I won’t mind. Like anybody I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. 

But I’m not concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And he’s allowed me to go up to 

the mountain. And I’ve looked over and I’ve seen the promised land. I may not get there with you but I 

want you to know that as a people we will get to the promised land. So I’m happy tonight. I’m not 

worried about any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord. 

 

That’s what sustained King. He had had a glimpse of Jesus in glory, been to the top of the parabola of 

salvation through the eyes of faith, stood on the mountaintop even thought he was now down in the 

valley. And so the preacher today says it is for us. This side of glory God never intended for all our 

life to be mountaintop experiences. Following Jesus in this world, as it was for Jesus himself can 

much of the time be a difficult, wearying, exhausting journey. What we need to sustain us is a vision 

of the truth that at the end of the journey, as it was for Jesus, is our exaltation to share that glory with 

him.  
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