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Jewish declensions from monotheism (section 2). Christians like Jews were af-
fected also by the exclusive tendency (section 2), which probably encouraged the
otherwise contrasting Christian phenomena of modalist monarchianism and Ebionite
christology. The conditions of the Herodian age, however, were suited to inter-
pretation of Jewish monotheism in ways that rigorous monotheists might have
avoided, and did later seek to avoid (section 1).
This argument has been drawn mainly from the interpretative tradition of the
Hebrew scriptures and from the Jewish and Christian apologetic literature in
_ Greek. The interpretative tradition has been understood in the past especially as a
witness to the power of exclusive monotheism, but it also shows the strength of
inclusive views (sections 1 and 4, above). The early apologetic literature has been
regarded as marginal or misleading, but its treatment of monotheism, whether in
the Jewish or the Christian interest, coheres convincingly with impressions gained
from the interpretative tradition of the biblical books. These sources together sug-
* gest not only the concurrence of exclusive and inclusive interpretations, but also
the importance of an inclusive interpretation in Herodian Jewish and Christian
monotheism.

‘ANGELS’ AND ‘GOD’:
EXPLORING THE LIMITS OF EARLY JEWISH MONOTHEISM

Loren T. Stuckenbruck, University of Durham

1. Introduction

In the following essay, I would like to revisit an area of debate to which in 1995 I
initially devoted part of a monograph-length study.! There the main question asked
was: How much, if at all, did the exalted status of angelic beings in post-biblical
Judaism contribute to the origin of the worship of Jesus; to what extent may this
have shaped ongoing developments in Christology within and beyond the New
Testament? At the time, I could only conclude that Jewish angelology shed some,
albeit limited, light on the origins of Christology. Here, however, I shall be more
exclusively concerned with angelology in the Jewish context per se. Thus the prob-
lem to be considered here is how monotheistic proclivities in antiquity could be
sustained among Jews (and Jewish Christians) despite the logical difficulties cre-
ated when activities of God could be attributed to other beings allied with God’s
purposes. This problem presents itself in texts that, nominally or otherwise, include
expressions of devotion or honour addressed to ‘angelic beings’. While it has
become axiomatic to recognize that Jesus was being worshipped alongside God in
Christian circles during the first century CE,? it is less clear that angelic beings
could be the recipients of such worship in non-Christian Judaism of antiquity.?
Nevertheless, it seems significant that the language of worship is directed at angels
in literary contexts that otherwise underscore the pre-eminence of God.* It is on an

L. Angel Veneration and Christology: A Study in Early Judaism and in the Christology of the
Apocalypse of John (WUNT I/70; Tiibingen: J.C.B. Mohr, [Paul Siebeck], 1995).

2. This is the view, whether or not one regards the worship of Jesus as an activity among the
earliest Christians or one that developed at a later point during the first century.

3. As I have argued, there is very little evidence for the kind of ‘angel cult’ posited by
Wilhelm Bousset as a crucial development in Judaism during the pre-Christian period. Bousset’s
thesis was largely built on a mirror-reading of polemical texts containing accusations against Jews
(whether by other Jews or non-Jews) of such a practice; see, correctly, Larry W. Hurtado, One
God, One Lord: Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish Monotheism (Edinburgh: T. & T.
Clark, 2nd edn, 1998 [Philadelphia: Fortress Press]), pp. 23-35 and, with some modifications of
Hurtado’s critique, Stuckenbruck, 4ngel Veneration, pp. 51-149.

4. This is not to deny a significance to texts in which worship language is directed towards
human priestly or royal representatives of God or even towards the idealized righteous community,
as has been argued, for example, by Crispin H.T. Fletcher-Louis in Luke—Acts: Angels, Christology

" and Soteriology (WUNT 11/94; Tiibingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck] 1997); “The Worship of
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assessment of several passages among the early Jewish sources containing such
worship language that the present discussion shall be focused.

This topic seems once again appropriate to consider, as I have benefited through
ongoing dialogue with and further study of recent scholarly literature. Specifically,
Larry Hurtado has continued to defend his view that the ‘worship’ of Jesus in early
Christianity, without any substantive analogy in ancient Judaism, remains the
decisive point at which a Jewish ‘monotheism’ ‘mutated’ into a ‘binitarianism’ that
accommodated Christ into the worship of the one God.? Furthermore, others, most
notably Margaret Barker and Crispin H.T. Fletcher-Louis, have argued that the
" worship of Jesus — indeed his apotheosis and deification -- took over and adapted an
already existent and widespread religiosity towards royal-priestly representatives of
God among Jews whose worldview was dominated by a temple ideology.® Finally,
in addition to offering further reflections on a limited number of early Jewish mate-
rials that I have previously discussed, it is now possible to do so by drawing atten-
tion to additional evidence in which worship language is applied to angelic beings,
evidence which does not necessarily uphold the notion that ‘worship’ is itself a
decisive criterion for divinity.

While a focus on ‘angelic beings’ is in some respects rather narrow, it nonethe-
less provides a conduit into a much larger problem in our study of Jewish antiquity
and early Christianity. It is thus important to recognize from the outset that, despite
the focus of the present discussion, a study of ‘angels’ should not be isolated within
the broad spectrum of ideas regarding mediation in Jewish antiquity. Other catego-
ries of mediator figures with which divine activity was associated have been identi-
fied and discussed, categories that cannot be completely distinguished from either
‘angelic beings’ on the one hand or, in some cases, from one another, on the other
hand. A listing of these illustrates how fluid a typology of mediator figures can
actually be: divine attributes (e.g. Logos, Sophia, Glory); patriarchal personages
(e.g. Enoch, Jacob, Moses); priestly and royal figures in the literature (e.g. the
idealized monarch and high priest); and eschatological ideal figures (e.g. ‘Mes-
siah’, ‘Son of Man’, Melchizedek).” While illustrating the problem of nomenclature,

Divine Humanity as God’s Image and the Worship of Jesus’, in JRCM, pp. 112-28; and, most
recently, All the Glory of Adam: Liturgical Anthropology in the Dead Sea Scrolls (STDI, 42;
Leiden: E.J. Brill, 2002). Nor does the present article proceed on the assumption that humans and
angels can, strictly speaking, always be distinguished among the texts. At the same time, for all the
functions and activities attributed to both mediatorial figures (whether angelic and/or human) and
God, it remains that many of the texts retain cosmological distinctions that should not be glossed
over.

5. See the lengthy Foreword in the 2nd edition of Hurtado’s One God, One Lord and idem,
‘First Century Jewish Monotheism’, JSNT 71 (1998), pp. 3-26.

6.  See the bibliography and comment in n. 4 above. In addition see, though with some differ-
ences, Margaret Barker, e.g., in The Great Angel: A Study of Israel’s Second God (London: SPCK,
1992); ‘The High Priest and the Worship of Jesus’, in Newman, et al. (eds.), JRCM, pp. 93-111;
and The Risen Lord: The Jesus of History as the Christ of Faith (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1996).

7.  The list as given is adapted from the discussions of Hurtado, One God, One Lord, pp. 17—
92 (‘personified divine attributes’, ‘exalted patriarchs’, ‘principal angels’); James R. Davila, ‘Of
Methodology, Monotheism and Metatron’, in JRCM, pp. 3—18 (esp. 46, in which are added ‘char-
ismatic prophets and royal aspirants’ and ‘ideal figures®); and Charles Gieschen, dngelomorphic
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this list also suggests that to treat the question of “angels’ in relation to ‘worship’ in
the literature may be one way of entering into the wider network of religious ideas,
perhaps even practices, current amongst Jewish circles around the turn of the
Common Era. Indeed, in a number of polemical traditions, it is precisely the wor-
ship of angels — that is, of heavenly beings allied with God, whether named or
generally so designated — of which Jews are accused. This is significant: for all the
ambiguities associated with ‘angels’, there is hardly any evidence which suggests
that vigorous anti-Jewish polemic in antiquity was in any sense an accurate reflec-
tion of practices devoted to the exaltation of figures in any of the other categories
mentioned above. Nevertheless, it is equally wrong to suppose that such anti-
Jewish claims bore no relation at all to a religious self-understanding of at least
some Jewish groups.

Thus, while attempting to retain an awareness of the problem of devising descrip-
tive categories, I shall proceed with the discussion as follows. First, I shall review
briefly and reflect upon the polemical literature directed against the practice of
‘angel worship’. What is the nature of such accusations? Atlowing for the problems
inherent in mirror reading, can we learn anything from such sources about the
‘worship’ language associated with angelic beings? Second, I shall look in more
detail at those sources that actually associate angels more positively with the lan-
guage of worship. Does or can any of this literature serve as a background to the
polemical texts against ‘angel worship’? More importantly, what do such texts
suggest about patterns of accommodating mediatorial figures alongside God?

2. Polemical Traditions Regarding ‘Angel Worship’

It is not necessary herewith to conduct a thorough analysis of the polemical materi-
als, as this has been done elsewhere.® However, with the present question in mind,
we may find ourselves in a better position to reflect on the significance of these
sources in relation to the question of Jewish ideas. This is possible in at least three
ways.

Firstly, a review of the polemical materials concerned with ‘angel worship’
reveals that they were generated out of a variety of tradition- and socio-historical
contexts. It is not unlikely, therefore, that at least some of the accusations arose
independently and were relatively widespread. Briefly, common motifs among the
sources allow us to classify at least six traditions through which objections to
‘angel worship’ were being expressed.’ The first four, which are primarily found in

Christology: Antecedents and Early Evidence (AGAJU, 42; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1998), pp. 51-151
(‘angelomorphic God’, ‘angelomorphic divine hypostases’, ‘principal named angels’, and ‘angelo-
morphic humans’). Gieschen’s categories correctly reflect the ‘angelomorphic’ overlap among
these mediator figures. However, the usefulness of the ‘angel of the Lord’ traditions in denoting
figures of exalted status which attracted interest among Jews at the turn of the Common Era is
limited, and it is still not clear, despite Gieschen’s arguments to the contrary, that the term ‘hypos-
tasis’ is an appropriate way to describe divine attributes.

8.  See Stuckenbruck, Angel Veneration and Christology, pp. 51-149.

9. Due to uncertainties in relation to the question of worship directed towards angels, I am not
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rabbinic and related literature, are as follows: (1) proscriptions including angels
among the objects to whom sacrifices would be inappropriately directed (fos. Hull.
2.18//b. Hull. 40a; b. Ab. Zar. 42b—43a); (2) prohibitions against making images
of angels, that is, against angel idolatry (Mek. R. Ishmael at BaHod chs. 6 and 10;
Tg. Ps.-Jon. to Exod. 20.23); (3) prohibitions against praying to or petitioning
angels (j. Ber. 9.13a-b; b. Yom. 52a; Exod. Rab. 32.4; b. Sanh. 38b; b. R. Shan.
24b); and (4) rejections of the notion of ‘two powers’ (b. Hag. 15a; 3 En. 16.1-5;
cf. b. Sanh. 38b). Moreover, and among some Christian sources as well, there are
(5) second-century accusations by Christian apologists and others broadly claiming
that Jews worship angels (Ker. Petrou [=Preaching of Peter; in Clement of Alex-
andria, Strom. 6.5.41.2-3]; Aristides, Apol. [Syriac]; Heracleon in Origen, Comm.
in Ioann 13.17; Celsus in Origen, c. Celsum 1.26 and 5.6-9) and (6) early Jewish
and Jewish-Christian texts in which angels playing a prominent role in a vision or
narrative reject a human being’s misguided behaviour, whether through prostration
or an inappropriate form of address (esp. Apoc. Zeph. 6.11-15; Asc. Isa. 7.18-23;
8.1-10, 15; Rev. 19.10; 22.8-9; cf. also Tob. 12.16-22; 2 En. 1.4-8; 3 En. 1.7,
Cairo Genizah A/2,13-16; Apoc. Gos. Mt. 3.3).

Secondly, it is important to note the sorts of beings with which each of these
traditions are concerned. The proscriptions in the rabbinic texts focus on angelic
beings ‘in heaven above’ (cf. Exod. 20.4-5). These are either named (e.g. Michael,
Gabriel, Metatron) or are referred to collectively. While the heavenly nature and
the subservient status as God’s allies of the angels Michael and Gabriel are undis-
puted among the early Jewish sources, the generic references to ‘angels’, on the
one hand, and to Metatron, on the other, require comment. Because of their asso-
ciation with the nations in some sources, '® it might be argued that the rejection of
angels alongside celestial bodies as worthy of worship is not so much concerned
with a potential threat within Judaism as it is an attempt to belittle so-called deities
of other nations.!! However, in the rabbinic passages that explicitly reject any form
of worship towards angels there is no indication that any of these angels are evil; in
relation to the God of Israel they are understood as subordinate, yet independent,
beings.!? Thus the traditions seem to have functioned less as propaganda against

including a discussion of Col. 2.18 here; see Stuckenbruck, Angel Veneration and Christology, pp.
111-19.

10. So Midr. Tann. (in D. Hoffmann, Midrasch Tannaim zum Deuteronomium [Berlin: Poppe-
lauer, 1908-1909], pp. 190-91); Deut. Rab. 2.34; and Lam. Rab. 3.8. In this midrashic tradition,
Israel and the nations are seen to have reacted differently to God’s descent to Sinai. Whereas Israel
chose the Lord as her ‘portion’, the nations selected angels to rule over them. Significantly, in
Deut. Rab. Michael and Gabriel are identified among the angels.

11. See Gershom Scholem, e.g., in Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mysticism and Talmudic
Tradition (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 2nd edn, 1965) and Ioan P. Culianu, ‘The
Angels of the Nations and the Origins of Gnostic Dualism’, in R. van den Broek and M.J. Verma-
seren (eds.), Studies in Gnosticism and Hellenistic Religions: Festschrift for G. Quispel (EPRO,
91; Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1981), pp. 78-91.

12. The notion of angelic rule over the nations was, of course, early on, subjected to a dualistic
interpretation going back to Deut. 32.43, according to which the notion of conflict among angels
(and eventually, therefore, between angels and God) could be entertained as a possibility; see esp.
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‘outsiders’ than as instructions for insiders that underscore for Jews the incompa-
rability of Israel’s God to anything or anyone else.!?® The case of Metatron is of
special interest, as in the much later 3 Enoch this figure is presented as the one into
whom the mystic visionary Enoch has been transformed - this is much like the
earlier tradition in the Similitudes of 1 Enoch 71.14-15 according to which Enoch
the seer is told that he himself is the Son of Man who has been the subject of the
foregoing visions.!* Though here the distinctions between an idealized or exalted
patriarch and a prominent angelic figure seem to break down, it is that figure’s heav-
enly status that is regarded as posing a real or potential threat to exclusive worship
of God."??

The second century Christian and pagan critiques of Judaism, which caricature
Jewish religiosity as involving the worship of angels, do not reveal explicitly what
sort of angels the Jews were supposed to have in view. Since angel worship is
linked closely to the observance of feasts in the Kerygma Petrou (or Preaching of
Peter) and Aristides’ Apology (Syr. version), it would seem safe to infer that these
angels are understood as subservient allies of God. Not too much should be made
of this, however, as such polemical sources cannot be expected to reveal anything
about nuanced beliefs of those on the ‘inside’.

The angelic refusals to be worshipped characteristically have in view heavenly
angelic figures who have served as guides in a story or apocalyptic vision. There is
Do reason to suspect that, as emissaries of God, the angels in each of the texts are
thought to have been anything other than subservient to God’s purposes. Again, the
overriding concern seems to have been a strict interpretation of the injunction
against bowing down to or serving ‘anything in heaven above’ as specified in the
Second Commandment (Exod. 20.4-5). Indeed, a refusal by one who is the target
of worship reflects a more widespread form of piety that could, for example in the
New Testament, be attributed to Peter (Acts 10.25), Paul and Barnabas (Acts
14.13-15), and even Jesus (Mk 10.17-18//Lk. 18.18-19).'S Given the passages just
mentioned, it may be suggested that the rejection of worship by angels and humans
alike should not be attributed to a worldview that simply regarded humans and
angels as interchangeable with respect to nature. If anything, the emphasis of the
tradition, when adapted in the case of humans refusing worship, is that here they

Dan. 10.13, 2021 and the Jewish-Christian Clementine Recognitions 8.50. Even in the Recogni-
tions, however, the assignment of angels over the nations at Sinai is not a matter of their being rebel-
lious or insubordinate; rather, the emphasis is on the inappropriateness of designating them (as any
other created beings) as ‘gods’; cf., along these lines, Deut. 32.8 [LxX]; Sir. 17.17; 1 En. 60.15-21;
89.70-76; Jub. 35.17; Shep. Herm. Vision 3.4.1-2.

13. It would have been taken for granted that any worship of evil angels or demons is forbid-
den; cf. e.g. I En. 19.1; Ps.-Philo 34.1-5.

14. Cf. Davila, ‘Of Methodology, Monotheism and Metatron’, esp. pp. 7-17.

15. That is, it is Metatron’s position ‘sitting on a great throne’ before the denizens of heaven
that makes the conclusion of ‘Aher’ that there are ‘two heads’ in heaven so heretical and leads to
Metatron’s punishment by ‘sixty fiery lashes’ (cf. b. Hag. 15a).

16. The parallel in Mt. 19.16-17 retains, though with less emphasis, Jesus’ word on God being
the only one who is ‘good’. See further the contribution by J.D.G. Dunn in this volume, ‘Was Jesus
a Monotheist?’, section 3.2.
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are not divine in any sense, but — just as the angels of the apocalyptic visions —
merely instruments of God.!” There is therefore no reason to argue that the authors
of the literature wished to distinguish categorically between the human visionaries
and the angels refusing their worship. Indeed, the angelic guides in Rev. 19.10 and
Asc. Isa. 8.2-3 could stress that, like the seers, they are ‘fellow servants’ of God.
To some extent, moreover, the attribution of angelic characteristics or even nature
to righteous humans would have been a natural way of emphasizing the extent of
the latter’s piety. But the stress in the refusal tradition falls so much on exclusive
devotion to the unique transcendent God that a sorting out of ontological distinc-
tions between God’s creatures and servants was, by and large, a matter of less
urgency for the writers of the documents.

Third, what can be learned from these polemical traditions? Hurtado'® has
rightly questioned the view advanced by Wilhelm Bousset and Marcel Simon that
the traditions point to the existence of an ‘angel cult’ in Judaism at the turn of the
Common Era.!® In addition, I am convinced that Hurtado is correct in maintaining
that there is little evidence that the undeniable, exalted status accorded to angelic
beings in early Jewish literature lay behind developments that could explain the
rise of the worship of Jesus. However, is Hurtado right in supposing that nothing
regarding the worship of angels in any form may be inferred from these sources??

Clearly, the polemical nature of the materials does not allow for a mirror-reading
that throws direct light on an actual practice of worshipping angels among Jews.
Briefly, though, we nevertheless learn something about the sorts of religious atti-
tudes, beliefs, and modes of behaviour that the exponents of the literature deemed
objectionable. Specifically, the traditions listed above refer to proskunesis before
an angel, confusion of an angel with God, overenthusiastic reliance on angelic
mediation as a means of access to God, prayer directed at an angel, and other, more
obvious, ways of honouring angels, such as through the offering of sacrifices and
the making of images. While there is no evidence of religious rites being organized
around heavenly angelic beings or that there was ever an attempt to fashion images

17. Contra Fletcher-Louis, who in relation to Luke—Acts is too quick to collapse the human and
angelic categories into ‘a thoroughly Jewish view of humanity as angelomorphic, and in that sense
“divine”’. The claim that in Acts 28.6 ‘a divine Paul is left unchallenged” fails to take into account
that by this time in the narrative the reader is expected to be aware of what has transpired in 14.13—
15, namely, that Paul is not divine.

18. One God, One Lord, pp. 28-35.

19. Bousset, with Hugo Gressmann, Die Religion des Judentums im spcthellenistischen Zeital-
ter (HNT, 21; Tiibingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 3rd edn, 1926), pp. 302-357, esp. 330 and
343; M. Simon, ‘Remarques sur I’ Angélolatrie Juive au Début de I’Ere Chrétienne’, in idem, Le
Christianism antique et son contexte religieux (WUNT, 23; Tiibingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck],
1981), pp. 450-64 (esp. 454). See further literature cited in Stuckenbruck, Angel Veneration and
Christology, p. 53 n. 10. Peter Schafer, Rivalitit zwischen Engeln und Menschen (S], 8; Berlin:
W. de Gruyter, 1975), pp. 67-72, has argued that the rabbinical sources constitute evidence for
“das tatsdchliche Vorhandensein eines Engelkultes im rabbinischen Judentum’ (p. 67).

20. At the most, he is only able to surmise that the apocalyptic and rabbinic prohibitions may
relate to ‘indications that Jews as well as others involved themselves in the ancient quasi-religious
phenomena commonly called magic’ (One God, One Lord, p. 35).
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of them, the other accusations may have more of a basis in reality. On a case-by-
case basis, one may weigh the following possibilities: were the attitudes or prac-
tices criticized actually adopted in some form by any Jews or Jewish Christians, are
the criticisms proactive rather than reactive towards these activities, or do they
more generally derive from a pool of religious literary-rhetoric that reflected the
respective writers’ ways of understanding the world? Below, without embarking on
a detailed analysis,?! it is helpful to consider briefly the rabbinic materials and the
angelic refusal tradition.

A study of the rabbinic sources yields several tradition-historical conclusions
that suggest something about attitudes towards angels among some Jews during the
Tannaitic and Amoraic periods. First, the proscriptions that elaborate ‘things above
and on the earth’ in the Second Commandment are comprised of various lists:
some refer to celestial bodies and natural phenomena only, others mention only
angels, and yet others apply the prohibition to both. The existence of lists referring
to one or the other suggests that the Second Commandment was being applied to
celestial bodies and angels separately before they were combined. Given that each
probably had a pre-history of its own, it would be misleading to infer that the men-
tion of angels in these texts was a novel element inserted into a previously existing
tradition primarily concerned with celestial phenomena. This distinction between
prohibitions against worshipping natural phenomena, on the one hand, and against
angels, on the other, is underscored by the fact that the angels in view (for exam-
ple, Michael) — in contrast to mountains, animals, and even stars —are perceived as
independent beings who function actively as God’s servants.” Second, the tradition
in j. Berakot 13a,b objects to the possibility of calling upon angels in a time of
trouble (778 £). Here, though the notion of angelic mediation is not in itself
discarded, apotropaic petitions of angels may have been thought to undermine or
detract from the special relationship between God and God’s people. Third, the
passages that focus on objectionable attitudes towards angels (as in b. Sanh. 38b;
Exod. Rab. 32.4;j. Ber. 9.13a-b) assume a milieu in which the objectors and those
being criticised were both heirs to common traditions, such as an interest in expli-
cating the Torah (e.g. as it relates to Ezekiel’s vision of the merkabah), and not
least the names of angels. This combination of ideas, assumed even among those
who generated the polemical tradition, suggests that there were serious attempts to
curb possible practical ramifications of speculation on the Ma‘aseh Merkabah
within Jewish circles. One should be wary, then, of any assumption that no reli-
gious attitudes towards angels held among Jews could have lay behind rabbinic
prohibitions against the worship of, or even an overemphasis on angels. While
there is a lack of data that supports any general or widespread existence of cultic
organization around a heavenly angel (or angels), the polemical texts seem to sug-

21. This has been done in Stuckenbruck, Angel Veneration and Christology, esp. pp. 51-103,
though my reflections here below go beyond the conclusions reached there.

22. This view is different from the identification of stars as angelic beings, which sometimes
(though not always) availed in the earlier Jewish apocalyptic literature. See, e.g., the early Enochic
traditions at / En. 18.15; 21.6; 82.9-20; 86.1-4; 88.1; 90.24.




