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Introduction: The Angel of the LORD 

 Before the birth of Christ, a mysteriously influential figure appeared multiple times 

throughout Old Testament history; the angel of the LORD. One Bible encyclopedia states, “This 

messenger of the LORD is an important figure, mysterious as well as intriguing, but certainly 

believed, reverenced, and obeyed by those confronted by him.”1 Many of the Early Church 

Fathers and theologians such as Justin Martyr, Clement of Alexandria, and Augustine all 

believed the angel of the LORD to be the pre-existent Christ (PEC).2 It is the purpose of this 

essay to identify the possibilities, examine select appearances, and support the likelihood of Old 

Testament Christophanies. 

 

Identity of the Angel 

 Who is the angel of the LORD? If his role in Old Testament history is so important, why 

is he not named like Gabriel or Michael? Many believe this angel to be the physical 

manifestation of the Jesus Himself. However, Colossians 1:16 declares that, “by Him all things 

were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or 

rulers or authorities—all things were created through Him and for Him.” Likewise, Hebrews 1:4 

proclaims His eminence above angels before commanding all angels to worship Him in verse 7. 

How could this angel possibly be the physical manifestation of God Himself? Four views 

dominate the discussion. 

                                                 
1 Walter A. Elwell and Barry J. Beitzel, Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Baker Book House, 1988), 90. 

2 Robert Brian Merrill, The Identity of the Angel of the Lord in the Old Testament: A 
Critical Evaluation of William Graham MacDonald's View (Portland: Theological Research 
Exchange Network, 1984), 3. 
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The Myth 

 The most liberal view denies the existence of angels altogether, placing them alongside 

other mythologies of the Ancient Near East. This understanding assumes that Israel borrowed the 

religious traditions of their neighbors and incorporated them into an inventive tradition of their 

own. But what does the Bible say concerning itself? Paul reminded Timothy that, “all Scripture 

is breathed out by God” (2 Timothy 3:16). Men wrote the Bible, but God gave the words. 

Ultimately, the mythology view stems from a faithless faith; born from an appreciation of 

religious history at best, but not accompanied by the internal attestation of the Holy Spirit’s 

witness concerning Scripture. To repudiate the historicity of these narratives is to deny the 

truthfulness of the Scriptures themselves. If we are to sincerely investigate the identity of the 

angel of the LORD, we must first assume the truthfulness of God’s Word. Without this 

foundation, the discussion is mute. One cannot consider the identity of a myth; only its source. 

And God does not make myths for the purpose of deceiving mankind. 

 

The Messenger 

 A more popular view sees the angel as one of God’s angelic emissaries. Angels were 

present to deliver the law on Mount Sinai (Acts 7:53; Gal 3:19; Heb 2:2) and announce the birth 

of Jesus (Luke 2:8-15). The word angels appears thirty-two times in Moses’ writings alone.3 One 

resource simply refers to the angel of the LORD as “an angel in human form.”4 This view is not 

without merit. However, it fails to recognize a number of considerations. 

                                                 
3 C. Fred Dickason, Angels: Elect & Evil (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 1995), 19. 

4 Tremper Longman III ed., Peter Enns, and Mark Strauss, The Baker Illustrated Bible 
Dictionary (Grand Rapids: Baker Publishing Group, 2013), 68. 
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The Messiah 

 Historically, the most popular view affirms the angel’s identity to be that of the second 

member of the trinity. The root meaning for “�  is simply “messenger.”5 It is the nominal ”מַלְאַ֧

construct form from לאך which means “to send” possibly even “to send on a commission.”6 

Therefore, the phrase “יְהוָ֛ה �  is better translated “messenger of Yahweh” or “one sent (or ”מַלְאַ֧

commissioned) of Yahweh.” The ancient accounts do not declare this messenger to be an angelic 

being, but a divine messenger who has been sent to represent the divine. How can the divine 

represent Himself distinctly (in two personages)? It is logical to assume the messenger’s identity 

is Christ. 

 

The Many 

 It is also possible to adopt a hybrid approach that incorporates various identities at 

different times. After arguing that the Angel of the LORD mentioned in Zechariah is not God 

Himself, Peter Carrell concedes, “on some occasions in the OT ‘the angel of the LORD’ is 

ultimately indistinguishable from the LORD, but on other occasions, especially in Zechariah, ‘the 

angel of the LORD’ is distinct from the LORD, yet nevertheless invested with power and authority 

                                                 
5 Ludwig Koehler, Walter Baumgartner, M. E. J. Richardson, and Johann Jakob Stamm, 

The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (Leiden; New York: E.J. Brill, 1995), 1: 
585–586 (�  .(מַלְאַ֧

6 Charles A. Gieschen, Angelomorphic Christology: Antecedents and Early Evidence 
(Netherlands: Brill, 1998), 51. 
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to represent the LORD.7 Another scholar suggests, “In some passages, the term is probably used 

with less specificity, to indicate any angel of God (e.g., 1 Kings 19:4–8).”8 It is up to the exegete 

to weigh the evidence of each instance and determine their standing. Regardless, it is this 

writer’s belief that the Old Testament records continually point towards the angel of the LORD’s 

identity as the manifestation the pre-existent Christ. 

 

Old Testament Records 

 The angel of the LORD appears frequently throughout the Old Testament. Some PEC 

supporters believe He is the first manifestation of God who walked with Adam in the garden.9 

The familiar phrase “יְהוָ֛ה �  first emerges in Genesis 16:7 when the angel finds Hagar by a ”מַלְאַ֧

spring of water in the wilderness. He is the one who prevented Abraham from sacrificing his son 

(Gen 22:11, 15), commanded Balaam to bless Israel (Num 22:22-35), and came to Jacob in a 

dream (Gen 31:11). Three appearances that carry striking similarities are the accounts described 

in Exodus 3, Judges 6, and Judges 13. 

 

Moses: The Burning Bush 

 The angel’s involvement is often overlooked when the narrative of the burning bush is 

recalled. However, Exodus 3:2 states, “And the angel of the LORD appeared to him in a flame of 

                                                 
7 Peter R. Carrell, Jesus and the Angels: Angelology and the Christology of the 

Apocalypse of John (United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 28. 

8 James M. Efird, “Angel of the Lord,” ed. Mark Allan Powell, The HarperCollins Bible 
Dictionary (Revised and Updated) (New York: HarperCollins, 2011), 31-32. 

9 Timothy Walton Callaway, Christ in the Old Testament (New York: Loizeaux Brothers, 
1950), 38. 
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fire out of the midst of a bush.” The dialogue proceeding from the bush is actually emanating 

from the angel of the LORD. At first, Moses was not afraid, but curious as to why the fire was not 

dying out (Exod 3:3). Once the angel identified Himself to be God, Moses hid his face in fear 

(Exod 3:4-6). The remainder of Yahweh’s interchange is that of comfort and commission 

(Exod 3:7-4:17). 

 

Gideon: A Peace Altar 

 After spiraling out of control, Israel finally came to their senses and cried to the LORD for 

help. The angel of the LORD appeared to Gideon and commissioned him for service (Judg 6:7-

16). In response, Gideon asked for a sign and the angel gave him one (Judg 6:17-21). This 

terrified him even more once he realized that he had just seen God, so he built a peace altar 

(Judg 6:22-24). Like the encounter Moses had at the burning bush, Gideon did not recognize the 

angel to be God at first. This discovery invoked fear. One scholar remarks, “It is interesting to 

note that the angel came as a response to Gideon's fear, but Gideon's response to the angel was 

not an experience of comfort, but rather more fear.”10 

 

Manoah: Up in Flames 

 Everyone who received a visit from the angel of the LORD were honored in one way or 

another, including Samson’s parents. He appeared to both Manoah and his wife in the form of a 

man (Judg 13:2-12). After declaring his name to be “wonderful,” he performed a wonder and 

disappeared in the flames of the altar (Judg 13:18-20). As a result, Manoah and his wife fell to 

                                                 
10 Mark Daren Wessner, Face To Face: "PNYM AL PNYM" In Old Testament Literature 

(Portland: Theological Research Exchange Network, 1998), 83. 
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their faces in terror, contemplated death, and accepted the blessing they had just received from 

the LORD (Judg 13:20-24). 

 

Support for PEC Identity 

 What relationship does Jesus Christ have with these Old Testament occurrences? Could 

He possess a human form before His incarnation? It is this essayist’s assessment that the angel of 

the LORD is, in fact, the Pre-existent Christ. As one minister points out, “There are angels—and 

then there’s The Angel.”11 Abraham, Jacob, Moses, Balaam, and Joshua had conversations with 

the angel that were distinguishably “face to face” encounters with God Himself.12 The angel 

displayed attributes of divinity, personhood, and ministries that mirror the Son of God in many 

ways. The deeper one digs, the more convincing the case for PEC identity becomes. 

 

The Angel’s Divinity 

 One of the strongest arguments for PEC identity lies in the angel’s personal testimonies 

to be God. Not only did the witnesses often claim to have seen God, the angel affirmed his own 

association with the divine. When he appeared to Jacob he declared, “I am the God of Bethel” 

(Gen 31:13). During his discussion with Moses at the burning bush, he claimed to be “the God of 

Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” before revealing the tetragrammaton 

                                                 
11 David Jeremiah, What the Bible Says About Angels (Sisters, OR: Questar Publishers, 

1996), 157. 

12 James A. Borland, Christ in the Old Testament (Great Britain: Christian Focus 
Publications, 1999), 149-163. 
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(Exod 3:6, 14). One exegete observes, “Both God and the Angel of the LORD are often identified 

as the same being; they are presented as indistinguishable.”13 

 If the angel is God, he must be Christ. He could not have been the first person of the 

trinity because no one can look upon God and live (Exod 33:20). However, Christ visibly walked 

the earth during His first advent. The Holy Spirit is never visibly shown in Scripture either. He 

appeared at Christ’s baptism as a dove, but even then the dove was seen, not the Holy Spirit.14 

Therefore, if the angel is sent by God while claiming to be God, and it is impossible for God to 

lie (Heb 6:18), the case for PEC identity is strengthened by the Spirit’s witness in Scripture. 

 

The Angel’s Individuality 

 While declaring to be God, the angel of the LORD distinguished Himself from God. In 

one of Zechariah’s visions, the LORD addressed the LORD (Zech 1:12-13). Inter-Trinitarian 

conversations are not uncommon throughout the canon of Scripture. The only way for these 

individuals to be fully divine while not being the same person is attribute both parties to the 

triune Godhead. 

 

The Angel’s Ministry 

 The angel of the LORD’s ministries mirror those of Christ with remarkable similarity. 

C. Fred Dickason notes at least nine parallels that display Christ’s representative work in both 

                                                 
13 Charles A. Gieschen, Angelomorphic Christology: Antecedents and Early Evidence 

(Netherlands: Brill, 1998), 57. 

14 Robert Paul Lightner, Angels, Satan, and Demons (Nashville: Word Publishing, 1998), 
63. 
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testaments. They are: revelation (Exod 3:2, 4, 6, 14; John 1:14, 18; Col 2:9), commission 

(Exod 3:7-8; Judg 6:11-13; 13:1-21; Matt 28:19-20; John 20:21), deliverance (Eph 1:7; 

Heb 2:14-15; Rom 11:25-26), protection (Ps 34:7; 2 Kgs 19:35; Heb 13:5), intercession 

(Zech 1:12-13; Heb 7:25), advocacy (Zech 3:1-7; 1 John 2:1-2), confirmation of the covenant 

(Gen 22:11-18; Judg 2:1; Matt 26:28; Rom 15:8-9; Heb 9:15), comfort (Gen 16:7-13; Luke 4:16-

19; John 9:35-38; 16:1-4), and judgment (1 Chr 21:1, 14-15, 18, 24-29; 22:1, 6; Matt 24:44-51; 

25:32-42; 2 Thess 1:5-10; Rev 5:5; 6:1-17).15 The track record of Jesus’ ministry between 

testaments aligns itself with Scripture’s claim that He is the same yesterday, today, and forever 

(Heb 13:8). 

 

Angelic Attestation 

 A strong argument can be drawn from other angelic responses to being revered as deity. 

When John mistakenly worshipped angelic beings, they were quick to correct the error 

(Rev 19:10; 22:9). Colossians 2:18 warns, "Let no one disqualify you, insisting on asceticism 

and worship of angels." The theme of Hebrews 1 is to highlight Jesus’ superiority over the 

angels. Given this celestial hierarchy, Christ is the only messenger of the LORD who could 

receive worship without correcting the worshiper. 

 

New Testament Absence 

 Interestingly enough, the angel of the LORD restricts his appearance to times prior to the 

humiliation of Christ. After the incarnation, it is always an angel of the LORD that is mentioned 

as opposed to the angel of the LORD. If the angel is Christ, it would make sense for the eye-

                                                 
15 C. Fred Dickason, Angels: Elect & Evil (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 1995), 84-86. 
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witness accounts to fall off the scene after the manifestation of God has been revealed in human 

flesh. Rather than limit the times of Jesus’ personal involvement with mankind, we would do 

well to recognize His active participation in the Old Testament. William Pope observes, “The 

Second Person is almost as familiar a Presence in the Old Testament as in the New: that is, when 

it is searched in the light of His own testimony concerning its witness to Himself.”16 

 

Conclusion: The Eternal Messenger, Mediator, Messiah 

 When the angel of the LORD spoke in ancient days, people listened. One scholar observes 

that the angel, “…was not restricted to executing a single order, but, like Jesus, he spoke with 

authority as though he were God himself.” He adds, “Only the Logos, or some other manifest 

personification of God, would be able to do that.”17 He did not correct the worship of man, but 

rather accepted it. Jesus is God’s messenger and manifestation. He is also our mediator and 

Messiah. To see His ministering works in the Old Testament should encourage our faith and 

leave us breathless.18 Our Savior is truly amazing. He is today and always has been. 

  

                                                 
16 William Burt Pope, A Compendium of Christian Theology: Being Analytical Outlines of 

a Course of Theological Study, Biblical, Dogmatic, Historical, Volumes 1-3, vol. 1 (London: 
Beveridge and Co., 1879), 262–263. 

17 Moisés Silva and Merrill Chapin Tenney, The Zondervan Encyclopedia of the Bible, A-
C (Grand Rapids, MI: The Zondervan Corporation, 2009), 187. 

18 Robert Brian Merrill, The Identity of the Angel of the Lord in the Old Testament: A 
Critical Evaluation of William Graham MacDonald's View (Portland: Theological Research 
Exchange Network, 1984), 45. 
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* * * * * 
 

All Scripture quotations are from the English Standard Version. 
 
 


