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Can a scientist believe in

‘Angels in the Architecture’

Heaven & Angels?

Prof. David Watts
University of Manchester

Q1: Can a scientist believe in heaven & angels?
• This Q1 suggests transformed Qs:
– Q2. Is heaven a real 'place'? [ where or what is ‘heaven’?] &
– Q3. Do angels really exit? [who or what are angels?]

• Q1 assumes that scientists are:
– tough minded people
– public arbiters of the composition of reality
– who give short shrift to mythological creatures & places.

• Scientists are usually preoccupied with ‘immediate’ entities: eg
–
–
–
–

complex organic molecules, nanomaterials,
stem cells, genetic inheritance,
the Higgs boson, galaxy formation,
climate change, etc.

Overview:
• Are Heaven & Angels mythological irrelevances?
• The terminology of heaven.
• Where /what is heaven?
– Diversity in the Biblical concept.
– Unity in the Biblical concept.

•
•
•
•

The Ascension (of Jesus) to heaven.
Angels as heavenly creatures.
A new heaven (& earth).
Can a scientist accept all this with integrity?

Scientists have to be people with:
•
•
•
•

Enquiring minds & disciplined thinking +
Imagination!
Love for truth.
Patience & perseverance.

Scientists have to engage their minds with:
• many abstract concepts & invisible entities:
– e.g. fundamental particles & fields.

• the multi-layered hierarchical organisation of the cosmos.
• Different kinds of thinking: e.g.
– Holistic synthesis versus Reductionist analysis.
– Inference to the best explanation.
– Complementary explanations – appropriate to different levels of analysis.

Are Heaven & Angels mythological irrelevances?
• To many in Western culture, these are irrelevant!
• They do not fit normal patterns of scientific interest.
• Inappropriate topics to propose for public funding
from research councils.

But viewed from “outside the (materialist) box”
the subject is actually of widespread public interest.
“There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy”.
William Shakespeare: - Hamlet (1.5.167-8), Hamlet to Horatio
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Forbidden city, near Tiananmen Square, Beijing
Gilded bronze lion (a heavenly creature) on guard
at the Gate of Celestial Purity (Qianqingmen),
entrance to the Inner Court, Forbidden City.

Forbidden City, Beijing,
imperial palace complex
built by Yonglo, third emperor
of the Ming dynasty, (1402–24)

The overwhelming majority of human societies
have held convictions or at least intuitions
of the existence and character of heaven & angels,
or their linguistic/cultural equivalents.

The Absolute Beginning [Genesis 1:1]
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.

∞

Creator

Creation of the universe /cosmos /time.
<shamayim>

2 spatial ‘levels’:

The terminology of heaven.
• Heaven is the ‘upper’ region of the visible, or physically detectable
part of the created world, spatially above the surface of the earth.
• The Hebrew word samayim (heaven) is dual in form. But, this does not prove
an underlying twofold sense. That must be checked from the context.
• Sometimes the compound expressions seme hassamayim and hassamayim
samayim, “the heaven of heavens” occur, distinct from “the heavens”, as in
Deuteronomy 10:14 and Psalm 115:16, respectively.
• In the NT the Greek plural form ouranoi (heavens) occurs, probably due to the
influence of the Hebrew. It occurs interchangeably with the singular form.
• NB Angel (aggelos) means ‘messenger’.

∞

transcendental boundary

<eretz>

heaven(s)
earth [as ‘planet’]

Where or What is heaven?

Diversity of the Biblical concept of Heaven
Uncreated

Created

IIIB – God’s
IIIA – Abode of
transcendent abode heavenly beings = Angels

Invisible

II – Stellar heavens

Visible (sky)
I – Atmospheric heavens
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Astronomical bodies & the terrestrial world
• For thousands of years, natural philosophers thought that heavenly
bodies were unconnected to the terrestrial world.
• However the formulation by Newton of his Universal Law of
Gravitation showed that the movement of planets around the sun
was described by the same force law that applied on earth.

Unification of Physics - I
Planetary Motions

Earthly Motions
1600s
Newton

Space

Time

Gravity

General Relativity

1915
Einstein

Newton’s discovery
was revolutionary:
no longer could the
visible heavens be
regarded as being
inherently different from
the terrestrial world.

F = G.

m1 .m2
d2

Motions of the planets in the night sky

But the term heaven is used in a third sense in the Bible

Heaven, Divine Transcendence and the Temple

• There is a distinction between the visible (I + II) & invisible (III) heavens.
• Paul refers to the (normally) invisible heavens as the ‘third heaven’
and as ‘paradise’ in 2 Corinthians 12: 2, 4.
• Analogically, therefore, the word heaven stands for the ‘spiritual’ world (IIIA),
‘above’ & ‘beyond’ men; & thus also for the realm of divine transcendence
(IIIB).
• The spiritual world (IIIA) is inhabited by heavenly beings,
such as the angels — both good and evil (Ephesians 6:12; 3:10).
• This is still part of created, although physically undetectable reality.
• It is a dimensional realm normally invisible to earthlings, where God
reveals his presence enthroned in the midst of myriads of heavenly beings.
• To refer to heaven as God’s abode (IIIB), however, is to refer to the ‘spatial’
attributes of God himself. In this sense, heaven transcends human
comprehension and the created categories of space and time.

• In Solomon’s prayer at the dedication of the Temple, we find the rhetorical
question: “But will God really dwell on earth?”
• Solomon then refers to the created heavens in their totality (I, II, IIIA):
“The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you”, (1 Kings 8:27).
• This majestic statement of divine transcendence is followed nevertheless by the
repeated designation of heaven as God’s dwelling place (v. 30, 32, 34, 36, 39,
etc.). This must include sense IIIB.
Yet sense IIIA is also involved since God is certainly present in the created,
invisible heavens.
• In some of the visions of the (invisible) heavens, such as Revelation 4-5,
a veiled description is given of the inner reality of the heavenly court
around the throne of God.

The Most
Holy Place

The Holy Place

The Outer Court

Biblical cosmology & the
OT temple ground-plan

Unity of the Biblical concept of Heaven

• The most holy place was
analogous to heaven &
was separated - by a curtain from the holy place.

• Given the diversity of meaning in the Biblical idea of heaven
is there any connection or unity between the different meanings?

• NB - the visible heavens have been created
to mirror the transcendent glory of God. (Psalm 19, etc).

The object lesson was the
holy separation and
elevation of God relative
to the created world.
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“The heavens declare the glory of God,
and the sky above proclaims his handiwork”.
“Day to day pours out speech,
and night to night reveals knowledge.
There is no speech, nor are there words,
whose voice is not heard.
19 out through all the earth,
Their Psalm
voice goes
and their words to the end of the world”.

The regularity of the movements of the stars & the
seasons witness to the power & reliability of the Creator
Job 38: 31 "Can you bind the beautiful Pleiades?
Can you loose the cords of Orion?
32 Can you bring forth the constellations in their seasons
or lead out the Bear with its cubs?

Psalm 19.

The visible heavens mirror in a finite way the glory of
both the invisible heavens (IIIA) and the divine attributes.
• The visible heavens show our physical insignificance
compared to the transcendent greatness of God (Psalm 8:1-4).
• Yet we have derivative significance as God’s image-bearers (v.5-8).
• To mortal and finite earthlings, the furthermost visible heavens
are inaccessible and thus reflect the transcendence of God ‘above’
(Psalm 115:16).
• Heaven can be defined in a unified Biblical way,
covering senses I, II and IIIA, as:
‘That part of creation inaccessible to the ruling powers*
of human beings made of dust.’

But the Ascension of Jesus to heaven:
has made heaven accessible!

33

Do you know the laws of the heavens?
Can you set up God's dominion over the earth?
34 "Can you raise your voice to the clouds
and cover yourself with a flood of water?
35 Do you send the lightning bolts on their way?
Do they report to you, ‘Here we are'?

Inaccessibility of the heavens to earthlings
• This concept is expressed in classic fashion in Deuteronomy 30:12:
“It (God’s revealed law) is not in heaven, so that you will have to ask:
‘Who will ascend into heaven and get it
and proclaim it to us so we may obey it.”
• Again in Proverbs 30:4a the question is asked:
“Who has gone up to heaven and come down?” Answer No one!
The Tower of Babel episode
in Genesis 11 records the attempt of
primeval humankind to scale the
heights of heaven.
Their divinely frustrated plan
illustrates the inaccessibility of God’s
abode to mortal men and women.

The ascension of Jesus to
heaven presupposes his
resurrection from the dead.

• When the early Christians confronted people with the fact of the empty
tomb and the evidence of Jesus continuing activity in the gift of the Holy
Spirit the inevitable question was: ‘Where is Jesus now?’
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The Epistles to the Ephesians and to the Hebrews

Where is Jesus now?
• The NT answer to this question is that Jesus,
being raised from the dead, has ascended to heaven.
• From one angle the ascension involved the departure and
relocation of the incarnate Son of God in a definitely spatial sense.
• The risen & glorified human body of Jesus is now located
in the invisible created heavens (IIIA).
• But the incarnate Jesus is also the divine Son of God
who inhabits heaven considered as God’s abode (IIIB),
with the corresponding transcendence
of created spatio-temporal categories.

The NT Letter to the Hebrews
• This letter refers to Jesus, our great high priest, who has
“gone through (dieleluthota) the (visible) heavens.” (4:14).
• Again, there is the affirmation that:
Jesus is “exalted above (hupseloteros) the heavens.” (7:26)
• This signifies the fulfillment of his high priestly role,
for he has thus reached the very throne of God
by his reception into the (invisible) heavens,
(Hebrews 9:11, 24; 1 Pet. 3:22).

• Both of these NT letters contain striking references
to Jesus’ ascension and to the new heavenly sphere
from which his work is now carried forward.
• Fundamental to the thought of the Ephesian letter (1: 20-23)
is the consideration that:
Jesus is now exalted to a sovereign position in heaven,
from whence he rules over the entire universe.
• United to Jesus, the Christian even now receives the benefits of
his life-giving blessings (1:3; 2:4-6).

Angels as heavenly creatures.
God challenges Job (38:4-6):
“Where

were you when I laid the foundations of the earth?
… when the morning stars sang together
and all the sons of God shouted for joy?
In this context, (with poetic parallelism)
reference is made to the angelic host rejoicing
at the creation of the universe.
The host (army) of Angels populate (fill) the (invisible) heavens.
c.f. Forming & Filling in Genesis 1: Days 1-3 (forming) \\ 4-6 (filling)

Angels feature at key points

• Creation: singing for.
in the Biblical narrative
Expulsion from paradise

• Creation: singing for joy.
• The expulsion from paradise.
• Appearances to Abraham:
The Angel of the Lord.

• The nativity of Jesus.
• The resurrection of Jesus.
• His final coming (parousia)
in glory.

Angels & SETI
• Some scientists are occupied with
searching for alien civilisations
in the far reaches of the cosmos.
• SETI = “search for extra terrestrial intelligence”.
• So far, no communication has been reached from any alien civilisation.

• Yet, many have a passionate faith in the existence of such aliens,
perhaps possessing a higher level of intelligence than earthlings.
• There is some analogy with belief in angels, populating a
transcendental realm beyond our normal perception.
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A New Heaven & a New Earth

Edwin Abbott & Flatland
“If I have told you
about earthly things
and you do not
believe, how can
you believe if I tell
you about heavenly
things?”*
* Jesus to Nicodemus [John 312]

•

•
•

•

•
•

Modern scientific cosmology is concerned with the structure of the universe in terms of
two basic axes: space and time. So far we have considered Biblical cosmology in terms of
spatial structure. Now we must bring ‘time’ into the picture.
The Biblical view of time is essentially linear and it is this Biblical-Christian concept of time
that gave birth to the linear view of time possessed by Western culture and modern science.
The Bible conceives time as an aspect of creation’s onward movement towards the final
consummation. Biblical eschatology holds forth the bright promise of a renewed creation
where heaven and earth will be freed from the manifold effects of human sin.
This hope is clearly expressed in many passages in Isaiah 40-66.
The link is emphasized between creation and eschatology.
The God who controls the future is also the one who created and sustains all things.
This present universe will wear out like a garment and vanish away.
But God will create new heavens and a new earth, (Isaiah 51:6; 65:17; 66:22).
This view of cosmic eschatology is reinforced in the NT— for example:
Hebrews 1:10-12; 2 Peter 3:13; Romans 8:21; Revelation 21:1.
The God who is the Alpha and the Omega will complete his eternal purpose
in a world where righteousness dwells.

A 2-D ‘being’ can only imagine
what a 3-D world could be like.

•

Can a scientist accept this with integrity?

Angels & ‘scientific explanation’: a cautionary note.

• A scientist should understand to what the Biblical texts refer
when they speak of heaven &/or angels.
• References to the visible heavens are Biblical equivalents to
contemporary concepts of the atmosphere, sky and ‘space’,
but these realms are also signposts to the invisible heavens
and the transcendent glory of God, the Creator of the universe.
• Other aspects of contemporary science point to hidden spatial
dimensions so that belief that the visible and physical world is also
embedded in a deeper spiritual reality is perfectly warranted.
• Firm conviction on spiritual realities, however, is dependent
upon divine self-disclosure of divine grace in the person of Jesus,
to whom the Holy Spirit and the Holy Scriptures testify.

• Some key events in Biblical history are attributed to angels:
– An angel rolled away the massive stone from the tomb of Jesus.
– But we should classify this as a miraculous event.

• Thus we should exclude angels as explanatory factors
when pursuing scientific explanations, which deal with (in principle)
repeatable events, that reflect God’s normal laws over the universe.
• Thus the reality of angels, as messengers/agents of God,
is not a carte blanche to let our imagination run riot.
• When Isaac Newton discovered the concept of angular momentum,
to explain why the planets remained in their orbits, the angels - who
had been doing the job until then - were made redundant!
• But there is more to life than science can analyse. Sometimes God
may intervene in lives of his people via the mediation of angels.
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