
"their angels in heaven"
EBC Mt–Lk: 4. The Parable of the Lost Sheep (18:10–14)
Jesus says that the “little ones”—believers in him—must be 
treated with respect because “their angels in heaven” always see 
the face of the heavenly Father. Many believe this supports the 
idea of a guardian for each “little one.” That these angels are “in 
heaven” is thought to mean that they are of highest rank and 
that their seeing the Father’s face means they always have access 
to his presence. This is based largely on Jewish sources (cf. SBK, 
1:781ff.; 3:48ff., 437ff.; TDNT, 1:82, 86; see esp. Tobit 12:14–15). 
Yet the idea will not bear close scrutiny.
It is true that angels are sent to minister to those who will inherit 
salvation (Heb 1:14). But nowhere in Scripture or Jewish 
tradition of the NT period is there any suggestion that there is 
one angel for one person. Daniel and Zechariah imply one angel 
for each nation. Appeal to Acts 12:15 does not help. Why should 
Peter’s supposed guardian angel sound like Peter? And if 
ministering angels are sent to help believers, what are the angels 
in Matthew 18:10 doing around the divine throne, instead of 
guarding those people to whom they are assigned? References in 
the DSS to angels who share in the community’s worship (1QSa 
2:9–10) or minister to the Lord (1QH 5:20–22) are even less 
relevant, for this context does not deal with corporate worship.
The most likely explanation is the one Warfield (1:253–
66) defends. The “angels” of the “little ones” are their 
spirits after death, and they always see the heavenly 
Father’s face. Do not despise these little ones, Jesus 
says, for their destiny is the unshielded glory of the 
Father’s presence. The present tense (they “always see”) 
raises no difficulty because Jesus is dealing with a class, not 
individuals. The same interpretation admirably suits Acts 12:15: 
what the assembled group thinks is standing outside is Peter’s 
“spirit” (angel), which accounts for Rhoda’s recognition of his 
voice.
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But can the word “angel” be pressed into this interpretation? 
Certainly Jesus teaches that God’s people in the Resurrection 
“will be like the angels in heaven” as to marriage (22:30) and 
immortality (Luke 20:36). Similar language is also used in 2 
Baruch 51:5, 12 (cf. also 1 Enoch 51:4): the righteous will become 
angels in heaven, will be transformed into the splendor of 
angels, and will even surpass the excellency of angels. The 
evidence, though not overwhelming, is substantial 
enough to suppose that “their angels” simply refers to 
their continued existence in the heavenly Father’s 
presence.
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in Matthew 18:10 doing around the divine throne, instead of 
guarding those people to whom they are assigned? References in 
the DSS to angels who share in the community’s worship (1QSa 
2:9–10) or minister to the Lord (1QH 5:20–22) are even less 
relevant, for this context does not deal with corporate worship.
The most likely explanation is the one Warfield (1:253–66) 
defends. The “angels” of the “little ones” are their spirits after 
death, and they always see the heavenly Father’s face. Do not 
despise these little ones, Jesus says, for their destiny is the 
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the face of the heavenly Father. Many believe this supports the 
idea of a guardian for each “little one.” That these angels are “in 
heaven” is thought to mean that they are of highest rank and 
that their seeing the Father’s face means they always have access 
to his presence. This is based largely on Jewish sources (cf. SBK, 
1:781ff.; 3:48ff., 437ff.; TDNT, 1:82, 86; see esp. Tobit 12:14–15). 
Yet the idea will not bear close scrutiny.
It is true that angels are sent to minister to those who will inherit 
salvation (Heb 1:14). But nowhere in Scripture or Jewish 
tradition of the NT period is there any suggestion that there is 
one angel for one person. Daniel and Zechariah imply one angel 
for each nation. Appeal to Acts 12:15 does not help. Why should 
Peter’s supposed guardian angel sound like Peter? And if 
ministering angels are sent to help believers, what are the angels 
in Matthew 18:10 doing around the divine throne, instead of 
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the DSS to angels who share in the community’s worship (1QSa 
2:9–10) or minister to the Lord (1QH 5:20–22) are even less 
relevant, for this context does not deal with corporate worship.
The most likely explanation is the one Warfield (1:253–66) 
defends. The “angels” of the “little ones” are their spirits after 
death, and they always see the heavenly Father’s face. Do not 
despise these little ones, Jesus says, for their destiny is the 
unshielded glory of the Father’s presence. The present tense 
(they “always see”) raises no difficulty because Jesus is dealing 
with a class, not individuals. The same interpretation admirably 
suits Acts 12:15: what the assembled group thinks is standing 
outside is Peter’s “spirit” (angel), which accounts for Rhoda’s 
recognition of his voice.
But can the word “angel” be pressed into this interpretation? 
Certainly Jesus teaches that God’s people in the Resurrection 
“will be like the angels in heaven” as to marriage (22:30) and 
immortality (Luke 20:36). Similar language is also used in 2 
Baruch 51:5, 12 (cf. also 1 Enoch 51:4): the righteous will become 
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angels in heaven, will be transformed into the splendor of 
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evidence, though not overwhelming, is substantial enough to 
suppose that “their angels” simply refers to their continued 
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Yet the idea will not bear close scrutiny.
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in Matthew 18:10 doing around the divine throne, instead of 
guarding those people to whom they are assigned? References in 
the DSS to angels who share in the community’s worship (1QSa 
2:9–10) or minister to the Lord (1QH 5:20–22) are even less 
relevant, for this context does not deal with corporate worship.
The most likely explanation is the one Warfield (1:253–66) 
defends. The “angels” of the “little ones” are their spirits after 
death, and they always see the heavenly Father’s face. Do not 
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