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Angels

Role

-Hebrew for angel is Mal’akh, ( ְַמְלַאך).  Root is lamed-alef-khaf, 
meaning “to send”.  
-So mal’akh means ‘He who is sent’, an emissary. 

-Not same root as Melech = King (m-l-kh)
-Angels are more knowledgeable and powerful than people, but have 
no independent will.  They just carry out orders from God.
-Angels frequent in Torah.  Examples from Genesis:

-Angel comes to Hagar to help her (Gen. 16:7, 21:17)
-Two angels came to destroy Sodom (Gen. 19:1)
-An angel stopped Abraham from sacrificing Isaac (Gen. 22:11)
-Jacob saw a ladder leading to heaven and angels were going up and 
down continuously on it (Gen. 28:12).

-‘And, behold, the Lord stood above it, and said, I am the Lord God 
of Abraham your father, and the God of Isaac; the land on which 
you lie, to you will I give it, and to your seed’ (Gen. 28:13)
-The reporting system?

-Jacob struggles with angel all night and prevails (Gen. 32:24), name 
changed to Israel (“He who struggles with God”)

-Because they are just emissaries of God, there are angels for 
everything.  Sources mention angels for prayer, hail, rain, anger, 
Gehinnom, birth and pregnancy, the sea (BB 74b; Ex. R. 15:22; 24:2), even 
lust (Gen. R. 85:8)

-Talmud/Midrash: There are guardian angels for entire peoples and 
special individuals (even evil ones):

-The Persians had one, Dubiel (Yoma 77a)
-Edom had one (Mak. 12a)
-King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon had one, Kal (Ex. R. 21:5), as do all kings. 
-There is even an angel for the universe, Metatron, also called Sar (ַׂשר), or Prince
(Ex. R. 17:4; �ul. 60a).
-Guardian angels plead on behalf of their charges.
Example: God summons the guardian angels of all the nations to discuss the 
enslavement of the Israelites in Egypt. The angel Gabriel, upon orders from 
Michael, produces a portion of the wall the Israelites had been forced to build for 
the Egyptians. It is found to contain the body of an Israelite child.  So God 
punishes first the guardian angel of Egypt, then the Egyptians themselves (Yalkut
Ex. 243).

-Why was the angel punished if he has no will of his own?
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-If angels can argue cases and sway God, why is it wrong to pray to 
them?

-Angels are not all eternal.  Midrash: "Every day God creates a legion 
of angels; they sing before Him and disappear" (Gen. R. 78:1).  

-Judaism:  There is NO intermediary between people and God
-Rabbis tried to counter people’s belief in power of angels

-Yet rabbis used people’s belief in angelic intercession to get them to use 
only Hebrew in prayer!  Talmud: ‘Angels don’t understand Aramaic’ 
(Shabbat 12b, Sotah 33a).  Most prayers are now in Hebrew [Aramaic 
found in Gemara, parts of Zohar, Kaddish, Kol Nidrei, Ha Lachma, Chad 
Gadya, Echad Mi Yodea; others.]

Angel of Death (Mal’akh ha-mavet)

- He just picks up people when God decrees their time is up
-Talmud:  He is known as Ha-Satan (the Adversary) or Samael or the 
yetzer ha-ra' (evil inclination) (Baba Batra 16a)

-May goad God into ordering certain actions (Satan in Job 1)
-Can be delayed from accomplishing mission (prayer, study, charity) 
or fooled (name change for dying people) or moved to compassion 
[Twilight Zone episode ‘One for the Angels’]

Categories

-If angels are God’s staff, there must be a chief of staff.  Seven 
archangels head the world of angels.  They carry out tasks of special 
significance for world history:

-Gabriel [God’s strength] is in charge of heaven
-Michael [Who is like God?] watches over Israel
-Raphael [God’s healer] is in charge of the spirits of humans; a healer
-Uriel [God’s light] leads the angelic host and guards the underworld 
(Sheol)
-Raguel [God’s friend] is in charge of justice and harmony
-Sariel [God’s command] has special tasks.  

Example:  He was sent to receive the soul of Moses, and Moses 
owed all his knowledge to him.  He also tells Jacob the meaning of 
the ladder he dreamed.

-Jeremiel [God’s mercy] reviews people’s lives with them after they have 
died, and sometimes before.
-Groups of angels: cherubim, seraphim, ofanim, chayyot hakodesh [El 
Adon in liturgy]
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Shalom Alechem controversy

-Shalom alechem is introductory Shabbat eve meal song.  It says:
Shalom alechem mal’achei ha-sharet -- Peace unto you O ministering 

angels
Boachem leshalom -- come in peace
Barchuni leshalom -- bless me with peace
Tzetchem leshalom -- depart in peace.

-Composed by 17th century kabbalists in Tzfat.  Origin in Talmud:
It was taught, R. Jose son of R. Judah said: Two ministering angels 
accompany man on Shabbat eve from the synagogue to his home, one 
good and one evil. And when he arrives home and finds the lamp burning, 
the table laid and the [bed] covered with a spread, the good angel 
exclaims, "May it be so on another Shabbat [also]," and the evil angel 
unwillingly responds "amen". But if not [if everything is in disorder and 
gloomy], the evil angel exclaims, "May it be so on another Shabbat [also]," 
and the good angel unwillingly responds, "amen". [Shabbat 119b]

-The song welcomes these two angels.
Controversy (raised by the Vilna Gaon (the Gra) and Rav Yaakov 
Emden, 18th cent.):  Song says ‘Bless me with peace, O angels of 
peace’.   Angels cannot bless; only God does.  
Orthodox wiggle-out:

-It’s an expression of hope, not a request.  
-It’s an expression of humility.  Although we know only God can grant 
request, we do not address God directly [Teshuvot Mahari Beruna 275]
- We are asking God to have the angels bring our prayers before Him, as 
they are supposed to do. [Teshuvot Shemesh uTzedakah OC 23]
-Angels are allowed to do a few simple things on their own, so we can ask 
them [Rav Sherira Gaon]
-We are not praying to the angel but to God that He send His angel to do 
what we ask the angel to do. (Abravanel, Rosh Amanah12):  
-It’s a command, not a request:  ‘Bless me’, i.e., ‘Do the job you were sent 
to do.”  [Rav Shlomo Zalmen Auerbach]
-In singing

Shalom aleichem, malachei hasharet, malachei Elyon, 
mimelech malchei ham'lachim, HaKadosh Baruch Hu
Peace be upon you, ministering angels, messengers of the Most High, 
from the Supreme King of Kings, the Holy One, blessed be He.

do NOT pause between "Elyon" and "MiMelech" so it is clear that the 
Malachei Elyon are emissaries from God, and not a higher power on their 
own. (Siddur Avodat Yisrael (disciple of the Vilna Gaon).

-Still, some Jews won’t sing that line.
-Note:  Angels depart at the end because it is distasteful to eat as 
others watch.
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Controversy on angels in liturgy

-Angels appear in liturgy.  
-A strong opposition formed to exclude them:  One does not petition 
angels:
-Rambam: Angels simply denote natural and psychic forces. (Comm. 
on Sanh. 10)
-Joseph Kimchi (12th cent.): "True penitence does not stand in need 
of intervention by the saints; feigned penitence will not be helped by 
either the dead or the saints, by man or angel" (Sefer ha-Berit in Mil�emet 
�ovah, p. 33a). 

-Isaac Abrabanel (15th cent.) decries appeals to angels (Rosh Amanah 12).

-Yom Tov Lipmann Muelhausen (14-15th century):  "Our sages 
rejected any intermediation between man and the Creator; appeals to 
intermediaries lead to devilry and idolatry" (Sefer ha-Ni��a�on, no. 132).

-Some opponents just changed texts to avoid implication of pleading 
with angels for their intervention (see "Netivot Olam," Netiv ha-Avodah, ch. 12, by 
*Judah Loew b. Bezalel of Prague; �atam Sofer, O�, no. 166).

-Others said they did not regard these passages as contradicting 
pure monotheism (Shibbolei ha-Leket, no. 282 and others). 

Conclusion

Angels are at the margin of Judaism.  People want to refer to them
and ask them things, most rabbis do not.  So rabbis carefully monitor
references to them to minimize their role.


