"Unto the Angel of the Church Write"
Mike Willis
So opens each of the seven letters to the churches of Asia in the book of Revelation. Men
have wrestled with the meaning of the phrase which is somewhat enigmatic. Swete opts for the
understanding of "angel" in its normal sense (The Apocalypse of St. John 22), Summers states that
it means "the elder, the leading pastor, of the church" (Worthy Is The Lamb 108), Caird describes
the angels of the seven churches as "no doubt also the seven planets, pictured as a necklace of
glittering jewels hanging from the hand of the Son of Man" (The Revelation of St. John 25), Hailey
believes "the stars may well represent the inward life or spirit of the congregations addressed by
Jesus" (Commentary on Revelation 116), Dusterdieck says the angel "appears as the living unity
of the one organism of the church, which, as it were, in mass clings to the Lord" (Meyer's
Commentary on the New Testament 119), "angels representing the communities" (TDNT 1:87),
and the list could be extended.
A few months ago, I was reading the following interesting observation by John Lightfoot
about the organization of the synagogue. I will reproduce his original languages:
Besides these there was 'the public minister of the synagogue,' who prayed publicly, and took care about the
reading of the law, and sometimes preached, if there were not some other to discharge this office. This person was
called TO'S ITvttf, the angel of the church, and nD^Dn *|*rn, the Chazan or bishop of the congregation. The
Aruch gives the reason of the name: "The Chazan (saith he) is "TQ"^ rP7ti?, the angel of the church (or the
public minister), and the Targum renders the word iliO"? by the word HTiri one that oversees; miO1? "pHS
ifcinU? for it is incumbent on him to oversee how the reader reads, and whom he may call out to read in the law."
The public minister of the synagogue himself read not the law publicly; but, every sabbath, he called out seven of
the synagogue (on other days, fewer) whom he judged fit to read. He stood by him that read, with great care
observing that he read nothing either falsely or improperly; and calling him back and correcting him if he had failed
in anything. And hence he was called "J*n, that is £7no-K07tos\ or overseer. Certainly the signification of the word
bishop, and angel of the church, had been determined with less noise, if recourse had been made to the proper
fountains, and men had not vainly disputed about the signification of words, taken I know not whence. The service
and worship of the Temple being abolished, as being ceremonial, God transplanted the worship and public adoration
of God used in the synagogues, which was moral, into the Christian church; to wit, the public ministry, public
prayers, reading God's word, and preaching, &c. Hence the names of the ministers of the Gospel were the very
same, the angel of the church and the bishop, which belonged to the ministers in the synagogues (Commentary on
the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica II: 90-91).
There are obviously some things about these comments that are contrary to revealed truth about
the organization of the church (similar comments appear in others who compare the officers in
the synagogue with those in the church) and, to this aspect of Lightfoot's comments, one can find
response in Meyer's Commentary 119) and Swete (22). Both authors take exception to the idea
that the organization of the church had developed to the point that one had a bishop over the
elders in such an early date as the book of Revelation was written and in this respect they are
correct. The Bible identifies the pastors, elders, overseers, bishops, and presbytery as one and the
same men. However, the idea that the church has a ")"G*^ Hvttf, the angel of the church
deserves more investigation.

