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Introduction 
The passage in Revelation 10:1-3 is unique within the biblical canon.1 

Never is an angel described in this much detail or in these terms. The practice of 
describing angels–including names, functions and appearance–was part of a 
growing late second temple practice among certain Jewish authors.2 However, 
these elaborations do not appear in the NT, which does not go beyond OT us-
age,3 unless the exception is here in this passage. 

The purpose of this article is to investigate the appearance and acts of the 
angel in Chapter 10, together with his oath (vss. 5-6), and to identify him in light 
of the significance of John’s description. 

There are several issues which impact an investigation of this sort. One is 
the issue of John’s sources. That is, should Revelation be interpreted in light of 
the OT (with its limited angelology), or in light of the non-canonical material of 
late second temple Judaism (with a more advanced angelology), or in light of the 
NT (with its OT oriented angelology).Furthermore, since John never clearly 
cites a source, how do we know when he has a source in mind, and how that 
source is functioning in the context of Revelation? 

It is generally taken for granted by commentators that the OT functions as 
the source of images and symbols for John. Merrill Tenny, in a chapter on the 
“Old Testament Background of Revelation,” says: 

 
The reader of Revelation will not have perused many of its 

pages before he realizes that much of its language sounds familiar. It 
is filled with references to events and characters of the OT, and a 
great deal of its phraseology is taken directly from the OT books. . . 4 
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Pick up any commentary and this becomes evident, as symbol after symbol 
is referred back to the OT. There are names like “Son of Man” (1:13), “Balaam” 
(2:14), “Moses” (15:3), “Babylon” (14; 17; 18), “Gog and Magog” (20:8). There 
are images like the “four living creatures” (Rev 4; Ezek 1), the altar and incense 
(Rev 8; OT sanctuary service), the plagues of Revelation 16 recall the plagues of 
the Exodus. However, what becomes equally clear is that for many images there 
is no agreement on which OT passage(s) John may have had in mind. 

That there is a relationship with the NT is also generally taken for granted. 
This seems appropriate due to its inclusion in the NT canon,5 although the nature 
of that relationship is debated by some.6 In both the NT (John 1:29, 36; 1 Cor 
5:7 cf. Exod 12) and Revelation (Rev 5:6; 6:16) Jesus is pictured as the Lamb. 
There are a number of images in common to both, for example, churches, the 
Son of Man coming on the clouds, etc. Some kind of relationship between the 
seals of Chapter 6 and our Lord’s prophecy (Matt 24; Mark 13; Luke 21) is gen-
erally recognized.7 Some of these are items that both Revelation and the NT 
share in common with the OT, such as the Son of Man terminology. 

The relationship to the noncanonical apocalyptic literature is less certain. 
Though the NT seems to contain certain thoughts or language similar to them, it 
does not appear to recognize this literature as authoritative nor quote from it in 
the same way it does those documents traditionally considered canonical.8 The 
question arises, When John uses an image present in both the OT and the other 
literature, which is John drawing upon? Is this to be determined by genre or 
canon? Given that much of the relationship between Revelation and this litera-
ture is “indirect,”9 given the overwhelming use of the OT in Revelation, and 
given the fact that the OT is considered canonical by the NT writers, the OT 
should have priority unless the contrary can be proved. That there is some sort 
of relationship would seem to be evident from R. H. Charles’ collection of tex-
tual similarities between Revelation and the Apococrypha.10 The background in 
this literature will be examined due to its development of a more advanced ange-
lology. 

The uncertain nature of what is a source for Revelation can be illustrated by 
comparing the lists of passages thought by various scholars to be cited from the 
OT. Tenny places the count at 348, these being “verbal resemblances” and “con-
textual connections.”11 The margin of the Nestle-Aland Greek text cites over 850 
OT verses. R. H. Charles cites 284 verses based on one of the ancient texts or 
echoes of them.12 UBS13 cites fewer verses than Nestle-Aland, but still around 
800;  
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however, in its “Index of Quotations” zero references are cited for Revelation to 
the OT. 

In line with this more formal approach to quotations is the study of Robert 
G. Bratcher. He includes “all formal quotations and some of the more obvious 
paraphrases and allusions which seem to reflect a conscious use of a specific OT 
passage or OT phraseology.”14 With this approach Bratcher counts just 19 
quotes/allusions in Revelation to the OT.15 Gleason Archer and G. C. Chirichi-
gno, in their Old Testament Quotations in the New Testament: A Complete Sur-
vey, count only 17 OT quotes in Revelation.16 

This brief survey points up both the lack of formal quotations in Revelation 
and the difficulties in determining to which verse or verses John might be refer-
ring. It is also evidence of the different ways scholars evaluate how John used 
his sources. 

Several scholars have sought to put this issue in a more defined setting. But 
since John never tells us how he functions in relation to his sources, there is a 
degree of subjectivity in all these attempts. The value in such discussions is that 
the difficulties are clarified and the procedure/method is at least thought through 
more completely. This may keep the researcher from seeing allusions and paral-
lels where none were intended at all.17 

When scholars talk about Revelation’s sources, they sometimes use the 
word “allusion.”18 But defining and determining the nature of an allusion can be 
an allusive enterprise.19 M. Tenny discusses the problem in his book, as does G. 
Beale. The fullest study I know of is the dissertation of J. Paulien.20 A repeat of 
this discussion would seem redundant here, and the reader is referred to the 
above sources. 

In terms of our study of Rev 10:1-3, the background of a given symbol will 
be investigated in the various possible sources, looking for similar words, 
themes, and interlocking ideas and structures. We will review OT texts that have 
the same word(s) via the Greek Septuagint (LXX) to see if it is possible to iso-
late which ones John may have had in mind and see if there is a pattern to the 
symbolism as John uses it. 

 
Symbolic Imagery–Appearance21 

“Another Mighty Angel.” “Then I saw another might angel” (allon agge-
lon ischuron) is the phrase that introduces the angel of 10:1. The Greek word for 
“angel” occurs 76 times in Revelation, but only 3 times is it combined with the 
adjective “mighty” (Rev 5:2; 10:1; 18:21). Only 10:1 precedes the phrase by the 
form “another.” 
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Since “another” (allos) usually notes some kind of contrast with what pre-
cedes,22 the question of the contrast arises. Some contrast this angel with the 
trumpet angels,23 the fallen star of chapter 9,24 or the angel of 8:3.25 Others iden-
tify him with the mighty angel of 5:2.26 The presence of the adjective ischuron 
(mighty) alone is sufficient to contrast this angel with the other angels of chap-
ters 8 and 9. And if John had wanted to identify this angel with the mighty angel 
of 5:2 he would have used the Greek definite article, either ton ischuron agge-
lon, or ton aggelon ton ischuron. The fact that he does not use the article, but 
rather uses the contrastic adjective “another” together with “mighty angel” 
would seem to indicate that the contrast is with the “mighty angel” of 5:2. Thus, 
in 10:1 a different “mighty angel” is being presented. 

Cloud Imagery. We turn now to the imagery associated with this angel. In 
the Septuagint27, among the books counted as canonical, there are 114 uses of 
the term for cloud (nepheleœ).28 Of these, fifty-six29 refer to the Pillar of 
Cloud/Glory of the Lord in the Exodus account. Thirty-nine are literal clouds,30 
and nineteen31 could be literal, but in their usage and associations could just as 
well be interpreted another way.32 

The word “cloud” is never associated with an angel. One reference to the 
mal}aœk haœ}eloœh î̂m, “the Angel [or Messenger] of God”–associated with the pillar 
of cloud/fire–(Exod 14:19) is identified in vs. 24 as YHWH. 

Among commentators there is often seen a link between this cloud imagery 
and the pillar of cloud associated with the tabernacle and the wilderness wander-
ings. E. S. Fiorenza writes, “. . .The clouds and the pillars of fire in turn evoke 
the Exodus and Sinai covenant with Israel (Exod 13:21ff; 19:16ff).”33 J. A. Siess 
likewise reviews many of the OT passages which are associated with the pillar 
of cloud motif.34 And J. M. Ford notes: 

 
The angel is more than a sign of the Noachic covenant; his feature 
bear the traces also of the Sinai covenant. The words katabainoœ, “de-
scend,” nepheleœ, “a cloud,” and stuloi puros, “pillars of fire,” recall 
the following texts: Exod 33:9, where the pillar (stulos) of cloud 
(nepheleœ) descended (katabainoœ), and stood at the door of the taber-
nacle . . . .”35 
 

She further cites Exodus 34:5; Numbers 11:25; 14:10 and Deuteronomy 31:15, 
all of which use similar language. 

Another group of texts often cited by commentators is Psalms 104:3, Daniel 
7:13, Acts 1:9, and Matthew 24:30.36 The theme common to these  
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texts is that the cloud symbolism concerns the vehicle for movement by God, the 
Son of Man or Jesus Christ, depending on the passage cited. We may rule out 
these passages as sources for interpreting the cloud imagery of Revelation 10:1. 
For while the angel moves between heaven and earth, the cloud functions as his 
covering and not his transport. 

Another passage cited is that of Genesis 9:13-14.37 The word for cloud is 
the same and both passages speak of a rainbow; however the themes are not the 
same. Genesis 9 presents a literal cloud in the sky without image, or symbol or 
metaphor, a different picture than the Revelation 10 description. 

Of the various kinds of backgrounds proposed for this imagery, that of the 
Being who appears in the cloud at the door of the tabernacle seems the best. The 
functions of the cloud are similar, that is, in both contexts the cloud functions as 
a covering. In the Exodus situation it is a covering for YHWH; in Revelation 10 
it is a covering for the angel and seems linked with the terminology of the pillar 
of fire. 

The word nepheleœ (cloud) occurs 26 times in the NT. Once in a literal sense 
(Luke 12:54), twice as a metaphor (2 Pet 2:17; Jude 12), seven times in the 
transfiguration,38 and two times for the pillar of cloud (1 Cor 10:1, 2). In the 
remaining passages the cloud imagery is a vehicle for Christ, the Son of Man, 
the redeemed, and the symbolic two witnesses of Revelation. This follows the 
same basic imagery pattern as found in the OT. 

The use of cloud imagery in the noncanonical literature39 seems to function 
differently than in either OT or NT. One passage uses the cloud imagery for the 
pillar of cloud (Ps-Philo 13:1-2), another speaks of the clouds as encircling the 
throne of glory in the description of the celestial rainbow (3 Enoch appendix 
22c:4; cf. Gen 9:13). In the appendix to 3 Enoch 24:1-23 there is a list of the 
chariots of God based on various OT passages; vss. 3 and 4 mention chariots of 
swift clouds and chariots of clouds respectively. The other references do not 
have similarity with OT/NT, or specifically Revelation 10:1.40 

Rainbow Imagery. The common Greek word for rainbow is iris, but it is 
not used in the LXX.41 Rather the Greek word toxson, archer’s bow, is used to 
translate the Hebrew qesûet which stands for both rainbow and archer’s bow. 
When Josephus comments on the bow in the cloud (Gen 9), he informs his read-
ers “. . . whereby is meant the rainbow, for they determined that the rainbow was 
the bow of God.”42 On this matter Ringstorff concludes, 
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In view of the linguistic and material background of the word iris, we 
may say in conclusion, that this term, which is not itself a biblical 
word, is given in Rev the content of the OT tv,q,/toxon and that with 
this content is seen in the light of the revelation in Christ . . .43 
 

Toxson occurs 74 times in the LXX.44 Of these, only four uses have the 
clear meaning of rainbow;45 the others refer to the archer’s bow. With only two 
passages (Gen and Ezek) the amount of background is limited.46 A number of 
commentators see the background in Genesis 9 and the covenant with Noah.47 

However, the same limitations that occurred with the cloud imagery seem rele-
vant here. Ezekiel 1:28 is also cited as background.48 Here the appearance of 
God is described as “the likeness of the glory of the Lord,” using cloud and 
rainbow together for the description.49  

The only other passage in the NT which uses iris is in Revelation 4:3, where 
a rainbow is seen around the throne. A number of scholars cite this passage as 
the source for the rainbow imagery in Revelation 10.50 J. A. Seiss notes that the 
definite article is present in 10:1, indicating that the rainbow of 4:3 is again in 
view.51  

In the Appendix to 3 Enoch 22:4f there is a vision of a huge “bow” in the 
cloud which is around the throne of God. In the Apocalypse of Abraham 11:3 
the headdress on the head of the angel Jaoel is likened to a rainbow.  

Face Like the Sun. This imagery does not specifically occur in the OT.52 
Only two passages in the NT can be considered as background here. The first is 
Matthew 17:2. The words to prosoœpon autou hoœs ho heœlios are nearly identical 
in the two passages. In this account of the transfiguration Jesus’ face shines like 
the sun. The second passage (Rev 1:16) is John’s description of the Son of Man. 
John’s phrase differs from Matthew’s by the exchange of heœ oyis for to pro-
soœpon and the addition of the expression “in its strength.” 

In 3 Enoch 22 of the noncanonical literature the being Kerubi}el YHWH is 
described. Part of this description states that His face looks like “a blazing fire.” 
The description of Michael who appears to Aseneth in Joseph and Asenath 14:9-
10 includes a face like lighting. In 2 Enoch 1:45 two huge men are described 
with faces shining like the sun. And the description of an angel in the Apoca-
lypse of Zephaniah includes a face shining like the sun. 

Feet Like Pillars of Fire. In the LXX the phrase, “pillar of fire,” occurs in 
only six passages,53 but the same context, that is, the cloudy pillar of fire that led 
Israel by night. The phrase “pillar of fire” is always used in conjunction with the 
“pillar of cloud.” The significance of the  
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plural (pillars) in Revelation 10:1 would seem to be its connection with the plu-
ral “feet,” each foot or leg is like a pillar of fire. 

The rest of the NT has no phrase comparable to this (pillars of fire), al-
though in 1:15 the feet of the Son of Man are described as fired brass or bur-
nished bronze, alluding to the Being of Daniel 10:6 whose feet are described like 
the gleam of burnished bronze. 

Among the descriptions of heavenly beings in the noncanonical literature, 
there are two that describe the feet. The Apocalypse of Zephaniah (6:11-15) 
describes an angel with feet like bronze, probably a reference back to Daniel 
10:6. In Joseph and Asenath 14:9-10, sparks fly from the hands and feet of Mi-
chael. Neither of these would serve as an adequate background to the personage 
of Revelation 10:1. 

 
Symbolic Imagery–Activities 

He set his feet (vs. 2). The meaning of this terminology is variously inter-
preted. For Ladd it suggests not only his “gigantic size,” but also that his mes-
sage is for the whole world.54 For Morris it means that he has mastery over both 
the land and the sea, and the message is universal;55 Charles, too, says the mes-
sage concerns the whole world.56 Mounce takes the angel’s stance as symbolic 
of his authority over the entire earth and thinks it less likely to point to a univer-
sal message.57 Ralph Earle also believes it points to his authority.58 The Inter-
preters Bible follows this line and sets it in contrast with the desire of the Ro-
man Empire for world domination.59 Krodel thinks the angel’s position points to 
his authority as the representative of God.60 

Several commentators discuss this symbolism in light of the OT “foot mo-
tif” wherein the person who places his/her foot on something announces owner-
ship, subjugation, victory etc.61 In his article on the term pous (foot) Weiss notes 
a symbolic use when “the foot is the sign of power exercised by the person.”62 
He cites Joshua 10:24 where the captains of Joshua put their feet on the necks of 
their enemies, also Josh 14:9; Deut 11:23; Josh 1:3; 2 Sam 22:39=Ps 18:38; Ps 
58:10 with the same motif. Other passages cited from the OT directly concern 
the Deity: 1 Chron 28:2; Ezek 43:7; Ps 99:5; Lam 2:1; Ps 77:19; Zech 14:4; Hab 
3:6.63 

While these passages illustrate the “foot motif,” none of them are used by 
John in the sense of an allusion. They seem, rather, to form the broader back-
ground of a motif echoed by John in the act of this angel in Revelation 10. 
John’s decision would seem to indicate some significance beyond the size of the 
angel or the universality of the message to point to a claim being made. 
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Like a Lion Roaring. When this angel cries out, His cry is compared to the 
roar of a lion. The idea of a roaring lion occurs several times in the OT. But 
since the verb mukaomai (roar) does not occur in the LXX, a verbal parallel is 
not possible. Several passages speak generally about a roaring lion, such as 
Isaiah 5:29 and Amos 3:4, but these do not appear in contexts similar to our pas-
sage and probably do not form a background to Revelation 10. In two passages a 
voice is likened to a lion’s roar: Amos 3:8 provides a loose parallel in which “a 
lion has roared” and the “The Lord God has spoken” function in poetic parallel-
ism. In Hosea 11:10 God is said to roar like a lion. In two other passages, Amos 
1:2 and Joel 3:16, God is said to roar, but the word for lion is absent. 

Within the book of Revelation the Lamb who takes the sealed scroll (5:7) is 
the “Lion of the tribe of Judah”; one of the creatures around the throne is like a 
lion (4:7); in 9:8 the locusts have lions’ teeth; in 9:17 the heads of the horses are 
like lions; and in 13:2 there is a beast with a mouth like a lion. In the apocryphal 
book of 4 Ezra64 11:37 there is a creature which roars like a lion which in 12:31 
is interpreted as the Messiah. 

 
Summary and Conclusion 

Our study has investigated the background of the angel of Revelation 10 
against the background of the OT, the NT, and the non-canonical Jewish litera-
ture. Our research did not find a close correlation between the non-canonical 
literature and Revelation but for one exception: the symbolism of the face shin-
ing like the sun. The areas which Revelation and this literature share any simi-
larity seem to be due to the OT as a common source. Since this is the case, our 
summary and conclusion will focus on the OT and NT relationships.  

The title of this essay asks a question: “Is the Angel of Revelation 10 a Di-
vine Being?” Commentators have often noted that the imagery found in the pas-
sage is linked to imagery used in various places to describe God. For example, 
in the Interpreter’s Bible: “. . .This angel arrived in a cloud, as did Yahweh in 
Ezek 1:27-28, for he had a rainbow on his head, his face shone like the sun and 
his legs were pillars of fire (cf also Dan 10:5-6. . .).”65 However, the angel is not 
identified beyond this similarity. Alan Johnson writes: 

 
The author sees a mighty angel (possibly Michael the great prince 
[Dan 12:1]) whom he describes in such dazzling terms (cloud, rain-
bow, sun, fiery pillars) that some have identified him with Christ. But  
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angels are always angels in the Apocalypse, as well as the rest of the 
NT and should not be identified with Christ . . . 66 
 

Ladd likewise writes, “All of these items are similar to descriptions of the 
glorified Christ. However in the apocalypse angels are always angels; Christ is 
never called an angel. . .”67 R. H. Charles and Morris hold the same opinion.68 R. 
H. Mounce, after reviewing the imagery and having noted that some commenta-
tors take this angel to be Christ, writes, “This identification is rejected by most 
because in the Apocalypse Christ never appears as an angel . . .”69 

When I read these authors (all of whom I respect and have learned from), I 
am troubled by the lack of explanation. If this is a mere angel, why is he pre-
sented in the majesty of Deity? The assertion that in Revelation angels are al-
ways angels is not very helpful. Stating that nowhere is Christ called an angel is 
beside the point. Even in this passage this angel is not called or designated as 
Christ. The question raised by these verses is not what this being is designated 
(that he is called an “angel” is very clear), but what is this “angel” doing in a 
wardrobe reserved for divinity if he is not a divine personage? 

Are angels always angels? This is not the only problematic use of angels in 
the book of Revelation. In chapters 2-3 John is instructed to write a message to 
the “angel” of each church. According to 1:1 this revelation of Christ was medi-
ated to John by an angel. It makes little sense to see John receiving a message 
mediated by one angel for him to pass on to another angel! Even commentators 
who have said that angels are always angels in Revelation struggle (with little 
success it seem to me) to see these as angels.70 It is hard to see how the asser-
tion, “angels are always angels,” is either true or helpful.  

Another passage where understanding the role of angels seem difficult is 
Revelation 14:6, 8, 9. How does one envision these passages? In the NT the 
commission to preach the gospel to the world is given to Christ’s disciples; the 
announcement of the fall of Babylon is taken from a previous prophet. 

The problem lies in limiting the range of meaning for the term “angel.” In 
the OT the word for angel, mal}aœk, often means messenger (see Gen 32:3, 6; 
Num 20:14; 21:21; 22:5 etc.). Even the phrase mal}aœk YHWH (the Angel of the 
Lord), who is often interchanged with YHWH (cf. Exod 3:2, 4), is used to des-
ignate the prophet Haggai (1:13). And in the NT the term “angel” may also refer 
to human messengers (Matt 11:10; Mark 1:2; Luke 7:24, 27; 9:52, etc.), though 
less often than in the OT. 
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In each of the passages noted above in which the role of the angel is strange 
or problematic, the being referred to as “angel” is functioning as a messenger. 
Consequently, the specific identity of the messenger is to be clarified by the 
clues found in the context, and not by an assertion that angels are always angels 
in a given book regardless of the problems of interpretation the identification 
may cause. To what does the context of our passage point?  

First, this angel is not to be identified with any other in the Book of Revela-
tion. 

Second, no matter how we take the cloud imagery, it all points to imagery 
used of God and His covenant. However the best background seems to be the 
pillar of cloud imagery in which YHWH wrapped Himself. 

Third, the background to the rainbow imagery is limited. But the rainbow in 
Ezekiel’s vision (Ezek 1:23) and the rainbow in John’s vision (Rev 4:3), being 
related, probably form the background to our passage.71 

Fourth, the terminology, “face like the sun,” is used only of Jesus in His 
transfiguration and John’s vision of the Son of Man. 

Fifth, the feet like pillars of fire point again to God’s manifestations during 
the Exodus. 

Sixth, the stance of this personage indicates his authority over the earth. 
Seventh, His voice roars like the voice of God. 
John has picked imagery and symbols limited to divinity from Scripture. It 

is difficult, then, to escape the conclusion that this angelic figure is none other 
than the Son of God in His role of messenger to the prophet John. 

There yet remains one point of discussion, the oath. This is one of the key 
reasons that many commentators reject the interpretation that this messenger 
figure is Christ. To them the oath is inappropriate for Christ to pronounce.72 In 
response we wish to make several observations: 

First, it is not impossible for God to swear by Himself. “‘But if you will not 
heed these words, I swear by myself, declares the Lord, that this house shall 
become a desolation,’” (Jer 22:5). “And the angel of the Lord called to Abraham 
a second time from heaven, and said, ‘By myself I have sworn,’ declares the 
Lord, ‘because you have done this, and have not withheld your son, your only 
son . . .” (Gen 22:15-16). In this passage not only does God swear by Himself, 
but does so by the voice of an angel. About this oath the author of Hebrews 
writes in 6:13  
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“For when God made a promise to Abraham, since he had no one greater by 
whom to swear, he swore by himself.”75 

Second, the oath sworn by the messenger figure of Revelation 10 is an allu-
sion to Daniel 12:7. The language of the oath may be present in order to draw 
the attention of the reader to Daniel 12 and its context, and should not be used to 
outweigh all the other evidence, if one still feels that this oath could not be given 
by Christ. To illustrate, there is the figure of the Son or Man in Revelation 14, 
who, because he receives an order from an angel, could not, according to some 
scholars, be Christ or the same Son of Man in 1:13.74 I’m not at all certain that 
the symbolic imagery in Revelation should be strained in this manner. 

Third, it should be noted that earlier in the book of Revelation the roles of 
Creator and Redeemer were considered separately. In Revelation 4 the “One 
seated on the throne” (the Father) is deemed worthy because He created; in 
Revelation 5 the “Lamb,” standing in the throne area, is deemed worthy because 
He redeemed. 

Finally, this kind of language (the oath addressed to the Creator by the 
“messenger,” 10:6) is consistent with other NT passages. For example, in 3:1-2 
the Son of Man (1:12-20) says, “‘. . .Awake, and strengthen what remains, and is 
on the point of death, for I have not found your works perfect in the sight of my 
God.’” In Matthew 27:46 Jesus cries out “My God, My God, why hast thou for-
saken me?” For the Christ to swear by the Father as Creator (Rev 10:6) or to 
address Him as “My God” (Rev 3:1-2; Matt 27:46) does not seem to be too dif-
ferent. As the second does not deny Christ’s divinity, neither should the first. 

Is the “Angel” of Revelation 10 a Divine Being? In light of the symbolism 
and activities of this Being, we conclude that the Risen Christ has appeared to 
John. 
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