
Richard Baker 
Westminster Presbyterian Church, Dayton OH
September 26, 2021: Faith and Civic Life Sunday

The Angels and God Disagree . . . About Us!
Focus: Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.—Matthew 25:13

That thou art happy, owe to God;                               
That thou continuest such, owe to thyself,

That is, to thy obedience . . .
God made thee perfect, not immutable;

And good he made thee, but to persevere
He left it in thy power; ordained thy will

By nature free . . .—The archangel Raphael, speaking to Adam 
and Eve, in John Milton’s 

Paradise Lost

First Scripture Lesson: Psalm 8

Certain sections of the Bible are classified as wisdom literature because they address universal 
human questions, offering wisdom on them.  But wisdom literature is by no means restricted to 
the Bible.  It is a broad category encompassing traditions, secular and religious, across the 
centuries and around the world.  

In the Bible, the Psalms are classified as wisdom literature, the Psalm I’m about to read—Psalm 
8—being a classic example.  Psalm 8 addresses the question, “Who are We?—What are we? 
as human beings.”  Listen now for God’s Word to us . . . 

Second Scripture Lesson: Matthew 25:1-13

It’s an oft-repeated maxim of Biblical interpretation: a parable has one main point.  So defined: a 
parable is a short story—often very short —that makes a single point.  To which, one 
contemporary Biblical scholar protests, “reducing parables to a single meaning destroys their 
aesthetic as well as ethical potential.”  

I’m sympathetic to the protesting scholar: The Bible is a living Word, brought to life in our lives 
by the Holy Spirit; so it can and will have different meanings to different people in different 
situations. 

Which is not to say, however, that we can’t miss the point of a parable.  We can.  The parable 
I’m about to read, for example, told by Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel, the parable of the ten 
bridesmaids—five wise and five foolish—if we take the point to be, “Keep whatever you have all 
to yourself and don’t share it with anyone else” we miss the point.  

What is the main point of the parable then?  Good question—hold on to it.  But for now, listen 
now for God’s Word to us . . .

Sermon



My father had his favorite sayings, some of them he said more and more—repeatedly—as he 
grew older.  Here’s one: “The world,” he used to say, shaking his head, “is going to hell in a 
hand basket.”

I’ve often wondered about that.  Did he say it more and more because men, as they grow older, 
at least in our culture, tend to get a little grumpy, a little  . . . well, curmudgeonly?  Or maybe he 
was right; maybe the world was—and is—hastening, ever more rapidly, towards its own 
destruction.  

I often wonder about that—and I often wonder, were he alive in today, how many times, with 
how many how many shakes of his head, he would be saying that.  I don’t know.  But I know 
this: he said it differently when his grandchildren were in the room—with more pain and regret 
and worry, and not just complaint, in his voice.  And I have to say I felt a twinge of the same as 
Abigail Elizabeth was being baptized.

Last night, in our Faith and Civic Life Lecture, Dr. Mahan Mirza told a great story from the 
Quran.  It seems the Lord and the angels were having an argument about  . . . you guessed it, 
us, human beings.  The Lord announces to the angels his intention to create human beings as 
vicegerents, or successors, or deputies or stewards over creation.  (The Arabic word is Caliph, 
from which we get Caliphate.)  

“Nooo,” the angels howl, “That is not a good idea.  They will make mischief and bloodshed.”

But despite the angels protest, the Lord does just that, making humans a kind of representative 
or stand-in or proxy for God.  Giving them—giving us—all that glory and all that honor:  

What are human beings that you are mindful of them,
mortals that you care for them?

Yet you have made them a little lower than God,
and crowned them with glory and honor.
You have given them dominion over the works of your hands;
you have put all things under their feet,
all sheep and oxen,
and also the beasts of the field,
the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea.

Dr. Mirza interpreted this story, of God making us vicegerents, this way: For God it was worth 
the risk.  Dr. Mirza said:

In order to be true representatives of God, human beings must have true agency. For the 
angels, the only outcome of [human] agency, freedom, and choice is “mischief and bloodshed.” 
Their instinct is to restrict human capacities in order to preserve, what we might call, “the 
common good.” Let’s not have mischief and bloodshed. God, on the other hand, sees our 
human potential for virtue—for which freedom must be maximized—as a greater good. 

When Dr. Mirza told that story last night, another story, very much like it, in the Christian 
tradition came to mind; it’s in John Milton’s epic poem, Paradise Lost.  In the poem, the 
archangel Raphael is explaining to Adam and Eve who and what they are as human beings.  
(This is before the Fall.).   



He tells them that, when God first announced his plan to make human beings in God’s image 
and to give them dominion over all the earth, a number of angels protested, led by one 
archangel named Lucifer who thereupon began an open, armed revolt against God because of 
this plan, which led to Lucifer and his co-conspirators being evicted from heaven by means far 
more forcible and far more precipitous than a hand basket.  

But with that explanation also came a warning.  Raphael warns Adam and Eve that, although 
God made them to be good and to be happy—and to have dominion over all creation—which, 
when you think about it, is a pretty sweet deal—they could still blow it.  They could still misuse 
their freedom thereby doing great harm both to themselves and to the world.  Raphael says to 
Adam and Eve:

That you are happy, you owe to God;                               
Whether you continue to be happy is up to you.
It depends on your obedience . . .
God made you perfect, but not unchangeable;
God made you good but to persevere in goodness
He left in your power.

And Raphael continues:

God ordained your will
By its nature, free . . .
Not overruled by fate or necessity.
For how can hearts not free,
Be tested as to whether they serve willingly or not?

In other words, virtue not freely chosen, but forced upon us, is no virtue at all.  And so to honor 
our freedom, God takes the risk, rolls the dice, pushes all the chips to the center of the table, 
goes all in on the bet that we will use our freedom wisely and well. 

But you can understand why the angels recoil, can’t you?  “Really, you’re going to bet the house 
on human goodness?  Are we talking about the same thing here—human beings?  Do you know 
something we don’t know?”

And these protesting angels seem to have a point.  In Milton’s poem, that fallen angel, Lucifer, 
now known as Satan, shows up in the Garden, in serpentine guise, just to have a little chat with 
Adam and Eve, simply to ask a few questions, mind you, and . . . and well, we all know what 
happens from there—mischief and bloodshed upon mischief and bloodshed upon mischief and 
bloodshed.  It’s enough to make you shake your head and wonder, perhaps the world is indeed 
headed in Satan’s direction—precipitously.

And just so Wisdom literature once again tells us the truth about ourselves.  The book of Job, 
chapter 5:

For misery does not come from the earth,
nor does trouble sprout from the ground;
but human beings are born to trouble
just as sparks fly upward.



Human beings are born to trouble.  Maybe my dad was right.  But that’s not the end of the story.  
Because immediately after those verses in the Book of Job (a book full of troubles if ever there 
was one) immediately after them we get these verses (it’s one of those places in Job where faith 
breaks through).  The text reads:

As for me, I would seek God,
and to God I would commit my cause.
He does great things and unsearchable,
marvelous things without number.
He gives rain on the earth
and sends waters on the fields;
he sets on high those who are lowly,
and those who mourn are lifted to safety.
He saves the needy So the poor have hope,
and injustice shuts its mouth.

God does that.  God is still at work in our world to give rain to the earth.  God is still at work in 
our world, a world that we have so royally messed up—to lift to safety those who mourn;  God is 
still at work in our world, a world we have filled with mischief and bloodshed, to save the needy, 
to give hope to the poor, and to shut the mouth of injustice.  God is even at work in our 
diminished selves, enthralled to sin though we may be, to save us from ourselves—to bring 
good out of evil, light out of darkness.

And God will work in us and through us to do that.  We human beings were made to be good 
and to be happy—that’s what Raphael tells Adam and Eve, and even now, after the fall, we 
must never forget it.  

In the end, our goodness and our happiness will not only persist, they will prevail.  God will see 
to that.  Evil is not the opposite of Good—it is its diminishment, its loss, and its absence, just as 
darkness is not the opposite of light but its diminishment, loss and absence.  And in the end, 
God will not let the light in us go out; God will not let the good in us be annihilated by evil. 

Those angels are right: God does know something they don’t—about us.  God knows our 
human potential for virtue—for which freedom must be maximized—as a greater good.  And 
only God knows the lengths to which God will go to bring that greater good about, witness John 
3:16: For God so loved the world . . .

But as Raphael also tells Adam and Eve there’s still something left for us to do, something left 
for us to employ, and that is our free will.

Which of course brings me back to the parable of the ten bridesmaids, the main point of that 
parable being  . . . when God throws a party, we better bring our A game to it.  

Or more prosaically: we should make the most of what we’ve been given because you never 
know when God might show up; or more prosaically still: we must put our freedom to good use, 
because you never know when God will afford us the opportunity to do good in the world, 
thereby giving us the opportunity to be good and be happy.

But of course that raises a question: How do we do that?  How do we put our free will to good 
use, how do we use it wisely and well?  



Well of course, left to our own devices, subject to sin as we are, we can’t.  But God does not 
leave us to our own devices, subject to sin: God comes to us, teaches us, gives us all kinds of 
resources, all kinds of oil for our lamps, all kinds of gifts—grace upon grace—so we may use 
our freedom wisely and well.   

And that’s good because globalization has raised the stakes exponentially.  The ecological crisis 
is perhaps the clearest example.  As long as there have been human beings, there have been 
human-caused ecological calamities.  But through most of human history, these crises have 
been local—often devastating to those affected, but still limited in scope, both in space and 
time.  Now however, the effects of human-caused ecological disaster threaten to be global—and 
permanent.  The same holds true for war and conflict, disinformation and dishonesty, trade and 
technology, I could go on.  

The so-called butterfly effect—the idea that one flap of a butterfly’s wings in Brazil can cause a 
tornado in Texas, or more generally that the smallest occurrence can have the farthest-reaching 
and most profound consequences, has never been more evident than in our world today.  

But at the same time, globalization has given us more opportunity for learning and cooperation 
than ever before.  We can for learn from one another across our Abrahamic religious 
traditions—Judaism, Christianity and Islam—I mean who would have thought that 17th-century 
Puritan John Milton was actually channeling the Quran?—and beyond those, we can learn from 
other traditions, both religious and secular.  

And even more than that, we can cooperate with one another, with people around the globe, 
with people of other faiths, in unprecedented ways.  Tomorrow morning some of you will flip 
open the screen and work with people thousands of miles away, and think nothing of it.  And 
right now, people might be participating in this worship service who are hundreds, even 
thousands, of miles away. 

In short, globalization means greater opportunity for our doing more good, and greater risk for 
our doing more mischief and bloodshed than ever before.  And so it has never been more 
evident than it is in our world today: To honor our freedom, God takes the risk, rolls the dice, 
pushes all the chips to the center of the table, and goes all in on the bet that we will use our 
freedom wisely and well. 

In the end, I learned not to argue with my dad: If I said, “You know, Dad maybe it’s not so bad; 
maybe in some ways the world is even getting better, he would just give me the look—the look 
that said, “Oh, you’re still young.”  And who knows?—maybe he was right, certainly the events 
of the past few years . . . well, at the very least, you could make plausible arguments either way.

What I learned to do instead was to ask certain questions: “Dad tell me about the tutoring you’re 
doing down at the learning center?”  “Dad who are you visiting as part of the Stephen ministry 
for the church?”  Then, the whole tone and tenor of the conversation would change, then, the 
light would come back into the room and into him.  

Now I recognize that things like that—helping a third-grader with math or sitting and listening to 
someone in grief—may seem like small things, even insignificant things, especially in light of the 
global crises we face.  But I would suggest to you that here too the Butterfly effect is very much 
at work.  The smallest acts of kindness can change the world.

Last night Dr. Mirza closed his talk this way: 



People of faith must learn to think together, illuminating others with their light, while adding the 
light of others to their own, giving new meaning to the Qur’anic phrase “light upon light!” 

Communities of faith can bring the light of the divine into the world: we can cooperate with each 
other to further the common good. “Each community has its own direction to which it turns,” 
says the Qur’an, so “race to do good deeds and wherever you are, God will bring you together. 
God has power to do everything.”

God will bring us together.  God has the power to do everything.  That should give us hope—for 
Abigail Elizabeth and for ourselves.

Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen.


