
Noon Bible Study: Revelation 4
Revelation 4:1 - “After these things I looked…come up here, and I will show you…”

When we first started to read Revelation, one of the principles we discussed was that Revelation was not written in some 
chronological, “end-time-time-line” order.  The question we will ask as we journey into the prophetic and descriptive portion of 
this writing is not “what happens next?” but “what does John see next?”  There are some elements of the book of Revelation that 
do communicate things that will happen in the future, followed by other details about what will happen next, but we are 
reading this from the perspective first of the first readers of the document, the 7 churches we just met in chapters 2 & 3.

The first thing John sees is an open door in heaven and a voice (which he heard previously in 1:10) inviting him to come towards 
the door.  The implication for John is that he follows the voice and walks through the heavenly door, he’s going to be shown 
“what must take place after these things.”

Revelation 4:2-3 - A Throne & One Sitting On The Throne

“Immediately I was in the spirit” means that John wasn’t literally in heaven, but that he was seeing a vision of heaven.  The 
first thing he sees in the vision is a throne and “one sitting on the throne (4:2).”

The one sitting on the throne is not yet identified, but their appearance is described.  John is using language and reference 
points to help the reader understand what he is seeing.

Like a jasper stone - a jasper stone is a translucent stone, which reflects light.  Sometimes these stones were green

Sardius (ESV: “carnelian”) in appearance. A sardius/carnelian was a semiprecious gemstone, usually red in color.

A rainbow, like an emerald in appearance.  There was a rainbow around the throne which apparently had an appearance 
of an emerald, another gemstone that was usually green.  The NET translates this as “a rainbow looking like it was 
made of emerald encircled the throne.”

John suggests luminous colors--jasper, carnelian, rainbow, emerald--but avoids precise description of the Almighty's visible 
features, perhaps because he knew no language to describe what he saw. (ESV Study Bible, Revelation 4:3)”

Revelation 4:4 - Around The Throne

24 elders, sitting, clothed in white garments, with golden crowns on their heads.  We don’t know who these individuals are.  We 
know that the number 12 is significant in scripture - most notably that there were 12 tribes of Israel in the Old Testament and 
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12 apostles in the New Testament.  Perhaps this is symbolic of the joining of the two key groups around God’s throne - but the 
text doesn’t tell us specifically.

What it does tell us is that these 24 individuals were “elders”, “wearing white” with “golden crowns”.  Whoever they are, they 
are in positions of authority and importance.  They are around the throne of the one who is the center of this vision (which is a 
pretty big deal) and wearing royal garments.  For now, we see 24 important figures around the throne. More on them later.

Revelation 4:5 - Out From The Throne

Coming from the direction of the throne John reports of “flashes of lightning, sounds and peals of thunder”.  Lightning and 
thunder are pretty intense.  From this throne we don’t have a soft warm light of a sweet summer breeze wind chime - we have 
thunder and lightning.

It’s hard not to think about Mount Sinai as we read this verse.  When God met the people of Israel after their deliverance from 
Egypt his glory and power came down to Mount Sinai in the wilderness and the people freaked out at the sight.

Exodus 19:10-11 - The LORD also said to Moses, "Go to the people and consecrate them today and tomorrow, and let them 
wash their garments; 11 and let them be ready for the third day, for on the third day the LORD will come down on Mount 
Sinai in the sight of all the people.

Exodus 19:16 - So it came about on the third day, when it was morning, that there were thunder and lightning flashes 
and a thick cloud upon the mountain and a very loud trumpet sound, so that all the people who were in the camp 
trembled.

Exodus 20:18-19 - All the people perceived the thunder and the lightning flashes and the sound of the trumpet and the 
mountain smoking; and when the people saw it, they trembled and stood at a distance. 19 Then they said to Moses, "Speak 
to us yourself and we will listen; but let not God speak to us, or we will die."

John is seeing and experiencing something similar in this heavenly throne room. 

Seven lamps of fire burning before the throne are identified as the “seven spirits of God”.  This was mentioned in Revelation 1:4 & 
3:1 already.  We discussed that these are likely representative in some way of the seven churches from the letter.  There was 
also a lampstand in the tabernacle/temple which had 7 lamps and was in front of the most holy place (Exodus 25:37).

Revelation 4:6a - Before The Throne

John starts at the throne and gradually moves his sights outward.  Now he is observing what is before, or in front of, the 
throne.  First he sees “something like a sea of glass, like crystal”.  What does that mean?  Whatever this “sea of glass” may be, 
it’s something that is present consistently in the heavenly throne room visions we get in scripture.
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Exodus 24:10 - and they saw the God of Israel; and under His feet there appeared to be a pavement of sapphire, as clear 
as the sky itself.

Ezekiel 1:22 NLT - Spread out above them was a surface like the sky, glittering like crystal.

Revelation 15:2 - And I saw something like a sea of glass mixed with fire, and those who had been victorious over the 
beast and his image and the number of his name, standing on the sea of glass, holding harps of God.

So what is it?  The ESV Study Bible suggests this: The sea of glass appears in prophetic visions of God's throne room (Ex. 24:10; 
Ezek. 1:22, 26; Rev. 15:2). It is the "floor" of heaven and the "ceiling" of the created universe, and its transparent tranquility 
shows heaven's peace in contrast to earthly turmoil. 

Revelation 4:6-8 - Four Living Creatures

And now it gets interesting!  In the center and around the throne, there are what John describes as “four living creatures full 
of eyes in front and behind.”  These 4 creatures covered with eyes must be able to see all that is going on.  They will appear and 
be given specific tasks throughout the remainder of Revelation.  Here’s a breakdown of what we know so far:

Creature 1 - like a lion
Creature 2 - like a calf
Creature 3 - Face like a man
Creature 4 - like a flying eagle

Each creature has six wings and are covered with eyes

For a new Bible student reading about these creatures for the 1st time in Revelation, all sorts of questions about the appearance 
of these creatures will arise. But for the seasoned Bible reader, like much of Revelation, we have seen something like this before.

Two other prophets were given a vision of the heavenly throne room in the Old Testament, Isaiah and Ezekiel.  Let’s look back at 
what they saw and heard when they saw heaven.  (I have noted the important words)

Isaiah 6:1-4 - In the year of King Uzziah's death I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, lofty and exalted, with the train 
of His robe filling the temple. 2 Seraphim stood above Him, each having six wings: with two he covered his face, and with 
two he covered his feet, and with two he flew. 3 And one called out to another and said, "Holy, Holy, Holy, is the LORD 
of hosts, The whole earth is full of His glory." 4 And the foundations of the thresholds trembled at the voice of him who 
called out, while the temple was filling with smoke.

Ezekiel 1:1 (NLT) - On July 31 of my thirtieth year, while I was with the Judean exiles beside the Kebar River in Babylon, 
the heavens were opened and I saw visions of God.
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Ezekiel 1:4-7, 10-11 (NLT) - As I looked, I saw a great storm coming from the north, driving before it a huge cloud that 
flashed with lightning and shone with brilliant light. There was fire inside the cloud, and in the middle of the fire 
glowed something like gleaming amber. 5 From the center of the cloud came four living beings that looked human,  6 
except that each had four faces and four wings. 7 Their legs were straight, and their feet had hooves like those of a 
calf and shone like burnished bronze.

10 Each had a human face in the front, the face of a lion on the right side, the face of an ox on the left side, and the 
face of an eagle at the back. 11 Each had two pairs of outstretched wings-- one pair stretched out to touch the wings 
of the living beings on either side of it, and the other pair covered its body.

Ezekiel 1:15, 18 - As I looked at these beings, I saw four wheels touching the ground beside them, one wheel belonging to 
each…18 The rims of the four wheels were tall and frightening, and they were covered with eyes all around.

It is interesting to consider the symbolism of these 4 living creatures before the throne.  Much has been written about what each 
part of the creatures might mean or represent. Those writings are both helpful and confusing. Here’s one thing that is clear: 
whatever the meaning of the creatures may be, we know what they are doing. “Day and night they do not cease to say (echoing 
Isaiah 6) “holy holy holy is the LORD GOD, the Almighty, who was and who is and who is to come.”   We’ve now been given 
confirmation that Almighty God is the one on the throne.

They are in the presence of the one seated on the throne and they cannot help but proclaim his majesty and greatness.  This 
should not be confused with some meaningless repetition or drone like chant. They cannot help but proclaim the greatness of God 
because of their proximity to Him. In fact, their exaltation of God inspires others to do the same.

Revelation 4:9-11 - What is happening…

When the 4 living creatures break out into praise, the rest of the heavenly congregation joins them. The elders, who we believe 
are pretty important figures, fall down to worship and throw their golden crowns towards the throne. In other words, as 
important as these 24 elders are, in comparison to the LORD God, the Almighty, they are insignificant.  Their authority 
(symbolized by their crowns) is insignificant in light of the authority and majesty of God.  They proclaim along with the 4 living 
creatures that God is worthy of all glory, honor and power, that he is creator and sustainer of all.  What a vision to behold!

“The cry ‘worthy’ does not come from the religious world. It comes from the secular world, from the political realm. 
‘Worthy’ is what was shouted by the citizens to the emperor when he entered the city. ‘Worthy’ is what was shouted by the 
Roman senators as the emperor entered the great hall.”  

Scholars have done a great deal of research into the so-called ‘imperial hymns’, the songs and choruses sung at 
political events. Here is a list of words and phrases shouted to the emperor: holy one, glory, salvation belongs to you, 
authority, worthy to receive power, righteous in your judgments, our lord and god, lord of the earth, lord of the 
world.”
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The twenty-four elders and four living creatures know who truly deserves such shouts.  And they know why: ‘for you 
created all things and by your will they were created and have their being (4:4)” The twenty-four elders know that 
they, and the emperor, owe every beat of their hearts and every breath of their lungs to the Holy One on the throne. 
(Darrell Johnson, “Discipleship On The Edge”, pages 139-140)

It’s really good for us to see what is happening in the throne room because as we read Revelation we’re going to be tempted to 
freak out and wonder “what is happening??!”  So before prophecy is spoken or interpreted, we are brought to the centering place 
of creation - the throne room of God.  This centers us, this grounds us.  

We will discover that Revelation 5 is complementary to chapter 4 and will complete the vision of the throne room.  But it is a 
good thing to pause at the end of 4 to bask in the glory of the LORD God Almighty.  This vision is going to anchor us as we sail 
on through the book.

A few closing thoughts:

Revelation 4 (and 5) has some of the most vivid descriptions of what heaven is like. But we need to be thoughtful when we think 
about “heaven”.  Heaven in scripture is described as God’s realm, where God lives and rules.  The visions of heaven we just read 
do have incredible images and descriptive details - but the focus of these visions is always God.  There are other creatures 
present, some of whom are described, but the focus is on the LORD.  Heaven in scripture is not described as the place people go 
after they die, nor the final destination of the saints.  The language of the Bible relating to that is “the kingdom of God” and 
“eternal life” (which literally means the “life of the age to come”).  The Bible describes the future of God’s people and “life 
after death” with words like “restoration”, “renewal”, “made new”.  The Old and New Testaments speak of a “new heavens and 
new earths” which harken back to the Genesis creation story where “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth…
(Genesis 1:1).”  And where were humans in the beginning - on the earth. Eden was the place that heaven and earth met.  When sin 
entered the world, that meeting place was broken and it was only the cross of Christ that began to reunite those separate 
realms - the place God dwells and the place humans dwell got closer - and in the future, as the classic hymn “This is My 
Father’s World” instructs:

This is my Father’s world:
The battle is not done:
Jesus who died shall be satisfied,
And earth and Heav’n be one.

Heaven, as we see again in Revelation 4 is the place of God's throne - his presence and glory bursting forth and inspiring praise.  
And the Christian hope is not to make it to heaven, but for heaven to once again make it to earth.  Jesus taught us that we 
should pray that “God’s kingdom would come, that God’s will would be done, on earth, as it is in heaven…” We’re longing for 
the day when everything that is wrong with the world will be made right.

As much as sentimental images, popular movies, church traditions and funeral liturgy try to help us make sense of life, death 
and life after death, the Bible is the place we ought to turn for the understanding of God’s good plan for us and his creation.  
God has communicated through its pages what the future will be like - it’s not cloudy or nebulous - it’s clear and concrete.  In 
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fact, the hope laid out in scripture is called an “anchor to the soul” (Hebrews 6:19).  And what good is an anchor if it isn’t 
steadfast and sure?

As we said above, it is so good to see into the heavenly throne room as we transition away from the letters to the churches and 
into what is the rest of the book of Revelation.  What do we learn from this?

First we learn that there is a lot of activity happening in heaven.  Glory is streaming, angelic creatures are worshiping, elders 
are seated and bowing and throwing crowns.  Lightning is cracking, thunder is roaring and praises are being proclaimed.  This 
isn’t a picture of a quiet place with an old bearded man on a rocking chair.  This is a picture of life, movement, color, sound, 
and authority.

Second we see that God is the center of the vision.  The elders and creatures are fascinating, but they yield to the one who is on 
the throne. Every vision of heaven in Scripture has God as it’s focus. Sure there are seraphim and cherubim, wings and eyes, but 
what are they doing?  Looking at, falling before, worshiping and exclaiming the greatness of God Almighty.

Lastly, the vision we have just read is something that portrays what was happening in the heavenly realm before Revelation 4 
and what is happening in the heavenly realm after Revelation 4.  God is holy and exalted and worthy of glory, honor, and power 
[period].  This reality would have centered the churches of the time - facing persecution and tribulations.  They would turn their 
attention towards heaven and remember that through the trials, God was still over all.  The Emperors would come and go, but the 
LORD is the one who was and who is and who is to come.  Their days were unstable and their human institutions unreliable - they 
would need to keep coming back to that truth and join in the song of praise.

If they kept their attention on God and His power and glory, they would keep the right perspective.  So the voice like the sound of 
a trumpet is going to invite John to see the things, many terrifying, that “must take place after these things” (4:1), but first 
they must stop and see the heavenly throne and its court and its company for that place of worship.  You can’t unsee what you 
have seen in Revelation 4.  John enters in, inviting us to see too, and inviting us to worship.  John will leave this glorious 
vision, bringing with him the perspective that will color everything else he will experience in the days to come - which is 
exactly what worship does.
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