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ÒLook Ð A ThroneÓ 
 
Reading: Rev 4:1-11 
 
His name is Pieter Groenewald (you donÕt have to pronounce it).  He was in his early thirties 
at the time and he stood over the body of his little daughter - devastated.  When she left for 
her pre-school that morning, Piet and his young wife never dreamed that this would be the 
last time they would see her alive.  But a freak accident at the school had ended her young 
life.  And her dad stood there, his intense pain mitigated only by the numbness of the shock. 
 
A few days before, he had been to visit the principal of the Theological College he was 
attending.  When he had left his lucrative job to attend the college, the prospect of an intense 
study the Bible had seemed so attractive.  But you donÕt only study the Bible at theological 
college.  English was his second language and Systematic Theology in particular was heavy 
going.  He knew the Lord and loved him and didnÕt see the need for Òall this philosophical 
stuff.Ó  ThatÕs why he made an appointment with the principal and thatÕs what he told him. 
 
The principal explained that, as important as experience is and as foundational as the Bible is 
to our faith, there is a need to think through the implications of oneÕs faith, to know about 
GodÕs attributes, to wrestle with difficulties Ð especially if you wish to guide others.  Without 
realizing how apposite his words would prove to be, the principal remarked, ÒPiet, one day 
you will find that, for one or other reason, the circumstances in your life just wonÕt make 
sense.  At such a time you may not feel GodÕs presence.  Then you need to know what you 
believe and why you believe it!Ó 
 
Piet had left the principalÕs study that day -- far from convinced.  But now, the bottom of his 
world had dropped out and the principal was standing beside him speechless, tears running 
down both of their cheeks.  After a long pause, Piet turned to him and said in a low trembling 
voice, ÒDoc, now I see what you meant!Ó  
 
If ever a man needed encouragement, that man did.  But so do all of us -- in the good times 
and especially in the bad times.   
 
I  WHAT WE NEED IS A VALID PICTURE OF THINGS AS THEY REALLY 
 ARE 
 
A. We need substantial rather than superficial encouragement 

ÔEncouragementÕ comes in different forms.  It can come by way of flattery.  Flattery 
makes a person feel better by stroking his or her ego.  It is dishonest in intention and 
often in content as well.  It may give you a temporary lift, but it usually leaves you 
worse off.  Then there is superficial encouragement.  It usually consists of well-
intentioned but vacuous comments.  It may well have limited value in helping one 
over a crisis, but it too tends to evaporate.  What we really need is substantial 
encouragement.  That usually involves a change of perspective.  Substantial 
encouragement enables us to see things differently -- correctly. 
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B. Things are not (only) as they seem  
We are constantly presented with images of reality that are either blatantly false or 
misleadingly inadequate.  Perhaps there has been a time in your life when you had 
things out of perspective.  It may even be that, as you sit here this morning, your 
circumstances are such that you really need encouragement.  The picture we are about 
to see can give you encouragement of the most substantial kind.  But to see it we must 
link up with the Christians living in the western part of Asia Minor at the turn of the 
first century.  Life was not easy for them.  They had placed their faith in Jesus, 
believing him to be not only their Saviour but also universal Lord and King.  They 
themselves had been designated Òa kingdom and priestsÓ (1:6).  But the reality on the 
ground seemed very different.  Around them were constant reminders of Roman 
power.  Some had been imprisoned; others had lost their lives.  They were bombarded 
by impressive images of Roman might and prestige.  Richard Bauckham explains: 
 

RevelationÕs readers in the great cities of the province of Asia were 
constantly confronted with powerful images of the Roman vision of 
the world.  Civic and religious architecture, iconography, statues, 
rituals and festivals, even the visual wonder of cleverly engineered 
ÔmiraclesÕ (cf. Rev. 13:13-14) in the temples -- all provided powerful 
visual impressions of Roman imperial power and the splendour of 
pagan religion.  In this context, Revelation provides a set of Christian 
prophetic counter-images which impress on the readers a different 
vision of the world.1 

 
In a brilliant series on the Revelation of Jesus Christ, Darrell Johnson keeps repeating 
the statement: ÒThings are not (only) as they seem.Ó2  God was giving them the 
ultimate kind of encouragement.  He was going to show them things as they really 
are.  They needed to see that -- and they were not the only ones. 

 
I I  WE ALWAYS NEED TO HAVE THIS PICTURE BEFORE US. 
 
A. In fact, IÕd say that the picture that we shall be considering over the next two weeks is 

one of the most important you and I can ever see.  We should let it sink down into our 
sub-conscious minds and inform the way we view the world as a whole as well as our 
personal circumstances. 

 
B. So, let me set the stage and then letÕs try to see what John saw.   
 

1. A vision of the risen Lord 

                                                
1 Richard Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 
17.   
2 ÒThe foundational conviction of the book is that things are not as they seem.  Or more exactly, things are not 
only as they seem.Ó  Darrell W. Johnson, Discipleship on the Edge: An Expository Journey through the Book of 
Revelation (Vancouver: Regent College Publishing, 2004), 19. 
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 I must remind you that John was on the Island of Patmos for the Word of God 
and the testimony of Jesus.  He was in the Spirit on the LordÕs Day.  He heard 
a voice like a trumpet behind him.  God gave him a vision of Òone like a son 
of manÓ and commanded him to write to his fellow-Christians on the 
mainland, giving them an account of what he had seen and was about to see.  
John fell at the feet of the risen Lord as though dead, but the Lord placed his 
right hand on him and said: ÒDo not be afraid.  I am the First and the Last.  I 
am the Living One.  I was dead, and look I am alive for ever and ever!  And I 
hold the keys of death and HadesÓ (1:17-8).  

 
2. Seven messages 
 First, the Lord addressed seven messages to seven representative churches.  

These, as we have seen over the last two months or so, apply not only to the 
seven specific churches originally addressed but to all of us as well. 

 
3. Something momentous 
 We can sense that something momentous is about to happen when we see a 

door standing open in heaven and we hear a voice like a trumpet summoning 
John Ð ÒCome up here and I will show you what must take place after this.Ó 
(4:1). 

 
 In effect, the Lord says to him: ÒCome up to the control room at the supreme 

headquarters of the universe and I will show you whatÕs really happening.  In 
the words of Michael Wilcock, ÒThe surface noise of history is cleaned off the 
record and the music of eternity is reverberating with (a) seven-beat rhythmÓ -
- a rhythm that seems to be built into the very essence of things.3 

 
 ÒLookÓ 
 The translators need to translate the Greek into idiomatic English and so they 

have translated a single word in the original Greek, ÒThere before me was . . .Ó   
 
 ÒAfter this I looked and there before me was a door standing open in heaven.  

And the voice I had first heard speaking to me like a trumpet said, ÔCome up 
here and I will show you what must take place after thisÕÓ (1).  

 
 This translation is necessary to help the text to flow and it is not inaccurate, 

but it does obscure something in the text that I think we should see.  The 
passage reads, literally, ÒAfter these things, I saw and look, a door standing 
open . . .Ó I draw attention to that word ÒlookÓ because John loves it and uses 
it over and over again.  In fact it is the most frequently used exclamation in the 
book.  It is in the imperative mood.  It is an exclamation, an exhortation, an 
invitation and even a command.  ÒLook!Ó he says, Òa door, standing open 
(Òhaving been openedÓ). 

                                                
3 Michael Wilcock, The Message of Revelation: I Saw Heaven Opened (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1975), 
62. 
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 ÒHeavenÓ 
 From here on the scene will alternate between heaven and earth.  So, it is 

important, at this stage, to explain that according to GodÕs Word heaven is 
much closer than we imagine.  It is a realm very different from earth Ð 
different but not distant.  If we had time to examine passages from both Old 
and New Testaments this morning, we would see just how close heaven is. 

 
 I agree with Darrell Johnson when he says: 
 
 John was not transported to another place or time to see what 

he sees.  For John ÔheavenÕ refers to another dimension of 
reality that is right here, close at hand, all around us, 
intersecting the visible, tangible dimension.4 

 
 We may think heaven as another dimension, which, Òlike radio waves, 

intersects and pervades this dimension.Ó5 
 

 4. A throne 
  I think we must realize that John was describing in sequence what he would 

 have seen simultaneously.6  
 
 He continues, ÒAt once I was in the Spirit and look, a throne in heaven with 

and someone sitting on itÓ (4:2).  ThereÕs that word again.  But there is also 
another word that John uses again and again.  It is the word Ôthrone.Õ  He uses 
the actual word forty-seven times in the book.  In fact, three quarters of the 
references to GodÕs throne in the New Testament are found in the Book of 
Revelation.  In addition, the throne of God is often referred to without being 
explicitly mentioned.    

 
 5. ÒSeeing him who is invisibleÓ (Heb 11:27) 
  I think we need to note that, in our present condition, no human being can 

 actually see God in the fullness of his glory. 
 

!  When Moses asked if he could see GodÕs glory, the LORD replied,   
 
 ÒI will cause all my goodness to pass in front of you, and I will 

proclaim my name, the LORD, in your presence . . . But . . . you 
cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live.Ó  Then the 
LORD said, ÒThere is a place near me where you may stand on 
a rock.  When my glory passes by, I will put you in a cleft in 

                                                
4 Johnson, Discipleship on the Edge, 131.  Christian philosopher, Dallas Willard, draws our attention to this 
overlooked fact.  When the Bible refers to heaven, it is not thinking of a place far, far away.  He emphasizes that 
Òit is precisely from the space immediately around us that God watches and God acts.Ó  Dallas Willard, The 
Divine Conspiracy (London: Harper Collins, 1998), 78.   
5 Ibid. 
6 There is obviously some development in the picture when we come to chapter 5. 
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the rock and cover you with my hand until I have passed by.  
Then I will remove my hand and you will see my back; but my 
face must not be seenÓ   (Ex. 33:20-3). 

 
 So Moses was allowed to see, as it were, the back of God once his glory had 

passed by.7  Yet when he came down from Mount Sinai, his face was aglow.  
ÒHe was not aware that his face was radiant because he had spoken with the 
LORDÓ (Ex. 34:29). 

 
!  Isaiah was also allowed to ÒseeÓ the LORD.  In the year of the tragic death of 

the King of Judah, the young prophet, saw the true King: ÒI saw the Lord, 
seated on a throne, high and exaltedÓ (Isa 6:1).  The details of the vision 
involve a mention of his robe and of the seraphim who attend the throne.  We 
are given no details of the ÒfaceÓ of the One who sat on the throne, but Isaiah 
thought he may well die: ÒWoe to me!Ó I cried.  ÒI am ruined!  For I am a man 
of unclean lips and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have 
seen the King, the LORD AlmightyÓ (Isa. 6:5).8 

 
!  Ezekiel too was given a vision of the LORD.  He saw Òwhat looked like a 

throne of sapphire, and high above on the throne was a figure like that of a 
manÓ (Ezek 1:26).  Notice his reserve as he explains what he saw: I saw from 
what appeared to be his waist up he looked like glowing metal, as if full of 
fire, and that from there down he looked like fire; and brilliant light 
surrounded him.  Like the appearance of a rainbow in the clouds on a rainy 
day, so was the radiance around himÓ (Ezek. 1:27-8).  EzekielÕs comment 
helps to put his vision (and IsaiahÕs, I believe) into perspective: ÒThis was the 
appearance of the likeness of the glory of the LORD.  When I saw it, I fell 
facedownÓ (Ezek. 1:29; my italics). 

  
!  Paul shows us that when it comes to seeing God in all his magnificence, the 

same truth holds good.  He describes God as Òthe blessed and only Ruler, the 
King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone is immortal and lives in 
unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can seeÓ (1 Tim. 6:16).9 

 
!  Now listen to JohnÕs reticence:  

 3And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian. A 
 rainbow, resembling an emerald, encircled the throne. 
 

                                                
7 The event recorded in Ex. 34:5-7 is a description of what the LORD said he would do.  The passage recorded 
in Numbers 12: 1-16 must be read in the light of the statement in Ex. 33: 20-3.  In Numbers 12 the contrast is 
between Moses and his presumptuous siblings. 
8 ÒLordÓ (spelled L-o-r-d) is a translation of Adonai, meaning Lord or Master and emphasizing GodÕs 
sovereignty.  LORD (all upper case) is a ÔtranslationÕ of Yahweh, the covenant name by which God revealed 
himself to Israel.  
9 Of course, we have to take into accounts other important statements on the matter, especially John 1:14 and 18 
and 2 Cor. 3:12-18.  This latter reference, read in context, does not contradict PaulÕs later statement to Timothy.  
The contrast is between MosesÕ practice of covering his face because the glory was fading and the fact that we 
do not need to do that as we allow the Spirit to transform us. 
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So radiant is his appearance that it resembles a translucent jasper (or diamond) 
and a ruby-red carnelian (sardius).  Resplendent light emanates from the 
throne which is encircled by an emerald-green rainbow. 
 
The awesomeness of the scene is underlined as we see blinding flashes of 
lightning and hear deafening peals of thunder. 

 
Before the throne a seven-branched candelabrum is blazing.  It represents the 
Holy Spirit in his manifold fullness. 
 
Adding to the magnificence is what seems like a sea of glass, clear as crystal, 
reflecting the red and the white and the green and the orange.  ÒThe picture is 
one of immense distance and serenity.Ó10 
 
Closest to the throne he notices four Ôliving creatures.Õ  There are similar 
descriptions in Ezekiel and Isaiah.  These were like the cherubim in Ezekiel 1 
and, in some respects, like the seraphim in Isaiah 6.  They were unusual in 
appearance but presumably quite beautiful.  But, since their features are 
clearly symbolic, it does not help us to try to picture them.  They are 
mentioned seventeen times in the book and act as ÔchoirmastersÕ leading the 
worship in heaven (4:9).11  As an exalted order of angelic beings, they are 
closest to GodÕs throne.12  H. B. Swete has suggested that as visible 
representations of GodÕs presence they represent Òwhatever is noblest, 
strongest and wisest and swiftest in animate nature.13 
 
Surrounding them are twenty-four elders.  They are seated on gold thrones, 
dressed in white robes and have gold crowns on their heads.  In all probability 
these too are angelic beings who represent GodÕs redeemed people in both Old 
and New Testaments (cf. Rev 21:12, 14).14   
 

6. Worship 
 The resplendent beings who surround the throne cannot contain themselves in 

the presence of this glorious and awesome God. 
 
 Day and night they never stop saying: 
 

 "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to 
 come." 

                                                
10 Bruce M. Metzger, Breaking the Code: Understanding the Book of Revelation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1993), 50.  It is not necessary to find a particular signif icance in the ÒseaÓ.  Even though Òthe seaÓ sometimes 
refers to the nations aligned against God in the Revelation, it does not have to mean that here (Rev. 13:1; 21:1), 
especially since the shining surface is said to have Òlooked like a sea of glass, clear as crystalÓ (Rev. 4:6). 
11 Rev. 4:6, 7, 8, 9; 5:6, 8, 11, 14; 6:1, 3, 5, 6, 7; 7:11; 14:3; 15:7; 19:4. 
12 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation: Revised Edition (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1997), 
124. 
13 Henry B. Swete quoted by Leon Morris, Revelation (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1987), 89.  
14 It is incorrect to infer that since they represent the church, the church must at this point already have been 
ÔrapturedÕ.  Lurches and assumptions like that are no way to interpret the Bible. 
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LetÕs continue to read so we feel the flow of the passage: 
 

9Whenever the living creatures give glory, honor and thanks to 
him who sits on the throne and who lives for ever and ever, 
10the twenty-four elders fall down before him who sits on the 
throne, and worship him who lives for ever and ever. They lay 
their crowns before the throne and say: 

  11"You are worthy, our Lord and God,  
      to receive glory and honor and power,  
      for you created all things,  
      and by your will they were created  
      and have their being." 

The emperor designated himself ÒDominus et DeusÓ (Lord and God).  His 
reign was characterized by pomp and pageantry.  Listen to some of the titles 
and exclamations in which he reveled: ÔHoly OneÕ, ÔGloryÕ, ÔSalvation 
belongs to youÕ, ÔAuthorityÕ, ÔWorthy to receive powerÕ, ÔRighteous are your 
judgmentsÕ.15  

 
These popular ascriptions of power were Ògarish imitationsÓ of the almighty 
power of the creator.  ÒThe 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.  No one else is worthy because no one else created us and 
sustains us.Ó16 
 

C. Next week, we shall see a most significant development.  The vision is amplified: the 
great drama of the New Testament is brought into the tableau of the Old.17  The 
symbolism here is rich but we are concentrating on the large themes in the book and it 
is therefore best not to attempt to explore every possible shred of meaning.18   

 

I I I  FOR NOW, I  WANT TO FOCUS BRIEFLY ON FOUR IMPORTANT 
REALITIES (ARISING OUT OF THIS VISION) THAT AFFECT US RIGHT 
WHERE WE LIVE 

A. Heaven is not far away Ð HAVE THIS PICTURE BEFORE YOU! 

                                                
15 Johnson, Discipleship on the Edge, 140. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Michael Wilcock, The Message of Revelation, 68. 
18 Graeme Goldsworthy makes a good point about apocalyptic literature in general (and therefore Revelation in 
particular): ÒThe interpreter focuses on certain salient features of the vision and completely ignores others, 
particularly details . . . Some apocalyptic teachers feel they must provide sure interpretations for every detail, 
but these usually f it their pre-conceived systems.  There is no a priori reason why every detail should mean 
something any more than every detail in a parable should require interpretation.Ó  Graeme Goldsworthy, 
Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian Scripture (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2000), 220.  
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The vision was extraordinary.  But God did not create a new state of affairs at this 
time.  This is how things are!  He merely pulled back the curtain and showed John the 
existing state of affairs.  DonÕt expect to have a vision like this tomorrow morning.  
The vision was extraordinary, but the reality it communicates is not.  Right now, not 
far away, there is a reality very different from the one we experience.  The process is 
underway that will bring that reality to earth (Rev 21).  

 

B. God is seated upon the throne of the universe Ð NEVER FORGET IT! 

As we noticed, John uses the word ÔthroneÕ over and over again.  Craig Koester 
emphasizes that this is by design: ÒThe heavenly throne is the vantage point from 
which John wants his readers to look out upon the world of human affairs.Ó19 It is 
appropriate that, day and night, the four living creatures never stop saying: Holy, 
holy, holy is the Lord Almighty.  The adulation given to the emperor was intermittent.  
When he was around the effusive eulogies were heard, but in his absence, people got 
on with their own religious business.  The worship of God is incessant.  WhatÕs more 
he is the Pantokrator -- the Almighty.  ThatÕs JohnÕs favorite word for God.  And he 
is eternal: ÒHoly, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty, who was and who is and who is to 
come.Ó  Personages often look large on this worldÕs stage.  Domitian seemed like a 
colossus.  But soon he would be gone (AD 96).  Between Nero, who died in AD 68, 
and Domitian (81-96), there had been six emperors.  But the one on the throne Òwas 
and is and is to come.Ó  He was there long before Domitian acceded to power and he 
would be there long after the tyrant was dead and buried.  So the living creatures give 
glory to the one Òwho lives for ever and ever,Ó and the twenty-four elders worship 
him Òwho lives for ever and everÓ (4:9-10). 
 

 One of my favorite psalms is Psalm 11.  David was facing serious adversity and some 
were urging him to Òflee like a bird to (his) mountain.Ó  The wicked are intent on 
attacking the righteous.  The Psalmist asks: ÒWhen the foundations are being 
destroyed, what can the righteous do?Ó  There is a pause and we hear the great 
response: ÒThe LORD is in his holy temple, the LORD is on his heavenly throneÓ (Ps. 
11:3-4).  That just about says it.  No matter what your circumstances, that fact remains 
constant Ð and it makes all the difference.   

  
C. Everything is under his control Ð TAKE HEART! 
  
 We shall see this as we progress through the book.  We are about to witness the great 

cosmic struggle.  We shall see grotesque and ferocious animals and horrible 
calamities.  We shall hear the refrain, ÒThis calls for patient endurance on the part of 
the saints who obey GodÕs commandments and remain faithful to JesusÓ (13:10; 
14:12).  But the puzzling events of the present are not haphazard or out of control.  
They are permitted by and even orchestrated from the throne.  Often it will seem that 
evil is victorious.  And, ironically, matters often look bad because GodÕs kingdom has 
broken in to this world and is about to come in all its fullness.  As Craig Koester 
observes,  

                                                
19 Craig R. Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2001), 75. 
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 The DevilÕs ferocity stems in large part from being hemmed in . . . . 

From an earthly point of view, evil can seem so pervasive as to be 
unstoppable.  Where the wicked prosper and the righteous suffer, the 
Devil seems to reign.  From a heavenly perspective, however, evil 
rages on earth not because it is so powerful, but because it is so 
vulnerable . . . Those who think Satan rages because he is invincible 
will give up in despair, but those who recognize that Satan rages on 
earth because he has already lost heaven and is now desperate have 
reason to resist him, confident that God will prevail (cf. 12:11, 12, 17; 
20:2).20  

 
 As you travel through life, you will face some minor setbacks and possibly some 

major calamities.  As a Christian you are not promised immunity.  In fact, you may 
face particular trials because you are a Christian, not because of what you are doing 
wrong but because of what you are doing right.  Never allow this picture to fade: God 
is on his heavenly throne Ð everything is under control. 

 

D. He is indescr ibably awesome Ð WORSHIP HIM! 

 The Westminster Shorter Catechism asks the question ÒWhat is the chief end of 
man(kind)?Ó  The well known answer is: ÒTo glorify God and enjoy him forever.Ó  In 
the presence of God worship is natural.  The four living creatures cannot contain 
themselves and the elders willingly leave their thrones and fall down in worship, 
laying their crowns before the throne. 

 There is something gloriously fulfilling about the worship of God.  Around the throne 
it is spontaneous and brings unparalleled pleasure.  This is part of our destiny.  We 
can only imagine what it will be like when, without the limitations and inhibitions 
occasioned by our fallen state, worship wells up within us and overflows in adoration 
and praise.  And, fortunately, we get to start right here.  Even in our current weakness, 
GodÕs Spirit enables us to worship in spirit and truth.   

 
Conclusion 
ÒLOOK Ð a door, standing open in heaven.Ó  And, ÒLOOK Ð a throne, and someone sitting on 
it.Ó  The magnificence of that scene defies description.  But how we need to know that the 
throne of the universe is occupied!  There is more to follow.  Right now, letÕs be encouraged. 
ÒWhen the foundations are being destroyed, what can the righteous do?Ó  There is a 
resounding answer to that question.  ÒThe LORD is in his holy temple.  The LORD is on his 
heavenly throneÓ (Ps. 11:4).  That is the perspective from which we are to understand history 
as a whole and our own particular circumstances. 
 
The One on the throne has a great plan.  It will come into clear focus when we examine 
chapter 5 next week.  Right now, the words of Psalm 2 are particularly pertinent: 
 

                                                
20 Ibid., 123. 
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Why do the nations conspire  
And the peoples plot in vain? 
The kings of the earth take their stand  
And the rulers gather together 
against the LORD  
and against his Anointed One . . . 
The One enthroned in heaven laughs . . .  
I have installed my King on Zion, my holy hill . . . 
He said to me, ÒYou are my Son.Ó 
 (Ps. 2:1, 2, 4, 6, 7; cf. Acts 4:23-30). 

 
As we can see, that plan centers in the Anointed One (Messiah), whom God describes as his 
Son.  The picture is about to get even better! 

 

 

 

 


