13 May 2007
OLook PA ThroneO
Reading: Rev 4:1-11

His nameis Pieter Groenewald (you don® haveto pronouneit). Hewasin his early thirties
at thetime and he stood over thebody of hislittle daughter - devastated. When sheleft for
her pre-school tha moming, Piet and his youngwife never dreamed tha this would bethe
last time they would see her dlive. But afreak accident at the school had ended he young
life. Andhe dad stoodthere, his intense pain mitigated only by the numbness of the shock.

A few days before, hehad been to visit theprincipal of the Theological College hewas
attending. When he had left hisluaative job to attend the college, the progpect of an intense
study the Bible had seemed so attractive. But you don®only study the Bible at theological
college English was his secondlanguaye and Systematic Theology in particular was heavy
going. He knew theLord and loved him and didn®see the need for Gl this philosophical
stuff.O Tha@ why he made an appointment with the prindpd and tha@ what hetold him.

Theprindpd explained tha, asimportant as experience is and as founddiond astheBibleis
to our faith, there is aneed to think throughtheimplicationsof one3faith, to know about
God@attributes, to wrestle with difficulties Despecially if youwish to guide others. Without
realizing how apposte his wordswould proveto be, theprindpd remarked, GPiet, oneday
youwill find tha, for oneor other reason, the circumstances in your life jus won®make
senxe. At such atime you may notfeel God®@presence. Then you need to know what you
beieve and why you bdieveit!O

Piet had left the principd @ study that day -- far from convinced. But now, the botom of his
world had droppel out and the principd was standing beside him speechless, tears running
down both of thar cheeks. After alongpause, Piet turned to him and said in alow trembling
voice, oc, now! see what you meant!O

If ever aman needed encouragement, that man did. But so do al of us-- in thegoodtimes
and especialy in thebad times.

I WHAT WE NEED ISA VALID PICTURE OF THINGSASTHEY REALLY
ARE

A. We need subdantial rather than supeaficia encouragement
@&EnoouragementCcomesin different forms, It can come by way of flattery. Flattery
makes a person fedl better by stroking his or her ego. It isdishonest in intention and
often in contentaswell. 1t may give you atemporary lift, butit usudly leaves you
worse off. Then thereis supeficial encouragement. It usudly conssts of well-
intentioned but vacuouscomments. It may well have limited valuein hdpingone
ove acrisis, but it tootendsto evaporate. What we really need is subgantal
encouragement. Tha usudly involves achangeof perspective. Subdantial
encouragement enables usto see thingsdifferently -- correctly.




Thingsare not (only) asthey seem

We are congantly presented with images of redlity tha are either blatantly false or
mideadingly inadequae. Perhapsthere has been atimein yourlife when you had
thingsout of perspective. It may even bethd, asyou 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 themod substantial kind. But to see it we mugt
link up with the Christianslivingin the western pat of Asia Minor at theturn of the
first century. Lifewas noteasy forthem. They had placed thear faith in Jesus
bdieving him to benotonly ther Saviour butalso universal Lord and King. They
themselves had been designaed Ga kingdomand priestsO(1:6). But thereality onthe
groundseemed very different. Aroundthem were congant remindas of Roman
power. Some had been imprisonad; othes had lod ther lives. They were bonmbarded
by impressive images of Roman might and prestige. Richard Bauckham explains

Revelation@readers in the great cities of the province of Asiawere
condantly confronted with powerful images of the Roman vision of
theworld. Civic andreligiousarchitecture, iconogiphy, statues,
rituds andfestivals, even thevisud wonde of cleverly engineered
(niraclesO(cf. Rev. 13:13-14) in thetemples -- al provided powerful
visud impressionsof Roman imperial power and the splendourof
pagan religion. In this context, Revelation provides a set of Christian
propheic counter-images which impress on thereaders a different
vision of theworld.!

In abrilliant series onthe Revelation of Jesus Christ, Darrell Johnon keepsrepesating
the statement: Orhingsare not (only) asthey seem.G God was giving them the
ultimate kind of encouragement. He was going to show them thingsas they really
are. They needed to see tha -- and they were nottheonly ones.

WE ALWAYSNEED TO HAVE THISPICTURE BEFORE US.

In fact, 1@ say that the picture tha we shdl be considering over thenext two weeksis
oneof themog important you and | can ever see. We should let it sink down into our
sub-congiousmindsand inform theway we view theworld as awhole as well as our
persond circumstances.

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

1. A vision of therisen Lord

! Richard Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993),

17.

2(rhe foundational conviction of the book is that things are not as they seem. Or more exactly, things are not
only as they seem.O 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 mug remind you tha Johnwas ontheldand of Patmosfor theWord of God
and thetestimony of Jesus He wasin the Spirit on the Lord@ Day. He heard
avoice like atrumpet behind him. God gave him avision of @nelike ason
of manOand commanded him to write to hisfellow-Christianson the
mainland, giving them an accountof wha he had seen and was aboutto see.
Johnfell at thefeet of therisen Lord as thoughdead, buttheLord placed his
righthand on him and said: Do notbeafraid. | am theFirst andtheLast. |
amtheLivingOne | wasdead, andlook| am alive for ever and ever! Andl
hold the keys of death and HadesO(1:17-8).

2. Seven messages
Firgt, theLord addressed seven messages to seven representative churches.
These, aswe have seen over thelast two monthsor so, apply nat only to the
seven specific churches origindly addressed butto all of usaswell.

3. Something momentous
We can sense tha something momentousis aboutto hagppen when we see a
doorstanding open in heaven and we hear avoice like atrumpe summoning
JohnBGCome up here and | will show youwha mus take place after this.O
(4:1).

In effect, the Lord says to him: GCome up to the control room at the supreme
headquaters of the universe and | will show youwha@ really hgppening. In
thewords of Michael Wilcock, Orhe surface noise of history is cleaned off the
record and themusic of eternity isreverberating with (a) seven-beat rhythmO-
- arhythm tha seems to be built into the very essence of things®

OlookO
Thetrandators need to trandate the Greek into idiomatic English and so they
have trandated a single word in theorigind Greek, OThere beforemewas. . .0

QAfter this | looked andthere before me wasa door standing open in heaven.
Andthevoice | hadfirst heard speaking to me like a trunpet said, @ome up
here and | will showyouwhat mug take place after this@(1).

Thistrandationis necessary to hdp thetext to flow and it is notinaccurate,
butit does obscure somethingin thetext that | think we should see. The
passagereads literally, OAfter these things | saw and look, adoorstanding
open . . .0l draw attention to that word QookCObecause Johnlovesit and uses
it over andover agan. Infactitisthemod frequently used exclamationin the
book. Itisintheimperative mood It isan exclamation, an exhortation, an
invitation and even acommand. Q.ooki Ohe says, Ga door, standing open
(Ohaving been opened.

% Michael Wilcock, The Message of Revelation: | Saw Heaven Opened (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1975),
62.



CHeavenO

From here on the scene will alternae between heaven and earth. So, it is
important, at this stage, to explain that according to God® Word heaven is
much closer than weimagine Itisaream very different from earth
different but notdistant 1f we had time to examine passages from both Old
and New Testaments this morning, we would see jug how close heavenis.

| agree with Darrell Johnnwhen he says:

Johnwas not trangported to another place or time to see what
hesees. For John eavenQrefers to another dimension of
reality tha isrighthere, close at hand, al aroundus,
intersecting thevisible, tangible dimenson?

We may think heaven as another dimengon, which, Qike radio waves,
intersects and pervades this dimenson &

4. A throne
| think we mug realize tha Johnwas describing in sequence wha hewould
have seen s multaneoudy.®

He continues, QAt once | wasin the Sprit andlook, a thronein heaven with
andsomeonesitting onitO(4:2). There@®tha word agan. Butthereisalso
another word that Johnuses again and agan. It istheword @GhroneOHe uses
theactud word forty-seven timesin thebook In fact, three quaters of the
references to God®@thronein the New Testament are foundin the Book of
Revelation. In addition, thethroneof God s often referred to withoutbeing
explicitly mentioned.

5. Beeing him whoisinvisibleO(Heb 11:27)
| think we need to note tha, in our present condition, no human being can
actudly see Godin thefullness of hisglory.

I When Moses asked if he could see God@glory, the LORD replied,

Q will cause al my goodneasto passin frontof you, and | will
prodaim my name, theLORD, in yourpresence. .. But...you
cannotsee my face, for noonemay see me and live.O Then the
LorD said, OThereis a place near me where you may stand on
arock. When my glory passes by, | will putyouin acleftin

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 avay. He emphasizes that
Qt is precisely from the space immediately around us that God watches and God acts.O Dallas Willard, The
Divine Conspiracy (London: Harper Collins, 1998), 78.
5 .

Ibid.
® There is obviously some development in the picture when we come to chapter 5.
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therock and cover you with my hand until | have passed by.
Then | will removemy hand and youwill see my back; but my
face mug notbeseenO (Ex. 33:20-3).

So Moses was allowed to see, asit were, theback of God once hisglory had
passed by.” Yet when he came down from MountSina, his face was aglow.
(He was not aware tha his face was radiant because he had spoken with the
LorDO(Ex. 34:29).

|saiah was also allowed to GeeOthe LoRD. In theyear of thetragic desth of
the King of Judah, theyoungprophe, saw thetrueKing: O saw the Lord,
seated on athrone high and exaltedO(Isa 6:1). The details of thevision
involve a mention of hisrobeand of the seraphim who attend thethrone We
are given no details of the GaceOof the Onewho sat on thethrone but | saiah
thoughthe may well die: OVoeto me! Ol cried. Q am ruined! For | am aman
of undean lipsand | live amongapeople of undean lips and my eyes have
seen theKing, the Lorp AlmightyO(lsa. 6:5).

Ezekiel too was given avision of theLorD. He saw Qvhat looked like a
throneof sapphire, and high aboveonthethronewas afigure like that of a
manQO(Ezek 1:26). Notice hisreserve as heexplanswha hesaw: | saw from
what appeared to be hiswaist up helooked like glowing metal, as if full of
fire, and tha fromthere down helooked like fire; and brilliant light
surroundel him. Like theappearance of arainbowin thecloudson arainy
day, so was theradiance aroundhimO(Ezek. 1:27-8). Ezekiel @ comment
hepsto puthisvision (and Issiah@, | bdieve) into perspective: Orhis was the
apparance of thelikeness of theglory of theLORD. When | saw it, | fell
facedownO(Ezek. 1:29; my italics).

Paul shows ustha when it comesto seeing Godin al his magnificence, the
same truth holdsgood He describes God as Qhe blessed and only Ruler, the
King of kingsand Lord of lords who aloneisimmortal andlivesin
ungproachable light whomno onehas ever seen or can seeO(1 Tim. 6:16).

Now listen to John@ reticence:
3And the onewho sat there hadthe appearance of jagper andcarndian. A
rainbow resembling an emerald, endrcled thethrone

" 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 @ ordO(spelled L-o-r-d) is atranslation of Adonai, meaning Lord or Master and emphasizing God®
sovereignty. LORD (all upper case) is a @ranslationCof Yahweh, the covenant name by which God revealed

himself to |srael.

° 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 Paul@ later statement to Timothy.
The contrast is between MosesOpractice 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 tha it resembles atranducent jasper (or diamond)
and aruby-red carndian (sardiusg). Resplendent light emanates fromthe
thronewhich is endrcled by an emerad-green rainbow.

The awesomeness of the sceneis undelined as we see blinding flashes of
lightning and hear deafening peals of thunde:.

Before thethronea seven-branched canddabrumis blazing. It representsthe
Holy Spirit in his manifold fullness.

Adding to themagnificence iswha seems like a sea of glass, clear as crystd,
reflecting thered and thewhite and the green andtheorange (rhepictureis
oneof immense distance and serenity.3°

Closest to the thronehe natices four Giving creatures.O There are similar
descriptionsin Ezekiel and Isaiah. These were like the cherubim in Ezekiel 1
and, in some respects, like the seraphimin Isaiah 6. They wereunusud in
appearance but presumably quite beautiful. But, since ther features are
clearly symbolic, it does not hdp usto try to picture them. They are
mentioned seventeen times in the bookand act as @hoirmastersOleading the
worship in heaven (4:9).*' Asan exalted order of angdic beings they are
closest to God@throne® H. B. Swete has suggested tha as visible
representationsof God® presence they represent Qvhaever is noblest,
strongest and wisest and swiftest in animate nature.™

Surrounding them are twenty-four elders. They are seated on gold thrones,
dressed in white robes and have gold crownsontheir heads In al probability
these too are angdic bengswho represent God® redeemed people in both Old
and New Testaments (cf. Rev 21:12,14).

Worship
Theresplendent bengswho surround thethronecannotcontain themselvesin

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

"Holy, holy, holy isthe Lord God Almighty, whowas, andis, andisto
come."

9Bruce M. Metzger, Breaking the Code: Understanding the Book of Revelation (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1993), 50. It isnot necessary to find a particular significance in the GeaQ Even though Ghe seaOsometimes
refers to the nations aligned against God in the Revelation, it does not have to mean that here (Rev. 13:1; 21:1),
especialy since the shining surface is said to have Qooked like a sea of glass, clear as crystalO(Rev. 4:6).

" Rev.4:6,7,8,9; 56,8, 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),

2 Henry B. Swete quoted by Leon Morris, Revelation (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1987), 89.
1f Itisincorrect to infer that since they represent the church, the church must at this point already have been
@apturedO Lurches and assumptions like that are no way to interpret the Bible.
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Let@ continueto read so we feel the flow of the passage:

*Whenever theliving creatures give glory, honorand thanksto
him who sits onthethroneand wholives for ever and ever,
%he twenty-four elders fall down before him who sits on the
throng and worship him who livesfor ever and ever. They lay
thar crownsbefore thethroneand say:

Yy ou are worthy, our Lord and God,
to receive glory and hona and power,
for you created all things
and by your will they were created
and havethar being."

Theemperor designated himself ominuset DeusO(Lord and God). His
reign was characterized by pomp and pageantry. Listen to some of thetitles
and exclamationsin which hereveled: ®oly One) @loryQ Gavation
beongsto youQ@ uthorityQ @Vorthy to receive power® &Righteousare your
judgmentsO

These popubr ascriptionsof power were Qyarish imitationgof the amighty
power of thecreator. Orhetwenty-four elders know that they and the emperor
owe every beat of ther hearts and every breath of thar lungsto the Holy One
onthethrone No oneelseisworthy because no one else created usand
sugainsus@®

C. Next week, we shdl see amog significant development. Thevisionisamplified: the
great drama of the New Testament is broughtinto thetableau of theOld.” The
symbolism here isrich but we are concentrating onthelargethemes in thebookand it
is therefore best notto attempt to explore every passible shred of meaning*®

[l FOR NOW, | WANT TO FOCUSBRIEFLY ON FOUR IMPORTANT
REALITIES (ARISING OUT OF THISVISION) THAT AFFECT USRIGHT
WHERE WE LIVE

A. Heaven isnot far away PHAVE THISPICTURE BEFORE YOU!

1> Johnson, Discipleship on the Edge, 140.

°Ibid.

" Michael Wilcock, The Message of Revelation, 68.

'8 Graeme Goldsworthy makes agood point about apocalyptic literature in general (and therefore Revelation in
particular): Orhe interpreter focuses on certain salient features of the vision and completely ignores others,
particularly details . . . Some apocalyptic teachers fed they must provide sure interpretations for every detail,
but these usually fit their pre-conceived systems. Thereisno a priori reason why every detail should mean
something any more than every detail in aparable should require interpretation.O Graeme Goldsworthy,
Preaching the Whol e Bible as Christian Scripture (Grand Rapids. William B. Eerdmans, 2000), 220.
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Thevisonwas extraordinay. But God did not create a new state of affairs at this
time. Thisishowthingsare! He merely pulled back the curtain and showed Johnthe
existing state of affairs. Don®expect to have avision like thistomorrow morning.
Thevisonwas extraordinary, butthereality it communicatesisnot. Right now, not
far away, thereisaredlity very different fromtheonewe experience. Theprocessis
undeway tha will bringthat reality to earth (Rev 21).

B. God is seated upon the throne of the universe DNEVER FORGET IT!

Aswe noticed, Johnuses theword Ghronelover and over agan. Craig Koester
emphasizes that thisis by design: Orhe heavenly throneis the vantage point from
which Johnwants his readers to look out upontheworld of humen affairs.3° It is
appropriate tha, day and night, thefour living creatures never stop saying: Holy,
holy, holy istheLord Almighty. Theadulation given to the emperor was intermittent.
When hewas aroundthe effusve eulogies were heard, butin his absence, people got
onwith thar own religiousbusness. Theworship of Godisincessant. Wha@ more
heisthe Pantokrator -- the Almighty. Tha® John@ favorite word for God. And he
iseternd: QHoly, holy, holy istheLord Almighty, who wasandwho isandwhoisto
come.O Personayes often look largeon thisworld@ stage. Domitian seemed like a
colossus But soonhewould begone(AD 96). Between Nero, whodied in AD 68,
and Domitian (81-96), there had been six emperors. But theoneon thethrone@vas
andis andisto come.O He was there longbefore Domitian acceded to power and he
would bethere long after thetyrant was dead and buried. So theliving creatures give
glory to theoneQvho lives for ever and ever,Oand the twenty-four el ders worship
him Qvho lives for ever and everO(4:9-10).

Oneof my favorite psamsis Psalm 11. David was facing seriousadversity and some
were urging him to Glee like a bird to (his) mourtain.O Thewicked areintent on
attacking therighteous The Psalmist asks: QVhen thefounddionsare being
destroyed, what can therighteousdo? Thereis apause and we hear the great
respons: OrheLorb isin his holy temple, theLorD is on his heavenly throneD(Ps.
11:3-4). Tha jud aboutsaysit. No matter wha your circumstances, tha fact remains
condant Band it makes all the difference.

C. Everything isunder hiscontrol DPTAKE HEART!

We shdl see this as we progress throughthebook We are aboutto witness the great
cogmic struggle. We shdl see grotesqueand ferodousanimals and horrible
calamities. We shdl hear therefrain, Orhis calls for patient endurance on the part of
the saints who obey God® commandments and remain faithful to JesusO(13:10;
14:12). Butthepuzling events of the present are not hgphazard or out of control.
They are pamitted by and even orchestrated fromthethrone Often it will seem that
evil isvictorious And, ironically, matters often look bad because God@kingdomhas
broken in to thisworld and is aboutto comein al itsfullness. AsCraig Koester
observes,

19 Craig R. Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2001), 75.
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TheDevil@ferodty stemsin large part from beéinghemmediin. . . .
From an earthly point of view, evil can seem so pavasive asto be
undoppale. Where thewicked progpe and therighteoussuffer, the
Devil seemsto reign. From aheavenly perspective, however, evil
rages on earth notbecause it is so powerful, but because it is so
vulnegable. .. Those who think Satan rages because heisinvindble
will give upin despair, butthose who recognize that Satan rages on
earth because he has already log heaven and is now desperate have
reasor;go resist him, confident tha God will prevail (cf. 12:11, 12, 17;
20:2).

Asyoutravel throughlife, you will face some minor setbacks and possibly some
major calamities. Asa Chrigtian you are not promised immunity. Infact, youmay
face particular trials because you are a Chrigtian, not because of what you are doing
wrong but because of wha you are doing right Never allow this picture to fade God
ison his heavenly thronebeverything is unde control.

D. Heisindescribably awesome PDWORSHIP HIM!

The Westminger Shorter Catechism asks the question OVhat is the chief end of
man(kind)?O Thewell known answer is; Oro glorify God and enjoy him forever.O In
the presence of God worship isnaural. Thefourliving creatures cannotcontain
themselves and the elders willingly leave ther thrones and fall down in worship,
laying their crownsbefore thethrone

There is something glorioudy fulfilling abouttheworship of God. Aroundthethrone
it is spontaneousand bringsunpaalleled pleasure. Thisis part of ourdestiny. We
can only imaginewhat it will belike when, withou the limitationsand inhibitions
occasioned by our fallen state, worship wells up within usand oveflows in adoration
and praise. And, fortunaely, we get to start righthere. Even in our current weakness,
God(@® Spirit enables usto worship in spirit and truth.

Conclusion

Q.0O0K Padoor, standing open in heaven.O And, Q. OOK Da throne and someonesitting on
it.O The magnificence of that scene defies description. But how we need to knowthat the
throneof the universe is occupied! Thereis moreto follow. Rightnow, let® beencouraged.
QWhen thefounddionsare beng destroyed, what can therighteousdo? Thereisa
resounding answer to tha question. OrheLoRrD isin his holy temple. TheLorb ison his
heavenly throneD(Ps. 11:4). That isthe perspective fromwhich we are to undestand history
as awhole and our own particular circumstances.

The Oneonthethronehas agreat plan. It will come into clear focuswhen we examine
chapter 5 next week. Rightnow, thewordsof Psalm 2 are paticularly pertinent:

2 |pid., 123.



Why do the naionscongire
Andthepeoplesplotinvain?

Thekingsof the earth take ther stand
Andtherulers gaher togehe

agang the LORD

and agandg his Anointed One. . .

The Oneenthronal in heaven laughs. . .

| have ingalled my Kingon Zion, my holy hill . . .
He said to me, O ou are my Son.O

(Ps. 2:1,2,4,6,7; cf. Acts 4:23-30).

Aswe can see, that plan centersin the Anointed One (Messiah), whom God describes as his
Son. Thepictureisaboutto ge even better!
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