
Sermon 22: Revelation 4:1-11: The Throne that runs the universe 

 

OUTLINE 

 

Through John’s eyes 

Through the living creature’s eyes 

Through the elder’s eyes 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Your view of the universe determines your reaction to suffering.  If you are an atheist who 

views the world to be the result of time+chance =everything, then you have no reason to 

complain about suffering, it just is.  If you are a Hindu that believes that this experience of 

reality is an illusion then suffering is not processed but denied, and it is hoped escaped by 

how well we do in each life finally reincarnating ourselves by our own efforts out of the cycle 

of pain.  Deism that admits to a creator but that the laws of nature and not God are behind 

the daily events of our lives puts it’s hope in man’s knowledge and endeavours as he 

conquers sickness and death through technology and medical advancement.  Islam that 

believes in Allah who can be unpredictable in what He ordains not acting consistently with 

His own nature in all things teaches submission, a case of might makes right.  Christianity 

has a very different response to suffering, it is not one of optimism where we well wish our 

pain away but of hope where we know, based on certain biblical truths that God is in control 

and things will end with the restoring of a perfect creation with no pain.   

 

The book of Revelation was written to help persecuted Christians suffer well, to teach them 

the truths that they need to believe in order to suffer in joy, not a sadistic joy in the present 

pain but a rejoicing in hope of the joys of the future new creation.  The truths in the book of 

revelation focus around some basic truths who God is, how things really are despite 

appearances, and how things will end.  The call to overcome, to be faithful witnesses and a 

holy people are not exercises in futility or cruel commands to the impossible, but the 

necessary lives we are to live in light of the truth God reveals.   

 

We have finished a major section in the book of Revelation the letters to the 7 churches.  

We come now to the introduction to the rest of the book and a series of visions.  Chapters 

4-5 are the most important chapters to help us understand the rest of what we are going to 

see in the book of revelation.  We are going to see the church suffer, Christians martyred, 

evil prosper, governments run by satan, false religion deceiving many, and wave upon wave 

of judgements in the seals, trumpets and bowls.  This scene with God’s throne is the key to 

understanding all of this mess.  God is in control and seated on the throne.  Christ has been 

resurrected and has God’s authority to execute God’s plan to subdue the nations.  We then 

see Christ unsealing the scroll of God’s plan and we see judgements and calamaties, we see 

enemies rising up against the church, we see governments, false religion and sinful culture 

trying to swallow the church, but we know what is really going on.  Just as God 

paradoxically ruled through a poor human being who had no home and had no journeyed 

very far in Jesus Christ; and just as His glory was shrouded in the unexpected weakness of a 



servant who died so the church triumphs in weakness and death, and God makes His 

perfect plan come to pass through tragedy, chaos and injustice.  No matter what happens 

on the earth, He is still on the throne.   

 

We have seen so far in the book of Revelation who Christ is.  He is the faithful witness who 

is our example, the one who has overcome death that we fear not to follow Him.  He is 

active in mediation, discipline, purification, protection and all that we need in the midst of 

our deepest trials.  The letters to the 7 churches applied the picture and vision of the risen 

Christ to the problems the churches were facing.  We now get to look at a second important 

picture that will carry us through our pain.  We will look at the throne that runs the universe 

and this will help us interpret the rest of this book and the suffering of our lives.  We are a 

part of what He is doing to bring about the final victory.  It includes pain, martyrdom, loss 

and persecution.  We will endure because we know who is pulling the strings and how it will 

all end.   

 

We will look at the throne from three perspectives, through the eyes of John, the living 

creatures, and the elders. 

 

Through the eyes of John 

 

The vision begins with John seeing a door and hearing Christ’s voice to ‘come up here,’ v1, 

‘After this I looked, and behold, a door standing open in heaven! And the first voice, which I 

had heard speaking to me like a trumpet, said, "Come up here, and I will show you what 

must take place after this."’  The words, ‘after this’ do not mean 2000 years later, but 

indicate the fact that after the vision of the 7 letters ended, the next vision began.  On 

account of Christ’s voice, not because he exerted himself to get into the Spirit he was 

enabled to go through the door he sees into the heavenly throne room, v2, ‘At once I was in 

the Spirit, and behold, a throne stood in heaven, with one seated on the throne.’  Those 

who hold to a Dispensational theology see this verse as the Pre-tribulational rapture.  They 

admit that unless they see John as a symbol of the church being raptured at this point there 

is no verse in Revelation that supports their particular theology.  We can clearly see however 

that John is not seeking to convey the rapture but simply recounting his vision experience. 

 

But notice what dominates his first impression, ‘and behold, a throne stood in heaven, with 

one seated on the throne.’  There would have been many dazzling things to behold and 

John does speak of them but dominating them was the throne and it is first mentioned.  

John sees ‘One’ seated on the throne.  He is seeing a vision of God.  I want to stress at the 

outset that this is indeed a vision.  God dwells in unapproachable light, no one may see Him 

and live, this is a vision meant to communicate truth but it is not the full reality but a vision.  

Just as Isaiah, Ezekiel and others saw God in a vision, John is granted a vision of the throne 

room.  The fact that this is a vision is clearly seen in the fact that the 4 living creatures are 

described differently than Ezekiel does in Ezek. 1; that Christ is not literally a slain lamb; nor 

are the 7 Spirits before the throne the literal form of the Holy Spirit. 

 



John describes a glorious throne room more beautiful and majestic than any earthly throne 

room, v3-6a, ‘And he who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian, and around 

the throne was a rainbow that had the appearance of an emerald. 4 Around the throne were 

twenty-four thrones, and seated on the thrones were twenty-four elders, clothed in white 

garments, with golden crowns on their heads. 5 From the throne came flashes of lightning, 

and rumblings and peals of thunder, and before the throne were burning seven torches of 

fire, which are the seven spirits of God, 6 and before the throne there was as it were a sea 

of glass, like crystal.’  I envisage a throne that is not merely a big seat but a structure like a 

skyscraper that is lifted up on pillars.  The reason for the pillars is because of the difficult 

wording in the original which makes it sound as if the lamb comes from the midst of the 

throne 5:6.  The king on His throne is central but John like the other prophets do not go into 

detail of His actual appearance.  God’s glory is described as the light that comes from 

jewels, jasper which is translucent, carnelian which is red and emerald is green.  Jasper in 

particular is linked with God’s glory as it is used again in Rev. 21:11, and is the first of the 

12 stones in the New Jerusalem 21:19.  The beauty of the Jewels are very fitting to the 

Bible’s description that God is light.  The throne is crowned with an emerald rainbow, which 

could be a bow as usual or a halo as can be found around light sources.  Rainbows remind 

us of the flood and God’s covenant of mercy with creation.   

 

The throne room scene is completed with the throne being surrounded with courtiers.  

There is the outer circle of 24 elders and the inner circle of the four living creatures.  God 

has no need of advisors and courtiers and their main purpose is to glorify and worship not to 

enable and empower.  The 24 elders are difficult to understand.  Are they symbols 

representing the OT and NT people of God, hence the number 24?  Are they angels who 

represent the same people?  Either of these interpretations can fit.  The fact that they have 

crowns of victory, white garments associated with salvation and thrones of authority, all of 

which are promised to the 7 churches if they overcome, this makes the symbolism fitting.   

 

We see that the throne is not static but active in latent power with lightning, rumblings, and 

thunder.  This description usually associated with judgement is repeated at the end of the 3 

cycles of the seals, trumpets and bowls, 8:5, 11:19 and 16:15.   

 

The throne room scene has the Trinity present with the Father on the throne, the Son in the 

midst of the throne sharing it with the Father as foretold and the Spirit before the throne.  

The Spirit is before the throne as if awaiting orders to be sent on a mission.  You will 

remember that the number 7 is not literal but borrowed from Zech. 4 and indicates 

perfection and presence with the churches.   

 

As in other throne room visions we see a sea of glass.  It is difficult to know what this is.  It 

appears in Ex. 24:10 and Ezek. 1:22 to be the floor of heaven and therefore the ceiling of 

earth.  This is possible.  However, in the book of Revelation the sea seems to represent the 

place of evil and the nations.  It is the place where the beast arises from 13:1, there will be 

no more sea in heaven possibly for this reason 21:1.  When God pours out His final 

judgements on the earth the sea of glass is seen to burn 15:2.  If the sea represents the 



place of evil, the picture of a perfectly calm sea of glass may indicate the state of things 

before God’s eyes even though things appear in turmoil from our perspective.   

 

Through the eyes of the living creatures 

 

The inner circle of courtiers is the four living creatures, v6b-8, ‘And around the throne, on 

each side of the throne, are four living creatures, full of eyes in front and behind: 7 the first 

living creature like a lion, the second living creature like an ox, the third living creature with 

the face of a man, and the fourth living creature like an eagle in flight. 8 And the four living 

creatures, each of them with six wings, are full of eyes all around and within, and day and 

night they never cease to say, "Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, who was and is 

and is to come!"’  These living creatures have been seen in other visions.  In Ezekiel 1 we 

see them carrying God’s throne, but they four wings, and each creature has all four faces.  

In Isaiah 6 we see them again but like Rev. 4 they have six wings.  Once again the four 

faces are difficult to understand.  Some have seen these angels as representatives of the 

whole of creation with the four faces representing wild, domestic, flying animals and man.  

Others have seen the four faces representing the angelic virtues of strength, service, 

intelligence and swiftness.  The fact that they are filled with eyes seems to indicate 

knowledge and that theya re equipped by God to perform whatever task He needs of them.   

 

For the purposes of this vision the courtiers are nothing more than more fingers pointing to 

the throne that runs the universe, to the God who sits upon it and His glory.  We learn who 

God is from their worship.  This heavenly worship is the purest worship service you will ever 

see and should be the mould for our own worship.  From the words of the worship of the 4 

living creatures we learn three things, God’s holiness, His power and His eternity. 

 

‘Holy, holy, holy,’ is called the Tris-hagion.  This is repeated in Isaiah 6 and here again 

indicating in a threefold emphasis something basic to God’s nature.  God is holy.  This 

means that He is separate.  This indicates a separation of being, that He is not like us.  He is 

not simply the best of man on steroids He is not a creature.  He is wholly other, high above, 

the transcendent one.  Holiness also speaks of His purity and that sin is in total contradiction 

to His nature.  It is this aspect of God that we normally speak about when we speak of His 

holiness.  It is probably this aspect of God’s being that is being brought to the foreground as 

we proceed with the book of Revelation.  We are going to see satan cast down to earth, the 

two beasts and the harlot prosper and spoil mankind, God is holy and will not tolerate it, we 

will see that what lies behind the seals, trumpets and bowls is a God who is holy and who 

acts now, and will finally act decisively to end all sin.  When evil seems to flourish God’s holy 

being is trembling with anger and wrath at sin. 

 

‘Lord God Almighty’ is the LXX translation for the name LORD of Hosts.  This name indicates 

that God leads the armies of heaven, and that there is no resistance too strong for Him, He 

is Lord and He is Almighty.  This name communicates irresistible strength.  When evil seems 

to prosper it is not because God is weak but because He is allowing it to do so for His own 

good purposes, and when He needs to stamp it out, it will not be hard.   

 



‘Who was and is and is to come,’ is a designation that avoids Greek philosophical concepts 

of eternity which imply a lack of being.  Our God is eternal, He is Lord over time, the past, 

present and future are all within His reign.  Unlike creation He has no beginning and end; 

He is unfrustrated by what we count to be long or slow; He is not subject to time like we are 

but uses it as a tool.  So when evil seems to prosper, our God who is patient, to whom a 

1000 years seems like day, He is Lord over all time and will finally scrub creation of all evil.   

 

When you are suffering your view of how the universe is run will determine how you suffer.  

Do you see a holy, all powerful and eternal God pulling the strings and irresistibly pushing all 

of time to His good purposes? 

 

Through the eyes of the elders 

 

Whenever the creatures worship the elders respond, v9-11, ‘And whenever the living 

creatures give glory and honor and thanks to him who is seated on the throne, who lives 

forever and ever, 10 the twenty-four elders fall down before him who is seated on the 

throne and worship him who lives forever and ever. They cast their crowns before the 

throne, saying, "Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, 

for you created all things, and by your will they existed and were created."’  The elders a 

representation of the people of God echo the worship of the creatures with their own 

particular emphasis to add.  Firstly, they cast down their crowns.  Every good gift, including 

the good of sanctification and good works comes from above.  No flesh will be able to boast 

in His presence and say of anything we have that we deserved it or earned it.  We 

acknowledge His grace as the source of all things and cast down our crowns before Him. 

 

The worship of the elders delights in God’s deeds where the creatures seem to focus on who 

God is in Himself, reminding us that we worship God for who He is, apart from any actions, 

and also for what He does for all He does is perfect.  The elders use a politically incorrect 

title usually reserved for venerating Caesar, ‘Lord and God.’  And they declare that God is 

worthy to receive glory and honour and power because He is the creator, ‘for you created all 

things, and by your will they existed and were created.’  Everything that is exists by God’s 

creating it, that includes any enemy we face, the devil is God’s devil.  Everything exists 

because of God’s will, a will that is irresistible.  The existence of the devil is an argument for 

the final overthrow of satan for the One who created him has promised to judge him.  All 

things exist by His permission and power.   

 

How does this affect your view of the world as you suffer?  The God who hates sin and will 

judge it; the God is all powerful and nothing can stay His hand; the God who is Lord over 

time; the God who creates everything and by whose will anything exists.  This is the God 

who loves you, who rules the universe to His good ends, who allows evil for His purposes 

who has promised to put an end to evil and to reward our faithfulness—endure; overcome; 

be faithful; be holy.     

  

 

   



          


