Chapter Four

The Glorious Scene in Heaven!

With Revelation chapter four Jesus begins an entirely new phase of His revelation to mankind.  Up until now we could say that the message was contemporary.  The first century church was in serious need of exhortation and correction.  The battle was joined on Earth and Jesus was busily giving instructions to His troops.  We of the 21st century have been exhorted to hear and obey as well.  Now things change dramatically. 

Revelation 4
1   After these things I looked, and behold, a door standing open in heaven, and the first voice which I had heard, like the sound of a trumpet speaking with me, said, " Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after these things."


Several things in this verse alone are noteworthy:

“After this” refers to the vision John had in Chapter One.  In that first vision Jesus reveals Himself to John in all His Heavenly Glory.  Jesus then proceeds to give John detailed messages to seven actual churches that existed at that time.  We know from our reading of these messages that they were also intended for us and for the church of all times. John now receives a second vision.  

“ looked, and behold!!” In other words,  “ turned around to look and WOW!  John was startled by what he saw. According to J.B. Smith the word behold means “see for your own benefit” 

“Before me was a door standing open in Heaven” Not only is there a door, but it was “standing wide open.”  This is a clear invitation to enter.  Have you ever called from the other room, “the door’s open?” This type of event is rare.  Only one other time does it occur in Revelation.  

Revelation 19
11   And I saw heaven opened, and behold, a white horse, and He who sat on it is called  Faithful and True, and in righteousness He judges and wages war.

John, of course knew that from this spectacular event that God was about to reveal something about His glory.  Now please make a note in your mind about this point.  The book of Revelation is not for the purpose of giving us information that we need to obey.  In fact, with few exceptions, the information in this book will not be something we can act upon. It is “The Revelation of Jesus Christ”.  It is about His glory and everyone who draws near to Him in any meaningful way will soon know that. Ezekiel had such an experience as did Isaiah.

Ezekiel 1
1   Now it came about in the thirtieth year, on the fifth day of the fourth month, while I was by the river Chebar among the exiles, the heavens were opened and I saw visions of God.

“The first voice which I had heard,” John of course, is the writer here but who is the speaker?  John describes Him in no uncertain terms.  Apparently John recognized His voice from when He first spoke to him. In spite of the amplitude of the voice it was recognizable to John.  John knew Jesus.  Long before this day John had written: 

1 John 1
1That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched--this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. 2The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us.

Jesus Himself testified to our ability to recognize His voice when He said, 

John 10
1   "Truly, truly, I say to you, he who does not enter by the door into the fold of the sheep, but climbs up some other way, he is a thief and a robber. 
2   "But he who enters by the door is a shepherd of the sheep. 
3   "To him the doorkeeper opens, and the sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. 
4   "When he puts forth all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice.

Revelation 1
10On the Lord's Day I was in the Spirit, and I heard behind me a loud voice like a trumpet, 

”Like the sound of a trumpet” Now it is safe to say that trumpet are usually loud.  It is very difficult to blow a soft trumpet.  Besides they were often used to get everyone attention because certain information was about to follow.  

Exodus 19
16 On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, with a thick cloud over the mountain, and a very loud trumpet blast. Everyone in the camp trembled. 17 Then Moses led the people out of the camp to meet with God, and they stood at the foot of the mountain. 


Trumpets were used as military warnings.  They were alarms.  They reveal warnings to be heeded and actions to be taken. 

Joel 2
1 Blow the trumpet in Zion; 
sound the alarm on my holy hill. 
Let all who live in the land tremble, 
for the day of the LORD is coming. 
It is close at hand- 

Now what are we to make of such a thing?  In the midst of this chilling event and over the blast of the celestial trumpet John knows the one speaking to him and he hears Him command in no uncertain terms:

“Come up here!” This is an important phrase.  It makes a transition that has already been predicted.

Revelation 1
19   "Therefore write the things which you have seen, and the things which are, and the things which will take place after these things. 

Jesus is about to reveal future things to John and how does He begin?  He begins with a vision of His own Glory. 

Revelation 4
2At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting on it. 3And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian. A rainbow, resembling an emerald, encircled the throne. 4Surrounding the throne were twenty-four other thrones, and seated on them were twenty-four elders. They were dressed in white and had crowns of gold on their heads. 5From the throne came flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals of thunder. Before the throne, seven lamps were blazing. These are the seven spirits of God. 6Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal. 
7In the center, around the throne, were four living creatures, and they were covered with eyes, in front and in back. The first living creature was like a lion, the second was like an ox, the third had a face like a man, the fourth was like a flying eagle. 8Each of the four living creatures had six wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings. Day and night they never stop saying: "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come." 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."

My friends, I don’t know what exactly it is that you are most interested in as we study the Book of Revelation but let me return again to this point before we consider the rest of this 4th chapter. Whatever else we may know, it is meaningless if we do not see Christ.  We have all thought of the Rapture, the calling up of the church, but have you ever stopped to seriously ponder who is at the top of the escalator?  We do not merely “go to heaven!”  We enter into the presence of the Glory of God and who is worthy of such a thing?  Can we reflect on this seriously and not be overcome by our moral state before Him.  But let us not stop there.  Consider this as well: 

Romans 5
6You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. 


And again God says in His Word: 


Romans 5
8… God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 

Whatever else we will learn from here on out let this one thing be firmly fixed in our consciousness: This Revelation is of Jesus, the lover of our souls!
Hebrews 12
2Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 

Christ as we have said, is determined to reveal Himself to John and so to us as well.  What follows in the rest of this chapter is designed and calculated to have a certain effect on men.  The main question for us should be will it actually have that effect on us?  Will we see Christ or will we just see something we don’t understand?  


Revelation 4
2At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting on it. 3And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian. A rainbow, resembling an emerald, encircled the throne.

Let’s consider this appearance of Christ and ask some question as we do.  Unquestionably this revelation of Jesus is highly charged with symbolism.
· Can we understand the meaning behind these symbols?  
· Are such pictures used elsewhere in the Bible and can we know what they represent?  
The answer to both of these questions is a resounding yes.  Jesus is not interested in obscuring Himself but revealing Himself.  On the other hand He does not wish for us to learn of Him as if we were reading a newspaper article.  The Creator God is showing Himself to mankind.  Certainly this merits a spectacle that will not soon fade from our memories.    

Here are the key ingredients in the first six verses of Chapter Four:

· There is a Throne

· There is someone sitting on that Throne.

· There is a rainbow encircling the throne.  It is emerald like in appearance.

· There are 24 other thrones around the main one.

· There is someone seated on each of those 24 thrones.

· The 24 are dressed in white and have gold crown on their heads. 

· Lightening and thunder are coming from the main throne.

· In front of the throne 7 lamps are blazing

· Also in front of the throne is what appears to be a sea of glass. 

Thrones are for kings.  John does not name the person on the throne but we are not dense.  We know, as does every other living being that this is a king.  Not only that but He is a king in heaven.  It does not take great intellect to connect these dots.  This vision is for believers and anyone familiar with the Word of God will quickly recall the numerous times in which God has shown Himself on His throne. He reigns over all creation.

Isaiah 6

1 In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. 2 Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. 3 And they were calling to one another: 

"Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; 
the whole earth is full of his glory." 

4 At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke. 
5 "Woe to me!" I cried. "I 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 Almighty."

1 Kings 22
19 Micaiah continued, "Therefore hear the word of the LORD: I saw the LORD sitting on his throne with all the host of heaven standing around him on his right and on his left. 

Daniel saw Him this way as did Ezekiel.  Each of these men was struck down by the sight of the glorified Christ on the Throne of the Universe.  The word throne occurs 45 times in the book of Revelation.  It would be safe to say that this is a book about the rule of God over His creation.  We may safely conclude that the throne is the Throne of God and it is Christ who sits upon it.  Jesus told the church in Laodicea :

Revelation 3
21To him who overcomes, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne, just as I overcame and sat down with my Father on his throne. 

We know this is Jesus because He has already stated clearly that He alone is the declarer and revealer of God. 

John 1
18No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father's side, has made him known.

John describes Christ as having the appearance of two precious stones.  One is white[or clear] while the other is red.  Translations differ slightly as to what names to give these stones in English.  The Greek uses the words Jasper and Sardis.  By most accounts Sardis, named for the city in which it is most common, was a deep red ruby while jasper is described in Rev. 21:11 as being “crystal clear”.  

Jesus is said to be the “light of the world” in John’s gospel.  The flash of a brilliant diamond produces a light like no other in beauty.  

Some have suggested that the Ruby is intended to represent the blood of Christ, but there is another suggestion. Perhaps it portrays to the beholder the fiery wrath of God that is about to come upon the earth to consume it.  Add to this picture the thunder and lightening and I incline toward the latter view.  Both ideas could easily be intended in this glorious appearing of Christ.  

John MacArthur in his commentary suggests that “there is a possible further symbolism in the choice of these two stones.  The Sardis and the jasper were the first and last stones on the high priest’s breastplate (Ex. 28:17-20), representing the firstborn [Reuben] and the lastborn [Benjamin] of the twelve sons of Jacob. It may be that those stones depict God’s covenant relationship with Israel:  His wrath and judgment will not abrogate that relationship.  In fact, it is during the Tribulation that, largely through the zealous evangelistic efforts of the 144,000 (Rev. 7:3), “all Israel will be saved” (Rom. 11:26).  It is also possible the names of Reuben [“behold a son”] and Benjamin [“son of my right hand”] picture God the Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, sitting at His Father’s right hand in glory.”

There is a rainbow around the throne.  This may be one of the few comforting things John sees as he looks at this appearance of Christ in His glory.  According to Genesis God gave the rainbow as a sign.  Interestingly, the rainbow is to remind God and not man that He will never destroy mankind again from the earth.   

Genesis 9
13 I have set my rainbow in the clouds, and it will be the sign of the covenant between me and the earth. 14 Whenever I bring clouds over the earth and the rainbow appears in the clouds, 15 I will remember my covenant between me and you and all living creatures of every kind. Never again will the waters become a flood to destroy all life. 16 Whenever the rainbow appears in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and all living creatures of every kind on the earth." 
17 So God said to Noah, "This is the sign of the covenant I have established between me and all life on the earth."

The appearance of the rainbow here is a comfort.  God has not forgotten to remind Himself once more.  Judgment is about to fall upon the world but mankind will not be destroyed from the earth. 

There are 24 other thrones seen in a circle around the main throne. There have been several suggestions as to the identity of these thrones and their occupants.  They are: 

· The Church

· Israel

· Israel and the Church

· Angels

Starting with the last suggestion let’s do a process of elimination to determine the true identity.  Before we do that however we need to make an observation about the crowns on the heads of the elders.  There are two Greek words that can be translated “crown”.  One refers to a sovereign’s crown while the other refers to a victor’s crown. These were awarded at a judge’s seat and were usually made of leaves.  The crowns here are victor’s crowns but with a twist.  They are made of gold and are therefore distinguished from everyday “victor’s crowns”. 

· According to J.B. Smith, “They are not angels because angels are never spoken of as sitting on thrones nor as having crowns on their heads.”  Furthermore in the chronology of things the judgment of the angels comes later than this.  This passage is to be taken in chronological order because there is no good reason not to.  This is one or our principles of hermeneutics.   

· They do not represent Israel because neither thrones nor crowns were ever promised to Israel or groups representing her, either in the Old or New Testament.”  We will see later that there is an allusion to the priesthood of the Old Testament but it still seems unlikely that Israel is in view here because of what we have just stated and because of the events that are about to take place in the later chapters.  The main thrust of the rest of the book involves Israel and she is plainly on the Earth. 

· The elimination of the other two possibilities leaves us with the church.  While there is little of no evidence to connect angels or Israel with these elders there is a great deal that would identify them as the church.  Here are some of them. 

· White garments are the commonly promised dress of the church. 

Revelation 3
5He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out his name from the book of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels. 


Revelation 3
18I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. 

Revelation 19
    8Fine linen, bright and clean, 
     was given her to wear." (Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of the saints.) 

· The ones sitting on the 24 thrones are called “Elders”.  The term elder is never used of angels. It was in fact the highest position of spiritual leadership in the Church. 

1 Peter 5
1To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder, a witness of Christ's sufferings and one who also will share in the glory to be revealed: 

Titus 1
5The reason I left you in Crete was that you might straighten out what was left unfinished and appoint elders in every town, as I directed you.



· The “24 Elders” seems to parallel the 24 courses of priests that we find in the Old Testament.  At first glance this would appear to favor the idea that they represent Israel.  It was certainly God’s intention that this be so but the granting of this particular blessing was conditional. 

Exodus 19
5 Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, 6 you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.' These are the words you are to speak to the Israelites."

Notice that Israel was required to obey God and keep His covenant.  Two things they never did.  The priesthood was organized around 24 courses or service in I Chronicles 24.  Each group served continuously in the temple before the Lord.  These were the priests and their presence in the temple was for the purpose of worship and service. They were always to be in the presence of God.  Now the New Testament tells us in I Peter that Israel rejected her high position when she rejected her God and Messiah: 

1 Peter 2

4As you come to him, the living Stone--rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him-- 5you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 6For in Scripture it says: 
   "See, I lay a stone in Zion, 
       a chosen and precious cornerstone, 
   and the one who trusts in him 
       will never be put to shame." 7Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe, 
   "The stone the builders rejected 
       has become the capstone, " 8and, 
   "A stone that causes men to stumble 
       and a rock that makes them fall."  They stumble because they disobey the message--which is also what they were destined for. 
9But you [emphatic in Greek] are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His wonderful light.

By so saying Peter describes how the priesthood of Israel rejected their Messiah and how the church has now stepped into this role.  Now this is a very important point.  The Church did not become Israel and inherit all the promises God made to her.  If that were true then the whole point of the Book of Revelation is lost. The church has not become Israel.  What Peter clearly teaches is that Israel spurned her Messiah who was the whole purpose behind the priesthood in the Old Testament.  The Priesthood and the sacrifices were never given to take away sin. They were given to point Israel to their Messiah.  Israel fell in love with her religion not with her God.  

Romans 3
19Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. 20Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.

Hebrews 10

Christ's Sacrifice Once for All 

1The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming--not the realities themselves. For this reason it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect those who draw near to worship. 2If it could, would they not have stopped being offered? For the worshipers would have been cleansed once for all, and would no longer have felt guilty for their sins. 3But those sacrifices are an annual reminder of sins, 4because it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins. 
5Therefore, when Christ came into the world, he said: 
   "Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, 
       but a body you prepared for me; 
    6with burnt offerings and sin offerings 
       you were not pleased. 
    7Then I said, 'Here I am--it is written about me in the scroll-- 
       I have come to do your will, O God.' "[1] 8First he said, "Sacrifices and offerings, burnt offerings and sin offerings you did not desire, nor were you pleased with them" (although the law required them to be made). 9Then he said, "Here I am, I have come to do your will." He sets aside the first to establish the second. 10And by that will, we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. 
11Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. 12But when this priest had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God. 13Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool, 14because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy.

God is now poised to judge Israel and bring her to repentance but the priesthood has been given to the church. To the Church God says in Hebrews: 

Hebrews 10
19Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, 20by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body, 21and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 22let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water. 23Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful.

The church became the possessors of the promise of God because Israel spurned it.  God will bring her to repentance because she belongs to Him.  In fact that is what we are about to witness here in Revelation but the blessing of intimacy with God through Christ has gone to the Church. 

Romans 9

30What then shall we say? That the Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have obtained it, a righteousness that is by faith; 31but Israel, who pursued a law of righteousness, has not attained it. 32Why not? Because they pursued it not by faith but as if it were by works. They stumbled over the "stumbling stone." 33As it is written: 
   "See, I lay in Zion a stone that causes men to stumble 
       and a rock that makes them fall, 
   and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame."[
· These “throne sitters” are said to have “crowns of gold on their heads”.  The church alone is promised crowns.  

1 Corinthians 9
25Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever. 

2 Timothy 4
8Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day--and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing. 

James 1
12Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him. 


1 Peter 5
4And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away. 

Smith points out that besides these elders, only Christ appears with a golden crown on His head. 

Revelation 14
14I looked, and there before me was a white cloud, and seated on the cloud was one "like a son of man" with a crown of gold on his head and a sharp sickle in his hand.

Final thoughts on the identity of the elders:  
· They appear 3 more times in Revelation.  Besides seeing them at the very beginning of this period of time John also sees them in the middle when the 144,000 are sealed.

Revelation 7
11All the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures. They fell down on their faces before the throne and worshiped God.

· They also appear in heaven with God in the middle of the outpouring of wrath in chapter eleven and briefly in Chapter 14 as well. 

Revelation 11
16And the twenty-four elders, who were seated on their thrones before God, fell on their faces and worshiped God, 

· 
Finally they appear at the end of the tribulation period.  They are still in heaven with Christ as He prepares to open heaven and return to earth to put an end to all sin and evil rebellion. 

Revelation 19
4The twenty-four elders and the four living creatures fell down and worshiped God, who was seated on the throne. And they cried: 
   "Amen, Hallelujah!"

These 24 are always in heaven, they are always with Christ.  They are there at the beginning of the Tribulation, in the middle and at the end.  Considering all this, we will have to conclude that The 24 Elders represent the Church in heaven.  There, they worship Him, serve Him and reign with Him.  

There is the Throne itself:  The throne has been mentioned in verse 2 but neither it or its occupant are described there.  In verse 5 we learn a little more about the main throne in this scene.  

Revelation 4
5From the throne came flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals of thunder. Before the throne, seven lamps were blazing. These are the seven spirits of God. 6Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal.

We should be reminded at this point that God is preparing to judge Israel.  The Church is now in heaven with God.  She is redeemed, purified, glorified, rewarded and is now in the act of worshipping and adoring Christ.  Israel on the other hand is on the earth and God is preparing to conclude His 70th week as seen in Daniel and bring Israel to repentance and faith in Him.  This is not the first time that God has announced His intentions and desires to Israel collectively.  

Exodus 19
16 On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, with a thick cloud over the mountain, and a very loud trumpet blast. Everyone in the camp trembled.

The Psalmist was familiar with this appearance of God.  Israel knew what this type of display was about.  God was preparing to speak and act and the world is being called to give heed. 

Psalm 77
18 Your thunder was heard in the whirlwind, 
your lightning lit up the world; 
the earth trembled and quaked.

John noticed “seven lamps” before the throne.  These are identified for us as the “seven spirits of God”.  This phrase can also be rendered “The sevenfold Spirit”.  We see this same description in Chapters 1 and 3.  

Revelation 1
4Grace and peace to you from him who is, and who was, and who is to come, and from the seven spirits.
Revelation 3
1"To the angel of the church in Sardis write:
These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars.

There is some dispute about the exact identity of these spirits.  If indeed we translate this as “the sevenfold Spirit” it would be very reminiscent of the Old Testament descriptions of the Holy Spirit offered by Isaiah and Zechariah

Zechariah 4
1 Then the angel who talked with me returned and wakened me, as a man is wakened from his sleep. 2 He asked me, "What do you see?" 
I answered, "I see a solid gold lampstand with a bowl at the top and seven lights on it, with seven channels to the lights. 3 Also there are two olive trees by it, one on the right of the bowl and the other on its left." 
4 I asked the angel who talked with me, "What are these, my lord?" 
5 He answered, "Do you not know what these are?" 
"No, my lord," I replied. 
6 So he said to me, "This is the word of the LORD to Zerubbabel: 'Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,' says the LORD Almighty.. 


Isaiah 11
2 The Spirit of the LORD will rest on him- 
the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, 
the Spirit of counsel and of power, 
the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the LORD 

[There are seven descriptions of the Holy Spirit in this verse]

If,  on the other hand, we keep the translation we have in the NIV “the seven spirits” we also have some very attractive options.  These seven spirits have now been mentioned 3 times and each time they are before the throne of God.  They will be mentioned once more in Chapter 5 in exactly the same way. 

Revelation 5
6Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders. He had seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth.

In chapter five they are said to be,  “sent out into all the earth”.  This is the last mention of them with this description. In chapter 8 and verse 2 we come to another defining moment in the prophecy.  

Revelation 8
1When he opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour. 
2And I saw the seven angels who stand before God, and to them were given seven trumpets. 
3Another angel, who had a golden censer, came and stood at the altar. He was given much incense to offer, with the prayers of all the saints, on the golden altar before the throne. 4The smoke of the incense, together with the prayers of the saints, went up before God from the angel's hand. 5Then the angel took the censer, filled it with fire from the altar, and hurled it on the earth; and there came peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning and an earthquake.

The description of the seven angels in this chapter strongly implies that we already know about them.  They are said to be…you know…the ones standing before God.  They are given seven trumpets and we will soon discover why.  In the meantime, another angel is given a golden censer and after offering the prayers of the saints to God he unleashes a terrifying judgment upon the earth.  

I believe that the “seven spirits of God” are best understood in their most literal sense.  They are seen in the first 5 chapters standing before God.  They are identified more precisely in chapter 8 just before they begin to unleash the trumpet judgments upon the earth.  We know that angels are indeed spirits.  They are not physical beings.  We know that the word “angel” also means messenger or one sent to do the bidding of another.  We see them acting in that role in chapter 8.  The seven spirits are most probably the seven angels of Chapter Eight. 

Revelation 4
6Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal.

This is a case where we can clearly understand this “sea” in a metaphorical sense.  In the first place it is said to “look like a sea of glass”.  Revelation 21:1 says that there is no sea in heaven. What we do have is a description of glorious light and brilliance.  Moses saw a very similar vision just before heading up the mountain to receive the tablets of the law.  

Exodus 24
9 Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and the seventy elders of Israel went up 10 and saw the God of Israel. Under his feet was something like a pavement made of sapphire,  clear as the sky itself. 11 But God did not raise his hand against these leaders of the Israelites; they saw God, and they ate and drank. 
12 The LORD said to Moses, "Come up to me on the mountain and stay here, and I will give you the tablets of stone, with the law and commands I have written for their instruction."

Ezekiel saw a vision of God that had something like this as well.  This expanse is something that goes along with the Glory, and spectacle of God.  

Ezekiel 1
22 Spread out above the heads of the living creatures was what looked like an expanse, sparkling like ice, and awesome.

There is never given any explanation for this sea.  It is just a display of glory that accompanies God in heaven.  On the other hand John does give some special attention to the “Four Living Creatures”.  

Revelation 4
7In the center, around the throne, were four living creatures, and they were covered with eyes, in front and in back. The first living creature was like a lion, the second was like an ox, the third had a face like a man, the fourth was like a flying eagle. 8Each of the four living creatures had six wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings. Day and night they never stop saying: "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come."

This is not the first time in Scripture that these creatures have been seen.  Although every description is not identical they are nevertheless almost certainly the same creatures. The most obvious place for us to look in order to gain more insight is the book of Ezekiel.  

Ezekiel 1
4 I looked, and I saw a windstorm coming out of the north-an immense cloud with flashing lightning and surrounded by brilliant light. The center of the fire looked like glowing metal, 5 and in the fire was what looked like four living creatures. In appearance their form was that of a man, 6 but each of them had four faces and four wings. 7 Their legs were straight; their feet were like those of a calf and gleamed like burnished bronze. 8 Under their wings on their four sides they had the hands of a man. All four of them had faces and wings, 9 and their wings touched one another. Each one went straight ahead; they did not turn as they moved. 
10 Their faces looked like this: Each of the four had the face of a man, and on the right side each had the face of a lion, and on the left the face of an ox; each also had the face of an eagle. 11 Such were their faces. Their wings were spread out upward; each had two wings, one touching the wing of another creature on either side, and two wings covering its body. 12 Each one went straight ahead. Wherever the spirit would go, they would go, without turning as they went. 13 The appearance of the living creatures was like burning coals of fire or like torches. Fire moved back and forth among the creatures; it was bright, and lightning flashed out of it. 14 The creatures sped back and forth like flashes of lightning. 
15 As I looked at the living creatures, I saw a wheel on the ground beside each creature with its four faces. 16 This was the appearance and structure of the wheels: They sparkled like chrysolite, and all four looked alike. Each appeared to be made like a wheel intersecting a wheel. 17 As they moved, they would go in any one of the four directions the creatures faced; the wheels did not turn about as the creatures went. 18 Their rims were high and awesome, and all four rims were full of eyes all around. 
19 When the living creatures moved, the wheels beside them moved; and when the living creatures rose from the ground, the wheels also rose. 20 Wherever the spirit would go, they would go, and the wheels would rise along with them, because the spirit of the living creatures was in the wheels. 21 When the creatures moved, they also moved; when the creatures stood still, they also stood still; and when the creatures rose from the ground, the wheels rose along with them, because the spirit of the living creatures was in the wheels. 
22 Spread out above the heads of the living creatures was what looked like an expanse, sparkling like ice, and awesome. 23 Under the expanse their wings were stretched out one toward the other, and each had two wings covering its body. 24 When the creatures moved, I heard the sound of their wings, like the roar of rushing waters, like the voice of the Almighty, like the tumult of an army. When they stood still, they lowered their wings. 
25 Then there came a voice from above the expanse over their heads as they stood with lowered wings.

In the passage above we have a more detailed description.  Ezekiel tells us that each one had four faces while John only notices a particular face on each one.  John like Ezekiel [Ezk. 1:18] notices the eyes.  They are attendants to God and not divine themselves but the eyes could well symbolize the omniscience of God on His throne. 

They have six wings in John’s vision.  Ezekiel mentions but four.  Isaiah on the other hand describes them as having six wings when he saw them before the throne of God. 

Isaiah 6

1 In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. 2 Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. 3 And they were calling to one another: 

"Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; 
the whole earth is full of his glory." 

4 At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke.

Ezekiel sees them again in chapter ten of his book and they are remarkably similar to John’s vision and Ezekiel’s description of them in chapter one.  In chapter ten Ezekiel identifies them as Cherubim, a special order of angel that are always seen in the presence of God. [Gen. 3:24; I Kings 6:23-28]  Satan himself was said to be “the anointed cherub who covers” [Ezekiel 28:14]  

From all of this we can make some basic conclusions about these beings.  

· They are living spirit beings who dwell in the presence of God for the purpose of worship and protection. 

· They are called Cherubim by Ezekiel and Seraphim by Isaiah.  In each case they are distinguished from ordinary angels.  Some speculate that these are two names for the same creatures but this is not possible to prove. 

· Their worship is continual.

· They appear awesome and powerful. 

In describing them John MacArthur states that, “Ezekiel’s description appears incomprehensible, almost incoherent, as he struggled to make sense out of the spectacular, supernatural scene that he witnessed.  Both Ezekiel’s description and that in Revelation 4 describe what could be called the divine war machine ready to unleash judgment.”

The worship of the elders on the 24 thrones is closely related to the activity of these 4 creatures.  Whenever they worship so do the elders. 
Revelation 4
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 living creatures focus their praise and worship upon the being of God.  He is worshiped as omnipotent and eternal.  It is His nature and essence that is in view.  Their worship triggers the worship of the elders.

The elders begin by ascribing worth to God.  This is the essence of all authentic worship and springs from our own sense of unworthiness.  The elders continue to give glory to God as the creator of all things.  

We will encounter these 24 elders six more times in Revelation.  Each time we will find them prostrate before God in worship.  They gladly surrender their “victor’s crowns” which God Himself has rewarded them with.  Their focus is continually on Christ and not upon themselves.  They are the example of how worship should be conducted in the church on earth.  It is Christ alone who deserves all worship and praise.  In heaven it will finally be so.  On Earth we must struggle to even approach the ideal.   

The great and awesome God, creator of all things is therefore the only one fully qualified to judge His creation.  As chapter four closes we see Him poised to take the scroll in chapter five and begin the final judgment upon all mankind.  He is worthy and the judgment will be just.  
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