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The Throne in Heaven 

1After 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, "Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this." 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[a] of God. 6Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal. 

 In the center, around the throne, were four living creatures, and they were covered with eyes, in front and in back. 7The 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."

What is heaven like?  What will we do there? 

Many answer these questions solely on the foundation of subjective thinking.  We are prone to think about heaven on the basis of what we want heaven to be at the moment.  For instance, I used to wonder whether I would play basketball in heaven and whether I would be able to dunk the ball with acrobatic flair. I wondered that because I loved to play basketball so much and I very much wanted to continue to play basketball for all of eternity.  

I am reminded of the old humorous story of the baseball player who one night was visited by an angel.  He immediately asked the angel who had come from heaven, “Is there baseball in heaven?”  The angel replied, “Well, I have some good news and some bad news.  The good news is, ‘Yes, there is baseball in heaven.’  The bad news is, ‘You are pitching tomorrow.’”

A few years after injuring a knee, I rarely play full court basketball.  And frankly, I do not miss it that much.  I no longer think that I would revel in playing basketball for all eternity.  I need something more profound, more fulfilling to keep me thrilled for all eternity.  What activity could fill every day for all eternity and still never become boring; always remaining a thrill?

We cannot be sure when we think about heaven on the basis of our own imaginative thoughts or other’s subjective experiences.  I do not know if there will be basketball, baseball, golf, quilting, martial arts, chess, knitting, or a host of other fun activities.  Indeed it would not surprise me if our creative God has all these in store for us and so much more.  But consider what we do know for certain about heaven; we know that God is an amazing creator and His heaven is perfect and complete with nothing lacking in it.  Heaven outstrips earth in beauty, mystery, splendor, joy and wonder.  God does not tell us everything about heaven that there is to know, but He graciously reveals much in His Word about heaven so that we can know more about this amazing place and eagerly yearn for it.  The Bible describes heaven as a place of beauty, a place of great activity, and extreme excitement and delight. We need to put away the idea that heaven is a place of inactive rest where we sit on a cloud with a harp in our hands all day!!  

What activity could fill every day for all eternity and still never become boring; always remaining a thrill?  In a word the answer is “worship”.  We are created to worship the One living and true God and nothing thrills a soul that has been awakened to God like authentic worship.  We will never grow tired of it for the God whom we worship is inexhaustible in His depth and riches.  We will always exult in Him for He is infinite in His pleasures and person.

Revelation 4 is one of those texts in which God pulls back the curtain and allows us to peek at the beauty of heaven and the activity that takes place there.  We learn that heaven is, first, the place of God’s presence and that the favorite activity of heaven is worship.  Everyone there loves to ascribe honor and praise to God.  He is so very amazing and wonderful.  

Some may immediately protest, “That is what I am afraid of.  I frankly do not like worship.  I find it very boring.  I’d rather be fishing or gardening or mowing the lawn. I cannot imagine an eternity of worship.”  You may be right about yourself.  If you do not love to worship God here on earth, you probably would not like heaven so much, for heaven is a God-centered place and if you do not possess a God-centered heart, heaven would not be heaven for you. Worship is boring to those who cannot see God and who do not know Him.  If you do not see God and know Him it is possible for you to delight in worship as your heart is made alive unto God through faith in Jesus. The problem is not that God is boring, it is that your heart is not able to see. The wonderful news of the Gospel is there is an answer for that problem: God promises to turn the heart of stone, a heart unable to see, into a heart of flesh for everyone who would trust in His Son, Jesus.  This is my prayer for you all – that you will come to know that real worship is the most thrilling activity we could ever know. We have much to learn from Revelation Chapter 4 that helps us to see the enjoyment of God in Heaven.

There are four principles we learn about worship:

The first is that true worship reflects on God’s sovereign majesty.
The second is that true worship refuels in unique community.

The third is that true worship rejoices in God’s holy perfection.
The fourth is that true worship responds in complete submission. 
True worship reflects on God’s sovereign majesty. This is to say that true worship is God-centered in its thoughts and meditation.  In true worship we do not reflect on our own person, plans, agenda, glory, goodness, or future.  Instead we are wholly taken up with God.  Worship drives us to think more about God and His power, might, perfection, goodness, and grace.

Verse 1 begins this way,

After 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, “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this.”
These two words, “after this,” tell us of a major shift in this Book of Revelation that John is recording.  We begin a new section of this book, but we want to look and discover how God, by His Spirit, is instructing John as he writes. Revelation 1:19 is key to understanding the rest of the book. In Chapter 1, Verse 19, we read John being given the instructions: 

“Write, therefore, what you have seen, what is now and what will take place later.”  
If we read the New American Standard translation, it says:

“…what will take place after this.”

Those same words, “after this,” that twice appear in Verse 1 of Revelation 4 are the same Greek words that appear in Revelation 4:1. What we have is an outline: “What you have seen” is Chapter 1; “What is now,” are Chapters 2 and 3; and “What is to come after this,” are Chapters 4 through 22.  We are now entering a whole new section of the book containing the events that take place “after this.”
The key to understanding Revelation is to know that beginning with Chapter 4, Verse 1, we are introduced to what will chronologically take place in the future. These events were future to John in 90 AD, but are they still future to us in the 21st century?  As we read and study those chapters we realize there has yet been nothing in the history of the world that has taken place between 90 AD and 2008 that would reflect that these things have already taken place. We consider these things that take place to be future for us as will. What follows from here forward are events that will occur at the end of the age.

“…after this.”  The logical question is: “After what?”  Upon giving a message to the seven churches that are representative of all churches and they have had time to respond, after the age that the church was God’s Kingdom in this world, these things take place. In between Chapter 3, Verse 22, and Chapter 4, Verse 1, there is an event that takes place that is often named “The Rapture of the Church.” This event is taught elsewhere in the Bible, i.e., John 14, I Thessalonians 4, I Corinthians 15, and Revelation 3, but from here on out the church is absent from this program that God is laying out about the future for the world. Interestingly, the church has been named nineteen times in the first three chapters of Revelation. From Chapter 4 on there is no mention of the church whatsoever. 
Conspicuously absent, for instance, especially in Revelation 13:9, when God says:  

“He who has an ear, let him hear,” 

and He stops there.  We have heard that phrase as we have studied Chapters 2 and 3, but that phrase always had a different ending. 

“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit has to say to the churches.”

Why does that ending not appear in Revelation 13:9? I believe He leaves off that phrase because the church is now in Heaven when the events in Revelation 13 occur.
John continues in Chapter 4, Verse 1,

After 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, “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this.”
A door is opened and at first John hears the voice that sounds like a trumpet. This has happened to John already in Chapter 1, Verse 10.  

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

Jesus was the One speaking in Chapter 1 and He continues to speak now. Note that John does not hear a trumpet, but a voice that sounds like a trumpet, clear and commanding and the Voice is a call to worship, “Come up here and I will show you . . .”  How wonderful that God invites us to worship Him; we who are sinners and dead in our trespasses, God invites us to worship Him. In this instance it is John who is invited but all through Scripture we see it is man who is invited to come and worship Him. 
But this is a special invitation to John to gain a peek into Heaven and how thankful we are that John records what he saw. See what he describes in Verse 2:

At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting on it. 

The key word in this chapter is “throne” and it appears ten times in this chapter alone.  The focus is not on the throne itself, but the One who is sitting on it. The throne is a symbol of God’s authority and sovereignty. God’s sitting on His throne emphasizes to us that God never vacates His place of rule and authority. The emphasis of this vision is upon God continuing to reign in sovereign majesty over all creation. No matter what happens on earth, God is on His throne and He is in complete control. He is always in charge – that is the message. How joyful that vision must have been to the saints living in the 1st Century; saints who had governments that were hostile to Him, governments that were persecuting them, imprisoning them, and putting some of them to death, to know that it is not Caesar sitting on the throne but it is God who has absolute power over all the   world. And how joyful it is to us today, in the midst of a world that seems to be unraveling economically, internationally; in so many ways a world that seems to be growing in a chaotic state, to know there is still a God who is sitting His Throne, who is ruling and reigning over the events that we experience here, on earth. Aren’t you glad that God is sitting on the Throne today?

Verse 3,

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

The big idea about God that emerges from this description is that God is a God of incredible beauty.  We do right to stop and stare at God in wonder when we worship Him.  Jasper is like a diamond.  Carnelian is a sparkling red ruby. True worship rests and meditates upon God’s beauty.   

While there may be some other symbols implicit in these two stones, I believe one of the purposes for this description is to encourage us to stop for a moment and consider the beauty of the Lord. We won’t be able to worship unless we stand still before Him. Stopping to stare is important to the enjoyment of the gem. Beauty needs quiet stillness to fully appreciate it. Without stillness, we become hurried and antsy and hurry is the death of worship. In your worship, do not rush quickly past God and give Him a swift glance as you pass Him by. He is much too beautiful for that and you will miss His beauty entirely. Take time. Stillness must precede our singing if we are to worship God in reflection on the beauty of His majesty. Psalm 62:1 & 2 says,


My soul [waits] in silence for God only; 

From Him is my salvation. 

2 He only is my rock and my salvation… 

In worship, we too often are eager to sing before we are silent and that strips us of our joy in worship. It strips us of the genuine delight that worship is to bring to us. So we sing songs, but we often do so not because we gain such a wonderful vision of God and His beauty that the song emanates and naturally flows from with our hearts, but we do so because someone has encouraged us to sing, and that is not what worship is to be about.  We first need to quietly reflect on the beauty of God’s sovereign majesty.  Only then will we truly rejoice in the worship of our great God.

Frankly, there have been times when I have resisted the Holy Spirit’s encouragement to stop and gaze upon the wonder of the Lord, and I am always poorer when I do. We need to cultivate a greater capacity to appreciate the glory of the Lord.
What is the window through which we can look to see God?  We certainly can see the power of God in general revelation; the created world of nature and the creativity of God through human instruments such as music and art.  We should slow down to consider God in these things, but the clearest window that God has given us to see Him is the window of sacred Scripture; the window of the Word of God.  The end goal of the study of the Bible is not knowledge, but the enjoyment of God in worship.  

The second principle about true worship is that true worship refuels in unique community.  While we do rightly worship God individually, true worship is energized by community.  God has designed that worshippers gather together for the purpose of praising Him.  In this way, He receives greater glory.  Look at Verse 4,
Surrounding 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. 

Who are these twenty-four elders?  You will be encouraged to know that I have discovered thirteen different views as to their identity.  I think that these elders are redeemed people who represent the redeemed people of God throughout time.  I believe that because of the white clothes and the crowns on their heads.  These were promised in Revelation 2-3 to the members of the church who were faithful. Furthermore, they are seated on thrones. They are reigning with God. They are not the center of the rule; they don’t have absolute power. We see that they will be worshipping, and falling down and casting their crowns, recognizing they have no authority in themselves. But, none the less, they are allowed to be on thrones around The Throne. We also saw in Chapters 2 and 3 that God promises to those who overcome the ability to rule and to reign with Him.   These twenty-four elders represent true worshippers from mankind who are gathered around the throne together for worship.

Who else is gathered at the worship service? We see the answer in Verses 6 and 7.

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

In the center, around the throne, were four living creatures, and they were covered with eyes, in front and in back. 7 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. 

Who are these four living creatures?  The emphasis is upon their liveliness not upon their creatureliness. Studying the Bible helps us understand who these living creatures are. Ezekiel had a similar vision in Chapter 1 of his book:
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, 

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. 

Who are these creatures? If we have the identity of the creatures that Ezekiel saw we will likely have the identity of the creatures in Revelation 4. In Ezekiel 10:15, these creatures are identified.

Then the cherubim rose upward. These were the living creatures I had seen by the Kebar River. 

We understand that the four living creatures are angels from Heaven, and notice how the 24 elders that represent redeemed mankind and the four living creatures representing the angels of Heaven relate to one another in Verses 9 and 10:

9 Whenever the living creatures give glory, honor, and thanks to him who sits on the throne and who lives for ever and ever, 10 the 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… 

They are involved together in worshipping God.  The principle that we need to draw out of this is: worship is a team sport! We don’t have God there with John worshipping individually as a private man-to-God expression of adoration, but what we do have is a group of people. Of course, it is right to worship God privately, but we must never think that private worship is sufficient in itself. God intends for us, His people, to come together to give Him praise.  Why is that?  It is because worship is not primarily about our private experience, and this is something we, 21st Century Americans, must need to learn. Too much teaching and too much expression has been so self-centered; it is about our private, personal experience. That is not what worship is about, but it is about the public acknowledgement of His glory. Christians in worship long for God to receive a public recognition. In private they recognize that He is worthy of such, but it is like a pot of water boiling up that causes us to say, “I must have others around me who recognize the greatness of this God who created me to know Him and who offers us His Son. We must express this together and we must long that the world would see this as well. This is who our God is. This is why Charles Wesley writes in this hymn:


O for a thousand tongues to sing my great Redeemer's praise,

the glories of my God and King, the triumphs of his grace!

I believe that is the expression of every true worshipper; not that I would give my voice, that is not enough. He is worthy for more than that – that just my voice would give Him praise. How great it is and how joyful it is to gather together on Sunday for corporate worship.

Corporate worship is important to us not because it gives some emotional high, but because it expresses our desire for all the world to acknowledge Jesus as King and Lord of all.  The angels long for God’s glory as well and the angels join believers in worship in heaven and the angels join believers on earth. We will see the angels during our worship in heaven.  The angels remain invisible during our worship on earth, but they are just as present. The psalmist was conscious of this when he wrote in Psalm 29:1:

Ascribe to the Lord, o mighty ones, ascribe to the Lord glory and strength.
He is calling upon the angels to invite them to our worship service. 

The third principle is: true worship rejoices in God’s holy perfection as described in Verse 8.
Each 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.” 

Notice the twenty-four elders’ response to the angels’ joy over God the Father’s holiness in Verse 9:

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

The angels brought into view to the twenty-four elders a clear perception of God’s perfection of His Holiness and it moved them to joyful worship.  The angels exulted God’s holiness; that is His otherliness, His uniqueness that sets Him apart from us. He is unique in His love, His righteousness, His power, His wisdom, His knowledge, His goodness, His eternality. We hearken back to Hannah in the Old Testament who exulted in God’s otherliness – His holiness when she prayed, in I Samuel 2:1-2:
Then Hannah prayed and said:  “My heart rejoices in the LORD; . . . for I delight in your deliverance. 

2 “There is no one holy like the LORD; there is no one besides you.” 

When the angels saw God’s unique holiness they had to give expression to their joy through worship. This is the same thing the angels did in Isaiah’s day when he also saw a similar scene. He records in Chapter 6, Verses 1-5:
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.”
Worshippers cannot worship in joy when we do not perceive God’s holiness and God’s perfection!  Isaiah first saw the Lord and then He worshipped. The angels saw the glory of the Lord and they worshipped.

Friends, if our worship life is dull we do not need jazzier music or more interesting worship forms to spice up our worship. The externals are not the problem. We need to see the Lord! How do we do that?  We have a hint in verse 5:

From 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. 

Lightning, rumblings and thunder: that takes us back to Mt. Sinai when we hear that same description when Moses receiving the Law and he was receiving God’s revelation and he is recording that revelation. The mountain shook with lightening and rumbling and thunder and the people stood in awe of God at the base of that mountain. How can we enter in to flashes of lightning, rumblings and thunder? I believe it is through the revelation of God, only we have the Revelation of God in a different form; through the living Word that presents to us the living Christ.
Notice, also, that present in this process of learning and being able to see the Lord in the midst of this worship service in Heaven is “the One with the seven spirits; that is the Holy Spirit of God. What we need is the Holy Spirit to quicken our soul through His Word so that we might see more of God.  We cannot see more of God because we want to. It must be a work of God’s Grace in giving us His Word, a work of God’s Grace in opening our hearts to the Word, and a work of God’s Grace that the Spirit of God would illumine our lives to the Word of God. Here is where we are becoming less and less able to worship because we devote less and less time to the Scriptures.

That should be a great concern for the church; not that we would be able to answer a doctrinal quiz, but because we are not able to worship when we loose our understanding of the Word of God. This is born out by an article by Brian Chapell, the president of Covenant Seminary. In the article he states that twenty years ago the seminary would give a Bible exam to men and women who were coming into the seminary. They found that two-thirds passed Bible test and one third failed. Today, giving the exact same test, one third pass and two-thirds fail. What does that tell us about what the church is doing for young people? It is telling us that the church is not teaching the Word of God to young people. Young people are not able to know the Word of God and they think they are worshipping God because there is jazzy forms and jazzy music, but if we don’t know God we aren’t worshipping. We are doing something else.
The last principle is that worship responds in complete submission.
Worship is not just about singing and praising. It is about a submission of a life. It is our response to Him. It is our commitment to His glory and not for our own glory but it is a consecration of our wills to His dominion.  It is a vow to love Him with all our soul in practical ways every day; to sing without life submission is hypocrisy of the greatest order.

At the end of Verse 10 and 11,

10 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.” 

They were given crowns as gifts of God’s grace as they overcame in this present world, but they know that they do not deserve to receive honor that the crown represents. It is a crown of grace and not of merit. When they stand before the One who is the being of merit, Who is worthy, they recognize it is silly to wear a crown. They realize they haven’t earned anything because God alone is worthy. Any bit of honor and glory they received, they realized that it must go back to Him. That is what worship does; it eschews the reception of personal glory and it takes all the personal glory and all the personal power we may have in this world, it doesn’t belong to us for our own purposes, it belongs to God. Worship says that God is worthy to receive all strength. We don’t make God stronger when we give Him our strength, but we worship Him when we give Him our strength. 
I do not claim to understand all that God is doing as He works through human history, but I know that everything that exists was created by God and for a specific purpose with His design in mind. He is in charge and He will accomplish His will.  I am glad that he created us with a purpose; that there is nothing by accident or without design.  The very purpose of our lives is to worship Him, and we connect to this eternal purpose of God when we admit that we have sinned against Him and we bow to the Lordship of Jesus, and we consecrate our lives to His service. Without Jesus we would not be able to stand in the presence of the Him. Do you know Jesus as your Savior and Lord?

An Englishman, William Temple explained worship this way, and I believe it is what we strive for:

“Worship is our submission of all our nature to God. It is the quickening of our consciousness by His holiness. It is the nourishment of our mind by His truth. It is the purifying of our imagination by His beauty. It is the opening of His heart to love and the submission of the will to His purpose. And all this, gathered up in adoration, is the greatest of human expressions of which we are capable.”
Do you know Him? 
