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Chapter 4 – Vision of God’s Throne in Heaven  
In Chapter 1, John saw in his vision the way in which Christ was intimately concerned for the life 
of the churches.  In Chapter 4, John was allowed to see in a new vision what it might look like in 
the heavenly realm.  The vision was meant to bring hope to a persecuted people.  Even if 
another lord appears to rule the world at present (more in Chapters 12 and 13) such a rule will 
only be temporary.  The God who appeared at the Exodus and made a covenant with Israel in 
thunder and lightning now appears in this vision.  In due time God will make himself known to 
all of creation.  Like Isaiah and Ezekiel before him, John describes the holy God who seems far 
removed and yet is ever-present and active.   
 
After giving John the letters to the angels, a door in heaven opens.  The opening of heaven was 
also a prelude to the vision seen by Ezekiel.  John uses the same phrase in the Spirit that he 
used in 1:10 and the first voice speaks once more as in 1:11.   
 
The experience of being in the Spirit leads John to the awareness of another space (heaven) 
where the throne of God is located.  The throne of God will play an important role in Revelation 
although heaven plays virtually no part in John’s vision of the New Jerusalem.  The throne is the 
dwelling of God, of the Spirit, and of the Lamb.   
 
We will notice today that many of these images come from the Old Testament.  This particular 
vision is closely tied to Ezekiel 1 and 10.  When we compare both visions we notice that John 
starts where Ezekiel ends.  Other Old Testament references can be found in Isaiah 6 and the 
great theophany at Mt. Sinai in Exodus 19.   
 
Interpretation of Images  
After this I looked is a phrase that usually signals the start of a new division of the narrative.  
Unlike the door into the kingdom (3:8) and the door into the heart (3:20) the door in the 
opening verse is a door into heaven through which John is invited to pass. 
 
John then tries to convey a set of images that seek to capture in words all that is before him.  
What John saw was like the luminous sparkling of precious stones.  Light was a common image 
by which God was described.  The twenty-four elders are there to worship and serve God.  
Some scholars say they represent the twenty-four orders of the Old and New Testaments (the 
twelve patriarchs and the twelve apostles).   
 
The four living creatures suggest four different aspects of nature: wild beasts, domesticated 
animals, human beings, and flying creatures.  One theory is that they function to express the 
will of God in all of creation.   



We see a very close resemblance to the vision found in Ezekiel 10:14.  Ezekiel reads: 
Each one had four faces: the first face was that of the cherub, the second face was that of a 
human being, the third that of a lion, and the fourth that of an eagle. 

 
In the New Testament the four evangelists are depicted by these same four symbols.  Matthew 
is associated with the winged man or the angel because his gospel focuses on the humanity of 
Christ.  The lion is related to St. Mark because his gospel emphasizes the majesty of Christ.  
Luke is associated with the ox because his gospel focuses on the sacrificial character of Christ.  
John is associated with the eagle because his gospel describes the incarnation of the divine 
Logos and the eagle is a symbol of that which comes from above.   
 
 

 
 
 
In Our Worship 
We use This is the Feast and Now the Feast and Celebration as our Hymn of Praise  
 
Chapter 5 – Vision of the Divine Scroll and the Lamb  
One part of the heavenly scene described in Chapter 4 now attracts John’s attention.  He sees a 
sealed scroll but grows concerned as the scene unfolds.  Who is worthy to open the scroll and 
break its seal?  Eventually he learns that the one who will open the seal is the Lion from the 
tribe of Judah.  In the midst of the worship and movement in heaven, John sees a Lamb bearing 
the marks of slaughter.  The Lamb comes to God and takes the scroll and when he opens it – it 
starts the crisis that will now be described in the chapters that follow.  The sealed scroll echoes 
Jeremiah 32:9-10 and Isaiah 29:11.   



The opening of this seal eventually reveals the prophecy of the apocalypse itself.  In light of 
what follows in the vision we assume that the book contained the story of judgment.   
 
Notice once more that before the Lamb came forward to take the scroll no one was found 
worthy in all of creation.  John was overwhelmed at the thought that God’s final action in 
history had to be postponed for want of a worthy mediator.  He burst into tears but the elder 
calmed him.  And then John saw the Lamb.  The Lion became the Lamb and when the Lamb 
grasped the scroll of history the whole of heaven burst into a song of praise.  It was a new song 
composed for this momentous occasion when a whole new order of reality was about to be 
instituted.   
 
The Lamb redeems people from the whole of humankind – past, present, and future – by this 
great and terrible payment.  The result is that they become God’s people and God’s priests.  
They share in God’s rule and they have access to his reign on earth.  It is necessary to break the 
seals in order to bring about the kingdom.   
 
Theology of Worship Found in Revelation 4 and 5  
God is the central focus  
It extols the character and nature of God  
It praises the works of God 
It is universal and all encompassing  
 
Chapter 6 – John Sees the Seals Opened  
The outburst of praise at the coming of the Lamb to open the book now provokes an outburst 
of a very different kind.  The four riders of the apocalypse come and the people experience 
conquest, war, famine, and death.  The coming of the Lamb (the Lion of the tribe of Judah) 
brings his wrath.  The reality of death and destruction will be seen by another vision in the next 
chapter of those who are sealed and those who will come through the great tribulation with 
integrity intact (even if they are not promised escape from the violence of an unjust world).   
 
The opening of the first four seals prompts a summons from one of the creatures around the 
throne and is a prelude to action.  The first four seals are related to one another and may well 
be inspired by Zechariah 1:7-17 and 6:1-8.  In Zechariah the four horses patrol the earth and are 
the four spirits of heaven.   
 
We take note of the colors of the horses.  White is associated with God or Christ and the 
followers of the Lamb.  The first horseman goes forth to conquer (to be like the Lamb). In the 
Gospel of John the conquest by Christ of the world is closely linked with the casting out of Satan 
(a process that comes to completion when Jesus declares – It is finished).  The cross is the 
moment when the Lamb opens the heavenly book of judgment and takes a place on the throne 
of glory.  Conquering comes through the victim.   
 
 



     The second horse has a more sinister role.  Its color  
     matches that of the dragon that persecutes the  
     woman in 12:3.  Whereas the first rider was given a  
     bow the second rider is given a sword.   
 
     The opening of the third seal heralds the rider on 
     the black horse.  In verse 12 we will hear that when 
     the sixth seal was opened the sun turned black  
     (verse 12).  The rider holds a pair of scales.  In other  
     places in the New Testament the word means for  
     scale a yoke or burden laid upon a person.   

 
In Chapter 18, wheat, olive oil, and wine will be listed among the foods traded by the 
merchants who had profited from the wealth of Babylon.   
 
The fourth creature summons a different rider whose horse’s color is rendered sickly pale 
which fits since the name of the rider, Death.  Elsewhere this color is used to describe scorched 
grass.   
 
The beginning of the end of the threads of society and civilization runs throughout this part of 
the vision.  Proper order will be reestablished in the New Jerusalem where no one will hunger 
or thirst and death will be destroyed.  Proper boundaries will be set.  The current order is under 
judgment and must be replaced by one with different values.   
 
The opening of the fifth seal ends the sequence in which the creatures summon the riders.  A 
different scene now confronts John.  He sees under the altar of the souls all those slaughtered 
for the word of God.  In Revelation  the soul is the essence of a person.  The souls under the 
altar are told to rest.   
 
Cataclysmic events accompany the opening of the sixth seal.  Within the context of Revelation 
these events are telling reminders of the risk that those who are stars (the angels of the 
churches) in the hands of the Son of Man may also find themselves falling from their exalted 
positions.  There is no release from judgment for any (rich and poor alike) who cave to the 
beast and who fail to practice the way of the king of Kings.  The reaction of the people is to hide 
but mountains and caves will prove utterly inadequate hiding places.   
 
Chapter 7 – Concerning Those Sealed and a Vision of the Great Multitude 
The opening of the seal in Chapters 5 and 6 mean the beginning of the judgment of God (the 
wrath of the Lamb).  In Chapter 7 there is hope for those who are sealed with God’s name and 
who have washed their robes in the blood of the Lamb.  Here we have an interlude between 
the opening of the sixth and the seventh seal.  The security of the faithful is set in contrast to 
the panic of the world.  Just prior to the great tribulation those who are faithful need to know 
that they will survive the ordeal.   
 



     The earth is pictured with an angel at each corner  
     holding back a deadly wind until the 144,000 can be  
     sealed.  The purpose of the seal is to mark out God’s  
     people so that they will be spared from the plagues  
     that are to come (Chapter 9).   
 
     This is similar to the time of the Exodus when the  
     tenth plague brought death to the firstborn of those  
     households not marked by blood over the door.   
 

The process of sealing is not discussed further.  John simply lists the twelve tribes of Israel from 
each of which twelve thousand are sealed.  The tribe of Dan is omitted.  The tribe of Ephraim is 
also omitted but it is referred to in an indirect way by the mention of Joseph who was the 
father of Ephraim.  It seems as if John intends to say that the twelve tribes of Israel are not to 
be taken literally but represents the fullness of the church (in Romans and Galatians and 
Philippians the church is seen as the new Israel).  Judah is named first although Reuben belongs 
in that position.  But remember that the Lamb came from the tribe of Judah.   
 
The vision has shifted from the dark time of the tribulation to the final victory which will be the 
ultimate reality.  The song they sing is not one of gratitude to God for their deliverance.  Instead 
it is a song of praise to God for his work of salvation.  In this case salvation involves more than 
just deliverance from the tribulation.   
 
The heavenly beings (the angels, the elders, and the four living creatures) have their own song.  
It is a seven-fold doxology of praise in which they heap (one upon another) the attributes of 
God.  Their suffering is now past.   
 
In Our Worship 
The Church’s One Foundation  
 
Chapter 8:1-5 
The opening of the seventh seal brings silence in heaven and stands in sharp contrast to the 
songs of praise John encountered in Chapter 7.  Silence is one characteristic of heaven and it is 
from the silence of God that the ultimate mystery comes.  Here it also heightens the 
anticipation of what is to follow.   
 
The first six seals represented events that will precede the beginning of the woes.  The time has 
now come for the breaking of the final seal when the book will be opened.  The breaking of this 
seal brings no immediate judgment.  In the silence there is a short period of preparation before 
the sounding of the first trumpet. The vision of the angel casting a censer on the altar conveys 
the truth that the judgments of God are about to come upon the world.   
 
 
 



Side Notes by Professor Craig Koester, Luther Seminary  
 
Revelation 4:1-11 is accompanied by John 17:1-5 (God the Creator) 
Although Revelation is usually seen as a book of destruction, God’s fundamental identity is that 
of Creator.  This scene anticipates the outcome of the book where God’s purpose culminates in 
a new creation.  The words holy, holy, holy and the images of casting down crowns by heaven’s 
glassy sea have inspired many of the hymns we use in worship.  Revelation functions rightly 
when it invites us into worship (when we add our voices to the song). 
 
Revelation 5:1-13 is accompanied by John 1:29-31 (Christ the Lamb) 
The death of Christ is the way that the power of God is unleashed.  It is the power of self-
sacrifice that builds God’s kingdom by redeeming people of every tribe and nation.  The Lamb is 
the primary way in which Christ is identified in Revelation.  Again songs break out in waves.  To 
sing worthy is Christ the Lamb who was slain or other songs about the Lamb is to join with the 
heavenly chorus in worship. 
 
Revelation 6:1-8 and 7:9-17 is accompanied by John 14:1-4 
The scenes of praise and celebration in the previous chapters give way to threatening visions.  
The idea is that the visions strip away the pretensions of security.  They point to the deep 
uncertainties that affect us all.  In the chapter the threats intensify until in 6:17 they ask – 
Who is able to stand? 
 
We might expect the final threatening vision to occur at that point but it does not.  Instead the 
threats are halted so that a promise can be given in Revelation 7.  John sees who can stand.  It 
is those who have been redeemed by the Lamb.  Being redeemed by the blood of the Lamb 
does not make the threats go away but it gives people the promise of life that allows them to 
stand in the face of the threats, confident that God’s purposes are ultimately for life.   
  
Next Session on February 8 
Chapters 8:6 through 12  

 


