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Revelation: Four Views, Chapter 4 

William Edward Nation / General 

Revelation: Four Views  

  

Revelation 4:1-11 

The Throne-Room Vision (vs.1-3) 

Revelation 4:1 “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.””  

What does John see and hear in 4:1? 

4:1 - After this -Following the letters to the seven churches, the scene shifts 

to heaven   

An open door  

Come up here - John is summoned to the presence of God. Presumably, he 

went in a visionary state, not literally  

Revelation 4:2 “At once I was in the Spirit, and behold, a throne stood in heaven, 

with one seated on the throne.”  

What do you think John means by being in the Spirit? 

4:2 - In the Spirit - John was about to receive revelation from God  

What is the significance of a throne? 

4:2 - A throne stood in heaven - The key word in this chapter is throne; it is 

used fourteen times. In fact, this is the key word in the entire book, appearing 

forty-six times. 
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Revelation 4:3 “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.”  

What do you think is the significance of these various stones? 

Jasper - brown, yellow or reddish colors 

Carnelian - reddish orange, yellow orange, orange brown 

John is trying to describe God and His glory by using human terms  

See Revelation 21:18-21 

Historicist  

Matthew Henry writes:  

 John is given a vision intended to call attention to the sovereignty of God over 

history and the unique privilege of Christ to unfold the future. 

Preterist  

By being caught up to heaven, and seeing the throne of God, John is treated to a 

vision comparable to that theophany in the first chapter of Ezekiel. Thus the 

throne of God, and God upon it, are depicted in both places. There is a 

similarity, also, in the import of Ezekiel’s and John’s prophecies, in that the 

former devotes the first half of his book to prophecies related to the judgment 

of Jerusalem, which is also the subject of John’s Apocalypse. The only 

difference being that Ezekiel’s visions concerned the first destruction of 

Jerusalem, in 586 BC, by the Babylonians, whereas John foresees the second 

destruction, in AD 70, administered by the Romans. Both prophets see these 

disasters as having God as their Author, who sits enthroned on a throne of 

sovereignty and of judgment.  

Futurist  

This passage marks one of the major turning points in the book of Revelation.  

To the dispensational view, after this, or, more literally, “after these things” 

https://www.logos.com/
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Re4.3
https://ref.ly/logosref/BibleESV.Re21.18-21


Page 3.  Exported from Logos Bible Software, 11:30 AM September 28, 2022. 

means after “the things of the church,” or “after the church age.” Thus the 

material in Revelation after this point will be fulfilled after the church is gone.  

Some believe that John’s transportation to heaven may be viewed as a type of 

the Rapture of the church, and the mention of a voice . . . like a trumpet (v. 1) 

here may recall the language of the Rapture passages in 1 Corinthians 15:51–54 

(which refers to “the last trumpet”) and 1 Thessalonians 4:16–18 (which refers to 

the “voice of the archangel and the trumpet of God”). Dispensational futurists 

note that the church is not seen hereafter on the earth—only in heaven (7:9–17).  

Those futurists who reject the dispensational view do not place the Rapture of 

the church here, but they agree with the dispensationalists that the future 

Tribulation is the subject matter of the following chapters (4–19). 

“The church,” conceived as a global entity, is mentioned nowhere in 

Revelation—either before or after chapter 4. They further note that the terms 

“saints” (5:8; 8:3–4; 11:18; 13:7–10; 14:12; 15:3; 16:6; 17:6) and “redeemed” (5:9; 

14:3–4) are indeed (contr. Walvoord) “terms which are characteristic of the 

church, the Body of Christ,” when found elsewhere throughout the New 

Testament. 

Idealist  

To those who divide the book into seven segments, this verse is the beginning of 

section 2 or Act 2. The opening words, After these things (v. 1), do not mean 

“This is what will happen next,” but rather, “This is the vision I saw next.” The 

entire church age, depicted from an earthly standpoint in chapters 1 through 3, 

will now be viewed again—this time from a heavenly viewpoint.  

John is again said to be in the Spirit (v. 2). This probably means that he was not 

bodily removed from Patmos, but that he was given spiritual vision into the 

heavenly courts. His view of God’s throne (v. 2) reassured the persecuted 

churches that, despite their difficulties, God was still (and always is) in ultimate 

control of the situation.  

The Inhabitant of the throne is likened to jasper (v. 3), which is elsewhere said 

to be clear as crystal (21:11), and is otherwise unknown. Probably a diamond is 
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intended, representing the purity of God on His throne. The sardius (or 

carnelian) stone is red, calling to mind God’s avenging wrath. The green of an 

emerald is here the principal color of the rainbow, a symbol of God’s mercy or 

grace (Gen. 9:12–15). 

Application  

 No matter what may happen on earth, God is on His throne.  

God is in complete control worthy to be worshiped. 

The Twenty-Four Elders (vs.4-5) 

Revelation 4:4 “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.”  

What does John see around the throne and how does he describe them? 

Twenty -four thrones and twenty -four elders in garments of white with golden 

crowns 

Revelation 4:5 “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,”  

What do you suppose is the meaning of the lightning and thunder? 

See Exodus 19:16-20 

What is meant by the seven spirits of God? 

Historicist  

Without attempting to identify the twenty-four elders (v. 4), Adam Clarke 

suggests that the image may be taken from the smaller Sanhedrin at Jerusalem, 

which was composed of twenty-three elders. Barnes speaks for many other 

expositors of this school when he recognizes in the twenty-four elders “the 

church triumphant—redeemed—saved—as rendering praise and honour to God; 
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as uniting with the hosts of heaven in adoring him for his perfections and for the 

wonders of his grace.”  

Clarke believes (see note at 1:4) that the seven spirits  (v.5) are angels, thinking 

it inappropriate that the Holy Spirit be designated as seven in number.  

Matthew Henry, however, agrees with the majority in identifying the seven 

spirits (v.5) with the Holy Spirit, but he explains the numerical problem by 

appealing to the “various gifts, graces and operations of the Spirit of God in the 

[seven] churches of Christ.”  

Preterist  

Jay Adams does not follow the apparent majority in seeing the twenty-four 

elders (v. 4) as representing the church (e.g., David Clark), or “the 

representative assembly of the Royal Priesthood, the Church.” Nor does he 

follow others in seeing them as angels, since they are distinguished from angels 

throughout chapters 5 and 7. Instead, he follows Pieters in suggesting:  

The twenty-four elders probably do not represent any particular group. . . . They 

are included to complete the picture of the heavenly court. . . .  

The lightnings, thunderings and voices (v. 5) recall Mount Sinai, where God 

first established His covenant with Israel. Similar phenomena are mentioned 

here to suggest the end of that covenant and its replacement with another. The 

writer of Hebrews (citing Hag. 2) likened the overthrow of the first covenant 

(publicly demonstrated by the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in AD 

70) to the time of its establishment at Sinai, but the latter would be 

accompanied by even more fearful phenomena (Heb. 12:18–29).    

Futurist  

Ladd and Mounce both understand the elders to be angels, not human. Mounce 

describes them as “an exalted angelic order who serve and adore God as the 

heavenly counterpart to the twenty-four priestly and twenty-four Levitical 

orders (1 Chron. 24:4; 25:9–13) functioning both in the royal and the priestly.”  
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The majority opinion among dispensationalists (e.g., Gaebelein, Ryrie, 

Walvoord, Lindsey, and others) identifies the twenty-four elders as the New 

Testament saints, who were raptured into heaven (in v. 1).  

Their presence before the throne of God, prior to the unleashing of the various 

tribulation judgments, is seen as proof of a pretribulational Rapture. Hal Lindsey 

sees a further indicator that the church has been raptured at this point in the 

fact that the seven lamps of fire (v. 5), which were the seven churches on earth 

in chapter 1 (v. 20), are now before the throne in heaven. Ryrie and Walvoord 

do not follow Lindsey in this, rather tending to see the seven lamps and seven 

spirits as representing the Holy Spirit.    

Idealist  

The twenty-four elders (v. 4) are the “celestial representatives” of all the 

redeemed, glorified and enthroned, who worship continuously. Their white 

robes symbolize their purity. Their crowns suggest “victory and joy, not political 

authority”. Leon Morris agrees, but specifies that they are angelic 

representatives of the whole body of the faithful. The number twenty-four 

recalls the twelve patriarchs and the twelve apostles (brought together in Rev. 

21:12–14), and therefore suggest the redeemed of both the Old and the New 

Testament times.  

The number twenty-four also recalls the priesthood, which was divided in 

David’s time into twenty-four courses for logistic reasons (1 Chronicles 24). 

Since these elders do priestly functions—like burning incense (5:8)—they depict 

the church in its character as a “royal priesthood” (1 Pet. 2:9). 

Lightnings, thunders, and voices (v. 5) describe the fearsome power of God, 

and possibly His sovereignty over the forces of nature. The seven lamps, 

identified with the seven Spirits of God, represent the Holy Spirit.   

Application 

God is sovereign and is the Judge of all creation. 

Heaven is an active and noisy place. 
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The Four Living Creatures (vs.6-11) 

Revelation 4:6-11 “and before the throne there was as it were a sea of glass, like 

crystal. And around the throne, on each side of the throne, are four living 

creatures, full of eyes in front and behind: 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. 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!” And whenever the living creatures give glory and honor 

and thanks to him who is seated on the throne, who lives forever and ever, 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.”  

What does John see before the throne in 4:6 and what do you think it represents? 

A sea of glass like crystal 

How does John describe the four living creatures 4:6b-8a? 

Full of eyes in front and behind and within 

Each of them had six wings  

The first like a lion 

The second like an ox 

The third with the face of a man 

The fourth like an eagle in flight 

See Isaiah 6:1-3 and Ezekiel 1:4-14 

What are the four living creatures saying in 4:8? 

Praising God 
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What do the twenty- four elders do in response to the the praising of the four 

living creatures in 4:9-11? 

They cast their crowns before the throne and praise and worship God. 

  Historicist  

Albert Barnes points out that “it was not unusual for the thrones of monarchs to 

be supported by carved animals of various forms, which were designed 

undoubtedly to be somehow emblematic of government—either its stability, 

vigilance, boldness or firmness. Thus Solomon had twelve lions carved on each 

side of his throne.” (1 Kings 10:20)  

In the case of God’s throne, the creatures are not carved, but living creatures 

(v. 6). The rabbis said that the lion (v. 7) was chief of wild beasts, the ox (calf) 

the chief of domestic beasts, the eagle the chief of birds, and man the chief of 

all “intellectual creatures.”  

Elliott reminds us of the appearance of similar creatures in Ezekiel 1 and 10, and 

thus identifies them with an order of angels, even identifying them with the 

seraphim of Isaiah 6, “for they are symbolized as burning lamps of fire . . . to 

identify them with the Seraphim, or burning ones, seen beside the throne by 

Isaiah.”  

Barnes thinks “they are symbolical beings designed to furnish some 

representation of the government of God—to illustrate, as it were, that on which 

the divine government rests, or which constitutes its support—to wit, power, 

intelligence, vigilance, energy.” By contrast, Adam Clarke thinks the four 

creatures may represent the whole of creation. Matthew Henry thinks they 

signify the ministers of the gospel as the twenty-four elders signify the whole 

church.  

In that they cast their crowns before the throne (v. 10), they acknowledge His 

authority as the source of their own.   

Preterist  
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 David S. Clark sees the four living creatures (v. 6) as “angels, or archangels 

around the throne.” Chilton identifies them with Ezekiel’s cherubim (Ezekiel 1 

and 10). Adams, in apparent agreement, says the creatures, like the twenty-four 

elders, are neither angels nor men, since they . . . are distinguished from both in 

chapters 5 and 7.  

Chilton compares the four faces of the living creatures with “the middle signs in 

the four quarters of the Zodiac,” namely, Leo (the lion), Taurus (the bull, or 

calf), Aquarius (the man), and Scorpio. He explains that a figure of an eagle was 

used for Scorpio in ancient times. As the heavens declare God’s glory, he says, 

so do these continually.  

Futurist  

The sea of glass (v. 6) is the heavenly model for the “molten sea” (laver) in 

Solomon’s temple (2 Chron. 4:2–6). According to Gaebelein, “Now it is solidified 

because no more water is needed for the cleansing of the Saints.”  

Of the many interpretations of the four living creatures (v. 6), Walvoord prefers 

the idea that they represent “the attributes or qualities of God presented to 

John here as living entities.”  

Ladd follows the rabbinic interpretation of the four faces on Ezekiel’s cherubim, 

seeing the four creatures as four aspects of nature: wild beasts, domesticated 

animals, human beings, and flying creatures. He suggests two possible 

interpretations that he says may both be correct: (1) They represent the praise 

and adoration extended to the Creator by the totality of His creation; (2) they 

are angelic beings used by the Creator in executing His rule and divine will.  

Lindsey thinks they are angels “who represent the four portraits of Christ that 

we find in the four Gospels.” The idea that the lion, ox, man, and eagle portray, 

respectively, Christ as King (as in Matthew), Servant (as in Mark), Son of Man (as 

in Luke), and Son of God (as in John). 

Idealist  
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 The four living creatures (v. 6) recall the description of the cherubim (Ezekiel 

1) and seraphim (Isaiah 6) combined into one image.  

They may simply be unusual celestial beings who belong to neither class but 

bear similarities to both. Or they may be a symbolic picture of the creation, 

which praises God, as do the redeemed (v. 4).  

The redeemed (the twenty-four elders) follow the lead of the creation (the living 

creatures) in glorifying God. Here God’s worthiness to be worshiped is 

connected to His having created all things (v. 11). Though cherub-like in 

appearance, the creatures’ song (v. 8) resembles that of the seraphim (Isaiah. 6). 

Gregg, Steve. Revelation: Four Views, Revised and Updated. (pages 120-131). 

Thomas Nelson. Kindle Edition.  

Application 

God is worthy of all praise, honor, and glory. 

Chapter 4 gives us a picture of perfect worship. 

How we worship and with the intensity of worship, reveals where our hearts are. 

A Final Word for Revelation 4 

Christians who are suffering, indeed all Christians, are prone to forget about 

God. The circumstances of life can overwhelm us, so that we fix our attention 

entirely on ourselves. Revelation 4 lifts our eyes to the most important being in 

the universe and summons us to behold our God. And this God is sitting on his 

throne. Despite the evil in the world, God reigns and rules. When we see God, 

we realize he is indescribably majestic, beautiful, lovely, and awesome. And 

we confess that the God we worship is infinitely holy. None of us is worthy to 

stand in his presence, and hence there is a great gulf between us and God, 

breached only by Jesus Christ. God is glorious and deserves all worship as 

creator of all things. How easy it is for us to take for granted what it means for 

him to be the creator of everything. For God to create all things means he has 

breathtaking power and authority. We are mere creatures, weak and finite, but 
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he is Almighty God, the Holy One of Israel, the maker of all things, the one who 

deserves all our worship and praise. 

(Schreiner, Thomas R. “Revelation.” In Hebrews–Revelation, edited by Iain M. 

Duguid, James M. Hamilton Jr., and Jay Sklar, XII:525. ESV Expository 

Commentary. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2018.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.logos.com/

