
GLIMPSE OF THE THRONE 
Revelation 4:1-11 

 
 All of us have heard of near death experiences where people (after being resuscitated) 
have reported seeing Jesus or seeing family members who had already died.  These “out of 
body” experiences are thought by some to be proof of an “after life” and others discount them as 
simply the result of a strange dream that had been influenced by information the person had 
heard about prior to the incident.   
 During the Babylonian captivity of the Jews, Ezekiel had visions or perhaps “out of 
body” experiences where he saw scenes in heaven.  In Ezekiel 1:1 he wrote “the heavens were 
opened and I saw visions of God.”  The details Ezekiel gave were different from the details that 
John saw when he had a similar experience some six hundred years later.  We also find that 
Isaiah had a vision in the temple in Jerusalem that gave him a glimpse of God’s Throne.   
 The fact that three people were allowed to see into the spiritual realm and write about it, 
is thought by some to give us assurance that “heaven is real.”  To some people, the reality of 
heaven means that there is a physical place with streets that are paved with physical gold.  To 
some it means there are mansions or magnificent buildings that the dead in Christ occupy.  
Would it be legitimate to ask the question “If heaven is ‘spiritual,’ does that make it less real?”  
If we take the position that “if something is not physical, then it is not real,” then we find 
ourselves aligned with those who deny the very existence of God since God is Spirit as Jesus 
stated to the woman at the well in Samaria.  Denying the reality of the spiritual realm was the 
position of Carl Sagan as he stated on the PBS program The Cosmos, “The cosmos, it is all there 
is and all there will ever be.”   
 The various symbols and happenings that John saw in this revelation were full of 
meaning for those Christians of that day and can be for us as we discover the messages that are 
opened up for us in these visions.  In a time in history that was tumultuous at best with 
persecution and death at the hand of a religious establishment (Judaism) and a civil government 
(Rome) that were violently hostile to the church, a message of encouragement was needed.  The 
Revelation emphasized God’s glory rather than the glory of Rome, God’s holiness rather than the 
perversity of what had happened in Judaism and the corrupt world system, and affirmed God’s 
sustaining power for all eternity. 
 
God’s Glorious Appearance – 4:1-3 
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.” 2 Immediately I was in the Spirit; and behold, a throne was standing in heaven, and One sitting on the 
throne. 3 And He who was sitting was like a jasper stone and a sardius in appearance; and there was a rainbow 
around the throne, like an emerald in appearance.  Revelation 4:1-3 (NASB95) 
 The first verse begins and ends with the phrase “after these things.”  In the first case, 
John was referring to the sequence of the visions he was witnessing.  At the end of the verse the 
implication is that the events that were going to be revealed would occur some time in the future.  
How far into the future from the time John saw the vision has been debated for nearly two 
thousand years.   
 Some translations use the word “saw” rather than “looked” and it could be also stated that 
John “perceived” or “realized” that the opening or entrance into the higher spiritual realm was 
there.   
 John was either invited or commanded to go up through the open door so he could be 



shown what “must” take place.  This could be another way of saying that because of what has 
already occurred, the consequences of those actions are predetermined and they “must” run their 
course.   
 The next thing John realized was that he was in the throne room of the temple in heaven.  
The first (and likely the most dominant) thing he saw in this room was a throne with One sitting 
on the throne.  This seems similar to the vision Isaiah had which he recorded in chapter six of his 
prophecy: “I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted.”  John did not go into the same 
kind of detail that Isaiah reported nor did he mention some of the things that Ezekiel saw in his 
visions of God.   
 John’s attention was drawn immediately to the appearance of the One sitting on the 
throne.  It is difficult to know what he meant by the phrase “the appearance was like a jasper 
stone and a sardius stone.”  Since God is Spirit, could we conclude that he saw an aura of two 
colors?  Jasper stone could be one of several colors.  The jasper from Africa is yellow.  Sardius 
stone is a deep red color.  Coincidently (or maybe not), red and yellow were the colors of the 
Roman Empire.  Bright red was the official color of the members of the Emperor’s family 
(Flavian Dynasty) and it was a crime for anyone to wear that particular shade of red.  The 
exception was the imperial guard.  What we might be seeing in the colors associated with God on 
His throne was a coded-message challenge to the assumed authority and sovereignty of Rome.    
 An additional connection to the Old Covenant was that jasper and sardius were the first 
and last stones mentioned that were on the breastplate that the high priest wore when carrying 
out certain rituals.  
 The emerald “rainbow” is thought by many commentators to have been more like a 
complete circle such as an “iris” which is the actual Greek word that was translated as rainbow.  
For those who look for symbolism in various things, emerald green suggests the concept of 
eternity, as it is a color that constantly renews itself in nature.   Also, ancient Romans believed 
that the very soul of an individual was restored when they wore emerald jewelry.  We don’t 
know for sure what was intended; however, symbols were used as a large part of the message. 
 
God’s Glorious Surroundings – 4:4-6a 
4 Around the throne were twenty-four thrones; and upon the thrones I saw twenty-four elders sitting, clothed in white 
garments, and golden crowns on their heads. 5 Out from the throne come flashes of lightning and sounds and peals of 
thunder. And there were seven lamps of fire burning before the throne, which are the seven Spirits of God; 6 and 
before the throne there was something like a sea of glass, like crystal;  Revelation 4:4-6a (NASB95) 
 It is helpful to keep in mind that this was a coded message for the church and a 
description of what John saw may have more meaning than what is obvious.  For example, the 
number of thrones (twenty-four) is claimed by some to be related to the number of “courses of 
priests” under the Old Testament system.  In that case the twenty-four elders would be 
representative of the leaders of these groups.  Since the old order of ritualistic worship had 
become or was becoming a thing of the past, these elders may, instead, be representative of 
church leadership since Christians are said to be a “kingdom of priests unto God.”   
 If you are using the KJV of the Bible, you will see in Rev 5:9 that these elders sang a 
song that included the idea “For You were slain, And have redeemed us to God by Your blood.”  
Most newer translations which come from older Greek manuscripts do not have the word “us” in 
the text but have replaced it with the word “men.”  Why is this important?  Some have contended 
that these twenty-four elders are angelic in their nature since they act in concert with the four 
angelic creatures that are around the throne in that they all bow down together to give praise to 
the Lamb. 



 Others will argue that since they have a golden crown which was a symbol of reward for 
victory that these could not be angels since there is no evidence that angels receive such rewards.  
By the way, the “crown” is from the Greek word “stephanos” which was a mark of “honor” and 
not “rulership” such would be implied by a diadem crown that a king would wear.     
 Some have speculated that these were representative characters of the twelve patriarchs 
and the twelve Apostles.  That would be an interesting situation in that John was one of the 
twelve Apostles.  Support for this idea is found in the passage in Revelation chapter twenty one 
regarding the gates of the walls of the Holy City were named for the twelve tribes and the 
foundation had written on it the names of the twelve Apostles of the Lamb.   
 The white garments would be indicative of holiness or purity that is required in the 
presence of God since God is holy.  The totality of the coded, symbolic messages will likely 
never be known this side of eternity.  However, we do see that God reigns supremely in the 
heavens and is over all things.  We also see that there is apparently a place of honor that is near 
to God and is, in fact, in the very throne room of the temple in Heaven.   
 There is more to be discovered as we continue with John’s description that included 
lightning and thunder from the main throne.  This was likely symbolically related to the 
description of Moses’ experience when he encountered God on Mount Sinai.  The message there 
was that God was all powerful and this was a message the early church needed to hear during the 
time of their persecution by the Roman Empire and those associated with false religions.   
  Those familiar with God’s dealing with Israel could see how the Tabernacle on earth was 
patterned after the Temple in heaven.  Obvious correlations would be the throne of God would 
be related to the mercy seat in the holy of holies, the circular light around God’s throne would be 
like the Shekinah-cloud that filled the Tabernacle, the seven lamps before the throne 
(representing the Holy Spirit) would correspond to the seven-branched candlestick in the holy of 
holies, and the “sea of glass” would be represented by the cast bronze water basis in front of the 
sanctuary where the priests washed themselves before participating in the services of the temple.  
This washing may also be related to the white garments that the twenty-four elders were wearing 
in the heavenly scene.  The four living creatures (in the second part of verse six) would be 
related to the cherubim over the mercy seat.   
 
God’s Holiness – 4:6b-8 
6 and in the center and around the throne, four living creatures full of eyes in front and behind. 7 The first creature 
was like a lion, and the second creature like a calf, and the third creature had a face like that of a man, and the fourth 
creature was like a flying eagle. 8 And the four living creatures, each one of them having six wings, are full of eyes 
around and within; and day and night they do not cease to say, “HOLY, HOLY, HOLY is THE LORD GOD, THE 
ALMIGHTY, WHO WAS AND WHO IS AND WHO IS TO COME.”  Revelation 4:6-8 (NASB95) 
 The scene unfolds with some similarities to what Ezekiel and Isaiah saw in their glimpses 
into heaven.  Ezekiel had also seen four “beings” around the throne area of God.  Isaiah saw 
more than one seraphim near or above the throne of God in the vision he had.  Although the 
descriptions of these “beings” by Ezekiel and John are not exactly the same, there are similarities 
in that both mention images of mankind, eagle, lion and calf.   
 Several different ideas have been suggested as to the intended message of the appearance 
of these four “beings.”  One idea is that the four represented God’s creation and his covenant 
with Noah in Genesis 9:8-17.  In verses 9:9-10 we see “Now behold, I Myself do establish My 
covenant with you, and with your descendants after you; and with every living creature that is 
with you, the birds, the cattle, and every beast of the earth with you; of all that comes out of the 
ark, even every beast of the earth.”  Those included were mankind, wild beasts (lion), birds 



(eagle), and domesticated animals (calf).  If this is related to the Noah covenant, then it would be 
logical that a “rainbow” would be mentioned (by the translators at least) since that was a symbol 
of God’s covenant with Noah.   
 The next idea (historically) is related to the arrangement (relative to the Tabernacle)  of 
the tribes of Israel when they set up camp in their wilderness experience.  The four closest tribes 
to the Tabernacle were Judah, Reuben, Ephraim, and Dan.  Each tribe had a flag or standard.  
According to rabbinical tradition, the standard of Judah bore the figure of a lion, that of Reuben 
the likeness of a man or of a man’s head, that of Ephraim the figure of an ox, and that of Dan the 
figure of an eagle; so that the four living creatures united in the cherubic forms described by 
Ezekiel and John were represented upon these four standards. 
 Others have suggested that the four gospels of the life of Christ can be characterized by 
these same four symbols identifying them with the four Gospels: Matthew the lion (royalty), 
Mark the ox (servant role), Luke the man (humanity), and John the eagle (divinity).  
 Just as David in Psalm 19 told us that the parts of the inanimate created world never 
cease to declare the glory of God, John could be telling us that the creation that is alive is 
constantly declaring the holiness of God as represented by the action of the four creatures.  The 
wording used in verse eight would indicate that this praise of the primary attribute of God (He is 
Holy) is continuous and without interruption.     
 
God’s Sustaining Power – 4:9-11 
9 And when the living creatures give glory and honor and thanks to Him who sits on the throne, to Him who lives 
forever and ever, 10 the twenty-four elders will fall down before Him who sits on the throne, and will worship Him 
who lives forever and ever, and will cast their crowns before the throne, saying, 11 “Worthy are You, our Lord and 
our God, to receive glory and honor and power; for You created all things, and because of Your will they existed, 
and were created.”  Revelation 4:9-11 (NASB95) 
 In verse nine we see a bit of clarification of the continuity of the praise given by the 
“living creatures.”  The statement “when the living creatures give . .” suggest that while the 
praise is ongoing it occurs in regular increments.  This may be similar to the practice of David in 
his devotion to God where he stated in Psalm 55:17 “Evening, and morning, and at noon, will I 
pray, and cry aloud: and he shall hear my voice.”   
 We also see that more is said beyond the threefold Holy declaration and that the twenty-
four elders join with them in praise and adoration of God as being worthy as the Creator of all 
things.   
 We see more of the liturgies of what they say in Revelation 7:11-12:  All the angels stood 
around the throne and the elders and the four living creatures, and fell on their faces before the 
throne and worshiped God, saying: “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom, Thanksgiving and 
honor and power and might, Be to our God forever and ever. Amen.” 
 This continuous praise of the living creatures and the elders is part of the basis of the 
Catholic doctrine of Perpetual Adoration that requires that Mass be conducted somewhere in the 
world at all times.  The Mass consists of two parts: the liturgy of the word and the liturgy of the 
eucharist.  This term “eucharist” has come to mean the elements used in the Lord’s Supper but its 
meaning in the Greek is simply “thanksgiving” as seen in verses 4:9 and 7:12.   
 We might say that the collective messages from the symbols and images that John saw 
are that real power rest in Almighty God and not in a Roman emperor.  We also see that the God 
that we are to honor and worship is eternal and spiritual as opposed to the temporary and 
physical nature of earthly rulers who were claiming to be godlike.  Many of the symbols connect 
God to His historical dealing with mankind with which those in the early church would be 



familiar.  We can also see that the events associated historically with Israel had their basis rooted 
in the reality of God in Heaven.  This should give all believers renewed confidence in the 
ultimate victory of those who are in Christ. 


