Revelation 4:1-4

Revelation 4:1-4

After these things I looked, and behold, a door standing open in heaven, and the 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. 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.
Consider briefly the key events that preceded what John describes above.  Christ has come on the earth as a babe, and He has grown and ministered in Israel.  He has died, been buried, raised, ascended and seated in the heavenlies.  We who believe in Him have been identified with Him in these things

But at this point in the last book of the Bible, the church has been raptured and taken to heaven to be with Christ.  The church age has passed and the seven year Tribulation period is about to begin.  The stage is being set for judgment time against an unbelieving world.  With that brief outline to set our perspective, let’s take a deeper look into this passage.

1 After these things…

Now we might be inclined to just sort of “pass over” the phrase “after these things” and move on, but let’s not do that.  There is great significance to the phrase, which we should examine more closely.  We find that the phrase is used nine times in the Old Testament, and then is used by John twice in his gospel, then three times in Acts, where it is employed in a sentence twice by Paul and once by James.  Every use of the phrase is by a Jew, so it seems to be a particularly Jewish phrase.  Christ first uses it in speaking to John in Revelation 1:19, which we have referred to here in recognizing Christ’s three part outline for this book:

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. 

So John’s use of the phrase twice in chapter 4 verse 1, and the second time quoting the ascended Christ, is entirely consistent with what Christ told Him to do in Revelation 1:19.  It is used once by John in his writing the narrative, and then again by Christ as He tells John what He is going to reveal to him.  The use of the phrase “after these things”, especially in the book of Revelation, shows:

· time sequence, tying the events that took place before with the events that will follow

· reality in the context of actual events

The phrase is given in the passage we are looking at this morning as Christ’s personal invitation to John to see what is yet to take place.  It is prophetic and is in direct response to the three part outline that Christ gave to John in Revelation 1:19.  From this point we will see the phrase four more times in the book of Revelation: three times in the coming Tribulation, and one more in the Millennial reign of Christ that follows.

I looked, and behold, 

As in this phrase, the Greek word (eidon) is often translated “I looked”.  But in even more places in Revelation this same word is translated “I saw”.  So in total, John actually writes this same Greek word a total of 50 times in this book.  John is reinforcing the message to us that he is writing not what he made up or someone passed along to him second hand, but rather what John saw first person, as an eye witness!  It is not hearsay or make believe, but future reality, being played out before John, a real man of the first century, and John tells it like he sees it.

John has used the word ‘behold’ before, but now he uses the word again to remind us to “take a mental picture”.  He’ll use it seventeen more times before we’ve reached the end of this book, so let’s take a mental note of its significance, OK?

What did John see that caused him to say, “behold”?  “a door standing open in heaven”.  The word for “standing open” is given in the passive voice, that is, God made the door stand open.  An important insight from this verse is that we can’t enter heaven or prophesy of our own will and doing.  These are only by God’s will and doing.

Now some have seen this phrase, and the one that follows, as describing the rapture – the saints stepping up into heaven.  Admittedly there are some aspects of it that seem to fit 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18, such as the entrance to heaven, the voice (being kind of like a shout), the trumpet, and Christ’s invitation to “come up here”. This does not seem to fit what we have come to call ‘the rapture’ for several reasons:

1. Only John gets the invitation – not the whole church, dead and living alike.  The Greek text reinforces the idea of a singular command only to the apostle John.

2. The Lord Jesus did not descend from heaven with a shout 

3. There is no voice of the archangel

4. There was a voice like a trumpet, but not the trumpet of God
5. The very apparent purpose in having John gain access through the open door is to gain a heavenly perspective in order to see all that is to take place after these things

6. The rapture – the taking up of the church saints to be with Christ – appears to have already taken place before this invitation to John, as we will soon see.

Next, John writes for us…

and the voice which I had heard, like the sound of a trumpet speaking with me,

These two phrases are designed to point us back to Revelation 1:10, where John heard the voice of the glorified Christ in heaven, as John wrote before:

I was in the Spirit on the Lord's day, and I heard behind me a loud voice like the sound of a trumpet, saying, “Write in a book what you see, and send it to the seven churches…” 

In both Revelation 1:10 and in this passage, John is telling us that he was, as the Greek literally puts it, “in Spirit” (Revelation 1:10; 4:2). This means that he was in a spiritual state by the Lord’s doing such that he could hear and see as the Lord would have him hear and see.  In both instances John described the voice like the sound of a trumpet, referring to the voice’s attention-getting volume and quality.  John is intentionally referring us back to Revelation 1:10 where he was in the same spiritual state of revelation (“in Spirit”), and heard the same voice of Christ and was also given a command by Him.  And the voice of Christ…

said, "Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after these things." 

The Lord’s purpose in having John ascend to the heavenly scene is to gain a heavenly perspective on what is to come.  The Lord’s purpose for having John write this book is, in part, for us to gain a heavenly perspective on what is to come.  There are some critical perspectives that we must gain from this if we are to thrive spiritually in the days to come, however long the Lord allows that to be before He takes us home to be with Him.  Take note that Christ uses the word “must”.  What will happen is not optional, a possible outcome, or Gods best guess.  

Life for the believer is meant to be lived from a heavenly perspective.  In Ephesians 2:6 we are already seated with Christ – that is our eternal position.  Paul tells us again in Colossians 3:1-4 to put our minds on things above, where Christ is our life.  Philippians 3:10 says that our citizenship is in heaven.  Paul is repeatedly appealing to us to establish our daily condition consistent with our eternal position.  One of the values in this passage, and in all of Revelation’s approximately 150 verses in the heavenly scene, is that we see in narrative form the place that we are to be living by faith, because we who believe have been seated with Christ in the heavenlies.  What John is describing by words is a place where we have already been positioned to live from and from which we are to view life on this earth.  This is not just a book about what is going to happen in the future, but it is a book about how and where we are to live now by faith.  And it is a book describing where and with whom we will spend eternity.  It is also a book describing the place of the One to whom we may take our every concern and thought and prayer.  How incomparable and magnificent a book this is!  WOW!

What John is about to see as he continues in Revelation is going to take place here on planet earth.  The Tribulation is not to be some cosmic accident – a hazard of living in a mechanical and impersonal universe.  The seven year Tribulation on earth is to be controlled from the helm in heaven.  God is in charge!  This is God’s throne room we are about to enter via John’s narrative.  What is about to take place on earth is anything but an accident – a freak of nature gone awry.  It is designed by Almighty God – because the majority of mankind has chosen to reject His priceless offer of grace and mercy and love – the Living Word, Jesus Christ.

2 Immediately I was in the Spirit; and behold, 

These phrases we have addressed just a bit ago, so let’s take a look at the next phrases.

…a throne was standing in heaven, and One sitting on the throne. 

Now to treat this set of phrases fairly we have to jump ahead a bit.  We have to look at how the thrones in this passage are involved:

· There is a throne
· There is Him who is on the throne
· There are beings and effects around the throne
· There are beings and effects before the throne
· There are things that originate from the throne
We’re going to see in this chapter and the next that the throne in heaven is the focal point of this and all other heavenly scenes in Revelation:

· The throne is the place around which all heavenly activity centers

· The throne is the reference point for all of the other beings and effects

· The throne is the center of heavenly character

The heavenly scene would lose all definition without the throne and who sits upon it and what takes place from it and originates because of it.  To make some attempt at an earthly comparison, imagine that you are at a wedding.  Suppose the entire wedding is taking place all as planned, but the bride and groom were not there (!).  Imagine what it would be like at a wedding, if all the other players were there, and all the same planned events took place, and the decorations were all in place, and the wedding processional and recessional were played, and a grand reception followed.  Without the bride and groom, the wedding would lose all definition, wouldn’t it?

That begins to give us some point of reference for the supreme importance of the thrones in the heavenly scene.  But what the “wedding analogy” cannot begin to convey is the sense of authority and majesty and eternal character that these thrones represent.  All other beings can have glory to some degree or another, but God on His throne is and is the source of all glory – that is who He is!  All other beings may have power to some degree or another, but God on His throne is and is the source of all power – that is who He is!

One more thing about the throne: The sense given in the Greek is that the throne had been set – as if it were set in this instance as the master control room for the Tribulation judgments to come - a special placement of the throne for a special purpose.

3 And He who was sitting was like a jasper stone and a sardius in appearance…

Now at first these comparisons to stones may start us scratching our heads.  How is that God can look like some rocks?  But the comparison was that He who was sitting was like a jasper stone and a sardius stone. To understand this scene better, we need to turn to the instructions for the making of the clothing for the high priest, as found in Exodus 28:15-21, which reads:

Exodus 28:15-21 

"You shall make a breastpiece of judgment, the work of a skillful workman; like the work of the ephod you shall make it: of gold, of blue and purple and scarlet material and fine twisted linen you shall make it. 16 "It shall be square and folded double, a span in length and a span in width.  17 "You shall mount on it four rows of stones; the  row shall be a row of ruby [aka sardius], topaz and emerald; 18 and the second row a turquoise, a sapphire and a diamond; 19 and the third row a jacinth, an agate and an amethyst; 20 and the fourth row a beryl and an onyx and a jasper; they shall be set in gold filigree. 21 The stones shall be according to the names of the sons of Israel: twelve, according to their names; they shall be like the engravings of a seal, each according to his name for the twelve tribes." 

Let’s make several important observations from this Exodus passage:

· This breastpiece - or breastplate - is called the breastplate of judgment
· and judgment is precisely what is about to come upon the earth

· The sardius stone, named after the city of Sardis, is what we call a “ruby”

· The jasper stone is a reddish stone as well

· These are the first and last stones of the 12 stones representing the 12 tribes

· The sardius or ruby corresponds to Reuben, which means “Behold the Son” 

· and the Jasper corresponds to Benjamin, which means, “son of my right hand”

As with the titles “Alpha and Omega” or “first and last” (Revelation 1:17; 2:8; 22:13), calling out these stones would mean these two, and “everything in between” as well.  These colors would tell us that the focus of God’s judgment and concern regards the 12 tribes of Israel as we will see in the weeks and months ahead as we proceed through Revelation.  The church is home – the church saints are in heaven, but now that this has come to pass, the shift of focus will be substantially upon Israel – because the Lord has made covenants with Israel – promises to be kept.  There are some who will explain these stones as meaning this or that quality of God, but they don’t tie that to biblical texts - it’s subjective.  The meaning in the stones of the breastplate should be biblically founded.

…and there was a rainbow around the throne, like an emerald in appearance.

The two items that come out of this part of verse 3 are the rainbow and the emerald.  

The rainbow is first mentioned in Genesis 9:12-16.  There the rainbow (translated “bow”) is clearly a symbol of God’s covenant because of His mercy.  He was not obligated to promise never to flood the earth, but He did so out of His mercy.  It is also a symbol of His faithfulness to His covenant.  This passage makes multiple reference that when God makes a covenant – He keeps His promises, because He is the Promise Keeper.  It is one big reason why it is clear that Noah’s flood was not local – we’ve had many large local floods since the events of Genesis 9.  God’s promise was not to send a worldwide flood again.

The rainbow is also what Ezekiel used to describe his view of the Lord in heaven:

Ezekiel 1:28a

As the appearance of the rainbow in the clouds on a rainy day, so was the appearance of the surrounding radiance. Such was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord.

So the rainbow description of Revelation is consistent with what Ezekiel saw, and, is consistent with God’s mercy and covenant as “the Promise Keeper”.  Notice that the rainbow seems to go all the way around the throne – in a circle - not just an arch above it as we see typically from the ground.  This is what those who have flown over the clouds may have seen as well.

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

Now you need to know that those who have studied this passage and written about it have variously identified these 24 elders as:

· Angels of special category or assignment, or

· Israel, or

· Israel and the Church, or

· The Church

On review of the evidence for each view the evidence is quite convincing that these 24 elders – which, as we will see, show up 12 times in Revelation – are representative of the church:

· Elders (presbuteros) as church shepherds, who are mentioned 15 times in the New Testament before this, are promised a victor’s crown (stephanos) in 1 Peter 5:4, just as the churches at Smyrna & Philadelphia were promised or encouraged about victors’ crowns (stephanos) in Rev 2:10 and 3:11. The elders in Revelation chapters 4-19 are also called presbuteros and are wearing or having a stephanos, which is a victor’s crown.

· Neither angels nor Israel are ever described as or promised to have or be rewarded with a stephanos.
· Israel’s rewards are not promised as heavenly, but earthly and these elders only appear in heaven.

· Angels are never called elders (presbuteros) anywhere else in Scripture.

· Overcomers in the church of Laodicea are promised to sit with Christ on His throne (thronos) as He sits with His Father on His throne (thronos) in Revelation 3:21.

· Believers have already been seated positionally with Christ in the heavenlies (Ephesians 2:6), which presumably refers to being seated on thrones, since the Greek verb kathizo is not referring to lying down on the floor or the ground.

· Israel will not be resurrected for judgment until the end of the Tribulation, when the Messiah comes (Daniel 12:1-3).

· By that time, the 24 elders are no longer described in Revelation as being in heaven.

· Revelation 5:11 and 7:11 list the angels separately from the 24 elders, implying that the 24 elders are not angels.

· The 24 elders are described as having white robes (Revelation 4:4), which is the same as was promised to the overcomers in the church just one chapter before (Revelation 3:5).

· Revelation 5:8-10 has the 24 elders singing a new song in praise about how Christ the Lamb has redeemed people from every tribe and tongue and people and nation.

· If this were angels the song would not have to be new – they could have sung it long before.

· If this were Israel the praise would not likely be about everyone outside of Israel (Gentiles).

· Having just been raptured from every tribe and tongue and people and nation, singing a new song fits with the raptured church.

· Angels are seen executing judgments of wrath throughout chapters 7 through 18 of the book of Revelation, but the 24 elders are never seen doing so.

Now it’s not only fair, but probably a real good idea to ask the question, why 24 elders?  Why exactly that number?  Now some have guessed that it stands for the number of tribes plus the number of apostles, but that seems like mixing apples and oranges.  It places the apostles of the church and elders of Israel on the same plane, and it suffers from the same conflicts as believing that the 24 elders are both Israel and the Church.  After all, Israel does not equal the Church.  Others have just sidestepped this number 24 entirely, assuming it’s arbitrary and therefore irrelevant, but since it says the 24 elders five times in Revelation, and starts off with 24 thrones for them, that takes a lot of tap dancing to step around it – so let’s not go there.  

First, there are actually very few places in Scripture where the number 24 shows up, which should help us zero in on the answer.  That’s awful nice, isn’t it?  The places where we can come up with the number 24 are: the number of tribes in Israel plus the number of original disciples, and the number of priests that David assigned to be representatives of the thousands of priests assigned to temple duty, as explained in 1 Chronicles 24.  Since adding the number of tribes of Israel and the number of apostles mixes ‘apples and oranges’, so to speak, that leaves us with 24 priests representing the thousands of priests who would serve in that role for two weeks at a time on a rotating basis.  This practice is reflected in the account in Luke1:5-10.  

We are not given the names of any of the 24 elders.  Also, we were not given the names of any elders in the entire New Testament – except the names of some who were elders in Jerusalem at the start.  Elders in the New Testament are anonymous.

But, “Wait!”, you say.  The priests of the Old Testament were part of Israel!  Isn’t mixing Israel and the church a problem?  Well, yes, it could be, unless there is a clear biblical basis for making a connection at specific points, such as 1 Peter 2:9 where Peter says of the church:

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God's own possession, so that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of darkness into His marvelous light; 

In Revelation 5:8 the elders hold golden bowls full of incense (which priests did in the Old Testament), except that these are the prayers of the saints, before the throne of God.  In Revelation 5:10 the 24 heavenly elders sing about those who have been redeemed from among every tribe and tongue and people and nation:

"You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to our God; and they will reign upon the earth." 

The priests of Israel also sang at intervals throughout the day in the inner part of the temple.

These 24 elders, as glorified members of the body of Christ, are called and qualified and act as priests and priestly representatives in the throne room of God.  Like the representatives of Old Testament priesthood, these 24 elders represent the glorified church - the Body of Christ.

We’ll be seeing a lot more of these elders and a lot more of the throne.  The word ‘throne’ or ‘thrones’ is used three times as often in the book of Revelation than in all the rest of the New Testament combined.  One very important point for us to keep in mind is that we have now stepped into the heavenly scene.  While the heavenly scene will be dominated by God directing the Tribulation on earth, this is where we positionally are seated now, according to Ephesians 2:6.  The heavenly scene is not something that we just wait for, meanwhile treading water spiritually on this sin-polluted, demon-infested planet.  Instead the Lord has called us to live there in heaven, and from that place where we are seated to look upon the events, activities and obligations of this earth.  This is why our Lord’s appointed apostle Paul wrote to the church at Colossae, saying:

Colossians 3:1-7

Therefore, since you have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. 2 Set your mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth. 3 For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ, who is our life, is revealed, then you also will be revealed with Him in glory. 5 Therefore consider the members of your earthly body as dead to immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed, which amounts to idolatry. 6 For it is because of these things that the wrath of God will come upon the sons of disobedience, 7 and in them you also once walked, when you were living in them. 

� The same points apply to the phrase “after this”, the same phrase in the singular form, which appears in Revelation 7:1, and elsewhere in both the Old and New Testaments.
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