The Grand Finale of Human History #12

“A Glimpse of God’s Throne Room (part 2)”

Revelation 4:1-11

In our last study we began considering Revelation chapter four under the title, “A Glimpse of God’s Throne Room.” While this chapter only contains eleven verses, there was so much to say about the magnificent appearance of the throne room that we only covered that first point! 

To briefly review, John is transported in the spirit to Heaven. His attention is immediately captured by the throne of God. Rather than describing God in physical terms, he chooses the brilliance of precious stones and incredible light to paint the scene. We looked into two Old Testament passages—Isaiah 6 and Ezekiel 1—as a familiar backdrop John drew from in recording what he experienced. (You may want to turn to those passages for tonight’s study as well.) In short, John saw God the Father, seated on His throne in all His glory. However, this was not all that John saw.

The Mysterious Attendants of the Throne Room

We read in verses 4 and 6-8 of the mysterious attendants of the throne room:

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… 

First we will consider the “twenty-four elders.” Wouldn’t it be great if we could ask an interpreting angel, “Who are the elders?” There are at least thirteen different views of their identity.
 Here are five examples.

1. Twelve Old Testament patriarchs and twelve New Testament apostles representing the entire redeemed people of God (Rev. 21:12–14).
2. The great saints of the Old Testament, to be distinguished from New Testament saints (Rev. 5:9–17; 15:2–4).
3. Representatives of the New Testament church wearing victory crowns and fulfilling the promise of Rev. 3:21.
4. God’s angelic “council of holy ones” leading worship before the throne of God, as implied in Psalm 89:7.
5. A special human priesthood chosen from among the redeemed to worship before the throne in rotation, as in the Old Testament priestly orders (1 Chron. 24:4–5; 1 Peter 2:9; Rev. 1:6).

The first view can be dismissed if we believe that the apostle John wrote this book of Revelation—he could not have seen himself as one of the twenty-four elders! The second and third views can be discarded because Revelation—indeed, the Bible as a whole—knows no such distinction between Old Testament and New Testament saints. The fifth view has some merit, but many scholars cite that the occurrences of the twenty-four elders throughout Revelation seem to indicate they are more angelic than human.
 I tend to agree with R. H. Charles here; the elders are angelic beings, but angelic beings who are “the heavenly representatives of the whole body of the faithful.”
 These elders represent the totality of redeemed mankind. The number twenty-four signifies the twelve patriarchs of Israel plus the twelve apostles, who together stand for the saints of both the Old and the New Testament eras, or, in other words, the church universal.
 The song of Moses and of the Lamb are indeed one in Revelation 15:3. And, while the names of the twelve tribes are on the gates of the New Jerusalem, those of the apostles are on its foundations, as seen in Revelation 21:12 and 14.
 This unity of God’s people is a key theme throughout Revelation.
Moving down to verses 6-8 we read of another group of mysterious attendants:

In the center, around the throne, were four living creatures, and they were covered with eyes, in front and in back. 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. Each of the four living creatures had six wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings…

These four living creatures represent the whole order of animate creation. Thus the one like a lion represents the wild beasts, of which the lion is king; the one like a calf or bull represents the domesticated beasts, of which the ox is king; the one like a flying eagle represents the birds of the air, of which the eagle is king; and the one with the face of a man stands for the king of all animate nature, to whom dominion over the earth was entrusted in Genesis 1:28.

This description harkens back to the passages in Isaiah and Ezekiel we looked at last week. Their form is closer to Ezekiel’s cherubim, each of which had four faces—those of a man, a lion, an ox, and an eagle—and four wings, whereas John’s living creatures each have a single head and six wings. Isaiah’s seraphim had six wings each.

Perhaps you have heard the terms “cherubim” and “seraphim” in Scripture or in song. A cherub (singular of cherubim in Hebrew) is not the baby-faced little angel often portrayed today. These were actually the highest form of angelic being—Satan was “a guardian cherub” before his fall, according to Ezekiel 28:14.

Philip Hughes describes the function of cherubim as “that of attendants of the divine throne and executants of the divine will.”
 Some view them as protectors or “guardians” of the throne of God. Of course, God doesn’t need protection from anything in heaven or on earth. Rather, it may be that these intermediate beings serve to protect other creatures from being consumed by the blazing glory of God!
 Or these could be the “archangels” described in Scripture, of whom Michael and Gabriel are named, who served as God’s angelic warriors.

Seraphim, on the other hand, have a different function. The word seraph means “burning one,” in reference to their purity as servants in God’s throne room. Like the angels in Isaiah 6, each of the seraphs had six wings. Isaiah described them as with two wings they “covered their faces” (in reverence), with two they “covered their feet” (perhaps bowing down in humility), and with two they were flying (in service). Reverence pertains to seeing the Lord, humility relates to seeing oneself, and service involves seeing the world.
 Their function seems to include the praise and worship of God. Whereas the cherubim are God’s angelic warriors, seraphim are God’s angelic worshipers. 

The four living creatures seem to combine these elements. They resemble the cherubim that the Ezekiel saw, but their praise reminds us of the seraphim of Isaiah 6.

The Majestic Activity of the Throne Room

This leads us to the majestic activity of the throne room. Verses 8-11 read,

Day and night they never stop saying:

“Holy, holy, holy

is the Lord God Almighty,

who was, and is, and is to come.” 

Whenever the living creatures give glory, honor and thanks to him who sits on the throne and who lives for ever and ever, 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 and say: 

“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.”
No doubt you have heard both of these texts put to music in hymn and chorus. I am reminded of Jack Hayford’s chorus “Majesty” when I read this passage!

John may not be able to adequately describe the magnificent appearance of the throne room, and we may not be able to accurately define the mysterious attendants of the throne room, but we can say without question that the majestic activity of the throne room is worship.

Warren Wiersbe writes,

When you think of the Book of the Revelation, you automatically think of prophecy. But this book is much more than just a prediction of things to come. I have counted at least ten worship scenes in this book. Thus, we can learn a great deal about worship if we will listen to some of the hymns of praise recorded by the Apostle John in the Book of the Revelation.

A. W. Tozer proclaimed, “I can safely say, on the authority of all that is revealed in the Word of God, that any man or woman on this earth who is bored and turned off by worship is not ready for heaven.”
 Terry Wardle adds, “Worship is the ceaseless language of Heaven.”
 Heaven is a place of worship, and if you and I cannot endure a time of worshiping God here on earth, what are we going to do when we get to heaven?

Worship comes from an old English term meaning “worth-ship.” It means to ascribe the worth of the object of worship. In Revelation 4:11, God the Father is proclaimed as “worthy” to receive praise, honor and glory. This term “worthy” appears five times in the next thirteen verses, spanning into the fifth chapter. This is the key theme of chapters four and five. Chapter five begins with the search for one who is worthy to open the book with seven seals. Only the Lamb—Jesus Christ—was found worthy, because He was slain and His blood bought a people to be “a kingdom and priests”—terms used to describe both Israel in the Old Testament in Exodus 19:6 and the Church in the New Testament in 1 Peter 2:9-10. As the Lamb steps forward to take the scroll, the hosts of heaven sing, “Worthy is the Lamb that was slain to receive [among other things] glory, honor, and praise”—the same things mentioned in Revelation 4:11 about God the Father. This proves the deity of Jesus Christ—He is truly God the Son, the second Person of the Godhead, and worthy of our worship. (The same can be said of the Holy Spirit, the third Person of the Godhead.)

Following the lead of the four living creatures, the twenty-four elders joined in the worship, falling down before God and casting their golden crowns of reward at His feet. Though the elders apparently earned their rewards, they acknowledged that everything they had came from God. Everything they achieved was by His strength. Everything they had done was for His glory. Therefore He alone deserves the glory, honor, power, and thanks. Thus, in this chapter we hear what might be called a glorious “Hymn of Creation.” The twenty-four elders praise God as the eternal and Almighty Creator: “You created all things, and because of Your will they existed, and were created.” In the next chapter we’ll hear the second movement of this great symphony of praise, in which all creation worships God with a “Hymn of Redemption.”

Hughes notes, “The ceaseless worship of the four living creatures does not imply that this worship is their sole activity, but rather that it is their constant disposition; their every action is an expression of adoration; praise is ever on their lips.”
 This is a good lesson for us here on earth. Everything we do ought to be to the praise and glory of our God—our whole life can be an act of worship!

Heaven is a place of worship, and God’s people shall worship Him throughout all eternity. Perhaps it would be good for us to get in practice now! A study of Revelation 4–5 will certainly help us better understand how to worship God and give Him the glory that He deserves.

John’s vivid description of this majestic scene in heaven reveals God and His glory to us. Like the elders in heaven, when we see God in all His glory through His Word, it should cause us to reverence and worship Him. Worship is essential, because the more we worship the Lord, the more we become like Him; and the more we become like Him, the more we please Him.

Back in the 1960s, the late A. W. Tozer described worship as “the missing jewel in modern evangelicalism.” He was a prophet ahead of his time. If truth be told, many of us in the twenty-first century don’t have a clue what real worship is. We wonder:

· Does worship mean I have to hold my hands up when I sing and pray, as some Christians do?

· Does worship mean I need to close my eyes and envision something heavenly, lest I become distracted by something earthly?

· Does worship mean I have feelings that are a little bit ecstatic, maybe bordering on the supernatural?

My great concern is that we tend to play the game of “church.” We learn how to dress, how to sit, and how to look. We even learn the words of the songs. But what about our focus as we sing them? While we sing, “A mighty fortress is our God,” we’re thinking, Why did she wear a dress like that? We belt out, “A bulwark never failing,” and wonder, Did I turn my headlights off? We can do that and not even change expressions. That’s not worship—that’s playing the church game.

What, then, is worship? Simply put, worship is ascribing “worth” to something or someone. We attribute value, honor, and devotion to our object of worship. When we truly worship God, we turn all of our attention, affection, and adoration toward Him. That’s the missing jewel—worshiping God by ascribing to Him supreme worth, for He alone is worthy. God alone is the subject of our praise and the object of our worship. We miss it when our focus becomes horizontal—riveted on people and things—rather than vertical—centered on God and God alone. It has become too common for Christians to surrender everything for their work, but at the same time to sacrifice nothing in worshiping the One who gave His life to save ours. Stop and think. Is that you?

Our great need is to restore the missing jewel of worship in our churches … and in our lives. Ask yourself some probing questions. Answer honestly: Are you more preoccupied with the pastor’s preaching style than with the One he preaches? Are you more concerned about the lyrics than the One listening? Do your thoughts wander or do they take in the wonder? Look again at Revelation 4. Notice the focus of the twenty-four elders and four living creatures. God alone is at the center of their attention. They praise Him for Who He is and for what He has done. They aren’t distracted by each other, by the furniture of the throne room, or by their own wandering thoughts. Instead, they keep their eyes and ears on the One who is worthy of all praise.

Do I? Do you?

Think about how you can refocus your worship from yourself and your surroundings to God and His glory. Many find it helpful to wake up a little earlier on Sunday morning to prepare their hearts and minds for worship. Maybe during worship you need to close your eyes to shut out the world around you and keep your attention on God. Perhaps you need to move closer to the front during worship to keep from being distracted by the things and people around you. Whatever it takes, keep God at the center of your attention.

�Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1997).


�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on Revelation, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©2011).


�Leon Morris, Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1987).


�R. H. Charles, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Revelation of St. John, 2 vols. (T. & T. Clark, ©1920).


�Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, The Book of the Revelation (Leicester, UK; Grand Rapids, MI: InterVarsity Press, Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1990).


�Morris, op. cit.


�Hughes, op. cit.


�George Eldon Ladd, A Commentary on the Revelation of St John (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1972).


�Hughes, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Ronald Youngblood, Themes from Isaiah, A Bible Commentary for Laymen (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, ©1984).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Victorious (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1985).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Scriptures That Sing (Lincoln, NE: Back To The Bible, ©1986).


�A. W. Tozer, Whatever Happened to Worship? (Camp Hill, PA: WingSpread, ©2006).


�Terry Wardle, Exalt Him (Camp Hill, PA: Christian Publications, ©1988).


�Wiersbe, Scriptures That Sing.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Hughes, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, Be Victorious.


�Wiersbe, Scriptures That Sing.


�Swindoll, op. cit.





PAGE  
6

