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 There is more to reality than we can see. 

 That is a theme that is found in several movies and books. One example is Dr. Strange, 

one of the many Marvel Comics movies. Dr. Strange is a very successful and arrogant 

neurosurgeon who has a serious car accident. As a result, his precious hands sustain massive 

nerve damage, to the extent that he can no longer be a surgeon. He’s desperate to find a way to 

heal, and this leads him to Kathmandu, Nepal, where he encounters something of a spiritual guru 

called the Ancient One. The Ancient One teaches Dr. Strange how to tap into magical powers. At 

first, Dr. Strange is someone who believes that the only reality that exists is this material world. 

He says, “There is no such thing as spirit. We are made of matter and nothing more. You’re just 

another tiny, momentary speck within an indifferent universe.” But then he’s proven wrong. 

Within the universe of this story, there’s an “astral dimension” where soul exists apart from 

body. Dr. Strange is then taught how to harness energy from different dimensions so that he can 

become a defender of this world.  

 There are other stories that are similar. The Matrix is another such movie. In that movie, 

our protagonist finds that reality is very different than what it seems to be. What appears to be 

reality is really just a computer simulation.  

Some of us aren’t familiar with these movies, but we may know The Lion, The Witch and 

the Wardrobe by C.S. Lewis. In that famous story, some children find a passageway into a 

marvelous world called Narnia. That story is, in its own way, a “reality is more than meets the 

eye” story.  

 I think these stories are popular not just because they’re entertaining, but also because 

they grasp something true. They touch on an intuition that we have, that there’s more to reality 

than meets the eye. In these stories, the most important parts of reality are ones that most people 

can’t see. And that is true in real life. The most important parts of reality are ones that are hidden 

from us now. They are ones that we cannot get to through science or philosophy. They are ones 

that must be revealed. 

 This morning, as we continue our study of the book of Revelation, we’re going to see 

something truly amazing revealed to us. We are going to see the throne room of God described to 
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us by a man named John, who was given a glimpse of this most holy place. We’re going to be 

given something of a description of God’s brilliance. And we’re going to see a picture of what 

worship should be like. The kind of worship that is conducted in heaven is the kind of worship 

we should conduct right here and now. If we could keep this image of God’s glory before our 

eyes and in our imaginations, if we could understand who God is and how great he is, we would 

worship him the way we should.  

 Let me go ahead and read Revelation 4. After reading it, I’ll go back and explain what 

we’re reading. 

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.” 2 At once I was in the Spirit, and 

behold, a throne stood in heaven, with one seated on the throne. 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. 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. 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, 6 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: 7 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. 8 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!”  

9 And whenever the living creatures give glory and honor and thanks to him who 

is seated on the throne, who lives forever and ever, 10 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,  

11  “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.”1  

 
1 All Scripture quotations are taken from the English Standard Version (ESV).  
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 I want to remind us of what we’ve seen so far in the book of Revelation. In chapter 1, 

John (probably the apostle) tells us that he is on the island of Patmos, off the western shore of 

what is now known as Turkey. It’s Sunday, the Lord’s Day, the day of the week when Jesus rose 

from the grave. John “was in the Spirit” and he heard “a loud voice like a trumpet” speak to him. 

The voice tells him to write what he sees and send it to seven churches within the Roman 

Empire. Then John sees that this voice belongs to Jesus, the one who died and lives forever. In 

chapters 2 and 3, Jesus gives messages to these seven churches, commending them for good 

works and telling them to repent of their errors.  

 Last week, we saw that Jesus told a church he was standing at the door and knocking. 

The church had kept Jesus outside their doors. But now a different door is thrown open, the door 

of heaven, and John once again hears Jesus call out to him, telling him to come up to heaven, to 

see “what must take place after this.” Now, we can’t see a door to heaven, and we can’t go to 

heaven and take a peek. What John experiences is an unusual event, a special revelation given to 

him. He goes “in the Spirit,” which is similar to what the prophet Ezekiel experienced (Ezek. 

3:12; 8:3; 11:1). That phrase, “in the Spirit,” is used at key points in the book of Revelation to 

begin important sections of the book. This section will extend from chapter 4 through chapter 16. 

 Many people assume that what John sees are events that are associated with just the last 

years before Jesus returns to earth, to judge the living and the dead and to make all things new. 

But “after this” is used in Daniel 2:29, 45 to describe events that would happen both in Daniel’s 

day and in later times. “After this” could mean anything that happened after the first century, so 

it doesn’t necessarily mean that everything that happens in these chapters occurs right before 

Jesus returns. And even in chapter 12, we’re told of something that happened before the end of 

the first century. The events of the book of Revelation are not presented in strict chronological 

order. 

 The important thing to know is that John is seeing the throne room of God. He’s seeing 

God in his heavenly temple, reigning and ruling and about to judge. So, when John says that he 

sees a throne and one on the throne, he’s describing God. More specifically, he’s describing God 

the Father. 

 John says that God had the appearance of jasper and carnelian. Jasper is an opaque form 

of silica, constituted by quartz and minerals. It’s generally red, though it can be yellow, brown, 

or green. Jasper appears in a few places in the Bible. In the book of Exodus, we’re told that it 
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was one of the stones that appeared on the high priest of Israel’s breastpiece (Exod. 28:20; 

39:13). In the book of Ezekiel, we’re told that jasper was present in “Eden, the garden of God.” 

And jasper is part of the new creation described at the end of Revelation, which is a new heavens 

and earth, but also a bride, and a holy city and temple (Rev. 21:11, 18, 19). These places are 

associated with God’s presence and the temple. They reflect something of God’s greatness, his 

brilliances, his glory.  

 Carnelian is red or reddish-brown semiprecious gemstone, and it also appears in the new 

creation (Rev. 21:20).  

 Around God’s throne, there is a rainbow. A rainbow may symbolize a certain movement 

today, but in the Bible it represents the covenant God made with creation after the flood. He 

promised he wouldn’t destroy the world by a flood (Gen. 9:12–17). So, the rainbow seems to 

symbolize God’s patience and mercy. Though a throne is associated with judgment, God’s 

judgment is tempered by mercy and grace. God does not judge us the way he could, holding all 

our sins against us. God does not judge us as soon as he could, condemning us instantly when we 

sin. God spares his people judgment. All who come to Jesus and trust him as the only one who 

can make them right with God are spared judgment. We deserve condemnation because we have 

sinned against God, but God has provided a way for us to escape judgment.  

 The rainbow was also associated with God’s appearance in the book of Ezekiel (Ezek. 

1:28). This rainbow has the appearance of emerald, and emerald also appears in the book of 

Ezekiel, where we’re told emerald was in Eden (Ezek. 28:13). An emerald was also on the high 

priest’s breastpiece (Exod. 28:18; 39:11), and it is also found in the new creation (Rev. 21:19).  

 So, God appears to John in his glory. But God is spirit; he’s immaterial. He doesn’t have 

a body. And what John sees instead is probably brilliant light reflected and refracted in red 

stones and a green rainbow. The stones are opaque, so he can’t see the fullness of God’s glory, 

but what he sees was probably stunning. I suppose John’s description fails to do justice to the 

beauty that John saw. What we should observe is that God is far more glorious and far more 

beautiful than anything we can imagine. What John saw was probably infinitely greater than 

what we see. Life can seem very drab. The world can literally seem visually dull at times. And 

life can feel dull. But if we were to see the beauty of God, it would be anything but dull or 

boring. Imagine the most beautiful thing you have ever seen, then multiply it by infinity, and 

that’s what John beheld.  
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 John also saw twenty-four elders on twenty-four thrones. They wore white garments and 

golden crowns. Who are these elders? They could be humans, but they’re more likely some kind 

of angelic beings who represent God’s people. The number twenty-four represents the twelve 

tribes of Israel and the twelve apostles of Jesus (Rev. 21:12–14). So, the elders represent all who 

have ever trusted in God. Those who trusted in God before the time of Jesus knew that God had 

promised to fix the world someday, and that only God could do that. They knew that only God 

could forgive sin. Now that Jesus has come, those who are in the right with God must not only 

trust God’s promises made in the Old Testament, but they must personally trust Jesus in order to 

be saved from condemnation. In chapters 2 and 3 of Revelation, Jesus promised that those who 

conquered by trusting in him despite all the trials and tribulation of the world would be clothed 

in white (Rev. 3:5), would receive a crown (Rev. 2:10), and would reign with him on the throne 

(Rev. 3:21). That’s what these elders were doing. They have the status of Christians and their 

worship reflects the worship of God that should be conducted by Christians.  

 John also says there were flashes of lightning, peals of thunder, and torches of fire around 

the throne. Lightning, thunder, and fire are all associated with God’s presence at Mount Sinai, 

when God gave Israel the Ten Commandments and the rest of the law and made a covenant with 

them (Exod. 19). If you read Exodus 19, you get a sense that God’s presence was overwhelming 

and even terrifying.  

 Around the throne, John saw something that looked like a sea of glass, something like 

crystal. This appears to be the floor of God’s heavenly throne room. In two places in the Old 

Testament, Moses and Ezekiel see something that appears to be like clear sapphire (Exod. 24:10) 

and crystal (Ezek. 1:22) above, as though it were the ceiling of this world. The idea is that God’s 

presence is separated from us. Unlike the so-called glass ceiling that has kept women out of high 

places in institutions, we cannot break through this glass ceiling. But John gets a glimpse on the 

other side. John gets to see what we can’t see now, the glory of God.  

 John also saw some strange things. He saw four strange living creatures who were “full 

of eyes in front and behind.” Their being “full of eyes” means they can see everything. They 

appear to represent God’s omniscience, because God can “see” everything that occurs in his 

creation. The four living creatures also seem to represent created beings. One was like a lion, one 

was like an ox, one was like a human, and one was like an eagle. This is similar to something 
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Ezekiel saw in Ezekiel 1. I’ve been reading a series of sermons on Revelation written by James 

Hamilton, a seminary professor and a pastor, and he puts it this way: 

The point of these descriptions seems to be the way these four living creatures 

reflect the glory of God. Something about God is captured by the likeness of these 

four living creatures. God is noble, royal, and fast like a lion. He has a massive, 

patient, slow, serving strength like an ox. God has the sensitivity and spirituality 

that we can see in the face of a human being, and he has a soaring transcendence 

like an eagle in flight.2 

These appearances are only like what John saw. I’m sure what he actually saw was very hard for 

him to put in words. He seems to have used the language of the Old Testament because that’s the 

language he was familiar with. We can’t fully grasp how great, beautiful, and powerful God is. 

So, we’re left with these images, ones that should fuel our imagination. We should spend some 

time imagining the brilliant light and the beauty of the throne, the power of these creatures, and, 

yes, even the strangeness of these images. God is very much unlike what we have seen. He is 

greater, and he is worthy of our worship. 

 These four living creatures worshiped God. We’re told that they had six wings and said, 

or perhaps sang, “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God almighty.” That’s very similar to what we 

read about in Isaiah 6. These fantastic creatures never cease to praise God in this way. They say 

that God is holy, completely pure and transcending his creation. We can know God, but we can’t 

know everything about God. We can understand important truths about God, but it will take 

forever to understand God completely. He isn’t just another part of the world; he is beyond the 

world and he created the world. And unlike everything and everyone we’ve ever known, he lives 

forever. He was, and is, and is to come. That language was used of God at the beginning of 

Revelation (Rev. 1:4) to indicate that God endures forever, that he is the beginning and end, the 

Alpha and the Omega.  

 Not only do these four creatures worship God, but the elders do as well. They fall down 

before God and worship him. “They cast their crowns before the throne.” According to Grant 

Osborne, “Lesser kings would lay their crowns before the emperor to show their submission to 

 
2 James M. Hamilton Jr., Revelation: The Spirit Speaks to the Churches, Preaching the Word (Wheaton, IL: 

Crossway, 2012), 148. 
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him.”3 These lesser beings show God respect by casting their crowns before him. God is the true 

King. 

 They also worship him by saying that he is “Lord and God.” We might miss the 

importance of that, since we’re so used to calling God these titles. But in the Roman Empire at 

that time, the emperor was a man named Domitian, and he used these titles to refer to himself. It 

was said that he was “dominus et deus noster,” or, “our Lord/Master and God,” to use the words 

that the Roman historian Suetonius used.4 These elders are saying, “The most important king 

isn’t the Roman Emperor, the man who is supposed to be the most important and powerful ruler 

on earth. The most important ruler is in heaven. Unlike the Caesar, who will die, God lives 

forever. Unlike Caesar, who can’t create something from nothing, God created the world out of 

nothing. Unlike Caesar, who can’t sustain his own life or empire, God sustains everything that 

exists by his will. And that is why God is worthy to receive glory and honor and power. God 

alone created the universe by his will, God alone sustains the universe by his will, and God alone 

will bring the universe to his appointed goal by his will. No one else can do those things. No one 

else is worthy of our worship.  

 Our problem is that we don’t worship God the way we should. Instead of giving the 

Creator, the King of kings, all the honor and glory and praise that we should, we tend to praise 

created things. We elevate politicians, athletes, movie stars, the rich and the famous and the 

talented. We elevate pleasure and beauty. And we ignore God. But that is wrong. God has far 

more power than a politician. God is far more beautiful than a movie star or model. God is far 

more beautiful than a sunrise or sunset, or beautiful artistic creations like paintings. God created 

everything and he sustains everything, which means that ultimately he owns everything. So, God 

is far richer than Jeff Bezos or Elon Musk or Bill Gates or Warren Buffett. And unlike all 

politicians, celebrities, and business tycoons, God lives forever. But we’re not in awe of God the 

way we should be. We don’t see his greatness and his beauty. We’ve given our hearts to lesser 

things, and we’re dull to the greatest possible being. 

 Our failure to worship God as we should is sin. Our turning to lesser things and 

worshiping them is idolatry. God would be right to judge us for our sin and idolatry. God would 

 
3 Grant R. Osborne, Revelation, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapid: Baker 

Academic, 2002), 239. 
4 Suetonius, The Lives of Caesars: Domitian 13. 
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be right to condemn us, to judge us guilty and cast us out of his creation. God would be just to 

have done that already, to have condemned the whole human race. But God is merciful and 

gracious, and he hasn’t done that. 

 What God has done instead is something amazing. God sent his Son to become a human 

being, to do two things: to live a perfect life that God demands of human beings and to pay the 

penalty for our sins. Jesus left the glories of heaven, the ones we get a glimpse of from John, to 

become a human. He was still the Son of God—he’s always been divine—but he added a second 

nature, a human nature. That meant that he subjected himself to the evils of this world. He felt 

pain and thirst and hunger and fatigue. People who should have known exactly who he is 

rejected him, mocked him, and had him killed. But Jesus didn’t die as an accident. He died 

because his life and death were the key parts of God’s plan to save sinners. Jesus left this 

glorious throne room of heaven to bring people like us to God. Ultimately, Jesus doesn’t come to 

earth to bring us to heaven. In the end, he’ll bring heaven down to earth. But Jesus did come to 

bring us to God, and if we trust in Jesus, he will bring us to God and we will live with God in a 

glorious new creation, one far more beautiful and pleasurable than what we experience now. 

 What is it that you want? What has your heart desired most? If it’s beauty, do you realize 

that God is more beautiful than what you’ve been wanting? God created the beauties of this 

earth, and the Creator is more beautiful than his creation. Do you want power? Well, you’ll never 

have the power that God has, for he is all-powerful. But you can reign with him if you humble 

yourself. Do you want pleasure? There is no greater pleasure than being with God, being 

satisfied by his beauty and all the good gifts he gives to his people. But you only receive those 

treasures in eternity by making God your treasure now. 

 Our problem is that our hearts our dull. We find God boring. We find worship of God 

boring. We seek fulfillment in lesser things. We need to recover a greater vision of God. We 

need to be in awe of him. 

 We also need to know that it is God, not the President or Prime Minister, who is control. 

God reigns on his throne forever. All our rulers come and go, but God endures. If the 

government is against Christianity now, rest assured that the government will not thwart God. 

America, like the Roman Empire, will one day be forgotten.   

 If God is this glorious, we should worship him gladly. If you are not a Christian yet, I 

urge you to see that God is greater: he is greater than whatever you desire right now. And he is 
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the one who will judge your life. He sees everything about you. He knows what is in your head 

and heart. And if you’re not a Christian, he knows that you have rebelled against him by running 

away from him. But God is merciful. If you turn to Jesus now, if you entrust your life to him, 

you can be forgiven of all your sin. All your sin can be wiped away. You can be adopted into 

God’s family. You can have the assurance that “your eyes will behold the King in his beauty” 

(Isa. 33:17). Turn to Jesus now. If you want to know more about that, please talk to me. I would 

love to help you. 

 To Christians, I say this: Reflect on God’s greatness, his beauty, his power. Take time to 

imagine how glorious God is. If you have become dull to God, if you are bored with worship, the 

problem is that you have lost sight of this vision of God. Take time to read the Bible, meditate on 

its meaning, and imagine how much greater God is than anything we’ve known on earth. Take 

time to think about the gospel, the good news that God saves sinners through his Son. Pray to 

God that he would give a greater love for him, that you would understand more of God’s 

greatness. And worship him. 

“Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty,  

who was and is and is to come!”  

“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.” 

 

 


