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R. Dunkerly tells the following historical anecdote: in 1269 Kublai Khan 
sent a request from Peking to Rome for "a hundred wise men of the Christian 
religion...And so I shall be baptized, and when I shall be baptized all my baron and 
great men will be baptized, and their subjects baptized, and so there will be more 
Christian here than there are in your parts." The Mongols were then wavering in 
the choice of a religion. It might have been, as Kublai forecast, the greatest mass 
religious movement the world has ever seen. The history of all Asia would have 
been changed. But what actually happened? Pope Gregory X answered by sending 
two Dominican friars. They got as far as Armenia, could endure no longer and 
returned home. So passed the greatest missionary opportunity in the history of the 
church. There was an open door there, and no one walked through the door. 

John has been talking a lot about open doors in chapter 3. In the letter to 
Philadelphia, Jesus tells the church there that He has set an open door before them 
which no one can close. To the church in Laodicea, Jesus says that He stands at 
the door and knocks. And now, at the beginning of chapter 4, we see an open door 
for the apostle John. It is an open door right into heaven itself. John can actually 
enter into heaven itself and see the throne room of the Triune God. 

We should ask this question: why is this passage about open doors and 
worship of God immediately after the seven letters to the churches? Well, there are 
several reasons. The most important reason is that when a church receives some 
discouraging news, and when the problems of the church seem to become 
overwhelming, we need to have our eyes redirected to the throne room of God. We 
need to be reminded who is in charge. Surely, the glorious God Who is described 
here is bigger, greater, and more powerful than all the troubles which attack the 
church. It is always a temptation when trouble comes to have our vision narrowed 
down to the present situation and the present trouble. We get “tunnel” vision. We 
may even start to think that the doorway to heaven is now closed, if not for us, 
than at least for our neighbor. Friends, the doorway is open, and always will be 
open. It is permanently open, because Jesus Christ has unlocked the door, and 
thrown it wide open. His blood has paid the price for our entrance into heaven. 
Take a look with John into the heavenly realm, and get a taste of heaven. I 
guarantee you'll want more. 

There are several things we need to see about this heavenly scene. The first 
is that the throne of God is central to everything. All twenty-four elders are seated 
around the throne. The throne is surrounded by a rainbow. The throne is the source 
of the flashes of lightning, rumblings, and peals of thunder. The seven torches and 
the sea of glass are before the throne. It is a thronocentric picture, if I might be 



allowed to coin a new word. The throne, of course, symbolizes rule, majesty, 
power, glory, and most importantly, sovereignty. The point of the throne is the 
person sitting on it, Who is God Himself. All authority in Heaven and on earth has 
been given to Jesus Christ. 

Remember also the promise in verse 21 of chapter 3, that to those who 
conquer, Jesus will grant to them to sit with Him on his throne. Now we get a 
picture of that throne! The rule and sovereignty of God is on full display here. 
Amazingly, that is the rule in which we will have the tremendous privilege of 
participating. 

The second thing to notice is all the colorful transparency that is being 
shown off here. The precious stones mentioned here (jasper, sardius, and 
emeralds) are all translucent gemstones. That is, light can shine through them. 
Then there is the rainbow around the throne. And lastly, there is the sea of glass, 
that looks like crystal. There is nothing dark in this scene, and there is nothing that 
will stop the light from shining. Even the clothes and crowns of the elders do not 
stop the light, but enhance the dazzling effect. 

A special word needs to be said about the sea of glass that looks like 
crystal. People in the first century thought of the sea as a source of chaotic evil. It 
represented the anger of the gods when the sea was a boiling cauldron with huge 
waves. It brought nothing but chaos and disorder. All through the Bible, however, 
God is portrayed as the One who controls the sea. The Flood is an obvious 
example. So is the Red Sea when the Israelites passed through on dry ground, but 
the Egyptians were swallowed up. Jesus on the Sea of Galilee simply spoke to the 
winds and the waves, and everything was calm. Biblically speaking, the furious 
waves also speak of judgment and condemnation, especially for the Egyptians. 
Baptism comes into play here. The point again is that Jesus Christ has taken all the 
condemnation away. The judgment side of baptism is on Him, so that the grace 
can be for us. And now, in this vision, we see that the sea of chaos is chaotic no 
more. God has completely tamed it. It is so still you can see straight through it. 

The rainbow points to a new creation. The rainbow, in the Bible, stands for 
God's promise that He will never again destroy the world by water. The sea of 
glass is connected with this idea as well. The sea can hardly destroy the world 
again if it is so still that it looks like smooth crystal. After the rainbow in Genesis, 
the creation was made new. There are hints of that idea here as well. 

The rumblings and flashes of lightning and peals of thunder point to one 
inescapable fact: God brings judgment on those who oppose His church. This 
exact phrase “lightnings, thunderings, and voices” occurs three other times in the 
book, always at the end of a cycle of judgment. In chapter 8:5, it occurs after the 
seventh seal. In 11:19, the phrase occurs at the end of the seventh trumpet. And at 
16:18, it occurs at the end of the seventh bowl. When you put all these passages 
together with the throne of heaven in chapter 4 as the source of all this, it becomes 



evident that the judgment will come from God's throne. God will judge all those 
who oppose His church. 

The history of interpretation has never fully agreed on what the 24 elders 
signify. The two most likely interpretations are, first, that it refers to 24 angels; or 
second (and I think this is more likely), that it refers to the twelve leaders of the 
twelve tribes of Israel and the twelve apostles. On this interpretation, it would be 
emphasizing the unity of God's people. There are not two peoples of God in Israel 
and the church, but rather one people. This interpretation is supported by two 
factors. Firstly, the description of the city of Jerusalem has twelve gates and 
twelve foundations, and that is explained for us as pointing towards the twelve 
tribes and the twelve apostles. Secondly, in the letters to the seven churches the 
white garments and the golden crowns were promised to those who overcame. 
This points more to humans being the 24 elders. Seated around God's throne is the 
great privilege that awaits the church universal.      

Jesus' high priestly work is shown by the seven torches, which are 
interpreted for us as the seven spirits of God. There are strong connections here to 
the lampstand in the tabernacle, which was also sevenfold. The Holy Spirit is the 
One Who anointed Jesus as the Messiah. Jesus is the true Menorah. He has the 
Spirit without measure, and without end. The lampstand also had connections to 
the Tree of Life in the Garden of Eden. Remember that all the threads of the Bible 
come together here in the book of Revelation. We will see that more and more 
clearly as we go along, especially now that we have finished looking at the seven 
letters to the churches. 

What is the message, then of this passage as a whole, now that we have 
looked at its various parts? To put it in a nutshell: Christ has opened the door to 
heaven, so that we might have a glimpse of the One sitting on the throne. Our 
Triune God is ruler over heaven and earth. 

There are two main applications of this truth to our lives. The first has to do 
with the best antidotes to temptation and persecution. We face both temptation and 
persecution, and will face more and more of that as our country tailspins into 
complete paganism. What do we need the most in order to face temptation and 
persecution? Getting a glimpse of the character and glory of God is perhaps the 
very best antidote to these trials. Why? Because then we remember how much 
greater our God is than those things. We remember that the eternal weight of glory 
infinitely outweighs the sufferings and trials of this life. We can remember the 
phrase that Thomas Chalmers used; that Jesus shows us the expulsive power of a 
superior affection. What does that mean? It means that loving Christ the most will 
drive out any lesser affections that are getting in the way. Of course, knowing and 
remembering that God is the judge Who sees all can also reign in our sinful 
desires. 

For anyone listening who does not know Jesus, I ask you this question: does 



the vision you see here terrify you or enthrall you? If it terrifies you, then know 
this: repenting of your sin, and turning to the Lord Jesus Christ in faith will take 
all the terror away, and that is the only way to do it. For when you do that, you put 
your faith in the One who took all the condemnation of the Christian away from 
him, and put it on His own shoulders. He went naked to the cross so that we might 
have the white garments and golden crowns. If the vision enthralls you, but you 
still do not know Christ, then know this: God is calling you to Himself, and He is 
doing so gently. Do not wait for that call to become painful. Run now to the God 
of heaven and earth. 

The second main application has to do with our proper response to seeing 
all of this. First, we need to ask ourselves whether this description impresses us at 
all. I fear that in an age of entertainment, it becomes very difficult to be impressed 
by anything anymore. I see this with junior and senior high students rather 
commonly. They have seen so much, and they have heard so much that it is 
difficult for anything to cause them to wonder anymore at anything. Cynicism can 
set in. We can lose our childlike wonder at impressive things. There is nothing on 
earth that can possibly compare to this vision. There is no movie more impressive, 
more apocalyptic, or more majestic than these 6 verses. 

I will close with a contrasting analogy (and this is not original with me). 
The Wizard of Oz is a venerable old movie, a classic. If you remember the 
climactic throne room scene where Dorothy and her friends are trying to see the 
Wizard of Oz, you will remember that the dog Toto eventually uncovers the little 
old man sitting at the controls. The man tries to prevent them from seeing what is 
really happening by saying “pay no attention to the man behind the curtain,” but it 
is too late. Dorothy and her friends find out that the Wizard of Oz is no wizard at 
all. Instead of giving them what they need, the “Wizard” tells them that they 
already have all the power within themselves to get what they want. This is an 
excellent metaphor for where America and most of today's people are right now. 
America is thoroughly disappointed. They think God is like the Wizard of Oz, a 
little old man pulling some strings here and there, but without any real power. The 
book of Revelation says almost the exact opposite. The door is open. And when 
the door is open, we should walk through it.     

   


