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John Brown once said, “Holiness does not consist in mystic speculations, 
enthusiastic fervours, or uncommanded austerities; it consists in thinking as God 
thinks, and willing as God wills.” In other words, holiness is not about some kind 
of spiritual ecstasy, or beating yourself up in order to do something or to refrain 
from some particular thing. It is about thinking God's thoughts after Him, and 
bringing your will in line with God's will. One of the best ways of doing that is to 
look at various Scriptures that describe the world as God sees it, so that we can 
imitate that viewpoint of the world. This text in Revelation does it marvelously. 

We are in the midst of a glorious description of what it looks like to be in 
God's throne room, as He is surrounded by the 24 elders, the glass sea, the rainbow 
colors, and the thunder and lightning. When we looked at the sea of crystal, what 
we found was that it meant a calmness. God is not taken by surprise at anything 
that happens down here on earth. 9/11 did not startle Him. Nor did the Holocaust, 
or any other major calamity that has happened to humanity. The sea, which is 
normally turbulent and stormy, is, in heaven, as calm as crystal. 

The other thing to notice about that sea of crystal, however, is that you can 
see right through it. If you are in heaven, and you are looking through the sea of 
crystal, what you see is the earth. You can see it clearly. God sees it clearly. And 
how He sees the world is what we want to be our viewpoint as well. Yes, of 
course, we are not God. However, God sees the world in a certain way, and we 
need to know what that way is, so that we can imitate it in our own creaturely way. 

Speaking of creatures, John sees 4 rather bizarre-looking creatures 
surrounding the throne. The first thing we notice about these creatures is that they 
are living creatures. They are alive. No death there. There is no death in the new 
heavens and the new earth, not even of creatures. God sees His creation as being 
very much alive. 

The second thing we notice about these creatures is that they are hybrids, if 
you will. They are obviously heavenly beings, and yet they also have an earthly 
appearance. Almost every commentator on this passage recognizes that they are 
strongly connected with the angelic beings described in Ezekiel 1 and Isaiah 6, 
which are cherubim and seraphim. From Ezekiel 1, John gets the description of the 
faces of the four living creatures, and the fact that they have eyes everywhere. 
From Isaiah, John gets the 6 wings, and the song which they sing, the “Holy, Holy, 
Holy.” So, these creatures are certainly angels, and therefore belong in heaven. 

However, they have the appearance of creatures on earth. One looks like a 
lion, one like an ox, one like a human, and one like an eagle. There have been 
many different explanations for what these different animals represent. One of the 



most common is that they represent the 4 gospels. However, that is difficult to 
maintain, when we remember that Ezekiel and Isaiah furnish the OT background 
for this vision. We must take our cue from Ezekiel and Isaiah, which were both 
written long before the gospels. In Ezekiel and Isaiah, the point of the living 
creatures is that they represent all created beings before God. The lion is the king 
of wild beasts. The ox is the strongest of domesticated beasts. Man is the wisest of 
all creatures, and the eagle represents the speed of the birds. Put together, they 
represent all created beings, all classes of animals. The rabbis had this saying: 
“There are four holding the chief place in the world,—among creatures, man; 
among birds, the eagle; among cattle, the ox; among beasts, the lion.” They are 
representative of all created, living beings. One might ask where is the 
representative of the world of fish? Well, remember that the sea was a symbol of 
chaos and disorder. It would jar with the imagery here if John included a fish in the 
scene, when he has already described the sea as being as clear as crystal. 

So the creatures represent all created living beings before God. And what 
are they doing? They glorify God. So what does God see as the purpose of 
creation? It is to glorify God. We know from other Scripture, such as Psalm 19, 
that even the non-living things in this universe give praise to God. The stars 
proclaim the handiwork of God. But all living creatures will give praise to God. 
That is their role in the new heavens and the new earth. 

Since these four living creatures are hybrids of sorts, having characteristics 
of both heaven and earth, they represent the new creation as well. Heaven and 
earth as they are supposed to be: one glorious interconnected reality, instead of 
two completely distinct realms, as they are today. There is a great gulf at the 
moment between heaven and earth. The Bible calls it a veil, which evokes images 
of the temple and the tabernacle. What we know is that Jesus has opened the way 
through the veil. Right now, we can only go in by faith, not by sight. One day, 
though, we shall see it in person. 

Why do they have so many eyes? That is as much as to tell us that they are 
very alert and watchful. Not much would slip past them. Of course, if they see so 
much, how much does our Heavenly Father see? In this context, the purpose of 
telling us this is not primarily to scare us, but rather to encourage us. John was 
writing to a persecuted church. What comfort it would give them to know that 
even these four living creatures see what is going on in the persecuted church! 
However, the eyes also mean that they are fully capable of seeing God. They can 
see God as well as any created being can possibly see God. 

What John does NOT say about these creatures is almost as important as 
what he does say. There is a very striking difference between the creatures that 
Ezekiel describes, and the creatures that John describes. In Ezekiel, the creatures 
have wheels. Lots and lots of wheels. Wheels inside other wheels. Wheels that 
allow the creatures to go in any direction without turning around. You see, the 



exiles needed to know whether God's glory was portable, and whether God could 
be with them in Babylon. So, Ezekiel's vision of the creatures as having wheels 
would speak to the exiles very powerfully. Yes, God's glory has wheels. It can 
move with God's people. Here in Revelation, there are no wheels. There is no need 
of transporting God's glory from one place to another. The way God sees it, all His 
creatures will have free access to the throne room, without any hindrance. They 
will all be able to come to God, rather than God having to move to be where they 
are. So, as we move from Ezekiel to Revelation, we find that movement gives way 
to rest and stability. 

Now we come to what these hybrid creatures are saying. Any time in the 
Old Testament that an author wanted to emphasize something, he simply said it 
twice. King David cries out Absalom, Absalom! When the five kings were fighting 
against four in the time of Abraham, when Abraham had to go rescue Lot, the 
losing side got trapped in some pits. The Bible describes them as “pit pits.” That 
is, they were very pitty pits. So, for the four living creatures to cry out not once, 
not twice, but three times about the holiness of God means that the holiness of 
God is just about the most important thing of all. In Isaiah 6, the same cry of 
praise happens, the three-fold holiness of God. However much heaven and earth 
may exist as one complete and harmonious whole in the new heavens and the new 
earth, God is still different from his creation. Even when we are most like God, 
when we have been transformed to be as much like Him as it is possible to be, He 
will still be different and set apart. He will still be holy. 

The text also calls God “the Almighty.” This word means “ruler of 
everything,” or “having power over everything.”   

The second part of what they are saying tells us of God's eternal nature. He 
has always existed in the past. He exists now, and He will always exist in the 
future. The order is different from chapter 1:4. In chapter 1, the order is that God 
is, was, and is to come. Here it is “was, is, and is to come.” Possibly the change of 
order indicates that chapter 1 is talking about the fact that God always experiences 
everything in history as if it were directly in the present. Here in chapter 4, we get 
a creature's view of God's eternal being as it stretches out in eternity past, comes 
through the present, and stretches out in the other direction towards eternity future. 
We are reminded of God's declaration to Moses at the burning bush, “I AM Who I 
AM.” John simply expands that statement into something even greater: God 
always was, always is, and always will be. In other words, the holiness of God is 
eternal. 

So, we ask this question: what kind of practical use do we get out of this 
vision? What kind of practical help did John expect his readers to get out of this 
vision? The answer is that there is always great benefit to seeing the world as God 
sees it. Particularly, there is great benefit in seeing the world as God sees it will be 
one day. Discouragement and depression almost always lack this kind of vision. 



Look at the world as it will be! See how all creation will be in harmony with 
heaven, and that there will be a perfect meeting and mingling of heaven and earth. 
Look at how all things in the new heavens and the new earth will praise the Lord. 
Here it is in words. Elsewhere, we know that we will have other things to do as 
well. Some people get a little uptight when they think that they will have to be 
singing God's praise every second of every day. I do not believe that it is like that. 
The Bible also says that we will judge angels, and that we will have work to do 
that won't have any of the frustrations that life now currently holds for us. We 
won't have to worry about our bodies getting weak through hunger, or fatigue, or 
old age. We won't have to worry about obstacles like thorns and thistles when we 
do gardening. We won't be dealing with angry customers, or any other obstacle 
due to sin being in the world. Imagine a perfectly satisfying job that is what you 
love to do without any of the frustration. If you can imagine such a world, then are 
you are seeing the world as God sees it will be one day. And that is a very 
important part of holiness. 

Ultimately speaking, this passage calls us to holiness. Remember our 
definition of holiness: it consists in thinking as God thinks, and willing as God 
wills. Holiness is loving what God loves and hating what God hates. We cannot be 
holy on our own. Holiness is not the natural condition of fallen man. What fallen 
human being loves to sing the praises of God? What fallen human being loves the 
idea of the holiness of God? The reason we don't love holiness is because we are 
not holy. We only start to love holiness when God starts making us holy. Then we 
gradually learn to love it. It is, in many ways, an acquired taste. It's a little bit like 
how children grow to like being clean. When they are small (and sometimes when 
they are not so small!), children love getting dirty. They love to play in the mud 
puddles. Gradually, they begin to learn that appearing at a prom date covered in 
mud is not generally done. They develop a taste for cleanliness. This usually takes 
longer for boys, for some reason, although there are always exceptions. But 
gradually, people learn to like being clean. Now, let me be clear: there is nothing 
wrong whatsoever with getting dirty when the job requires it. All illustrations will 
crack under pressure if you put too much weight on it. The point is simply that 
holiness, like cleanliness, is an acquired taste. How do we acquire it? By being 
born again to holiness by the power of the Holy Spirit. So, come to Jesus, and be 
born again. Start to love holiness. 


