
Penetrating the Mystery of the Unseen World 
(Revelation 4:1-5:14) 

Introduction:- 
 
When historians write their histories of times, places, events, and people, they 
use human categories and terms in order in record and interpret history at a 
purely horizontal level. Seldom does the historian try and relate human history 
to divine concern and superintendence. The line of his vision is entirely 
horizontal. The Revelation of John is also concerned with events, though these 
events are largely future, and its visions which are supernatural, were given “to 
show his servants what must soon take place” (1:1). In the first vision, John was 
instructed to write down what is, and what is to take place hereafter at 1:19. 
This included the Risen Christ’s words to the Seven Churches in Chapters 2-3. 
And now, as we come to Chapters 4-5, John is granted a second vision which 
also comes at an important turning point or transition in the Book, when he is 
now invited at 4:1 to come up higher, from earth to Heaven, in order to show 
you “what must take place after this.” This vision remains until chapter 10, after 
which the point of view continually alternates. These events had in fact, already 
begun to take place, but unlike the human historians’ understanding of things, 
John was shown the secrets of the Universe from a divine or vertical point of 
view, when he was invited into the Throne room of God itself, where the secrets 
of the Universe are worked out and revealed. Here one is reminded of the 
prophet Micaiah’s vision of the Heavenly throne and court at 1 Kings 22:19-23, 
which illustrates the truth that the true prophet of God in the words of Jeremiah 
23:16-22, is one who is made privy to what transpires in God’s Heavenly throne 
room, and so can truthfully declare what God is about to do. Further, Job 1:6-12 
reminds us that behind Job’s earthly life and trials, was a Heavenly courtroom, 
in the unseen world, where Job’s life and destiny was determined. But Job, 
unlike the reader of his book, was not made privy to this information. But as we 
come to look at Revelation Chapters 4-5, we are now invited into the Throne 
room of God Himself, where the secrets and plans of the universe are worked 
out, and where the church can find its true purpose, security, and eternal 
destiny. True is the statement, that the unseen world is the real world, from 
which we may view the eternal purposes of God. And at this point in the book 
of Revelation, John is allowed to share this vision with the church. Let us now 
bring the lens in a little closer on these two chapters, from which we may see 
the Throne room of God itself, as this reveals to John’s readers and to us, 
something of God’s eternal plan for the church.  
 
1.  First we are invited to see an Opening Door in Heaven to Spiritual Realities 
beyond the Veil (4:1-11). 
 



The first thing that John reports seeing is an “open door” standing before him, 
in Heaven. Already John has used this theme of an “open door” back at 3:8 with 
regard to the church at Philadelphia, which speaks there of access into God’s 
kingdom to those being shut out of the synagogue of Satan, as well as a door of 
opportunity in terms of witness to these apostate Jews. Then at 3:20 with regard 
to the church at Laodicea, Christ knocks at the door of the human heart, longing 
that they may “open the door” to renewed fellowship with Him. At the door of 
every heart there comes the knock of the nail-pierced hand. And now, a third 
“open door” stands before John in Heaven, a door of revelation, inviting him to 
see beyond the veil, spiritual realities, which will prove an encouragement and 
blessing to the church. At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry on earth, the Heavens 
were opened, and the Holy Spirit of God descended upon Him God like a dove, 
and a voice came from Heaven, “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am 
well pleased” (Luke 3:21-22).  God offers to every person the knowledge of 
Himself, and the knowledge of life eternal in His Son. But what is it, that John 
sees, and God wants him and us to know? Immediately he sees a Throne in 
Heaven, with someone sitting upon it. This recalls Isaiah’s inaugural vision in 
Isaiah 6, when he saw the Lord seated on a Throne, high and lifted up, with the 
train of his robe filling the temple. Above him were seraphs, each with six wings, 
and they were calling to each other, “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, 
the whole earth is full of His glory.” John’s vision of the four living creatures each 
with six wings around the throne reflects this text from Isaiah 6:2-3, as well as 
imagery reflecting Ezekiel 1:5-14. This theme of a Throne has also just been 
previously introduced with the Risen Christ’s promise of blessing to the church 
at Laodicea, to anyone who is victorious with regard to a renewed fellowship 
with Christ. There, those who “open the heart’s door” to Christ will be given the 
right to sit with Him on His Throne, just as He was victorious, and sat down with 
His Father on His Throne. And so in this way, John has expertly forged a literary, 
pastoral, and theological link between Christ’s message to the seven churches, 
and the Throne room experience of chapters 4-5. These chapters now provide a 
fuller understanding of the Christ and His salvation that dominates the previous 
chapters, and of the judgments and of the kingdom which are the subject of the 
chapters to follow. A single motif binds together the twofold vision of chapters 
four and five, namely that the God of Creation in Chapter 4, is the God of 
Redemption Chapter 5, who brings to pass His purpose through the crucified 
and risen Christ. And as we have already noted, chapter 4 reads like one of the 
visions of God in the Old Testament, reflecting passages from Isaiah 6 and 
Ezekiel 1, with some adaptations and changes, where God is presented as 
exalted in majesty and holiness, far above the storms of history and the efforts 
of evil forces to resist His will. Why begin here? As Isaiah himself discovered, to 
first see God as seated on a Throne, high and lifted up, as sovereign king and 
Lord of the Universe, is to see oneself as never before, and then to see the 
sphere of one’s service and purpose in life. And so, John begins with a vision of 



the Throne of God, for when we see God in such a way, we are then offered the 
key that unlocks and interprets all history in the right way. In Chapter 5, 
attention is then concentrated on the Christ who stands at the centre of the 
Throne, who has conquered all evil powers, and thereby has won the right to 
open God’s scroll of destiny and carry out what is written in it. Through the 
combination of these two visions, like twin towers or peaks, it is made clear that 
God’s will in creation, celebrated in the closing hymn of Chapter 4, is 
accomplished by the Lamb who was slain and raised to the Throne of God; and 
so history ends in the acknowledgment and worship of God and the Lamb by the 
living and the dead. But before we leave chapter 4, and look a little more closely 
at chapter 5, what else can we see in chapter 4?  First, in verse 3, the God who 
is seated on the Throne is described in terms of flashing gem-like colours, but 
never in terms of shape or form. It is the Bible’s reverential way to see God’s 
glory in terms of unapproachable light and beauty (Psalm 104:2).  And 
overarching or encircling the Throne was a rainbow that shone like an emerald, 
second in importance, only to the Throne. Should we imagine here something 
like the emerald like aurora whose breath-taking beauty and magnificence decks 
the night skies in the northern hemisphere? However, the rainbow is a reminder 
of God’s covenant promise with Noah at Genesis 9:12-17, as well as a picture of 
Ezekiel’s vision of God’s Throne and glory at Ezekiel 1:25-28. The connection 
with Noah is a reminder that God’s grace and mercy is as great as His majesty, 
and that there would be no triumph for God’s sovereignty at the expense of His 
mercy and grace. Hebrews 4:16 reminds us: “Let us then approach the throne of 
grace with confidence, so that we might receive mercy and find grace to help us 
in our time of need.” God’s Heavenly Throne may therefore be called “Grace and 
Mercy.” Then from the Throne of God lightening, voices, and peals of thunder 
proceed, reminiscent of Mount Sinai at Exodus 19:16. They suggest the 
awesomeness of God, as well as the formidable power of the authority which 
the Throne represents. Before it seven torches burn to represent the seven 
Spirits of God which point to the fullness of light, knowledge, and power in the 
Holy Spirit (Zechariah 4:1-6, 10). In front of the Throne there was what looked 
like a sea of glass, clear as crystal. In ancient times glass was semi-opaque. 
Therefore the sea of glass, clear as crystal and therefore precious, in front of the 
Throne, may follow Genesis 1:7 and Ezekiel 1:22, in separating God’s perfect 
holiness in Heaven above, from the sea on earth below, which stood as the 
symbol and reservoir of evil, out of which the Beast arises at Revelation 13:1 (cf. 
15:2). Finally, the Throne was surrounded by Twenty Four other thrones and 
elders, which may represent the Twelve Tribes of the Old Testament, and the 
Twelve Apostles of the New Testament, symbolizing the total number of the 
people of God, and in the centre, around the Throne, were Four Living Creatures, 
as Seraphim, or worshipping angels, representing the noblest, strongest, wisest, 
and swiftest of God’s created beings, in worship of God. Whenever the Living 
Creatures worshipped God, the Twenty Four Elders or Angels would also cast 



their crowns before God in order to testify that it was not they, but He, who gave 
them the victory over sin and death, and the powers of death. But in the end, 
we must remember that all these images are but symbolic pictures, which we 
must try to understand in terms of God’s two great works: Creation and 
Redemption. The Four Creatures represent God’s creative work, and the Twenty 
Four Elders represent God’s redemptive work in both Old and New Testament. 
The chapter then concludes with the worship and doxology of verse 11. 
Suddenly, the boastful claims of the Roman Caesars on earth to possess absolute 
power are exposed for the blasphemy they always were, and the history of the 
world is seen to be in the hands of the One who alone is worthy to “receive glory, 
honour, and power.” In this way the Book of Revelation gives an absolute 
priority to worship as the means by which we can transcend the brokenness and 
despair of the world, and be renewed in holiness, love and hope. The seven little 
churches described in the previous chapters are reminded here that no matter 
how much they suffer, that first of all, there is a Heaven; secondly God reigns 
supreme upon His Throne in Heaven; and thirdly, the point of the Universe is 
not power, but worship. Do we fully realize today just how radical, subversive, 
and yet life-changing it is to practise regular acts of worship and praise?  
 
2. Secondly, beyond the veil we discover the Scroll and the Lamb (5:1-14) 
 
Here in this chapter, the Throne room scene of the previous chapter is 
continued, for at the beginning of this chapter, God is pictured as sitting upon 
the Throne, but the focus of the vision dramatically changes. It is as though a 
television camera in Heaven zooms in on the right hand of God, the hand of 
power, to show a scroll which no one can open. The scroll had writing on both 
sides, possibly modelled after the double-sided scroll of Ezekiel 2:9-10 
containing words of “lament, and warning, and woe”, and was sealed with seven 
seals, following the model of sealing scrolls in passages like Isaiah 29:11 and 
Daniel 12:4. A wax seal indicated that important ancient documents were 
authentic, and unaltered, and the number seven indicates fullness or 
completion. This scroll therefore contains God’s complete plan of judgment and 
redemption, which only Jesus can reveal and execute. It also tells us that the 
Throne of God is the place of God’s salvation and judgment upon the world. 
Then a “mighty angel” with a voice that reverberates throughout the heavens, 
asks whether there is anyone worthy enough to open the scroll, and reveal God’s 
secret plan (v. 2). The tension is then ratcheted up when there is no response. 
No one is found in Heaven, nor in all creation, who is able to reveal the contents 
of this document, and so John breaks into uncontrollable weeping because it 
seems that the seven seals must remain unbroken. Why this distress? If the 
scroll remains closed, then the world continues unchanged and evil and injustice 
remained unchallenged. What is right will be determined by military might and 
the powers dominating the nations will have their way without regard to the 



pain, hunger, and suffering of the poor and oppressed. Suddenly John is told to 
dry his eyes, because there is someone worthy to break the seals and inaugurate 
a new and alternative history for the world and nations. This person has the 
strength of a lion, but is worthy to establish the kingdom of God because He 
triumphed through His death and resurrection, as the Lamb of God, who takes 
away the sin of the world (John 1:29). Further, He is the fulfilment of God’s 
ancient promise to King David, spoken of in Isaiah 11:1-4, who would exercise 
perfect justice, and slay the wicked. On this basis, He was able to open the scroll 
and its seven seals. Then in verse 6 the camera and spot-light focuses on one as 
yet not seen. He is standing in the centre of the Throne, and by virtue of His 
triumph and victory, as the slain Lamb of God, recalling the exodus Passover 
lamb of Exodus 12:3-6, and John 1:29, with perfect strength and knowledge, 
endowed with the fullness of God’s Spirit, is able to take and open the scroll. 
Then He went and took the scroll from the right hand of the one who sat upon 
the Throne, and when He did so, all heaven rings with praise and worship, 
including the four Great Creatures that surround the Throne, and the Twenty 
Four Elders. They each have a harp, and were holding golden bowls full of 
incense, which are the prayers of God’s people, especially suited for this 
occasion, which suggest that the prayers of God’s people are always precious to 
God, and are never lost before the Heavenly Throne of Grace. In fact, at this 
point, they also participate in the significance of this act of worship before God’s 
Throne. This should be for us, a great incentive to continue to pray for all things 
that concern us, and for God’s kingdom and will to be done on earth, as it is in 
Heaven. Finally, as the Lamb receives the scroll, the Heavenly Choir break out 
into a new song, and what a new song it is, because it is a response to the new 
covenant, made in Jesus’ blood, by which He has now been able to purchase for 
God persons from every tribe and language and people and nation, transcending 
ethnic, linguistic, cultural, and national boundaries. And further, Jesus has 
enabled these same people to become a kingdom of priests to serve our God, 
and they will reign on the earth through their service! This indeed is a cause for 
great praise! Finally the hosts of Heaven also join in the chorus of praise to the 
Lamb, and are joined by every creature (v. 13), as an echo of verse 3, as the 
whole of creation finally celebrates the One who sits upon the Throne, together 
with the once-slain Lamb, who is worthy to share the Throne of God and bring 
His redemptive purposes for the world to complete fulfilment. To such be praise 
and honour, glory and power, forever and ever, Amen. 
 

Conclusion:- 
 
Chapters four and five of Revelation provide a transition and turning point from 
the messages to the seven churches in chapters 1-3, to the seals, trumpets, and 
cups of wrath which follow. These chapters remind us, as they did of John’s day, 
that Heaven is not a remote place “up there”, but is the ultimate reality, of which 



this world is only the shadow. The unseen world is the real world, where the 
Throne of God determines all history. The one truth  that matters above all 
others is that when human thrones and kingdoms rise and fall, and eventually 
pass away, there is a greater Throne above which will still be standing when 
Heaven and Earth itself pass away (Revelation 20:11-14). It is also the place 
where the Scroll in Heaven determines what happens on earth. And so when we 
feel like weeping over a broken world in which our own future may even appear 
to be uncertain, let us remember that the Lamb of God is on the Throne, and He 
will bring ultimate justice and salvation to the earth. Also, we learn from these 
chapters that no matter what our situation may be on earth; the point of the 
universe is not power, but worship.  Today, may Heaven come down, and glory 
fill our souls, as we learn to find greater delight in our worship of the Father, and 
of the Lamb, who sits upon the Throne.  Amen.  
 
 
 


