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 study questions

Revelation 4:1—The Heavenly Summons

1. Read Revelation 4:1-11.
a. What do you think the “door standing open in heaven” may have meant 
to John?

b. What does it mean to you that heaven’s door stands open?

2. According to John 10:7-9, who is the “door” to heaven?

3. What does the trumpetlike voice direct John to do?

God’s Throne
REVELATION 4

swept up into God’s majestic throne room, John is about to experience a 

glorious scene. As you read John’s report of his spectacular, strange vision, pray 

that you will catch the reality underlying the vivid images—God Almighty is 

on the throne, and all creatures (including us) find our ultimate fulfillment in 

worshiping Him.

Notice that this lesson’s Apply question gives you a challenge to do throughout 

the week, so you may want to get started now.
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Revelation 4:2-3—God on His Throne

4. Why do you think it significant that John was “in the Spirit” when he saw all 
of this?

5. The throne is center stage in John’s first glimpse of heaven. What does the 
image of a throne suggest to you?

6. Read Revelation 4:11. Who is on the throne, and how does John describe Him 
in Revelation 4:3?

7. Read John’s description of this scene again. Try to see it in your mind’s eye. 
What do you feel as you try to imagine what it is like? What words would you use 
to describe what you “see”?

 
Revelation 4:4—The 24 Elders

8. What does the description of the 24 elders suggest to you? (Scripture doesn’t 
say, so don’t worry if you don’t have an answer.)

9. In Scripture, white clothes suggest purity. According to Psalm 51:7 and Hebrews 
9:13-14, how can we be made pure as we stand before God?

10. The elders cast their “golden crowns” (Rev. 4:4) before the throne. John didn’t 
say exactly what these are, but the Bible does give us some clues about other 
crowns. From the following verses, what are those, and who will receive them?

a. 1 Corinthians 9:24-25

b. Philippians 4:1 and 1 Thessalonians 2:19

c. 2 Timothy 4:7-8
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d. James 1:12

e. 1 Peter 5:1-4

 
Revelation 4:5-8—The Four Living Creatures, Part 1

11. Lightning and thunder come from the throne. In Exodus 19:16-19, how are 
these phenomena associated with God’s power?

12. What does the presence of “a sea of glass, like crystal” (Rev. 4:6) suggest to you 
about God and heaven?

13. From Revelation 4:6-8, what do the four living creatures look like?

14. What do the four living creatures do, and what do you notice about the focus 
and duration of their activity?

15. What else do you learn about angelic creatures from Isaiah 6:1-4?

 STUDY QUESTIONS

Revelation 4:9-11—The Four Living Creatures, Part 2

16. According to Revelation 4:9, what three things do the living creatures ascribe to 
the one on the throne?

17. What does the four living creatures’ exaltation of God prompt the 24 elders 
to do?

18. Why do you think it is appropriate for the elders to lay down their crowns 
before God, and why do the elders consider Him worthy of worship?
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19. For what reasons do you worship the Lord?

20. For personal thought: How might your reverence for God and worship of Him 
prompt someone else to worship God, too?

21. Apply the truth: It’s easy to focus so much attention on the demands of our 
daily lives that we forget to focus on God. Each day this week, take a few minutes 
to meditate on the picture of God’s throne room. How could your responsibilities, 
problems, and priorities transform as you view them from heaven’s perspective? 
How could looking to Jesus affect the way you pray about and respond to 
these things?
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God’s Throne
Revelation 4

Jesus has given specific messages to 
each of the seven churches in light of 
His coming. Now, He directs John’s 

attention to prophetic events that must 
take place prior to His return. Using the 
general outline of 1:19, we understand 
that John’s vision of Jesus in chapter 1 
presents “the things that you have seen,” 
and His evaluations of the seven churches 
in chapters 2–3 show what is now. Chapter 
4 begins the third major part of the book, 
“what must take place after this.” Here 
begin the visions depicting events that 
would precede Jesus’s coming and the 
establishment of God’s eternal kingdom. 
The scene opens at God’s throne, the 
supreme “headquarters” of heaven and 
earth, time and eternity.

I. Heavenly Summons  
(Revelation 4:1)
After the letters to the churches are fin-
ished, John looks up and sees a door in 
heaven “standing open.” The idea sug-
gested here is that access to things that 
are normally closed off to human vision 
or perception has become available to 
John. God has revealed much to us, but 
not all; mysteries do remain (see Deut. 
29:29). The first trumpetlike voice that 
John had heard, of course, was Jesus’s voice 
(see Rev. 1:10). Now a second time, pre-
sumably resounding through the open 

door, this powerful and dramatic voice 
summons him to “come up here” (4:1).

Think about how Jesus also 
calls us to “come up here” (Rev. 
4:1) in our perspectives and 
priorities. He urges us to 
separate ourselves from the 
earthly things that distract us 
and drag us down. He wants to 
give us a fresh vision of Himself. 
But we can miss it if we are 
looking down, absorbed in 
ourselves. Listen to how He 
summons us through Paul’s 
words: “Set your minds on things 
that are above, not on things 
that are on earth. For you have 
died, and your life is hidden with 
Christ in God. When Christ who 
is your life appears, then you 
also will appear with him in 
glory” (Col. 3:2-4).

This vision is deliberately reminiscent 
of Ezekiel’s “visions of God” when “the 
heavens were opened” and “four living 
creatures” (Ezek. 1:1, 5) became visible 
to him. The presence of such familiar 
Old Testament prophetic patterns would 
assure John’s readers that the one true 
God had again given revelation to His 
people. What we are about to study is a 
written report about previously unseen 
things in the highest heavens. Jesus re-
vealed these things to John, and He 
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expects us to pay close attention to them.
Jesus says that He will show John 

what will “take place after this” (Rev. 
1:19)—events that will unfold as He 
brings the ultimate restoration of 
heaven and earth at the end of time, 
establishing God’s kingdom in com-
plete fulfillment. God is beyond the 
constraints and experience of time (see 
2 Pet. 3:8). God knows and ordains 
history from beginning to end before 
it happens (see Isa. 46:10). And He has 
revealed portions of the future to the 
prophets and the apostles (see Dan. 
2:19-23; Eph. 3:5).

II. God on His Throne  
(Revelation 4:2-3)
John’s report that he was “at once ... in 
the Spirit” (compare 1:10) refers to the 
prophetic state in which people receiving 
God’s revelations sometimes find them-
selves (see 1 Sam. 10:6; 2 Pet. 1:20-21). 
John’s experience seems similar to Paul’s 
heavenly visit as described in 2 Corin-
thians 12:2-4. Though Paul was uncertain 
as to whether or not he was in the body 
when it happened, he knew that his ex-
perience of being “caught up into para-
dise” with God had been real.

What John sees first after going 
through the door is “one seated on the 
throne” (Rev. 4:2)—obviously this is God 
Himself (compare Isa. 6:1). John has 

God knows and ordains 
history from beginning to 

end before it ever happens.

entered the supernatural realm that the 
Bible calls heaven, the place from which 
God rules His creation, but which is 
entirely outside creation. That there is 
a heaven follows necessarily upon the 
belief that there is a Creator God. He 
must have a presence somewhere, and 
that place is heaven.

Referring to precious stones, John 
attempts to describe the magnificent sight 
he sees. The brilliance shining from the 
throne “had the appearance of jasper” 
(Rev. 4:3). Many Bible commentators 
have likened the word translated here as 
“jasper” to a present-day diamond.* In 
21:11, jasper—“clear as crystal” and “a 
most rare jewel”—is associated with the 
radiance of the heavenly city. And in 
21:18-19, we see that the New Jerusalem’s 
wall and part of its foundation are made 
up of jasper.

John also mentions “carnelian” (Rev. 
4:3), a red quartz. This stone may suggest 
God’s nature as a “consuming fire” (Heb. 
12:29). Additionally, John notes that there 
is a rainbow around the throne. Ezekiel 
had also described the “radiance around 
him [God]” like “a rainbow” (Ezek. 1:28, 
NIV). John compares this rainbow to an 
emerald, which suggests brilliant green 
to go with the red and clarity of the other 
stones. Perhaps these stones signify God’s 
perfection and purity (clear as crystal), 
His power of death and judgment (red), 
and His being the source of all life (green). 
It is a stunning, brilliant image for God, 
who is “clothed with splendor and 
majesty. The Lord wraps himself in light 
as with a garment” (Ps. 104:1-2, NIV).
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III. The 24 Elders  
(Revelation 4:4)
As John turns his gaze from the central 
throne, he sees that it is surrounded by 24 
“elders” sitting on 24 thrones. Who are 
they? Bible scholars offer various sugges-
tions. These could be either heavenly 
elders, who are God’s governing council 
in heaven (see Ps. 89:7; Isa. 24:23), or 
earthly elders, who might represent re-
deemed saints of both the Old Testament 
(the 12 tribes) and the New Testament 
(the 12 apostles). These elders are clothed 
in white and wear gold crowns.

IV. The Throne Phenomena  
(Revelation 4:5-6a)
Around God’s throne, John also sees 
“flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals 
of thunder,” which in Scripture are regu-
larly associated with God’s presence (see 
Ps. 77:18). When God came down on 
Mount Sinai to give the Mosaic Law, a 
similarly awesome demonstration of 
thunder, lightning, and fire accompa-
nied His presence (see Exod. 19:16-19). 
On heaven’s throne, omnipotent energy 
and power reside, the kind that God used 
to create the universe itself, and which 
He will use in righteous judgment.

Seven torches, or lamps, called the 
seven spirits of God, are blazing before the 
throne. This phrase might refer to the Holy 
Spirit, or it might describe a full comple-
ment of angelic servants before God’s 
throne. In Hebrews 1:14, angels are called 
ministering spirits (Greek, pneumata, as 
here). As with any great earthly throne, 
innumerable administrators, officials, and 

servants around the throne carry out the 
King’s desires.

Think about the use of numbers 
in Revelation. Even when the 
numbers can be interpreted 
literally, they often have a 
symbolic meaning as well. The 
number seven appears 54 times in 
Revelation, more than any other 
number.

The Hebrews considered seven 
a sacred number because it was 
the number of the Sabbath, 
standing for completion and 
perfection.

We have already seen the 
seven churches making a 
complete picture of the problems 
of any church. Then there are the 
seven lampstands, the seven 
stars, and the seven spirits of 
God. Still to come are seven scroll 
seals, seven angels with seven 
trumpets, seven angels with seven 
bowls with seven plagues, seven 
thunders, seven thousand killed, a 
seven-headed dragon with seven 
crowns, a seven-headed beast, 
seven mountains, and seven kings.

As you continue your study of 
Revelation, notice when the 
number seven is used. It may give 
you insight since this number 
often symbolizes that whatever is 
being talked about is perfect or 
complete.
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The “sea of glass, like crystal” (Rev. 
4:6) before God’s throne seems marvel-
ously different from any sea on earth. 
It is the “floor” on which God’s throne 
sits, and the stage for the heavenly angels 
and elders who worship before Him. Yet 
it is beautifully transparent, perhaps to 
suggest that God can see clearly every-
thing beneath it—the events of His 
creation. Again, the Bible consistently 
uses such imagery in connection with 
God’s presence (compare Exod. 24:10; 
Ezek. 1:22, 26).

V. The Four Living Creatures  
(Revelation 4:6b-8)
The “four living creatures” stationed 
closest to the throne seem to be of some 
angelic order. They resemble the sera-
phim of Isaiah 6 and the cherubim 
Ezekiel saw (see Ezek. 1, 10). That they 
are “full of eyes in front and behind ... 
eyes all around” (Rev. 4:6, 8) suggests 
an all-seeing and all-knowing capacity. 
Perhaps these angelic beings represent 
the heavenly security forces, much like 
those around earthly kings and rulers 
as they exercise authority.

John tries to describe the varying 
appearances of the four creatures using 
characteristics from animals he knows 
on earth. One is “like a lion,” suggesting 
ferocious invincibility. One looks like 
either an ox or a calf (the Greek word 
moscho can mean either). The Greek Old 
Testament (Septuagint) used it chiefly for 
a young bull, which is perhaps the best 
meaning here because it projects the 
strength and potentially lethal power of 

a youthful, horned bull. The third crea-
ture has “the face of a man,” which may 
suggest the intelligence of one created in 
God’s image. The final being is like “an 
eagle in flight,” suggesting perpetual 
surveillance from above God’s throne, 
keeping watch over it.

All have eyes, and all have six wings, 
suggesting they all move about rapidly 
(Ezek. 1:14 says “the living creatures 
darted to and fro, like the appearance 
of a flash of lightning”) and keep watch 
over the environment surrounding 
God’s throne.

These creatures also worship God 
constantly. “Day and night they never 
cease to say, ‘Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord 
God Almighty’” (Rev. 4:8). Their praise 
to Him resembles the words of the sera-
phim in Isaiah’s vision (see Isa. 6:3). Their 
many eyes see the breathtaking glory of 
God Himself, so it is no wonder that they 
worship Him without ceasing. And their 
praise encourages others to join in.

Think about why God would 
choose to send John a vision of 
heavenly beings as strange as the 
four living creatures. One explana-
tion is that God was showing 
truths about Himself through 
visual means. The lion, as king of 
beasts, represents His power and 
majesty; the ox illustrates His 
patient labor for His creation; and 
the eagle, which can soar to great 
heights, points to His sovereignty. 
Finally, the man’s face symbolizes 
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John has seen an incredible 
sight—God, seated in heaven, 
radiant with power and glory.

God’s crowning work in creation: 
humankind.

When John looks at the 
creatures worshiping God, he 
understands more of what God is 
like. What is the lesson here? 
Creatures who devote themselves 
to glorifying their Creator will 
show what God is like by their very 
lives. What kind of picture of God 
are you painting for those around 
you who are watching?

VI. The 24 Elders Worship God  
(Revelation 4:9-11)
As the four living beings “give glory and 
honor and thanks” to God, the one “who 
is seated on the throne,” the 24 elders join 
in. They, too, fall down before Him “who 
lives forever and ever”—and cast their 
crowns before His throne.

For the elders to throw their crowns 
down before God is to recognize that 
whatever authority and rank they may 
have ultimately comes from Him. He 
Himself has given them their crowns. 
He deserves all the praise, prestige, and 
honor those crowns represent. Much the 
same will be true of believers who will 
reign with Jesus in His kingdom (see 

Matt. 19:28). They will receive crowns of 
their own and they will reign with Him 
as He makes all things new. But they will 
know, without any doubt, that their 
privilege is because of His grace to them, 
and only He deserves the credit.

The elders’ praise recognizes that God 
created all things—He brought everything 
into being by His will. He is the reason for 
the existence of everything in this universe 
and beyond. God receives all glory because 
He made all things, including them. 
David also included this idea in one of 
his worship songs to God: “Know that 
the Lord, he is God! It is he who made us, 
and we are his” (Ps. 100:3).

In this chapter, John has seen an in-
credible sight—God, seated in heaven, 
radiant with power and glory. An emerald-
colored rainbow encircles His throne. 
Flashes of lightning and roaring thunder 
come from His awesome presence. And 
at the splendor of all that He is, every living 
being in heaven responds with ceaseless 
worship.

Endnote
*Scholars acknowledge that today’s jasper does not have the same properties as a diamond. Perhaps John is 
describing a transparent and rare jasper that we do not yet know about.
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Personalize the truth. One way to enter into worship is to spend time 
intentionally thinking about God’s attributes and goodness to you. What do 
you love about who God is? Make a list. What has God done for you personally 
that makes you grateful? List these things too. Then praise Him for all of it. 
Imagine yourself joining the great scene you just studied in Revelation 4. Along 
with the elders and the angels, you can give God glory and honor and thanks!



God’s Throne
22. From the Study Questions, teaching, or Commentary, what new perspective 
have you gained on God’s relationship to time, history, and prophecy?

23. How has your study of Revelation 4 changed or expanded your mental image 
of heaven?
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