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I 
 
The passage from the Book of Revelation we’re going to look at today might quickly remind you 
why so many of us tend to keep a safe distance from this part of the Bible!  It is filled with such 
strange and mysterious images that it is painfully difficult to know what to make of it.  But I’d 
like to try to unpack some of this rich imagery for us today, then close with a pair of practical 
applications that may help to bring home what we’ve studied along the way.  
 
In Revelation chapter 4, the Apostle John is summoned by the voice of Jesus Christ himself out 
of the earthly plane of existence and granted a vision of the glory at the heart of the universe, 
the glory toward which history itself is moving, the glory that is meant to shape your life and 
mine. John puts it in these terms: “After this I looked, and there before me was a door 
standing open in heaven. And the voice I had first heard speaking to me like a 
trumpet said, ‘Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this.’ 
At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me…”  
 
What follows hereafter is a view of Heaven that is nothing like modern-day movies depict it to 
be.  It is certainly not the wide-open playground of personal fantasy and self-actualization 
pictured in films like, What Dreams May Come.  Nor is it the diffuse and misty cloud-world of 
Heaven Can Wait. The entire character of heaven flows from the fact that at the center of it is, 
as John tells us, “a throne with someone sitting on it.”  
 
The One who sits there bears no resemblance to George Burns or that blend of Zeus and Santa 
Claus that seems to live in the popular mind. Instead we see -- as Leighton Ford once put it – 
that “God really is God.  He’s not just applying for the job.” And in trying to describe the 
staggering wonder of Who He is, normal characters and categories absolutely fail to do Him 
justice. Only symbolic language can begin to get at the truth.   
 
We’re told, for example, that he “had the appearance of jasper and carnelian” -- two 
precious gemstones known for their purity, beauty, and brilliant facets. Jasper and carnelian 
are, incidentally, the first and last stones said to have adorned the breastplate of the High Priest 
described in the Book of Exodus. We hear that “a rainbow, resembling an emerald, 
encircled the throne,” bringing to mind a similar vision the prophet Ezekiel had once had: 
“Like the appearance of a rainbow in the clouds on a rainy day, so was the radiance 
around him. This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the LORD.”1    
 
It is said that “from the throne came flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals of 
thunder” – symbolic of the immense power and mystery of the One who sits there, and 
reminiscent of the lightening and thunder that descended on Mount Sinai as God gave the Ten 
Commandments to Moses. “Before the throne, seven lamps were blazing.” The lamps, as 
we learned in chapters 1-3, represent the spiritual light of Christ’s churches.  
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“Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal.”  
It is said that in front of the throne of King Solomon of Israel there had been a vast expanse of 
glass flooring so highly polished that it appeared to be a sea at his feet. The story goes that 
when first approaching Solomon’s throne, the Queen of Sheba actually lifted her skirts so as to 
avoid getting them wet!2  Some scholars think that this whole image in Revelation is to let us 
know that He who sits on the throne of heaven is – even vastly more than Solomon – a King of 
staggering wisdom and wealth. 
 
In any event, we’re told that “Surrounding the throne were twenty-four other thrones, 
and seated on them were twenty-four elders. They were dressed in white and had 
crowns of gold on their heads.” You may recall from earlier studies that the ancient Temple 
at Jerusalem was served by 24 divisions or courses of priest.  The idea here is that those who 
attend the throne now clearly play something of that priestly role.  They are said to be dressed 
in white (a symbol of purity) and crowned with gold (a sign of authority). These are two of the 
very attributes promised in chapters 2 and 3 to those Christians who overcame the persecution, 
spiritual error, and moral temptations confronting believers in that time and, I might add, in 
ours.  In this way, these 24 elders can be regarded as symbolic of the triumphant church. 
 
Now all of this is good and well, but at least a few of you have to be thinking: “What in the 
world does all this have to do with our life today?”  Well, let me suggest just two thoughts to 
take with you, and both of them involve taking a closer look at the characteristics and behavior 
of some of the other fascinating beings gathered with the elders around the throne.  

 
II 

 
John says that “in the center, around the throne, were four living creatures, and they 
were covered with eyes, in front and in back… Each of the four living creatures had 
six wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings.”  The obvious 
question that arises is: What are we to make of all these eyes?  
 
I’ll tell you what I do.  I think we’re being given an anatomical indication of a spiritual 
orientation.  I believe we’re being told that these creatures just can’t get enough of the One 
who sits on the throne. It is as if they have developed an extra-ordinary capacity for 
attentiveness to Him, for constant and careful focus on Him. Everything in their outlook is 
oriented around taking in more of his beauty, more of his purity, more of his wisdom, more of 
his power. These creatures want to know every brilliant facet of that amazing combination of 
attributes that together constitute what the Scriptures mean when they speak of “the glory of 
God.”  
 
Is that true of you?  I think that sometimes we only gaze at God with one eye at a time. Our 
relationships with others suffer because we focus on his rugged truth but not his redeeming 
grace. Our character and behavior doesn’t change much because we have a good eye on his 



 

SOLI DEO GLORIA 
Future Faith (Part 9) 

Text: Revelation 4 

 
This message was provided by Christ Church of Oak Brook and 

 Love Changes Life, the broadcast ministry at Christ Church of Oak Brook. 
 

© Daniel D. Meyer / Christ Church of Oak Brook 3

love but turn a blind eye to his holiness. We become dour beings because we get a fix on his 
discipline but not on his freedom, we obsess on his majesty but miss his joy. We wear out 
ourselves and others because we see and learn from his capacity for creative work, but ignore 
his modeling of re-creative rest. Yet this is the reality to which Revelation points us: To dwell in 
the presence of God’s glory -- to be shaped and renewed by God’s glory -- is to take more and 
more of Him in.   What more of Himself is God longing for you to see? 
 

III 
 
But we’re told more about those creatures around the throne too. “Day and night they never 
stop saying:  ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to 
come.’ Whenever the living creatures give glory, honor and thanks to him who sits 
on the throne and who lives forever and ever, the twenty-four elders fall down 
before him who sits on the throne, and worship him who lives for ever and ever. 
They lay their crowns before the throne and say: ‘You are worthy, our Lord and God, 
to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will 
they were created and have their being.’"  Revelation chapter 4 is just the first of a series 
of other passages in this book that show us that the supreme and consuming activity of 
heavenly beings – and of every being bound for heaven -- is the glorification of God. 
 
We’re told something else a bit earlier that adds to this idea. John says that “the first living 
creature was like a lion, the second was like an ox, the third had a face like a man, 
the fourth was like a flying eagle,” and there is some deep significance behind that 
information.  The Jewish rabbis taught that “the mightiest among the birds is the eagle, the 
mightiest among the domestic animals is the ox, the mightiest among the wild animals is the 
lion, and the mightiest among all is man.”  The clear idea is that it is not just the weak and 
helpless that bother to worship God; even the mightiest of creatures wisely bow before the 
Almighty One himself.   
 
Again, is that true of you? During a television interview some years ago, the mighty evangelist 
Billy Graham was asked:  “What do you want people to say about you when you’re gone?”  The 
question came after a very impressive videotape montage of Graham’s extraordinary career.  
Yet Dr. Graham’s response to the question was enormously telling:  “Why I don’t want them to 
say anything about me,” he said.  “I want them to talk about my Savior.”3 
 
That sense of mission is too rare in our day.  As Oswald Chambers observed: “We used to think 
that the chief end of man was to glorify God.  Now we’re tempted to say that the chief end of 
God is to gratify man.” In his letter to the Romans, the Apostle Paul suggests that the mark of a 
benighted world is the failure to give God the glory he deserves: “For although they knew 
God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking 
became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened.”4  
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Conversely, our job as Christians is to live out ourselves and witness to the world this original 
perspective.  In this regard, I think of the simple postscript penned by Johann Sebastian Bach 
at the bottom of many of his manuscripts.  The great composer would often write: Soli Deo 
Gloria -- “To God alone the glory.”   
 
How, I wonder, might that understanding of God and life become more of the postscript or 
superscript to all that we are and do?  Maybe Soli Deo Gloria can be the prayer with which we 
more often begin our day or undertake a challenging meeting or conversation.  Perhaps we can 
look for more opportunities during the week ahead to tell others what God has done in and for 
us – to His glory alone.  Maybe it will be in the way that we more frequently deflect the honor 
to God when the spotlight turns on us.  I don’t know, but one thing is certain: The more our 
eyes are on the glory of God, the more our heart, soul, mind, and strength will be seeking to 
magnify His name.  For He is worthy, to receive glory and honor, thanksgiving and power, 
forever and ever.  May it be so in our lives.  Amen. 
 
                                                 
1 Ezekiel 1:28 
2 An anecdote from the Muslim Koran. 
3 Prime Time Live, December 1992. 
4 Romans 1:21 
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