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The Throne and the Sealed Scroll
Introduction:

A.
The main part of the Book of Revelation begins with a vision of God upon His throne. It is important that you use your imagination and try to visualize the scene as John describes it, before trying to consider the significance of any of the details.

1.
We cannot see what John saw and heard, so we must try to visualize the scene from his word-pictures. A vivid imagination is quite helpful in reliving his experience. Remember that both sights and sounds in the depicted scenes are important.
2.
The action in John’s vision is not straight-line. Think of the shifting scenes like watching a movie, where the focal point shifts from one part of the story to another scene with action cotemporary with the first.
B.
John sees “a door opened in heaven”; a voice says, “come up here, and I will show you things which must take place after this” (4:1). The revelation proceeds from heaven.
1.
“In the Spirit” he saw the throne and its Occupant (4:2). 

2.
Like Elisha’s servant (2 Kings 6:17) he could see what no ordinary eye could see.

I.
The Occupant of the Throne Room of Heaven (ch. 4).

A.
John sees the Throne, but his eye is immediately drawn to the Occupant of the throne. He is the central figure of the vision, and is identified as “Lord God Almighty” (4-11).

1.
His appearance was “like jasper”—described in Rev. 22:11 as “clear as crystal.” It is the Diamond, symbolizing the glory and holiness of God. 

2.
His appearance was also “like a sardius stone” [“sardine,” KJ; “Carnelian,” NIV, RSV]; it is blood red in color, indicating that the holy character of God expresses itself in judgment. He is “a consuming fire,” Heb. 12:29). He cannot tolerate sin: “He is of purer eyes than to behold evil, and cannot look on wickedness” (Hab. 1:13).
3.
An emerald green rainbow shined around the throne like a halo. God set a rainbow in the heaven after the Flood (Gen. 9:12-17); it became a symbol of hope and mercy.

4.
A council of 24 elders is seen sitting around the throne, clothed in white and wearing golden crowns (vs. 4). J.W. Roberts suggests they may represent “the heavenly counterpart of spiritual Israel” (Revelation 54).

a.
Isaiah said God will be glorified “before His elders” (Isaiah 24:23).

b.
The symbolism of the number suggests the 12 tribes of Israel and the 12 apostles.

c.
In the New Jerusalem he saw 12 foundations and 12 gates, with the names of the 12 tribes written on the gates and the names of the apostles on the foundations (Rev. 21:12-14).

5.
Sights and Sounds: From the throne proceeded lightnings, thunderings and voices (5). Compare the demonstrations on Mt. Sinai (Ex. 19:16). They are awe-inspiring, showing God’s majesty and power in action (cf. Rev. 8:5; 11:19; 16:18).

6
There were “seven lamps of fire burning before the throne,” explained as “the seven Spirits of God” — probably symbolizing the ever-active, superlatively wise, and all-seeing Holy Spirit (4)

7.
Before the throne was “a sea of glass, like crystal.” Not “sea,” as in “ocean,” but “as in the Laver which stood before the door of Solomon’s temple (1 King 7:23).
a.
Before the priests could minister in the Temple, they had to wash in the “sea.” It stood, therefore, between the profane and the holy,” and symbolizes the transcendence of God, separated from His people.

b.
“John is emphasizing the majesty and holiness of God” (Leon Morris). We note that in the New Jerusalem, “the sea is no more” (Rev. 21:1).

8.
“In the midst of the throne, and around the throne, were four living creatures (6-7). They are not “beasts,” for the Greek has zoa [life, living] creatures.

a.
The symbolism suggests a high order of angels—similar to, but not identical with Ezekiel’s cherubim (Ezek. 1:5; 10:20) and Isaiah’s seraphim (Isaiah 6:2).

b.
They are introduced to enhance the significance of the Throne-Occupant, ascribing glory and honor and thanksgiving to Him (8).
c.
At the same time the 24 elders fell down before the Throne-Occupant and “worship Him who lives forever and ever,” and declare Him worthy “to receive glory and honor and power; for You created all things, and by Your will they exist and were created!” (9-11).

B.
The purpose of the vision is to show us, in beautiful symbolism, that all things are governed by the Throne-Occupant.

1.
His throne is the spiritual center of the universe!

2.
A lesson for us: we gain a true insight into history when we view all things—including our tribulations (ch. 6)—from the aspect of the Throne.

3
 “Jehovah reigns; let the people tremble! He sits above the cherubim; let the earth be moved” (Psalm 99:1).  The assurance of this truth should impart comfort to believers in the midst of fiery trials. 

II.
The Lamb Takes the Scroll (ch. 5).
A.
John’s .turns to see a scroll in the right hand of the Throne-Occupant, written inside and out, and sealed with seven seals (1).
1.
The scroll represents God’s plan for the future. The fact that it was “sealed with seven seals” indicates that the Plan was not yet revealed and executed.

2.
A scroll could not be read until all the seals were removed; thus, the scenes depicted at the opening of each seal most likely represent “a series of preliminary judgments operative throughout history through which the…purposes of God are being carried out” (Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 151). 

3.
A strong angel cries out, “Who is worthy to open the scroll and look at it?” (31). John wept because no one in the entire universe—heaven, earth, under the earth—man or angel— was found worthy to open it and reveal its contents (4).
4.
An elder, not an angel, urges John not to weep; “the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the root of David, has prevailed to open the scroll and lose its seven seals” (5).
B.
John’s eyes now turn to see the ONE who is worthy to open the scroll (6).

1.
Expecting to see “Lion of the tribe of Judah” (cf. Gen. 49:9-10), this “Root of David” (cf. Isaiah 11:1, 10; 53:2), John observes “a Lamb as though it had been slain.”
2.
The phrase, “having been slain” immediately reminds us of the crucifixion of Christ (cf. Isaiah 53 and Acts 8:30-35).

3.
The “seven eyes” are explained for us—they are the seven spirits of God.

C.
The Lamb takes the scroll out of the hand of the One sitting on the Throne, and receives praise from all those surrounding the throne—the four living creatures and the 24 elders.

1.
They all have harps, perhaps symbolic of instruments of praise under the OT.
2.
They all have golden bowls full of incense; the text explains that they represent the prayers of the saints” (8).

3.
The words of praise in the “new song” are quite significant: “You are worthy to take the scroll, and to open its seals; for You were slain, and have redeemed us to God by You blood out of every tribe and tongue and people and nation, and have made us kings and priests to our God; and we shall reign on earth” (9-10).
D.
John hears, but does not see, an innumerable multitude joining in praise of the Lamb.

1.
A large host of angels—myriads and myriads and thousands of thousands—in seven-fold praise: “Worthy is the Lamb who was slain to receive power and riches and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and blessing!” 

2.
These are joined by “every creature in heaven, on earth, under the earth, and in the sea (all in them) adding their praise: “Blessing and honor and glory and power be to Him who sits on the throne and the Lamb forever and ever” (13).

3.
When the crescendo of praise dies down, the four living creatures and the 24-elders “bow down and worship Him who lives forever and ever” (14).

III.
The Lamb Opens the Seals of the Scroll.

A.
Preliminary observations about the opening of the seals: 

1.
Codex Sinaiticus has “Come and see,” as if addressed to John. Codex Alexandrius, considered the text showing the least evidence of alteration has “come,” as if addressed to the riders that follow.

2.
The first four seals are a unit. At the breaking of each seal, one of the four living creatures calls forth a horse and its rider. The background of the symbolism evidently comes from Zechariah 1:8-11 and 6:1-9. Zechariah’s horses, related to the four winds (cf. Rev. 7:1-ff.) seem to be symbolic, as in other places (Jer. 49:36; Dan. 7:7; 8:8), of agents of judgment, tragic events which affect the course of history.

B.
Opening the First Four Seals and the scene unfolded thereby (6:1-8):
1.
The First Seal revealed a white horse with a bow; a crown was given to him, and he went out conquering and to conquer” (2).
a.
The bow, along with his “going forth conquering and to conquer,” represents his war-like role.  The crown is stephanos, “the victor’s crown, and is symbolic of his victories.

b.
Who is the rider? This is the hardest of the four horsemen to interpret.

(1) Because the horse is white, some connect the rider with the one in Rev. 19:11-ff., and identify him as Christ. If this be the case, the other horses and riders represent forces used by Christ in overcoming the enemies of God’s people (Hendriksen). However, the resemblance is coincidental. Conquerors of many kinds rode on white horses. Besides, the rider in Rev. 19:12 is said to have many crowns (diadems).

(2)
Some, finding it difficult to have Christ opening the seals and represented as the rider on the first horse, connect this rider with the spread of the gospel (Hailey). In this case the other riders represent the forces of evil reacting to the spread of the gospel.

(3)
“The evident unity of the four horses and four winds indicates that they together symbolize the forces of punishment—conquering military power, civil strife, famine or scarcity, and death. No specific conquering power is intended (Summers).
(4)
The fact that his crown “was given” him indicates God is control; evil forces cannot act on their own.

2.
The Second seal reveals a fiery red horse. Its rider was granted (power) to take peace from the earth. He had a great sword. Red is the color of blood and refers to warfare, probably civil rather than wars of conquest (Morris) or persecution (Hailey).

3.
The Third Seal reveals a black horse, the rider holding a pair of scales in his hand. A voice describes an inflated price for wheat and barley, and a prohibition from harming oil and wine (5-6). Black is the color of famine (Zech. 6:2, 6). Ezekiel spoke of eating food “by weight” (Ezek. 4:9-ff. cf. Lev. 26:26). Oil and wine were luxuries. Food was available if one had the price. Christians, on the low end of the economic scale would be hard pressed to make ends meet.

4.
The Fourth Seal reveals a pale horse. The rider is Death, and Hades followed with him. They were given power over a fourth of the earth, “to kill with the sword, with hunger, with death, and by the beasts of the earth” (7-8). These deaths are different from those represented under the second and third seal. “Sword, famine, pestilence, and wild beasts are often grouped together as the ordinary means of death in an unstable society (cf. Lev. 26:22-ff.; Ezek. 14:21; Jer. 15:2-ff.) (Roberts).
C.
Opening the Fifth Seal revealed the position of previously martyred saints (9-11).

1.
These souls were under the altar of sacrifice. They had been faithful unto death (Rev. 2:10), “slain for the word of God and for the testimony which they held.” 

2.
Their cry: “How long, O Lord, holy and true, until you judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” They cry not for personal vengeance, but for justice. They plead for the reversal of unjust judgments in Roman courts.

3.
Summers says this paragraph reflects the moral necessity for judgment. God could not be a righteous God and allow such evil to go unavenged. The persecution of God’s people was the chief reason for God’s judgment on the Roman Empire (142).
4.
A white robe was given to each martyr, and they were told to “rest a little while longer, until both the number of their fellow servants and their brethren, who would be killed, were completed (11b). The white robes, symbolizing righteousness, indicates that their prayers are heard. 

D.
Opening the Sixth Seal revealed Cosmic Disturbances (12-13). It is heaven’s response to the cry of the martyrs. 
1.
The scene does not depict the Second Coming of Christ; since men are still alive afterward (cf. 14-17).
2.
This judgment is against the ungodly world power that was persecuting the saints. The prophets had used these same symbols to depict the overthrow of governments.

a.
Against Babylon (Isaiah 13:10, 13; 50:3) and Jeremiah (4:23-ff., 28).

b.
Against Jerusalem (Joel 2:31).

c.
Jesus used them of the Roman Destruction of Jerusalem (Matt. 24:29-ff.).

3.
These symbols indicate the shaking up of the persecuting Roman Empire. God’s judgment on the enemies of His people will vindicate the cause of His saints.

4.
“The great day of their wrath is come; and who is able to stand?” (17) — against the wrath of God and the Lamb. Nahum had asked this question when God’s judgment was about to fall upon Nineveh (1:6). Reference is to a day of wrath in time.
5.
Let God’s people remember that “the great day of His wrath” upon the enemies of God will also be a day of deliverance for His people. This is true, whether the judgment be in history, or at the end of time.

E.
An Interlude, with two scenes, takes place between the Sixth and Seventh Seals (ch. 7). Remember that the scroll has not been completely opened and its contents revealed!
1.
The scene begins with four angels holding back the four winds, with another angel crying, “Do not harm the earth, the sea or the trees till we have sealed the servants of God on their foreheads” (1-3).
a.
The “seal of the living God” should be understood in contrast with “the mark of the beast” (13:16). “The Lord knows those that are His” (2 Tim. 2:19).

b.
John heard the number of those sealed, 144,000 is a symbolic number: 12 x 12 [the religious number multiplied] times 1,000 [the completeness number] would represent all of God’s spiritual Israel—His true people (cf. Rom. 9:6; Gal. 3:29).
c.
The fact that the number is symbolic is indicated by (1) each tribe had the same number of people and (2) the tribe of Dan is not even mentioned. In order to get twelve tribes both Joseph and Manasseh are mentioned. This listing is found nowhere else in the Bible.
d.
Comparing this group with the following group suggests that the 144,000 represent the full number of God’s people who are on earth. They are sealed against the judgments coming on the earth.

2.
The second scene shows great multitude, “out of all nations, tribes, peoples, and tongues,” before the throne, clothed with white robes and holding palm branches, saying: “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne and to the Lamb! (10).
a.
White robes symbolize victory, and “Palm branches in their hands” suggests a festive spirit. The scene is a joyous one in which they, the elders, four living creatures, and the angels join in seven-fold praise to God (cf. 11-12).

b.
“Who are they, and where did they come from?” an elder asks. John cannot say. The elder explains: “These are the ones who come out of the great tribulation, and washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (3-14).

(1) This group is not sealed, as both Old and New Testament saints (cf. Heb. 11:39-40) have come already passed through great tribulations. 

2)
“In the world you will have tribulation” (Jesus, John 16:13). “Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God” (Paul, Acts 14:22). “All that would live Godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer tribulation” (Paul, 2 Tim. 3:12).
b.
These are before the throne “and serve Him day and night in His temple” because they have faithfully endured tribulations, and “washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (15)

c.
God dwells among them and supplies every need. They are beyond hunger and thirst, the heat of the sun or the cold of the winter (16).

d.
The Lamb who purchased them will shepherd them to “living fountains of waters. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes” (17).

Conclusion:

A.
The persons in both verses 1-8 and 9-17 are the same, but the positions from which they are viewed are different.  In vs. 1-8, “they are sealed and safe as judgment rains down upon the earth. Under God’s protection they are not delivered from it, but through it.

B.
In vs. 9-17, they are seen after they come out of tribulation. They possess peace, joy, and victory. Every want is supplied; every sorrow is healed; every tear is wiped away. They were sealed on earth, but wear victorious robes and carry palm branches as they worship around the throne of God in heaven.

C.
The two visions together give the most complete picture of the security of God’s people before the judgment portrayed in chapter 6. “Who is able to stand?” Here is the answer! (Summers, 152-153).
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