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A VISION FOR THE CITY?
- 9. “Made for Worship”

(Revelation 4)
Introduction


 Have any of you heard of Adrian Plass? He’s an English Christian writer who’s written a lot of comedy over the past 20 years. In the book which was his rise to fame the Sacred Diary of Adrian Plass Adrian is listening to a Monk talking about heaven. He tells Father John that he is scared of dying because he isn’t sure he will really enjoy heaven as much as earth. (After all, much as we love Colin Buchanan, would you want to sing his songs again and again … for all eternity!) Well, the conversation between Adrian and Father John continues like this: 


“Adrian, what are you interested in, really interested in?”


“Cricket,” Adrian replies, he didn’t mean to it just slipped out.


“So,” Father John continues, “for you Adrian, God has to make sure that heaven is at least as exciting and stimulating and satisfying as scoring a century against Australia at Lords. Is that your wife sitting next to you?”


His wife, Anne, smiled and nodded.


“Well then, if Adrian keels over suddenly, you’ll know what to do?”


“Yes,” laughed Anne, “I’ll buckle on the pads – quick!”

I love that story for two reasons. And its got nothing to do with beating Australia at Lords! I love it because somehow Adrian Plass manages to make a really good and a really bad point at exactly the same time. This passages forces us to think through what heaven is like, and we’ll return to see why this story is both so right and so wrong later.


This morning we are looking at Revelation chapter 4 as we see that we were all made for worship. But what does that involve? What does it mean? Okay, well follow closely with your bibles open at chapter 4 and we’ll find out together.

1. VISION OF REALITY

For this great chapter, this majestic image, presents to us a vision of reality. You see, if you’ve been coming the past few weeks you will notice a massive change of gear from chapter 3. Week by week we looked at the 7 churches. And okay, being in the 1st century, their culture was a little different to ours and therefore a bit harder to relate to, but essentially they were churches just like us. It’s not too hard to think, ‘well, that’s what Jesus thinks of that church, so what does he think about our church?’


But it all changes in chapter 4. The Apostle John, who had this vision, stops looking at earth, at modern day Turkey, and starts looking at heaven. “After this I looked, and there before me was a door standing open in heaven.” This gets weird. This is now a totally different way of looking at things.  John looks through a door into heaven itself. In other words you need an imagination for the rest of the Revelation. Think something like the wardrobe that CS Lewis created as a doorway between Narnia and our world. 
· ‘after this’
We especially need some imagination when it comes to this repeated phrase, “After this.” It is tempting to think that John is giving us a chronological sequence. So, after the 7 churches we have this vision of heaven. That is to miss the point. John is telling us that after the vision of chapters 1-3 he has another one, another vision. And what it adds to the first is that it is from another perspective – “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."

Come up here… let me give you a God’s eye-view on this. You look at all this from a divine perspective. Now again, “I will show you what must take place after this,” makes it seem as if there is a chronological structure being outlined here; but that is the put the emphasis on the wrong word. The voice does not say, “I will show you what must take place after this,” but rather, “I will show you what must take place after this.” 

John peeks through this doorway into heaven and what he sees is ‘what must be’. This is a true vision of reality. And it will transform how he views the 7 churches on earth. The Lord’s Prayer will take on new meaning for John, and it must for us too – “Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” That is what we pray, and that is what John saw, God’s will being done perfectly in heaven. What we see in this chapter is reality. What we see when we look outside in Sydney is not life as it should be.

If you’ve ever seen the film The Matrix then you’ll know what I’m talking about. In the film the main character Neo, wakes up to the fact that his life, in fact the whole world, is an illusion. He is merely a human battery being kept alive by machines for the energy in his body. Instead he must help other humans to escape the matrix and embrace reality. 


That is a little bit like what is going on here in chapter 4. I want you to feel the force of the must. It is a totalitarian picture. “At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting on it.” Bang. The throne of God. He’s in charge. What he wills must come to pass. What John sees must happen. Following Jesus is not some form of spiritual escapism; it is realism – seeing God’s reign here, on earth, as it is in heaven.
· Church is reality
We will return to the central element of the vision, God’s throne, for now, but first let’s notice what is going on around the throne – “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.”
Now, almost all of the symbolic numbers in Revelation are argued over but usually the basic point is quite clear. What John sees is the church surrounding the throne. After all chapter 3 has just ended with Jesus promising the Laodicean Christians, “To him who overcomes, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne.” Therefore the 24 elders are probably symbolic of the twelve tribes of Israel and the twelve apostle of Jesus – i.e. together they represent the entire people of God… all of those, throughout history, who have trusted in God’s promises. Indeed, the other pictures support this – “From the throne came flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals of thunder.” That is a deliberate allusion to the Israelites gathering around Mount Sinai when Moses was given the Ten Commandments. 

So we have a picture of God’s people gathering around God himself waiting to hear his Word, waiting to hear his will, seeking reality. “Before the throne, seven lamps were blazing. These are the seven spirits of God. Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal.” Before the throne is God’s Holy Spirit and a sea of glass. This speaks of total obedience to God. In ANE literature, as in the writings of the Israelites, the Assyrians, the Babylonians, the Canaanites etc. the sea was a picture of evil and chaos. Later on in Revelation the evil beast will come out of the sea, foaming waves, chaos, evil monsters, even worse than sharks… it is all a picture of anarchy, total rebellion against God’s rule. So a sea of glass, clear as crystal is the exact opposite. Here is creation in complete obedience. Rather than fighting with God, this sea is chaos subdued, all it can do is reflect God’s glory.    
· A foot in two worlds
Right, so this is reality. This is what life should be like, and indeed will be like. But its not like that yet is it!? Back in Exodus 19 when the lightening flashed and the thunder rumbled, God declared his ways to his people, and through them to the whole world. But as his word goes out there is an implied choice is there not? This is God’s manifesto for the world, but do you accept it? This is how the world will be one day, do you gladly surrender to him, or do you resist him?


And so throughout Revelation we have John with a foot in two worlds. He stands on earth but he looks into heaven. Here at the beginning of chapter 4 there are two distinct world separated by the open door into heaven, the wardrobe. At this point in the book we are presented two alternate realities – the distorted reality of life on earth without God and the reality of the new heaven and the new earth under God’s rule. That’s here, chapter 4, but as we work our way through this book these two alternate realities are going to converge, until there is only one reality – paradise under God’s majestic reign. 

So look out for that throughout the book. The thunder and the lightening is a pattern that repeats itself. We’ll have the seals and with the 7th and last seal there will be thunder and lightening. Then we’ll have the trumpets and with the 7th and last trumpet flashes of lightening and peals of thunder. After that will be 7 angels with 7 bowls and yet again, with the 7th angel comes lightening, rumblings, thunder and even a severe earthquake.

The Bible teaches us that God is incredibly patient but at the last those who refuse to accept God as king will be forced to do so. Hence news of his ways and his wonderful reality mean judgment for those who reject him. 

· Church is heaven!?


Now, let’s take a step back and put this alongside all we have seen so far in Revelation. Isn’t this wonderfully liberating? Maybe you’ve been challenged week by week as we have worked through the 7 churches. Oh, Ephesus was unloving, we’d better make sure we are loving. Smyrna was faithful even though persecution, we’d better be faithful. Pergamum and Thyatira tolerated false teaching, Philadelphia had this great opportunity, and Laodicea were lukewarm. Bam, bam, bam. A list of things that we should be doing or we should stop doing, and a list that just gets longer every week. That can be a bit demotivating, can’t it?


Well get your fill of chapter 4. Breathe it in deeply. Let it fill your lungs, fill you up. Whatever you do its going to happen anyway.   "Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this." Look at it from here. This must take place. The only question is this – is it going to happen despite you or with you? This is reality. Jesus is not asking us to do more, he is calling us to live according to God’s kingdom. To behave the way we were made to. 

And therefore PBC should be a doorway to heaven. When we meet together, whether that be here in this building on a Sunday, or in our homes, or at the Op-shop, there people should catch a glimpse into heaven. Where’s the wardrobe? 


We’re not there yet, but when we comfort one another, when we wipe each other’s tears, then we are pointing to heaven where God will wipe away every tear; when we bring glory and honour to God then we point forward to the 24 elders worshipping him who lives forever. Church is a glimpse of heaven, a vision of reality.
2. THRONE OF GOD

 Having got to grips with where chapter 4 fits into the book as a whole now we get to the heart of the matter. This is what the passage is all about – the throne of God. Did you notice how central it is? Literally!? 
· The centre of action
“At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting on it.” Everything in this chapter centres around the throne…. “A rainbow, resembling an emerald, encircled the throne… Surrounding the throne were twenty-four other thrones… From the throne came flashes of lightning… Before the throne, seven lamps were blazing… Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass… In the centre, around the throne, were four living creatures… Whenever the living creatures give glory, honour and thanks to him who sits on the throne… 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…”


Surrounding, from, before, around… everything happens to do with and proceeds from the throne. As I said earlier, this is the key to the whole book. Everything proceeds from the throne. Which is a bit bizarre if you think about it. God is not mentioned at all directly, other than as someone sitting on the throne. “And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian.”  That’s it. He was rather shiny, and a bit red. What does that tell you!? That is the only way he is described, he is the one sitting on the throne. As if it is the throne that is the most important thing .. but no that’s not it, there is something else going on. 

The point is that John refuses to describe what God looks like by comparing him to a human being. Chapter 4 is totally devoid of any human likeness. Strangely in a passage so rich in picture and imagery there is no picture for God. He is not a super-man, he is not like a man but much, much better – he is totally ‘other’, he is a different category altogether, completely distinct from humanity. So this is not projection. We are not supposed to look at the throne and think, “Oh, God is like a super powerful world leader, like a king of emperor on his throne.” The throne does speak of ultimate power and authority but it is not like any human example we could ever think of. This is God and he is so holy and awesome and powerful and transcendent that John cannot even describe him. 


Even the four living creatures are not at all human. “In the centre, around the throne, were four living creatures, and they were covered with eyes, in front and in back. 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.”  These strange creatures occur originally in Ezekiel chapter 1. Most of Revelation picks up on OT imagery – there may be an allusion to Isaiah 6 here too. Without getting bogged down it too much detail they seem to represent all of creation worshipping God. 
· Creatures reflect their creator
But in addition to standing for the creation, they also represent the creator too. Such double symbolism shouldn’t surprise us in Revelation. Frequently images will be piled up on top of each other in glorious technicolour – they are God’s eyes and ears in the world … well mostly eyes!?

This link here between creator and creation is something we must not miss. Do you see how all the gifts of creation are focussed back to God in praise? The beautiful stones encircling the throne are better than the most magnificent stained-glass window. The living creatures use their voices to praise God, the 24 elders cast their crowns, fashioned out of gold, before the throne in adulation. Heaven is a place where creation has the opportunity to use the gifts God has given it in praise of its creator. All our gifts!

Isn’t that great? Heaven is not beige or terracotta – you know… white with a hint of barley. It is loud! There are emeralds, and crystal, thunder, lightning, wild creatures, elders … crowns. It’s all going on. And so when Anke in the evening congregation asked if she could encourage others to come up with a pictorial depiction of what we have learnt from Rev. 1-3 I was delighted. Let’s think of creative ways in which we can use the gifts God has given us to glorify his name. 

That was what was so great about Adrian Plass playing cricket at Lords. God has given us gifts to use for his glory. So let’s use them; and let’s enjoy them. If God created you so that you could paint, or write, or play sport, why are you surprised that you actually enjoy doing them? Doing what you were made for should feel fantastic. Living God’s way is intensely liberating not excruciatingly boring. 

But there is a downside to his analogy, and with that we come to my last point.     
3. WORSHIP OF GOD

The response to this great scene is the response of worship. “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 honour and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being.” 


You are worthy. That is how we get the English word ‘worship’ – worthiness, worthship. That is what this is all about. If you take nothing else away this morning then understand this – God alone is worthy of worship and you were created, you were made to worship him. Worship of your creator is your very purpose of your life. 
· awe of holiness



(v 8)


There is complete awe of his holiness – “Each of the four living creatures had six wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings. Day and night they never stop saying: "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come.” Holy, holy, holy. It is a Hebrew expression that comes from the OT. In Hebrew there is no comparative or superlative – in other words you can’t say fast, faster or fastest … so you can’t say holy, holier and holiest, or holy, holier and most holy. So in Hebrew Holy, Holy means more holy or very holy … and therefore holy, holy, holy means holy to infinity, holiness cubed, so totally holy that it is beyond our understanding.


So perfect, so morally pure, so completely righteous, so other… that our only response can be to keep saying, “Holy, holy, holy.” 
· Lay their crowns before him (v 10)


So great and mighty that our only response is to throw our crowns before him – “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…” They may have thrones of their own but there is no doubt here who is really in charge; who is the only one worthy of this praise and honour. 

And that is what is so wrong with Adrian’s century at Lord’s. Who’s in the centre? Who’s everyone looking at in the middle of the oval? The batsmen. And not both batsmen, the one who’s facing, the other is, literally, backing up. So who gets the credit when the century is scored – the batsman! 


No! The 24 elders do not lift their crowns and salute the crowd – they cast them before the throne. God has given all his creatures great gifts to enjoy. Take care that you cast yours before God’s throne. Is that not the difference between worship and idolatry? We forget, what is created and what is creator.  

· Dependence of creation (v 11)


Not that heaven ever forgets! “"You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honour and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being.” This is what we were made for. We were created to worship God. 

One last thing and then I’m done. There is no mention of Jesus in this chapter. Any Orthodox Jew today would be happy with everything in Revelation 4. Ah, but you wait til next week! Chapters 4 and 5 fit together neatly in two halves. Chapter 5 is all about Jesus, the lamb on the throne, and chapter 5 finishes with the lamb being worthy of honour and praise in exactly the same way as God the Father is in chapter 4. 

So hold on, whose throne is it? John is up to his tricks again. There is very definitely only one throne and it belongs both to God and to the Lamb. In fact Revelation speaks about them both interchangeably. Ask theologians to explain the trinity and they will tie themselves up in knots; but a 1st century fisherman can do it with ease. Mind you he did have a little help! Now, you will never find that word ‘trinity’ anywhere in the Revelation, or indeed anywhere in the bible – but it is here, latently at least, in the writings of John.  John is a good Jew, so he insists there is only one God. He never describes God and Jesus as if there were two gods. And yet, and yet, he repeatedly ascribes to Jesus worship which is meant for God alone. You cannot escape it. It is really clear here in Revelation. Again and again John uses weird grammar to talk about ‘he’ when he is talking about both God and Jesus at the same time. For example in chapter 11 v 15, “loud voices in heaven, which said: "The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he will reign for ever and ever."” Weird. There are two kings of this kingdom – the Lord and his Christ – but only ‘he’ (whoever that is) will reign. It is an inescapable fact. You cannot read Revelation without coming to the conclusion that Jesus is on a direct level with God. He is God, who alone is worthy of worship. 
Here’s a song written by a couple of Americans which is extremely popular in the UK. It may be well meaning but it illustrates all the issues we have seen in Revelation 4. I hesitate to use someone else’s song just to criticise it but I do because most of it is so good and also because I’ve read the authors explanation of why it was written and it was meant exactly the way I’m going to take it.  

Lenny LeBlanc, Paul Baloche 
Above all powers above all kings
Above all nature and all created things
Above all wisdom and all the ways of man
You were here before the world began

Above all kingdoms above all thrones
Above all wonders the world has ever known
Above all wealth and treasures of the earth
There's no way to measure what You're worth

Crucified laid behind a stone
You lived to die rejected and alone
Like a rose trampled on the ground
You took the fall and thought of me
Above all

© 1999 Integrity's Hosanna!/LenSongs Publishing

“I think the reason "Above All" has impacted us so powerfully - and many others including Michael W. Smith, is because it's such a beautiful picture of how a God that is above everything, would become like a rose trampled on the ground, take the fall and think of us….above all." Lenny LeBlanc.

No!!! Jesus did not think of me ‘above all’. To say such is suddenly to put me on the throne. It is that subtle and that important. We were created to worship God and to worship him alone. It is a constant battle to make sure that it is God on the throne and nothing else. It is Jesus standing in the middle of the oval taking the standing ovation! After all that is the gospel in a nutshell. Who is on the throne? Is it God or it anyone or anything else?   
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Jesus is worthy! (5: 12)
