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Preparing for the Visions 

Future vs. history vs. cycles

To understand literature from an earlier time, we must apply philosophies of the time and identify where these philosophies vary from our own. One of the most massive differences between our age and the first century is in the perspective of history and the past. Our modern culture views time as traveling in a line, with history as that part behind us, and our eager focus on what lies ahead. Many of those who have studied Revelation show this same eagerness to decipher from this book what lies ahead on the time line in our future.

For thousands of years prior to America, time was most often viewed as cyclical, and history was more important to providing identity to a people than was where they lived or what they did. We view socio-economic caste systems with horror, but the people at the times saw it as honoring their history and knowing their place in history by perpetuating castes. History was very relevant to how lives were lived, because history was cyclical and repetitive.  Proverbs 3:19-23 encourages the young man to understand the wisdom of God that has been present from the beginning of time, and it will be "life for your soul."

Therefore, the greatest part of the message of Revelation is not about the future, but about how the end time fits with the history of God's dealings with His people, demonstrating that the God of the New Jerusalem is the same yesterday, today, and forever.

This cyclic interpretation of history matches with a cyclic retelling of the themes in Revelation. This nature can be seen in the crossing form for the seven letters to the churches, with the harshest criticisms going to the 1st and 7th churches and the highest praise to the 2nd and 6th churches. It is seen in the progression of degrees as the seven visions of tribulations in the remainder of Revelation are retold, with a fourth of the earth affected by the horseman at the fourth seal, a third of the sea affected by the mountain of fire at the sounding of the second trumpet, and all the sea affected by the plague coming from the second bowl. It is exactly in the cycles of the sin of humanity that the incredible goodness and patience of God is demonstrated throughout the Bible and here in Revelation.

Outline for the Visions section

The outline I have used for the visions section, is taken primarily from Charles H. Talbert's book The Apocalypse - a Reading of the Revelation of John. Talbert divides this part of Revelation into seven visions dealing with "the shift of the ages." However, there is no consensus on the correct outline for chapters 4 through 22, and each book I listed in the Bibliography has a different way of grouping these verses.

In this outline, each vision starts with a scene in heaven that offers reassurance. 

The first two visions focus on how the Tribulation will affect Christians, and the third discusses the role of the Roman empire in the Tribulation.

In parallel, the fourth and fifth visions focus on the judgment to be brought on Rome and its sympathizers, and the sixth vision decrees the result of the actions of Rome and those that opposed God.

The final vision brings the ages to completion, with Jesus as ruler of all and his followers blessed with His eternal presence.

This interpretation brings out the repetition found in first Century spoken literature. For example, the parallels between the seven seals and the seven trumpets are brought out by this sectioning of the text. 

Vision One - The Seven Seals
Revelation 4:1 - 8:1

The scene (4:1 - 4:8)

After these things I looked and saw a door opened in heaven, and the first voice that I heard, like a trumpet speaking with me, was one saying, “Come up here, and I will show you the things which must happen after this.”

The Greek text makes clear that this door will remain open.

Immediately I was in the Spirit. Behold, there was a throne set in heaven, and one sitting on the throne that looked like a jasper stone and a sardius. There was a rainbow around the throne, like an emerald to look at.

The significance of a throne is power (see Isaiah 6:1-4), balanced with God’s mercy, as with His promise to Noah symbolized by the rainbow.

Clear jasper was very valuable, and symbolized purity.

Sardius, also translated “carnelian”, was said to look like it held fire, symbolizing judgment.

Emerald, in green, as a soothing color.

The old Greek word used here for “rainbow” is the same word used in the Greek translation of Ezekiel 1:28 to describe God’s presence.

Around the throne were twenty-four thrones. On the thrones were twenty-four elders sitting, dressed in white garments, with crowns of gold on their heads. 

This is the only use of the number “24” in the book of Revelation. I like the interpretation of the 24 elders as combining the 12 tribes of Israel and the 12 Apostles of Jesus, therefore representing all believers of both covenants.  This goes along with a reference combining the twelve tribes and the twelve apostles in the final vision of heaven.

The word for crown is stephanos, the victor’s wreath, rather than diadema for a ruler’s crown.

Out of the throne proceed lightnings, sounds, and thunders. 

The thunderstorm is a familiar symbol in Hebrew poetry of the Divine power, as in Job 37:2-5 and in God’s appearance to the Hebrew nation on Mt. Sinai in Exodus 19:16.

There were seven lamps of fire burning before his throne, which are the seven Spirits of God. 

This word for “lamps” is different from the seven lampstands in Revelation 1:12, and is often translated “torch”; the significance of these torches is for God as Spirit, not the churches.

Before the throne was something like a sea of glass, similar to crystal. 

The crystal sea is similar to  Exodus 24:10, where God stood on a pavement of sapphire before Moses, Aaron, and the Israelite elders. 

Clear glass was very expensive, owned only by the wealthy.  King Solomon had an expanse of clear glass leading up to his throne.

However, seas were dangerous in the first century.  John portrays this sea as separating him from heaven, but this sea does not appear in the vision at the end of Revelation.  For now, John is a distant observer.

In the midst of the throne, and around the throne were four living creatures full of eyes before and behind.  The first creature was like a lion, and the second creature like a calf, and the third creature had a face like a man, and the fourth was like a flying eagle.  The four living creatures, each one of them having six wings, are full of eyes around and within.

Similar to four creatures in Ezekiel chapter 1, and translated there as “cherubim”.

The four forms represented what was considered to be the noblest (lion), strongest (ox), wisest (man), and swiftest (eagle) of all creations, so God is praised by the totality of His earthly creation. 

The response (4:8 - 4:11)

They have no rest day and night, saying, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God, the Almighty, who was and who is and who is to come!”

When the living creatures give glory, honor, and thanks to him who sits on the throne, to him who lives forever and ever, the twenty-four elders fall down before him who sits on the throne, and worship him who lives forever and ever, and throw their crowns before the throne, saying, “Worthy are you, our Lord and God, the Holy One, to receive the glory, the honor, and the power, for you created all things, and because of your desire they existed, and were created!”

The praise recorded is the same powerful theme used in Revelation 1:4. Every act of these living creatures expressed adoration to God. That the elders cast down their crowns shows that their victory is from God. 

The phrase “our Lord and God” spoken by the elders used the exact Greek words (kurios kai theos) that Emperor Domitian chose for his official title, so this wording was an act of rebellion against Rome. 

The problem (5:1 - 5:4)

I saw, in the (open palm of the) right hand of him who sat on the throne, a book written inside and outside, sealed shut with seven seals.

There is so much to God’s Plan, written before the beginning of time (see Psalm 139:16), that there was writing on every available surface, not as was normally done just on the inside. 

There are references to a scroll in Isaiah 29:11-12 sealed because the people couldn’t receive it, and a scroll covered front and back with “words of lamentation and mourning and woe” in Ezekiel 2:9-10. There was the expectation of the end inherent in a sealed message from Daniel 12:9. 

The seven seals, indicating the completeness of God’s purpose, were marked with God’s own signet ring to authenticate the origin.

In Roman law, a rich person’s Last Will and Testament was sealed with seven seals of the seven witnesses. 

All together, this indicates the scroll told of God’s plan for the completion and final settlement of His affairs with His creation.

I saw a mighty angel proclaiming with a loud voice, “Who is worthy to open the book, and to break its seals?”  No one in heaven above, or on the earth, or under the earth, was able to open the book, or to look in it.  And I wept much, because no one was found worthy to open the book, or to look in it.

The Greek word for “worthy” indicates that the appropriate rank and character was required of the person, not merely ability.

John’s tears expressed both frustration and humiliation that none of God’s creation was worthy of His plan. He was impatient and premature in his weeping, based on human knowledge, leaving out faith that the God of All would provide the answer to this problem.

The resolution (5:5 - 5:14)

One of the elders said to me, “Don’t weep. Behold, the Lion who is of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has overcome; he who opens the book and its seven seals.”

The solution to who can open the scrolls goes as far back as Genesis 49:8-12, where in the blessing of Jacob on Judah and his descendants, Judah is called a lion, and the scepter was not to depart from Judah. 

The Root of David refers to Isaiah 11:1-10, prophesying of the Messiah. These titles for Jesus span the history of the Jewish faith.

I saw in the midst of the throne and of the four living creatures, and in the midst of the elders, a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain, having seven horns, and seven eyes, which are the seven Spirits of God, sent out into all the earth.

Instead of a lion, John sees a lamb; literally an arnion, a lamb so young that it was just beginning to be playful.

This Lamb is now alive, but the Greek verb says it had been thoroughly slaughtered as a sacrifice.

The completeness of the Lamb’s power is symbolized by the seven horns. The seven eyes indicate omniscience, as in Zechariah 4:10.

Then he came, and he took it out of the right hand of him who sat on the throne.  Now when he had taken the book, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb, each one having a harp, and golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints.  They sang a new song, saying,

“You are worthy to take the book,
and to open its seals:
for you were killed,
and bought us for God with your blood,
out of every tribe, language, people, and nation, [four-fold]
and made us kings and priests to our God,
and we will reign on earth.”

The new song is for new mercies, as in Psalm 40:1-3, in this case praise to Christ for redemption; the “old song” is praise to God for creation. 

The word used consistently for “new” in Revelation is kainos, meaning better than anything before it, “fresh”.

I saw, and I heard something like a voice of many angels around the throne, the living creatures, and the elders; and the number of them was ten thousands of ten thousands, and thousands of thousands; saying with a loud voice, “Worthy is the Lamb who has been killed to receive the power, wealth, wisdom, strength, honor, glory, and blessing!”

Innumerable number of angels, a “gazillion” 

The surrounding circle of angels join in the song of the elders and living beings, singing a seven-fold (= complete, perfect) praise. 

I heard every created thing which is in heaven, on the earth, under the earth, on the sea, and everything in them, saying, “To him who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb be the blessing, the honor, the glory, and the dominion, forever and ever! Amen!”

The four living creatures said, “Amen!” The elders fell down and worshiped.

No created thing is left out of this largest circle of praise. 

Parallels an idea in Romans 8:19-23 that all creation was affected by man’s fall. In Revelation, all creation rejoices in the wholeness reinstated by the Lamb.

The parallels between the chapter 4 events dealing with the Creator and the chapter 5 events with the Lamb are intentional. In both accounts, the scene describes the glory of the Creator and Lamb, a first hymn of praise, a narrative to continue the scene, and a second hymn. In this parallel structure, the oneness of the Son with the Father is emphasized, along with the consistent and continual presence of the Holy Spirit.

“Under the Earth”

Several times chapter 5 references those “under the earth,” which is an Old Testament concept.  The phrase “heaven, earth, under the earth” echoes an old Hebrew phrase for the totality of creation.

Also, the Old Testament does not present our modern concept of Hell, and instead identified Sheol, considered to be “under the earth”, as the holding place for the dead awaiting what would come next. In modern times, we often equate Sheol with Hell, but there was no punishment in Sheol. The existence of Sheol, the “waiting room” for the dead, might be inferred by these references to the angel calling “under the earth” for one worthy to open the scroll, and later the praise coming from “under the earth.” Similarly, images of the Rapture have those dead in Christ rising up to meet Him in the air.

There are other scriptures that dispute this idea of a “waiting room”, especially the concept of “Purgatory”, with the most notable being the words of Christ on the cross to the repentant criminal, when He promised that “today you will be with Me in Paradise.”

The point of Revelation is not to describe the miracle of passing from this life into Eternity, any more than we should bury our loved ones wearing hip boots so they can pass through the Jordan River.

Applicability for today

God is in charge--there is nothing that we will face that can compare to God’s power and glory, and there are no extremes that the Lamb will not do to take care of His people.

Victory comes not through strength and power, but through complete submission and sacrifice, even for God’s Son. We must live our lives focused on how we can better submit ourselves to God’s will, not in pursuing through our strength what we desire.

Our most complete obedience to God is our praise to Him, as part of the community of faith and of all creation. As we draw closer to God, our awe in His unimaginable “glory and honor and power” must be fulfilled by our praise of the One who created all things and communes individually and personally with each of us!

We are destined to be blessed in ways far beyond anything that we deserve or that we can earn. We will be crowned and seated with the Triune God!

Note: All the handouts for this series can be found on the internet at http://www.jmbiblestudy.com/rev.html

