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PCGM OVERVIEW: REVELATION 4 – 11 (2/1/21) 

  

Introduction 

 

Many, if not all of us, have read books or articles or heard sermons on the book 

of Revelation, or have studied the book in a BSF group. There are many 

interpretations of Revelation, and I had spoken briefly on these in my Overview 

on Revelation 1-3. So I will not deal with that today 

 

Christians have different attitudes towards the book. One person told me that 

she was afraid to turn to the book of Revelation because of the strange visions 

and creatures. Another person told me that his friend claimed that God had 

given him the key to unlock the book of Revelation. Still others are confused, 

and many find various parts of the book hard to understand. 

 

What I propose to do in this Overview is to give you some handles or guidelines 

to help you navigate through chapters 4 to 11. There will be another overview 

for the remaining chapters of the book. 

 

Some of you may not agree with the approach that Philip and I have taken in the 

bible study series we have written. Some of you may not agree with all that I 

will say in this Overview. That’s okay; we are all on a journey, and we will 

learn more as we grow in our Christian faith.  

 

Or you may have further questions. We will try to answer your questions as best 

as we can. Philip will join me in the Q&A session later, and you may put all 

your difficult questions to him! Let me say at the outset that we are not experts 

in the Book of Revelation! 

 

The one guideline I want to stress as we seek to interpret and understand the 

book of Revelation is what the commentator Grant Osborne calls the 

“hermeneutics of humility”.1 This means that we admit that we do not 

understand everything, that “we see things imperfectly as in a poor mirror” (1 

Cor. 13:8 NLT). This also means that we should not be dogmatic on some 

issues which are not so clear from the text. We will understand more as we 

grow in our Christian life, and as we study more of the Bible each day. 

 

With all these qualifications in mind, let me tell you what I will do in this 

Overview of chapters 4 to 11 (I will be referring to other parts of the book as 

well. 

                                                        
1 G. R. Osborne, Revelation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002) 16. 
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1) First, I will do a brief recap on some matters which I dealt with in my first 

Overview, just by way of a reminder and for the benefit of those who did not 

attend the first overview: genre, situation of the churches in the 7 cities. 

2) Secondly, I will give a brief synopsis of chapters 4 to 11. 

3) Thirdly, I will look at John’s use of the OT in chapters 4 – 11, and examine a 

couple of examples. I will also look at John’s use of material from his 

Graeco-Roman culture. 

4) Fourthly, we will explore major themes in these chapters, and see what 

truths we can apply in our lives today. 

 

1) A Brief Recap 

 

i. EP’s approach: in this overview, I will emphasise the reading of Revelation 

in the light of the historical situation of first century AD Asia.  

 

That is not to say that Revelation is not relevant today. Some of our situations 

may be similar to that of the early church. There are many truths about God and 

His purposes for His people and the world that are relevant for us today. Also 

there are promises and predictions not yet fulfilled, e.g., a new heaven and a 

new earth (Rev. 21 & 22).  

 

ii. Genre in Revelation: What kind of writing is the book of Revelation?  

 

Knowing the genre is important because it helps us in the way we interpret the 

text. There are three genres in the book.  
 

a) Revelation is a letter – 1:4-6; 22:21  

The beginning and ending of the book of Revelation conforms to the style of 

NT letters. We know that NT letters were written to address specific issues and 

situations which the early church faced. The assumption is that when John 

wrote the book of Revelation using the form of a letter, he knew about the 

situation of his readers, and he addressed his readers in the light of their social, 

political, cultural and religious contexts. Because this is a letter, we must take 

seriously the situation of John’s readers.  
 

b) Revelation as prophecy – 1:3; 22:7, 10, 18, 19  

The book of Revelation foretells what will happen in the future., e.g. the 

destruction of Satan and death, the new heaven and new earth. But prophecy 

also includes the proclamation of God’s word to the present situation. This is 

sometimes referred to as “forthtelling”. So in specifying the book of Revelation 

as prophecy, John intends his letter to address the situation facing his readers.  

So we must keep in mind both aspects as we read Revelation.  
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c) Revelation as apocalyptic literature  

The basic meaning of apocalypse is revelation from God. The purpose of the 

author is to unveil, to reveal or to make known. So it is rather ironic that many 

Christians find Revelation a closed book.  

 

Characteristics of apocalyptic literature:  

 Apocalyptic works were usually born out of times of persecution or 

oppression.  

 The author is concerned to show conflict between God and evil, about how 

God will bring about the end of the world, and God’s triumph over evil, 

about judgement and salvation.  
 Visions and symbols are common in apocalyptic literature.  
 Symbolic use of numbers, e.g., 666 (13:18); 144000 who are sealed with the 

name of Jesus (7:4), three and a half years or 42 months (13:5) or 1260 days 

(12:6). Often the vision comes in sets: seven seals, seven trumpets, seven 

bowls. These are not meant to be taken literally.  
 Message communicated by angelic beings (1:1; 4:1; 17:7).  
 

So John uses these three genres to communicate his message to Christians in the 

seven cities in Asia Minor (1:4), and we must try to understand him in the light 

of the genres he has used.  

 

iii. When? The majority opinion is that the book was written during the reign of 

Emperor Domitian (81 – 96 AD).  

 

iv. To whom was John writing?  

 

John wrote to the seven churches in the Roman province of Asia (modern-day 

Western Turkey): Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia 

and Laodicea (1:4, 11). We have already studied these 7 letters. It is important 

that we keep in mind these churches and their situations as we read the rest of 

the book. The churches here were predominantly Gentile, although there would 

have been some Jewish Christians in their congregations as well.  

 

v. What was the situation facing the Christians at that time?  

 

In my view, the Christians in the late first century AD faced two challenges. On 

the one hand, they faced pressure to turn away from worshipping God and 

Christ and return to their former ways of worship. Before they became 

Christians, they had worshipped many gods: the god of their city, the god of 

their trade association, and the emperor. The seven churches were located in 

seven cities which were centres of the imperial cult.  
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The source of the pressure to turn away from their Christian faith was not 

systematic persecution of Christians from Rome. Christians in Asia who refused 

to participate in the worship of the emperor would suffer, not directly from the 

authorities but from pressure– from their neighbours, friends, family members.  

 

On the other hand, some Christians had grown complacent and had 

compromised their faith. They had assimilated themselves in the non-Christian 

environment so that they no longer attracted any hostility. Merchants and 

tradesmen might have compromised and remained in their trade associations to 

avoid economic loss. In 18:4, there is a clear call from God to Christians to 

come out of Rome, i.e. to dissociate themselves from Rome, which had come 

under God’s judgment. Chapter 18 is a clear critique of the economic system of 

Rome. It seemed that some Christians had assimilated so well into the business 

world that they failed to see the danger they were in. So John issues an urgent 

wake-up call to them. 
 

We see both situations in the seven letters to the seven churches. On the one 

hand, we see Christians suffering persecution, and poverty (2:9), and even 

martyrdom (2:13). On the other hand, Christians in Laodicea boast of their 

wealth and self-sufficiency (3:17).  

 

We need to keep in mind the social, , political, economic and religious 

background of the first century AD when we study Revelation. It will help us to 

understand better the dilemma that John’s readers faced in the cities where they 

lived.  

 

[Many of these points are included in the Introduction to the Study Guide]. 

 

2) A Brief Synopsis of Revelation 4 – 11  

 

Let me take you through an outline of Revelation chapters 1 to 11: 

 

REVELATION 1 – 11: AN OUTLINE 

 

Rev. 1   John sees a vision of the victorious and glorious Christ – he

 is commissioned to write what he sees 

 

Rev. 2 – 3  7 letters to the 7 churches in Asia - messages of comfort and       

  warning 

 

Rev. 4 – 5 The throne-room scene – God sits on the throne with the  

Lamb standing in the centre of the throne 
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Rev. 6 – 11   The first 2 cycles of judgement, each followed by an    

interlude of 2 visions :  

 7 seals (6:1-17)  

o Sealing of God’s people to protect them from 

judgment (7:1-8) 

o An innumerable multitude from every nation, tribe, 

people and language before the throne (7:9-17) 

 7 trumpets (8-9)  

o The opening of the scroll (10:1-11) 

o The two witnesses (11:1-14) 

 

We have already studied Revelation chapters 1 to 3. In Rev 1, John sees a vision 

of the victorious Christ, who commissions him to write what he sees in the 

visions that follow.  

 

In chapters 2 & 3, we have the letters to the seven churches in Asia: letters of 

comfort and warning. In Smyrna and Philadelphia, the Christians were 

suffering. In the other churches, the Christians were commended for some 

positive things but were also rebuked for tolerating false teachers and following 

in their idolatrous ways. The letter to the church in Laodicea contains no 

commendation at all, only rebuke for their arrogance and complacency and their 

utter lack of awareness of their own sad spiritual state. 

 

As we move into the rest of the book of Revelation, we need to keep these three 

initial chapters in mind. The rest of the book is also addressed to the 7 churches, 

and we must remember their situations. 

 

There are two visions in the book of Revelation that I hold firmly in my mind. 

The first is the throne-room scene in chapters 4 & 5, and the second is the 

hurling down of Satan from heaven in chapter 12 (we will do this in our second 

Overview).  

 

In my view, the throne-room scene is the key to understanding Revelation. In 

the vision, John sees One sitting on the throne and the Lamb standing in the 

centre of the throne. John does not describe God, only that his appearance is like 

precious stones (4:3).  

 

He focuses instead on the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders, 

whose actions and songs tell us clearly that the One seated on the throne is God. 

They also tell us God is holy, He is the Lord God Almighty, He is the One who 

was and is and is to come (4:8). He is the creator and sustainer of all things 

(4:11). He alone is worthy to be worshipped. 
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Then John sees a Lamb standing at the centre of the throne. The Old Testament 

references to him being the Lion of the tribe of Judah and the Root of David 

show clearly that the Lamb is Jesus Christ. At the end of the throne-room scene 

in chapter 5, John sees all creatures – in heaven and on earth and under the earth 

and in the sea (5:13) – worshipping the One seated on the throne and the Lamb.  

 

This vision introduces us not only to the opening of the seven seals in 6:1 – 8:1, 

but also to the rest of the Book. It is from the perspective of the throne room 

that we can understand the rest of what God unveils to John. It is from this 

heavenly perspective that we can understand what goes on in our world. This is 

a perspective we need to hold on to when we read the rest of the book. 

 

We see the opening of the first six seals in chapter 6. Jesus Christ, the 

triumphant Lamb, is found worthy to open the seals on the scroll. In the Study 

Guide, you will find an introduction to the Seven Seals and Seven Trumpets, so 

I will not say more here. 

 

The first four seals unleash the four horsemen, who are agents of God’s 

judgment on people on earth. [Refer to words in the PowerPoint slide] These 

are not meant to be interpreted as a literal prediction of events that had 

happened in human history or will be happening but are intended to be 

understood symbolically. 

 

The opening of the fifth seal is significant. John sees “under the altar the souls 

of those who had been slain for the word of God and for their testimony, (in 

other words, the martyrs). They cry out to God, “O Sovereign Lord, holy and 

true, how long before you will judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell 

on the earth?” (6:10). God’s people had suffered and are suffering because of 

their faithful witness, following in the footsteps of Jesus Christ (1:5) . They are 

not crying out for personal vengeance but for justice and vindication.  

 

God’s judgment in the opening of the sixth seal appears to be His answer to the 

martyrs’ cry for vindication in v. 10: there is great cosmic disturbances which 

herald God’s judgment. All sectors of the population are affected, from the 

kings of the earth to the slave (6:15). They try to hide from the wrath of the One 

seated on the throne and the Lamb. 

 

Revelation 6 ends with a plea from all who are subject to God’s judgment: “… 

hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath 

of the Lamb, for the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?” 

(6:16-17).  
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This question is answered in the two visions that follow in chapter 7: i) the 

sealing of the 144,000 from the 12 tribes of Israel (7:1-8): these are sealed with 

the seal of the living God (7:2). They are the ones who will be shielded from 

God’s judgment; and ii) a great multitude that no one can count, from every 

nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before God and the 

Lamb (7:9-17). Both visions depict the whole people of God from two different 

perspectives. 

 

Chapters 8 & 9 see the blowing of the first six trumpets. Once again, this is a 

series of God’s judgment, like the seals, but the seals and the trumpets are not to 

be seen as consecutive series of events that have happened and would happen in 

human history. The judgments unleashed by the blowing of the trumpets are 

worse than those which follow the opening of the seals. Again, we are not 

meant to interpret these literally. But though the language is highly symbolic, 

nevertheless God’s judgment is real. God’s judgment is in response to human 

violence, oppression and injustice. Unless men and women repent, they will be 

subject to God’s judgment. 

 

Although the judgment unleased in the first six trumpets is harsh, and a third of 

humankind is killed by plagues, the remaining do not repent of their idolatrous 

worship, their murders, sorceries, sexual immorality and thefts (9:20-21). It 

would seem that judgments alone do not lead to repentance.  

 

Before the blowing of the seventh trumpet, there is an interlude with two 

visions. In the first vision in chapter 10, we are told that seven thunders had 

sounded (v. 4). But there is no description of the seven thunders detailing more 

judgment, as we have seen in the seals and the trumpet. And John is not 

permitted to write about the seven thunders. Why? 

 

Richard Bauckham explains it well: ‘…the judgments up to and including that 

of the sixth trumpet are strictly limited (see 6:8; 8:7-12; 9:5, 15, 18). They are 

warning judgments, designed to bring humanity to repentance. In 9:20-21, 

immediately before the interlude [10:1–11:14], it is clearly stated that they do 

not have this effect. Those who survive the judgments do not repent. Judgments 

alone, it is implied, do not lead to repentance and faith. That is why, early in the 

interlude, a further series of judgments – the seven thunders – is apparently 

proposed only to be revoked. Unlike the scroll, they are to remain sealed and 

John is not to write their contents in his prophecy (10:4). In other words, the 

process of increasingly severe warning judgments is not to be extended any 

further. It is not that God’s patience has run out, but that such judgments do not 

produce repentance.”2 

                                                        
2 R.J. Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation (Cambridge University Press, 1993) 82. 
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There are two parts in the second vision in chapter 11:firstly, the two witnesses 

(vv. 1-14), and secondly, the blowing of the seventh trumpet (vv. 15-19). The 

two witnesses symbolise the faithful witness of God’s people, who worship God 

and preach a message of repentance.  

 

These two witnesses were powerful in their witness but they were then killed. 

The gospel message is powerful but it may bring suffering and death to God’s 

people, who are faithful witnesses like Christ. But just as Christ was raised from 

the dead, the two dead witnesses are also resurrected and they ascend to heaven. 

Faithful Christians who maintain their testimony may face death but they will 

be resurrected and triumphantly vindicated.  

 

The effect of their witness is in verse 13: And at that hour there was a great 

earthquake, and a tenth of the city fell. Seven thousand people were killed in 

the earthquake, and the rest were terrified and gave glory to the God of 

heaven. The effect is judgment, represented by the earthquake, which kills 7000 

and destroys a tenth of the city. But the stunning effect is the turning of the rest 

of the people to God in repentance. In the words of Richard Bauckham, the 

vision of the two witnesses “is the role of the followers of the Lamb in bringing 

the world to repentance and faith through their witness and death.”3 

 

The second part of chapter 11 is the blowing of the seventh trumpet. Let me 

quote from Philip in the study guide: “In this last section of Revelation 11 it 

seems that everything comes to an end: the last trumpet blows, the final woe 

arrives (not stated, but implied by 11:14), and God and his Messiah rule over 

all, with the hostility of the nations finally thwarted. Why have we apparently 

reached the end when we are only half-way through the book? Because that is 

how Revelation is structured: it is not a consecutive narrative describing one 

sequence of events, but describes the same basic theme from a number of 

different perspectives.” 

 

 

So I hope you will keep this brief synopsis of chapters 4 to 11 in mind in your 

study.  

 

Next, we will look at John’s use of material from the OT and from his Graeco-

Roman culture. 

 

 

 

                                                        
3 Bauckham, Theology of the Book of Revelation 83. 
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3) John’s Use of the OT and material from Graeco-Roman culture 

 

i) John’s Use of the OT 

 

I spoke about this briefly in my first Overview. We cannot fully understand the 

Book of Revelation unless we understand John’s use of the OT. This is because 

there could be as many as “676 distinct allusions in Revelation’s 405 verses, 

meaning that we will be encountering (on average) one or two allusions in every 

verse. The allusions are most frequently to Isaiah (128 times), Psalms (99), 

Ezekiel (92), Daniel (82 times) and Exodus (53) indicating the relative 

importance of these Old Testament texts for John.”4   

This shows the importance of the OT to John. There are three views on how 

John uses the OT in Revelation: 

 

a) One view is that he ignores the original meaning of OT allusions.  

 

b) The second view is that the full meaning of the OT text is carried into 

Revelation.  

 

c) The third view takes the OT context into consideration but sees that John has 

often modified it for his own purpose. In Ian Paul’s words: “the OT meanings of 

these ideas is important, but that Revelation uses them with freedom and to its 

own theological ends”.5 This is the view that we take. 

 

We will illustrate this with two examples.  

 

In Revelation 7:1-8, we see 144,000 from the 12 tribes of Israel, who are sealed 

with the seal of the living God on their foreheads to protect them from God’s 

judgment. They are referred to as “the servants of our God” (v. 3).  

 

The sealing on the foreheads is a reference to the marking of the faithful in 

Ezekiel 9:4. The reference to the 12 tribes of Israel is obvious. But the order in 

which John lists the 12 tribes is different from the way they occur in the 18 

different listings in the OT. Let’s compare the list in Rev 7 with 3 other lists: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
4 I. Paul, Revelation (London: IVP, 2018) 39. 
5 I. H. Marshall, S. Travis & I. Paul, Exploring the New Testament: The Letters & Revelation (London: SPCK, 
2011) 337. 
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Gen. 35:22b-26 Rev. 7:5-8  Num. 1:5-15 Deut. 33:6-29 

Reuben  Judah   Reuben  Reuben 

Simeon  Reuben  Simeon  Judah 

Levi   Gad   Judah   Levi 

Judah   Asher   Issachar  Benjamin 

Issachar  Naphtali  Zebulun  Joseph 

Zebulun  Manasseh  Ephraim  Zebulun 

Joseph  Simeon  Manasseh  Issachar 

Benjamin  Levi   Benjamin  Gad 

Dan   Issachar  Dan   Dan 

Naphtali  Zebulun  Asher   Naphtali 

Gad   Joseph  Gad   Asher 

Asher   Benjamin  Naphtali   

 

You will observe that the order of the 12 tribes in the three lists in Genesis 35, 

Numbers1 and Deut. 33 are different from one another. They are also different 

from John’s list in Revelation 7. 

 

In Gen. 35:22b-26, the 12 sons of Jacob are listed according to their mothers: 

the sons of Leah: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar & Zebulun; the sons of 

Rachel: Joseph & Benjamin; the sons of Bilhah: Dan & Naphtali; the sons of 

Zilpah: Gad & Asher. 

 

The list in Numbers 1 is the list of men, aged 20 and above, who would take 

part in the conquest of the Promised Land. The Levites are exempted from this 

duty, hence they are not listed. The list in Deut. 33 is the list according to 

Moses’ blessing on the tribes before his death. 

 

So John lists the 12 tribes but not in the same order as the other three lists in the 

OT (and others not mentioned here). Some things to note in John’s list in Rev 7: 

 

 Dan is omitted while Manasseh is included but not Ephraim.  

 Judah comes first rather than the first-born Reuben. Tom Wright suggests 

that this indicates “the people of God as renewed by the Messiah, the ‘lion of 

Judah’ (5:5).”6  

 John’s list ends with Benjamin. Both Judah and Benjamin, appearing at the 

beginning and end of the list, seem to function like two “bookends”, both 

specifically described as “sealed” (v. 5, 8). This suggests that the list 

encompass the whole people of God. All these differences suggest that we 

are not to take the 12 tribes or the number 144,000 literally but symbolically 

to represent the whole people of God, who are referred to as “the servants of 

                                                        
6 Wright, Revelation for Everyone 71. 
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our God” in verse 3. The whole people of God comprise Jews and Gentiles. 

The second vision in Rev 7 presents another perspective of the people of 

God: a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from 

all tribes and peoples and languages standing before the throne and the 

Lamb (7:9). 

 

Philip’s example from Rev 11.  

 

ii) John’s Use of Graeco-Roman culture 

 

John also uses material drawn from his own culture. One example is found in 

Revelation 4. John’s readers would have been able to recognise some 

similarities between the heavenly throne room in Rev 4 & 5 and Caesar’s 

throne. Ian Paul highlights a few of these similarities: 

 

i) When the emperor arrived at a particular city, he would sit in a (movable) 

throne room surrounded by his officials who accompanied him. Emperor 

Domitian increased the number of these officials from 12 to 24;  

ii) The emperor would be greeted by elders of the city he was visiting. 

Usually dressed in white, they would approach the emperor, bowing and 

casting their gold wreaths (crowns) to indicate their allegiance and 

submission to the emperor; 

iii) The choruses in vv. 8 & 11 are brief, unlike the hymns used in the early 

church (like in Philippians 2:6-11). But they were similar to the praises 

shouted or sung to the emperor as he entered the city. Domitian insisted 

on being addressed as “lord and god.”7 

 

Ian Paul comments: “So Revelation 4 – 5 combines a great variety of OT 

imagery with contemporary practices of pagan worship and obeisance to the 

Emperor. In doing this, it is claiming for God alone all expressions of worship, 

and so offers a powerful critique of the acknowledged sources and structures in 

the first-century world.”8 

 

By using aspects of emperor worship in the first-century AD, John is also 

showing what true worship is. Only God, the holy God, the Lord God Almighty, 

the eternal God, the creator and sustainer of everything deserves to be 

worshipped as Lord and God. Worship of Caesar was a cheap imitation. All 

glory, honour and power belong to God. God sits on the heavenly throne: He 

alone is sovereign and in control of all things, including human power. 

 

                                                        
7 Marshall, Travis & Paul, Exploring the New Testament 333-334. 
8 Marshall, Travid & Paul, Exploring the New Testament 334. 
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4) Major Themes in Revelation 4 – 11  

 

I will now highlight a few major themes in Revelation 4 – 11. [Most of this 

section is taken from Osborne’s commentary on Revelation and Bauckham, The 

Theology of the Book of Revelation.] They are: 

i) The sovereignty of God 

ii) Jesus Christ the triumphant Lamb 

iii) The people of God 

iv) God’s judgment and salvation 

 

i) The sovereignty of God 

 

This is not only a key theme in chapters 4 – 11; it is also a major theme of the 

whole book of Revelation. For our Overview today, I will focus on chapters 4 to 

11. We can trace this theme of the sovereignty of God in the following ways: 

 

a) The titles of God. We will examine the two titles attributed to God by the 

four living creatures in 4:8: Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, who 

was and is and is to come. 

 

 The Lord God Almighty: This title is used 8 other times in the book (1:8; 

11:17; 15:3; 16:7, 14; 19:6, 15; 21:22). I will confine my comments to 

chapters 4 to 11. This title speaks of God’s power and his actual control over 

everything in heaven and on earth. According to Bauckham, this title is 

connected with the divine name YHWH revealed in the Old Testament, 

which is commonly used by OT prophets “because it indicates Yahweh’s 

unrivalled power over all things and therefore his supremacy over the course 

of historical events.”9 

 

 Who was, and is and is to come: This title means that God is in control of 

the present as he was of the past, and will be in control of the future. The 

title occurs first in John’s opening greetings in 1:4 (from him who is and 

who was and who is to come). God himself declares that He is the one who 

is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty (1:8). And again in 4:8, 

as we have just read. God is sovereign, and he is in charge, and has 

guaranteed the future for his people. This must have brought encouragement 

to John’s readers who are encouraged to trust God for whatever would 

happen in the future. In 11:17, God is referred to as “the One who is and 

who was”. The last phrase “and is to come” is omitted . This is because 

God’s purposes have now been fulfilled in the vision described in the second 

part of chapter 11. The “is to come” has become reality. This is after the 

                                                        
9 Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation 30; 
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kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and his Christ 

(11:15).  

 

The three tenses – past, present and future – have been used to describe 

ancient Greek gods. A Greek oracle contains this chant: “Zeus was, Zeus is, 

Zeus shall be; O mighty Zeus.”10 According to Bauckham, John departs from 

this formula in that “the third term is not the future of the verb ‘to be’ but the 

present participle of the verb ‘to come’ (‘the one who is coming’) … John 

has taken advantage of this usage to depict the future of God not as his mere 

future existence, but as his coming to the world in salvation and judgment.”11 

 

These two titles show that God is sovereign. 

 

b) The symbol of the throne. I have mentioned earlier that the throne-room 

scene in chapters 4 & 5 is key to understanding the book of Revelation. It gives 

us a heavenly perspective on what happens on earth. In this vision, God is 

depicted as the One seated on the throne (4:8; 5:1). The throne appears 46 times 

in the book, and it is a very clear symbol of the majesty and sovereignty of God.  

 

In the words of Richard Bauckham: “In chapter 4 God’ sovereignty is seen as it 

is already fully acknowledged in heaven. This establishes it as the true reality 

which must in the end also prevail on earth. On earth the powers of evil 

challenge God’s role and even masquerade as the ultimate power over all 

things, claiming divinity. But heaven is the sphere of ultimate reality: what is 

true in heaven must become true on earth. Thus John is taken up into heaven to 

see that God’s throne is the ultimate reality behind all earthly appearances. 

Having seen God’s sovereignty in heaven, he can then see how it must come to 

be acknowledged on earth.”12 

 

This would have reassured John’s readers that “God, not Caesar, controls the 

world.”13  

 

Other occurrences of the throne:  

 6:16 – judgment comes from the wrath of the One seated on the throne and 

of the Lamb; 

 7:10-11 – the great multitude that no one can count from every nation, tribe, 

people and language standing before the throne and before the Lamb. They 

cry out with a loud voice, Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the 

throne and to the Lamb; 

                                                        
10 Pausanias, 10.12.10. 
11 Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation 29. 
12 Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation 31. 
13 Osborne, Revelation 33. 
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 7:15 – they who overcome will be before the throne of God and serve him 

day and night, and he who sits on the throne will shelter them with his 

presence; 

 8:3 – the golden altar before the throne; 

 

God sits on the throne, and He is in control of all that goes on in our world. He 

allows evil but this too is under His control, and He assures us of the final 

defeat of evil. Because of His sovereignty, divine justice will prevail always.  

 

c) The Creator God.  

 

God’s sovereignty is also seen through the fact that He is the Creator God. 

Consider the song of the twenty-four elders worshipping God in 4:11: 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. 

God is the one who created heaven and what is in it, the earth and what is in it, 

and the sea and what is in it (10:6).  

 

Quoting Bauckham again: “As Creator, he alone has ultimate power over 

everything. As Creator, to whom all creatures owe their very being, he alone is 

to be worshipped.”14 

 

The Roman emperor was perceived to be the head of political power and the 

guarantor of peace in the empire.15 Divine honours were paid to emperors as 

early as 49 BC. An inscription from Ephesus honouring Julius Caesar reads: 

 

The cities of Asia and the [communities] and the country districts 

(honour) Gaius Julius, son of Gaius, Caesar, Pontifex Maximus, 

Imperator and consul for the second time, descendant of Ares and 

Aphrodite, the god who has appeared visibly and universal saviour of the 

life of human beings.16 

 

Divine honours were also conferred on other emperors. The city of Myra in 

Lycia honoured the emperor Tiberius as “the exalted god, son of exalted gods, 

lord of land and sea, the benefactor and saviour of the entire world.”17  

 

                                                        
14 Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation 48. 
15 K. Wengst, Pax Romana and the Peace of Jesus Christ (ET: London: SCM Press, 1987) 46-47. 
16 SIG 3/760 cited in H-J.Klauck, The Religious Context of Early Christianity: A Guide to Graeco-Roman 

Religions (ET; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000), 290. 
17 Cited in Klauck, The Religious Context of Early Christianity, 302. For divine honours on other emperors, see 

Klauck, The Religious Context of Early Christianity, 290-312. 
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The worship that people in the Roman Empire gave to the emperor was the 

worship due rightly to God because He, not the emperor, is the Creator of all 

things. And He is sovereign over all, including the emperor and the empire. 

 

d) Divine Passive 

 

Another way John draws our attention to the sovereignty of God is by his use of 

the passive. For example,  “was given” is used a number of times (6:2, 4, 8, 11; 

7:2; 8:2, 3; 9:1, 3, 5; 11:1, 2; 12:14; 13:5, 7, 14, 15; 16:8). In these instances, it 

is clear that that what was given was given by God. This is often referred to as 

“the divine passive”.  

 

We see this in the power given to the four horsemen: the first rider was given a 

crown (6:2); the second rider was given power to take peace from the earth, and 

a large sword was given to him (6:2-3); the rider of the fourth horse was given 

power over a fourth of the earth to kill by sword, famine and plague, and by the 

wild beasts of the earth (6:8). Everything that is done comes by permission from 

the sovereign God. The martyrs crying out for God to vindicate them are given 

a white robe (6:11).  

 

The sovereignty of God is also seen in the limits that God placed in the 

judgments, e.g., the fourth horseman was given authority to kill a fourth the 

earth (6:8); in the trumpet series, the extent of damage is limited to a third – a 

third of living creatures and ships were destroyed (8”9), a third of rivers and 

springs of water turns bitter (8:11).  

 

So we can see from the above that the sovereignty of God is a key theme in the 

book of Revelation. This would have encouraged his readers to continue to trust 

God even when they were suffering persecution, and even death. They could be 

certain that God is the One seated on the throne, and is in control of everything. 

 

2) Jesus Christ the Triumphant Lamb 

 

John uses the title the Lamb to emphasise Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross, 

and his victory over death and sin. He is the Lamb who was slain (5:6, 9, 12; 

13:8), but now triumphant and standing at the centre of the throne. With his 

shed blood, he has set us free from our sins (1:5). He has ransomed people for 

God from every tribe and language and people and nation, and has made them a 

kingdom and priests to God (5:9-10). This is expressed metaphorically, in 7:14, 

as them having their robes washed and made white. Jesus’ death on the cross 

inflicted the decisive fatal blow to Satan. I will speak more about this when we 

come to chapter 12 in our next Overview. 
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John emphasises Jesus’ identification with God the Father. Jesus’ oneness with 

God can be seen in the following: 

 

a) the titles shared by God and Jesus Christ 

 

God:  I am the Alpha and the Omega (1:8). 

Christ: I am the first and the last (1:17). 

God: I am the Alpha and the Omega,  

the beginning and the end (21:6). 

Christ: I am the Alpha and the Omega,  

the first and the last,  

the beginning and the end. (22:13). 

 

 

 

God is the one who lives forever and ever (4:9, 10; 10:6; 15:7). Jesus says, I 

died, and behold I am alive forevermore (1:18). In Bauckham’s words: “His 

[Christ] eternal livingness was interrupted by the experience of a human death, 

and he shares the eternal life of God through triumph over death.” 

 

Because of this interruption “by the experience of a human death”, Jesus has the 

title of the Lamb, which is not shared by God. Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, 

was slain to take away the sin of the world (John 1:29), By his resurrection, 

ascension and exaltation, he becomes the Triumphant Lamb and takes his place 

on the throne alongside God. The Lamb is mentioned 29 times in the Book of 

Revelation, and John uses this title to emphasise the great eschatological victory 

of Jesus on the cross. 

 

b) Both God and Christ are on the throne – we see this clearly in the throne-

room scene in chapters 4 & 5. God is the One seated on the throne and Christ 

the triumphant Lamb stands at the centre of the throne (5:6). We also see the 

Lamb standing alongside God in receiving worship (5:13), and in judgment 

(6:16). Salvation is ascribed to both God who sits on the throne and to the Lamb 

(7:10).  In 22:1, John sees the river of the water of life flowing from the throne 

of God and of the Lamb.  

 

c) Both God and Christ are worthy to receive the worship of all his creation. We 

see this clearly in the throne-room scene: 
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God:  From the living creatures & the elders: 

Worthy are you, our Lord and God, 

  to receive glory and honour and power (4:11) 

Christ: From the living creatures & elders & myriads of angels: 

Worthy is the Lamb who was slain, 

  to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might 

  and honour and glory and blessing (5:12) 

Both:  From all creation: 

To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb 

be blessing and honour and glory and might forever and ever 

(5:13). 

 

d) Judgment proceeds from God and the Lamb. In 6:16, those who fear 

judgment cry out to the rocks and mountains, “Fall on us and hide us from the 

face of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb, for 

the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?” 

 

John leaves us in no doubt that Jesus Christ is divine, and shares his place in the 

throne-room. 

 

3) The People of God 

 

Let me turn now to the third major theme.in Revelation 4 to 11: the people of 

God. As I have just mentioned, it is the death of Jesus Christ that has purchased 

for God a people from every tribe and language and people and nation. I would 

like to focus on a few aspects on the people of God. 

 

Firstly, their status – Jesus’ death has freed us from our sins, and God has 

made us a kingdom and priests to God (1:5; 5:10). The depiction of God’s 

people as kingdom and priests was first used of the Israelites whom God had 

rescued from slavery in Egypt (Ex. 19:4-6). This speaks of their role as 

witnesses to the nations of the character and deeds of God.  

 

Peter uses these terms to refer to the role of Christians as witnesses in Asia 

Minor (which includes the province of Asia) in 1 Peter 2:9: But you are a 

chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy people for his own possession, that you 

may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his 

marvellous light. This is the same way that John uses these terms in Revelation: 

God’s people have been redeemed by the blood of Jesus Christ to be his 

witnesses. 

 

This leads to my second point: their mission. God’s people are to be God’s 

faithful witnesses, and this may entail suffering, even to the point of death. In 
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this, they are to imitate Christ, who is the faithful witness (1:5; 3:14), and who 

has given his life to free us from our sins. John himself is a faithful witness, 

having been exiled to Patmos on account of the word of God and the testimony 

of Jesus (1:9). 

 

So John’s exhortation to his readers is to persevere in their faith and continue in 

their witness in the midst of hostility from non-Christians. We have seen in the 

seven letters to the seven churches that those who persevere and overcome will 

receive their promises from God.  

 

But this does not mean that Christians would not suffer persecution and 

discrimination, even death. Anitipas, Christ’s faithful witness, had been put to 

death (2:13). The opening of the 5th seal reveals the souls of the martyrs under 

the altar, crying out for God for vindication and justice (6:10). When Christians 

are put to death on account of their faith, this does not mean that God is not 

powerful to protect them and deliver them from death. But it is their witness to 

the point of death that will draw people to Christ. 

 

We see this in John’s vision of the two witnesses in 11:1 – 14. The witnesses 

are empowered by the Holy Spirit, and their message is accompanied by signs 

and wonders. But these two witnesses are killed in order to silence them. The 

gospel message is powerful but proclaiming this message may bring suffering 

and death.  

 

However, that is not the end of the two witnesses. Three and a half days later, 

they are resurrected, and taken up to heaven in the sight of their persecutors. 

The impact of this is that apart from the 7000 who are killed in the earthquake, 

the rest are terrified and give glory to the God of heaven (11:13). As I have 

mentioned earlier, the vision of the two witnesses “is the role of the followers of 

the Lamb in bringing the world to repentance and faith through their witness 

and death.”18 We need to keep in mind that vision in Revelation 7 of a multitude 

that no one can count, from every nation, and tribe and people and language. 

 

Thirdly, God’s people are protected from God’s judgment. In Revelation 7:1-3, 

God’s people referred to as “the servants of our God” are sealed with the seal of 

the living God. They would be protected from God’s judgment. It does not 

mean that Christian life is a bed of roses because John also tells us that God’s 

people will suffer persecution, and even death.  

 

Fourthly, God’s people are characterised by their true worship of God and 

Christ. They have turned away from worshipping the gods of their cities, the 

                                                        
18 Bauckham, Theology of the Book of Revelation 83. 
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gods of their trade associations, and even the worship of the emperor. But they 

have been redeemed by the blood of Christ to worship God and Christ alone. 

 

True worship focuses on God and Christ. This is in contrast to the idolatrous 

worship of the emperor, which is but a parody of true worship. God alone is 

worthy of worship because He is holy, He is sovereign, He is creator and 

sustainer of all things. The Lamb, along with God, is also worthy of worship 

(5:12b, 13). God’s people will form that multitude that no one can count, from 

every nation, tribe, language and people, who continue to worship God for all 

eternity. 

 

4) God’s Judgment & Salvation 

 

Some Christians avoid reading the book of Revelation because they think that it 

is all about judgment. It is true that God’s judgment is one theme of the book. 

But we also need to see the reasons for God’s judgment: God judges those who 

reject Him and his offer of salvation, and those who persecute his people. Hence 

this fourth theme is God’s judgment and salvation. 

 

In the Book of Revelation, we see clearly that God’s judgment demonstrates 

that He is a holy and righteous God. He is sovereign and He is judge over all He 

has created.  

 

When men and women reject God and continue in their idolatrous worship and 

sinful ways, and refuse to repent, they come under God’s judgment. Revelation 

9:20-21 gives us a list of their sinful acts: … did not repent of the works of 

their hands nor give up worshipping demons and idols of god and silver and 

bronze and stone and wood, which cannot see or hear or walk, nor did they 

repent of their murders or their sorceries or their sexual immorality or their 

thefts. 

 

Another list of sinful acts can be found in 21:8: But as for the cowardly, the 

faithless, the detestable, as for murderers, the sexually immoral, sorcerers, 

idolaters and all liars, their portion will be in the lake that burns with fire and 

sulphur, which is the second death. 

 

In Osborne’s words, “divine wrath is the necessary reaction to the prevalence of 

evil in the world.”19 God’s judgment also demonstrates His vindication of His 

people, who are his faithful witnesses, even to the point of death. The judgment 

in the opening of the sixth seal is a response to the cry of the martyrs in the fifth 

                                                        
19 Osborne, Revelation 38. 



 20 

seal: O Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long before you will judge and 

avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth? 

 

But God also continues to extend his salvation to anyone who repents and turns 

to Him. The message of his salvation is proclaimed by God’s people in their 

faithful witness.  

 

Richard Bauckham puts it this way: “The people called from all nations are to 

participate in Christ’s victory by bearing witness, as he did, as far as death, in a 

great conflict with the idolatrous power of the Roman Empire. In this way they 

will witness to all the nations and bring them to repentance and faith in the true 

God. Revelation sets side by side, without qualifying one by the other, the two 

possible outcomes: the conversion of the nations and their inclusion in God’s 

kingdom or the judgment of the unrepentant nations.”20 

 

Truths and Lessons for Today 

 

From our study of the major themes in Revelation 4 to 11, we can draw some 

lessons or principles for today. Let me share a few. 

 

Firstly, we need to hold firmly in our minds the heavenly perspective when we 

see what goes on in our world and in our lives. God is seated on the throne: He 

is sovereign, holy, the Lord God Almighty, He is the One who was, and is and 

is to come. Jesus Christ, the triumphant Lamb, has overcome sin and death and 

Satan through his death and resurrection, and He is standing in the centre of the 

throne.  

 

We must discern how our culture has shaped and influenced us and constructed 

the world for us so that we perceive and respond to it in its terms. Revelation 

gives us an alternative worldview, an alternative way of perceiving the world. 

We need to see the world from the heavenly perspective to encourage us and 

challenge us in our daily lives. 

 

Secondly, we are God’s people, purchased by the blood of Jesus Christ. We are 

his witnesses to proclaim His good news to the nations. We must continue to 

persevere in our faith and witness, even to the extent of laying down our lives 

for Him. This may seem a distant reality to us but it is a present reality to many 

of our brothers and sisters in various parts of the world. The hostility we face 

here may not be imprisonment or death but may come in other forms, like an 

un-Christian mindset or ideology, or mockery or discrimination at the 

workplace.  

                                                        
20 Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation 104. 
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Thirdly, we must turn away from worshipping idols in whatever form, and turn 

to worship God and Christ alone. True worship focuses on God and Christ, and 

not on making us feel good. Revelation 4 & 5 show us what true worship is. 

Compare this with the way we worship today. Tom Wright makes this 

comment: “Sadly, there are many Christians who think of Jesus purely in terms 

of their own comfort and hope (‘he has rescued us; he is with us as a friend’) 

and who fail completely to see the sheer scope of his majesty, the sweep of his 

glory. Many rest content to have Jesus around the place for particular ‘spiritual’ 

purposes, but continue to assign riches, power, glory and the rest to earthly 

forces and rulers.”21 

 

Fourthly, no matter what we are suffering for the sake of Christ, we can trust 

that He will vindicate His people. We may be tempted to assimilate so as to 

avoid hostility, or we may be tempted to turn in on ourselves and focus on our 

church activities. But Revelation challenges us ed to persevere in our faith, no 

matter what our circumstances are. Let us live each day with the heavenly 

perspective, trusting that God is still seated on the throne: He is sovereign and 

in control of all things. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
21 Wright, Revelation for Everyone 57-58. 


