
Sermon full text 01/11/09 
Page 1 of 3 

“The Dove’s Amazing Descent” /Mark 1:1-11 / Acts 19:1-7  

Today we celebrate a monumental event in the timeline of history, the beginning of the ministry of 
Jesus, and a statement on both the divinity and humanity of the Son of God.  Today is the day we 
celebrate the baptism of Jesus.    

Mark 1:1-8: The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  2 As it is written in the 
prophet Isaiah, "See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; 3 the voice 
of one crying out in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight,'" 4 John the 
baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  5 

And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, 
and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.  6 Now John was clothed with 
camel's hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey.  7 He proclaimed, 
"The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the 
thong of his sandals.  8 I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit."  

In the Greek, Mark uses the same word for “beginning” that appears in the beginning of Genesis in the 
Greek OT.  Notice also Mark quotes the words of Isaiah, “See, I am sending my messenger ahead of 
you, who will prepare your way.” Once again, further evidence that John was only a messenger, and 
the arrival of Jesus was the fulfillment of prophecy.    

And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, 
and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.    

I have never been to Israel, but this if you know your geography, this is a dramatic statement.  
Jerusalem is 4,000 ft above the Jordan River, and about 20 miles away. There were other baptizers out 
there, but folks were journeying 20 miles (40 miles round trip, 8,000 ft. in total altitude change) to be 
baptized. John was no mere ethical preacher – he was preaching the coming of the Messiah.   

And what was he preaching?  7 He proclaimed, "The one who is more powerful than I is coming after 
me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals.  8 I have baptized you with 
water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit." Was he telling folks that things are OK, don’t 
worry, God loves you? No, he was telling his listeners to repent! And why did they need to repent?  
For the forgiveness of sins!  

This account is in all four gospels – here is a portion of Matthew’s account:    

Matthew 3:7-11: But when [John] saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to 
them, "You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  8 Bear fruit worthy of 
repentance.  9 Do not presume to say to yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our ancestor'; for I tell you, 
God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham.  10 Even now the ax is lying at the root 
of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.  11 "I 
baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am 
not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.    

Not exactly a message of comfort, is it? And yet, this is what is told to us in Scripture – what are we to 
make of this? Thanks be to God, that is not the end of our message for today.   
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Let’s continue – verses 9-11: 9 In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by 
John in the Jordan.  10 And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart 
and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.  11 And a voice came from heaven, "You are my Son, the 
Beloved; with you I am well pleased."   

William Barclay has an interesting comment: “To any thinking person, the baptism of Jesus presents a 
problem.” Again, we are sitting here, January 11, 2009, knowing all about the personhood, the identity, 
the divinity, the holiness, the sinlessness, the life, the ministry, the sacrifice, the death, and the 
resurrection of Jesus. Why was it necessary for him to be baptized?  This guy is God himself!    

Later in the Matthew account, John says to Jesus, “I need to be baptized by you, and you come to me?” 
But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all 
righteousness.”  

There are several things happening here:  First, this is the beginning of Jesus’ ministry – at this point, 
Jesus made a decision to begin. For Jesus, this is the moment for him to be identified as God’s Son. 
Mark, in his typical vivid language, tells us as he was coming out of the water, the heavens were torn 
apart, and a dove descends. The word he uses for torn apart is the same he uses later, when Jesus gives 
up his spirit, and the Temple curtain is torn apart. Finally, the words of God the Father himself – “You 
are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  Again, Jesus is not just beloved, he is THE 
BELOVED – the one and only.   

This is the beginning of Jesus ministry; it is the moment Jesus is identified as God’s Son; it is the 
moment Jesus receives God’s approval; and it is the moment Jesus receives the equipping of the Holy 
Spirit.  As I said at the beginning, a monumental event in the timeline of history, right?  

I now want to move to the other passage this morning, from Acts.  It also refers to the different 
messages proclaimed by John the Baptist, and by Jesus.  Paul is Ephesus –   

Acts 19:1-7: While Apollos was in Corinth, Paul passed through the interior regions and came to 
Ephesus, where he found some disciples.    

Listen to the exchange between Paul and these so-called disciples:   
“Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you became believers?”  
“No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” 
“Into what then were you baptized?” 
“Into John's baptism.” 
“John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in the one who was 
to come after him, that is, in Jesus.”  

On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.  6 When Paul had laid his hands on 
them, the Holy Spirit came upon them, and they spoke in tongues and prophesied – 7 altogether there 
were about twelve of them.  

Many of us, when reading this, may just rush thru this exchange, but this is a most important passage.  
Obviously, John the Baptist has been dead for many years, but his influence is still evident.  John’s 
message of baptism of repentance is still evident. Is repentance such a bad thing? It means “to turn 
around, to change one’s mind, to change one’s heart.” Didn’t Jesus tell us to repent?  Of course! Isn’t 



Sermon full text 01/11/09 
Page 3 of 3 

that what Peter said at Pentecost? After his speech, many said, “Brothers, what shall we do?” And he 
replies, “Repent and be baptized…” But baptized by whom?  By John?  No, by the Holy Spirit.   

Remember John’s words – “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy 
to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals.  8 I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize 
you with the Holy Spirit.”  

My friends, anyone here ever try to repent of something? I suppose some of us have had some luck – 
ever been successful all the time? That’s the problem.  On other occasions, we say to ourselves, “It will 
take a miracle for me to stop doing…”  

See the difference? John’s baptism, John’s message, was one of death and destruction: Repent!  
Repent!  Repent! We try to repent, don’t we, but we always fall down, we forget, we fail Frustrating, 
isn’t it?  

Paul said, “John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in the one who 
was to come after him, that is, in Jesus.” On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord 
Jesus.  6 When Paul had laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon them, and they spoke in 
tongues and prophesied – 7 altogether there were about twelve of them.  

Isn’t it great that Luke insists on telling us there were twelve of them?    

We are not just to repent, but we are to believe in the one who came after John, the Lord Jesus.  My 
friends, this is the baptism of Jesus Christ, the Baptism of God the Father, and God the Holy Spirit.  
Instead of frustration, death, and destruction, the baptism of Jesus is a baptism of forgiveness and grace 
Yes, it does take a miracle for us to repent – the miracle of grace, known only through the life, 
ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God’s beloved Son.   

One final point – which way did the dove come?  Did the dove go up? No, the heavens were torn apart, 
and the Spirit, in the form of a dove, descended. Do we go up, do we reach up do we jump up?  

No, my friends, Jesus is baptized, demonstrating his humanity; but in a dramatic demonstration of the 
divinity of Jesus, the Spirit of God descends to him. Like a dove, God descends to Jesus the Christ.  
Later, like a dove, God descends to these frustrated, exhausted disciples of John the Baptist.   

And like a dove, the Spirit of God descends to us as well.  


