
                                                                      “Real Change” 

                                                                        Jan. 7, 2018 

Mark 1:1-11 

     In the final words of the final chapter of the final book of the Hebrew Scriptures or Old Testament, 

the prophet Malachi tells us that there will be a day of the Lord in the future, a day in which God will 

come in power.   And right before that, to get his people ready, there will be someone like the prophet 

Elijah-someone who will prepare the way.    

     And so it is that at the start of the New Testament, up out of the desert walks this man named John.  

And John is hard to miss.  Imagine that you are in Worcester, and you see a guy on the street with really 

long hair and his beard looks like it has never been cut.  It is as if he is ZZ Top.  He looks like he just came 

out of the Maine north woods because he’s wearing overalls cut out of deer skin that he did himself and 

stitched together with rawhide.  That’s what it would have been like to meet John the Baptist. 

     John grew up in the priest Zechariah and Elizabeth’s home, so he knew what it was like to wear 

refined priestly garments.  So why does he dress in animal skins?  Because he is not a priest, but a 

prophet.  And he is not just any prophet-he very clearly sees himself as the Elijah who will prepare the 

people for the day of the Lord.  So he chooses to dress exactly like the ancient prophet Elijah to get 

people’s attention! 

     Once he has everyone’s attention, John proclaims a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  

In other words, he says “Repent!  Change your life!  Be baptized as a sign of your desire to turn your life 

over to God!”  And Mark tells us that the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem 

went out to hear him and to be baptized by him in the Jordan River. 

     Now why was that?  Why did all these people walk miles out into the wilderness around Jerusalem in 

order to listen to a strange man like John?  I think it was because people could see that he was a straight 

shooter.  In a world where people generally tell you what they think you want to hear, John told people 

the truth.  He didn’t just say that you can make everything better in your life without changing anything.  

Instead, he told the people that there was a God who wanted to change things in you, and the passion 

and fire of that God burned inside of him as he challenged people to turn to God in their lives and be 

baptized as a sign of that. 

     And he had one other important message for everyone-Someone greater than me is coming soon.  In 

verse 7, he says “Someone is coming soon who is greater than I am; so much greater that I’m not even 

worthy to stoop down like a slave and untie the straps of his sandals.”  Or as we might say, “I’m not even 

worthy to park his car.” 

     If you ever have watched Entertainment Tonight, you know that when there’s a screening of a new 

movie, all the stars come out onto a red carpet, behind the burgundy roping.  The media packs in, all 

trying to see the celebrities dressed in their multiple thousand dollar gowns or multiple thousand dollar 

suits.  Their makeup and hair are done by professionals, and they are smiling and preening and nodding.  

And there is a flash, flash, flash, flash of cameras.  The whole scene is there to let you know who is it, 

who the it people are. 



     And John comes with a completely different message in this passage.  His whole point is:  “I’m not it.  

Don’t ever think I’m it.  The one who is coming after me is it.  He is so much greater than I am because I 

baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”  You see, John knew that he was 

calling people to change and turn their lives to God, but it was Jesus who would actually give them the 

power to do that through the Holy Spirit. 

     And so it is Jesus who now comes down from his home town of Nazareth in Galilee to be baptized by 

John in the Jordan River, like everyone else.  The gospel of Matthew tells us that John said to Jesus, “I 

need to be baptized by you, so why do you come to me?”  Obviously, John was saying that there was 

nothing in Jesus’ life that would need repentance or change.  This is a remarkable statement when you 

consider the fact that John and Jesus were cousins, and if you can’t find fault with your relatives, who 

can you find fault with?  But Jesus insisted to John that He did want to be baptized, and we might guess 

that He did this not because He needed to receive forgiveness, but because He wanted to identify with 

all the people of God who were being baptized, who were seeking to turn their lives over to God.  It was 

His way of saying that He was ready to begin His ministry, and it was is at His baptism that Jesus 

experiences the power of the Holy Spirit that John had referred to previously.   

     Because Mark tells us that as Jesus was coming up out of the water, He saw the heavens torn apart 

and the Spirit descending like a dove on Him.   Now it is very significant that the moment Jesus identifies 

with you and me at His baptism, He is given the gift of the Holy Spirit.  In the same way, when we 

become a follower of Jesus, we too are given the gift of the Holy Spirit.  There is no greater gift that God 

can give us.  It is by the power of the Holy Spirit that we can change the way we live, overcoming the 

power of sin and guilt and fear within us. 

     Now Jesus did not receive the Holy Spirit for the first time at His baptism.  Jesus lived by the Spirit 

during His years growing up and as a young adult in Nazareth.   And through those uneventful days, 

living in ordinary circumstances in His little village, the Spirit was with Jesus. 

     So what is happening here, when the Spirit comes upon Him like a dove?  The answer is that Jesus is 

being “anointed” by the Spirit with new power here to meet the demands of the ministry which He was 

about to begin, the power to change, the power to love.  You see, the Spirit is always associated with the 

coming of power into a life, and that is the whole point of Jesus’ baptism, that HE was filled with power 

as He was identifying with us, and thus, what happened to Him can happen to you and me.  If we are to 

experience God’s power in our life, we also need the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

     Now notice that the Spirit descends like a dove on Jesus.  It is interesting to note that sports teams 

sometimes use birds as mascots, signs of their power and ability.  So we have the Atlanta Falcons, 

Boston College Eagles, and even the Anaheim Mighty Ducks.  The dove is a sign of God’s power in our 

lives, the symbol of the Holy Spirit, and also the worldwide symbol of peace.  And as our lives and the 

state of the world constantly reminds us, peace is not easily achieved.  It takes the power of love to 

bring about peace, and we need to power of the Holy Spirit within us to help us to love like Jesus loves, 

to change in that way.  It is that kind of love that can bring about real peace in people’s lives. 

     Now after the Spirit descends upon Him, Mark tells us that Jesus heard a voice from heaven saying 

“You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”  You know, sometimes we think of Jesus as 

being automatically protected against all obstacles, threats and fears and setbacks, but He was a human 

being-that is what the Bible says.  He was like us.  He felt like us as He faced all the obstacles, threats, 



fears and setbacks that each of us face, and He needed the assurance of love in His life just like you and 

me.  Psychologists tell us that if you do not experience love in your life, you will have little poise or 

confidence.  This is what God gave to Jesus on His baptism, the security of knowing that He was loved as 

God’s beloved Son. 

     And as we have said, at His baptism, Jesus identified with you and me, so whenever someone is  

baptized, we celebrate that they are loved, and that they are God’s children too.  What a joy it was to 

see Hannah and Quinn baptized this morning!  What a joy it is to see how much they are loved by their 

family, and by their church family!  We celebrate that they are not only Steve and Sue’s children, but 

they are God’s children too!  We celebrate that the Holy Spirit of God is active in every baptism, and 

Romans 8:14 in the Bible reminds us that “those who are led by the Spirit of God are the children of 

God”.   

     You know, all of us know people who have let us down in this life, all of us know the hurt and pain of 

relationships that are not what we hoped they would be.  But celebrating the fact that you are a 

daughter or son of the living God in baptism provides a sense of security and identity in your life, a basic 

recognition of who and whose you really are.  It is also a great responsibility, in that your loyalty in life 

must be to your God, above all other earthly loyalties.  This is what Jesus understood at His baptism, and 

what each of us recognize at our own baptisms, and also when we come together to share in this meal. 

     Because at this meal, we do all remember that through our baptisms, we become children of God, we 

become part of the family of God.  And what do families like to do together?  Well, they like to eat, and 

they like to share time together, and that is what we will do this morning at this meal, in Jesus’ name.  

We do so with joy, giving thanks for the presence of the Holy Spirit among us, Amen. 

 


