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Sermon by Rev David Thiem 

Epiphany 1 – St Aidan’s & Wesley Uniting – 11th January 2015 

Theme:  “God at work in creation and through Christ” 
Readings:  Genesis 1:1-5 and Mark 1:4-11 
 

Introduction 
How appropriate that here at the beginning of a new year we have the first verses of 
the Hebrew Scriptures, part of the first ‘creation story’ with God speaking and creation 
coming into being. Like-wise we have the first section of Mark’s Gospel, speaking 
about the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptizer, in the River Jordan. Both passages 
set the scene for what is to follow and both passages are filled with a huge amount of 
theology, of faith statements and of hope. Here we have the revealing of God both in 
creation and in the gift of his Son, Jesus, the promised Messiah, God-with-us. 
So let us look at both the set texts for today and draw some linkages between the 
passages that initially we may well not see. Then let us personalise the scripture so it 
becomes part of our faith journeying as we enter 2015. 
 

Genesis 1:1-5 
In these first five verses of Genesis there are a number of faith statements. These 
include: 

 In the beginning God created …… 

 The earth was formless and empty….. 

 There was darkness over the surface of the deep…. 

 The Spirit of God was hovering over the waters….. 

 God spoke and light appeared and God saw that this was good….. 

 God separated the light from the darkness…… 
 

Here we have encapsulated much of our faith, no matter what you think of the creation 
stories, for here we have at the outset, that God is behind creation, however it 
occurred.  
 

We have that out of a formless, empty and dark abode, God brings order, life and light. 
This comes from “the Spirit of God.. hovering over the waters”. The Hebrew is ‘ruach 
Elohim’ and this image of God’s creative Spirit is given a ‘bird-like’ image with the 
‘hovering over the waters’. This later was translated into a dove with Noah sending out 
that bird to see if there was dry land after the great flood. In Genesis 8: 11we read: 

 

“When the dove returned to him in the evening, there in its beak a freshly plucked 
olive leaf!”  
 

Hence the dove came to symbolise hope in a desperate situation – God’s hope and 
God’s blessing. However, here in the beginning of Genesis, it is more the creative 
Spirit of God at work, ‘hovering over the waters’.  
God’s first spoken word, brought forth light. Light is necessary for making God’s 
creative works visible and life possible. Also here we have the beginnings of the 
separation of light and darkness, symbols of life and death spiritually throughout the 
rest of the Scriptures. 
God saw that the light was good. Again an image used throughout the Scriptures that 
has this positive implication for those who follow the ways of God – they are ‘a light 
unto the world’.  
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Mark 1:4-11 
We have two sections to our reading from Mark. 
Vss 4-8 speak of the preparing by John the Baptist for the ‘one who is to come’, the 
one says John ‘who I am not worthy to stoop down and untie his sandals’.  
Then vss 9-11 speak of Jesus and his baptism. 
Mark’s Gospel begins with the ‘messenger’ quote from Isaiah40:3 
 

   “I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare the way  
- a voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord’. 

 

There is no Nativity story in Mark but rather it begins like Genesis 1:1 ‘The 
beginning…….’ or ‘In the beginning…’ 
John is the ‘Messenger’ and Jesus is ‘the Message’ that we spoke about the other 
week. Here we have the fulfilment of the Hebrew Scriptures in the person of Christ. 
John has been baptising in a desert region, west of the Dead Sea, a baptism for the 
repentance of sins. Baptism was not new to John’s audience. They knew of baptism 
for Gentile converts to Judaism but probably had not thought the need was there for 
their own repentance and baptism. Hence many came to see what was happening 
and were baptised in the River Jordan. John cut a picture of a pretty ‘wild man’, 
wearing clothing made from camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist and 
eating locusts and wild honey.  
John spoke of the one who will come and baptize with the Holy Spirit. 
Jesus then presents himself for baptism by John. Many have asked why Jesus would 
do this if he was the Messiah, the promised one of God. The identification with 
mankind is probably part of the answer, part of the incarnation, but also it gives 
evidence to who Jesus is and signifies the beginning of his earthly ministry which is 
blessed by God and which is for all humanity. 
Vss 10/11 say: “As Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn 
open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. And a voice from heaven: “You are 
my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”  
Here we have the public consecration of the beginning of the earthly ministry of Jesus. 
Here at the outset of Mark’s Gospel, we see Jesus as the fulfiller of the Hebrew 
Scriptures, the one promised of God and heralded in by John the Baptizer. 
This sets the scene for Jesus’ ministry.  
 

Linkages between the passages 
Both passages speak of hope, love and care by God. 
Initially the world is chaotic and God brings order and light. 
This comes through God’s Spirit and spoken word in Genesis. 
In Mark, the ‘gospel’ (good news) is proclaimed through the prophets, then the 
messenger, John, and then by God proclaiming Jesus as “You are my Son, whom I 
love; with you I am well pleased.” The word spoken, brings forth positive results, when 
it is God. In a world of chaos God offers hope and order. 
The symbolism of the Holy Spirit, God’s Spirit, is present in each passage with a bird 
likeness, initially the ‘hovering over the waters’ in Genesis and the then specifically the 
likeness of the Holy Spirit descending like a dove at Jesus’ baptism. 
Also both passages are an affirmation that God has a plan for the world and will not 
leave us in chaos. 
Water features in both passages and there is the ritualistic cleansing by water baptism 
in Mark. 
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So what do we glean from these passages as we begin 2015 
 

1. Firstly, what do we want out of our Christian faith in 2015? Where is our faith being 
enriched by God’s Holy Spirit? I love the translation ‘and Jesus saw the windows 
of heaven being opened’ at his baptism. In other words, Jesus saw a picture of 
what could be on earth, as he was empowered with the gift of the Holy Spirit as he 
began his ministry. For us there is the challenge to see what we can do, 
empowered by the Holy Spirit, as we look at ministry here in this place, in our lives 
and in our wider relationships with others. What more can we do for the work of 
God in 2015? This is a good question! 
 

2. Secondly, let us look at God’s good creation and see where we fit into that. May 
be in our social justice concerns we need to be more outspoken in the care of 
God’s good world. That may mean taking a few risks, not necessarily being 
popular but fulfilling our Christian calling. 

 

3. Thirdly, we may need to be creative and open to change, recognizing that we 
cannot contain God but that God calls us into the uncomfortable places in life to 
shine light, hope, joy and care into the dark places of the world. 

 

Our Christian faith is not meant to be a place of comfort but a place of disquiet that is 
not comfortable but unsettling in what for most of us is a relatively comfortable lifestyle 
in Canberra. Our faith keeps us ‘on edge’ and today’s readings challenge us to look at 
living out our faith. Amen.  

 


