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Introduction
The NT contains numerous stories and narratives that resonates Jewish Scriptures of the Old Testament. In particular is the Markan account of Jesus’ baptism found in chapter 1:10. By mentioning this, it has been a continuous research over the origin of the Spirits “descent as a dove” that is included in the story. Hence some scholars have come to conclude that such imagery of the Spirit reflects OT Jewish writings. However, this does not mean that all the references are derived from the OT. What must also be taken into great consideration are the Hellenistic culture and its literary influence on Jesus’ traditions, as proclaimed by the gospels. To be exact, several passages in Marks gospel, such as Jesus walking on water and the transfiguration, correspond with Jewish and Greek literary traditions. Therefore by analysing Greek mythology, the same can be said about the Spirit’s “descent as a dove”, as told by Mark’s baptism account. Hence what comes to mind is the fact that maybe the “descent as a dove” as told by Mark, has its origin traced back to Greek mythology. The objective of this piece of writing is to prove that such statements are true. In order to do so, a shift of emphasis should be considered from ‘dove’ to ‘bird’; for the bird simile is a common literary device in Greek mythology. Furthermore, it will also look to explore how such mythological aspects were interpreted to fit the gospel traditions of the revelation of Jesus’ identity.
I. “Spirit Descending as a Dove”: Traditional Interpretations
Scholars like Hugo Gressmann, Herman Gunkel, and Rudolf Bultmann argued the fact that the dove image derives from non-Jewish traditions; claiming it was from ancient Near Eastern sagas or Persian mythology. Others object that they have gone far off track and claim that it can be found within Jewish Literature; hence they compared Mark’s dove with Noah’s dove, citing 1 Pet 3:20-21 where Noah's deliverance is compared to baptism. Some cite passages where Israel is compared to a dove; where the renewal of Israel is compared to the emerging Jesus from the waters. 
However, most scholars support that Mark’s “descent as a dove” originates from the Gen 1:2; where the Spirit of God hovers over the face of the waters. This argument is based on several facts; they claim that the two stories share three common elements, the Spirit, water and the image of a bird[footnoteRef:1]. There claim was more solidified by a passage from the Babylonian Talmud[footnoteRef:2] (b. Hag. 15a) having a similar reading. They also brought forward the early church’s theory of the eschatological age as a new creation; where the coming messiah was associated with images of creation.  [1:  Hovering implies a bird flying over water]  [2:  Babylonian Enuma Elish epic is compared by some scholars to the biblical creation story.] 

Dale C. Allison, Jr., also brings forth a text (4Q521) from the “Dead Sea Scrolls” to further support the “new creation” interpretation of Mark’s baptism account. He claims that the Spirits “descent as a dove” is a citation of Gen 1:2; because 4Q521 specifically refers to a single messiah whom the heavens and the earth will obey in a messianic future; and a significant column that states “And over the Poor will His Spirit hover and the Faithful will he support with his strength.” However, Allison's attempt fails to connect the Spirit’s hovering, and the Dove; both the 4Q521 and the b. Hag. 15a mention the Spirit hovering, but not the dove. This means that if the Gen 2:1 argument remains true, Mark would have written the Spirit hovering over Jesus rather than using the dove description. Such failure, lead to a total failure of pre-Christian or ancient Jewish literature to portray any heavenly being in a form of a bird. Even the OT in the book of Isaiah mentions the Spirit but uses the terms “rests upon, “is placed upon” or “poured upon”, but not the “descend upon[footnoteRef:3]” as Mark uses. [3:  Implying a bird flying or floating upon] 

A Critic of this matter is aimed at the use of such allegorical[footnoteRef:4] readings, as the reason behind the problem of Gen 1:2; not disregarding the theological implications obtained from such readings. However, if the current context and the Greek mythological culture that influenced such context were used as a lens to view the text, it would have provided a more relative and accurate description. The same can be said about the Heavenly God the missionaries brought to Samoa, where it corresponded indirectly with the Samoan god Tagaloalagi the Samoans used to worship, whom also was taken to reside in the heavens as well, lagi-tua-iva. I am not saying that our one and only God had been influenced by the god Tagaloalagi[footnoteRef:5], but I am merely implying the fact that before the gospel shined light on Samoa in 1830[footnoteRef:6], there was an already existing mythological belief on a god that dwelled in the heavens. [4:  Symbolic readings where a text from the NT is read in light of a text from the OT]  [5:  George Turner, Samoa, a Hundred Years Ago and Long Before  (Teddington: Eco Library, 2006), 28.]  [6:  John Williams of the London Missionary Society landed at Sapapali’i Savai’i and started to spread the gospel of Jesus Christ in Samoa; Malama Meleisea, Lagaga  (USP, Fiji: Institute of Pacific Studies, 1987), 56.] 

Therefore, what then was an alternative source which revealed a clear origin of the matter? Scholars now turned to sources outside of Jewish Literature; sources such as “Greek Mythology”.

II. Gods as Birds: An Interpretation from Greek Mythology
Dennis MacDonald claims that Mark’s gospel as a whole has literary and intertextual connections to Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey[footnoteRef:7] epic. Though it wasn’t an easy task, MacDonald provides strong support to show evidence of Homeric literature within Christian writings. Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey epics were used for teaching children how to read and write, and was constantly read to keep alive the knowledge of Greek Mythology. According to Martin Hengel, it was almost a canonical book for it concentrated on one language—the Greek mother-tongue. Many other writers used Homeric tradition to write their own epics, later on in the third and first century; and also made use of the bird imagery; Homeric epics was very well known and an important literary work of art during the early Hellenistic world. The baptism of Jesus, if explained in Homeric terms is the arrival of a heavenly power from heaven to earth and its embedment into man. This power is described by Mark in a bird-like figure, which is not parallel with any of the biblical scriptures (except for the gospel narratives). [7:  8th-7th Century B.C.E] 

The Greeks believed as we Christians also conceptualise, that the heavens above was the home for their mythological gods; and when they visited earth, homer uses in his epics the bird imagery to tell of their arrivals and departures. In the Iliad, Homer tells of god Apollo’s arrival “...like a swift dove-slaying falcon, that is the fleetest of winged creatures.” Homer also describes Achille’s mother “like a Falcon she leapt down from snow-capped Olympus, bearing the flashing armour for Haephaestus”. Homer also uses bird-like images to describe their departure from earth. Furthermore, this did not end the use of Homer’s bird-like imagery in literary works, later authors like Virgil wrote using bird imagery in his Aeneid to describe gods and goddesses.
In summary of this section on Greek mythological Interpretation of Mark’s “descent as a dove”; it can be seen from research of Homer’s epic works in Iliad and Odyssey that Homer uses the bird-like descent imagery to describe the coming of the gods, in particular are their arrival and departure, corresponding with Mark’s Spirit descending like a dove. Such evidence from the Homeric Epics and the biblical fact that the OT does not at all contain any reference of using bird-like images to describe the arrival of the Spirit of God, is more than enough evidence that the “descent as a dove” imagery of the Spirit as told by Mark’s baptism account has its origin traced back to Greek Mythology, in particular the Homeric traditions.

III. Making Meaning with Greek Mythology
It is now made clear that some Markan miracle stories contain evidence of both Greek and Jewish literary origins, as argued by scholars mentioned in the beginning. These scholars are very critical that both traditions are contained in the stories because the identity of Jesus was told and communicated to an audience whom are familiar in one or the other or both of the two traditions. Continually, they passed the story along whether orally or in written form with a mixture of such traditions influencing their interpretation. Therefore, this part of the article is to investigate ways in which the early authors and audience of the gospel may have used the bird-like images of the Homeric traditions to tell of Jesus’ identity. 
Those who were familiar with the Homeric traditions thought of the descending dove as some sort of strength being bestowed upon Jesus for his public ministry. They’ve also referred the god’s appearing in a bird-like form and taking on human form to conceal their god-like identities. Hence, followers of Jesus conceived Jesus of having a concealed divine identity. Such terms were also evident in the grammatical and narrative clues being portrayed in the gospel stories. 
In the previous examples given about the Olympian gods arriving and departing in bird-like form; it gives enough examples to clarify that those whom have heard about Jesus’ stories during his time may have induced the descending Gods in bird-like form with Mark’s Spirit descending like a dove. Additionally, those who are familiar with the Greek myths associated God’s voice speaking to Jesus, with Zeus speaking to one of his sons, such as Apollo or Hermes. Such view of the baptism in light of Greek mythology is later on supported by the appearing of god-like forms in the transfiguration in Mark 9:2-8. Greek myths also tell of gods and goddesses who reveal themselves to particular selected individuals, in glowing and shinning forms; such is also seen in the story of the transfiguration.
IV. Greek Myth and Markan Secrecy
Mark’s gospel has a very well known feature where he reveals Jesus’ true identity to the reader through interpretation, but keeps it a secret within the narrative. This is evident in the use of the singular eviden in the “Spirits descent into Jesus”. This access of the audience to such secrecy has been made possible through reading the text with reference to Greek mythology. However such textual clues were only understandable by readers who were familiar with Homeric traditions; this means that the characters within the narrative weren’t aware of such secrecy, this made Mark’s secrecy motif a secret.
However, a critical question maybe asked. What would have been a result, if those who were present during Jesus’ baptism (i.e characters of the narrative) were familiar with Homeric traditions, and made them aware of the god-like descent of the dove? Would they have seen Jesus differently? Would they have instantly become followers of the Christ? Would there actions towards the Christ could have made His ministry easier? What is important here is the vitality of the Homeric traditions; and the impact it would have made if everyone in Jesus’ community were well versed with Greek mythology. 

V. Implications for Christology 
Through the rise of understanding and research in Greek mythology having impact in the narrative stories of Jesus life and ministry as proclaimed by the gospels, in particular the gospel according to Mark; it has moved scholars away from the notion of ‘divine man’ as the key to Markan Christology. It is also not the aim of this article to suggest a ‘divine man’ Christology for Mark, but rather object to the claims and arguments that imagery found in Markan events such as the Baptism and transfiguration of Christ, are derived only from the OT and Jewish backgrounds.
Such a paradigm shift in knowledge does not imply ignorance towards the original intentions and theological implications the authors of the gospels meant to portray; but it serves as a reminder that scholars should take into great consideration the fullness of Judeo-Greco-Roman culture when interpretation is done on such biblical texts. Through such awareness, it is possible to say that the audience during Jesus’ time whom were well aware of the Homeric traditions, and the Olympian god’s told within its epics, may have also saw the Christ in such a way. Though it is not the intention of this work to change the unquestionable divinity of Christ as told by the gospels, it is an important factor to also consider that Geek mythological aspects were also present in the minds of the people during the time. However, how much of such knowledge and usage by the gospel authors and its audience is beyond our understanding.

VI. Conclusion
In summary of this article, it has been made known that Mark’s baptism account and the descent of the Spirit in dove-like figure has its roots traced back to Greek mythology. Such a claim does not aim to diminish the fact that some of the images within the narrative contain Jewish and OT backgrounds. However, the “descent as a dove” event is not fully revealed within Jewish and OT literature. It does contain literal evidence of the Spirit, Dove, and Hovering, but it does not portray the Spirit in a dove or bird like form in specific terms, as the Homeric epics do.
In addition to this, the article has brought forward the importance of Greek myths and cultures in modern scholastic interpretation of some miracle narratives of Jesus as found in the gospels, in particular is the baptism account of Mark and the transfiguration. Critically saying, it gives us the urge to have our own mythological and cultural stories be of great value to us in our own cultures and contexts, and must be preserved through the generation. Jesus’ audience during His time were obviously not fully aware of the mythological aspects they were witnessing during the dove descending from heaven. Who knows what would have happened if all who were present were aware of such mythological images. Would it have had a negative or positive effect on the end result of Jesus life and ministerial work? Who knows?
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