
Symbols of the Holy Spirit - Part 1 (Dove) 

The Bible uses earthly symbols (e.g. pictures) to 
teach us about Spiritual things (John 3:12). Mat-
thew makes it clear that Jesus taught in par-
ables in order to unravel to the understanding of 
the hearers “… things which have been kept 
secret from the foundation of the 
world” (Matthew 13:34-35).  It is easier for peo-
ple to ‘relate’ to Jesus Christ than God or the 
Holy Spirit because Jesus came in a human 
body.  To help us understand, God uses many 
symbols to reveal the person and ministry of the 
Holy Spirit, such as: Dove, Fire, Water, Wind, 
Oil, Seal (Guarantee), Rain, Rivers, Wine, Cloud 
and Light.  This study concentrates on the first 
symbol - the Dove.  

The Dove was one of the most important birds in 
the Bible.  It was widely kept as a domestic bird 
in large numbers by the Israelites.    

Doves are in the Columbidae family of birds and 
are often confused with pigeons, which are also 
a part of the same family.  People use the two 
names interchangeably, but generally doves are 
smaller than pigeons.   

The Hebrew word for dove is Yonah, coming 
from the root meaning of a moaning sound, "I 
moan like a dove" (Isaiah 38: 14). ‘Yonah’ is 
mentioned twenty times in the Scriptures, mean-
ing ‘dove,’ and ten times referring to ‘pigeons.’  

The turtle-dove (Tor in Hebrew) is by far the 
most common of the dove species. Turtle doves 
have smaller heads and longer necks than other 
dove or pigeon species.  Turtle dove heads tend 
to be gray-blue, while their colours change to 
brown and red on their bodies and wings.  

The Old Testament 
symbolized the dove in 
various forms. The 
dove was frequently used in the "Song of 
Songs," largely to convey terms of endear-
ment "Oh how beautiful, your eyes are like 
doves ..." (Songs 1: 15). "Oh that I had wings 
of a dove to fly away and be at rest ..." (Psalm 
55: 6).  It was also a poor man’s sacrifice.  

In the New Testament the dove is the symbol 
of the Holy Spirit.   "He saw the Spirit of God 
descending like a dove, and lighting upon 
Him ..." (Matthew 3:16-17).  John confirmed 
that God gave him this as a sign for identifying 
the Messiah (John 1:31-34).  What the Holy 
Spirit did here is important.  The Dove came 
and rested on Jesus - an indication that the 
Holy Spirit wants to come and dwell with you 
and me personally, and not just sweeping 
throughout the world as a tidal wave of revival.   

In Matthew 10:16, the disciples were admon-
ished to "be wise as serpents, harmless as 
doves".  Harmless implies gentleness and 
innocence.   Spurgeon noted that “The turtle-
dove can endure wrong but cannot inflict it” -  
A salient reminder of God’s command for be-
lievers never to revenge!  The dove is also 
seen as a symbol of purity, tenderness, Peace 
and a love messenger.   

God used the symbol of Dove to represent the 
Holy Spirit in order to enable the believer un-
derstand the nature and characteristics of the 
Holy Spirit.  Such understanding is vital to de-
veloping and maintaining a healthy relation-
ship with the Holy Spirit as well as obtaining 
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“The turtledove 
can endure wrong 
but cannot inflict 
it.  We must be 
harmless as 
doves” - 
(Spurgeon) 

 “And Jesus, when he was baptized, went up straightway 
out of the water: and, lo, the heavens were opened unto 
him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove, 
and lighting upon him: And lo a voice from 
heaven, saying, This is my beloved Son, in 
whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:16-17).  
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the full benefits that God intended.  Let’s con-
sider some of the characteristics of doves and 
their implications for Christian Living:    

1) Doves move about in flocks during the day 
and roost together at night.  Their regular 
habit of feeding, perching  and roosting to-
gether as well as being docile when caged 
makes it easy for them to adapt quite easily to 
domestication by man.  The more malleable 
we are, the more the Holy Spirit can mould us 
into vessels of honour in God’s service 
(Jeremiah 18:6; 2 Timothy 2:20). 

2) These birds begin the morning with a chorus 
of calls before the flock sets out to feed and 
drink, a salient reminder of priority of starting 
each day with day with worship (Mark 1:35).  

3) Doves maintain a loving relationship with one 
another and with man. This is a reminder of 
fellowship with God and one another (I John 
1:3).   They like to kiss (Romans 16:16).  
They are very trusting and confiding (Hosea 
7:11 and 11:11; Job 13:15) 

4) Doves are monogamous.  One male mate 
one female for life.  The couple share incubat-
ing duties and jointly raise their twin brood 
(chicks) - a salient reminder of holiness, fidel-
ity, faithfulness, care and responsibility.  

5) Doves have homing instincts, signifying a har-
binger of good tidings — like the dove in the 
story of the Flood. "She came back to him to-
wards evening with a newly plucked olive leaf 
in her beak ..." (Genesis 8:11).  This charac-
teristic is why doves were used for naviga-
tional functions as well as message bearers.  
Yielding to the guidance of the Holy Spirit will 
lead us to our eternal destiny in heaven.  The 
figure of a dove with a palm branch in its beak 
is a symbol of victory over death.  Christian 
tradition depicts a white dove as a saved puri-
fied soul. 

6) Although doves are often described as la-
menting (Nahum 2:7), in relation to the sound 
they emit, a study indicates that they are ac-
tually secure and the happiest of birds; and 

noted that “its mournful cry is the product of 
our imagination only” (Philippians 4:4).  

7) Doves lack bile, symbolising the absence of 
bitterness, ill temper, malice, anger, etc. 
We have got to rid our lives, families and 
church of all of these else we will grieve the 
Holy Spirit and force Him to leave.  

8) They do not live by theft (Romans 12:17).  

9)  They do not feed on corpses but primarily 
on seeds (good quality grains) and fruits.   

10) Unlike other birds, doves do not sip when 
drinking, but instead they immerse their bill, 
sucking up water.  

11) They nests in holes in rocks - a pointer to 
safety (Matthew 7:24-27).  

12) They rest on flowing water so that if they  
catch sight of the shadow of a hawk, they 
can more swiftly avoid its approach - a re-
minder to vigilance (I Peter 5:8).   

13) They can be easily frightened - hence Je-
sus’ gentleness towards them while clean-
sing the temple “And when he had made a 
scourge of small cords, he drove them all 
out of the temple, and the sheep, and the 
oxen; and poured out the changers' money, 
and overthrew the tables; And said unto 
them that sold doves, Take these things 
hence; make not my Father's house an 
house of merchandise” (John 2:16).  This 
is a salient reminder on how believers 
should be careful not to grieve the Holy 
Spirit (Ephesians 4:30).  

Today, invite the Holy Spirit by saying “Holy 
Spirit, come upon me”.  Remember that He 
wants to abide with you personally as He 
rested on Jesus.  As you invite Him prayer-
fully, pay particular attention to make your life 
a ‘conducive’ home for the Holy Spirit to dwell. 
Review the above characteristics of the dove, 
and ensure that their Spiritual applications are 
mirrored in your life, as that will make you a 
suitable ‘home’ for the Holy Spirit.  
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