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THE FAMILY OF JESUS 

The Family of Jesus   

A     Mark 3:20-35/ Matthew 12:46-50/Luke 8:19-21/ 11:27-28 

 

Gospel: Mark 3:20-35 

20 and the crowd came together again, so that they could not even eat. 21 When his family heard 

it, they went out to restrain him, for people were saying, “He has gone out of his mind.” 22 And 

the scribes who came down from Jerusalem said, “He has Beelzebul, and by the ruler of the demons 

he casts out demons.” 23 And he called them to him, and spoke to them in parables, “How can Satan 

cast out Satan? 24 If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand. 25 And if a house 

is divided against itself, that house will not be able to stand. 26 And if Satan has risen up against 

himself and is divided, he cannot stand, but his end has come. 27 But no one can enter a strong man’s 

house and plunder his property without first tying up the strong man; then indeed the house can be 

plundered. 28 “Truly I tell you, people will be forgiven for their sins and whatever blasphemies they 

utter; 29 but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit can never have forgiveness, but is guilty of 

an eternal sin”— 30 for they had said, “He has an unclean spirit.” 31 Then his mother and his brothers 

came; and standing outside, they sent to him and called him. 32 A crowd was sitting around 

him; and they said to him, “Your mother and your brothers and sisters are outside, asking for 

you.” 33 And he replied, “Who are my mother and my brothers?” 34 And looking at those who 

sat around him, he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! 35 Whoever does the will of 

God is my brother and sister and mother.”  

 

Early on in his ministry in Galilee, the Jesus of Mark’s gospel begins to attract questioning and 

opposition from Scribes and Pharisees and Herodians (Mark 2:7; 16, 18, 24; 3:6, 22) even though he 

shows himself to be a powerful healer (1:21-45) and teacher (2:1- 3:5). The next group of opponents 

to emerge comes from Jesus’ own family. The relatives want to size him and stop his ministry on the 

grounds that he is ‘out of his mind’. Then in 3:31-35 when Jesus hears his family are asking for him, 

he effectively denies that they constitute his real family and looking around at those in a circle around 

him says: “Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.”  

There seems to be tension within Jesus’ family.  (Who were the family? Siblings, step brothers/sisters/ 

cousins?).  Mary is among them. 

Jesus lived in a society in which blood relationships were enormously important. A person’s identity 

was rooted in one’s position in family, clan, tribe. To bring shame and disgrace on family was very 

serious offence. Jesus is redefining his own family in spiritual terms based on beliefs and moral values 

and not on blood relationships (see Mark 10:29;30: Jesus said, 'I tell you solemnly, there is no one who has 

left house, brothers, sisters, father, children or land for my sake and for the sake of the gospel who will not be 

repaid a hundred times over, houses, brothers, sisters, mothers, children and land - not without persecutions - 

now in this present time and, in the world to come, eternal life'). The Markan vision for the Church is the 

new family of Jesus made up of those who gather together out of their commitment to do the will of 

God.  Such people are Jesus true brothers, sisters and mother – note absence of Father in these verses 

(also missing in 10:31-35).  In this new family God is the Father.  

Notice too that his blood family do not join the crowd who are seated around him, but remain ‘outside’ 

asking for him to come out (Mark 3:32b-34).  The family’s assessment of Jesus’ situation is very 

similar to that of the scribes (cf. Mark 3:22).  Jesus’ response is to redefine the meaning of family. 

[See also Mark 6:1-4 where Jesus visits Nazareth 6:4 And Jesus said to them, 'A prophet is only 

despised in his own country, among his own relations and in his own house'...: He was amazed at 
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their lack of faith. This scene gives support to the contention that Jesus’ own natural family neither 

understood nor honoured him.  

Matthew and Luke have taken this story [Matthew 12:46-50/ Luke 8:19-21/ 11:27-28]. The Gospel of 

Matthew [12:46ff] weakens Mark’s negative portrayal, and Luke turns it around and pictures Mary as 

an example of those who hear the word of God and keep it.  
 

 

 

B Brendan Byrne: A Costly Freedom. A Theological Reading of Mark’s Gospel pp. 75-76 

3:31-35 “At this point (v. 31) Jesus’ natural family – “his mother and his brothers” reappear in a 
further bid to make contact with him.  They come very much as outsiders. Jesus is in the 
house, seated with a crowd around him. The family have to send for him through the crowd, 
who in their turn pass on the message to Jesus (v. 32) adding “your sisters to the family list. 
Jesus makes no direct response, but instead looks about and, pointing to the group gathered 
immediately around him, identifies them as “my mother and my brothers” (v.34), before 
stating more generally that whoever does the will of God is “my brother and sister and 
mother” (v.35). 
This Markan text clearly ranges the natural family of Jesus, including his mother on the side of 
those who misunderstood Jesus and seek to divert him from his mission. At the same time, it 
shows him surrounded by a new family defined as those who will do the will of God. Doing 
God’s will means understanding and acting in accordance with God’s will for the present time 
characterized by the inbreaking g of the Kingdom. In seeking to recapture and restrain him, 
Jesus’ natural family show themselves to be on the side of the old era that the Kingdom is 
supplanting. Those who do God’s will by giving themselves to the Kingdom find themselves in 
a new family gathered around Jesus, constituting his brothers and sisters, and even his 
mother.  Notably absent from the list is “my father.” The members of the community of the 
Kingdom share with Jesus one Father: God. 
By setting the attempt of Jesus’ natural family to get hold of him in quasi-parallel with the 
“Beelzebul” accusation, Mark shows how the control exercised by the closest human 
relationships can inhibit full dedication to the Kingdom – can be part of that overall capacity in 
which the demonic holds human beings bound. That said, the negative rating Jesus’ natural 
family receives here is troubling, especially for the Catholic tradition with its high veneration 
of Mary and valuing of family life in general. If one is looking for a rich theology of family life 
in the New Testament, Mark’s gospel is hardly the place to begin. Whatever may have been 
the attitude of Jesus himself, Mark’s negative view may reflect the situation of the community 
for which he wrote, where commitment to the Gospel, required heavy sacrifice in the area of 
family attachment and also perhaps severe lack of support or even betrayal from family 
members (cf. 10:28-31; 13:12-13). 
At the same time, we should keep in mind that Mark’s gospel is only one element in a total 
New Testament picture. Its particularly keen sense of the present world coming to an end has 
the effect of relativizing the value of structures and institutions of this world, the conventual 
family included. It should also be noted that Luke’s very positive portrayal of Mary, especially 
in the infancy story (Luke 1-2), contains moments when she does not understand (Luke 2:46-
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50; cf. 2:33-35) and has to ponder in her heart the mystery of all that is happening (2:19, 51). 
In this respect Luke stands in some continuity with the Markan picture in which the family of 
Jesus has difficulty in surrendering him to his mission. More fundamentally, for all his negative 
portrayal of Jesus’ own family Mark reclaims and indeed exalts the notion of family by 
presenting the community of the Kingdom as the new family of God.” 

  

  C Elizabeth A Johnson: Dangerous Memories. A Mosaic of Mary in Scripture  
ISBN 0-8264-1638-1.  Pp. 38-44 
“Traditional Mariology that glorified Mary never knew what to do with this text and as a 
consequence largely ignored it. In my judgement, it is an irreplaceable antidote to distortions 
of the tradition, as well as a contribution to the memory of Mary in its own right.  Here Jesus’ 
mother and brothers arrive as a family and are disowned together. Whether these boys are 
natural children, stepchildren, or nephews, their close association in this crisis places her in 
maternal relationship to more than one child. Here, too, the relationship between mother and 
her firstborn son is strained, pouring cold water on the multitude of traditional sentimental 
reflections about Jesus’ relationship with his mother. Psychologically, to reach maturity men 
cannot stay fixated on their mother but must move out to form relationships within their own 
peer group. We see a healthy development in this episode.  
A feminist interpretation does not seek to change Jesus’ critical attitude towards his family, 
but sees Mary in a different light. Standard commentaries on this passage hold that at the very 
least Jesus’ Mary and brothers misunderstood him. Perhaps they did, this being an instance of 
a truly gifted personality soaring beyond the vision and expectations of a typical family. It 
might just as well be the case, though that they understand him only too well, and sought to 
forestall what they saw as inevitably disastrous consequences.  Parents whose children take 
risks to follow their dream in dangerous situations know the feelings well: the fear, the pride, 
the effort to protect. In Miriam of Nazareth’s case, as one Jewish writer observes, “This 
son…roams around the country and creates unrest.  He does things that are dangerous: 
danger threatens from the Jewish authorities and from the hated occupying power of the 
Romans. He puts the whole family at risk.” Making this trip, the unnamed mother of Jesus 

gives the lie to passive obedience as the key to her nature. Who better to have organised such 
a family expedition? In response to his behaviour, which not only “rejected village norms for 
eldest sons” but also opened the door to disaster for himself and his kin, she and his brothers 
took action that they considered to be for his own good. They set out to fetch him home. 
Propelled by the Spirit to follow his own calling Jesus moves on without them…  
…Miriam of Nazareth, who, no stranger to Roman violence and the havoc it could wreck on 
human lives, goes to persuade her child out of the line of fire… Full of concern for the one she 
loves, Miriam of Nazareth does not have the New Testament to help her interpret God’s 
designs. Embarking on a mission that fails, she stands “outside” with an anxious mind and 
heart… Believing in God, Creator and Redeemer of the world, this Jewish woman partners the 
divine work of love by seeking to preserve and protect a precious life.  No submissive 
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handmaid, her memory moves in solidarity with women everywhere who act critically 
according to their best lights to seek the wellbeing of those they love.” 
 

D Jesus’ brothers and sisters…who are they? 
Some notes from John P Meier Rethinking the Historical Jesus Vol 1 pp 318-332 
What is often considered the common teaching of the Roman Catholic Church, namely that 
the brothers and sisters were really cousins, and that not only Mary but also Joseph were 
perpetual virgins, was first championed by Jerome in the late 4th century. This became the 
pre3dominant view of Christianity in the West during the middle ages, while the view that the 
brothers and sisters were children of Joseph by a previous marriage remained dominant in the 
East, though it sometimes surfaced in the West also. A startling fact that many present-day 
Catholics and Protestants do not know is that the great figures of the Protestant Reformation, 
e.g., Martin Luther and John Calvin, held to Mary’s perpetual virginity and therefore did not 
consider the brothers and sisters of Jesus to be true siblings. It was only with the rise of the 
Enlightenment that the idea that the brothers and sisters were biological children of Mary and 
Joseph gained acceptance among “mainline” Protestants. With the exception of a few “high 
church” Protestants, this is the common view in Protestant churches today. That the brothers 
and sisters were really cousins or some other distant relations is still the common teaching of 
the Roman Catholic Church, although some Catholic theologians and exegetes have, in recent 
decades, espoused the view that the brothers and sisters were true siblings. (pp 318-319). 
Meier examines relevant texts in Matthew’s gospel, St Jerome, meaning of “Brother” in the 
NT, “Real Brothers” in the Early Father of the Church (pp. 32—330) and in his conclusion, pp. 
331-332 says “Needless to say, all of these arguments, even when taken together, cannot 
produce absolute evidence certitude in a matter for which there is so little evidence. 
Nevertheless, if – prescinding from faith and later Church teaching – the historian or exegete 
is asked to render a judgement on the NT and patristic texts we have examined, viewed simply 
as historical sources, the most probable opinion is that the brothers and sisters of Jesus were 
true siblings…in the NT there is not a single clear case where “brother” means “cousin” or 
even “stepbrother,” while there are abundant cases of its meaning “physical brother” (full or 
half).  This is the natural sense of adelphos in Paul, Mark, and John; Matthew and Luke 
apparently followed and developed this sense. Hence, from a philological and historical point 
of view, the most probable opinion is that the brothers and sisters of Jesus were his siblings. 
This interpretation of NT texts was kept alive by at least some Church writers up until the late 
4th century.”  
 

E  Jesus in the Power of Poetry. A New Voice for Gospel Truth 

DIARMUID O’MURCHU. Crossroad Publishing Company 2009 
 
Sinning Against the Holy Spirit (Mk. 3:20-35)  

The family thought he was out of his mind, 
And hoped to restrain his perversion. 
And the Scribes were convinced he too was possessed, 
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Bad spirits invaded his inner recess, 
Dementing his vision and actions. 
 

The mother and brothers had tried very hard 

To ensconce him again with his siblings. 
They feel so embarrassed by this new-found repute, 
This dabbling with spirits they cannot refute, 
As they strive to imprison his spirit. 
 

The family system, a paradigm shift, 
A household in turmoil, relations adrift. 
The strong man who binds by force of control, 
No longer in charge, unsure of his role, 
It feels like a spirit’s perversion. 
 

The gap that is bridged in the Jesus response 

Creates only more dislocation. 
“Who is my mother and brethren beside? 

Those with big vision and eyes opened wide, 
A household embracing all nations.” 

 

Patriarchal dominion invested so long 

In the family system with a power-base so strong, 
Gives way to another inspirited force, 
Empowering the masses to dream a new course, 
The dawn of a new liberation. 
 

And the Sin of the Spirit we duly betray, 
When we fail to become the new household. 
The Spirit who dwells in communal breakthrough, 
The disciples who gather empowering anew, 
With a family trace re-invented. 
 

The mother and brethren left gaping aghast, 
Their cherished tradition fragmenting. 
They’ve always been faithful to holy decree, 
Observing the law like a good family. 
One day they’ll embrace the new vision. 
 
Jesus in the Power of Poetry. A New Voice for Gospel Truth 
DIARMUID O’MURCHU. Crossroad Publishing Company 2009 

 
 
NOBODY LIKES AN UNMARRIED JEW 
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Now a woman might be barren and that’s a mighty curse, 
And some men join the Essenes, and frankly that’s much worse. 
And some have been castrated, eunuchs of a sort, 
And the few refuse to take a wife, but why they tell us not. 
It’s puzzling in a culture that respects the law of God. 
 
His siblings are all married, fulfilling full decree, 
And his parents did their very best to resolve this jeopardy. 
And he ain’t shy of women and relates well in discourse, 
And presumably is capable of sexual intercourse. 
 It’s puzzling in a culture that respects the law of God. 
 
He seems to have a problem with home life in our land, 
And denounces the uniqueness upon which all men stand. 
He wants to make the women feel as if they really were  
The same as us in everything, as if they never err. 
It’s puzzling in a culture that respects the law of God. 
 
He sees the family system as a patriarchal lure, 
Sustaining all the hierarchies he cannot now endure. 
I wonder if he really knows the faith we all believe? 
Perhaps, an evil spirit has trapped him to deceive. 
It’s puzzling in a culture that respects the law of God. 
 
He talks a lot of family, we’re sisters, brothers all, 
Claiming everyone is equal – a fatalistic flaw! 
He can’t respect authority as built up in the home. 
He has much disturbed his parents and often discord sown. 
It’s puzzling in a culture that respects the law of God. 
 
The people claim he liberates as foretold in holy scroll, 
And some regard him special fulfilling God’s own role. 
But if a man’s not married and will not propagate, 
There’s no way he should be of God, a social renegade! 
It’s puzzling in a culture that respects the law of God. 
 
Jesus in the Power of Poetry. A New Voice for Gospel Truth 
DIARMUID O’MURCHU. Crossroad Publishing Company 2009 

 


