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Understanding Mark Ch 6:3 - The Brothers and Sisters of Jesus 

In Mark Ch. 6:3 we read the reaction of the people of Jesus hometown of Nazareth 

as “Is he not the carpenter, the son of Mary, and the brother of James and Joses and 

Judas and Simon? And are not his sisters here with us?” Understandably many people 

are confused by this, especially considering the teaching of the Catholic Church on the 

perpetual virginity of Mary.  With such a seemingly glaring contradiction, particularly for 

non-Catholics, most people who are confused about this passage often either choose to 

take one side or another, or just ignore the contradiction and believe what they have 

always been taught.  I’d like to offer a third alternative, understanding what Mark wrote 

by looking at what the text actually says in the original Greek. 

As any person who speaks more than one language can tell you, trying to translate 

a word or phrase from one language can often be difficult, and at times almost 

impossible.  This can often be the case for Biblical Greek, however, one of the larger 

barriers to overcome in translating Greek into English is that while English conjugates 

only verbs, Greek conjugates not only verbs, but nouns as well.  Another major 

complication for translator is the loss of context. The original writers of the Bible would 

not have explained things that they and their audience would have simply understood. As 

such, translation can often be more difficult because there was no real way for translators 

to know how a phrase was meant to be understood.  And these are just two of the many 

issue’s translators must contend with when translating the Bible from Greek into English 

or any language. 

With that general background, let’s look at the verse from Mark that is in question.  

First, it’s important to point out, the word that used for brother in Greek is adelphos, and 

this word has multiple meanings that must be determined by the context of the 

surrounding text. Before we start, however, it’s important to define the word adelphos.  

Adelphos is defined the same as it is in English: a brother, whether born of the same two 

parents or only of the same father or mother.   

Mark himself uses the word adelphos in this meaning earlier in the gospel at Mark 

1:16 when Jesus begins to call the disciples he says: “…passing along by the Sea of 

Galilee, he saw Simon and Andrew the brother of Simon casting a net in the sea; for they 

were fishermen.” The Greek word there is adelphos and whenever we encounter that 

word, Simon and Andrew his brother, we assume rightly that what that means is that 

Simon and Andrew were siblings, and that Andrew was the brother of Simon Peter. 

That's the primary meaning of the word adelphos, brother. However, in Greek the word 

adelphos can, in other contexts, also mean a close relative or what today we would call a 

cousin. In those cases, the meaning has to be determined by the context. In other words, 

there must be some clue in the surrounding text that would make you think that the word 

doesn't mean a sibling but rather a relative or a cousin.  To understand this, let’s look at a 

couple examples of this from the Old Testament.  The best example is from the Book of 

Chronicles, 1 Chronicles 23. Now in 1 Chronicles 23:21-23 is often cited as the best 

example of how brothers can mean cousins in the Old Testament. There are other 
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examples, this, however, is the clearest and easiest for people to understand.  So, if you 

look at 1 Chronicles 23:21-22 this is what it says:  

“The sons of Mahli [were] Eleazar and Kish. And Eleazar died, but he had 

no sons, only daughters. And the sons of Kish, their brothers, married them.” 

In this passage, the word used for brother in Greek is adelphoi.  Some translations 

of the Bible translate this as kinsman; however, the literal word is brothers in both the 

Greek translation of the Old Testament called the Septuagint, and in the original Hebrew. 

Now what’s helpful to this discussion about the passage from Chronicles, is that you can 

see that Eliazer and Kish are blood brothers, they have the same father, Mahli. The story 

tells us that when Eleazar dies, he doesn't have any sons he only has daughters.  Because 

of this, they end up marrying the sons of Kish, who the text calls their “brothers,” but 

who from the context of the story, are obviously the sons of their uncle and therefore 

their cousins. This is just one of many examples that can be found throughout the Bible. 

And you don’t only have to rely on the Bible to see examples of this either.  For example, 

the First Century Jewish writer Josephus, in his book on the Jewish war, in book 6 

paragraph 356-357, he uses the word brothers, again same way.  Later in the book, 

however, he switches to the word relatives or cousins as an alternative expression.  

So, in other words, in 1 Chronicles 23 we know that the word adelphos can't mean 

sibling because if the daughters of Eleazar were marrying their siblings they would be 

committing incest, which is only the first problem. A second problem with translating 

adelphos brother here is even more direct, namely that the text itself tells you that their 

so-called brothers are not the sons of their father, but the sons of their uncle and therefore 

their cousins. So, this establishes for us basic principle. Whenever you see the word 

adelphos in the gospels you should ordinarily assume that it means brother or sibling, just 

like in English, unless there's something in the context that gives you evidence to the 

contrary. 

With this as our basis, let’s return to the Gospel of Mark, where we can ask the 

question, is there anything in the context that would suggest to us that the word brother 

means something other than sibling? In other words, is there anything to suggest that 

these brothers of Jesus (James, Joseph, Simon and Judas) are not the children of Mary? 

Most Catholics would probably answer this question something along the lines of, well 

the Church teaches the doctrine of Mary's perpetual virginity, so those men must not the 

siblings of Jesus. But for non-Catholic Christians who don't accept that doctrine, who 

don't accept that tradition, that argument is not going to carry any weight for them. So, it's 

also important to be able to show that there is not just a doctrinal reason for thinking 

adelphos doesn't mean brother here, but that there's also a literary reason.  One that we 

can see in Mark's gospel itself. So, what is that reason? 

Well, it's actually very simple. Two of these brothers, James and Joseph, the first 

two mentioned, are also identified elsewhere in the Gospel of Mark as the sons of another 

woman named Mary, that is, the sons of another Mary. In order to see this, you must look 

at Mark 15:40.  There in Mark's account of the crucifixion, of Jesus, James and Joseph, 
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this pair of brothers, also appear in the gospel. And this is what it says. After Jesus dies 

on the cross it says:  

There were also women looking on from afar, among whom were Mary 

Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses, and 

Salome, who, when he was in Galilee, followed him, and ministered to him; 

and also, many other women who came up with him to Jerusalem.   

Notice that Mark singles out three women there at the foot of the cross: Mary 

Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and then Salome. And then, later in 

the account Mark’s refers to this woman again. He’ll call her Mary the mother of Joseph 

in Mark 15:47 and then he'll call her Mary the mother of James in Mark 16:1. 

So, what does this mean regarding Jesus’ brothers and sisters? Scholars on Mark 

agree, and this is not just Catholic scholars but Protestant scholars too, recognize that 

when Mark refers to James and Joseph, these two brothers in Mark 15 & 16, this is 

clearly the same two James and Joseph that Mark referred to in chapter 6 who are there 

called the brothers of Jesus. He introduces them here without any explanation and 

assumes that you recall these two figures from earlier in the gospel. Now the question 

becomes, who is this woman Mary, their mother, who’s at the cross? Mark identifies her 

as one of the women who travel with them from Galilee, but what scholars have pointed 

out, is that she cannot be the same women as the mother of Jesus.  This is because 

elsewhere in Mark's gospel, whenever he wants to refer to Mary as the mother of Jesus, 

he does so by calling her the mother of Jesus. The other gospel evangelists do the same 

thing, which would the obvious way to refer to his mother. And so, as the scholars 

pointed out, it doesn't make any sense to refer to the mother of James and Joseph as the 

mother of James and Joseph and not the mother of Jesus.  That is, unless she is a different 

woman. So, who is she? Well, she's the mother of these two men who are called the 

brothers of Jesus in Mark 6. And so, when you put those two things together, Mark 6 

them being called his brothers, and then Mark 15 & 16 which they're called the children 

of this other woman named Mary, it becomes really clear then that the word brother has 

to mean something other than sibling. It brings us to the second definition of adelphos, 

that they must be relatives of Jesus, they must either be his cousins or some other type of 

relative.  

If you have any doubts about this, you can also look at Mark 6 where Jesus says as 

much.  Unfortunately, you can't see it if you're just reading in English. So, let’s go back 

to Mark 6 and see what it says.  After these brothers of Jesus get named James, Joseph, 

Simon, and Judas in verse three, Jesus responds to the scandal of the community by 

saying something interesting. He says, “a prophet is not without honor, except in his own 

country, and among his own kin.” Now in English we don’t really use the word kin 

anymore to refer to relatives. But the Greek word there syngenēs literally means relative, 

which can also be translated as cousin. For example, the old King James version of the 

Bible and the Douay-Rheims use this word to refer to Elizabeth. When Gabriel appears to 

Mary, he says Elizabeth your syngenēs, your cousin, is now with child, and we all think 
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of Elizabeth as Mary's cousin. What we tend to miss this in Mark 6, however, because the 

way this is translated into English, is that Jesus basically just identified what the nature of 

this relationship was. Jesus has just been rejected by the members of the town of 

Nazareth, including James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas.  Notice that they’re mentioned as 

not just being his brothers, but as those who are among the Nazarenes. And what does 

Jesus say? He says that he's not accepted by his own town or among his own cousins. The 

Greek word there is syngenēs, he’s not accepted by his cousins or among his relatives. 

So, another reason for thinking that the so-called brothers and sisters of Jesus are not his 

siblings is because Jesus, is precisely because that's what Jesus calls them, which is 

important. He says a prophet is not accepted among his cousins, among his relatives, the 

syngenēs. 

In summary then, what we’re saying here is that Mark's gospel itself and Jesus’ 

own words give us reason to believe that when Mark mentions the brothers of Jesus, he is 

not referring to children of Mary. Notice that they’re never called the sons of Mary, 

they’re just called the brothers of Jesus, because if they were called the children of Mary 

that would be a completely different context.  But Mark’s gospel itself never calls these 

brothers or sisters of Jesus the children of Mary.  Rather he gives us evidence to believe 

that two of them, James and Joseph, are in fact the sons of another woman named Mary, 

who Mark very tellingly calls the mother of James and Joseph and not the mother of 

Jesus.  

To clarify this a little more, let’s also look at the Gospel of John. If you go to 

John’s gospel, chapter19, verse 25, he actually makes clear that this Mary that’s at the 

foot of the cross, is Mary, the sister of the virgin Mary, who is also the wife of Clopas. 

He identifies her as Mary, the wife of Clopas. An interesting historical fact about that 

identification is, that if John is referring to the same woman as Mark, we know from early 

church writings of Eusebius and others, that Clopas was regarded as the uncle of Jesus 

and the father of James and Simon.  James and Simon were also some of the first bishops 

of Jerusalem, and who obviously have some of the same names as these so-called 

brothers of Jesus. So, when you look at the evidence, Mark, having identified Mary as 

being the mother of James and Joseph. Matthew identifying that woman as the other 

Mary.  Then John’s gospel calling her the wife of Clopas, who we know from church 

history as the uncle of Jesus, it puts together a picture that helps make clear why the 

gospels use the word brothers to refer to these men, James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas. It’s 

because they are the children of Mary and his uncle Clopas, and therefore they were his 

cousins, or his brothers in the common Semitic language. If that all sounds a little 

complicated, here is a genealogical chart of the family which will help you see, the holy 

family of Mary and Joseph who have one child, Jesus, and then the relatives of Jesus, 

Mary the wife of Clopas, and then their four sons, James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas. Two 

of whom are actually identified by church historians as the first two Bishops of 

Jerusalem. 
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This last point is important because it shows us that these so-called brothers of 

Jesus were not obscure figures in the early church, they were actually very famous, James 

was the first Bishop of Jerusalem. And so, the idea that James, the first Bishop of 

Jerusalem, could have been a son of Mary, and at the same time the doctrine of her 

perpetual virginity have arisen is just absurd. The reason early Christians both believe 

that Mary was both perpetually virgin and that James the Bishop of Jerusalem was the 

brother of Jesus, is because they understood that calling him the brother of Jesus was a 

way of expressing the fact that he was a close relative of Jesus, that he was a cousin of 

Jesus. Remember, Christianity grew out of Jewish roots, it grew up in a Jewish context.  

Its only centuries later after people begin to lose that understanding of the Semitic 

meaning of the word brother as also referring to a cousin or relative, that people began to 

raise questions about who exactly who these brothers of Jesus were and whether were 

they the children of Mary the mother of Jesus. This only comes out much, much later in 

history. In the early church, people understood that brother could have multiple 

meanings, and that if the context gave us clues that they were children of someone else, 

then that was the reasonable interpretation of these texts.  

As you might guess, the Catechism of the Catholic Church also deals with this 

question. The Catechism gives us an official magisterial interpretation of this entire 

section in the teaching on the perpetual virginity of Mary. Paragraphs 499-500, deals 

specifically Mary's perpetual virginity. The Catechism says: 

[T]he Church celebrates Mary as Aeiparthenos, the “Ever-virgin.” Against 

this doctrine the objection is sometimes raised that the Bible mentions 

brothers and sisters of Jesus [Cf. Mk 3:31-35; 6:3] The Church has always 

understood these passages as not referring to other children of the Virgin 

Mary. In fact, James and Joseph, “brothers of Jesus,” are the sons of another 

Mary, a disciple of Christ, whom St. Matthew significantly calls “the other 

Mary.” [Mt 13:55; 28:1; cf. Mt 27:56]  

And while we have been focusing on Mark because his Gospel is the one most 

often cited, the Catechism goes even further. Because if you look at the gospel of 
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Matthew’s account of the crucifixion, he’s even more explicit. Not only does he call her 

“Mary the mother of James and Joseph” but he calls her “the other Mary.” It seems 

illogical, maybe even ridiculous, to assume that Matthew would ever refer to Mary the 

mother of Jesus as “the other Mary,” when at the beginning of his Gospel he frequently 

calls her “the mother of Christ” or the “mother of Jesus.” So, the Catechism is saying 

here that this is clearly the children of another Mary. Paragraph 500 emphasizes this at its 

end by saying: 

They are close relations of Jesus, according to an Old Testament expression. 

So, in closing, I think is important for us to recognize that although some Catholics 

may be scandalized by this passage from Mark.  Perhaps even questioning the perpetual 

virginity of Mary, the reality is that this passage from the Gospel of Mark in no way 

undermines the perpetual virginity of Mary.  When looked at in it’s grammatical and 

historical context, it supports this teaching because it provides evidence to the fact that 

James and Joseph, two of the so-called brothers of Jesus, were actuality, children of 

another woman named Mary, who is mentioned in the Gospel of Mark as simply “the 

mother of James” or “the mother of Joses.” One of whom, by the way, would go on to 

become the Bishop of Jerusalem and one of the first leaders in the early church. And 

whom St. Paul tellingly refers to as James, the so-called brother of Jesus, in the Book of 

Corinthians and the Book of Galatians.  


