
Elizabeth is said to be of advanced age when she became pregnant with 

John the Baptist. Mary, mother of Jesus is thought to have been in her 

teens at the time. I have heard of Mary and Elizabeth referred to as 

cousins. I have heard John and Jesus referred to as cousins. Both can’t 

be true. Do we know what those relationships actually were?? 

 
 

“And behold, Elizabeth, your relative, has also conceived a son in her old age, and this 
is the sixth month for her who was called barren.”   
    (Luke 1:36 – New American Bible (NAB) English translaton) 
 

Depending on which English translation of the Bible is used, Elizabeth is described as either 
Mary’s “relative”, “kinswoman”, “cousin”, (and even “aunt” in The Living Bible translation).  
Biblical scholars are in agreement that there is no generic Hebrew word for “cousin”, and a 
number of Biblical Hebrew terms appear to have been translated as “cousin”.   Elizabeth is only 
described as being from the daughters of Aaron (the priestly tribe of Levi) in Luke’s Gospel, and 
Mary is believed to be descended on her father's side from the tribe of Judah, and on her 
mother's from the tribe of Levi. 
 
Scripture doesn’t tell us anything more about Elizabeth’s lineage, and only non-biblical sources 
identify Joachim and Anne as Mary’s parents.  Could either Joachim or Anne have been a sibling 
of one of Elizabeth’s parents?  Might Mary and Elizabeth have shared common grandparents? 
That is something that we just do not know.    
 
While Mary’s and Elizabeth’s relationship by blood or marriage is unknown, so too is the age 
difference between them.  All we know from Scripture is that Elizabeth, in the words of her 
husband Zechariah, was “advanced in age” – which might mean only that she was beyond what 
was normally considered childbearing age – and in the words of the Archangel Gabriel 
describing Elizabeth to Mary as “in her old age” and “one who was called barren.” 
 
Regarding the term “cousin” as used in contemporary English, the Oxford English Dictionary 
defines “cousin” as 

1. A child of one’s uncle or aunt 
2. A person belonging to the same extended family (e.g., a “distant cousin) 

 
Using modern genealogical terms, let’s assume that Mary and Elizabeth were what we term 
“first cousins”, children of siblings.  In ancient Israel, when large families were common, it 
wouldn’t be unusual for the oldest child of one set of parents to be considerably older than the 
youngest child of the other set of parents.  If Mary and Elizabeth were first cousins, then Jesus 
and John the Baptist were second cousins. Mary and John the Baptist would have been “first 
cousins once removed”, as would Elizabeth and Jesus.  As a family tree spreads out, there are 
increasing degrees of relationships that all fall under the modern term “cousin.”        


