A Man Like No Other #14

“Thicker Than Blood”

Mark 3:31-35
“Blood is thicker than water.”

That common phrase refers to the strength of family ties—that blood relationships surpass all others. But it that always true? Are there relationships that are, in the words of the old saying, thicker than blood?

Our text this morning indicates that there are. Turn to Mark 3:31-35,

Then Jesus’ mother and brothers arrived. Standing outside, they sent someone in to call him. A crowd was sitting around him, and they told him, “Your mother and brothers are outside looking for you.” 
“Who are my mother and my brothers?” he asked. 

Then he looked at those seated in a circle around him and said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother.”

As we continue our study in the life of Jesus, we arrive at a curious episode that features Jesus’ mother and brothers. Mary does appear in a few occasions before, during, and after the earthly life of Christ, but not many. The Gospels provide limited details about Jesus’ immediate family. We know that he was born to Mary and that his stepfather was Joseph. A carpenter by trade, Joseph is mentioned only in the narratives of Jesus’ birth and early childhood, leaving many to believe that he died prior to the time of Jesus’ public ministry. The Gospels record the names of four of Jesus’ brothers—James, Joseph, Simon and Judas—and mention sisters without providing names.
 Yet they were the ones who were physically closest to Jesus for the majority of His life on earth.

Sometimes we feel as though Jesus’ world was so far-removed that His struggles could not have been the same as ours. Twenty-first century culture, with its technology, mobility, and independent mindset, is far more “sophisticated.” But people and family pressures remain the same throughout the ages. Jesus had to wrestle with brothers who thought He was a religious fanatic and a mother who had trouble letting Him go.

I realize this may seem to be an odd sermon for Mother’s Day. It is not my intent to disparage Mary, the mother of Jesus, or to make other mothers feel guilty. But what we see in this event reveals a common tendency among mothers, and what Jesus says in this situation opens a door of opportunity for many who are not mothers in the strictest sense of the word.

A Motherly Concern

We begin in this section with a motherly concern. As much as we honor Mary—and she does deserve our respect—we must never forget that she was human, and Jesus was not only the Son of God, He was her son, too.

Mary knew from the beginning that Jesus was a son she would never be able to keep at home. But in the midst of the other children and washing and cleaning and cooking and the struggle to stretch their meager income, she occasionally forgot.
 When Jesus was twelve and His parents left Him behind in Jerusalem, Mary kind of scolded Jesus for causing them so much concern. At the wedding at Cana, when the wine ran out, Mary couldn’t resist the maternal tendency to tell her Son what He needed to do. I’m not saying these were horrible actions; they were simply human.

A Misguided Caution

Our present text goes beyond a motherly concern, though, displaying a misguided caution. This episode actually begins earlier in the chapter. Read with me Mark 3:20-21,

Then Jesus entered a house, and again a crowd gathered, so that he and his disciples were not even able to eat. When his family heard about this, they went to take charge of him, for they said, “He is out of his mind.”

The King James Version uses the word “friends” instead of “family,” but the normal Greek term for “friend” (philē) is not in the original text. Rather we read hoi par’ autou, literally meaning, “those from the side of Him.”
 In the literature of that period it meant “family,” and that is probably the best rendering here.

When the report reached Jesus’ family that he failed to care properly for his needs they decided that something had to be done.
 One author imagines it went like this:
Jesus’ brothers had called a family council. The room was like a thunderstorm, crackling with self-righteousness whirling with a mass of speculation.

Was it true that hundreds of townspeople were neglecting their work and crowding into Jesus’ house in Capernaum, determined not to miss the next sensation? What was Jesus teaching that could cause such a furor? Was it only a rumor that religious leaders were denouncing Jesus? Some even said He had been accused of being possessed by a demon.

Simon looked at Mary. “I’m sorry, Mother, but Jesus has become a religious fanatic, and He’s going to give the whole family a bad name.”

“Family!” shouted Joseph. “We’ve lost half our customers since He left. Do you think He cares?”

“There’s got to be some explanation for it,” said James. “But I don’t know what it is.”

“Do you think He could really be possessed by a demon?” asked one of the sisters.

This was too much. “What I think,” said Mary, “is that Jesus needs to rest. He’s so busy He can’t even stop to eat.” She turned away to hide her tears.

It was then the brothers decided to go get Jesus. Enough was enough. Besides behaving like a lunatic, He was worrying His mother sick.


And so they set out from Nazareth to Capernaum to “take charge” of Jesus. The Greek word krateō meant, “to get possession of, to become master of, to take hold of, to seize.”
 It was a word used for arresting a person.
 Why such drastic measures? William Lane explains,

The charge leveled against Jesus is that “he has lost his mind.” The Marcan term describes one who is ecstatic in the sense of psychic derangement. Reflection on Jesus’ eschatological sense of mission, his urgent drive to minister, his failure properly to eat and sleep undoubtedly led the family to their conviction, but it reveals both misunderstanding and unbelief. The entire incident calls to mind passages in which the man of God is despised by family and contemporaries who mistake his zeal for God as “madness.”

Certainly others have experienced this. History reveals that God’s servants are often misjudged by their contemporaries and misunderstood by their families. D. L. Moody was called “Crazy Moody” by many people in Chicago, and even the great Apostle Paul was called insane.
 Yet how much more painful it must have been to hear such words from His own blood relatives. How difficult it must have been when He was misunderstood by His immediate family.
 (Now it should be noted that Jesus’ family did not always hold to this view. The early chapters of Acts include Jesus’ mother and brothers in the number of the disciples. One of the brothers, James, became the leader of the Jerusalem church and wrote the New Testament letter that bears his name. Similarly, the letter of Jude is attributed to Jesus’ brother Judas.
)

Have you known the pain of your own family turning on you because they misunderstood you? It’s terrible. It dislodges your deepest roots and demoralizes you. In some cases you never fully recover. It is, I feel, misunderstanding of the most painful sort.

In all of this, Mary must have known better. She knew that Jesus was God in the flesh. Perhaps her protective maternal instinct overcame her and doubtless she was under considerable pressure from her other four sons.
 Many mothers can no doubt identify with her, if at a lesser level, in the anxiety and disappointment when a son’s life does not go as expected.

How utterly wrong Jesus’ mother and brothers were. They completely misjudged Him. On top of that, they attempted to mishandle Him. Upon realizing their failure to understand, Jesus refused to go out to them. His higher priority was with those who had gath​ered around Him to hear what He had to say, to receive what He came to bring.
 So He says in verses 33-35,

“Who are my mother and my brothers?” he asked. Then he looked at those seated in a circle around him and said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother.”

We can imagine the scene: The twelve disciples were sitting in a circle closest to Him, with others gathered behind them, hanging on Jesus’ every word. With a sweep of his eyes over those seated around him, He identified His true family: “Here are my mother and my brothers!” He was claiming that there were now spiritual ties between him and them that were far closer than blood ties.
 Blood may be thicker than water, but spirit is even thicker than blood. 
Jesus’ language in this passage would have been shocking to His audience. Family relationships were very important in first-century Jewish society. But Jesus was not being rude; He was making two forceful and related points. First, His family had come to take control of Him, and He was distancing Himself from obligations to family honor for the sake of His greater calling. Second, He commended those who make a similar choice. He underscored in the strongest terms the pursuit of God’s will as the highest value.
 He is not denying His human family, but affirming the family of God.
 Certainly it is God’s will that we care for our families and provide for them, but we must not permit even our dearest loved ones to influence us away from the will of God.

It’s worth noting that Jesus didn’t try to control his family’s behavior, nor did He let their behavior control His. He didn’t demand that they agree with Him. He didn’t sulk when they insulted Him. He didn’t make it His mission to try to please them. When Jesus’ brothers didn’t share His convictions, He didn’t try to force them. He recognized that his spiritual family could provide what his physical family didn’t.

If Jesus himself couldn’t force His family to share his convictions, what makes us think we can force ours?

We can’t control the way our family responds to us. When it comes to the behavior of others toward us, our hands are tied. We have to move beyond the naïve expectation that if we do good, people will treat us right. The fact is they may and they may not—we cannot control how people respond to us. It’s a game with unfair rules and fatal finishes. Jesus didn’t play it, nor should we.

A Magnificent Chance

I’d like to conclude this message with what I am calling a magnificent chance that emerges from this text. We often focus on the negative aspects of this confrontation—that Jesus was distancing Himself from His blood relatives—but that’s not the whole story. He also said, “Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother.” Put that together with another of Jesus’ statements, found in Matthew 25:40, “Whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me,” and we arrive at the conclusion that we can be like a mother or brother or sister to members of the family of God, and Jesus sees that as being a mother, brother, or sister to Him!

Let me give you an example. Turn to Romans 16:13, where the apostle Paul writes, “Greet Rufus, chosen in the Lord, and his mother, who has been a mother to me, too.” Scholars tend to agree that this Rufus is the same mentioned in Mark 15:21 as a son of Simon of Cyrene, the man forced by Roman soldiers to carry Jesus’ cross to Calvary.
 
We may wonder, if this Rufus was the son of Simon of Cyrene, when did his mother prove a mother to Paul? Possibly when Barnabas fetched Paul from Tarsus to become his colleague in the ministry at Syrian Antioch. One of the leaders in the church at Antioch was identified in Acts 13 as “Simeon [the Hebrew spelling of Simon] called Niger” (meaning “dark-skinned”); since Cyrene was located in northern Africa, and church history suggests that Simon of Cyrene was a black man, it is likely that these two names refer to the same man. Perhaps Paul stayed with Simon’s family—since Paul was no doubt disowned by his own Jewish family upon becoming a Christian—with the wife of Simon (and mother of Rufus) playing the part of a mother to their disinherited guest.
 


What does this say to us today? William Newell writes,

Let Christian mothers find here a great field for that wonderful heart of instinctive loving care given by God to mothers, that they extend their maternal care beyond their own family circle, to all Christians, and especially to all laborers for Christ.


Even if you do not have biological children yourself, you can give motherly love and care to those in the body of Christ who need it! Just as we need foster parents and adoptive parents in our own society, so there is the need within the Church of those who would extend that maternal care to those who need it.


Paul himself would later write in 1 Thessalonians 2:7-8: “…but we were gentle among you, like a mother caring for her little children. We loved you so much that we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well, because you had become so dear to us.” He describes himself as a mother, and he was a man! 


As we wrap this up, a few conclusions emerge:


First, even though we don’t have a lot of information about Jesus’ life as a family member, we have enough to see that even though He was perfect, His family situation was not. He experienced the same conflicts and pain in this area that we do. He understands our struggles, because He went through them before us.
 It must have been one of the most painful experiences during His earthly ministry to have His own family publicly turn on Him. Yet, in spite of being misunderstood, He endured. We can too.


Perhaps you are not as fortunate as I am to have a godly mother or family who has supported you throughout the years. To you Max Lucado writes,

I can’t assure you that your family will ever give you the blessing you seek, but I know God will. Let God give you what your family doesn’t. If your earthly father doesn’t affirm you, then let your heavenly Father take his place.

How do you do that? By emotionally accepting God as your father. You see, it’s one thing to accept him as Lord, another to recognize him as Savior—but it’s another matter entirely to accept him as Father.

To recognize God as Lord is to acknowledge that he is sovereign and supreme in the universe. To accept him as Savior is to accept his gift of salvation offered on the cross. To regard him as Father is to go a step further. Ideally, a father is the one in your life who provides and protects. That is exactly what God has done.

He has provided for your needs (Matt. 6:25–34). He has protected you from harm (Ps. 139:5). He has adopted you (Eph. 1:5). And he has given you his name (1 John 3:1).

God has proven himself as a faithful father. Now it falls to us to be trusting children. Let God give you what your family doesn’t. Let him fill the void others have left. Rely upon him for your affirmation and encouragement. Look at Paul’s words: “You are God’s child, and God will give you the blessing he promised, because you are his child” (Gal. 4:7, emphasis added).

You see, there is a loving word for those whose families reject your faith. Your spiritual family is much, much larger than that!

Finally, for all of us—actual mothers or not—we have a magnificent chance to impact the lives of young people (of any age) with the love and care of a mother. We truly are a family here! Let’s live like it! Let’s treat each other the way God intended the family to be!
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