
Lesson 1 Handout - The Brothers of Jesus and Mary’s Perpetual 
Virginity 

At first reading, New Testament references to Jesus’ brothers and sisters 
(see Mark 3:32) might give the impression that Mary had other children 
after Jesus. Yet from at least the second century onward, Christians 
expressed belief in Mary’s perpetual virginity. Early Church Fathers 
such as Clement of Alexandria and Origen explained New Testament 
references to Jesus’ brothers and sisters in other ways. They pointed out 
that Scripture refers to close relatives besides full siblings as “brother” 
or “sister.” In Gen 13:8, Abraham refers to himself and his nephew Lot 
as “brothers” (NAB has “kindred,” but both the original Hebrew and the 
Greek †Septuagint say “brothers”). Likewise in Gen 29:15 Laban calls 
his nephew Jacob his “brother” (NAB has “relative”). 

Relatives of Jesus mentioned several times in the New Testament (Matt 
12:46, 13:55; Mark 3:31, 6:3; Luke 8:19; John 2:12, 7:3, 20:17; Acts 
1:14; 1 Cor 9:5; Gal 1:19), of whom four are named: James, Joses or 
Joseph, Simon, and Judas (Matt 13:55; Mark 6:3). The word “brothers” 
is used here in the extended sense of “brother” found throughout the 
Bible. The NT witness makes clear that the four brothers mentioned are 
not sons of Mary.1 

Two other biblical passages can be seen as counterevidence to the 
impression that Mary had other children. First, the story of the finding of 
the boy Jesus in the temple gives no hint that Joseph and Mary had any 
other children, either along on this pilgrimage or at home after Jesus 
returned with them “and was obedient to them” (Luke 2:51). Second, the 
dying Jesus entrusts his mother not to a blood relative but to his beloved 
disciple (John 19:26–27), implying that Mary had no other sons to 

 
1 Hahn, S., ed. (2009). In Catholic Bible Dictionary (p. 128). Doubleday. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/catholicbbldict?ref=Page.p+128&off=1116&ctx=ROTHERS+OF+THE+LORD+%7ERelatives+of+Jesus+m


whom to confide her. Thus there is biblical evidence (see also CCC 500) 
to support the considerable extrabiblical testimony from the early 
Church for the doctrine of the perpetual virginity of Mary.2  

 
2 Kurz, W. S. (2013). Acts of the Apostles (P. S. Williamson & M. Healy, Eds.; p. 
40). Baker Academic. 

 


