
Handout - Did Jesus Have Brothers? 

    The Catholic Church teaches that Mary remained a virgin throughout her 
life. Yet the New Testament often mentions that Jesus had brothers. At first 
glance, these biblical statements seem opposed to the Catholic doctrine of 
Mary’s perpetual virginity. On closer examination, however, they are not 
evidence against the traditional Catholic view but, indeed, provide support for 
it. 

    The Hebrew language had no word for cousin, and it was common to use 
the word ‘brother’ to describe cousins or other males in the extended family. 
We see this usage reflected in the Greek Old Testament, where the Greek 
word for brother (adelphos) is often used for those whose relationships go 
beyond brotherhood by blood. For example, adelphos could refer to a cousin 
(1 Chronicles 23:21–22), an uncle (Gen 13:8), and even men of different 
families who were united in covenant (2 Sam 1:26). Therefore, when the New 
Testament refers to Jesus having brothers, the Greek term is not necessarily 
referring to physical brothers but may be referring to extended family 
members. 

    The fact that Matthew has the extended family in mind becomes clear when 
we consider how two of the names of Christ’s “brothers” (adelphoi) listed in 
13:55 (James and Joseph) seem to be identified as sons of a different Mary in 
27:56 (see Mark 15:40; John 19:25). This interpretation is also consistent with 
John’s Passion Narrative, where Jesus, just before he dies, entrusts Mary to 
the care of his beloved disciple John—not something Jesus would likely do if 
he had natural brothers and sisters to look after her (John 19:25–27). It is 
worth noting that most of the Church Fathers who comment on the topic 
understood the brothers and sisters mentioned in the New Testament as 
relations who were not siblings born of the same mother. 
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