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Text 
While Jesus was still talking to the crowd, his mother and brothers stood outside, wanting to speak to him. 

47 Someone told him, "Your mother and brothers are standing outside, wanting to speak to you." 48 He 

replied to him, "Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?" 49 Pointing to his disciples, he said, "Here 

are my mother and my brothers. 50 For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and 

sister and mother." 

 

Introduction 
 Chapters 11 and 12 of Matthew have been essentially about people’s response to 

Jesus.  It started off with John the Baptist’s doubt, which Jesus was more than glad to 

engage with (11:1ff).  But others, we find out, were put off by the company Jesus kept, 

calling him “a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and ‘sinners’” (11:19) 

and Jesus is a bit incredulous at their unbelief.  He was coming to bring salvation and the 

people were objecting.  Evidently for some he wasn’t serious enough – he enjoyed life 

too much!  But no doubt others found him to be a little too serious when he spoke of the 

judgment that awaited those who responded to his miraculous ministry without 

repentance – a worse judgment than Sodom (11:20-24).  Whoa Jesus! 

 As we continue to read on we see that the Pharisees were perpetually chafed at the 

way Jesus placed people above their dearly held principles.  When he healed a couple 

people on the Sabbath is when we first see the opposition rise to the level of scheming to 

knock Jesus off (12:14).  They really couldn’t stand this guy.  There were people who 

were astonished and intrigued but still unwilling to commit to his messianic identity 

(12:23).  However, it seems the overwhelming reaction is presented as belligerent.  The 

slander he endured: though doing the most good he was accused of being in cahoots with 

evil powers (12:24)!  Last week’s text was somewhat pessimistic.  People were keeping 

Jesus at a distance, just using him, demanding signs, finding all sorts of excuses to avoid 

the salvation he came to bring. 

 So we come to the end of this chapter perhaps wondering if Jesus has any true 

friends, if anybody will believe or if it’s all just rejection for him.  And this final snippet 

before we get to another section of extended teaching (this time in parables) shows that 

indeed there were people who responded positively to Jesus, who put their faith in him 

and appreciated something of the significance of who he was.  Some people had let him 

in. 
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It’s interesting that the picture we get in vv. 43-45 is of an empty house 

(“unoccupied, swept clean and put in order”), while in vv. 46-50 the setting appears to be 

of a house, with Jesus in it, and gathered around him were men and women who had 

centered their lives on Jesus.  That’s the point!  And it was happening… and is still 

happening today. 

 This passage is about community, the community that coalesces around Jesus.  

Jesus’ mission was not a bust.  Something took shape.  A people was formed.  Jesus’ 

message wasn’t a plea or plan for community.  It was, “Come to me.”  But what 

happened as a result of this was a glorious community.  Likewise, the Christian message 

now isn’t a call for a certain kind of utopian community.  Those never work.  Or even an 

invitation into a particular community.  The Christian message is about Christ as a Savior 

of sinners.  But what comes into being as a result is a supernatural society.  An attending 

benefit of spiritual new birth is a spiritual family. 

 Family is the analogy we find here and scores of places across the NT.  The Jesus 

community is a family.  Now ever since my roommates in college got caught up with a 

group of women dressed as clowns in the WalMart parking lot selling baked goods for 

their upcoming ‘mission trip’ and found out after they went back to the girls’ apartment 

that they were part of a strange, incestuous cult called ‘The Family’ that advocated a 

method of proselytism called ‘flirty fishing’ I’ve been a bit hesitant to talk too much 

about us being a family.  It can sound a little weird, a little cultic.  After all, one of the 

classic plays of cults is extracting people from their families and replacing that with a 

new group identity. 

 Which brings up an interesting question as we look at today’s text.  Was Jesus an 

archetypal cult leader?  Short answer: No.  Though he made some staggeringly egocentric 

claims, you have to set those side-by-side with the staggering non-egocentricity of his life 

and conclude that he doesn’t fit the bill.  As we’ve already pointed out, he wasn’t a 

lunatic and he wasn’t a liar.  He wasn’t deranged.  He wasn’t deceptive.  He wasn’t crazy 

or coercive, so we can’t really compare him to a David Koresh or a Marshall Applewhite 

or Rev. Moon or David Berg, the leader of the Family cult I mentioned before.  He’s in a 

different class. 

 That’s one answer.  Another is that Jesus didn’t denounce or denigrate the 

biological family, as we’ll see in a bit.  He wasn’t trying to replace the traditional family, 

but rather demonstrate how it served to point to a reality that was even greater.  The 

family is good.  You don’t have to leave your family to join the Christian church.  None 

of that weirdness.  But there is a sense in which the community of those who profess faith 

in Jesus is a family.  And we’ll be delving into the implications of that today.  In short, 

what we’re going to see today is just this: What Jesus brings about is even better than 

the best family. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Goodness of Family 
 Before we unpack and reflect on the familial nature of the Christian community, 

we need to do a little spadework on the overall biblical view of family.  Because, as I said 

earlier, the Bible is not anti-family; it is pro-family.  It’s important that we note that for 

several reasons.  One – as we said, the church is not a communal cult.  Two – it’s not 
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advocating some Gnostic, super-spiritual thing extracted from the earthiness of this 

world.  And Three – there’s a movement afoot in our culture at large that is antagonistic 

to the traditional notion of family and Christians need to know how to think about that. 

Family is not the ultimate thing – that’s the main point of this passage, and we’ll 

go after those ‘conservatives’ in a moment who idolize family and equate family values 

with the Christian faith.  But neither is family an unimportant or fluid thing, contra some 

‘liberal’ social agendas.  Why?  Because if you eradicate the basic family structure you 

eradicate the basic assumptions that make the gospel make sense and explain its 

gloriousness.  The Christian faith does crumble if you destroy the family… but not for the 

reasons most ‘conservative’ radio talk show hosts maintain.  So we need to see that while 

Jesus is not simply advocating a conservative position of traditional family values, 

neither is he agreeing with a liberal revision of social structures.  The gospel is not from 

the right or the left; it is from above. 

 Now, what do I have in mind when I speak of pushes towards non-traditional 

family structures?  Well, it starts with marriage.  I’ve seen at least two articles published 

in the last few months that represent this trend well.  First, is Kate Bolick’s fascinating 

piece in The Atlantic last November titled “All the Single Ladies” chronicling the 

sociological developments surrounding dating and such and concluding that “it’s time to 

embrace new ideas about romance and family – and to acknowledge the end of 

‘traditional’ marriage as society’s highest ideal.”
1
  Well-written.  Makes many great 

points.  But deeply saddening and misguided conclusions.  Similarly, Stanley Siegel 

wrote a piece in Psychology Today last month titled, “The Case Against Marriage: 

Marriage does more harm than good,” basically arguing in a more crass way that 

relationships should be temporary so you can have better sex.  These are serious 

proposals and, without getting alarmist or acrimonious, Christians must articulate why 

they are unhealthy and model a better way.  Tim Keller’s new book, The Meaning of 

Marriage, is a superb example of the kind of thinking we need.  I can’t recommend that 

book highly enough. 

 Anyway, it starts with marriage.  The Bible’s narrative from beginning to end can 

be seen to develop around the theme of one man, one woman, lifelong, loving intimacy.  

Ephesians chapter 5 contains one of the most beautiful expositions of this institution. 

And then, not coincidentally the very next treatment in that section of Ephesians 

after marriage is about parents and kids.  It’s because marriage and children go together 

and comprise what we call family.  Kids are not a curse to be avoided.  And as birth rates 

plummet, the abortion toll continues to climb, and kids get put off out of selfishness or 

pushed aside or paraded between multiple parental figures we see that there is a 

disintegration of the family as the bedrock social institution.  And we have to say this is 

not good.  To not is not loving.  It is not good for many reasons and we need to utilize 

arguments that have broad appeal (and there are many out there), soft science research. 

 But for Christians the most compelling reason is that the Bible is so clear that 

family is a good thing.  Let me just run through a slew of examples.  Bad marriages and 

bad parenting are always portrayed in a realistic and negative light in the OT.  Adultery is 

prohibited and obedience to parents is commanded in the Decalogue, the Ten 

Commandments that summarize the moral law.  The 5
th

 commandment about honoring 

parents is repeated by Paul in the NT (Eph. 6:2; cf. Rom. 1:30, 2Tim. 3:2).  Paul makes 

clear in 1 Timothy 5:8 that “if anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially 
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for his immediate family, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.”  And 

he condemns those who “forbid people to marry” in 1 Timothy 4:3.  Paul is pro-family 

(cf. Col. 3:18-21). 

 But let’s just look at Jesus’ teaching for awhile.  On marriage he says, “Haven’t 

you read… that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female,’ and said, ‘For 

this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two 

will become one flesh’?   So they are no longer two, but one.  Therefore what God has 

joined together, let man not separate” (19:4-6).  That’s  a pretty strong endorsement of 

marriage.  Probably again, un-coincidently, right after that teaching in Mt. 19 we see that 

Jesus loved and welcomed kids, instead of spurning them (19:13-15).  Marriage and 

children in his mind went hand in hand and were gifts of God.  He emphasized the 

importance of honoring parents and upbraided the Pharisees and teachers of the law for 

their clever ways around caring for their parents (15:3-6).  Family duty was important to 

him. 

 And let’s just look at Jesus’ life.  We read in today’s text – “While Jesus was still 

talking to the crowd, his mother and brothers stood outside, wanting to speak to him” (v. 

46).  So Jesus had a family!  We know from earlier in Matthew that he had an adoptive 

father – Joseph.  Joseph’s never really mentioned later in Jesus’ ministry, leading us to 

surmise that Joseph died at some point, which is a tiny bit speculative but in some ways 

comforting to know that Jesus perhaps knew the pain of losing a parent, if any of you 

have experienced that.  But his mother, Mary, does play prominently in the Gospel 

accounts.  She was an involved parent.  In fact, in Luke 2:51 we’re told that Jesus as a 

boy was obedient to Joseph and Mary.  That’s an interesting detail that Luke throws in 

there.  He wasn’t subverting the family; Jesus was obedient to his parents.  And here and 

other places (i.e. Jn. 2:1ff) indicate that Jesus as an adult still had a close relationship 

with his mother.  In fact, we see in John 19:25-27 that as Jesus was dying on the cross he 

was looking after and making arrangements for the provision of his mother after he died, 

fulfilling his filial duty.  Jesus was by no stretch of the imagination an advocate for or 

example of undermining the basic family structure.  In fact, quite the opposite; in his 

teachings and behavior he endorsed the family as the basic human institution. 

 Did you notice the mention here also of Jesus’ brothers?  This just fills out more 

of the picture of Jesus as a family man.  Jesus’ mother and brothers came out to visit 

Jesus.  In the next chapter – 13:55 – his brothers are named (James, Joseph, Simon and 

Judas) and we’re told he had sisters too!  Siblings born naturally to Joseph and Mary after 

she gave birth miraculously to Jesus (proving the misguidedness of such notions as the 

perpetual virginity of Mary). 

 The point: Jesus knew the joys of family life.  He was submissive to this social 

custom and confirmed it.  He was close with his mother.  He understood, appreciated, and 

advocated for the family.  We need to have that fuller picture in mind when we come to 

what’s next.  As one commentator puts it, “Jesus is not saying that earthly familial ties 

are unimportant, only that they are not all-important.”
2
 

 

The Betterness of Spiritual Family 

 So let’s unpack that.  We’ve seen the goodness of family; let’s look now at the 

betterness of a spiritual family.  And for that let’s study this interaction Jesus has with his 

mother and brothers.  It could seem at first like a blow off.  But knowing what we’ve just 
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established we see that it can’t be that.  So what is going on here?  Matthew doesn’t 

highlight this point because he wants to stress the positive aspect of Jesus’ community, 

but Mark’s account of this event is helpful for showing us the reason his family was 

coming.  It wasn’t a friendly visit of a proud mom and siblings to see beloved son and 

brother at college and look at his dorm room.  This was an intervention.  Why?  His 

family heard about Jesus’ growing ministry and “they went to take charge of him, for 

they said, ‘He is out of his mind’” (Mk. 3:21).  “Okay son/bro.  Enough’s enough.  This 

Messiah thing’s a little too much, don’t you think?”  This kind of shoots the idea of the 

sinlessness of Mary in the foot too, doesn’t it, because even though she carried Jesus to 

term as a virgin, at this point she is embarrassed and unbelieving herself.  John 7:5 tells 

us explicitly that “even his own brothers did not believe in him.” 

 The only sinless person ever was Jesus.  And that’s why he didn’t disrespect his 

family, but neither did he idolize them.  Tricky, isn’t it? 

So Jesus’ response doesn’t show disinterest in his family.  It’s just that they are 

not believers.  They are actually opposing his messianic ministry.  They are acting against 

God here.  And Jesus practices what he preached in ch. 10.  He wasn’t unwilling to live 

in a way that he expected of others.  In ch. 10 he predicted that families would be split 

over the issue of him and that love for him had to come ahead of loyalty to family.  Jesus 

embodied that.  It’s also comforting to know, therefore, that Jesus experienced the pain of 

family betrayal and alienation, if any of you have experienced that.  Part of his sufferings 

included fulfilling Ps. 69:8 – “I am a stranger to my brothers, and alien to my own 

mother’s sons.” 

So chapters 11-12 are full of disbelieving responses to Jesus, from his predecessor 

John the Baptist to even his own family!  But this chapter ends by telling us that there 

were some who did the Father’s will and were following Jesus, related to him in a deep 

way.  “Someone told him, ‘Your mother and brothers are standing outside, wanting to 

speak to you.’  He replied to him, ‘Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?’  

Pointing to his disciples, he said, ‘Here are my mother and my brothers.  For whoever 

does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother’” (vv. 47-50). 

What’s he saying?  The main point is that this – these people who have left their 

father in the boat and come and followed me (cf. 4:22), these people who are gathered 

around me, listening to my word – this is my true spiritual family, an even greater social 

reality than my natural, nuclear family (as great as that is).  You’ve heard the saying – 

“Blood is thicker than water?”  Yes!  But Jesus is saying that blood is not thicker than 

baptismal water.  It’s what Jesus has in mind when he tells his followers that even if they 

have left “home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or field for [him] 

and the gospel [they will not] fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present age 

(homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children and fields” (Mk. 10:30).  There is a spiritual 

kind of family that Jesus brings about that supersedes the physical family. 

This means that the family is not the chief good, the highest value in life.  It’s not 

the most important thing.  Thus the most prominent figure in the Bible and probably the 

second most (Paul) were both single.  Also, search high and low for a Leave it to Beaver 

kind of blissful family in the Bible and you won’t find it anywhere.  The Bible presents 

the reality that is family dysfunction.  All this makes the case that mothers and fathers 

and brothers and sisters are to the big picture what learning phonics is to reading The 

Lord of the Rings or some great literary masterpiece.  There is no marriage in the New 
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Creation (see Mt. 22:23ff) because it’s a means to an even greater end.  Likewise, parent 

and children relationships are penultimate because they are there ultimately to point us to 

an even more fundamental reality to the universe, which is the communal, yea familial 

nature of the eternal, self-existent Godhead – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

This is what it’s all about!  Did you notice how Jesus here didn’t really mention 

earthly fathers?  I think that may have been on purpose.  He does mention a father-figure 

here, though.  Who is it?  God the Father (cf. 23:9).  “Whoever does the will of my Father 

in heaven…”  It’s significant that Jesus didn’t just say, “Whoever does God’s will.”  

Because then it might be easy to construe it in a cold, mechanical way, as if it’s about 

keeping certain principles to get into this club.  But Jesus in Matthew is always talking 

about the Father and how we are able to pray to him and can look for rewards from him 

and can trust him to provide for us as he is our Father in heaven.  I know we’ve said it 

several times, but it never gets old to say – that Father-Son relationship enjoyed from all 

eternity and revealed most clearly in the baptism of Jesus with the words “This is my 

Son, whom I love, with him I am well-pleased…” we get in on that through our 

connection with Jesus!  This isn’t symbolism or an analogy.  This is reality at its core.  

God didn’t create family and then say I’m kind of like that.  God has been from all 

eternity within himself Father, Son, and Holy Spirit and then he created the family to 

reflect that. 

What is the will of the Father and what does it mean to do it?  God’s will 

ultimately is not a set of unrelational rules.  His will is that he be known and enjoyed, 

glorified and loved.  And so to do the will of the Father is to relate to him by grace 

through his Son and live out of that.  Another place in Matthew where we see the Father’s 

will mentioned is in the Garden of Gethsemane when Jesus is facing the horrors of the 

cross.  What was the Father’s will there?  It’s the salvation of his people.  And for us then 

it’s to respond positively to Jesus and partake of that salvation.  Those who do are 

brought in on a familial relationship that far surpasses even the best experience of family 

on this earth. 

So that is the main way that what Jesus brought about is even better than the 

best family.  You could call it the vertical dimension – caught up into that Father-Son 

relationship that is at the center of reality.  And we could tease out infinite ways that this 

special grace is better than even the best experiences of the common grace of family in 

this world.  This Dad never dies.  This Dad never lets you down.  This Dad never 

disowns you – “Though my father and mother forsake me, the LORD will receive me” 

(Ps. 27:10).  This Dad can do anything – he never feels powerless or is willing but unable 

to help.  This Dad is everywhere – there’s no place he cannot go with you.  This Dad is 

only, purely good – there’s never a tinge of impure motives. 

This Dad accepts you completely unconditionally.  Even in the best family 

relationships there is a still a level of conditionality that’s impossible to overcome.  You 

may come from an intact family where your mom and dad are still together and did so 

many things well, but there’s still a sense that your father is disappointed in you.  There 

can be crippling expectations and an inability to escape your past.  I heard a story 

recently of a couple that had been on a waiting list for a long time to do an international 

adoption.  They filled out all the paperwork and were finally matched with a child and 

were ready to pick her up.  They had named her.  They thought they were getting a 

‘normal’, healthy child.  When suddenly they discovered that the child had a genetic 
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condition that would probably mean early death and were faced with a tough decision.  

God adopts us even though he knows fully what he’s getting into. 

Have you ever thought what it means to have Jesus as our Brother?  It’s a bit odd.  

It’s not the main way of describing our relationship to him in the NT, but here he calls his 

disciples his brothers.  He does it again in 25:40 and 28:10.  In the book of Hebrews it 

says that Jesus “is not ashamed to call [us] brothers” (Heb. 2:11).  And Paul explains a bit 

more of what this means in Romans 8 where he calls Jesus the “firstborn among many 

brothers” (Rom. 8:29) and says as a result that we who are united to him by the Holy 

Spirit can cry “Abba, Father,” and if we are God’s children, then we are heirs – heirs of 

God and co-heirs with Christ” (Rom. 8:15-17).  That’s something to ponder.  This Dad 

has a massive, infinite inheritance that’s ours.  I might actually inherit some debt from 

my dad. 

Well we could go on and on about the vertical dimensions of this spiritual family, 

but let’s also look at the horizontal now.  Why else is what Jesus brought about even 

better than the best family?  I want to be careful and not overstate the case because 

there are many ways that the Church is pretty messed up and disappointing.  It is after all 

still composed of sinners and does not live up to its ideals.  But let’s not undersell it 

either. 

First of all, these brothers and sisters are the people you have the most in common 

with, or maybe it would be better to say the people you have the most important things in 

common with.  Matters of life and death, worldview and values, purpose.  You share an 

understanding of reality and a heritage of faith that transcends even what binds the most 

happy of families who don’t share Christ in common and outstrips even the most storied 

of family legacies and traditions.  This is organized around what really matters – not the 

Carter name and the Carter way, but the Name of Christ. 

These brothers and sisters are guaranteed.  You have no guarantees that you will 

get married.  You have no guarantees that you will be able to have children.  But you are 

guaranteed to have a family in the church. 

These brothers and sisters are forever.  Kids are gone soon.  This phase of life is 

actually quite short and will go by fast.  What is going to happen when you’re an empty 

nester?  And I don’t think there will be something like a Kennedy Clan compound in the 

Hyannis Port section of the New Creation.  Like marriage, family will be ended at death.  

That’s not to say we won’t recognize each other, but that we will all be consummately 

part of something even greater. 

 Art Holmes once said to a student asking him for advice on picking a church – 

“When you choose a church community you are choosing the people you want to have 

around you when you die.”
3
  Is that how you think of it?  You should.  My wife may die 

before me, but my pastor will still be there at my bedside when I die.  This family is 

forever. 

Another thing: these brothers and sisters are everywhere.  So even if you don’t 

end up dying in Chicago with Immanuel people around you; if God calls you to 

Naperville or San Francisco or Kansas City or Seoul or Sri Lanka there will be a family 

of believers there that you will connect with. 

These brothers and sisters are inclusive.  Some people have open families, but 

they can’t be totally open.  “Whoever does the will of my Father…”  Did you notice that?  

“Whoever means anyone at all: the way into the heavenly family is open wide and there 
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are no restrictions on who may enter.”
4
  Also, did you notice the mention of sisters?  

Women were an integral and equal part of this community (cf. 27:55). 

So there are many ways that what Jesus brought about is even better than the 

best of families.  Families are great, but they are not the greatest.  Even the best of 

families cause deep scars.  Andrea and I get to counsel many 20 somethings that grew up 

in Christian families and hear about how their families messed them up and we think, 

“This could be Lucy in 20 years sitting with her pastor and talking about how her dad 

messed her up!”  And the fact of the matter is that many of us didn’t even have ‘good’ 

families.  But there is in Christ a family that is even better. 

 

Conclusion 
 Again, it’s not perfect.  Maybe listening to this you are left longing for more in 

our church community.  Me too!  A verse that’s been coming to mind a lot lately is 1 

Thess. 4:9-10…  God has done something supernatural here, but we could grow in 

brotherly love more and more. 

 How do we do that?  I don’t think it’s to push for more loyalty, more 

transparency, more involvement in people’s lives, etc…  The focus cannot be on 

community, but on Christ.  I love the way A.W. Tozer puts it: 

 

Has it ever occurred to you that one hundred pianos all tuned to the same 

fork are automatically tuned to each other?  They are of one accord by 

being tuned, not to each other, but to another standard to which one must 

individually bow.  So one hundred worshippers meeting together, each one 

looking away to Christ, are in heart nearer to each other than they could 

possibly be were they to become “unity” conscious and turn their eyes 

away from God to strive for closer fellowship.
5
 

 

Isn’t that beautiful? 

 So let’s just focus on how great Christ is.  That’s the picture we see today: people 

in a crowded house gathered around Jesus.  And how great Jesus really is.  Think about 

the change that happened in his family!  By the end, especially after they had witness the 

sign of Jonah – his death, burial, and resurrection – they had become believers too.  Acts 

1:12-14 says Jesus’ mother and brothers were part of the original group in Jerusalem just 

before Pentecost.  By Acts 15 we see that Jesus’ brother James had become a leader in 

the church at Jerusalem.  And Jude 1:1 has also stunned me.  This is Jesus other brother 

(writing a book of the Bible!)  and introducing himself as “a servant of Jesus Christ and a 

brother of James.”  How amazing Jesus is!  His greatness brings about something that 

transcends even the human family! 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Family meal… Eat together… 

 

Benediction 
I kneel before the Father, from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its 

name.  I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through 

his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.  And 
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I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all 

the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to 

know this love that surpasses knowledge – that you may be filled to the measure of all the 

fullness of God. (Eph. 3:14-19) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 29, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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