Week One: Relationships in the Family 

Matthew 12:46-50

This week’s passage expresses ambiguity about Jesus’ earthly family. We need to remember that if we call God our ‘Father in heaven’, then we can discover a new breadth to the meaning of family.

When politicians feel they need to appeal to ‘middle England’, and they cannot think of what else to say, they often start talking about the importance of ‘the family’. Churches also frequently suggest that the ministry they offer should pay special attention to the needs of families, perhaps particularly families with young children. So it comes as a shock to many Christians to realise that the Bible is actually quite ambiguous about whether ‘families’ (in the human sense) are a good thing at all. They can certainly cause trouble. One could describe the Book of Genesis as mostly being about problems – largely sibling rivalry – in one particular family. What is particularly striking is the way that Genesis makes it clear that the problems of one generation don’t halt there, but can enmesh future generations of the family in a vicious ongoing cycle. 

Matthew 12:46-50 makes it clear that Jesus himself had a rather confusing relationship with his own family. The incident, in which Jesus seems almost to ‘disown’ his mother and his brothers, is recorded in all three of the synoptic gospels. Although it is not related in John’s Gospel, the story of the wedding at Cana (John 2:4) has Jesus speaking equally harshly to his mother. ‘Woman, what have you to do with me?’ is one possible translation of his words. It must have been quite challenging to be a member of Jesus’ earthly family.

It writing these notes I discovered that Matthew 12:46-50, as well the parallel passages Mark 3:31-35 and Luke 8:19-21, are apparently not used at all by the compilers of the Common Worship/Revised Common Lectionary as the Sunday Gospel for any week in the whole of the three-year lectionary cycle. I found that quite telling. It is as though our ‘family’ orientated church is embarrassed by this side to Jesus – and wants to keep it hidden. That is a critique that would be echoed by a number of single people, who can sometimes feel very left out or even alienated by the ‘family focus’ of many of our churches. It is certainly true that Jesus who (in spite of The Da Vinci Code) was almost certainly ‘single’ himself, a very unusual family situation in Jewish society of the period, threw down striking challenges to his followers about how they should relate to their own families. (See Matthew 10:34-39. The parallel passage in Luke 14:26-27 even talks about ‘hating’ father, mother, brother and sister.)

And yet we also instinctively know that our family contexts are in a sense God-given – and that we have been placed in them to enable us to mature in our Christian faith. An earlier draft of the closing prayer for this week spoke of our families as being ‘a school of charity’, and we do rightly sense that by working through the difficulties of family relationships we can indeed come to a deeper understanding of the nature of God’s love. They are indeed ‘a place in which to grow’. 

Perhaps the genealogy at the beginning of Matthew’s Gospel can offer us a hint about how to grapple with this dual attitude to ‘family’. (The bishop who confirmed me more than 30 years ago, commented in his sermon at the time that ‘the whole of the gospel is found in Matthew’s genealogy’ – so it is not a bad place to turn.) On first reading a genealogy, by its very nature, is an affirmation of family relationships, as it seeks step by step to show carefully how a chain threading through many fathers and sons leads from Abraham to Joseph. It seems on the surface to be showing how Jesus comes from ‘the right family’. Yet then Matthew seems to have subverted his neat genealogical pattern by inserting at four points in the genealogy references to women: Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and ‘the wife of Uriah’. And what women! Not only do they all appear to be non-Jewish, but they all contravened, in one way or another, the strict code of sexual mores that applied in biblical times. They seem to have been deliberately selected to be ‘fore-runners’ of Mary, whose scandalously irregular situation when she was pregnant with Jesus is referred to by Matthew in the next few verses (Matthew 1:18-23). What’s more, since Matthew’s genealogy is actually a table of Joseph’s ancestors, it is questionable whether it is relevant to the family situation of Jesus at all – since he is actually described as being born of a virgin mother. And it is just when we have learned this that Matthew then tells us that Jesus is properly to be called ‘Emmanuel, God with us’ (Matthew 1:23). 

So one way of looking at this genealogy of Matthew is to say that here, at the very beginning of Matthew’s Gospel, we are meant to discover both that families are important (so we have the genealogy) and that they are not enough and must never become an end in themselves (so we have those points which subvert the genealogy and stop it from becoming the ultimate definition of who Jesus is). One of Matthew’s favourite descriptions of God is ‘Father in heaven’. It occurs in our focus passage, Matthew 12:46-50, and several times in the Sermon on the Mount. I suggest that such a description of God as ‘Father in heaven’ is somehow linked in Matthew’s mind with his description of Jesus as ‘God with us’. What I think Matthew is saying, is that through the life of Jesus we can know ‘God with us’ with an intimacy that would not otherwise have been possible. Because Jesus has called him Father we can call him Father too. And that must profoundly affect our understanding of who is our mother and father, who are our brothers and sisters. This new family that we have become part of includes all those who call upon God as their ‘Father in heaven’. 

Like so many other things which can be potentially good, if our earthly families become an ‘end’ or a ‘goal’ in themselves they can become corrupting, idolatrous and dangerous. Rather they should be like a funnel, so that what we have learned about love in and through them can be poured out and shared with all our sisters and brothers in the faith. 

The story of Kanto Biswas offers the example of someone who has learned this well. 

The placement of the verses

It is interesting to note exactly where in Matthew’s Gospel these verses about Jesus and his family fall. They come immediately before the chapter of parables which make up chapter 13. As we mentioned in the introduction, this chapter is the middle block of the five points in Matthew’s Gospel where Jesus teaches his disciples at length. As such it is particularly important, and may offer a significant clue to the way that Matthew structured his Gospel. Some passages in this ‘parable chapter’ reinforce this. Towards the end of the chapter there is a fascinating remark about ‘every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven’ and who ‘brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old’ (Matthew 13: 51-52) – the word translated as ‘trained’ is actually matheteutheis, and it has been suggested that ‘Matthew’ is here in effect personally ‘signing’ his gospel, making it clear that he viewed himself precisely as a ‘scribe trained for the kingdom of heaven’. Certainly it is characteristic of this gospel writer to value both old and new treasures, both the Old Testament and the ‘new vision’ that Jesus brought. 

Whether that is true or not, this parable chapter seems to mark an important division in Matthew’s story of Jesus. Before this chapter Jesus’ ministry seems to be directed to the people of Israel as a whole. For example his disciples are sent out on a ‘mission journey’ (Matthew 10:5-42) to proclaim the ‘good news’ throughout Israel, whom Matthew regarded as Jesus’ own people in a special way. Chapter 13 however marks a turning point and a shift of direction. Several of the parables in the chapter hint at the sense of rejection of his message that Jesus perceived. This is reinforced by the way that the chapter concludes with the story of Jesus’ direct rejection in Nazareth, ‘his hometown’ (Matthew 13:54-58). From this point on, Jesus’ attention will therefore turn in two different directions. No longer does he seem to expect direct and immediate results from his wider ministry in Israel. Instead he will focus particularly on his own close-knit group of disciples, the kernel of what would become ‘the church’. Much of the teaching in the following chapters will relate to the concerns of the community of disciples (see, for example, Matthew 20:20-28 – the focus for next week). But at the same time Jesus’ gaze also begins to look wider – beyond Israel – and into the future. The vision of the day when all the world will receive the gospel of the kingdom – even if it will only be after Jesus’ own death and resurrection – seems to be before his eyes, and he is preparing his disciples and friends for their role in this mission. 

So it is interesting that this week’s passage – about Jesus’ family – should come at precisely this moment: immediately before the shift in direction of chapter 13. Perhaps Matthew is suggesting to us that Jesus’ ambiguous relationships with his earthly family reflect and act as a sharp focus for his equally problematic relationships with Israel, ‘his own people’. In both cases, apparent familiarity seems to have meant that it was difficult, or impossible, to appreciate the ‘new treasure’ (compare Matthew 13:52) that was before their eyes.

