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“Family Matters”
Psalm 138; Mark 3:20-35 June 7, 2015

Each one of us is a part of a family. Families matter! The 
family may be scattered across the country only to gather 
for holidays, weddings and funerals. Some of us are a part of 
blended families bringing together different traditions and 
different ways of doing things. Some have children at home 
and grandparents around the corner. Still some are the last 
of their families and carry their families in their hearts. 
Families come in all shapes and sizes. Sometimes we simply 
scratch our heads at the things some of our family members 
do, only to realize they are scratching their heads at us. 

We wonder what is going on when we hear this story in 
Mark’s gospel about the family of Jesus. Jesus is in his home 
town teaching and casting out the demons that cripple 
the lives of God’s children. There is a large, unruly crowd 
gathered around him. He is causing quite a spectacle. His 
actions become a family matter, a source of concern for 
his mother, brothers and sisters. The neighbors report to 
his family that he is out of his mind. He has lost it. So his 
family leaves home to take charge of him, to seize him, and 
to restrain him. They want to take him out of the public eye. 
The odd thing is that the word Mark uses to mean “restrain” 
him is the same word that Mark uses when enemies of Jesus 
arrest him. His own family has come to put a stop to him.

In Pat Conroy’s novel, The Prince of Tides, a family 
struggles with what it means to be a family in the small 
town of Colleton, South Carolina. Amos Wingo is the 
grandfather and patriarch of the family. Every Good Friday 
since he was fourteen, Amos has carried on his back down 
the streets of the town a large wooden cross. It is a kind of 
religious pilgrimage that is a source of great embarrassment 
to his wife and his grandson Tom. Each member of the 
family develops a way of dealing with the public humiliation. 
A family matter becomes a public concern. 

When the scribes declare that Jesus is in league with the 
devil, Jesus tells a parable about the devil’s household.  That 
too is a family matter. How can he be casting out demons 
if he is in league with the devil? If he is giving hope to 
the hopeless, peace to the troubled, healing to the sick, 
forgiveness to the sinner, how can he be a member of the 
devil’s family? That would mean that the devil’s house is 

divided and his demonic family shattered. Jesus has come 
to, in his own words, “tie up the strong man” and “plunder 
his property”.  He has come to defeat the powers of sin, evil 
and death and restore to God what belongs to God. 

It begins as a family matter and becomes a public 
controversy. His own biological family, the scribes and the 
forces of evil are lined up against him. I wonder where we 
stand in this controversy. Even the disciples have a hard time 
grasping what Jesus is doing. In the wilderness, the disciples 
want to send the hungry crowds home when the dinner bell 
rings. The disciples try to keep the pushy moms and pesky 
children from getting to Jesus. They argue about who will be 
greatest in the kingdom of heaven. The mother of James and 
John comes to persuade Jesus to let her “boys” sit at his right 
hand and left hand in the kingdom. Peter rejects the very 
idea of the suffering and death of Jesus. Judas betrays him. 

Are we so different? We like to domesticate Jesus, whose 
words we can twist to serve our own purposes and use 
to justify our actions. We want to take the fire out of his 
teaching and the sting out of his demands. We explain 
away the mystery of the cross and the miracle of the 
resurrection. We place conditions when we are called to 
forgive unconditionally and make exceptions when we are 
called to welcome everyone into the family of God. Is Jesus 
an embarrassment who upsets our comfortable status quo? 
Have we so diluted his message that we do not even realize 
that we too have come “to restrain him”?

Jesus knows what they are saying about him.  He knows 
they cannot understand what he is doing. He knows they 
want to stop him. Throughout his ministry he is accused 
of blasphemy against God. Here Jesus declares that their 
rejection of him is blasphemy against the work of God 
in him. Jesus knows what we think, how we take him for 
granted and the countless little ways we betray him.

Even in the face of all this opposition, Jesus says that 
whatever sins people commit and whatever blasphemy they 
utter against him will be forgiven. His words call to mind 
his words from the cross spoken over a sinful world that 
rejects him, “Father, forgive them for they do not know 
what they do.” He does forgive us. He forgives the words 
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we speak and the things we do out of foolishness, laziness, 
anger and the darkness that lies within our hearts. 

Jesus says that there is one sin beyond forgiveness: 
blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. Jesus says, “But 
whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit can never have 
forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin.” Woa! This is not 
a word we want to hear. What is blasphemy against the 
Holy Spirit? It is the persistent rejection of God’s grace in 
Jesus Christ. After the resurrection, the church looked back 
at these words of Jesus. There were many during his earthly 
life who rejected Jesus. Following the resurrection some 
of these same people came to faith in him. Paul was the 
great persecutor of the church who arrested the followers 
of Jesus as blasphemers until he encountered the risen Lord 
on the road to Damascus. His sins were forgiven; he was 
given a new life and a new call. He sinned against Jesus, but 
he too found forgiveness. 

Over the years, I have talked with people who feel 
that they have done things that are beyond forgiveness: 
a businesswoman who betrayed her colleagues just to get 
ahead of the game; a drug addict who put his family through 
the depths of hell; a young man whose careless driving took 
a life; a woman whose deep and unrelieved depression led 
her to despair of ever finding peace. This is not what Jesus is 
talking about. There is no sin beyond forgiveness except the 
sin of denying the power of God to forgive.

The Holy Spirit is the Lord and Giver of life. The Spirit 
is the one through whom God moves the human heart to 
faith. The Holy Spirit is the agent of our redemption. If we 
persist in rejecting God’s grace, how can we experience it?  
I am not talking about momentary lapses of faith, struggles 
of the soul or doubts that plague the mind. There are those 
who come to faith early in life and those who come to 
faith late in life.  God is not finished with us yet! Jesus is 
talking about the dangers of denying God and refusing to 
trust in God’s steadfast love. One scholar has written that 
blasphemy against the Holy Spirit “denotes the conscious 
and wicked rejection of the saving power of God… Only 
the [person] who sets [him/herself ] against forgiveness 
is excluded from it” (Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament, vol. 2, p. 624, Beyer). It is our own disbelief 
that puts us in danger of being separated from God. Think 
about a parent’s love for a child. The love is there even when 
the child rejects it. How can such love make a difference 
in a child’s life if the child refuses to accept it? God’s love 
is here. The Holy Spirit opens our minds and hearts to 
receive God’s love, but. God’s grace cannot change us if we 
refuse this grace. 

When the family of Jesus comes to restrain him, they 
call him to come home. Someone in the crowd says, “Your 
mother and your brothers and sisters are outside, asking for 
you.” Jesus turns to the listening crowd and says, “Whoever 
does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.”  
In that moment, he gives us a new understanding of family.  
Families matter. By the Holy Spirit, God creates a new 
family. It is a family of faith, bound not by blood, but by 
the Spirit of Jesus Christ. It is the body of Christ. It is the 
Spirit of God who invites us into this family so that we 
might listen to Jesus, follow him and do the will of God. It 
matters to which family we belong.  Do we belong to the 
one that opposes Jesus and seeks to restrain him, or to the 
one that comes to sit at his feet and obey him?  

The last time Amos Wingo bore the cross on Good Friday, 
most of his family came out to see him. His grandsons, Tom 
and Luke, were there. Tom tells of that day, “I did not know 
then and do not know now what to make of my grandfather’s 
awesome love of the Word of God. As a teenager I found his 
walk humiliating… [But] when Amos Wingo’s walk ended 
that day we caught him as he fell and carried him to the 
lemonade stand… we rubbed his face with ice and made him 
drink a cup of lemonade. I had a feeling that sainthood was 
the most frightening and incurable disease on earth… Luke 
kept saying the whole way: ‘You’re so beautiful, Grandpa. 
You’re so beautiful.’” (p. 329)

The Holy Spirit draws us from our skepticism, sin, 
resistance and indifference into the family of God. Jesus 
said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does 
the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.” Look 
around you. By the grace of the Holy Spirit, the family of 
God is here.


