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Misunderstanding Jesus 

Mark 3:20-35 

John Breon 

 

 Jesus has been ministering throughout Galilee. Mark tells us that after 

a series of confrontations with Pharisees and scribes (teachers of the Law), 

Jesus and his disciples withdrew to the lake. But a large crowd followed 

them. People came from all over that part of the world, gathering around 

Jesus and pushing forward to touch him. 

 Jesus finally got away for a while, going up on a mountain. There he 

called some people to himself. They came to him and he appointed twelve 

of them to be apostles. They were to be with him, to receive authority from 

him, and be sent by him to proclaim the kingdom and heal. 

 In the passage we’ve read, Jesus is probably back in Capernaum. 

Again, a crowd gathers around him. He and his disciples are so busy with 

the crowd—teaching, healing, serving—that they aren’t even able to eat. 

 We’re talking about a culture where eating is a ritual and food is 

scarce. For someone not to eat is strange. Perhaps some well-meaning 

friends get word to Jesus’ family: “Not only is he doing and saying all these 

strange things, not only does he have crowds swarming around him, but 

now he’s not eating. He hasn’t sat down to a decent meal in days.” 

 So Jesus’ family comes to take charge of him. They apparently want 

to take him home to Nazareth, get him to rest, to calm down, to eat, to 

stop stirring up all these crowds. They think he’s out of his mind. Jesus’ 

family labels him and tries to control him. 

 Here we see one example of misunderstanding Jesus. Not 

comprehending who Jesus really is, his family mistakes what he’s saying 

and doing as madness and not the mighty acts of God. Jesus’ family here 

represents people who lack faith in and understanding of Jesus. They’re 

concerned about Jesus’ well-being, but they may be more concerned that 

he’s bringing dishonor or shame on the family. Are we ever embarrassed by 

Jesus? 

 There are many misconceptions about who Jesus is and what he’s all 

about. A lot of folks are well-meaning, some are antagonistic. Some want to 
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make Jesus seem more relevant to modern thinking, some want to reshape 

him into their religious mold, some want to dismiss him as not being 

significant, while still others are offended (scandalized, made to stumble) at 

the claims the New Testament makes for Jesus. 

 When we talk about “a personal relationship with Jesus,” we need to 

be careful not to give the impression that we mean each person can define 

Jesus for himself or herself. A personal relationship with Jesus isn’t a private 

one. We don’t get to make up our own idea of who Jesus is. We don’t get 

to set the terms for this relationship. A personal relationship with Jesus 

means that we come to know for ourselves the true Jesus, Jesus as he really 

is. It means our faith is our own—we aren’t relying on someone else’s 

believing to get us by. 

 Now Mark interrupts this story to tell another one. He has a habit of 

“sandwiching” stories together like this. So we’ll consider this story in the 

middle before we see the end of the family episode. 

 Some teachers of the law had come from Jerusalem to check on 

Jesus. We’ve seen this “Jerusalem delegation” before. They’re following 

Jesus around, looking for mistakes and reasons to accuse him. They also 

misunderstand Jesus. They look at the confusion around Jesus and the 

things he does and their misunderstanding leads them to reject him and 

deny that he comes from God. They say he has a demon. They claim that 

he’s possessed by the prince of demons, Beelzebub. They’re accusing Jesus 

of being a sorcerer in league with Satan. They say that Jesus drives out 

demons, not by God’s power, but by Satan’s—not as a sign of God’s 

kingdom, but as a sign of Satan’s possession of Jesus. These experts in the 

Law try to label Jesus, to put him in his place. If Jesus is controlled by the 

prince of demons, they would be justified in anything they did to control 

him, contain him, silence him for good. Again, the shadow of the cross falls 

over the whole story. 

 Jesus doesn’t lash out and label them. But he points out how absurd 

their accusation is. “How can Satan drive out Satan? A kingdom divided 

against itself cannot stand. And a house divided against itself cannot 

stand.” Jesus points out how illogical it is to think that Satan would 
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empower him to destroy Satan’s own kingdom, which is what Jesus was 

doing in driving demons out of people. 

 In verse 27, Satan is the strong man. But Jesus is the Stronger One. 

Jesus contended with the devil and overcame him in the wilderness 

temptation. Now Jesus is plundering his house, setting captives free, 

reclaiming people—reclaiming the world itself—that Satan had stolen. One 

author says, “It was because God had first bested Satan that Jesus had been 

able to exorcise demons and to endow his Apostles with the same power. 

This power, far from being demonic, was actual proof that God was at last 

evicting Satan from his home within people and their society” (Paul Minear, 

The Gospel According to Mark. The Laymen’s Bible Commentary). 

 This truth is so important that Jesus drives it home with a stern 

warning (vv. 28-30). All the sins and blasphemies people commit and speak 

can be forgiven them. That’s a word of hope. Whatever we’ve done or said 

that’s outside God’s will, that’s rebellion and disobedience to God, can be 

forgiven. What great assurance. Now comes the warning: But whoever 

blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will never be forgiven; that person is 

guilty of an eternal sin. “He said this because they were saying, ‘He has an 

unclean, or evil, spirit.’” 

 Blasphemy is reviling, mocking, and slandering God. By disregarding 

what Jesus said and did and calling it satanic, by saying that what Jesus did 

in the power of the Holy Spirit was really done by Satan’s power, these 

teachers of the law were calling the Holy Spirit an unclean or evil spirit. And 

so they were rejecting Jesus. 

 Many sensitive people have been concerned about the 

“unpardonable sin,” as this is sometimes called. And some insensitive 

people have used this Scripture to try to scare people into repentance. We 

need to recognize that blasphemy of the Holy Spirit is very specific. It’s a 

willful and persistent, conscious and knowing rejection of God’s grace and 

power in Jesus. It’s seen in attributing the good things of God to an act of 

Satan. Because God was present and active in Jesus in a decisive way, to 

reject Jesus’ ministry is to reject God and so to reject forgiveness. 

 Someone who actually maintained this attitude wouldn’t be 

concerned about Christ’s forgiveness for it. They wouldn’t believe they 



4 
 

needed forgiveness or they wouldn’t believe that Christ has the authority to 

forgive. Such an attitude closes the door on forgiveness. So, the anxiety 

that you might have done something that cuts you off from Christ’s 

forgiveness is really evidence that you believe God sent Christ. It proves 

that you haven’t committed the sin warned against here. If you’re worried 

about doing this, you haven’t done it. If you’d done it, you wouldn’t care. 

 At the same time, we need to guard against thinking this has nothing 

to do with us. Those scribes were good people. They were experts in the 

law—God’s word and its interpretation. But they refused to believe that 

God could work in any way other than they thought he would. They refused 

to recognize God’s presence and power in Jesus, so they rejected him and 

attributed his power to the devil. John Wesley commented on this, “How 

easily may a man of learning elude the strongest proof of a work of God! 

How readily can he account for every incident, without ever taking God into 

the question!” (Notes on the New Testament). It’s one thing to be skeptical 

and ask tough questions. It’s another thing to allow our skepticism to rule 

us, to be so prejudiced about what God will or won’t do that we reject out 

of hand anything that doesn’t fit our way of thinking. Let’s be careful about 

being too sure about what God can and cannot do. 

 Having said that, I want to encourage those with a sensitive 

conscience or those who’ve misunderstood this saying and feel 

condemned. If you haven’t rejected Christ, if you believe that he’s from God 

and is able to forgive, and if you believe that you need forgiveness, you can 

repent and be forgiven. 

 As Mark concludes the story he started earlier, he shows the right 

response to Jesus. When Jesus’ family gets to the house where he is, they 

send someone in through the crowd to call him out. Remember, fearing for 

his sanity, they want to take him home and put a stop to this nonsense. 

 Someone tells Jesus, “Your mother and brothers are outside looking 

for you.” Jesus replies, strangely, “Who are my mother and my brothers?” 

Then, looking at the people sitting around him—the disciples, but the circle 

is open to include others—Jesus says, “Here are my mother and my 

brothers! Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother.” 
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 The right response to Jesus is to be with him as disciples—following 

him and learning from him. And this is God’s will. Or, we might say that the 

response Jesus wants is for us to follow him in doing God’s will. 

 And that produces a kinship closer than blood relations. Everyone 

who follows Jesus, who doesn’t blaspheme the Holy Spirit but receives the 

Spirit through Jesus, is called family by Jesus. The church, the gathering of 

Jesus’ disciples, is the family of God. Jesus is our brother. We are his 

brothers and sisters. And we are brothers and sisters to each other. 

 This image of disciples as Jesus’ family relates to the calling of the 

twelve that immediately precedes this section. Jesus appointed twelve to be 

with him and to be sent out, doing what he did. That’s what discipleship is 

about for us as well. The first priority is to be with Jesus, to identify with 

him, and share life with him. 

 But focusing on Jesus always leads outward. Being with him leads to 

being sent out by him. This also involves identifying with Jesus and 

representing him. We share his message and do the things he did because 

his Spirit is in us. 

 The accusations against Jesus here show how powerful and influential 

he was. He stirred up a lot of thoughts and feelings. What he did and said 

was disturbing. It still is. Confronted by the kingdom of God in Jesus, we 

have to make a decision. Is he who he says he is? Is he for real? Can we 

ignore him? Or do we have to face up to him? 

 C. S. Lewis said that if we don’t accept Jesus’ claims about himself, 

there are really only two alternatives. Lewis challenged people who say 

about Jesus: 

 

“I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept 

his claim to be God.” That is the one thing we must not say. A man 

who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would 

not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level 

with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the 

Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, 

the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut 

Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him as a demon; or you can fall at 
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His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any 

patronising nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has 

not left that open to us. He did not intend to. (Mere Christianity 

MacMillan edition, 56) 

 

 Some people are always looking for another option here. But the 

issue really comes down to, is Jesus who the New Testament says he is or 

not? How we answer that question and respond to Jesus are crucial for 

determing the kind of people we are. And our response has eternal 

consequences. 

 What’s your response to Jesus? Is he who he says he is? Do you want 

to be with him? And be part of his family? Don’t resist the Holy Spirit. Open 

up to the Spirit. Embrace the Spirit. Commit yourself to a life of following 

Jesus. 


