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NOTES ON CHAPTER THREE 
 
Raymond E. Brown, Introduction to the New Testament Notes 
3:1-6 closes Chapter 2 with Jesus healing a man on the Sabbath. The healing causes the Pharisees to 
conspire with the Herodians “against him, how to destroy him.” 
 
3:7-12 A summary showing the Jesus ministry is attracting people from all over Galilee and beyond. 
 
3:13-19 Jesus goes up to the mountain and summons the twelve who he wants with him and who he will 
send forth as Apostles. (Apostellein Gk to be sent)  
 
3:20-35 A Marcan “sandwich” – Two stories intertwined.  
 
3:20-21 Jesus’ relatives who do not understand this turn of life he has experienced come to take him 
home to Nazareth from his “new home” in Capernaum. The relative’s objections “He is beside himself” is 
met by the scribes “He is possessed by Beelzebul.”  
 
3:23-30 Jesus’ parables/metaphors on how the house cannot be divided. 
 
3:27 The allegorical parable is one of Mark’s clearest statements about Satan, whose kingdom opposes 
the kingdom of God. With the appearance of Jesus the two kingdoms are locked in struggle. 
The allegorical parable in 3:27 suggests that Satan is the strong man in possession of his house and 
goods (this world) and that Jesus is the stronger one who has come to bind him and take his possessions 
away. 
 
3:28-30 The unforgivable blasphemy is to attribute Jesus’ works to an unclean spirit rather than the Holy 
Spirit. 
 
3:31-35 Jesus family at the door and his rejection of them for his new family. 
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Harper Collins Study Bible, NRSV Version Notes 
3:1-6 Healing, and controversy are entwined again raising the issue of what is permitted on the Sabbath. 
(See also Mark 2:1-10 Jesus Heals a Paralytic; Luke 13:10-17 Jesus Heals a Crippled Woman; 14:1-6 
Jesus Heals the Man with Dropsy; John 5:1-18 Jesus Heals on the Sabbath)  
 
3:4 Is it lawful… This anecdote presupposes that healing is defined as work by some leaders, the 
Pharisees, at the time of Jesus. Jesus’ contemporaries would have accepted a violation of the sabbath to 
save a life but probably would have questioned its relevance in this case. The Markan Jesus claims that 
healing work ought to take priority over observance of the Sabbath. 
 
3:5 Hardness of heart… or stubborn obtuseness. See also: 
 

Exodus 9:34-35 34 But when Pharaoh saw that the rain and the hail and the thunder had ceased, 
he sinned once more and hardened his heart, he and his officials. 35 So the heart of Pharaoh 
was hardened, and he would not let the Israelites go, just as the Lord had spoken through Moses. 
 
1 Samuel 6:6 6 Why should you harden your hearts as the Egyptians and Pharaoh hardened 
their hearts? After he had made fools of them, did they not let the people go, and they departed? 
 
2 Chronicles 36:13 13 He also rebelled against King Nebuchadnezzar, who had made him swear 
by God; he stiffened his neck and hardened his heart against turning to the Lord, the God of 
Israel. 
 
Psalm 95:8     Do not harden your hearts, as at Meribah, 
    as on the day at Massah in the wilderness, 
 
Ephesians 4:18 18 They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God 
because of their ignorance and hardness of heart. 

 
3:6 Herodians: “those belonging to Herod”, i.e. partisans of the monarchy. Most likely in this context office 
holders appointed by Herod in Galilee. 
 
3:6 This is Mark’s first of four references to official plots to kill Jesus. 
 
3:7-35 Portrayal of Jesus as the Son of God 
 
3:7-12 a second transitional summary report. 
 
3:11 unclean spirits fall down before Jesus – they not the humans recognize who and what Jesus is. 
Jesus’ instruction to stay silent is both a form of control over the demons and a means of maintaining his 
identity. 
 
3:13 mountaintop – may be a place of divine disclosure. 
 
3:14 appointed – literally to be “made”; Twelve probably symbolizes the Twelve tribes of Israel; Apostles 
are emissaries authorized to discharge a specific commission 
 
3:16-19 The names are different in the different gospels. 
 
3:19-35 controversy about exorcism is inserted into an episode about Jesus’ family. The implication is 
that Jesus family has come to get him because people think he is crazy, and it is embarrassing the family. 
And being crazy is seen as having demonic possession. 
 
3:22 Beelzebul related to Baal Zabul ifs the probable name of a Canaanite deity who has been demoted 
to the status of the ruler of the demons, and equivalent to Satan. 
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3:23 Parables – enigmatic proverbs or riddling stories that are provocative if not always illuminating. 
 
3:27 Isaiah 49:24-25  

24  Can the prey be taken from the mighty, 
    or the captives of a tyrant[a] be rescued? 
25 But thus says the Lord: 
Even the captives of the mighty shall be taken, 
    and the prey of the tyrant be rescued; 
for I will contend with those who contend with you, 
    and I will save your children. 
Footnotes 
Isaiah 49:24 Q Ms Syr Vg: MT of a righteous person 

 
3:28 Truly I tell you… a recurring introductory formula emphasizing the prophetic assurance.  
 
3:29 To link the Holy Spirit with demons is to be guilty of a great sin.  
 
3:31 The absence of Jesus’ father from his mother and brothers is of disputed significance 
 

Mark 6:3 3 Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary[a] and brother of James and Joses and 
Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?” And they took offense[b] at him. 

Footnotes 
Mark 6:3 Other ancient authorities read son of the carpenter and of Mary 
Mark 6:3 Or stumbled 

 
John 2:12 12 After this he went down to Capernaum with his mother, his brothers, and his 
disciples; and they remained there a few days. 
 
John 7:3, 5  3 So his brothers said to him, “Leave here and go to Judea so that your disciples 
also may see the works you are doing; 4 for no one who wants[c] to be widely known acts in 
secret. If you do these things, show yourself to the world.” 5 (For not even his brothers believed in 
him.) 
 
Acts 1:14 14 All these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer, together with certain 
women, including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers. 
 
1 Cor 9:5 5 Do we not have the right to be accompanied by a believing wife,[a] as do the other 
apostles and the brothers of the Lord and Cephas? 

Footnotes 
1 Corinthians 9:5 Gk a sister as wife 

 
Gal 1:19 19 but I did not see any other apostle except James the Lord’s brother. 

 
Reference to Jesus’ brother and sisters shows Mark’s ignorance of future church doctrine on Mary’s 
perpetual virginity. 
 
3:35 Will of God… A phrase common in Paul’s Letters (Rom 1:10; 12:2; 1 Cor 1:1; Gal 1:4) but appearing 
only here in Mark. (Also in John 7:16-17) 
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James R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark, Notes 
3:1-2 Jesus is being watched at the synagogue, presumably Capernaum, to see if he will heal in the 
Sabbath again. Mark’s irony is that the authorities seek to deny Jesus the right to do good on the Sabbath 
while they conspire to do evil. 
 
A withered hand is not life threatening so Jesus could have waited until after sundown to heal the man. 
 

3:4 Then he said to them, “Is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to 
kill?” 
 

3:3-4 The first part of the questions relates to healing the handicapped man. For Jesus human need 
poses a moral imperative. Where good is to be done, there can be no neutrality, and failure to do good is 
to contribute to evil. It is thus not simply permissible to do good on the Sabbath, but right to heal whether 
or not it is lawful. 
 
For Jesus the Gospel of God (1:14) is different from proper religion in that it is about the disposition of the 
heart, which cannot remain unmoved in the face of suffering. The test of all theology and morality is either 
passed or failed by one’s response to the weakest and most defenseless member of society. 
 
What is meant by “to save a life or to kill?” (3:4) The questions relates to the intentions of the people 
watching Jesus and to a Jesus himself. Jesus’ action with the man is tied to his own future fate.  
 
3:5 Jesus looks around and is angered by the callousness of the observers and at their “hardness of 
heart”. They are unwilling to understand. Jesus’ righteous indignation is against the greatest enemy of 
divine love and justice: not the opposition or the malice, but the hardness of heart  and indifference to 
divine grace. 
 
The handicapped man has taken a risk, he has exposed himself to scrutiny and in doing so he has been 
healed. Mark describes faith without using the word. Faith is not a private wager but a public risk that 
Jesus is worthy of trust when no other hope can be trusted. 
 
3:6 The Pharisees and the Herodians begin to plot how to kill Jesus. The alliance shows the breadth of 
opposition to Jesus, it is both religious and political. The evidence against Jesus by this point is Mark is: 

1. Sabbath violations (1:21-25; 2:23-28) 
2. Fraternizing with sinners (1:40; 2:13-17) 
3. Disregarding rabbinic custom (2:18-22) 
4. Presumption to forgive sins (2:10-11) 

 
3:7-8 After every confrontation Jesus withdraws to recharge and reconnect. It should be noted that Jesus 
has already exceeded JohnBap in drawing crowds from Judea and Galilee. 
 
3:9-10 The sizable crowd following Jesus is an opportunity and an impediment to Jesus’ teaching and 
ministry. It is not a response in faith – it is a hunger for healing, miracles and feeding. 
 

3:11 Whenever the unclean spirits saw him, they fell down before him and shouted, “You are the 
Son of God!” 

 
3:11 The “unclean spirits” fall down before Jesus, recognize him as the “Son of God” – compare this 
behavior and understanding of the disciples, the crowd or the authorities. 
 
EXCURSUS: DIVINE MAN 
A key issue in the study of Mark relates to titles and nomenclature for Jesus. The Christology can be 
explicit (titles) or implicit (exousia/authority) and is generally considered to have arisen as a result of the 
early church’s encounter with Greek thought (Hellenism) in the Gentile mission (such as “divine man” or 
“Son of God”), or to have been projected onto the Gospel accounts by the early church as a result of its 
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desire to attribute to the historical Jesus an honor commensurate to the church’s post-resurrection 
experience of his Lordship. 
 
Hellenism 
“Son of God” was not a common Greek title.  
More common Greek terms were neos (new), epiphanes (epiphany), euergetes (benefactor) and soter 
(savior) and these are not prevalent in Mark or the other NT Gospels.  
“Divine Man” and “theios” (divine) only appear three times (Acts 17:29; 2 Pet 1:3, 4) and then only 
referring to God not to a human. 
“New” occurs 24 times in the NT but never with reference to Jesus as the new something. 
Thus the load bearing term of divine man in Greek is conspicuously absent in the NT. 
 
The divine man model is a post-Christian model and will include healings and resuscitations, but 
exorcisms are uncommon among Greek literature about “divine man”. 
 
3:13-19 Naming the Disciples 
The major themes of Mark are the divine Sonship of Jesus; Jesus’ exousia/authority; and followership. 
Jesus calls people to follow him, to have his message and mission implanted in them.  The word “disciple” 
in both Greek and Hebrew roots mans “student” or “learner”, someone in an apprenticeship to learn. 
 
3:13 Jesus has a larger retinue than 12, including women and other men who are not selected as 
disciples -- and he selects from them 12 men to be his closest disciples --  the gospel will now proceed to 
explain what being a disciples means and what is expected of them. 
 
3:14-15 The call has two purposes: they are to be with Jesus and to be sent by Jesus out into the world.  
Being and being sent – being in relationship to Jesus and what was does as a. result of that relationship. 
 
“To be with him” has atomic significance in Mark. Discipleship is a relationship before it is a task, a who 
before it is a what. Gen 3:4-5 indicates that the essence of sin is substituting a false god for the true God, 
being with Jesus becomes the way to forsake human idols and honor the true God, thus recovering the 
image of God (Gen 1:26-27). To be with Jesus is the most profound mystery of discipleship. 
 
“To be sent” from the Greek word apostlos (to be sent) means “to commission” or “send with special 
purpose”. Oddly the term Apostolos only occurs in Mark 6:30. Whereas the term disciple appears 45 
times. The call and commission of the Twelve is representative of that of all of Jesus’ followers. 
 
The apostolic commission is threefold: 

• Being with Jesus 
• Speaking Jesus’ message 
• Acting in Jesus’ name by casting out demons and opposing evil 

 
3:16-19 Concerning the names of the Twelve, Peter heads all four lists, followed by the Zebedee brothers 
(James and John) who seemed to form an inner circle for Jesus. It is interesting that beside from some 
pious but unreliable legends, we know very little about several of the names of the apostles. It is also 
interesting that none of the disciples came from the Jewish religious authorities or leadership. They are all 
common people.  
 
The disciples named, “Judas Iscariot, who betrayed Jesus” is significant. And gospel writer may have 
been tempted to strike Judas’ name form the list of Twelve to hide or avoid the scandal. The fact that all 
of them list Judas as a disciple, is testimony to the oral/historical tradition and understanding of the early 
church movement. If even Jesus could have a betrayer in his midst, so could/would the early church 
groups. It reminds us that followers of Jesus are not perfect, and that Jesus accomplished his goals in 
spite of them. 
 
3:20-25 Binding the Strong Man 
3:20 The crush of crowds is so great that Jesus and the disciples cannot even eat. 
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3:21 Jesus’ family hears that “He is out of his mind.” And comes to restrain him. 
3:22 The scribes walk from Jerusalem to Capernaum (106-124 miles depending on route) and appear as 
the official opposition to Jesus. They are no longer asking questions – they have formed an opinion that 
Jesus:  

 
3:22 ““He has Beelzebul, and by the ruler of the demons he casts out demons.” 

 
They do not deny Jesus’ power to perform miracles, heal or exorcise – they recognize his power – but 
they impugn that the source of the power is Beelzebul (Satan though it is not clear) rather than God. They 
have seen and heard all of the evidence of Jesus works and sayings and they do not believe that Jesus is 
the Son of Man. Mark views that faith does not necessarily result from witnessing or experiencing 
miracles and works.  
 
3:23-27 Jesus starts a series of responses based on simple logic.  
 

3:23-27 23 And he called them to him, and spoke to them in parables, “How can Satan cast out 
Satan? 24 If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand. 25 And if a house is 
divided against itself, that house will not be able to stand. 26 And if Satan has risen up against 
himself and is divided, he cannot stand, but his end has come.  

 
Jesus refutes their statement saying that how could he be powered by Satan if he is throwing out Satan’s 
demons? How does that work? 
 

3:27 “But no one can enter a strong man’s house and plunder his property without first tying up 
the strong man; then indeed the house can be plundered.” 

 
In this brief parable Jesus recalls the mission of the messianic high priest to bind up Satan. It may be a 
reference to Isaiah 49:24-26 
 

Isaiah 49:24-26 
24 Can the prey be taken from the mighty, 
    or the captives of a tyrant[a] be rescued? 
25 But thus says the Lord: 
Even the captives of the mighty shall be taken, 
    and the prey of the tyrant be rescued; 
for I will contend with those who contend with you, 
    and I will save your children. 
26 I will make your oppressors eat their own flesh, 
    and they shall be drunk with their own blood as with wine. 
Then all flesh shall know 
    that I am the Lord your Savior, 
    and your Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob. 

Footnotes 
Isaiah 49:24 Q Ms Syr Vg: MT of a righteous person 

 
Jesus is alluding to himself as the “Mighty One”, as prophesied by JohnBap (1:7). Who fulfills Yahweh’s 
mission of plundering the house of the oppressor and liberating his captives (Tobit 3:174).  
 

 
4 Tobit 3:17 “17 So Raphael was sent to heal both of them: Tobit, by removing the white films from his eyes, so 
that he might see God’s light with his eyes; and Sarah, daughter of Raguel, by giving her in marriage to Tobias son 
of Tobit, and by setting her free from the wicked demon Asmodeus. For Tobias was entitled to have her before all 
others who had desired to marry her. At the same time that Tobit returned from the courtyard into his house, 
Sarah daughter of Raguel came down from her upper room.” 
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The Binding the Strong Man parable (3:27) offers an unusually clear understanding into Jesus’ self-
understanding. As the Son of God, Jesus does something for humanity before doing something to it. He 
must liberate humanity from the power of evil, before restoring it to the image of God. Not surprisingly, 
Mark’s first miracle story is an exorcism of demons.  
 

3:28-20 28 “Truly I tell you, people will be forgiven for their sins and whatever blasphemies they 
utter; 29 but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit can never have forgiveness, but is guilty 
of an eternal sin”— 30 for they had said, “He has an unclean spirit.”  

 
The sin against the Holy Spirit is one of the most disturbing statements by Jesus in the Gospels. It may 
have been disturbing for Mark’s community as well. Mark provides a rare editorial key, to understand that 
when he writes that Jesus has been accused of having an evil spirit (3:30).  
 
The sin against the Holy Spirit must be understood in light of the opening testimony of JohnBap who 
heralded the messianic era, prophesizing the coming of the More Powerful One who would baptize with 
the Holy Spirit (1:7-8). Jesus here depicts himself as that More Powerful One, who by the power of the 
Holy Spirit binds Satan and routs his minions (3:27).  
 
The gravity of the scribes’ offense is that they accuse Jesus of having and evil or unclean spirit (3:30). 
The sin against the Holy Spirit is thus not an undefinable offense against God, but a specific misjudgment 
that Jesus is motivated by evil rather than by good, that he is empowered by the devil rather than God. 
 
Since Jesus’ baptism, Jesus as God’s Son has been authorized by God’s Holy Spirit. In addressing the 
warning to the scribes, Mark signifies the unique pitfall that this sin can pose for religious people. Sinners 
and tax collectors are less likely to commit this sin than religious people and authorities. In this respect 
wickedness poses a lessor problem to the grace of God than pride and self-righteousness. 
 

3:31-34 31 Then his mother and his brothers came; and standing outside, they sent to him and 
called him. 32 A crowd was sitting around him; and they said to him, “Your mother and your 
brothers and sisters[c] are outside, asking for you.” 33 And he replied, “Who are my mother and 
my brothers?” 34 And looking at those who sat around him, he said, “Here are my mother and my 
brothers! 35 Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.” 

Footnotes 
Mark 3:32 Other ancient authorities (manuscripts) lack and sisters 

 
Jesus family is outside the house, and Jesus and his followers are inside (the reverse of traditional order). 
Jesus family assumes it has rights that Jesus will be obliged to honor. 
 
Jesus then asks, 33 “Who are my mother and my brothers?”  
 
And then answer his own question with a startling answer, 34 And looking at those who sat around him, 
he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers!” 
 
Jesus is declaring a new order based on 35 “Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and 
mother.” 
 
In essence, there are two kinds of people in Mark, the people who follow Jesus and study at his feet; and 
those who do not and are left outside. It is remarkable that Mark would recall this story given the status 
Jesus’ mother Mary had in the early Christian movement. It was a message to Mark’s community that no 
one, not even the Holy Family, was above the criteria of following and studying under Jesus. The insiders 
are those who truly do the will of God and sit at Jesus feet – no one can be an insider without doing so. 
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Lane, William L., The New International Commentary on the New 
Testament, The Gospel of Mark, Notes 
 
3:1-6 Man with the Withered Hand 
The high point of the incident lies less in the act of healing than in the conflict between Jesus and his 
adversaries. It is striking that Jesus takes the initiative in asking what is permitted on the Sabbath, and 
that his adversaries are silent in response. The decision to seek Jesus’ death is not from a single event, It 
is the culmination of Jesus’ teaching and healing in Galilee and the authorities’ responses (2:1-3:6). 
 
Importantly, the authorities refused to debate halakha, or a legal interpretation of what is permitted on the 
Sabbath, with Jesus. They are indignant because Jesus and the man could have waited until sundown or 
the next day to be healed and not broken the Sabbath, i.e. the man’s life is not threatened by his affliction. 
 
Jesus regards the authorities with anger, which expresses God’s anger, because they had forgotten 
mercy and grace come from God. In the interest of purity they have become insensitive to both the 
purposes of God and the suffering of man. 
 
3:7-12 Withdrawal to the Sea 
3:7-10 The retreat to the sea is related to the return to the wilderness: in each case it entails an 
affirmation of sonship and obedience.  
 
The seaside also represents the sphere of the demons: 

• The people of the region are attracted to Jesus as a miracle worker not as the Son of God; and, 
• The presence of the people possessed by evil spirits who make their presence known in the cries 

of recognition of Jesus as the Son of God by the evil spirits. 
 
In this context, “Son of God” is not a messianic title, but a recognition of the true status of Jesus in 
relationship to God – a spiritual identity. Two factors stand behind Jesus’ rebuke of the evil spirits: 
Jesus is the Son of God, the Bearer of the Holy Spirit; and the disclosure of Jesus’ divine sonship by the 
unclean spirits violated the character of his self-revelation – Jesus uses veiled, restrained means to 
reveal his identify at this stage. 
 
3:13-19 Choice of the Twelve Disciples 
The appointment of the Twelve marks the formation of the messianic fellowship and anticipates the 
extension of Jesus’ mission through them (6:7-13). He is preparing the ground for the post-resurrection 
apostolic mission. Their authority is based on their relationship with Jesus and their selection by Jesus for 
the roles. The promise given to the Twelve is that they will share in the power of the Kingdom of God 
which breaks through to men with the coming of Jesus. 
 
Other than Peter, the brothers James and John, and Judas Iscariot, the list of disciples is murky, and their 
names do not appear in the remainder of Mark. 
 
What is important is that the program which was announced in 1:16, is now linked to a specific group of 
people, who will receive their mission order in 6:7-13.  
 

Mission: 1:14 Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, 15 and saying, “The 
time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” 
 
Program: 1:16 As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew 
casting a net into the sea—for they were fishermen. 17 And Jesus said to them, “Follow me and I 
will make you fish for people.” 
 
Fellowship: 3:13-19 13 He went up the mountain and called to him those whom he wanted, and 
they came to him. 14 And he appointed twelve, whom he also named apostles, to be with him, 
and to be sent out to proclaim the message, 15 and to have authority to cast out demons. 16 So 
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he appointed the twelve: Simon (to whom he gave the name Peter); 17 James son of Zebedee 
and John the brother of James (to whom he gave the name Boanerges, that is, Sons of Thunder); 
18 and Andrew, and Philip, and Bartholomew, and Matthew, and Thomas, and James son of 
Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus, and Simon the Cananaean, 19 and Judas Iscariot, who betrayed him. 
 
Proleptic5 Fulfillment: 6:7-13 7 He called the twelve and began to send them out two by two and 
gave them authority over the unclean spirits. 8 He ordered them to take nothing for their journey 
except a staff; no bread, no bag, no money in their belts; 9 but to wear sandals and not to put on 
two tunics. 10 He said to them, “Wherever you enter a house, stay there until you leave the place. 
11 If any place will not welcome you and they refuse to hear you, as you leave, shake off the dust 
that is on your feet as a testimony against them.” 12 So they went out and proclaimed that all 
should repent. 13 They cast out many demons and anointed with oil many who were sick and 
cured them. 

 
3:19-15 The Character of Jesus Family 
The story of Jesus family (3:20 and 3:31-35) is divided by the scribe’s appearance and charges about 
Beelzebul (3:22-30). The juxta-positioning of the two stories implies that Jesus’ family are not the different 
from the scribes, “he is beside himself” and “He has an unclean spirit.” Mark is also introducing the “true” 
family of Jesus, those who gather around him and perform the will of God. (3:33-35) 
 
Jesus’ family’s charge that “He has lost his mind” reveals deep misunderstanding and unbelief. The 
scribes have come from Jerusalem to begin a process that will formally charge Jesus with blasphemy. 
Though Beelzebul does not appear in other Jewish writings, it may be a pass colloquialism for the 
demon-prince Satan.  
 
3:23-27 Jesus’ response seizes on the fallacy of the scribe’s accusation: Satan is not able to cast Satan 
out. By definition. Jesus then brings the controversy to focus on his mission as a direct confrontation with 
Satan. (3:27) Satan is the strong man who enslaves people though sin, possession, disease, and death. 
Only one who is stronger than he can bind him, overcome his minions, and free his captives. This Jesus 
has done. The heart of Jesus mission is to confront Satan and to crush him in all fields. Jesus is an agent 
of irresistible power.  
 
3:28-29 Jesus’ pronouncement on blasphemy indicates that Jesus’ works are performed through the 
power of the Holy Spirit. It is as the bearer of the Holy Spirit, received at his baptism, that he stands a s a 
Champion for God in the battle with Satan. Jesus is in fact possessed by the Holy Spirit. All the sins of 
humans are forgivable except blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. That puts people beyond forgiveness 
eternally. 
 
The scribes’ accusation is a denial of the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of God working through Jesus. Mark 
interprets that the scribes come to the brink of such a denial because of their callousness and closed 
minds. 
 
3:31-35 Jesus True Family 
His followers in the house may have thought Jesus needed to respond to his family outside of the house 
due to the Mosaic Law and common piety. Jesus rhetorical questions (3:33) “Who are my mother and 
brothers?” draws attention to the deeper issue involved in an authentic relationship to him. It is possible 
that the Twelve sat closet to him in the house. He looked at them and says (3:34)  “Here are my mother 
and my brothers!” and then broadens the groups to include (3:35) “Whoever does the will of God is my 
brother and sister and mother.” 
 
It is performance of the Will of God that determines kinship to Jesus. Jesus calls for radical obedience to 
God, as he himself demonstrates, as the basis for admission in the family in the Kingdom of God. 
  

 
5 Proleptic is the foreshadowing, or anticipation, of future events may refer to. Dictionary.com 
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Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Science 
Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels, Notes 
3:1-6  Jesus’ sense of shame, that is, his sensitivity to challenges against his honor, is acute. The tension 
of the anticipated challenge and the dramatic way that Jesus responds show him once again to be a 
master of the game of challenge and riposte. 
 
Calling the man to come forward place him where all could see the healing as a response to the 
challenge. Having been beaten at the game, his opponents are understandably infuriated to the point of 
planning Jesus’ death to get satisfaction for their being shamed. 
 
Not that in a challenge riposte situation, those who resort to violence lost. Violence indicates that their 
wits failed, and bully tactics have taken over. (12:13 is where this set of opponents will reappear.) 
 
3:20-30 Mark sets this scene in a crowd. The deviance accusation that is being made is one that must be 
validated by public opinion. 
 
3:20-21 The family perceives that the family honor is being threatened by Jesus’ behavior. They expect 
Jesus to act in a socially acceptable way to who he is and his family’s status. Jesus, and Paul later, will 
not act according to this honor status app[roach. And so they are labeled as deviant – hence the 
questions about authority – on what authority are you acting, preaching – because he is acting above his 
station. 
 
3:28-30 “Blasphemy” is a Greek word that is not translated. It is simply written in the Roman alphabet. 
The word means to dishonor and outrage a person by means of speech. 
 
“Spirit” means activity, behavior, or actions, and “Holy Spirit” means God’s activity, what God is doing in 
the world. 
 
The outrage here is in assessing Jesus unexpected behavior as attributes of an unclean spirit. Rather 
than based on the Holy Spirit. That is as an act of Satan rather than God.  
 
Thus Jesus’ opponents are blaspheming when they attribute God’s actions to Satan’s. 
 
What bothered the opponents was Jesus declaring the God was forgiving sin, that is, the God would not 
demand satisfaction from someone who had shamed him. Thus Jesus insists reconciliation with God and 
one’s fellows was accessible now, at the present, and not at some final judgement. Jesus’ opponents 
denied that Jesus could legitimately make such a declaration on God’s behalf. Thus in effect they were 
cutting themselves off from God’s forgiveness and reconciliation. 
 
3:31-35 The good news is creating a new household of those accepting Jesus’ proclamation and thus 
becoming loyal to the Father. It is a sharp move away from the Temple and biological family as well as 
from the social networks on which they depend. This is one of the most culturally radical elements of the 
Gospels. 
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Ched Myers, Binding the Strong Man, Notes 
First of the double climax of Jesus nonviolent campaign: 

• 3:1-19 Jesus spurned at the synagogue retreats and regroups to commission his community 
• 6:1-13 and 8:14-26 are similar. 

 
Dewey6 View: 
Jesus’s claim on 2:28 prepares the reader for the higher level of hostility and the greater stakes involved 
in 3:1-6 

2:24 may be a legal warning necessary before actual prosecution of a charge can be made 
2:28 Jesus asserts his authority over the sabbath, an answer not acceptable under the Jewish 
Law 
3:2 The opponents are watching Jesus in order to accuse him legally if he violates the sabbath 
3:1-6 if he acts illegally during the sabbath he is liable for arrest 

 
Mark returns to the synagogue/Sabbath for this showdown. This can be seen as the turning point in 
Jesus’ public ministry. A carefully staged piece of public political theater. Jesus could have healed the 
man with the withered hand in private (as in 1:29) and gotten no public rebuke. Instead he chooses to act 
in public, forcing the issue. 
 
Jesus is breaking the law to highlight a deeper issue of morality and purpose. Jesus pits his mission of 
compassion and justice for the poor against the edifice of the dominant order. He calls the ideology of the 
Law to account.  
 

3:4 3 And he said to the man who had the withered hand, “Come forward.” 4 Then he said to 
them, “Is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to kill?” But they 
were silent. 

 
Jesus is harkening to Deuteronomy 30:15-20  
 

Deuteronomy 30:15-20 
15 See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity. 16 If you obey 
the commandments of the Lord your God[b] that I am commanding you today, by loving the Lord 
your God, walking in his ways, and observing his commandments, decrees, and ordinances, then 
you shall live and become numerous, and the Lord your God will bless you in the land that you 
are entering to possess. 17 But if your heart turns away and you do not hear but are led astray to 
bow down to other gods and serve them, 18 I declare to you today that you shall perish; you shall 
not live long in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess. 19 I call heaven 
and earth to witness against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings and 
curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live, 20 loving the Lord your 
God, obeying him, and holding fast to him; for that means life to you and length of days, so 
that you may live in the land that the Lord swore to give to your ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, 
and to Jacob. 

 
He is drawing a sharp contrast between his messianic intentions and those of his opponents. 
 
The authorities refuse to respond. Mark’s indictment is sharp; strong language describes Jesus’ rage is 
unparalleled in the NT.  
 

3:5 He looked around at them with anger; he was grieved at their hardness of heart and 
said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” He stretched it out, and his hand was restored. 

 
3:6 The Herodians is a Markan creation which may mean the authorities in Galilee. 
3:7 Jesus withdraws 

 
6 Joanna Dewey, Markan Public Debate, 1980, pp 100 
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3:8-12 The ministry continues in summary 
3:8 “hearing all that he was doing,” means that the crowds are showing up and the authorities are hearing 
of him as well. 
3:9 Jesus adds using a boat for preaching to his tactics 
3:13 like Moses Jesus ascends a mountain top to name his disciples – he is creating a new order to 
replace the one he is attacking 
3:14 the disciples are commissioned to heal (which starts to create a team for after Jesus’ death) 
Mark’s characteristic of the inner circle will be very critical. He tempers the founding moment with cold 
realism, extending a shadow cast by the introduction of the death plot. He names Judas who will betray 
Jesus. 
 
3:13-19 as a symbolic action has a political element: Jesus is reenacting the Moses Sinai covenant on the 
mountain. Jesus is attaching the ideological foundations of the dominant order. 
Choosing the disciples uses language similar to creating a  new priesthood 
Mark’s Palestinian audience would have seen Jesus repudiating the authority of the priestly/scribe class 
by forming a new revolutionary committee – a resistance group. 
 
3:20-35 Jesus declares ideological war 
3:21 Jesus family appears for the first time because they are afraid, he has lost his mind and is 
embarrassing them. 
3:22 The Jerusalem based scribes appear because they think he is demonically possessed 
3:23 Mark uses parables here to prepare us for Jesus first sermon (4:3) 
 
3:24-5 24 If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand. 25 And if a house is divided 
against itself, that house will not be able to stand. He turns the scribes view around on itself – how can 
someone attacking and throwing out demons be possessed by Satan? Wouldn’t that mean that Satan was 
attacking himself – the house divided which cannot stand?78  
 
3:26 The riddle is solved – Satan cannot clean his own house – it is up to Jesus to lead a revolt and bring 
his rule to an end.  
 

3:27 But no one can enter a strong man’s house and plunder his property without first tying up the 
strong man; then indeed the house can be plundered. 

 
3:27 This introduces two proleptic9 references 

• Goods refers to utensils in the home or temple 
• Binding refers in an exorcism context when a demon no longer has the power to bind others – or 

the imprisonment of JohnBap, Jesus or Barabbas later 
 
Mark reveals: 
Jesus is the stronger one heralded by John (1:8) 
Who intends to overthrow the rule of the strong man (the scribal authorities (represented by the demon in 
1:24)) 

 
7 In case this sounds familiar it is a famous quote from a speech by Abraham Lincoln addressing the 
Illinois Republican State Convention, Springfield, Illinois June 16, 1858 
“Mr. President and Gentlemen of the Convention. If we could first know where we are, and whither we are 
tending, we could better judge what to do, and how to do it. We are now far into the fifth year, since a 
policy was initiated, with the avowed object, and confident promise, of putting an end to slavery agitation. 
Under the operation of that policy, that agitation has not only, not ceased, but has constantly augmented. 
In my opinion, it will not cease, until a crisis shall have been reached, and passed - "A house divided 
against itself cannot stand." 
8 House divided could also mean the rejection of Jesus by his own family and community. 
9 Merriam Webster: prolepsis is the representation or assumption of a future act or development as if 
presently existing or accomplished 
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Yahweh is making good on the promise to liberate the prey of the strong 
Isaiah 49:24-26 
Can the prey be taken from the mighty? 
    or the captives of a tyrant[e] be rescued? 
25 But thus says the Lord: 
Even the captives of the mighty shall be taken, 
    and the prey of the tyrant be rescued; 
for I will contend with those who contend with you, 
    and I will save your children. 
26 I will make your oppressors eat their own flesh, 
    and they shall be drunk with their own blood as with wine. 
Then all flesh shall know 
    that I am the Lord your Savior, 
    and your Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob. 

 
Imperial hermeneutics, ever on the side of law and order, will of course find this interpretation of the 
strong man parable strained and offensive and shocking. Mark drew the image of breaking and entering 
from the most enduring of the primitive Christian traditions, the Lord’s advent as a thief in the night: 
 

Matthew 24:43 43 But understand this: if the owner of the house had known in what part of the 
night the thief was coming, he would have stayed awake and would not have let his house be 
broken into. 
 
1 Thessalonians 5:2 2 For you yourselves know very well that the day of the Lord will come like 
a thief in the night. 
 
2 Peter 3:10 10 But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass 
away with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and everything 
that is done on it will be disclosed.[a] 

Footnotes 
2 Peter 3:10 Other ancient authorities read will be burned up 

 
Revelation 3:3 3 Remember then what you received and heard; obey it, and repent. If you do not 
wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I will come to you. 
 
Revelation  16:15 15 (“See, I am coming like a thief! Blessed is the one who stays awake and is 
clothed,[a] not going about naked and exposed to shame.”) 

Footnotes 
Revelation 16:15 Gk and keeps his robes 

 
 3:31-35 In Jesus time kinship was the backbone of society. It is also the backbone of the social order 
Jesus is attacking. (Which may help explain Mark’s lack of interest in Jesus’ life, family or genealogy.) His 
family is outside the house and Jesus is inside. The crowd is with Jesus inside and the alienation 
between Jesus and his family is mutual. 
 
Jesus family cannot accept his vocation and he will not recognize their kindredness. Jesus new model is 
based on obedience to God and God alone (3:35). 
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Oxford Bible Commentary Notes 
 
3:1-6 Jesus and the Sabbath – the Man with the Withered Hand 
Last of the five controversy stories. Jesus is again in dispute over sabbath observance. The occasion is a 
miracle, Jesus healing a man with a withered hand. The focus of the story is not the miracle but the 
controversy between Jesus and the authorities about his right to heal a man on the sabbath. 
 
Technically Jesus does not do anything that can be construed as work. However all parties involved in 
the debate presuppose that Jesus has worked. Jesus justification for his action would scarcely satisfy a 
Jewish opponent. The principle of working on the sabbath to save a life is accepted by all; but a man with 
a withered hand is not in danger of dying. 
 
3:4 Jesus is expanding the definition of saving a life. His own ministry is an activity of saving lives in a 
radical sense, and hence justifies relativizing the sabbath laws. 
 
Jesus is acting in a provocative ways in relation to his Jewish contemporaries and their sensibilities 
regarding an important part of Jewish law and identity: keeping the sabbath. 
 
The conclusion of the story is that the monarchists and the Pharisees start to plot to kill Jesus. Mark may 
be implying that the religious and secular powers are now combining against Jesus.  
 
For Mark’s reader he has now put the cross front and center in the story. Jesus life and ministry inevitably 
lead to conflict, suffering and death. The cross for Mark is an inalienable part of what it means for Jesus 
to be God’s son. 
 
3:7-12 Jesus commands the demons not to make Jesus’ identity known – as the Son of God – other 
human beings in the story are not allowed to know who Jesus is at this stage. Once again Mark seems to 
be taking up a traditional motif from exorcism stories and giving it his own peculiar interpretation. For 
Mark the true nature of Jesus’ divine sonship cannot be fully revealed before the cross. 
 
3:13-19 The appointment of the inner group of twelve disciples is well attested in the earliest Christian 
tradition (1 Cor 15:5). The fact that the number is 12 and not 11 shows that Jesus seems himself as the 
leader and above the others.  
 
3:14 Apostles… It is doubtful that Jesus himself would have used the term – it may be anachronistic and 
reflect the post-resurrection Christian movement’s language for members with special authority due to 
their experience of Jesus during his life and ministry. 
 
Cananean… has been interpreted to mean Zealot. This may imply that Jesus movement had elements of 
the Zealot political party that would later lead the revolt against Rome in 66 CE. However it is also 
somewhat certain that the actual party did not yet exist in 30 CE.  
 
Judas Iscariot reference reminds the reader that Jesus will be betrayed by one of his inner circle. 
 
3:20-35 Marcan Sandwich 
The outer layer is a story of controversy between Jesus and his family 3:20-1, 31-35 
The inner layer is the conflict between Jesus and the authorities 3:22-30 
 
Mark uses the sandwich technique to show the increasing hostility and alienation of Jesus from his family 
and the authorities. Throughout the Gospel of Mark Jesus becomes more and more isolated – as one 
group after another – steadily getting closer to home – desert him. 
 
The authorities are from Jerusalem. Mark makes a clear distinction between Galilee and 
Judea/Jerusalem. Jerusalem is a place of conflict and eventually death in Mark.  
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The authorities question the source of Jesus authority and power. The scribes accuse him of using 
demonic powers. (Beelzebul) Jesus replies in a series of parables  all based on the same theme: a power 
fighting against itself would collapse immediately. By implication Satan’s kingdom is thought of as still 
standing, hence it cannot be opposed by its own forces – Jesus powers must have other roots. 
 
3:27 This saying must have a different origin. The presumption is now different: Satan is the strong man 
who had not been bound and his property plundered, i.e. by Jesus. The image derives from Jewish 
eschatology (Rev 20:2); the binding of Satan is a feature of the eschatological end time. The claim being 
made here is then that the end time has arrived. 
 
Mark may see 3:27 as the hermeneutical10 key – Mark in these verses 3:22-30 sees Jesus as claiming 
final victory over Satan.  
 
3:28-29 Mark’s version is probably closest to the original. Jesus says that blasphemy against the Holy 
Spirit is a denial of the power of Jesus in his exorcisms. By implication, Jesus exorcizes by the power of 
the Holy Spirit (1:12-13) and a refusal to accept this by the scribes is the unforgivable sin.  
 
Yet again Mark focuses all attention on the person of Jesus and the authority by which he acts. For Mark 
the center of attention is supremely the Christological question of who Jesus is. 
 
  

 
10 Merriam-Webster Definition: hermeneutic noun, her·me·neu·tic | \ ˌhər-mə-ˈnü-tik  , -ˈnyü- \ 1 
hermeneutics plural in form but singular or plural in construction : the study of the methodological 
principles of interpretation (as of the Bible) 2 : a method or principle of interpretation 
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N.T. (Tom) Wright, Mark for Everyone Notes 
3:1-6 In the first century CE, the sabbath observance is socially and legally supported, and represents a 
badge of identity for a people who have been killed over it. 
 
So why does Jesus take on the Sabbath observance laws and customs? 
Jesus sees the sabbath laws have become weaponized as a sign of fierce and uncompromising Jewish 
nationalism. The rule mattered more than the reality. Jesus verdict is that it constituted “hard 
heartedness” – one of the regular charges of the prophets against law-breaking Israelites. 
 
It is not clear what Jesus actually did physically – it is his approach and attitude that are in a collision 
course of the Pharisees and the civil authorities. Mark tells us that after this incident the Herodians and 
the Pharisees plot together to kill Jesus. Why? 
 
The Pharisees had no civil power. They need the monarchy to enforce a death penalty. The monarchy 
wants the cover of religious support for any future action. 
 
3 questions for today’s church: 

1. Have we fully appreciated the way in which God’s kingdom burst in, through the work of Jesus, 
bringing a whole new domain in which new creation and true redemption had already arrived? 

2. Are there ways in which the church today can get so blinded by its commitments to what appear 
to be necessary rules that it fails to see God’s healing and restorative work breaking through? 

3. Can we in any sense recapture the true spirit of the sabbath in a world where economic forces 
are frequently far more dehumanizing than the abused sabbath law ever was? 

 
3:7-9 
What is Jesus appeal to the crowds? He was able to heal people. 
 
Mark does not let us forget that in everything Jesus did there was a darker and deeper side to it. Jesus’ 
healing powers were clearly operating on a spiritual level rather than through an ordinary medical 
treatment. Once you engage with the spiritual level you are open to all sorts of evil forces as well as 
disease and death. 
 
Calling spirits unclean says two things about them: 

1. They are non-physical powers that operate upon and within people. 
2. They defile the one the inhabit, making such a person behave in ways untrue to their calling as a 

human being. 
 
But these spirits know when they are in the presence of a power greater than their own. They recognize 
Jesus as a spiritual power. They yell out Jesus true identity, which the crowds do not understand or 
perceive, and even the disciples have only begun to guess at. Jesus is the “son of God” that is the 
Messiah, the true king of Israel. So Jesus tells them to remain silent so as not to alert the authorities. 
 
3:20-30 
Mark wants the reader to understand precisely what is going on.  
JohnBap said Jesus was “someone stronger than me” (1:7)  
Now Jesus speaks about tying up the strong man and plundering his house. We are meant to understand 
that Jesus is acting as the Stronger One, who has won an initial victory over the enemy (the temptation in 
the wilderness) and is now able to make inroads into his territory. 
 
Jesus points out the flaw in the scribes thinking: 
If the Accuser (Satan in Hebrew) were fighting against himself and cats out Satan. If civil war breaks out, 
then Satan’s kingdom is coming to an end. So if the devil is fighting the devil – the devil’s kingdom is 
coming to an end. Thus even if the scribes analysis is right, the kingdom of Satan is falling. So Jesus 
basic claim that in his work God’s kingdom is arriving is thus true, even if how they label him is not. 
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The scribes’ labels are wrong. The stronger one has arrived and the strong one finds his house being 
burgled. Jesus healings and exorcisms are signs that God’s kingdom is indeed arriving. The kingdom in 
which the people who have been captive will be freed. 
 
3:29 The unforgivable sin is naming the work of the Holy Spirit as Satan’s work. That cuts you off from 
God because you have rejected good and labelled it as evil. 
 
3:51-35 Jesus’ Family 
The family is the unit of production and consumption. It is identity, protection, employment, childcare, 
senior care. It is everything in 1st century CE Israel. Break the link of the family and you have undermined 
one of the major pillars of society.  
 
Jesus has no problem with challenging the symbols of the Jewish sense of identity. Mary at this stage in 
Mark does not know who Jesus is or what he is up to. She just knows what she hears in the gossip 
network and it looks bad to her. She has brought her family with her form Nazareth to Capernaum to find 
Jesus and bring him home. To stop him from behaving in such an outrageous fashion, bringing dishonor 
onto the family and himself. They thought he was mad (3:21). 
 
Jesus makes matters worse. He states that he has a different vocation and mission. God is doing the 
unthinkable: he is starting a whole new family, a holy people, and is doing so without regard for ordinary 
human bonds. 3:34-35 are truly shocking in 1st Century CE Israel. 
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