Ever-Virgin: Teaching the Perpetual Virginity of Mary from Scripture

Few Marian teachings draw more pushback from Protestant friends and family than the perpetual virginity of the Mother of God. The usual
objection is that it isn’t biblical. A careful look at the text says otherwise.

Sooner or later, most presbyters, deacons, catechists, sponsors, and your everyday Catholic run
into the same conversation: a Protestant friend, in-law, or inquirer hears that the Catholic and
Orthodox Churches teach Mary remained a virgin not only in conceiving Christ but for the whole
of her life, and the objection comes quickly: “this isn’t in the Bible!” If the objector is well read,
they might add that it wasn’t even formally settled by the Church until the Fifth Ecumenical

Council. Both halves of that objection deserve a real, concise, and systematic answer.

Take the dogmatic half first: The perpetual virginity of Mary was clearly articulated at the Fifth
Ecumenical Council and formally dogmatized at the Lateran Council of 649.! However, it is
what led to that dogma that is the real story, and in that story, we find the real apologetic. A
simple appeal to dogma in its final form will not carry much weight with new seekers, inquirers,
catechumens, or genuine objectors. Dei Verbum, the Dogmatic Constitution on Sacred Scripture,
notes that “sacred theology rests on the written word of God, together with sacred tradition, as its
primary and perpetual foundation.”? Likewise, it notes that “easy access” to Scripture should be
provided to the faithful.> Dogma, in other words, is rooted in Scripture and Scripture is to be
made available to all. Therefore, what is taught should begin with Sacred Scripture as the first
apologetic in the mind of the pastor, deacon, catechist, or casual teacher — not the other way
around. The Patristic witness and the culminating dogma, at least in this context of catechesis

and Christian witness, are the contingent reinforcing material — not the leading primary material.

Many, having wrestled with the complexity of the bible, often shy away from beginning with an

honest dialogue on Scripture, especially if it is an ad hoc conversation or a question one is not



expecting. However, preachers and teachers are nonetheless expected to offer a substantive
explanation, and the mental outline is simple when framed systematically for easy memory
recall. Doing so not only brings Marian dogma to life in our own minds, drawing us closer to
Christ, but it also gives energy and enthusiasm to the conversations that flow from it. As a
former Protestant who lives deep in the heart of a predominantly evangelical part of the country,
I’ve found that conveying confidence in Scripture and enthusiasm for the Lord wins not only
instant credibility, but also the ears and mind of the listener. All that remains is the simple task of
proving it. That task is surprisingly easy: following Scripture carefully through just three key
passages, taken in the published order of the Synoptic Gospels, shows that the case for Mary’s
perpetual virginity was present and affirmed centuries before the dogma was formalized, and it
was done so in the biblical codex that is the common denominator of Trinitarian Christianity.
Knowing how to walk someone through the tripartite evidence with simplicity, patience, and
confidence is essential to unveiling the beauty of the Faith in a way most have never heard it

explained.

Matthew’s Testimony: “Until” and “Came Together”

The first common objection comes from Matthew’s infancy narrative, and it hinges on two
phrases that read very differently in contemporary English than they did in their original
linguistic context. The first appears in Matthew 1:18, which states that Mary was found to be
with child “before they [Joseph and Mary] came together.”* A modern reader might assume this
implies the couple did come together, in the sexual sense, at some later point. But the phrase
carries no such connotation in its original meaning; it simply marks the timing of events relative
to their betrothal, without implying anything about what followed.> A little later, a more

frequently cited phrase appears: when Joseph “took unto him[self] his wife, and knew her not till



she had brought forth her firstborn son” (Mt. 1:24-25). Two details matter here. First, “taking to
oneself” (paralamband/raporapfavem) in the original Greek describes a legal and contractual
reality: Mary belonging to Joseph through their betrothal, not a description of ordinary marital
relations, which are secondary. Such relations would have been expected in a natural union, but
this was a supernatural union, in which Mary bore the Word of God, and did not require them.
To reinforce this neutrality of meaning, the same verb, paired with the same word for “know”
(gindosko/yivdokm), appears in the opening chiastic structure of John’s Gospel, where his own
did not “receive” him and the world “knew” him not — language of reception and recognition and
not of marital relations. Second, and more significantly, the word “till” (or “until””) does not carry
the sense of an ending point that modern English usage assumes. Rather, it describes a
continuous state of being, rather than a state that terminates at a given moment.® Matthew
narrates the infancy of Christ historically; John retells the same reality theologically, and the
shared literary structure suggests a shared sense of “until” as an ongoing temporal usage, and not
one that marks a termination in time. This is all to say, neither of Matthew’s two famous phrases

actually implies that Mary and Joseph had marital relations after Christ’s birth.

Mark’s Testimony: Brothers, Sisters, and “Kin”

The second objection is likely the most intuitive one and everyone has heard it: the Gospels
plainly refer to Jesus’s brothers and sisters. Mark 6 records the people of Nazareth asking, “Is not
this the carpenter, the son of Mary, the brother of James, and Joses, and of Juda, and Simon?
And are not his sisters here with us?” (Mk. 6:3). On the surface, in English, this looks like a
direct refutation of Mary’s perpetual virginity. However, a closer look at how Mark structures
the passage tells a more nuanced story. The verse distinguishes between Jesus’s “kin” and his

“house” (Mk. 6:4); the two are related but distinct categories in the ancient world, hence why



Mark parsed them out. “Kin” (Gr: syngen&s/cvyyevng) refers to children of a different mother,
and in scriptural context, it is akin to either cousins, as the West presumes, or stepsiblings, as the
East presumes (should Joseph have been previously widowed). “House (oikos/oikoc),”
meanwhile, refers to the broader patrilineal household they are all a part of; it is the extended
family bound together by descent through the father’s line rather than by direct maternal
kinship.” The sisters mentioned in Mark 6 belong to this wider household grouping (oikos), not
necessarily to Mary’s immediate family (syngené@s). This distinction is reinforced just three
chapters earlier, where Mark separates the two groups even more sharply: in Mark 3, Jesus’s
“house” is described as standing in opposition to him, while his “kin,” including his mother,
come out not to oppose him but to minister to him (Mk. 3:31). Read together and drawing out the
truth (exegesis/exégeomai), these two passages from Mark suggest that what is often lumped
together as one familial entity belonged to Jesus’s wider extended household rather than to
Mary’s own immediate family. This reading is consistent with ancient Semitic kinship

terminology, which used family language far more broadly than contemporary English does.®

Luke’s Testimony: “I Know Not a Man”

The last-ditch objection is usually Luke’s account of the Annunciation. When the Archangel
Gabriel tells Mary she will conceive and bear a son, she responds with evident confusion: “How
can this be, since [ am a virgin?” - or, in the more literal older translation, “How shall this be,
seeing I know not a man?” (Lk. 1:34). Both Protestants and Catholics agree this establishes
Mary’s virginity at the moment of the Annunciation. The more interesting question is what the

specific phrasing implies beyond that single moment.

The connection is not merely thematic, but literary, as the Greek idiom translated “I know not a

man” is not simply a statement about Mary’s past; it echoes a specific and recognizable phrase



from the Old Testament. In Judges 11, Jephthah’s daughter, mourning her vowed consecration,
“bewailed her virginity” and “knew no man,” contextual language widely interpreted as
describing a permanent, ongoing state of consecrated virginity rather than a temporary fact about
her past. Because Greek makes no strict grammatical distinction here between “I do not know
man” and “I will not know man,” Mary’s own words at the Annunciation are reasonably read the
same way. In fact, in order to be consistent in biblical continuity, the burden of proof shifts to the
objector, as it is a statement not only that she has not yet had relations, but an indication that she
does not intend to.” Luke frames the two scenes in parallel throughout, and the tradition reads the
daughter’s consecrated virginity as a figure of Mary’s own, seeing in her words a declaration of

perpetual, not merely present, virginity.'°

Putting It All Together

First, Matthew 1:18 identifies the time in relation to betrothal; 1:24-25 points to the contract of
union, which is a supernatural union, not a natural one; the word “until” in the examination of
Scripture does not point to an ending point, but rather an ongoing reality. Second, Mark 3 and 6
show that his house and kin are distinct groups where context and nuance matter; his brothers are
his family, but not necessarily his blood relations; his sisters are not his family at all, but simply
part of his patriarchal lineage; therefore, no substantive argument can be made that Mary had
other blood children — in fact, quite the opposite. Third, where the witnesses of Matthew and
Mark mitigate the objection and cast reasonable doubt, appealing to Luke sees the burden of
proof pivot in its own evidence and in consideration of the aforementioned compounding
evidence. While it is true the Greek read out of context can be interpreted either way, the
scriptural precedent in Judges points to an ongoing reality; therefore, the burden of proof lies not

with the Church, but with the objector.



The Church Fathers reinforce the record of belief in Mary’s virginity reaching back to the early
third century.!! For example, Hippolytus, Epiphanius, and Augustine all spoke in confirmed
communication with other great leaders, such as Pope Damasus and Basil the Great, on Mary’s
virginity. It’s simply not reasonable to offer objection when some of the most influential teachers
during the Christological heresies described with uniformity what would be confirmed in dogma
at a later date; the belief appears, wherever it surfaces, as an assumed and uncontested part of the

Church’s faith, not as an innovation requiring defense. !

Lead the Conversation with Confidence and Charity

Taken together, Matthew’s “until” read through John’s parallel chiasm, Mark’s careful
distinction between kin and household, and Luke’s literary idiom echoing Jephthah’s daughter,
the case against Mary’s perpetual virginity turns out to rest less on Scripture itself than on the
assumptions a modern English reader brings to it. Taken as a single catechesis or apologetic, the
most coherent reading of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, as well as the unanimous early Christian
witness leading up to Chalcedon and the Lateran Council,'® points in a single direction: Mary the
Theotokos remained, before, during, and after the birth of her Son, ever-virgin.'"* For anyone
preparing to walk a friend, family member, or catechumen through this teaching, the most
important pastoral instinct is patience rather than pressure — let Scripture speak for itself. The
objection usually comes from a sincere concern for biblical fidelity, not hostility to Mary herself,
which means the most persuasive response is rarely a flat assertion of Church authority, but a
slow, text-by-text walk through exactly what the Synoptics actually say in their original context.
Approached that way, the perpetual virginity of the Mother of God stops looking like an
imposition layered onto Scripture centuries later, and starts looking like what the earliest

Christians always took it to be: a fidelity to the Gospel itself.
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