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Salome, Mother of the Zebedees:  The Woman Who Wanted 
The Best For Her Sons 

 
Every generation must do its own seeking and its own finding. 

~George Macdonald (4) 
 

Her name Her name, the feminine form of “Solomon,” means “Peace” 
Key 
Scriptures 

Matthew 20:20-24; 27:56; Mark 15:40-41; 16:1-2 

Promises In 
Scripture 

Genesis 17:15-16, Psalm 113:9, Proverbs 31:28-29, Isaiah 49:15 

 

JESUS AND WOMEN 
Follow the Fascinating Trail!! 

 First Person To Know That He Was Coming:  Mary (Luke 1:30-32) 

 First Person To Profess Faith In Him:  Elizabeth  (Luke 1:42-43) 

 First Person To Proclaim Him to the World:  Anna  (Luke 2:36-38) 

 Longest Recorded Conversation Between Jesus and a Person:  The Woman of Samaria (John 
4:1-42) 

  First Person That Jesus Reveals His True Identity As The Messiah To:  The Woman of 
Samaria (John 4:1-42) 

 First Person To Anoint Christ:  The Sinful Woman (Luke 7:36-50) 

 First Person To Be Healed Through Touching Christ:  The Woman With The Issue of Blood 
(Matt 9:20-22, Mark 5:25-34, Luke 8:43-48) 

 First People To Know Of The Resurrection:  Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Mary the mother of 
James (Luke 24:1-10) 

 First Human Heralds of the Resurrection:  Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Mary the mother of 
James (Luke 24:1-10) 

 Earthly Home/Place of Rest for Jesus:  Martha of Bethany’s home  (Luke 10:38-42) 

 First Person to Express Knowledge/Sorrow of Jesus’ Impending Death:  Mary of Bethany 
(Mark 14:7-8) 

 Only Person Christ Pronounced Immortal Fame Over Because Of A Specific Deed:  Mary of 
Bethany and her anointing of Christ (Mark 14:3-9) 
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Her Background, Life and Times 

Mothering:  In biblical times, when a man married, he gained another possession.  Every wife was 
under her husband’s absolute authority.  When a man decided “to marry a wife” the meaning of the 
phrase was closer to “become the master of a wife.”  But even though a woman’s position in the 
household was one of subservience to her husband, she was still in a higher position than anyone else in 
the household.  A woman’s principal duty was to produce a family, preferable sons, who could ensure 
the family’s financial future.  Mothers generally nursed their youngsters until they were about three years 
old.  During that time, husbands and wives did not usually engage in sexual intercourse, a natural form 
of birth control that gave the mother time to devote herself to her youngest child.  Mothers had total 
care of their children, both sons and daughters, until they were about six years old.  The children helped 
their mother with household tasks, and she taught them basic lessons on living in their cultures.  After 
six years of age, most boys became the family shepherd or began to spend the day with their father, 
learning the family business.  David, as the youngest son, took care of his family’s sheep and goats (I 
Samuel 16:11), and Jesus probably spent time with his father Joseph learning his carpentry trade (Mark 
6:3).  Daughters stayed with their mothers throughout their growing-up years.  Mothers taught their 
daughters spinning and weaving and cooking, as well as how to behave and what to expect in their 
future roles as wives and mothers.  (1) 

Family Connections:  Legendary attempts have been made to connect Salome with Joseph by a 
previous marriage, and there fore link her up with the family Mary; or to make her a daughter of 
Zacharias.  Inadequate attempts have sought to identify her as the sister of Mary, the mother of Jesus, 
using John 19:25 as the basis of association.  Scripture is silent as to her genealogy.  All we know is that 
she was the wife of Zebedee, the prosperous fisherman who had hired servants.  (2) 

Family Connections:  Salome was the sister of the Virgin Mary.  Though all do not agree that she was, 
a comparison of Matthew 27:55 and 56 and John 19:25 makes this relationship quite certain.  That made 
Jesus Salome’s nephew, John and James His cousins, and it was Uncle Zebedee who owned the big 
fishing business.  This relationship may be a reason for bringing His family, friends and widowed 
mother to Capernaum (John 2:12).  (3) 

Who Was She?  Salome was the wife of Zebedee, and was, accordingly, the mother of John and James.  
One notices this at once by comparing mark 15:40 with Matthew 27:56.  Mark gives us the name of 
Salome as one of the women who supervised Jesus’ burial.  In Matthew her name is not given, but she is 
there designated as the mother of the sons of Zebedee.  Salome could, therefore, consider herself a 
blessed woman, for she was the mother of two of Jesus’ best-loved disciples.  (17) 

Legend:  Legend tells us that Salome was born from Joseph by a first marriage, and attempts in this 
way to connect her with the family of Mary.  Still another legend states that she was a daughter of 
Zacharias.  These legends, at least, tend to bring out this one truth, namely, that James and John, 
inasmuch as they immediately left their father and their nets, must, in some way, have heard of Jesus 
before.  (17) 

Fishing Business:  When we first read about Salome she had been married for many years, for she had 
two grown sons.  Her husband, Zebedee, was a fisherman on the Sea of Galilee (Matthew 4:21).  He 
owned boats, nets and all necessary equipment for his occupation.  His sons, James and John, worked 
with him and there is evidence that peter and Andrew were partners with Zebedee and his sons (Luke 
5:1-11).  They had a prosperous business, catching and selling fish, and when we learn that John was a 
friend of the High Priest we presume that they had business dealings together.  The face that Zebedee 
had others in his employ (Mark 1:20) would indicate that he was a wealthy businessman and 
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consequently belonged to the upper middle class of his day.  We know that Salome was a woman of 
means and social position for she had both the wealth to provide for the needs of Jesus and the time to 
follow him about.  (3) 

Capernaum:  Where Salome likely lived, was on the north shore of Lake Galilee near Bethsaida which 
was the town of Andrew, Peter and Philip.  (3) 

James and John:  There was policy by James and John in the management of this address, that they 
put their mother on to present it, that it might be looked upon as her request and not theirs.  Though 
proud people think well o themselves, they would not be thought to do so.  Therefore they affect 
nothing more than a show of humility, and others must be put on to court that honor for them which 
they are ashamed to court for themselves.  It was their mother’s weakness thus to become the tool of 
their ambition, which she should have given a check to.  Those that are wise and good would not be 
seen in an ill-favored thing.  (31) 

James and John:  The other disciples were angry with James and John, realizing that they had put their 
mother up to making the request.  Matthew 20:24  (8) 

 

Her Character 

Devoted Follower:  A devoted follower of Jesus, whose husband ran a prosperous fishing business, 
she shared the common misconception that the messiah would drive out the Romans and establish a 
literal kingdom in Palestine.  Her name was probably Salome  (1) 
Devoted:  Salome, one of the saintly women who followed Jesus in Galilee and ministered unto Him, 
appears to have been one of His disciples from the outset of His public ministry (Mark 15:40,41; 
Matthew 20:20-28).  She had no doubt whatever as to His Messiahship, and faced no difficulty in 
persuading her sons, James and john, to accompany her in obedience to the Master’s word.  Both 
Zebedee and Salome by their life and teaching prepared their children to follow Jesus.  (2) 

Loyal:  With may people looking on, Salome was taught a much needed lesson in humility.  She learned 
that greatness comes in proportion to self-giving.  Because of her record of service for Jesus, of her 
social position and the self-confidence that comes with wealth, she could have turned away with hurt 
pride, but Salome learned her lesson for she remained a loyal follower of Jesus to the end.  She followed 
her Lord to Calvary.  When every disciple but john had run from the scene of the crucifixion in terror 
and confusion Salome stood near the cross with John and the mother of Jesus.  Hostile, mocking faces 
gleamed in the darkness all around them but they could not leave the One they loved, even though 
loyalty might involve personal danger.  (3) 

Ambitious:  Salome was ambitious for her sons, and ambition is commendable when it is in full 
agreement with the mind and purpose of God.  Ambition, when divinely directed can lead to the 
heights of honor but when selfishly pursued can cast one down to the depths of degradation.  Salome 
knew she was an honored mother because her two sons, James and John, were two of Christ’s best-
loved disciples and along with Peter formed the inner circle among the Twelve.  Salome knew that 
Christ was the Messiah, but as a millennialist could not separate Him from Israel’s temporal glory.  
Feeling that the kingdom would soon be established, she requested that her sons be placed one on 
Christ’s right hand and the other on His left when He inaugurated His kingdom.  Although such a 
demand arose from maternal pride and jealousy, it did not arise from true faith.  She knew not what she 
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asked (Matthew 20:20-24; Mark 10:35-40) when seeking seats of honor for her sons.  (3) 

Ambitious:  She had unusually gifted sons and so we assume that she was an intelligent woman.  
However, because she did not understand the true nature of Jesus’ Kingdom, she made a stupid 
mistake.  She was not the only one who did not understand that His was a spiritual Kingdom.  She was 
only sharing the views of all the disciples (John 1:49 and 6:15).  Not even John, the closest of all to 
Jesus, understood when He spoke of His death (Matthew 20:17-22), that His Kingdom was not of this 
world.  Though ambitious and sure of herself Salome was tactful as she made her daring request in the 
presence of so many people.  She looked humble as she bowed low at the feet of the King of the Jews, 
but her heart was not humble.  It was full of pride, presumption and selfishness.  She had no concern 
for the hurt feelings, jealousy and bitterness (Matthew 20:24) which would surely ensue if both her sons 
would be favored.  (3) 

Generous:  One of the more prominent of the group of notable women who ministered to Jesus.  She 
is not mentioned with the original few women (Luke 8:2,3) who gave of their substance in the first year 
of His ministry.  It seems that she joined them later when she was free to leave her home and devote 
herself to full time service for Jesus.  She was deeply interested in the Kingdom that Jesus had come to 
establish, and was a generous contributor to His cause.  (3) 

Interested:  She was a good woman, a reverent and faithful daughter of Israel.  She was one of the few 
who sill looked for the consolation of Israel.  She did not object when John left home to attend the 
preaching of John the Baptist in the wilderness.  John was captivated by the powerful spirit-filled 
preacher and became his disciple.  When John came home to Salome with the exciting report of the 
Baptist’s new gospel she believed that he was a great Prophet.  (3) 

Mother:  In Mark she is called Salome Mark 15:40, 16:1), but Matthew calls her the mother of 
Zebedee’s children (Matthew 20:20, 27:56).  Matthew wrote at a later date than mark, and by that time 
Zebedee may have died.  Perhaps her son James was already in glory, and John had gained prominence 
as a great apostle and author.  So Matthew thinks of her not so much for her own worthiness, or as the 
wife of a prosperous man, but as the mother of James and John.  (3) 

Fisherman’s Wife:  She lived on the coast of the Lake of Genesareth.  Her husband, Zebedee, owned 
boats and nets, and Jesus called her two sons, John and James, as these were busy at assisting their 
father in mending the nets.  (17) 

Millennialist:  The one sin which is recorded against her is that which she shared with the apostles.  
She acknowledged that Jesus was the Messiah, but she could not yet segregate that Messiah from Israel’s 
temporal glory.  She was what we would call a Millennialist, and did not yet comprehend that not they 
who are born of Abraham, but they whose faith resembles his, are the seed of Abraham.  She noticed 
that Jesus preferred her sons and Peter to the rest of the apostles, and when she saw that, she eagerly 
wished that they might retain their position of honor in the Kingdom of Israel that was to be 
established.  It even seems to have irked her somewhat as a mother, that the Lord sometimes seemed to 
prefer Peter to her own children.  These reasons induced her to make the sinful petition of Jesus that 
He places her two sons on His right and on His left side, respectively, when He should come into his 
kingdom.  That petition arose from maternal pride and maternal jealousy, but it was a sinful prayer all 
the same.  It did not arise from faith, but it opposed faith.  (17) 
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Her Sorrow 

Witness:  To have stood with other women at the cross, witnessing the death of Jesus of Nazareth.  (1) 

Rebuked by Christ:  In His rebuke of Salome for her misguided ambition Christ did not reject the 
request of the mother for her children, but corrected it, and accepted it in a way mother and sons did 
not anticipate.  To be intimately near Him on His throne meant fellowship with Him in His sufferings.  
Our Lord did not treat Salome’s ambition as if it was sinful but he was compassionate because of the 
ignorance behind the request.  In effect, Jesus asked if her sons were prepared to drink the cup of 
martyrdom, and implied that James and John would share His throne of suffering.  This they did, for 
James was the first apostolical martyr and John, the last.  Salome’s dreams of the kingship of Christ with 
her sons sharing His rule were rudely shattered as she saw her much-loved messiah dying as a felon on a 
wooden gibbet.  (2) 

Death of a Son:  James died the death of a martyr (Acts 12:2).  Eleven men had witnessed Jesus’ 
ascension from the Mount of Olives, and of these, James was the first to be called into blessed 
communion with the glorified Redeemer.  (17) 

Death of Sons:  James would be the first to attain immortality as a martyr (Acts 12:2) and John the last 
disciple to suffer for the glory of the cross (Revelation 1:9).  (3) 

 

Her Joy 

Witness:  To have seen an angel at Christ’s tomb, who proclaimed the Resurrection.  (1) 

Sons:  Both her sons were beloved apostles.  (17) 

John:  John had the special distinction of being the only one of the apostles to be called to witness the 
Revelations upon Patmos.  (17) 

 

Her Promises, Her Lessons, Her Legacy 

Blessings of Motherhood:  Though the typical woman in biblical times was in a subservient role, her 
position as a mother is exalted by Scripture.  God the Father recognized from the very beginning the 
important role a mother would play in her children’s lives, and he promised to bless her.  Those same 
promises apply to you today.  (1) 

Parental Influences:  As we leave “the mother of Zebedee’s children,” it is with the realization of the 
influence of a godly mother in, and over, the lives of her children.  So often it is from a mother’s tender 
affection that her child imbibes the love of God, so that it becomes almost part of the child’s nature.  
Further, there is no more potent antidote against sin within or without than faith in God generated by 
the holy life and teachings of godly parents.  (2) 

Mothers:  Mothers can often see other children as comparisons – even as competitors.  We tend to rate 
our own kids by how well they measure up against their classmates and cousins – sometimes being too 
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hard on them for not making a better show, sometimes blinded to their flaws by our favoritism.  And it 
doesn’t necessarily stop at school age, but can continue into adulthood with the yardsticks of salary and 
success.  But if God Himself doesn’t grade our children this way, then why should we – unless we’re 
really grading ourselves?  (4) 

Pushing Your Children:  Ask yourself why you feel the need to push your children or to motivate 
them to excel.  Make sure your reasons are honorable and godly, not short-sighted and self-centered.  
(4) 
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