
Last week, Matthew explained to us three typical responses
to the kingdom. This week, Matthew discusses in depth the
response of the religious elite. Matthew will provide us with
several different perspectives on their response. Then,
Matthew concludes this chapter by discussing the response
of Jesus’ family to his ministry. I hope that as we study
Matthew 12 together, we will be comforted and better
equipped to reach our “ones” with the gospel. 

Let’s now investigate this passage together. 

Hypocritical Attacks and Jesus’ Reply (Matthew 12:1-8)
We learn first that the religious elite responds hypocritically
(1-8). This attack concerns Jesus’ behavior on the Sabbath.
The Sabbath is an important day for Jews because of God’s
law and because of their culture. The Sabbath day was
connected to creation. God designed the first week of
creation as a model week for Jews. He created the universe
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in six days and then rested on the seventh day (Genesis 1:1-
2:4). Similarly, Jews were to work six days and rest on the
seventh day because this was the model week designed by God
at creation (Exodus 20:8-11). The Sabbath day was not only
connected to creation, but to an important act of “new
creation” when God called his people out of slavery in Egypt.
God called Israel to celebrate a day of rest because God had
freed them from slavery in Egypt (Deuteronomy 5:12-15). The
Sabbath, then, was very important for Jews. 

The importance of the Sabbath was heightened throughout
Jewish history. Often, Israel profaned the Sabbath by working
on this day (e.g., Jeremiah 17:21-22, 24, 27; Ezekiel 20:12-24).
Yet, in the centuries leading up to Jesus’ ministry, many Jews
became very zealous for God’s law. Practicing such as
studying the law, practicing circumcision, and celebrating the
Sabbath became very important. This fact led Jews to add
countless laws to the command to observe the Sabbath
(Deuteronomy 5:12). They interpreted strictly what it means
“to observe” the Sabbath. These laws, not the OT, lead to a
collision with Jesus as we see in Matthew 12:1-21 because Jesus
permitted his disciples to pluck grain and eat that grain on
the Sabbath (1). This act was prohibited by the religious elite.
In their mind, these acts constituted work, not rest. Jesus,
however, knows the OT better than the religious elite. You
see, the religious elite read the Bible only considering their
culture, their experience, and their tradition, and the result of
this is hypocrisy. 
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Jesus says, “Have you not read…” Notice, the verb here: read.
Jesus does not apply to human tradition, but God’s word. Jesus
cites how David and those with him ate the bread of the
Presence as they fled from Saul (1 Samuel 21:1-6). According to
the law, this bread was reserved for the priests (3-4).
Similarly, Jesus cites how the priests do work on the Sabbath
in the temple and are guiltless (5). If the religious elite were
consistent, they would have to declare that David and his men
were guilty of eating the bread of Presence and that the
priests who offer sacrifices every Sabbath are likewise guilty
(Numbers 28:9-10). The religious elite knows the law. They
knew the stories of David fleeing from Saul and they knew
that God commanded the priests to work on the Sabbath day.
Yet, they did not apply it properly because they missed an
important fact: God desires mercy, not sacrifice. 

A Dishonest and Selfish Question and Jesus’
Reply (Matthew 12:9-14) 
Next, Matthew shows us that that the religious elite are
dishonest and selfish (9-14). The religious elite ask, “Is it
lawful to heal on the Sabbath (10)?” Again, healing this man,
according to the religious elite, constituted work and was
prohibited on the Sabbath. This question does not flow from a
deep desire to obey God or a deep desire to see this man with
a withered hand healed. You see, mercy is not governing this
question. Rather, they ask this question because they want
evidence to accuse Jesus (10). This question is dishonest.
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Jesus asks them a simple question. “If one of their sheep
falls into a pit on the Sabbath, would they rescue it?” They
would. God commanded in the OT that a person must rescue
another person’s sheep in this situation (Deuteronomy 22:4).
Notice the difference though. Jesus asks about their sheep,
not another person’s sheep. These people are willing to do
“work” that benefits themselves, saving a sheep, while
refusing others to do “work” that benefits a man with a
withered hand. Jesus’ reply relieves their utter selfishness,
and the religious elite cannot stand it. They plot to murder
him (12:14).

Jesus knows their plot so he withdraws (15-21) to continue to
work (16). These verses (15-21) describe to us Jesus’ ministry
and their purpose is for us to compare Jesus’ ministry to
that of the religious elite. The difference is summed up in
this: the religious elite emphasis sacrifice while Jesus
delights in mercy. Jesus’ mercy moved him to feed the
hunger on the Sabbath (1-8), and Jesus’ mercy moved him to
heal this man on the Sabbath (9-14). Jesus knows the Bible
and how mercy is more foundational than sacrifice. Isaiah 42
speaks of how the Messiah will proclaim justice to the
nations and give them hope (18, 21). Jesus came to show
mercy to the lost even amid attacks from those who hate
mercy. 
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The Blasphemous Words and Jesus’ Reply Part
(Matthew 12:22-37)
The response of the religious elite is then described as
blasphemous (22-37). In these verses, a demon-oppressed
man is mute and blind and Jesus heals him (22). Although the
crowds are amazed and wonder if Jesus is the Messiah, the
religious elite are decided. This man is working with
demons to do these signs (24). This response is bizarre and
illogical as Jesus points out in verses 25-30. Kingdoms
fighting themselves do not stand (25). It is downright bizarre
that the religious elite would resort to such illogical
reasoning at this point.

Yet, there is more. Their response is none other than
blasphemy of the Holy Spirit. This sin is the sin of knowing
who Jesus is and outright rejecting and opposing him. It is a
faithless response that attributes the work of the Spirit to
Satan (31). 

Church family, you do not need to worry and wonder if you
have committed blasphemy against the Spirit. Too many
Christians wonder if they have “accidentally” committed
this sin and are now damned no matter what. Still, other
Christians wonder if they committed this sin before they
came to know Jesus and are now destined to hell even
though they have repented from their sin and trusted in
Jesus. 
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Church family, these categories do not exist. No Christian
accidentally blasphemes against the Spirit and no Christian
committed this sin before coming to know Jesus. We know
because the religious elite here has committed this sin. When
we examine their sin, we notice several things about it. 1) The
Pharisees have not accidentally attributed Jesus’ work to
demons. They intentionally did this. 2) The Pharisees do not
stumble into this sin rather it is the culmination of their
opposition to Jesus. In the beginning, the religious elite was
puzzled that Jesus ate with tax collectors and sinners (9:10-12).
Then, they slandered Jesus by calling him a glutton and a
drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners (11:18-19). Next,
the religious elite was offended by Jesus’ behavior on the
Sabbath. Matthew has traced for us the response of the religious
elite from puzzlement to slander. Finally, that resistance grows
to bizarre, hardhearted, and illogical opposition (12:1-45). They
want to kill Jesus because of his compassion. 

Church family, the blasphemy of the Holy Spirit is a label we
use to describe this kind of opposition. It is an opposition that
is irreversible, and at its core, it is unbelief in Jesus. Every
Christian believes in Jesus. Therefore, no Christian commits
this sin.

Still, if God has reversed your course so that you now trust
Jesus, then no amount of opposition to Jesus and the Spirit that
you committed before coming to know Jesus amounted to
“blasphemy against the Holy Spirit.” 
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The Evil Question and Jesus’ Reply Part 3 (Matthew 12:38-45)
Matthew describes the response of the religious elite in
verses 38-45 as evil.  The religious elite in these verses asks
for a sign (38). Asking for a sign is not always wrong. In
Isaiah 7, Isaiah commands Ahaz to ask for a sign. Yet, this
request is not evil. Jesus’ preaching should have been
enough to move these people to repentance. Nineveh
repented at Jonah’s preaching (41) and the Queen of the
South came from a distance to hear Solomon’s wisdom (42).
Jesus is greater than Jonah and Solomon so why haven’t
these people repented? Still, Jesus had already performed
countless sings for these people. 

This context sets the stage of verses 43-45. This generation
is like a generation who have been cleansed of a demon but
do not believe the gospel still! The fate of this generation is
tragic.  

Jesus’ Family Questions and Jesus’ Reply
(Matthew 12:46-48)
Matthew moves on to discuss the response of Jesus’ family.
At this point in the narrative, Jesus’ family – at least his
brothers – are outsiders to his ministry. Notice how
Matthew describes them as “outside” (46). They are not
presented as being in Jesus’ inner circle. Moreover, in John
7:3, John states simply that Jesus’ brothers did not believe in
him. 
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Matthew does not clarify why Jesus’ family wanted to speak
with him because their reasoning is not the point. The point
is for Jesus to categorize all the responses to the kingdom
into two categories based on if one does the will of the
Father or not (50). These categories are “children of God” or
spiritual orphan.”  When people hear the gospel, they either
respond as family members of God or as spiritual orphans.
God’s family believes in Jesus and follows him while
spiritual orphans do not believe in Jesus.

Conclusion
Church family, as we minister to our “ones” this week, some
will become family members of God by trusting in Jesus.
Others will continue to wonder about spiritual orphans.
Treat them as orphans, church family? Care for them,
pursue them, and attend to their needs. Let’s be diligently to
reach out “ones” with the gospel this week all the while
resting in the comfort that we are safe in the arms of our
savior. 
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Prayer
Father, make us the laborers that you have
called us to be for your glory. We pray
these things in Jesus’ name, amen. 
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