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CFCW – 06/14/2015 

“Unbelief” 
(Matthew 12:38-50) 

 
Introduction 
 
 Several years ago, I heard the story of an atheist college professor who loved to pick on 
Christians in his class.  At the beginning of every semester, this professor would ask if any of the new 
students were Christians.  When a student acknowledged Christ, the professor would begin to mock him 
or her and then launch into a series of arguments on why believing in God was intellectually 
indefensible.  Then as the “coup de grace,” he would issue a challenge.  He would hold up a piece of 
chalk and say, “I am going to drop this chalk and let it hit the floor.  If there is a God, He should prove 
that He exists by letting this chalk fall to the ground without breaking.”   

On one such occasion, the professor issued this challenge to a class of students.  He then asked 
if anyone would like to pray and ask God to keep the chalk from breaking.  A young man said he would 
and prayed. Then, as the professor began to lift the chalk into the air, it slipped out of his fingers, 
travelled smoothly down the seam of his pants and rolled gently onto the floor without breaking.  When 
he saw what had happened, the atheist professor was so embarrassed that he ran out of the class.  At 
that, the young man got up and preached the Gospel to the stunned class.          
 Now, I have no idea whether or not this story is true.  But as Christians, we like this story 
because it supports what we know to be the case—God exists and He is involved with His universe!  
Perhaps we like it because we take some less-than-godly pleasure at the thought of an arrogant atheist 
professor finally being humiliated.  But, as followers of Jesus, we need to keep in mind that we do not 
need stories like this to strengthen our faith in God.  Many skeptics have issued similar challenges to 
Christians.  Challenges like, “If God exists, He should appear before me now.” and “If God exists, He 
should write John 3:16 in the sky.”  But the fact that God does not respond to the unbelieving 
challenges of those who hate Him should not bother us.  God has never obligated himself to respond 
to the ENDLESS demands of unbelief.  Those who refuse to believe in God and in God’s word do not 
hurt God.  They only harm themselves.  Unbelief is dangerous.  We will see this as we study our passage 
together this morning.   
 
Background 
 
 This morning we will be finishing our study of Matthew 12.  As we have studied the life of Jesus 
in the Gospel of Matthew, we have seen that while Jesus was popular with the crowds, He was 
ultimately rejected.  Jesus was not the kind of Messiah the people were expecting.   

Conflict and rejection fill Matthew 12.  Matthew 12 contains three scenes of conflict between 
Jesus and the Pharisees.   

 

 The Pharisees clashed with Jesus because He did not keep the rules and traditions that had been 
added to the OT Law (e.g. Sabbath, 12:1-21). 
   

 The Pharisees could not deny Jesus’ power to perform miracles, but they rejected Jesus by 
declaring that the source of His power was Satan, the ancient enemy of God (12:22-37).  
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 This morning, we are going to look at 12:38-50, where the Pharisees, joined by the scribes, 
conflict with Jesus again by demanding a sign from Him that would prove that God has sent 
Him.  They fully expected Jesus to fail.   

 
But they were not expecting Jesus’ response.  The “scribes and Pharisees” were leading Jesus’ 
generation to reject Him, but Jesus responds by repudiating their entire ‘evil’ generation.”  They 
would be judged by God for their rejection of the Messiah.  But as we look at this passage, we also see 
grace.  In this passage, Jesus demonstrates the tenderness of His love for those who follow Him.   
 
MIM:  While unbelief is evil and dangerous, belief is blessed.     
 
Three points from our passage: 
-Unbelief is evil 
-Unbelief is dangerous 
-Belief is blessed 
 

I. Unbelief is evil (12:38-42) 
 

Matthew 12:38-42- “Then some of the scribes and Pharisees answered him, saying, “Teacher, we wish to 
see a sign from you.” 39 But he answered them, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but 
no sign will be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. 40 For just as Jonah was three days and 
three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the 
heart of the earth. 41 The men of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn 
it, for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah is here. 42 The 
queen of the South will rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for she came from 
the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and behold, something greater than Solomon is 
here.” 
 

A. Looking at 12:38, we see the Pharisees were joined by some scribes.  Scribes were experts in 
the OT law and in the traditions of the elders.  Together, these “scribes and Pharisees” were 
responding to the way Jesus had rebuked the Pharisees for accusing Him of being 
empowered by Satan.  They also recognized that Jesus was putting Himself forward as 
someone of unique status.  He had claimed to be “greater than the Temple” (12:6) and He 
had claimed to be “lord of the Sabbath” (12:8).  And so these “scribes and Pharisees” 
approach Him demanding a sign to verify these bold claims.1  
 

B. The irony is that Jesus had already done so many great miracles.  He had just astonished 
the crowd by casting out a demon (12:22-23).  But unbelief is never satisfied.  Both Mark 
and Luke tell us that these “scribes and Pharisees” were asking for a sign in order to ‘test’ 
Him (Mark 8:11; Luke 11:16). It is possible that they wanted a “sign from heaven” (16:1)—
some kind of great display of divine power in the heavens.  They wanted Him to do 
something which would PROVE to everyone watching that He was the Messiah who had 
been sent by God.   They felt confident that He would fail to produce such a sign and they 
hoped that the crowds would see Jesus fail and turn away from Him.   

 

                                                           
1
 R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew in NICNT (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmanns Publishing Company, 

2007), 487. 
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C. But in 12:39, Jesus responds, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign but no sign 
will be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah.”   Jesus refused to play their game.  
Jesus would not give them a sign because the request itself was evil.  The “scribes and 
Pharisees” were leaders of a “wicked and adulterous generation” who were rejecting 
God’s purposes for them in Jesus.   

 

 The generation was “wicked” because it failed to believe God’s word spoken through Jesus.   
 

 The generation was “adulterous” because it had rejected a relationship with God through Jesus 
for a religion of rules and traditions that could not save.   

 
They had forsaken God for an idol of their own self-righteousness.  They might demand 
some great “sign,” but Jesus would not give it to them. 

   
D. But in 12:39b, Jesus does say that a sign would be given—“the sign of the prophet Jonah.”  

Then He continues in 12:40, “For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of 
a great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.”  
Jesus is referring to the prophet Jonah who was swallowed by a great fish and stayed in its 
belly for “three days and three nights” (Jonah 1:17).  But then the fish spit Jonah out onto 
the shore.  It was a miraculous of escape from death.  Really, it was a picture of 
resurrection from the dead.   

 
a. In the same way, Jesus said He would be “three days and three nights in the heart of 

the earth.”  What is Jesus referring to here?  Jesus is speaking of His own 
resurrection, when He would be raised from the dead.  The resurrection of Jesus 
from the dead would be the clearest sign that Jesus was sent by God, and it would 
be witnessed by the “scribes and Pharisees” and the entire “evil” generation. 

 
Observation: Many skeptics of Christianity like to portray Jesus as a tragic figure who didn’t understand 
that His teaching was going to get Him in trouble with the Jewish and the authorities and the Romans.  
And, unfortunately, His pitiable ignorance led to His death.  But our passage shows us that Jesus knew 
with certainty that He would die and be buried and then rise from the dead.  Jesus came to willingly 
give Himself as a ransom for many (Mark 10:45)!        
 

E. Then in 12:41-42, we see Jesus repudiate His entire ‘evil’ generation.  Jesus tells the 
“scribes and Pharisees” and watching crowd that their generation would be condemned 
for their rejection of Him on the Day of Judgment.  In 12:41, Jesus says, “the men of 
Nineveh” would rise up and condemn Jesus’ generation because they had repented at 
Jonah’s preaching, while the people of Jesus’ generation failed to repent at Jesus’ preaching 
even though Jesus was “something greater than Jonah.”  In 12:42, Jesus says, “the queen of 
the South” (Queen of Sheba; modern day Yemen) would rise up and condemn Jesus’ 
generation because she had travelled from the “ends of the earth” to hear Solomon’s 
wisdom (cf. 1 Kings 10), while Jesus’ generation, who didn’t have to travel anywhere, had 
refused to listen to Him even though Jesus was “something greater than Solomon.”   
 

Led by the “scribes and Pharisees” the vast majority of the men and women of Jesus’ generation 
rejected Him.  But here Jesus warns them that they would be rejected by God on the Day of Judgment 
for their unbelief. 
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Who is Jesus?   
 
 Before we move to application, let’s consider for a moment who Jesus is claiming to be.  In 
12:6, Jesus refers to Himself as “something greater than the Temple.”   This includes not only the 
Temple, but the priests who served in the Temple.  In 12:41, Jesus refers to Himself as “something 
greater than Jonah.” Jonah represents the prophets of Israel.  In 12:42, Jesus refers to Himself as 
“something greater than Solomon.”  King Solomon represents not only the kings of Israel, but as the 
author of Proverbs and Song of Solomon and Ecclesiastes, Solomon also represents the wisdom of Israel.  
Friends, who can it be who is greater that the Temple and priesthood of Israel, greater than the 
prophets of Israel, and greater than the kings and wise men of Israel?  There is only one answer.  Once 
again, Jesus is claiming to be God.  As God, Jesus did not need to perform a sign to prove His authority.  
Jesus is King of kings and Lord of lords (Rev. 19:16)!  
 
Just a thought: If the “queen of the South” travelled 1,200 miles through a desert to hear Solomon’s 
wisdom, shouldn’t you and I get up a little earlier or stay up a little later to spend time with Jesus and 
learn about His wisdom in the Bible?  Shouldn’t we daily pursue Jesus through prayer and study of God’s 
word?   
 
Looking back to at our passage, it is clear that Jesus views the unbelief of these “scribes and 
Pharisees” as EVIL.  This is hard for us to grasp in our culture because our culture so prizes what it calls 
‘intellectual freedom’.  We tend to think that it is virtuous to question everything.  We like to think of 
ourselves as neutral observers who can sit back and discern the truth.   But Jesus calls His generation 
“evil” and “adulterous” for refusing to believe in Him.  God had become a man and come to His people.  
Jesus had given overwhelming evidence that He IS God.  But just like Israel of old, His people rejected 
Him.       
 
Application:  To fail to believe in Jesus is evil.  That is what this passage teaches.  The scribes and 
Pharisees were ‘religious.’  They looked good on the outside.  The made the rules for others to follow.  
But their refusal to trust in Jesus revealed who they really were in the heart.  In the eyes of God, they 
were “evil.”   
 
Why is unbelief evil? 
 

1. Unbelief is evil because it questions the truthfulness of God.  The Bible says it is impossible for 
God to lie (Heb. 6:18), but just as Satan called God’s truthfulness into question in the Garden of 
Eden, those who reject Jesus and God’s word attack God’s truthfulness.  They call God a liar.   
   

2. Unbelief is evil because it usurps God’s rightful place of authority.  By demanding a sign, the 
“scribes and Pharisees” were placing themselves in a place of authority over Jesus.  They 
expected Jesus to jump through their hoops and prove Himself.  In the same way, those who 
question Jesus and God’s word place themselves as authorities over God.  They demand that 
God prove Himself to them.  But to try to put yourself over God is evil.   

 
3. Unbelief is evil because it rejects the only source of salvation.  Friends, consider who it was 

that the “scribes and Pharisees” and Jesus’ generation were rejecting.  They were rejecting their 
Messiah.  They were rejecting the Savior of the world.  They were rejecting the only source of 
eternal life.  Jesus had been ministering among them.  He had cast out demons and calmed the 
sea.  But they rejected Him.  It is evil to reject eternal life!   
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Jeremiah 2:12-13- “Be appalled, O heavens, at this; be shocked, be utterly desolate, declares the Lord, 
13 for my people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of living waters, and 
hewed out cisterns for themselves, broken cisterns that can hold no water.” 
 
Unbelief is evil—it separates us from God who is the source of true Life. 
 
Application:  At the same time, we should consider this morning that God has given the world plenty 
of reasons to believe in Jesus.   The chief reason the Bible gives us for believing in Jesus is the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.  If you are skeptical about Jesus, it is the “sign of Jonah the 
prophet” (12:39) that should convince you that Jesus IS whom He claimed to be.  Many religious 
leaders have come and gone.  But only One claimed to be God, and then proclaimed that He would die 
and rise from the dead, and then actually did so.   That is why after the resurrection, His disciples were 
transformed from simple, uneducated men into men who quite literally turned the world upside down.  
And they did not do it by violence and taxation like the armies of Islam in the 7th century.  They turned 
the world upside down by preaching Jesus Christ.  And as they preached Jesus throughout the world, 
their chief piece of evidence that Jesus IS the Messiah is that He rose from the dead.2  The resurrection 
of Jesus Christ has quite literally changed the entire course of world history.   
 
Application:   Believer, rejoice that in the Resurrection, God has given you every reason to be confident 
in your Faith!   The tomb is EMPTY! 
 
Application to the unbeliever:  Let me speak to anyone here this morning struggling with doubts about 
Christianity.  Perhaps you have offered God opportunities to prove His existence in the past, but He 
has failed to do so.  Friend, the fact that God does not answer demands for “proof” proves nothing.  
God has never responded to demands.  God does not need to prove Himself.  But consider what God 
has given you. In Jesus, God gave the world something far better than a dramatic “sign” in the 
heaven.  In Jesus, God became a man.  For three years, Jesus travelled around Israel doing the works of 
God and speaking the words of God.  Then, after predicting His own death and resurrection, Jesus died 
and rose from the dead!  And, in great mercy, God inspired men to write down all of this in the Bible 
as a witness to every people in the world and to every generation until the end of the world.  And God 
has done this as a witness to you as well.  If you will study the claims of Christianity, you will find many 
good reasons to trust in Jesus!   
 
So, our passage teaches us that unbelief is evil.  But we also see that… 
 

II. Unbelief is dangerous (12:42-45) 
 
Matthew 12:42-45- “When the unclean spirit has gone out of a person, it passes through waterless 
places seeking rest, but finds none. 44 Then it says, ‘I will return to my house from which I came.’ And 
when it comes, it finds the house empty, swept, and put in order. 45 Then it goes and brings with it seven 
other spirits more evil than itself, and they enter and dwell there, and the last state of that person is 
worse than the first. So also will it be with this evil generation.” 
 

A. Admittedly, this is a bit of an odd-sounding passage.  In 12:43-45, Jesus gives 
something of a parable about a demon-possessed man.  Jesus had just cast a demon 
out of a man in a way that “amazed” the crowds (12:23).  But there was a danger for 

                                                           
2
 R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, 490.  
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those who were delivered from demons, but then refused to follow Jesus.  Jesus 
says when a demon goes out of a person, it goes into the wilderness (“waterless 
places”, 12:42b) seeking rest, but when it doesn’t find rest, it comes back to the 
person, which the demon ominously thinks of as his own “house”.  Then, finding the 
person in a better condition, the unclean spirit goes and gets more demons who are 
even more evil and comes to live in the man again.  As a result, the man is worse off 
than he was at first. 

 
What is Jesus’ point?   
 

B. Looking at 12:45b, we see that Jesus intends the “scribes and Pharisees” and the 
watching crowd to understand that He is not only speaking about the fate of such a 
man, but about their fate as well—“So also it will be with this generation.”  To 
refuse to believe in Jesus and follow Him is dangerous.  In the parable, the man 
who was delivered from a demon became a victim of demonic possession again 
because did not trust in Jesus.  And Israel was in a similar place.  Jesus had been 
casting out demons left and right, virtually banishing Satan from Israel.  But if the 
people refused to repent and trust in Christ, their last state would be “worse than 
the first” (12:45b).  And history tells us that is exactly what happened.  As a nation, 
Israel did reject Jesus.  And within a generation, in 70 AD, Israel and Jerusalem was 
completely wiped out by the Romans.  
 

Application: How should we apply this parable?  Let me give you one way:  Jesus’ parable teaches us 

the folly of trying to reform ourselves.  The man who had been delivered from the demon had cleaned 

himself up and put his life in order (“swept and put in order”), but because He did not follow Jesus 

(“empty”), the demons returned and his last state was worse than the first.  In the same way, efforts at 

self-reform are vain.  God doesn’t want us try to reform ourselves.  He wants us to come to Him and to 

allow Him to transform us—make us new!  He wants us to believe in Jesus.   

What does it mean to believe in Jesus?  It means to hear Jesus’ message, to accept it, and to follow 
Jesus.  And what was Jesus’ message—“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (4:17)!  The 
message of the Bible is not that we need to clean ourselves up.  It is not that we need to try harder 
and do better. The message of the Bible is that we need to repent of our sins and trust in Jesus.   
So many people fail to understand this and so instead of turning from their sins and trusting in Jesus, 
they try to clean up their act thinking that that will please God.  But what is that like?   
 
Illustration:    Imagine you and your boss were in a car and he told you to take a right at the next street 
to get to the business meeting on time.  But you refused and instead you said, “Sir, I won’t go right, but I 
will tell you what I will do.  I will make the best left turn you have ever seen.  I will give it my very best 
effort.  You will be very impressed with my left-turn abilities.”   Will your boss be impressed?  NO!  
Because no matter how well you turn left you are defying his command to go right.   
 
God hasn’t commanded us to clean ourselves up.  God hasn’t told us to work harder.  God has 
commanded us to repent (turn away) of our sins and put all our trust in Jesus for salvation.  ONLY 
those who turn from their sins and trust in Jesus obey God.  Those who try to clean themselves up and 
make themselves presentable to God disobey God.  And as Jesus’ illustration demonstrates those who 
try to clean themselves up will fail.   
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The Gospel 
 
 If you are here this morning, and you are not a Christian, you must understand that all your 
efforts to reform yourself or change those things about yourself that you find disagreeable or 
shameful will not commend you to God.  You can’t clean yourself up enough to be acceptable to God.  
But the Good News of Christianity is that we do not need to clean ourselves up!  That is why Jesus 
came.  We have all sinned against God and failed to love and serve Him.  But Jesus loved and served God 
perfectly.  He lived a life of perfect righteousness.  Then He offered Himself as a sacrifice in the place of 
sinners.  He died the death that you and I deserve because of our sins.  But then He rose from the dead!  
God had accepted His perfect sacrifice.  Now all who come to Him for salvation will be saved.  If you will 
turn away from your sins and trust in Jesus’ perfect sacrifice, you will be forgiven for your sins.  You will 
be accepted by God.  The Holy Spirit will live in you and transform you, making you more like Jesus.  
Come to Jesus! 
 

Come, ye weary, heavy laden, 
Lost and ruined by the fall; 

If you tarry till you’re better, 
You will never come at all… 

Not the righteous, not the righteous 
Sinners Jesus came to call 

Not the righteous, not the righteous 
Sinners Jesus came to call3 

 
Application:  Christian, if you are here this morning and you feel overwhelmed by your sin and if you are 
weary of failing to live up to your own standards, you need to be reminded that God hasn’t commanded 
you to reform yourself either.  He has given you the Gospel. The Gospel reminds us that God didn’t save 
us because He knew that in-and-of-ourselves we had great potential to be self-reformers and 
independent agents of good in the world.  He saved us because we were lost in our sin, dead and 
unable to help ourselves out of our guilt, pain, and misery.  He sent His son to live in a way we could 
never live, perfectly, completely obeying God in everything. But be encouraged this morning that God 
has promised to finish the work He has begun in you!  His Spirit is at work in you and He will help you 
grow as you pursue Him by faith and by His word. 
   
So our passage teaches us that to refuse to believe in Jesus is dangerous.  It will lead to God’s 
judgment.  But we also see that to believe in Jesus leads to blessing… 
 

III. Belief is blessed (12:46-50) 
 
Matthew 12:46-50 – “While he was still speaking to the people, behold, his mother and his brothers 
stood outside, asking to speak to him. 48 But he replied to the man who told him, “Who is my mother, and 
who are my brothers?” 49 And stretching out his hand toward his disciples, he said, “Here are my mother 
and my brothers! 50 For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and 
mother.” 
 

A. In 12:46-50, Matthew tells us what happened while Jesus was teaching these things 
to the people.  His family heard about it and came to get Him.  Mark 3:21 tells us 

                                                           
3
 Come Ye Sinners, Poor and Needy, by Joseph Hart 
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that they thought Jesus was “out of His mind”.  At this point, even His own family 
had failed to believe in Jesus.  And apparently, standing outside and calling to Him, 
they felt that they had the right as His family to demand His obedience.  They 
expected Him to come out and to be submissive to the family as He had done to as a 
child (Luke 2:51). 
   

B. But the time for submission to Mary and His family had passed.  Jesus had to be 
about His Heavenly Father’s business.  Responding to the person who told Him His 
family was calling to Him, Jesus said, “Who is my mother and who are my brothers” 
(2:48b)?  Then, looking His disciples, Jesus said, “Here are my mother and brothers.  
For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and 
mother.”  Jesus was letting everyone know that His allegiance was not to His 
biological family, but to the family of God.  They were truly precious to Him.  And 
He would not abandon them.  He would care for them.   

 
Two truths from Jesus’ words: 
 

1. Obedience to Jesus is the mark of genuine discipleship.  “Whoever does the will of my Heavenly 
Father is my brother and sister and mother”; 12:50)  Those who claim to follow Jesus, but do not 
obey His words are self-deceived. 

 
Luke 6:46- “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and not do what I tell you?”   
 
 Those who love Jesus, obey Him (John 14:15).  They are genuine disciples. 
 

2. Christian brother or sister, you are precious to King Jesus!   By faith, you are closer to Jesus 
than His biological family.  He loves you!  

 
“There is rich encouragement here for believers.  They are far more precious in their Lord’s eyes than 
they are in their own.” 4 

 
-J.C. Ryle 

 
Application:  Do you see from this passage that Christians are all a part of God’s family.  Christian, 
rejoice!  You are a part of the family of God.  The fact that we are all a part of the family of God gives us 
a special obligation to love and care for one another.  As Jesus loves us, so we should love one another.  
Those of us who are members of Christ Fellowship have promised to care for one another in this way.  
Listen to the words of our membership commitment: 

We will walk together in brotherly love, as becomes the members of a Christian Church; we will 
exercise an affectionate care and watchfulness over each other and faithfully admonish and 
entreat one another as occasion may require.  (Galatians 5:13, 6:1-5)   

We will rejoice in each other's happiness and endeavor with tenderness and sympathy to bear 
each other's burdens and sorrows.  (Romans 12:9-21) 

                                                           
4
 J.C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts on Matthew (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 2012 reprint), 113. 

http://www.gracefellowshipbaptist.org/Galatians%205:13
http://www.gracefellowshipbaptist.org/Galatians%206:1-5
http://www.gracefellowshipbaptist.org/Romans%2012:9-21
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Another way of saying that is to say that we must be family to one another.   
 
Application: Let me give you one way to be “family” to others in the church.  Get involved in a 
community group.  Even in a church our size you can hide.  You can easily come to church every Sunday 
morning with a smile on and never let anyone know you and never really get to know anyone else.  But 
if you will get involved in a community group, you will have the opportunity to get to know others and 
to love others.  Brothers and sisters, Jesus loves you as His family, and He wants you to love your 
others in the same way. 
   
Conclusion 
 
 Looking at this passage, we learn that unbelief is evil and unbelief is dangerous.  Unbelief rejects 
God and unbelief leads to judgment.  But belief is blessed.  Those who follow King Jesus know the 
blessing of being His brothers and sisters and mothers.  May God help us live in the good of that this 
week! 
 
Let’s pray… 

 

 


