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Matthew 12:22-37

In this text Jesus again confronts the kingdom of darkness as He heals a demon-possessed

man.

Then the conflict with the religious leaders is ratcheted up several notches as Jesus

masterfully defends His healing power.  In the final verses Jesus reminds us that our words

reveal who we are and the importance of speaking with care.

In vv 22-29 we have the account of the demon-possessed man who was blind and dumb.

He was healed by Jesus.  The healing provoked two distinct reactions.

First: The people were amazed and began to ask if this could be the Son of David1.  They

were willing to acknowledge Him as messiah.

Second was the reaction of the religious leaders.  They would not accept what was plainly

happening.  Instead they attributed the healing miracle to the power of Beelzebul, the ruler of

the demons.

When we looked at chapter 9 we noted 3 reasons why the leaders would not accept Him:

First:  They were too set in their ways to change.

Second:  They were too proud in their self-satisfaction to submit to Jesus in obedience.

Third:  They were too prejudiced to see.

The proverb says, "There is none so blind as he who will not see".

We need to remember that we today can fall into any or all of these reasons to disbelieve.

We need to submit to God the Holy Spirit in obedience when He prompts us about areas in

our lives which require change.

In the eastern world of the first century all sorts of mental and physical illness were

attributed to the influence of demons and devils.

The Jews and others practiced exorcism.  Many of the methods used were superstitious and

founded on folklore.  Some of them worked and were successful.  Many times the person was

cured because he or she believed he/she was cured.  It became a matter of belief in the one

who was doing the cure.
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Even today we can think ourselves into a headache.  I once worked with a man who when

he was told that he didn't look well would go into the bathroom and check himself in the

mirror.  In 15 minutes he was sick and on the way home.

When a person who believed in the exorcist was confronted by the exorcist, often if a man

was convinced he was cured, he was cured.

The Jewish exorcists of the first century used many methods.  Almost all were related to a

superstitious belief in folk medicine.

Josephus says that the power to cast out demons was part of the wisdom of Solomon.

He writes:

"God also enabled Solomon to learn that skill which expels demons, which is

a science useful and health-bringing to men. He composed such incantations

also, by which distempers are alleviated. And he left behind him also the

manner of using exorcisms, by which they drive away demons so that they

never return, and this method of cure is of great force unto this day; for I have

seen a certain man of my own country, whose name was Eleazar, releasing

people that were demoniacal in the presence of Vespasian, and his sons, and his

captains, and the whole multitude of his soldiers. The manner of the cure was

this.  He put a ring that had a root which was one of those sorts mentioned by

Solomon in the nostrils of the demoniac, after which he drew out the demon

through his nostrils; and when the man fell down immediately, he adjured the

demom to return into him no more, making still mention of Solomon, and

reciting the incantations which he composed. And when Eleazar would

persuade and demonstrate to the spectators that he had such a power, he set a

little way off a cup or basin full of water, and commanded the demon, as he

went out of the man, to overturn it, and thereby to let the spectators know that

he had left the man; and when this was done, the skill and wisdom of Solomon

was shown very manifestly."

End of quotation

Here was the Jewish method; here was the whole paraphernalia of magic.
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How different the serene word of power which Jesus uttered!

Men sought deliverance from the evils and sorrows of humanity in their magic and their

incantations.

Jesus brought serene power to bring men the perfect deliverance which they so desperately

sought.

In v 25 we see an amazing proof of Jesus' divinity.  Without them telling Him He knew

what they were thinking and began to point out the fallacy of their arguments.

The Pharisees said that Jesus was casting out the demons through the power of the prince

of demons, Beelzebul.

Jesus gave three unanswerable replies to that charge.

1st – If Jesus was in league with the devil it meant that the devil's demonic kingdom was

torn by schism.

There was civil war in the kingdom of evil and it was doomed.

Jesus says, "No kingdom, house or city can remain strong when it is divided against itself".

Dissention within is the end of power.  Satan's days were numbered if the scribes and

Pharisees were right.

Jesus was saying, "Satan is alive and well.  His kingdom stands strong."  No one was

prepared to say Satan's kingdom was on the skids.  So their argument was manifestly wrong.

Satan was well and strong / not in a state of protracted civil conflict.

2nd, Jesus pointed out that the Jews' and the Pharisees' followers practiced exorcism.

The fact that it was not done in the power of God was irrelevant to Jesus' argument.  He

was saying, "You say I'm practicing exorcisms by the power of Satan.  You can't have it both

ways.  Whose power do your followers cast them out with?"

It was a powerful argument.

They could not at the same time state that Jesus was using Satan's power without accepting

the fact that their followers were doing the same thing.
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Side observation – So often when we have our mind made up to disbelieve we fail to see the

inconsistency of the positions we take.

Often we condemn in others that which we practice in our own lives.

These leaders were blind to the inconsistency in their position.

It is easy for us to do the same when we strongly hold a position and refuse to consider

another side.

God help us not to be so sure we are right that we fail to hear God's Spirit asking us not to

make an adjustment or see a new side of the position.

Everything new is not automatically wrong.

Everything old is not automatically right.

You and I need to be open and sensitive to God's leading as He speaks to us.

Can you imagine the Reformation happening without someone saying, "The way we have

always done church isn't right.  It is not leading us to a heart relationship with Jesus Christ."

We need to follow the Scriptures and God's Spirit as He leads us even if it breaks with the way

we've always done things.

I submit to you that without those kinds of questions being asked the Reformation would

not have happened.  These religious leaders were so sure they were right that they missed the

clear sign of the Son of God among them.

We can do that.  May God help us to be sensitive to the leading of His Holy Spirit.

Jesus' third argument was that if He was casting out demons, which they could not deny, it

means that He had invaded Satan's territory.

He likens this to a burglar despoiling a house.

Clearly if a strong man is defending his house it cannot be broken into.  To spoil his house

first the strong man must be bound.

Jesus is saying, "Since I am invading Satan's territory it is clear that he is bound and

powerless to resist".

We know that Satan is defeated.  The battle is not finished, but the outcome is certain.

Barkley says,

He is no longer the all-conquering power of darkness; he is the defeated
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power of sin.  The defenses are breached; the enemy is not yet conquered; but

his power can never be the same again and Jesus can help others win the

victory he himself won.

End of quotation

We know we are on the winning side.  Our leader has already conquered Satan and death.

Our side may be taking the brunt of the battle now, but praise God we will be victorious in

the end.

In v 24 the leaders said that Jesus was acting in the power of Beelzebul the ruler of the

demons.

There is some difference in the translations.  The Vulgate translation followed the Hebrew

spelling "Beelzebub" and means "lord of the flies".

The KJV follows the Vulgate while the RSV follows the Greek and renders it "Beelzebul".

It was certainly used by the Jewish leaders to show their contempt for Christ.

He is "Lord of the house", while they call him "Lord of the flies or the dung heaps".  In

effect they were accusing Jesus of being a demon under subjection to the prince of demons

Beelzebul.

v 28 – Jesus says But if I cast out demons by the Spirit of God, then the

kingdom of God has come upon you.2

He is pointing out their unwillingness to acknowledge what is clearly happening—that

Jesus is casting out demons by God's power.

He follows this argument in v 29 by the analogy of breaking into a strong man's house.  It

should be obvious that the strong man would defend his house unless he was bound.

Jesus is saying, "I have invaded Satan's kingdom; he is bound; God's kingdom has come".

Jesus demonstrated His victory over Satan in Matthew's gospel chapter 4, vv 1-11 in the

wilderness.

In v 30 Jesus tells us of the impossibility of neutrality in His kingdom.

He who is not with Me is against Me; and he who does not gather with Me

scatters.3
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The picture of gathering and scattering may come from either of two backgrounds.

It may refer to harvesting; if one is not sharing in gathering the harvest he is scattering the

grain abroad and losing it to the wind.

It may refer to shepherding.  He who is not bringing the flock to the fold and keeping it

safe is driving it out into the dangers of the hills.

Jesus is saying we can't sit on the fence.  There are only two sides—for Christ or against

Him—gathering with Him or scattering with Satan.

There is no halfway position.  We must choose.  And in not choosing for Christ we are

choosing for Satan.

vv 31 & 32 present some of the hardest teachings of the New Testament.

We will look at two questions to try to see what Jesus was teaching.

First – What is the sin against the Holy Spirit which is unforgivable?

Second – Why is it more serious to speak a word against the Holy Spirit than against the

second person of the trinity, Jesus Christ?

1st we will look at the unforgivable sin.

On first glance it seems incredible to have words from the savior of men about

unforgiveness.

Jesus could not have meant that simply to say a word against the Holy Spirit was

unforgivable.  When we think about the work of the Holy Spirit we can get a clue.

We know that the Holy Spirit is the active agent in convicting us and drawing us to Him.

If we think about the action of the Holy Ghost we can come up with two possible reasons

why a person could not be forgiven.

The first reason is if a person goes out of this life having resisted the Spirit's call during

his/her entire lifetime he or she dies with no possibility to be forgiven.

As long as there is life we are open to the drawing of the Spirit.  When we die without

Christ we have no further chance at forgiveness.  So I am suggesting that the unforgivable sin

is for one to resist the Spirit till he/she dies and goes into eternity without forgiveness.

There is a second way that is related to this one.  The ultimate end is the same, but the fate

is sealed before one leaves this life.  I am referring to one who continually resists the Spirit till

He no longer strives with them.  Scripture seems to indicate that it is possible to resist the
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Spirit so often that He leaves and does not try to draw us anymore.  Hebrews 6 speaks about

the impossibility of forgiveness if we crucify to ourselves the Son of God and put Him to open

shame.

Heb. 10:26 says, For if we go on sinning willfully after receiving the knowledge

of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins4

There is a hymn in the black book, number 280, which speaks to this.

There is a time, we know not when,

A point we know not where,

That marks the destiny of men,

To glory or despair.

There is a line, by us unseen,

That crosses every path;

The hidden boundary between

God's patience and his wrath.

O!  Where is this mysterious bourne,

By which our path is crossed;

Beyond which, God himself hath sworn,

That he who goes is lost?

How far may we go on in sin?

How long will God forbear?

Where does hope end, and where begin

The confines of despair?

An answer from the skies is sent:

"Ye that from God depart!

"While it is called today, repent!

"And harden not your heart."
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It is a fact that if we do not use a faculty we possess we will lose it.  If we strap our arm to

our chest for 6 months it will atrophy and become useless.

Many of you took a foreign language in high school.  Most of us haven't done much with it

since graduation.  Most of us have lost most of what we knew of that language.

In much the same way it is possible for one to resist the Spirit's wooing until little by little

one loses the ability to respond.

When we reach that point we no longer can respond and receive forgiveness.

We obviously do not know where that line is.  It isn't easy for us to cross it, but it is

possible for us to resist to the point that God's Spirit no longer strives with us.

I remember a man I worked with at the mission.  He was a heavy equipment repossessor.

He would go out and steal heavy equipment when the owners were in default in the payment.

He told me he had been shot, punched, run over and had most of his bones broken.

He was a large, powerful man, but he would sit quietly and listen when I explained the

plan of salvation to him.  He was very respectful, but it was as if there was a film over his

mind.  He never responded to the invitation of the gospel.  It was as if God's Spirit no longer

was striving with Him.

So I believe the unpardonable sin is for one to resist God's Spirit until either the spirit stops

convicting him or he dies and goes into a Christless eternity with no possibility of repentance.

Over the years I have had people come to me in great anguish because they thought they

had committed the unpardonable sin.

I was able to joyfully tell them that they had not.  The very fact that God's Spirit was

convicting them was proof that He was still drawing them to Him.  If you are worried that

you have committed the unpardonable sin, stop worrying—God the Holy Spirit is still striving

with you.

2nd we will look at the question of why Jesus said, "Anyone who speaks a word against the

Son of Man will be forgiven, but anyone who speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be

forgiven".

There has to be something here that doesn't come through in translation.  Jesus is God.  The

Holy Spirit is God.  Why would simply speaking against Jesus be forgivable, but speaking

against the Holy Spirit not be able to be forgiven?
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If our thought about the unpardonable sin is correct we can get a clue from it.

If we think about salvation, we are saved through faith in Jesus Christ.  We can come to

Jesus for forgiveness at any time, as long as there is life and the Spirit is drawing us we can

receive salvation and forgiveness.

So if we resist Jesus and even speak against Him we can still receive forgiveness if we

repent before we go out of this life.  In this sense sins against Christ can be forgiven.  When

we think about the Spirit's work.  It is He who draws us to repentance/forgiveness.  If we

either resist Him till we cross the line where He no longer deals with us, or if we go out into

eternity without yielding to Him, there is no more possibility for repentance.

In this sense sins against the Holy Spirit cannot be forgiven.

It is a dangerous, convicting place for anyone to be—to resist the Spirit till He no longer

strives with us.  Let's resolve to quickly obey His call.  If you are here unsaved today and

continuing to resist the Spirit's pleading, recognize the danger of your position and yield to

His call while it continues.

In vv 33-37 Jesus points out that our speech reveals who we are spiritually.  He says in v 33

that the fruit will tell what kind of tree it is—good or bad.

These leaders have just said very bad words about the Son of Man, proving the malignity

and blackness of their hearts.

v 34 is pointed and blunt as Jesus calls them evil snakes who speak evil from within their

hearts.

vv 36-37 tell us how important all of our words are.  We are told that our words will either

justify us or condemn us.

How this should motivate us to be careful with our speech.

It is so easy for us to be a model of charm and courtesy in church and in public.  In our

homes sometime we are irritable, sarcastic and critical.  It is a humble thing—and a warning

thing—to remember that the words which show what we are are the words we speak when

our guard is down.

It will be those words which judge us.

Chuck Swindoll writes:
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How much hurt, how much damage can be done by chance remarks!  Our

unguarded tongues can deposit germ-thoughts of hurt, humiliation and hate

into the tender minds which fester, become full-blown infections, and

ultimately spread disease throughout an adult personality.

End of quotation
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