
 

“The Sign of Jonah” 
(Matthew 12:38-42) 

 
 
 
Introduction:  Last week Jesus reminded us that the things a person does will reveal what he is really like, in the 
same way that the fruit a tree bears will show what it is really like.  If someone says that a certain tree is an apple 
tree, and but the fruit it produces are plums, it doesn’t matter what that person says, it isn’t an apple tree.  In the 
same way, if someone says he believes in Christ, and yet doesn’t obey Him by going to church, by reading his Bible, 
by praying, and by showing love to his neighbors -- all which are the fruits of true Christianity --, then it doesn’t 
matter what he says, he is not a true Christian.  On the other hand, if he does do these things, if he shows by his life 
that he really does love God and his neighbor, then he is a true Christian.  Now the Pharisees claimed to be true 
believers, true followers of God, but were they?  For the most part, no.  Jesus again and again had to point out their 
hypocrisy, because they had done such a good job of tricking themselves into thinking that they were.  Once He said 
to them, “If you are Abraham’s children [i.e., if you are truly his spiritual children, the children of God], do the 
deeds of Abraham” (John 8:39).  What did Abraham do?  Among other things, Abraham rejoiced to see Christ’s 
day, and he saw it and was glad (John 8:56).  But were these Jews rejoicing over the fact that Christ’s day had 
come?  No.  They hated Him so much, they were trying to kill Him.  Could they really love God then?  No.  Jesus is 
the exact image of the Father.  If they hated Him, they also hated the Father.  This hatred came out most clearly by 
what they said about the Holy Spirit, the One who is the beauty and holiness of God Himself.  They despised Him.  
They said He was an unclean Spirit.  They didn’t love God.  They did love something, but it wasn’t Him.   
  It appears, however, in our passage, that not all of the Pharisees who were there committed this sin of 
blaspheming the Spirit.  There were others who were also present who hated Him, but not quite as much.  These 
now spoke up and asked Him for a sign.  We know that these weren’t the same Pharisees, first because it wouldn’t 
make any sense for them to accuse Jesus of being in league with the devil one moment, only to ask Him to prove 
that He was really from God in the next.  But secondly, Luke tells us plainly that this was the case.  In 11:15-16, we 
read, “But some of them said, ‘He casts out demons by Beelzebul, the ruler of the demons.’  And others, to test Him, 
were demanding of Him a sign from heaven.”   
  It is this other group and the sign that Jesus gives them that I would like for us to consider this morning, as 
we see that,  
 
  Christ’s death and resurrection became a sign of judgment to the Jews, even as Jonah’s death and 
resurrection did to the Ninevites.   
 
I.  First we see that Jesus rebuked these men when they asked Him for a sign.   

A.  Matthew writes, “Then some of the scribes and Pharisees answered Him, saying, Teacher, we want to see a 
sign from You.”   
1.  “You say that you are a teacher sent from God.  Prove it.  Show us a sign.  This is what God did through 

the prophets of old.  You do it too.  Show us something that we can’t refute, that we can’t prove is from 
the devil.”   

2.  Now remember what a sign is.  It’s a miracle, something which only God can do.  And it is something 
which is so plain and so obvious that no one can truly deny it, even though there will always be those 
who try.  It is something that shows plainly that God is present.   

3.  Now had Jesus already performed any signs?  Yes.   
a.  Certainly His healing those who were sick, who were diseased -- the epileptics, the paralytics, the 

leprous -- , was a sign.   
b.  Certainly His speaking to the wind and the waves in the middle of that great storm on the Sea of 

Galilee which caused them immediately to become still was a sign.   
c.  Certainly His healing the woman of her flow of blood, His raising the daughter of Jairus from the 

dead, and His giving sight to the men who were blind were signs.   
d.  Even the many miracles which the disciples did when they were sent out to teach and preach in their 

cities were signs.   
e.  When John was in prison and was questioning whether or not Jesus was the Messiah, Jesus sent 

messengers back to him to say, “The blind receive sight and the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed 
and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have the Gospel preached to them” (11:5).  
These were the signs which proved that He was from God.   
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f.  Yes, Jesus had already performed many signs.   
 

4.  But had Jesus done any that these scribes and Pharisees could see?  Yes.   
a.  One of His most powerful and convincing signs was that of casting demons out of the demon-

possessed.  Jesus was doing this everywhere He went.   
b.  This is what He had just done, which is why He had just been accused of being in league with the 

devil.   
c.  These men had seen a marvelous and powerful demonstration that Jesus was the Messiah of God.  Did 

they really need any more evidence?  Listen to what Jesus tells them.   
 

B.  “But He answered and said to them, ‘An evil and adulterous generation craves for a sign; and yet no sign 
shall be given to it but the sign of Jonah the prophet’” (v. 39).   
1.  Now these are pretty harsh words.  Maybe these scribes and Pharisees were only looking for more proof, 

for more evidence that Jesus was telling the truth about who He was.  Maybe they had some honest 
doubts.  Surely, they had to be careful; after all, they didn’t want to be taken in by any false prophets, as 
their fathers had been.  They wanted to be sure.  Another miracle besides the one He had done just might 
do it, right?  I hope you don’t think so.   

2.  They already had enough evidence.  Why didn’t they accept what they already had?  Why didn’t they 
accept the testimonies they were hearing from everyone about Jesus?  Why didn’t they accept the 
evidence of their own eyes?  They had just seen a man delivered of a devil, a man who was blind and 
dumb, who now could see and speak.  What could Jesus have done that was more spectacular than this?  
Nothing really.  And He didn’t need to.  What He did could speak for itself.  The problem wasn’t with the 
miracle Jesus did.  The problem was with their hearts.   

3.  Jesus said that they were an evil and adulterous generation.   
a.  We mustn’t forget who these people were:  they were the spouse of Jehovah, they were married to 

Him.  Jeremiah the prophet writes, “‘Return, O backsliding children,’ says the LORD; ‘for I am 
married to you.  I will take you, one from a city and two from a family, and I will bring you to Zion’” 
(3:14; NKJ).   

b.  But did they return to Him?  No.  Jeremiah continues in verse 20, “‘Surely, as a wife treacherously 
departs from her husband, so have you dealt treacherously with Me, O house of Israel," says the 
LORD” (NKJ).   

c.  As it was with the Jews of Jeremiah’s day, so it was of the scribes and Pharisees in Christ’s day.  God 
had betrothed them to Himself as His covenant people, as His bride.  But because their hearts were so 
filled with evil, they committed adultery against Him by going after another god, a god of their own 
making.   

d.  This is why Jesus said that He would not give them another sign.  Signs are not for the wicked, to 
convince them that what they hate is true.  Nor are they tricks to amuse unbelievers, such as king 
Herod thought (Luke 23:8).  They are for His people, to strengthen their faith, or for those whom the 
Lord is calling to Himself, to show them that it is the Lord who is calling them.  Signs are not for the 
wicked.  It’s true that these miracles leave them accountable and without excuse for their unbelief, but 
God doesn’t offer them to men on a take it or leave it basis.  Jesus told His apostles when He sent 
them out that if a city rejected their words and works, they were not to do more miracles to try and 
persuade them.  Instead they were to wipe the dust off their feet in protest against them, as a sign that 
the Lord was rejecting them even as they rejected Him.  This is what the Lord was about to tell these 
scribes and Pharisees.   

e.  And this stands as a warning to us that we should also not reject the signs which the Lord has given us 
and in rejecting those signs, reject the Lord who gave them.  But what signs has He given us?  He has 
given us those which are in the Bible.  He has given to us all of the miracles from Genesis to 
Revelation.  The Catholics once ridiculed the Protestants, challenging them to prove that their 
doctrine was from God.  They said, “Show us the signs that God has given you.  We certainly have 
our own.”  Calvin replied that if they wanted to see the miracles that they base their teaching on, they 
should open the Bible and read about them, because those were the miracles that proved that their 
doctrine was from God, since they got their teaching from the Bible.   

f.  The Lord holds all men accountable to believe the signs that He has given in His Word.  He hold us 
accountable to receive His Word, because He has shown us that it is His.  He doesn’t give us the 
option to ask for more proof to satisfy our unbelief.  All men are already without excuse from what 
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He has given us in the Creation.  The signs He has given only render them more inexcusable in the 
day of His judgment.  Men don’t need any more proof, and God isn’t going to give them any.  He has 
given enough to close every mouth and to hold all men guilty who refuse to listen.   

g.  On the other hand, we mustn’t forget that God has given these miracles to us, as His people, to 
strengthen and confirm our faith.  He not only used them to convince us of His truth, but He continues 
to use them to strength our belief in Him.  Whenever we are tempted by our weakness to doubt God’s 
Word, or, in the middle of all the unbelief and attacks of the enemy, to question whether or not He has 
spoken in His Word, just look to the miracles, the proofs of God’s revelation, and don’t be 
unbelieving, but believing.   

 
II.  Jesus said that He would not give them any more signs to prove that He was who He claimed to be.  But, 

on the other hand, He did not refuse to give them any sign at all.  What He gave them was a sign of 
judgment.   
A.  There are signs of blessing and signs of judgment, and when we don’t believe the one, we may receive the 

other.   
1.  The scribes and Jews wanted Jesus to show them a sign from heaven in order to prove that He was from 

God.   
2.  What they got instead was a sign that God was going to bring His judgment upon them.  As I said before, 

when the people of any of the cities of the Jews did not accept the preaching and signs of the apostles, 
God gave a sign of judgment instead.  They wiped the dust off their feet in protest against them.  Here 
Jesus gives them a sign which was both in the past and something which would happen in the future, to 
show them that their days as God’s people were numbered.   

 
B.  Jesus “answered and said to them, “An evil and adulterous generation craves for a sign; and yet no sign shall 

be given to it but the sign of Jonah the prophet; for just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly 
of the sea monster, so shall the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (vv. 39-
40).  Now what does this mean?   
1.  Jonah, you will remember, was a prophet of God.   

a.  He was told by God to go to the city of Ninevah to pronounce judgment against her because of her 
many sins.  She only had forty days, and then she would be overthrown (Jon. 3:4).   

b.  But Jonah decided that he didn’t want to go to that pagan nation and warn them about God’s 
judgment, so he tried to run away.  He went to the sea and got on board a ship which was sailing to 
Tarshish.   

c.  But of course the Lord saw him and sent a great storm, so that the sailors all feared for their lives.  It 
became so dangerous that all the sailors cried out to their gods to save them.   

d.  When they came to Jonah, he finally confessed that the storm had been sent by God because of his 
disobedience, and all they had to do was to throw him into the ocean, and the storm would stop.  They 
tried everything they could to save themselves and Jonah, but nothing worked.  And so they finally 
threw him overboard.   

e.  Once they did, the water immediately became calm, and the men were afraid, and offered a sacrifice 
and made vows.  But the Lord had appointed a great fish to swallow Jonah, and he was in the belly of 
that fish for three days and three nights praying.   

f.  Afterwards, the Lord told the fish to spit Jonah up onto the land, and it did.  Then Jonah went to 
Ninevah, preached to them about God’s judgment, and the people repented.   

 
2.  Now Jesus said as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the whale, so He would be three 

days and three nights in the heart of the earth.   
a.  He was, of course, referring to His death, burial and resurrection.  This was to be a sign to them of 

judgment, even as it was to the Ninevites in Jonah’s day.   
b.  Think about this:  Jonah was swallowed by the fish, which was a type of Christ’s death and burial.  He 

was spit up on dry land again after three days and nights, which was a type of Christ’s resurrection.  
And after this, he went to Ninevah, to a city of the Gentiles, to preach to them repentance, and they 
repented.  In the same way, after Christ’s resurrection, the Gospel would also be preached to the 
Gentiles, and they would receive it, when a vast majority of the Jews had rejected it.  Jesus said to the 
Jews on another occasion, “Did you never read in the Scriptures, ‘The stone which the builders 
rejected, this became the chief corner stone; this came about from the Lord, and it is marvelous in our 
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eyes’?  Therefore I say to you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you, and be given to a 
nation producing the fruit of it” (Matt. 21:42-43).   

c.  What should have been a sign which proved beyond any doubt that Jesus was the Messiah, became for 
the Jews a sign of judgment.  Even after they heard what had happened on that third day from the 
Roman soldiers, and could not doubt that it was true, they still chose to hide the truth rather than 
accept it, because they couldn’t find it in their hearts to repent.  And so after gathering His elect 
people out from among them, Jesus sent judgment upon their cities and destroyed them, and then 
continued His work mainly through the Gentiles.  The Ninevites repented at the preaching of Jonah, 
but God Himself came down in human flesh and preached to His own people, and they would not 
receive Him.   

d.  People of God, how have we responded to what the Lord has given to us?  The Jews had a great deal 
of light.  They were God’s chosen people, His covenant people.  And yet they lost their special status, 
because they would not listen to God, but hardened their hearts against Him.  We have had far more 
light than they.  We have not only the Old Covenant revelation, but His New Covenant revelation as 
well.  We are the most blessed people in all the world.  What is there that the Lord hasn’t told us?  
What mystery is there that He hasn’t revealed to us?  And yet what have we done with it?   There are 
many blessings and many privileges in being God’s covenant people.  But there are also harsher 
judgments for rejecting the light He gives us.  You see how severe He was upon His own people.  We 
should fear that the same thing doesn’t happen to us by turning away in unbelief.  If we don’t accept 
these signs He gives us as confirming His Word, they will turn out to be the signs of our judgment in 
the end when He condemns us for rejecting them.  God doesn’t need to continue His work through us.  
He can always raise up another people to accomplish His purposes.  We must beware that we do not 
disregard His Word and walk in our own ways as they did.   

e.  But we should also consider that the Lord has given these things to us first of all, not as a sign of curse, 
but as a means of blessing, if we will only receive them as such, believe them, embrace them and do 
them.  God wants us to listen to His Word.  He has spoken to us for our good.  He knows that the best 
thing for us is to trust Him and serve Him.  He desires our blessing.  The curse is only for those who 
turn away in unbelief, not for those who put their trust in Jesus.  And so let us be warned by this 
passage of the greatness of the severity of God on those who turn against Him, but let us also be 
encouraged by the blessing that awaits everyone who will trust in His Son and serve Him sincerely.  
May the Lord grant each of us His grace to do so.  Amen.   


