
2 
Ted Kirnbauer Matthew 12:1-37 6/27/2021 

Matthew continues to show the ways in which the people in Galilee responded to Jesus. In chapter 11 

he spoke of those who did not recognize Him as the Messiah. In chapter 12 there are three areas of 

controversy stand out: 

1. Controversy over the Sabbath (12:1-14) 

2. Controversy over His exorcisms (12:22-37)  

3. Controversy over His authority and a demand for a sign (12:38-45)  

The first two stories (12:1-8 & 12:9-14) are concerned about Jesus’ attitude toward the Sabbath.  

In the OT the Sabbath (from Friday at dusk to Saturday at dusk) was given as a day of rest (Deut. 5:12-

14), as a sign of the Mosaic covenant (Exo. 31:12-17), and as a sign that God brought Israel out of the 

land of Egypt Deut. 5:15). 

The importance of the Sabbath to the nation of Israel can hardly be overstressed.  

The Jews took Sabbath observance very seriously. Thus, when the enemy attacked on the 

Sabbath in the days of the Maccabees, they let themselves be slaughtered, men, women, and 

children, rather than break the Sabbath by defending themselves (1 Macc 2:31-38). At a later 

time, Pompey was able to erect the earthworks that made his siege of Jerusalem successful 

quite unhindered by the defenders because he did it on the Sabbath (Josephus, Ant. 14:63). The 

Jews were ready to suffer than to break the Sabbath. (Morris, 299). 

Jesus never questioned if the Sabbath should be observed, but He did call into question what it meant to 

observe the Sabbath in practical terms. Jesus’ disagreement with the Pharisees focuses on two things. 

The first is that of authority: Who has the right to declare what is and what is not forbidden on the 

Sabbath? The second is related to the issue of priorities. Jesus is concerned about the original intent of 

God’s law.  

12:1 At that time Jesus went through the grainfields on the Sabbath, and His disciples became 

hungry and began to pick the heads of grain and eat.  

12:2 But when the Pharisees saw this, they said to Him, “Look, Your disciples do what is not 

lawful to do on a Sabbath.”  

12:3 But He said to them, “Have you not read what David did when he became hungry, he and 

his companions,  

12:4 how he entered the house of God, and they ate the consecrated bread, which was not 

lawful for him to eat nor for those with him, but for the priests alone?  

12:5 Or have you not read in the Law, that on the Sabbath the priests in the temple break the 

Sabbath and are innocent?  

12:6 But I say to you that something greater than the temple is here.  

12:7 But if you had known what this means, ‘I desire compassion, and not a sacrifice,’ you 

would not have condemned the innocent. 

12:8 For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.” 

Jesus and the disciples were walking on the Sabbath, and as they passed a grain field the disciples began 

to pick the grain.  
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The Jewish leaders had developed a complex system of rules of conduct that consisted of 39 categories 

of work that were prohibited on the Sabbath. These were drawn up with the laudable intention of 

ensuring that the day was kept holy, but they had only tenuous links to the Old Testament itself. “Even 

the Mishnah laments that the rules about the Sabbath . . .  are as mountains hanging by a hair, for 

[teaching of] Scripture [thereon] is scanty and the rules many” (Morris, 299). Nevertheless, in their 

thinking, picking grain was reaping and rubbing the grain out of the husks was threshing. Since both 

reaping and threshing were mentioned in the list of forbidden work, the disciples were seen as breaking 

Sabbath law.  

The Pharisees addressed Jesus rather than His disciples, for a teacher was responsible for his disciples 

and it was assumed that a disciple follows His teacher’s instruction.  

Jesus might have answered by telling them that their rules went way beyond the Old Testament text. His 

disciples were not farmers who worked the fields six days out of seven and were trying to put in an extra 

day’s work. Their activity was casual, harmless, and staving off their hunger. It was not a return to their 

normal labor. However, Jesus decided to answer along different lines.  

First, in verse 3, Jesus pointed to the time when David and his men were hungry and David entered the 

house of God and he and his men ate the loaves of offering, the holy bread, which according to the law 

was only to have been eaten by the priests (Exo. 25:30; Lev, 24:5-9; 1 Sam. 21:1-6). “This makes a 

powerful argument: if these men’s hunger set aside a divine regulation without blame, how much more 

should the hunger of Jesus’ disciples set aside a rabbinical rule!” (Morris 301. 302) 

Jesus’ point is not that “there are often exceptions to the rules”, but that the Pharisees’ understanding 

of the law could not explain the Scriptures which they themselves considered sacred. Moreover, if 

David’s authority could cover both himself and his men, and Jesus is greater than David, then Jesus’ 

authority should cover both Himself and His disciples. 

Secondly, in 12:5, Jesus pointed out that not all laws operate at the same level. Formally, the priests 

broke the Sabbath laws every Sabbath when they observed the temple laws that required them to work 

(i.e., offer sacrifices [Num. 28:9,10]) on the Sabbath. In this case, it is clear that the temple laws took 

precedence over the Sabbath laws, and the priests were not guilty of breaking the Sabbath. By analogy, 

if “something greater than the temple is here” (12:6), it would also transcend the authority of Sabbath 

laws.  

Later, Jesus’ comments about the temple will unite the people against Him, play a central role at His trial 

(26:60-61), and even be thrown at Him when He was on the cross (27:40). 

Thirdly, Jesus cited Hosea 6:6 (cf. Matt. 12:7) and argued that the reason the Pharisees accuse the 

innocent is because they misunderstand the heart and thrust of their own Scriptures. “In God’s scale of 

priorities, a positive concern for the good of others (‘mercy’) takes precedence over formal compliance 

with ritual regulations” (France, 461). In other words, mercy was more important to God than sacrifice. 

Lastly, the disciples were innocent because the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath (12:8).  

The “Son of Man” is no doubt a title that comes from Daniel 7:13-14 where one appears who is “like a 

son of man” and is given a kingdom by the Ancient of Days.   
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This answers the question of who has the right to declare what is and what is not forbidden on the 

Sabbath? The Lord of the Sabbath has the right to declare what the rules are for observing the Sabbath.  

12:9 Departing from there, He went into their synagogue.  

12:10 And a man was there whose hand was withered. And they questioned Jesus, asking, “Is 

it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”—so that they might accuse Him.  

12:11 And He said to them, “What man is there among you who has a sheep, and if it falls into 

a pit on the Sabbath, will he not take hold of it and lift it out?  

12:12 How much more valuable then is a man than a sheep! So then, it is lawful to do good on 

the Sabbath.”  

12:13 Then He *said to the man, “Stretch out your hand!” He stretched it out, and it was 

restored to normal, like the other.  

12:14 But the Pharisees went out and conspired against Him, as to how they might destroy 

Him. 

Verses 9-14 is the second “Sabbath story.” Here the Pharisees brought a “test case” to raise the issue of 

Sabbath observance.  The question they pose is a challenge to see how Jeus will respond. Healing was 

not included in the 39 forbidden acts outlined by the religious teachers and it was difficult to associate 

with them, especially since the healings often involved no physical action. However, the general rule was 

that medical aid could only be offered on the Sabbath in a life threatening situation. A man with a 

withered hand (atrophied muscles in his hand) surely didn’t fit into that category.  

Jesus replied with a common-sense question: “What man is there among you who has a sheep, and if it 

falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will he not take hold of it and lift it out?” Jesus assumed that even the 

Pharisees would agree that this was reasonable.  Therefore, if someone would help a sheep on the 

Sabbath, why should Jesus not do good to man on the Sabbath since people are more valuable than 

sheep? He then concluded, “So then, it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.”  The Sabbath was given for 

the good of man, therefore, it is consistent to do good for man on the Sabbath.  

There was apparently no rejoinder to Jesus’ response, so He said to the man, “Stretch out your hand!” 

He stretched it out, and it was instantaneously restored to normal without any “visible work” being 

involved. 

Jesus’ actions were both public and dramatic. His response highlighted the radical disagreement He had 

with the Pharisees’ understanding of the Sabbath. But the story also shows how blinded the religious 

leaders were. Jesus had done a wonderful thing. He healed a man who suffered with discomfort and was 

no doubt hindered from making a living. Instead of rejoicing over the mercy the man had received, the 

Pharisees were filled with anger and began to contemplate how they might murder Jesus.  

12:15 But Jesus, aware of this, withdrew from there. Many followed Him, and He healed them 

all,  

12:16 and warned them not to tell who He was.  

12:17 This was to fulfill what was spoken through Isaiah the prophet: 

12:18 “Behold, My Servant whom I have chosen; 

My Beloved in whom My soul is well-pleased; 

I will put My Spirit upon Him, 

And He shall proclaim justice to the Gentiles. 
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12:19 “He will not quarrel, nor cry out; 

Nor will anyone hear His voice in the streets. 

12:20 “A battered reed He will not break off, 

And a smoldering wick He will not put out, 

Until He leads justice to victory. 

12:21 “And in His name the Gentiles will hope.” 

The Jews were longing for their Messiah who would crush His enemies. The irony is that had He come to 

judge, the Pharisees (whom He just spared) would have been the first experience His wrath. Verses 18-

21 remind the reader that Jesus’ response to such vicious attacks was not met with force on His part. At 

this stage in history, He came to save and reconcile, not judge (contrast Rev. 19:11-16).  Thus, Jesus 

withdrew and continued His healing ministry. Matthew sees this as a fulfillment of prophecy. 

The quotation from Isaiah 42:1-4 in verses 18-21 gives us insight into the demeanor of Christ. 

First, the titles given Him speak of what kind of person He is. We know that Jesus is the Son of God, the 

heir of the line of David, but here He is called God’s Servant, God’s Beloved, and one who is chosen by 

God.  

Secondly, the Spirit of God was upon Him. Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit, and the Spirit 

descended upon Him at His baptism, but He lived life much as we do. He lived His life by depending 

upon the Scriptures, submitting to the will of God, and being empowered and guided by the Holy Spirit 

(12:18).  

Thirdly, as God’s servant, He desired justice, righteousness (both personal and social), holiness, and 

purity (12:18, 20).   

Fourthly, He did not quarrel or cry out (12:19); and “a battered reed He will not break off, and a 

smoldering wick He will not put out” (12:20). A battered reed has been trampled upon or beat up by the 

wind, and a smoldering wick is the last of a flame before it goes out. These images form a picture of 

those who are weak, harassed, or helpless. The Messiah does not advance His ministry by crushing the 

downtrodden. On the contrary, He shows love and care for the feeble and gives hope to the hopeless.  

Lastly, Jesus’ proclamation is not for Jews only, but also for the nations (12:18, 21).  

The overall feeling these verses convey is gentleness and humility. Jesus was neither arrogant nor brash. 

His mission was a mission of peace.  

12:22 Then a demon-possessed man who was blind and mute was brought to Jesus, and He 

healed him, so that the mute man spoke and saw.  

12:23 All the crowds were amazed, and were saying, “This man cannot be the Son of David, 

can he?”  

12:24 But when the Pharisees heard this, they said, “This man casts out demons only by 

Beelzebul the ruler of the demons.” 

There was a man whose blindness and muteness were the result of demonic oppression. In one act 

Jesus demonstrated His authority both over sickness and the demonic world. The man was 

instantaneously and completely healed and appeared before the people able to see and speak. The 

demon was gone. The reality of what had happened was incontestable.  
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Though the crowds were not sure what they should make of it, they knew that Messiah was expected to 

perform such works, so some began to wonder out loud if Jesus was the “Son of David”. 

“Son of David” was another title of Messiah, for Messiah was to come in the line of King David (2 Sam. 

7:12-16, Ps. 89:3; Isa. 9:6-7). Their question, “Could this be the Son of David?" “forced the first public 

showdown in the growing rift between Jesus and the Jewish authorities. . .This encounter was so crucial 

that it became a major turning point in Jesus’ ministry” (Thomas, Gundry, A Harmony of the Gospels, 

77).  

The miracle was incontestable and beyond dispute. No one doubted that the man was truly blind and 

mute. And the Pharisees didn’t doubt that he was also demonized. Thus, there were only two possible 

explanations for what happened - either His healing was the work of God, or of the Devil. Since they 

refused to acknowledge that it was God, they had no other option but to conclude Jesus did it by the 

power of Satan himself (Storms). 

When the Pharisees heard that the crowds were contemplating if Jesus might be the Messiah, they 

wasted no time in coming up with an explanation for this extraordinary miracle. He had done it by the 

power of Beelzebul.  

“Beelzebul” is thought to be an intentional derogatory corruption of the Hebrew “ba’alzebub”, the name 

of the god of Ekron (2 Ki. 1:2-3, 16). “Ba’alzebub” means “the lord of the flies”. The Jews changed it to 

“Beelzeboul,” meaning “lord of dung”.  The term was then applied to Satan. 

Such an accusation is extraordinarily vile for the Pharisees were saying that Jesus, the greatest and 

clearest manifestation of God (Jn. 1:18; 14:7 ff.) to man, was in league with God’s greatest enemy.  

12:25 And knowing their thoughts Jesus said to them, “Any kingdom divided against itself is 

laid waste; and any city or house divided against itself will not stand.  

12:26 If Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself; how then will his kingdom stand?  

12:27 If I by Beelzebul cast out demons, by whom do your sons cast them out? For this reason 

they will be your judges.  

12:28 But if I cast out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon 

you.  

Jesus’ response is clear: any kingdom or country that is divided by internal strife will not survive (12:25). 

If Jesus was casting out demons with Satan’s power it would mean that Satan would be fighting against 

himself (12:26). This would weaken Satan’s influence and power, and would eventually lead to his own 

downfall. To suggest that Jesus was casting out demons by the ruler of demons is a logical absurdity. 

Furthermore, Jesus was not the only one who had performed exorcisms. If such a feat could only be 

accomplished with Satan’s power, then how do the Pharisees explain the exorcisms that took place by 

their own followers? (12:27; cf. Acts 19:13-14). Even other exorcists achieve some success by the power 

of God, not Satan.   

The Pharisees’ explanation is truly foolish. Now the conclusion is drawn: if Jesus did not cast out the 

demon by the power of Satan, then He had to have done it by the Spirit of God. Jesus’ work is therefore 

messianic and means that the kingdom of God has come and was present with Him (12:28).   



2 
Ted Kirnbauer Matthew 12:1-37 6/27/2021 

12:29 Or how can anyone enter the strong man’s house and carry off his property, unless he 

first binds the strong man? And then he will plunder his house. 

Secondly Jesus points out that the one who plunders a strong man’s house must be stronger than the 

homeowner (12:29). If Jesus is freeing people from Satan’s (the strong man’s) grip, He must be the 

stronger of the two.  

 

12:30 He who is not with Me is against Me; and he who does not gather with Me scatters. 

Wondering if this “could be the Son of David?” may sound like a fairly positive response to Christ, but 

apathy or failure to decide is in reality a decision against Him. In some relationships neutrality is possible 

and even wise, but there is no neutral ground as far as a relationship to Jesus is concerned. Jesus said, 

“He who is not for Me, is against Me.” “The same point is made with gathering and scattering. The 

imagery is apparently taken from tending flocks. Animals tend to scatter, and if any given person takes 

no part in gathering the scattered members, he in effect scatters them; by doing nothing he casts his 

vote in favor of scattering” (Morris, 318). The failure to act favorably toward Jesus is really siding with 

His enemies.  

12:31 “Therefore I say to you, any sin and blasphemy shall be forgiven people, but blasphemy 

against the Spirit shall not be forgiven.  

12:32 Whoever speaks a word against the Son of Man, it shall be forgiven him; but whoever 

speaks against the Holy Spirit, it shall not be forgiven him, either in this age or in the age to 

come. 

In 12:31(a) Jesus said that “any sin and blasphemy will be forgiven” (12:31). This is an absolute blessing 

and worth pondering. It means that every sin, no matter how vile, will be forgiven if the sinner repents 

and seeks pardon from God. However, there is one sin that isn’t forgivable. Jesus calls it the blasphemy 

of the Holy Spirit. 

Blasphemy is extreme slander. It is attributing some evil to God or denying some good that is His. In this 

case, the Pharisees attributed the work of God to Satan. 

Whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit, it shall not be forgiven him, either in this age or in the age to 

come. 

In order to understand what the blasphemy of the Holy Spirit is, the context in which Jesus spoke is 

important. Jesus had just exercised a demon from a deaf mute. With the demon gone, the man could 

hear and speak freely. Both the healing and casting out of the demon were undeniable displays of the 

power of Spirit of God at work in Christ. To attribute this to Satan, God’s enemy, is a complete 

perversion.  

To paraphrase Storms: The Pharisees’ repudiation of Jesus was not the result of ignorance or lack of 

evidence, or because they believed the negative report of someone else who didn’t like Jesus. Their sin 

was a willful, wide-eyed slandering of the work of the Spirit, attributing to the devil what was undeniably 

divine. These people had seen as clearly as anyone could see and understood as lucidly as anyone could 

understand that Jesus performed His miracles by the power of the Spirit. Yet they defiantly insisted, 

contrary to what they knew to be true, that it was Satan who empowered Him.  
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Henry Alford clarifies by writing, “It is not a particular species of sin which is here condemned” — like, 

oh, have I done that one thing? — “but a definite act showing a state of sin, and that state a willful 

determined opposition to the present power of the Holy Spirit; and this as shown by its fruit, blasphemy. 

The declaration, in substance, often occurs in the New Testament” (The New Testament for English 

Readers, 89). 

The proof that this was a settled state of contempt for Jesus is found in the fact that on numerous prior 

occasions these people had accused Jesus of being demonized. Note the following passages: 

• “the Pharisees were saying, “He casts out the demons by the ruler of the demons” (Matt. 9:34). 

• “for they were saying [that is, “they were repeatedly saying”, as the imperfect tense of the verb 

suggests], ‘He has an unclean spirit’” (Mark 3:30). 

• “The crowd answered, ‘You have a demon!’” (John 7:20). 

• “The Jews answered him, ‘Are we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan and have a 

demon?’” (John 8:48). 

• “The Jews said to him, ‘Now we know that you have a demon!’” (John 8:52). 

• “Many of them said, ‘He has a demon, and is insane’” (John 10:20). 

The sin committed in Matthew 12, then, is merely the apex of an extended pattern of open-eyed 

rejection and slander of our Lord.  

Such a sin is unforgivable, not because the Lord is unwilling to forgive, but because a person guilty of 

such sin has fully and finally hardened his heart against the grace of God (R.C. Sproul). The nature of this 

sin is such that one does not repent of it.  As Storms says,  

It is not mere denial, but determined denial; not mere rejection but wanton, willful, wicked, 

wide-eyed rejection. This sin, therefore, isn’t unforgiveable because there is a defect in the 

atoning death of Jesus. It isn’t unforgiveable because there is a limit to God’s grace and mercy or 

because of some other shortcoming in the character of God. 

Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit is unforgiveable because it puts you beyond repentance, and 

therefore beyond forgiveness. All blasphemies that you repent of will be forgiven, but 

blasphemy against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven because by its very nature it puts you 

beyond repentance. It is the sort of sin that issues from a heart so incorrigibly calloused that a 

person simply isn’t able to repent of it. If a sin makes it impossible for you to repent, then that is 

an unforgivable sin, because forgiveness is promised only to those sins from which we genuinely 

repent (cf. 4:12). 

What we see in Matthew 12 is simply the culmination or climax of an attitude that had been building up 

over time and had, as it were, pushed these people across the line from which there is no turning back. 

Whoever speaks a word against the Son of Man, it shall be forgiven him. 

Note that Jesus did not accuse the religious leaders of blaspheming Him. Jesus said, “Whoever speaks a 

word against the Son of Man, it shall be forgiven him; but whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit, it shall 

not be forgiven him” (12:32). The Pharisees’ sin was against the Holy Spirit (not Jesus), because it was by 

the power of the Spirit that Jesus performed this miracle. Jesus Himself said in Matt. 12:28 that it was by 

the Spirit of God that He cast out demons.  
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Thus, the distinction between speaking against the Son of Man and the blasphemy of the Holy Spirit 

seems to be that the former is the rejection of Jesus as the Messiah, while the latter is rejecting 

undeniable evidence produced by the Holy Spirit through Jesus. The former involves ignorance. The 

latter is to thoughtfully, willfully, and self-consciously reject the work of God even though there was no 

other explanation for it. 

Some believe that people can still blaspheme the Holy Spirit through the ongoing hardening of their 

heart against the Holy Spirit who is trying to lead them to repent of sin and believe in Christ. Others 

point out that since this event took place in a specific historical context and the circumstances described 

no longer exist (we do not personally see Christ Himself performing miracles by the Spirit), this sin is no 

longer possible.  

12:33 “Either make the tree good and its fruit good, or make the tree bad and its fruit bad; for 

the tree is known by its fruit.  

12:34 You brood of vipers, how can you, being evil, speak what is good? For the mouth speaks 

out of that which fills the heart.  

12:35 The good man brings out of his good treasure what is good; and the evil man brings out 

of his evil treasure what is evil.  

12:36 But I tell you that every careless word that people speak, they shall give an accounting 

for it in the day of judgment.  

12:37 For by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned.” 

It is well known that the goodness of a tree is known by the fruit it produces. Likewise, conduct, 

especially speech, is the fruit that reveals the quality of a person’s character. In short, Jesus is calling 

upon people to decide about Him based on His character and conduct. Either His works are evil and He 

is evil or they are good and He is good.  

In verse 34 Jesus addresses the Pharisees directly using a metaphor of a viper, a poisonous snake that 

was common in the Mediterranean area. A “brood” is a group of young born at the same time — like a 

brood of chicks. The Pharisees were like a brood of vipers. Their noxious words about Jesus revealed 

their evil nature. As Jesus said, “The good man brings out of his good treasure what is good; and the evil 

man brings out of his evil treasure what is evil” (12:35).  

Men will be judged by their works. Every careless word that men utter is remembered and will form the 

basis of their own condemnation. The Pharisees blasphemous accusations against Christ will by no 

means go unpunished (12:36, 37). 


