
The questioner asks a common question. When Jesus said that God does not forgive
those who blaspheme the Spirit, as Matthew 12:32, Mark 3:29, and Luke 12:10 all
record, he got many of us thinking more deeply, with greater concern. Could he
have meant that any of us who have, say, taken God’s name in vain, or persisted in
any certain sin, remain unforgiven? What did Jesus mean, to blaspheme the Spirit?

Context is critical to sound understanding. We easily misunderstand statements
taken out of the context in which Jesus spoke them. Jesus spoke this statement to a
specific group exhibiting a specific attitude in a specific setting, all of which should
inform our understanding. Jesus had astonished growing crowds with his teaching’s
authority. The religious teachers, called the scribes or Pharisees, of course noticed
that they were losing their audience to Jesus. No wonder: Jesus was instantly curing
people who had carried the worst mental derangements and physical diseases. He
was restoring sound mind to the crazed, sight to the blind, clean flesh to the leprous,
and mobility to the disabled.

Jesus was showing and telling that he was God and that God’s long-anticipated
kingdom was among the people. Yet rather than recognize, respect, and draw on
Jesus’s authority, as the crowds were so fruitfully doing, the Pharisees were so
jealous that they plotted with followers of king Herod to kill Jesus. First, though,
they came out to the region where Jesus taught, to accuse him before the crowds
that Satan possessed him. They were, completely for their own selfish ends, in the
most treacherous of manner, and with full knowledge, calling God the devil and
attributing to the devil the miraculous good works of God.

Jesus’s warning was to the murderous and treacherous Pharisees who had already
rejected his lordship and teaching, although that teaching depended on the very
scriptures that the Pharisees were supposed to have followed. Jesus’s warning was
not to the crowds, nor even to his own family who the same passage recorded
believed Jesus to be insane. The one thing that one cannot do with any hope of
salvation is what the Pharisees were right then doing: calling God Satan, attributing
to the Son of God the works of the devil.

In short, Jesus spoke his warning to arrogant teachers whose hearts were so hard
that they were plotting with an evil king’s followers to kill him, so that they could
continue to captivate and mislead the people. Yet Jesus didn’t just hurl a threat at



his soon-to-be murderers. He first explained logically why, in freeing the crowds of
Satan’s influence, healing their sick, and liberating their oppressed spirits, he could
not at the same time be working for Satan. Jesus then said that God would forgive
every sin and slander, every blasphemy—just not rejecting the very Spirit who
brings that Jesus-earned forgiveness.

Jesus was thus saying that one does not recover from the stance that good is evil
and evil is good, God is the devil and the devil God, when one takes those positions
fully informed of the consequences, as the religious leaders did. Those who see
healing but call it disease, hating the Healer, and who hear truth but call it a lie,
hating the Truthteller, are crossing the figurative line to join forces with the devil.
Yet notice that Jesus still warned and taught the Pharisees, perhaps implying that he
did not yet regard them as beyond redemption. He did not turn his back on them,
write them off, or strike them dead. Jesus instead answered them, argued against
their attitude, giving them the one word of warning that might stop their headlong
flight into oblivion.

Given the specific context, Jesus may have spoken the warning only to the
Pharisees of his day, although in the apostolic letters we do read warnings, if not
outright condemnations, not to grieve or outrage the Spirit. God saw the need to
check us up in this fashion, against challenging, disrespecting, and especially
attacking the Spirit.

While the Pharisees certainly offended Jesus by calling him Satan-possessed,
Jesus’s greater concern may well have been over the way that the Pharisees were
misleading the people. Jesus knew that the Pharisees would eventually accomplish
their sought-after murder of him. Yet that goal alone would not have condemned the
Pharisees. The apostle Paul was once a Pharisee with the same goal, until he
accepted Jesus’s salvation. The greater concern than any sin is to deliberately
confuse others to draw them away from God’s salvation.

Matthew 18:6 records Jesus saying something similarly haunting, that likewise has
long given Bible readers serious pause. Any, he said, who mislead into sin, children
who already believe in Jesus, would be better to have a millstone hung around the
neck for drowning in the sea’s depths. Yikes. God checks us up, stops us in our
tracks, makes us turn and reconsider, when we start to lead people away from Jesus.



Indeed, in repeating in slightly different form the don’t-blaspheme-the-Spirit
passage, as whoever speaks against the Spirit has no forgiveness, Matthew 12:32
reinforces that the false speaking, that which leads others astray, is the deep
concern. We learn the good news through the Spirit, and so to attack the Spirit is to
reject even the possibility of learning.

Overall, then, we should take Jesus’s specific warning, together with related Bible
teachings, not as condemnation for a single outburst, a single sin, or even many
repeated sins. Instead, construe the admonition as a warning against growing
hardheartedness, the slow settling in of a hating, murderous grip against the Spirit’s
bringing the word of Christ. Keep a soft heart, which is the Spirit’s role, to replace
the hard, human heart with the loving heart of Christ. Especially, offer hope to those
who fear that they may have committed the unpardonable sin. Extend the open heart
and forgiving life of Jesus. Read the part of the verse that precedes the unforgivable
blasphemy, in which Jesus assures that he forgives all sin, all blasphemies, and then
don’t be a hard-hearted, murderous Pharisee. Love and respect the Spirit.


