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TEXT: Matthew 12:38-45 
PROP: We have great motive to repent because He who is greater than 

Solomon is here, namely, the Lord Jesus. 

Matthew 12:38–45 (ESV) — 38 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. 43 “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.”  

In the 12th chapter of his gospel, Matthew records four encounters that 
Jesus had with the Pharisees. The first concerns The use of the Sabbath; the 
Pharisees noting that "The disciples of Jesus do what is not lawful to do on a 
Sabbath." Jesus and His disciples, you see, had picked some ripe grain from a 
field and had eaten it. The second encounter was of a similar nature; the 
Pharisees raised the issue, "Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath? - in order that 
they might accuse Him." Jesus forthwith healed a man with a withered hand then 
proceded to heal all who came to Him. The third encounter involved the healing 
of a demon-possessed man. For this the Pharisees accused Jesus of being 
possessed by the ruler of all the demons, Beelzebul! (Canaanitic or Philistine                                                                                     
dung-god or lord of the flies) The fourth encounter, the one before us in the text, 
involved the provision of a sign, presumably an entertaining miracle which would 
both thrill and amaze the Pharisees. Jesus responded, “An evil and adulterous 
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generation seeks after a sign, and no sign will be given to it except the sign of the 
prophet Jonah.” He was referring, of course, to His resurrection. 

Eating grain on the Sabbath had an eminent precedent in David who 
actually ate the "Showbread" on the Sabbath and in the priests who labored to 
prepare and offer sacrifices on that day. With regard to healing on the Sabbath, 
the Pharisees had more concern for their animals, their live-stock, than they did 
for human beings. And ridding a man of demons that rendered him blind and 
dumb? Who can question such a merciful act? Yet the Pharisees raised a most 
asinine argument. The devil himself cast out his own demons! 

Now to this point the Pharisees discounted all the miracles that Jesus did 
because He did them on the Sabbath. All the good that Jesus had performed in 
their sight was therefore worthy only of death. Indeed in verse 14 we read that the 
Pharisees “went out and plotted against Him, how they might destroy Him. So to 
the fourth encounter they brought along reinforcements.” They brought some of 
the "Scribes" (the Sopherim, the licensed lawyers) with them. These were very 
learned men who were able to discern wisdom and enscripturate it and they 
asked Jesus for a sign. 

Why a sign? What were they really asking to see? Concerning the same 
encounter Luke tells us that they wanted to "test" Jesus. Perhaps they wanted 
some indication that He was the Messiah. In any event they approached Him by 
addressing Him as Rabbai. This was an honorific title deserved only by the great 
learned teachers of Israel but its use here was patently hypocritical. It had the 
force of the Prime Minister of Israel approaching Mahmoud Ahmadinejad with 
"Oh great leader and benefactor of the nations." 

John the Baptizer (he wasn't the first Baptist) once asked the same question 
concerning Jesus? Remember that Herod had imprisoned John and from prison 
John asked "Are you the coming one, or shall we look for another?" (Mt 11:5) 
Jesus' reply is amazing; "the blind receive their 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." Now the Pharisees were eyewitnesses of 
these things whereas John was not. How much more should they have believed 
and repented? Yet these graces fell far short of their expectations, thus, "Rabbai 
we want to see a sign from you." How often do we likewise receive grace and 
mercy from God yet we put him to the test with disbelief, apathy or complaint. 

Jesus, on the otherhand, was quite candid in His response to the Pharisees. 
The Sabbath question brought the response,  
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Matthew 12:6–8 (ESV) — 6 I tell you, something greater than the temple is 
here. 7 And if you had known what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice,’ 
you would not have condemned the guiltless. 8 For the Son of Man is lord of the 
Sabbath.”  

Responding to the rebuke for healing on the Sabbath he said,  

Matthew 12:12 (ESV) — 12 Of how much more value is a man than a sheep! 
So it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.”  

About casting out demons, Jesus argued reasonably,  

Matthew 12:26 (ESV) — 26 And if Satan casts out Satan, he is divided 
against himself. How then will his kingdom stand?  

  He then proceeded to denounce the Pharisees as a brood of vipers who 
speak evil of that which is good. He noted that they were evil and that they spoke 
the evil that they treasured in their hearts. 

But with regard to the demand for a sign Jesus responds “An evil and 
adulterous generation seeks for a sign.” The Pharisees adulterous? Really? The 
word (ponaeros) the Lord uses here is actually quite strong as it is in  

Matthew 19:9 (ESV) — 9 And I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except 
for sexual immorality, and marries another, commits adultery.”  

Thus He calls them immoral. They have breached the covenant of God. 
Using the words of Hosea they are the children of harlotry; they have committed 
flagrant harlotry by forsaking the LORD. 

Jeremiah speaks of this, Jeremiah 3:6 (ESV) — 6 The Lord said to me in the 
days of King Josiah: “Have you seen what she did, that faithless one, Israel, how 
she went up on every high hill and under every green tree, and there played the 
whore?  

Speaking of Israel, Ezekiel says, Ezekiel 16:32–34 (ESV) — 32 Adulterous 
wife, who receives strangers instead of her husband! 33 Men give gifts to all 
prostitutes, but you gave your gifts to all your lovers, bribing them to come to you 
from every side with your whorings. 34 So you were different from other women 
in your whorings. No one solicited you to play the whore, and you gave payment, 
while no payment was given to you; therefore you were different.  
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 In a real sense Gods people are betrothed to Him. He calls His church His 
bride whom He cleanses with the "washing of water and the word, that He might 
present to Himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any 
such thing, but that she should be holy and blameless." The very bride of the 
Lamb are His people thus when they obey other Gods they are unfaithful, they 
commit spiritual immorality, spiritual adultery. As such it constitutes a breach of 
covenant, a breaking of betrothal vows. Not simple idolatry, not merely the action 
of consenting adults by which the world appeases and moderates the act of 
adultery, but a shameful distain for the mercies of God. When God's people sin 
they in effect serve to destroy the Lord of Glory who has wrought nothing but 
good in their behalf. When God's people commit adultery with stones and trees, 
says Jeremiah (3:9), they pollute the land. As marital adultery adversely affects a 
wide circle of family members so also does unfaithfulness to God affect a wide 
circle of the Christian community. 

James writes, James 4:4 (ESV) — 4 You adulterous people! Do you not 
know that friendship with the world is enmity with God? Therefore whoever 
wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God.  

We can see, therefore, that Jesus' reference to an evil and adulterous 
generation is very deep with meaning when we view it in its wider scriptural 
context. The Lutheran theologian Lenski notes that the word ponaeros 
(immorality, adultery) is never in this sense applied to the gentiles. When the 
word is used to connote unfaithfulness to God it always refers to those who 
identify themselves with the people of God. 

"Rabbai, we want to see a sign from You." Well, Jesus said that no sign 
would be given except the sign of Jonah the prophet. No sign! We can see smiles 
of satisfaction begin to appear on the faces of the Pharisees. He failed the test! It 
seems that many people, God's people in fact, are looking for signs. Signs of His 
second coming. Just look at the world, they say, things are gettings worse and 
worse, sin abounds, Israel is surrounded by her enemies. The president of Iran, 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad is preparing the way for the return of the 12th Imam. 
Surely this must signify His soon return of Christ.  

On one occasion the disciples of Jesus were sitting with Him on the Mount 
of Olives. They asked Him three questions. When will the temple be destroyed, 
what will be the sign of your second coming and what will be the sign of the end 
of the age. Do you know what His answer was? The temple will be destroyed in 
your lifetime and there will be no signs given. The second coming of Christ will 
occur under business as usual conditions, just as it was in the days of Noah. 
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What good are signs anyway. People didn't understand then and they don't now. 
How about all those miracles, mercies, graces given to people throughout history. 
Even the learned Pharisees didn't believe them. But there is one sign that Jesus 
gives to us. His resurrection! It is the sign of the Son of Man in heaven. 

Just before Jesus died on the cross, He was taken before the Sanhedrin. 
This was the august assembly of the Pharisees, Saducees and Scribes. The high 
priest was there and presided. Two witnesses were produced who testified that 
Jesus said, "I am able to destroy the temple of God and to rebuild it in three 
days." The high priest said, "are you not going to answer? What is this testimony 
that these men are bringing against you?" But Jesus remained silent. Then the 
high priest said to Jesus, "I charge you under oath by the living God: tell us if you 
are the Messiah, the Son of God." Jesus replied, "yes, it is as you say, from now 
on you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and 
coming on the clouds of heaven." Then the high priest tore his robes and charged 
Jesus with blasphemy. The Sanhedrin decided that Jesus was worthy of death so 
they spit in his face and struck him with their fists. The phrase "coming on the 
clouds of heaven", by the way, is simply the Hebrew way of saying that Jesus 
reign would be a powerful one. Isaiah, for example, writes "Behold the LORD is 
riding on a swift cloud, and is about to come to Egypt; the idols of Egypt will 
tremble at His presence, and the heart of the Egyptians will melt within them." 
(Isa. 19:1) It is no wonder then that the same Pharisees who asked Jesus for a 
sign voted to kill him for to the Hebrew mind His statement before the Sanhedrin 
was an assertion that He is God. Thus is the resurrection of Christ a powerful 
sign that all the fullness of Deity dwells in Him in bodily form. That He is LORD of 
lords and KING of kings. 

We must take note of the reaction of the Pharisees to this sign of Jonah the 
prophet. Their virulent, evil reaction put Him on the cross. They should have 
repented. They should have turned from their sin to worship Jesus and obey Him 
but they murdered Him in the most excruciating way known to man. They 
humiliated and crucified Him. Acts 2:22–24 (ESV) — 22 “Men of Israel, hear these 
words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with mighty works and 
wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you yourselves 
know— 23 this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and 
foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men. 24 
God raised him up, loosing the pangs of death, because it was not possible for 
him to be held by it.  

This is the sign of Jonah the prophet. Christ is risen. Christ is riding on the 
clouds in power and great glory. 
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The people of Niveveh repented and something greater than Jonah is here! 
The queen of Sheba heard and appropriated Solomon's wisdom. A benighted 
gentile woman in a far distant land undertook a journey of great proportions to 
learn that the fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom. And something 
greater than Solomon is here! The temple and its sacrifices accommodated the 
sin of the people of God, but something greater than the temple is here! Christ 
was born a King! Christ Jesus died for our sins! Christ has risen! Christ is 
reigning! 

Why is repentance unto life so far from many of us? Why is it so hard turn 
from sin unto the Living Savior and God? It seems that while we have so much 
light we yet prefer to live in darkness. As wicked as Sodom was it would have 
repented having seen the glory of Christ! Our nation has such learning, such 
access to data and scientific discovery yet it is so hostile to Christ! Jonah's 
preachment to Nineveh was short and sweet, "Yet forty days and Nineveh will be 
overthrown." Then, too, Jonah preached with great reluctance. No firey oratory. 
No patient teaching of the scriptures. No bible classes. "Yet forty days and 
Nineveh will be overthrown." They repented with so little light, why don't we 
repent with so much light? 

Of course turning away from sin isn't an easy thing to do. It involves a 
radical change in our lives. It requires obedience to a different system of law. We 
love our darling sins. But we must repent! We must turn from our sins unto Christ 
or we will all perish. For Nineveh it was repent or perish and for us it is the same. 
Throughout history it has been fashionable to ignore the grace of God, to despise 
His laws and murder His Christ. But the facts remain. God created the universe 
and all in it catastrophically. He destroyed all in whom was the breath of life with 
the catastrophy of the flood and He will destroy His creation with fire 
catastrophically on the last day. That is to say that there is a God and He is 
active. To believe this is the essence of faith and we must believe this if we ever 
hope to please God. Hebrews 11:6 (ESV) — 6 And without faith it is impossible to 
please him, for whoever would draw near to God must believe that he exists and 
that he rewards those who seek him. 

We cannot leave the text before us without noticing that while repentance is 
not easy, it becomes increasingly more difficult. Have you ever watched a spider 
catch a grasshopper? An ordinary garden spider is much smaller than a 
grasshopper and has much less strength. You would expect the hopper to find it 
quite easy to escape the clutches of the spider. We can see in our minds eye a 
spider minding her own business and a grasshopper just happens along one day 
crawling slowly in the hot sun. He approaches the spider and reaches out with 
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one of his antennae as if to shake hands. Quick as a flash, the spider touches it 
with one of her legs. She withdraws her leg and we notice a thin strand of silk 
attached to the hopper. Instead of flying away as he might easily have done the 
grasshopper reaches out with another member with the same result. Time after 
time the process is repeated until the hopper becomes aware that he is in trouble. 
His movements become more frequent but each time he raises another member 
a new strand of silk is attached. Finally, in desperation, the hopper begins a real 
struggle to free himself, but it is too late. The spider, seizing her opportunity, 
jumps upon him and rolls him over and over in an ever increasing coating of 
sticky silk until the grasshopper is bound and helpless. Then the spider begins 
her meal. This is just the way many people become entangled with sin - carried 
away and enticed by their own lust. 

The Lord illustrates this truth with His observation of demon behavior. When 
a demon, an evil spirit, is cast out of a person, that person is a clean house, so to 
speak. However, if that is all there is to it, if the grace of God has not been 
apprehended, if true repentance has not taken place then the demon may return, 
and finding a nice clean house will bring seven other spirits more wicked than 
itself to live there and the person will be in a worse state than before. "That is the 
way it will also be with this evil generation." 

So let us all come to Christ our savior with true repentance. Let us, each 
one say with the hymn writer: 

We have not known thee as we ought,  
Nor learned thy wisdom,grace and power;  
The things of earth have filled our thought,  

And trifles of the passing hour. 
Lord, give us light thy truth to see,  

And make us wise in knowing Thee. 
(Trinity I 418, Trinity II 493) 

Indeed, may God grant us all repentance unto life. May He grant us tender 
consciences and true humility before the Lord Jesus Christ. Something greater 
than Solomon is here! Christ has risen! Christ is reigning! 


