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The Spirit-Driven Messiah 
Matthew 12:15-37 

5 March 2017 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Question:  How should we respond to the work of the Spirit of God. 

Big Idea:  The Spirit of God was at work through the Son of God then and the people of God 

respond to it now. 

Introduction 

Most people in Western countries like Australia don’t believe in the supernatural. 

As our scientific knowledge of the world around us as increased, the number of people who 

believe in a deity, angels, demons and supernatural forces has gone down. 

If you can’t measure it, if you can’t test it in a lab, then it isn’t real. 

Believing in spiritual things is seen as nothing more than a crutch for people who can’t sleep 

at night. 

 

At the same time, we’re obviously fascinated by the supernatural. 

Otherwise there wouldn’t be so many movies and TV shows about vampires and zombies. 

The Force in Star Wars is all fiction and no science, yet we lap it up. 

I’m told that even the latest Avengers movie delves into the spiritual world. 

 

As Christians, many of us aren’t that different. 

Yes, there are Christians who’re always talking about the spiritual. 

It seems like just about everything that happens is the devil’s fault. 

Those of us in the Reformed tradition – like most of us – have the opposite problem though. 

We’re too sceptical about the spiritual world. 

 

The Bible corrects us from placing too little emphasis on the spiritual. 

Listen to these two passages from the book of Ephesians that unashamedly talk about the 

reality of the spiritual world and the battle we’re in. 

Ephesians 2:1–2 (NIV) 1 As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 in 

which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of 

the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. 
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Ephesians 6:11–12 (NIV) 11 Put on the full armour of God, so that you can take your 

stand against the devil’s schemes. 12 For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, 

but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world 

and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.  

 

Jesus himself talks about the Devil, Satan, the Evil One on a number of occasions. 

Satan has influence over the world, but his influence is limited because Jesus is much more 

powerful. 

These are Jesus’ words in John 14:30: 

John 14:30 (NIV) 30 I will not say much more to you, for the prince of this world is 

coming. He has no hold over me,  

If you’re a Christian, then you must believe in the reality of the spiritual world but also that 

Jesus rules it. 

 

The Bible teaches that there is one God, made up of three persons – God the Father, God 

the Son and God the Spirit. 

I can guarantee that none of us knows exactly how the Trinity works, but we also tend to 

forget about the ministry of God the Spirit. 

Perhaps because we can’t see him? 

He does much more than just hand out spiritual gifts though. 

He has other vital roles that he plays in our lives. 

 

We’re going to think about the spiritual this morning because the thread that ties our 

passage together this morning is the work of the Holy Spirit. 

The big idea is that the Spirit of God was at work through the Son of God then and the 

people of God respond to it now. 

 The Ministry of the Spirit and Jesus (vv15-29) 

 The Ministry of the Spirit and You (vv30-37) 

The Ministry of the Spirit and Jesus 

Last week, we finished with Jesus in a synagogue having a showdown with the Pharisees. 

The Pharisees dared Jesus to heal a man with a withered hand on the Sabbath. 

Jesus kindly obliged. 
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By doing that, he showed them how wrong they were about what could and couldn’t be 

done on the Sabbath. 

God approved of the miracle, showing that not only is it okay to do good on the Sabbath, 

God encourages it. 

 

The Pharisees weren’t convicted by this though, they were outraged. 

Jesus was getting right up their noses, raining on their parade by showing that keeping the 

Sabbath rules doesn’t make you right with God. 

They decided that he had to go and began plotting how to kill Jesus, verse 14. 

Spirit-filled Servant 

The Pharisees completely miscalculated though. 

They don’t understand that Jesus is the Spirit-filled Servant. 

 

They probably thought they had the upper hand, quietly waiting for their moment to deal 

with Jesus. 

However, this is Jesus and he knows exactly what they’re plotting. 

Notice though that he doesn’t fight back (although could’ve). 

He doesn’t settle the argument (although he could’ve done that too). 

He calmly defuses the situation by leaving the area. 

Not because he’s scared or he’s running away, but because that wasn’t the time for the kind 

of confrontation that would eventually take him to the cross. 

 

By the way, right there Jesus gives a great example of how to deal with any conflict. 

You might be someone who thinks that it’s better to get conflict sorted out straight away, 

but sometimes talking through things on the spot can actually makes things worse. 

Often, it’s better to walk away. 

Walking away isn’t a sign of weakness – you can hardly accuse Jesus of that – but it gives 

everyone a chance to calm down and hopefully think more clearly. 

The conflict does still need to be dealt with, but often it’s better not done in the heat of the 

moment. 
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Although the Pharisees are clearly against Jesus, he continues to pull a bigger crowd than an 

Adele concert. 

Don’t think that necessarily means that they’re interested in following him as Messiah, but 

they were definitely interested in his healing. 

Can you imagine what it would be like to stand outside the emergency department of the 

Royal last night, watching as all kinds of sick and broken people go in? 

And then watching as every single one of them comes out again 5 minutes later, completely 

healed. 

No waiting, no condition too severe, not even one single misdiagnosis. 

That’s what it’d would’ve been like seeing Jesus – everyone who came to him was healed. 

 

If that really did happen today, there’d be a media scrum outside and everyone would be 

jostling for an interview. 

Jesus doesn’t want the attention though. 

It always seems odd that throughout the gospels, Jesus keeps telling people not to tell 

others, like he does in verse 16. 

There’s more going on here than just some punters getting healed. 

Jesus is fulfilling a prophecy made by Isaiah hundreds of years earlier. 

 

The book of Isaiah has four passages that are often called the servant songs. 

They describe this shadowy servant of God. 

If you been around churches for a while, you probably know about Isaiah 53 which Matthew 

applied to Jesus in chapters 8 & 10. 

 

This time, Matthew quotes Isaiah 42:1-4, 9 and applies it to Jesus. 

The servant will be a quiet, unassuming figure who will quietly go about his work, verse 19. 

He won’t shout from the roof tops or draw the kind of attention to himself that others 

would. 

 

Reeds are delicate and easily broken.  They’re a symbol of weakness. 

If you touch the glowing wick of a lamp, it will disintegrate. 

Jesus is the servant who will help those who are fragile and needy, 
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 Till he has brought justice through to victory. 

In this phase of his ministry, Jesus will look after the weak until he wins them the final 

victory at the cross. 

 

And this hope isn’t just for the people of Israel, it’s for gentiles as well. 

This is very significant in the context of chapter 10, where ministry was restricted to the 

Jews. 

It’s clear here that people from every nation will share in the justice he brings. 

 

The most important verse though is verse 18. 

Matthew 12:18 (NIV) 18 “Here is my servant whom I have chosen, the one I love, in 

whom I delight; I will put my Spirit on him, and he will proclaim justice to the nations. 

God’s servant is the one that will who will have God’s Spirit. 

Do you remember Jesus baptism in Matthew 3? 

Matthew 3:16–17 (NIV) 16 As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the 

water. At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending 

like a dove and alighting on him. 17 And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, 

whom I love; with him I am well pleased.”  

The Holy Spirit coming down and the words spoken from heaven were God’s stamp of 

approval on Jesus. 

The unassuming way he is going about healing people is a sign that he is God’s Spirit-filled 

servant. 

 

Interestingly, Matthew doesn’t use an official translation from the Hebrew in verse 18. 

In Greek, there are perfectly good words for ‘son’ and ‘servant’. 

Matthew intentionally uses a word that can mean both here. 

He wants us to see that Isaiah’s servant is God’s son. 

Jesus is the Spirit-filled servant and God’s son who will bring justice to the nations. 

Spirit-filled Power 

Matthew then zooms in on the case of a particular man to show that Jesus has Spirit-filled 

power. 
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This man is in a bad way. 

He can’t see or talk – the only person in the gospels who has both of these afflictions. 

If he was alive today, can you imagine how many specialist appointments he’d have? 

 

Although this man couldn’t see or speak, we’re told that the reason is because he was 

demon-possessed. 

Does that rock your 21st century, Western mind a little bit? 

The Bible is saying that in this case there was a connection between the spiritual and the 

physical. 

His condition was caused by his demon possession. 

 

That’s no problem for Jesus though. 

Jesus heals the man so that he can see and speak. 

Because of Jesus’ loving action, this man’s life is changed. 

It would’ve been spectacular to see which makes it all the more surprising that Matthew 

doesn’t give us many details. 

 

This isn’t just some optical illusion of a leg being lengthened or the pain in a back slightly 

relieved. 

How could you not be impressed by that? 

The crowd’s pretty impressed. 

They were amazed, verse 23. 

 

They’ve still got doubts but they’re asking, “Could this be the Son of David? 

“Could this guy really be the King, the Messiah, the Servant?” 

How could you fail to feel like there’s something significant going on. 

God must be behind this.  This is God’s Spirit’s at work. 

It’s hard to explain any other way. 

 

The Pharisees come to completely the opposite conclusion. 
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They don’t deny the miracle, this’s definitely supernatural. 

The crowd think Jesus might be the Servant, though they’re not sure. 

The Pharisees, however, are convinced that Jesus is on the Devil’s payroll, verse 24: 

Matthew 12:24 (NIV) 24 But when the Pharisees heard this, they said, “It is only by 

Beelzebul, the prince of demons, that this fellow drives out demons.” 

 

Beelzebul mightn’t be very familiar to you. 

He was the main God of Ekron1 and his name can be translated as “Lord of the Dung” or 

“Lord of the Flies” (which is where the name for Golding’s book comes from). 

Basically, it’s a reference to Satan. 

The Pharisees claim that Jesus is working with the prince of demons. 

 

Jesus knows exactly what they’re thinking and just as importantly, why they’re thinking it. 

They’re clutching at straws because they’re dead-set against him. 

What they’ve just said doesn’t make any sense at all. 

So, Jesus gives them three reasons why their conclusion is absolute twaddle – using a 

kingdom, a family and a household. 

 

A kingdom divided against itself can’t stand. 

Israel was occupied by Rome at that time. 

Everyone thought the Roman army was pretty much invincible, but the Romans were scared 

of witless by civil war. 

They came down hard on anyone who tried to start up civil unrest because they knew that 

division meant self-destruction. 

 

Jesus points out how ridiculous it’d be for Satan to cast out one of his own demons. 

It doesn’t help their cause to fight against each other. 

‘The demons united, can never be defeated’.  Divided they fall. 

That’s why it doesn’t make sense that Jesus is in league with the Devil. 

 

Secondly, exorcisms were common at the time, even amongst the Pharisees. 
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Jesus points out that some of their own people cast out demons, yet the Pharisees don’t 

think for a second that their own spiritual children are working for the devil. 

If what they do is approved by God, when Jesus can drive out bigger demons, then he must 

be even more approved by God. 

Driving out demons is a sign that the kingdom has come. 

 

Finally, in verse 29, Jesus gives an example of a house. 

If you’re a thief, you don’t just walk into a when the owners are home and start taking all of 

the money. 

First you have to deal with the all the security systems. 

And then you need to deal with the occupants. 

 

Especially if the house is owned by a big burly bloke, you’d need to disable him first. 

The devil is the strongman that Jesus is talking about in verse 29. 

Jesus is stronger than Satan. 

He’s able to disable Satan and then raid his kingdom. 

There is a spiritual battle going on and Jesus is winning. 

 

Jesus can casts out demons with the power of the Spirit of God in him. 

That’s where his power come from. 

In what’s sometimes considered to be a fifth servant song, Isaiah prophesied about the 

coming Messiah: 

Isaiah 61:1–2 (NIV) 1 The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, because the LORD has 

anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to bind up the 

broken-hearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and release from darkness for 

the prisoners, 2 to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favour and the day of vengeance of 

our God, to comfort all who mourn,  

The freeing of the broken and the release of those held captive to darkness, that’s evidence 

that God’s kingdom has come. 

The Spirit’s power at work is the sign that Jesus is Messiah. 

Yet the Pharisees don’t want to accept it. 
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The Ministry of the Spirit and You 

Our passage changes direction a little in verse 30 as Jesus starts talking about how people 

will respond. 

More precisely, he talks about how people will respond to the Spirit who is at work in Jesus. 

There are a number of warnings. 

 

The first warning is that there are only two responses to the work of the Holy Spirit. 

In this spiritual battle that’s going on, whose side are you on? 

You might think you’re sitting on the fence when it comes to Jesus. 

You may know a lot about him and yet you’re not really sure. 

Jesus says that there’s no neutral ground, there aren’t any Switzerlands. 

If you think you’re sitting on the fence, then, as it’s been famously put:  ‘The devil owns the 

fence’. 

 

If you’re not with Jesus, you’re against him. 

If you’re not with Jesus in this spiritual battle, you’re standing by and allowing Satan to 

continue his rampage. 

In the words of Jesus in verse 30: 

Matthew 12:30 (NIV) 30 “Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does 

not gather with me scatters.  

Jesus gives you a choice:  Are you for Jesus or against him? 

 

Why can’t you, why aren’t you neutral? 

Every human being has a condition that the Bible calls sin. 

We were created to rule the world under God, but each one of us has chosen to reject God 

and rule the world our own way. 

None of us have lived our lives the way God intended us to do – with him and under his 

rules. 

Romans 3:23 (NIV) 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,  

 

Our sin can’t just be set aside and forgotten about. 
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That’s why forgiveness is the greatest need of the human heart. 

Jesus died on the cross so that sin can be forgiven. 

He took on himself the consequences of our sin. 

 

It doesn’t matter what you’ve done – every kind of sin and slander can be forgiven, verse 31. 

From saying something nasty to stealing a car, from cheating on your wife to bombing a 

nunnery, sin can be forgiven. 

Fornication, idolatry, adultery, practicing homosexuality, theft, greed, drunkenness, slander, 

swindling.  That’s not my list, that’s from 1 Corinthians 6:9-11. 

It doesn’t matter whether you’ve stolen a paperclip or you’re a mass-murderer, God’s grace 

is sufficient for you. 

 

All you have to do is come to him in humility and ask him. 

It doesn’t matter whether you speak out loud to him in a room by yourself or quietly in a 

room full of crowded people. 

You simply need to say, “God, I have sinned against you.  Please forgive me” and he will 

wipe the record of your sin away. 

Isn’t that amazing?  I find it amazing. 

That’s the good news of what Jesus has done. 

 

And now we’ve come to the bit that you’ve all been waiting for – the unforgivable sin – 

blasphemy against the Spirit. 

Don’t let the exception of this verse let you forget the glorious truth about forgiveness that 

we’ve just heard at the beginning of the verse. 

Verse 31: 

Matthew 12:31 (NIV) 31 And so I tell you, every kind of sin and slander can be 

forgiven, but blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven. 

 

If you’re like just about everyone else in the world, you’ve probably got these questions: 

 What is the unforgivable sin? 

 What is so bad that it can’t be forgiven?  And perhaps most importantly: 

 Have I committed it?  Have I sinned too many times or hurt too many people? 
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Reading this verse out of context is very confusing, but I’m hoping that you’ve already got a 

pretty good idea of what’s going on. 

It would seem that blasphemy against the Holy Spirit is doing what the Pharisees have done 

– crediting what the Spirit has done to Satan. 

Coming up with another excuse, denying that it’s the work of God the Spirit rather than 

accepting it for what it is. 

 

Verse 32 is curious and although it’s difficult, I think it’s an important part of what’s going on 

here. 

Why can you speak against the Son of Man, but not the Spirit? 

People can be wrong about the Son of Man, they can misunderstand who he is. 

But when the Spirit is at work and you deny it, it’s not a misunderstanding but a wilful 

rejection. 

 

The Son’s job is to bring about God’s plan by stepping in as the perfect substitute for sinful 

people. 

Holy Spirit’s ministry is different.  He’s the one who convicts us that this is true. 

In John 16, Jesus talks about the work of the Spirit: 

John 16:8–11 (NIV) 8 When he comes, he will prove the world to be in the wrong 

about sin and righteousness and judgment: 9 about sin, because people do not 

believe in me; 10 about righteousness, because I am going to the Father, where you 

can see me no longer; 11 and about judgment, because the prince of this world now 

stands condemned. 

The job of the spirit is to testify about sin, righteous and judgement. 

 

Blaspheming the work of the Spirit is significant because it means self-consciously denying 

what you’ve clearly been. 

This isn’t someone who just hears the gospel once and rejects it. 

It’s not someone who makes an off-hand remark. 

This is someone who’s come to a final, settled decision to deny the work of the Spirit. 

 

A person who commits this sin is hostile to God. 
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They understand the power of the gospel. 

They understand what God has done. 

They understand the need for holiness. 

And yet they would look God in the face and say, “Rubbish”. 

They know the light and yet they call it darkness. 

 

If you’re some who fears having committed this sin yet repented of it, then this probably 

doesn’t describe you. 

As Matthew Henry famously said: 

“Those who fear they have committed this sin give a good sign that they 

have not.” 

 

Can you even commit this sin today? 

Most people today haven’t personally seen the Spirit at work through miracles of Jesus. 

It’s clear here that the sin was very specifically calling the work of the Spirit the work of 

Satan. 

 

Today, people continue to deny the Spirit’s work when they reject his work of raising Jesus 

from the grave. 

They don’t describe it as the work of Satan – people today don’t think in those same 

categories. 

We have more sophisticated versions of the same thing. 

“I’ve left that childish fairy story of Christianity behind.” 

 

I think one of the key problems we have with this verse is that it sounds like there’s 

something that God refuses to forgive. 

But that’s not the case. 

It’s not that God refuses to forgive, but this person is determinedly committed to not 

repenting. 

They don’t want forgiveness. 

Romans 8:6–8 (NIV) 6 The mind governed by the flesh is death, but the mind governed 

by the Spirit is life and peace. 7 The mind governed by the flesh is hostile to God; it 
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does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so. 8 Those who are in the realm of the 

flesh cannot please God.  

They are so hostile to God that they simply won’t repent. 

 

The consequences of this kind of determined unbelief expressed in the words of blasphemy 

is very serious. 

In the Old Testament, blasphemy meant being cut off from God’s people… though 

execution. 

Numbers 15:30 (NIV) 30 “ ‘But anyone who sins defiantly, whether native-born or 

foreigner, blasphemes the LORD and must be cut off from the people of Israel.  

Jesus says that the sin he’s talking about is so serious, that it’s unforgiveable. 

 

Because of this, people have argued over whether someone who can come back into the 

church. 

I think they’re the wrong questions. 

When have you rejected the Spirit so completely that you can’t be forgiven?  Who can say? 

It’s not our job to decide if someone has committed this sin or not because we can’t see into 

people’s motives. 

Our job is to warn, especially those in the church, not to go there in the first place. 

 

The unforgiveable sin sounds very much like the sin of apostasy that’s talked about in 

Hebrews. 

Listen to the language of ‘Spirit’, ‘fallen away’ and ‘repentance’. 

Hebrews 6:4–6 (NIV) 4 It is impossible for those who have once been enlightened, who 

have tasted the heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, 5 who have tasted 

the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the coming age 6 and who have 

fallen away, to be brought back to repentance. To their loss they are crucifying the 

Son of God all over again and subjecting him to public disgrace. 

The person who has shared the Spirit yet fallen away is in a very dangerous place indeed. 

 

Having shown them what’s at stake, Jesus reminds them of the seriousness of what’s going 

on. 

Again, we see that there are two kinds of people. 
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Jesus compares these two kinds of people to different kinds of trees. 

If you want to know whether a tree is good or not, how do you tell? 

Jesus isn’t talking about whether the tree looks pretty or not. 

In the ancient world, the goodness of a tree was determined by what it produced. 

It’s hard to tell if a tree is good just by looking at it, but you can tell its value by the kind of 

fruit it produces. 

 

When it comes to people, the fruit they produce is their words. 

Did you notice how words come up through this passage? 

Blaspheme is words against the Holy Spirit. 

That’s compared to a “word against the Song of Man”, verse 32. 

 

Our words are a diagnostic tool for our hearts. 

We can’t help it:  our words will expose the good or the evil that’s going on inside of us. 

This really isn’t all that surprising. 

We know the words that come out of us when we’re angry are very different to the words 

that come out when we’re calm. 

The accusations that the Pharisees don’t say much about Jesus, but they certainly say a lot 

about the people saying them. 

 

When Jesus comes back, how do you think you’ll be judged? 

By the things you’ve done?  Yes, but there’s more than that. 

It’ll also be by the things you say. 

Your words will acquit or condemn you because they’re an accurate reflection of what’s 

going on in your heart. 

As Christians, praise God that we’ll be judged on the words of Jesus – the one who ‘will not 

quarrel or cry out’! 

 

So be careful of careless words! 

Jesus obviously wants them to apply this first and foremost to what they’ve said about the 

work of the Spirit. 
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But it’s no less important to think about the words you’ve spoken this week. 

What do the words that have come out of your mouth say about the what’s going on inside 

you? 

 

Have the words you’ve used been good, kind, gentle and forgiving? 

Or have they been harsh, vile, perhaps even untrue? 

That doesn’t mean that everything you say needs to be sugar-coated – positive and 

encouraging. 

Remember that Jesus just called the Pharisees a family of snakes!  (That’s not a compliment, 

by the way). 

There can be a time to be direct, but our words must not only be truthful, but also loving. 

Conclusion 

Some of us mightn’t think much of the spiritual world. 

Others of us mightn’t think about the spiritual world often, perhaps not often enough. 

Yet we know that 

John 4:24 (NIV) 24 God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in the Spirit and in 

truth.”  

 

How we respond to the work of the Spirit matters. 

The words we use to respond to him matter because they show us where our hearts are 

truly at. 

So it’s my prayer that each one of us would seriously and honestly consider how we’ll 

respond to the Spirit’s work. 

1 2 Kings 1:2 
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Big Question:  How should we respond to the work of the Spirit of God. 

Big Idea:  The Spirit of God was at work through the Son of God then and the people of God 

respond to it now. 

Discussion Questions: 

1. The Screwtape Letters (1941) is a fictional collection of “letters” written between a 

senior and a junior demon.  In the introduction, C.S. Lewis writes: 

“There are two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall 

about the devils. One is to disbelieve in their existence. The other is to 

believe, and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest in them. They 

themselves are equally pleased by both errors and hail a materialist or a 

magician with the same delight.”2 

Do you think the way Christians approach demons is any different today?  Is this any 

different to the way Christians think about the work of the Holy Spirit? 

2. Why did Jesus “warn them not to tell others about him” (Matthew 12:16)? 

3. Why did the Pharisees think that Jesus was working for Satan? 

4. What defence does Jesus give for why he’s not in league with Beelzebul? 

5. Is it true that ‘every kind of sin and slander can be forgiven’ (Matthew 12:31)? 

6. What isn’t the unforgiveable sin?  How would you describe it in your own words? 

7. Do you think it’s possible for someone to commit the unforgiveable sin today? 

8. Why does Jesus say it’s so important to think carefully about the words we use? 

 

2 C. S Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (London: Collins, 1955), 9. 

                                                      


