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The Response of an Evil and Wicked Generation  
Matthew 12:38-50 
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Big Question:  How will you respond to the ministry of Jesus? 

Big Idea:  Wicked people will reject the ministry of Jesus. 

Introduction 

Have you ever wondered what it would’ve been like to be alive at the same time as Jesus? 

To be there in Israel when Jesus was walking the earth. 

Can you imagine what it would’ve been like to be standing on the banks of the Jordan River 

as Jesus walked by, hearing John the Baptist call out, “Look, the Lamb of God!”1 

How awesome would that have been? 

 

Perhaps you’ve visualised yourself standing there amongst the disciples, listening as Jesus 

gave his famous Sermon on the Mount, being blown away by this man who taught with 

authority. 

Or being one of the ones watching as Jesus cast a demon out of a man who couldn’t talk and 

couldn’t see – like hes did in verse 22 – wondering to yourself, “Could this be the Son of 

David?”2 

Or standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Peter as he declared, 

Even if I have to die with you, I will never disown you. (Matthew 26:35) 

 

Who’s ever thought that it would’ve been life changing to stand there and see Jesus in 

action? 

Except we see that’s just not how things played out in his ministry. 

People rejected him. 

It’s a bit of a shock to us that Jesus would call the people of his day a “wicked and 

adulterous generation” twice in this chapter (verses 39 and 45) and again in chapters 13 & 

16.3 

Just sayin’. 

 

As we close out this series of encounters in chapters eleven and twelve that show how 

people responded to Jesus, we see that wicked people will reject the ministry of Jesus. 
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A wicked generation: 

 Rejects the Resurrection of Jesus (12:38-40) 

 Rejects the Greatness of Jesus (12:41-42) 

 Rejects the Spirit of Jesus (12:43-45) 

 Rejects the New Family of Jesus (12:46-50) 

A Wicked Generation Rejects the Resurrection of Jesus (12:38-40) 

Firstly, we see that a wicked generation rejects the resurrection of Jesus. 

 

Matthew keeps connecting each of the different incidents in this chapter with what’s 

happened before by using the word “then”. 

After Jesus very ably defended himself against their claim that he’s working for the Devil and 

warning them of the consequences of their words, then it’s time for the Pharisees to 

respond. 

Joined by the Scribes, they reply to what he’s said by asking for a sign. 

They’re willing to call him Rabbi, Teacher, but they want a miraculous sign from heaven 

that’ll decide once-and-for-all whether or not he’s the Messiah. 

 

That sounds like a fairly reasonable request, doesn’t it? 

Unless you’ve read everything that came before in chapter twelve… and chapter eleven… 

and chapters 8-10 before that… and chapters 5-7 before that.  You get the idea. 

These people heard Jesus preach with authority. 

They’ve seen Jesus perform spectacular miracles that only God himself can do. 

Yet they insist that he’s working for the prince of demons. 

 

It’s almost unbelievable that they’d so bold as to ask for another sign after all they’ve seen – 

lepers healed, fevers broken, storms calmed, the paralysed able to walk and lots more. 

You’ve got to wonder what sign, exactly, will convince them? 

Because his isn’t really a request, is it? 

It’s an excuse.  Another stalling tactic to avoid acknowledging who Jesus really is. 

They seem like a bunch of toddlers throwing a tantrum until they get exactly the sign they 

demand, on demand. 
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The Pharisees are asking for a sign from Jesus – like he was God – and Jesus refuses them, 

answering for God! 

He confronts them head-on by giving the harsh-sounding response in verse 39: 

Matthew 12:39 (NIV) 39 He answered, “A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a 

sign! But none will be given it except the sign of the prophet Jonah.  

Unlike a genie in a bottle, there’s not requirement on God for him to give you the miracle 

you want, on your terms. 

Jesus isn’t being unreasonable, he’s just not going to play their game. 

 

They won’t get the kind of sign they want, but they will receive the sign of Jonah. 

I know what you’re thinking, “Of course!  The Sign of Jonah!  That explains everything!” 

Or maybe not. 

 

Jonah is one of the minor prophets that comes at the end of the Old Testament. 

When you think of Jonah, what do you think of? 

Probably a whale…  with a tummy the size of a jumbo jeee-et, as a song we sang as kids said. 

Jonah went overboard during a big storm and God sent a fish to rescue Jonah from 

drowning. 

He was in the fish’s belly for three days and nights before: 

Jonah 2:10 (NIV) 10 [T]he LORD commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry 

land. 

 

That’s all very well, but what’s the prophet Jonah got to do with the people in Jesus’ day? 

Fortunately, Jesus explains what it means for us. 

Jesus will give one more sign:  just as Jonah was in the whale for three days and he will be in 

the ‘heart of the earth’ for three days. 

Jesus is talking about Easter. 

Even at this point, he knew that he would die on the cross but after three days he would rise 

again. 

And if you read to the end of Matthew’s account, you’ll find that’s exactly what happened.4 
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Healing is hard enough, but bringing a dead body back to life is mind-boggling, even to 

modern medicine. 

The resurrection isn’t a stunt or a gimmick to get people’s attention though. 

The resurrection is the great sign showing who Jesus is. 

God’s power was on display as rising from the grave showed that he is more powerful than 

death. 

Jesus didn’t just cheat death, when he escaped the grave he beat it. 

The resurrection shows who he was. 

 

The Scribes and Pharisees mightn’t have understood the sign at this point, but surely after 

seeing the resurrection they finally realised who Jesus is? 

Unfortunately not. 

At the end of Matthew’s gospel, in chapter 28, we find that the leaders cooked up a plan to 

explain away the resurrection.5 

They paid off the soldiers guarding the tomb, giving them a bribe to say that the disciples 

had stolen the body. 

They were prepared go to just about any lengths to justify their position. 

 

Throughout this section, Jesus calls his contemporaries “a wicked and adulterous 

generation.” 

If we’re thinking Biblically, this should remind us of another generation of God’s people – 

the generation of people that God rescued out of slavery in Egypt. 

They saw all kinds of miracles – the ten plagues, the hardening and then changing of 

Pharaoh’s mind, the parting of the Red Sea, the thunder and lightning on Mount Sinai. 

With all those signs that God was with them, you’d think that they’d trust God to give them 

victory when they got to the Promised Land. 

But no, they wanted another sign so they sent out spies whose report caused them to reject 

God. 

 

Today, many people still demand a spectacular sign from God before they’ll acknowledge 

he’s real. 

If you haven’t said it yourself, I’m sure you’ve at least got a friend who’s said, “If God would 

just give me a sign, that’s all I’d need.” 
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Others bargain with God:  “If you’d just give me some evidence, then I’d believe in you.” 

 

It sounds like a very reasonable request, doesn’t it? 

After all, it’d be unreasonable to expect someone to believe in a made-up fairy tale. 

If God really wanted us to recognise him, then surely he’d reveal himself? 

He has.  Through sending his son who was raised from the dead. 

 

If you’re someone who is looking for evidence, let me ask you, “What exactly would count 

as evidence for you?” 

Writing in the sky?  How do you know it wasn’t put there by a skywriter? 

A message left on another planet?  How do you know that it wasn’t fabricated or planted by 

whoever discovered it? 

An audible voice speaking to you?  How would you know that was God speaking and not just 

the effect of the dodgy curry you had for dinner last night? 

 

Is it really a lack of evidence that’s stopping you trusting in Jesus? 

Or is that really just an excuse? 

Is there a sign that will ever be good enough or is it that you just can’t bring yourself to 

repent and turn to God? 

 

If today is a day of self-awareness for you that you’re realising that it really is just an excuse, 

then I’d invite you to read about Jesus on the pages of the Bible. 

Because that’s where God reveals himself today. 

Investigate for yourself what Jesus taught and what he did. 

We’d be more than happy to talk about why the Bible is a trustworthy source of 

information. 

 

The Bible quite self-consciously tells us though that there are people who won’t be 

convinced even if someone does come back from the dead. 

In Luke 16, there’s this really vivid story about two men who die – a poor man named 

Lazarus who goes to Abraham’s side and a rich man who goes to Hades – the place of the 

dead. 
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The rich man quickly realises that he’s in a bad place and so he calls out for relief from his 

suffering. 

When he’s told that isn’t possible, 

Luke 16:27–31 (NIV) 27 “He answered, ‘Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my 

family, 28 for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come 

to this place of torment.’ 29 “Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; 

let them listen to them.’ 30 “ ‘No, father Abraham,’ he said, ‘but if someone from the 

dead goes to them, they will repent.’ 31 “He said to him, ‘If they do not listen to 

Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the 

dead.’ ”  

Even if someone rises from the dead, they won’t be convinced. 

 

A wicked generation asks for a sign but rejects the sign of the resurrection. 

A Wicked Generation Rejects the Greatness of Jesus (12:41-42) 

Secondly, a wicked generation rejects the greatness of Jesus. 

 

Jesus draws their attention (and ours) – as he so often does – to two incidents in the Old 

Testament Scriptures. 

We’ve already talked a bit about Jonah being in the whale for three days and nights. 

The not-so-well known bit of Jonah’s story is that he was on that boat in the first place 

because he’d been commissioned by God to do a very important job. 

He was told to go and preach a message of repentance to the people of Nineveh. 

 

Nineveh was the capital of Assyria, the world’s first superpower. 

They were the enemies who’d conquered the people of Israel. 

It was a city full of out-and-out pagans. 

The people living in that city were too wicked and undeserving of God’s message… or so 

Jonah thought. 

So, instead of going to Nineveh, he took off in the other direction. 

Jonah quickly learned that God was serious. 

After being spat out on the sand, he wiped off the fish saliva and when to Nineveh. 
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How did the people of that city responded to the message that they were evil and wicked? 

Jonah probably thought he was going to get eaten up and spat out all over again. 

However, they actually listened to the prophet Jonah’s preaching and repented.  Even the 

king. 

Jonah 3:10 (NIV) 10 When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil 

ways, he relented and did not bring on them the destruction he had threatened.  

 

The second person Jesus talks about is the mysteriously named ‘Queen of the South’. 

She was also a pagan and seeing it was International Women’s Day this week, I’d like to 

point out that she wasn’t just any pagan, she was a pagan woman. 

Jesus is probably talking about the Queen of Sheba who, we read in 1 Kings 10, travelled all 

the way from Ethiopia to Israel.6 

The reason she made this journey which, in a world without the internal combustion engine, 

was a massively long way is because she wanted to hear the wisdom of King Solomon. 

Solomon’s wisdom was legendary and news of it had travelled far and wide. 

 

During her state visit, the queen was able to ask him all her tough questions and nothing 

was too hard for Solomon to answer. 

In fact, she was so impressed that she gave him a whole heap of gold, spices and precious 

stones.7 

Most importantly though, she praised Yahweh, the LORD, the God of Israel, recognising him 

as the source of Solomon’s wisdom. 

1 Kings 10:9 (NIV) 9 Praise be to the LORD your God, who has delighted in you 

and placed you on the throne of Israel. Because of the LORD’s eternal love for 

Israel, he has made you king to maintain justice and righteousness.”  

 

Why does Jesus refer to these two particular events? 

Have you noticed that in chapter twelve, Jesus uses three different examples of something 

better? 

Someone better than the priests in the temple has come, verse 6. 

Someone better than the prophets like Jonah has come, verse 41. 

Someone better than a king like Solomon has come, verse 42. 
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Prophet, priest and king – these are the three big, official offices under the Old Covenant. 

And they come together in Jesus. 

The Messiah is the priest on steroids, he’s the greatest prophet ever, he’s the king par 

excellence. 

And yet these people of Israel, and amongst them the people who knew the Scriptures the 

best, have rejected him. 

 

On the day of judgement, these gentiles that Jesus has talked about will stand in the witness 

box and testify against the wicked and adulterous generation. 

The Ninevites repented when the prophet Jonah preached judgement, yet the Pharisees 

won’t listen to the greatest prophet Jesus who preaches salvation. 

The Queen of Sheba heard Solomon’s wisdom and recognised it as coming from God, but 

the scribes don’t recognise the wisdom of Jesus. 

Everyone in Israel who saw Jesus’ ministry had every advantage – they’d seen greatness of 

God’s son Jesus – however they refused to repent. 

 

A wicked generation has seen something greater, yet they persisted in rejecting the 

greatness of Jesus. 

An Wicked Generation Rejects the Spirit of Jesus (12:43-45) 

Jesus seems to start a completely new topic in verse 43, or at least come back to the topic of 

rejecting the Spirit that we looked at last week. 

 

Jesus spent a lot of time travelling around healing people and booting demons out of them. 

Do you ever wonder what happened afterwards though? 

What happens to the people who’ve been freed?  You get the feeling that not all of them 

follow Jesus. 

And what about the demons?  What happens to them? 

 

Jesus compares the person who’s been freed to a house. 

Not just any house, a house like the one owned by retired couple down the street that 

always looks immaculate. 

You know, the one that looks like the lawn has been trimmed with a pair of scissors. 
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After an encounter with Jesus, the life of a person who was demon-possessed is 

immaculately ordered again, just like the retired couple’s house. 

 

Jesus is giving us a rare insight into the spiritual world. 

The demon, on the other hand, is forced to go on an unplanned holiday. 

It goes walkabout, looking for a new home, wandering through the wilderness looking for 

somewhere to rest. 

After having no success, it thinks to itself, “I know what I’ll do.  I’ll got back to where I 

started from.” 

 

The demon probably expects to come back and find a new occupant in the house – the Spirit 

of God. 

That’s just not the case for many of the people of the wicked generation Jesus is ministering 

to though. 

So, when the demon comes back and finds the house empty, he thinks to himself, “Don’t 

mind if I do.” 

Not only is that person back where they started from, but the nightmare actually intensifies 

when he invites seven of his mates to move in with him. 

The orderly house becomes a party house. 

 

This puts a whole different spin on all the healing narratives we’ve seen. 

Jesus is warning them that without the Spirit, these people have no power to stop the 

demon returning. 

Even though they’ve been healed, they’re actually worse off than before. 

Verse 45: 

Matthew 12:45b (NIV) And the final condition of that person is worse than the first. 

That is how it will be with this wicked generation.”  

 

Jesus’ coming is a defining moment in the history of the world because it changes 

everything. 

His ministry is good news for the poor, struggling and downcast sinners who desperately 

want to be saved. 
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For the many who experience Jesus and yet still reject him though, those people are worse 

off than they were before. 

 

Don’t miss the irony here. 

The Scribes and Pharisees have everything upside-down. 

They accused Jesus of exercising Satan’s power when it’s actually them – by rejecting Jesus – 

who are encouraging the Devil’s rampage against God. 

That’s the sad state of the wicked generation who reject the Spirit of Jesus. 

A Wicked Generation Rejects the New Family of Jesus (12:46-50) 

In the final paragraph of the chapter, we see that the wicked generation rejects the new 

family of Jesus. 

 

While this whole interaction is going on, it turns out that his mother and his brothers have 

been standing outside. 

Yes, Jesus had brothers and sisters. 

We don’t know where Joseph his sisters were when this happened. 

We don’t actually know anything about Joseph at all which after the time Jesus starts his 

adult ministry, which is why lots of scholars think that he’d probably passed away by this 

time. 

 

Some of you might also know that the Roman Catholic Church claim that Mary was 

perpetually a virgin. 

Verse 46 is a bit of a problem for that view. 

They argue that the word “brothers” means cousins or children that Joseph had from a 

previous marriage. 

That’s possible, but it seems like way too much of a stretch to me. 

When Jesus returns to his home town in chapter thirteen and the people there ask, 

Matthew 13:55–56 (NIV) 55 “Isn’t this the carpenter’s son? Isn’t his mother’s name 

Mary, and aren’t his brothers James, Joseph, Simon and Judas? 56 Aren’t all his sisters 

with us? Where then did this man get all these things?”  

To me, that sounds far more like Jesus had real, biological family that they knew, not just 

extended family. 
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Anyways, they’d come to “talk” to Jesus. 

Perhaps they said something like, “Brother, don’t you know that you can’t go around saying 

these thing?  People are getting upset!” 

Maybe they’d heard that the Pharisees have it in for Jesus, so they’ve come to try and stage 

an intervention. 

In Mark’s account of these same events, we find out that his family thinks “He is out of his 

mind.”8 

 

It’s interesting, isn’t it, that Jesus didn’t call any of his brothers to be part of his twelve 

disciples? 

At this stage, Jesus’ biological family seem to be outsiders physically (they’re outside the 

house, not inside listening to Jesus) and spiritually (it seems they don’t recognise him as the 

Messiah). 

Though it wasn’t always that way. 

By the end of the gospel, Mary is clearly following Jesus as she stands at the foot of the 

cross watching her son being cruelly executed.9 

Jesus’ brother James went on to become a leader of the church in Jerusalem.10 

At this point though, his biological family don’t seem to be on board. 

 

The family send in a messenger, asking Jesus to come out, possibly to get him away from the 

crowd so they can whisk him away. 

At least, that’s what verse 47 says. 

If you’re using the ESV though, then you’ve been short-changed because you don’t have a 

verse 47! 

Why is that? 

 

Well, basically we don’t know if verse 47 was in Matthew’s original version of his gospel or if 

someone added it in later. 

Some Bible manuscripts have it while others don’t.11 

It probably wasn’t written by Matthew but added in later to make verse 46 flow nicely into 

verse 47. 
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“Aha, some people will say.  See, there are errors in the Bible.” 

I’ve spoken to Muslims who claim that the Bible is full of errors and so can’t be trusted. 

The Qur’an on the other hand, they claim, doesn’t have any variation – there’s only one 

version of the Qur’an. 

That’s largely (but not completely) true. 

And the reason for that is all the other versions were censored. 

Early on, one leader had all other copies of the Qur’an burned so that there was only one 

version left. 

 

Christians have never “cleansed” our Scriptures in the same way. 

We’re open and honest that there are variations in different Bible manuscripts. 

Without photocopiers, as people painstakingly copied them by hand, they made mistakes. 

Well-meaning scribes probably even added small bits in. 

 

If we know that there are errors, how can we trust the Bible? 

Why doesn’t it rock our faith? 

Because the differences are so minor. 

Usually it’s just a letter copied wrongly here or there. 

None of the errors make any significant difference to what we believe. 

 

Let’s look closely at this “error”, for instance. 

What difference does it make whether verse 47 is there or not? 

None!  It basically says the same thing as verse 46. 

It doesn’t change anything about what we know about Jesus being God’s son and his 

mission to bring people back to God.  

Like all the errors, it doesn’t make any difference to the story, let alone what we believe. 

Instead of rocking our faith, these errors give us confidence that the Bible is authentic and 

hasn’t been sanitised. 

 

Jesus then says something perplexing in verse 48: 
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Matthew 12:48 (NIV) 48 He replied to him, “Who is my mother, and who are my 

brothers?”  

Maybe Jesus’ family were right and he is out of his mind? 

He should know very well who they are – they’re the mob standing outside. 

 

But Jesus answers his own question in verse 49: 

Matthew 12:49–50 (NIV) 49 Pointing to his disciples, he said, “Here are my mother 

and my brothers. 50 For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother 

and sister and mother.”  

He’s saying that his family are his disciples. 

And notice it’s not just the blokes.   

If there was any doubt anywhere else, it’s clear here that brother, sister and mother who 

obey God are all part of his family. 

 

That’s pretty controversial. 

Don’t misunderstand what he’s saying though. 

Jesus isn’t saying that his biological family don’t matter. 

He’s not saying that your family is unimportant, that you shouldn’t love them and take care 

of them. 

Elsewhere, the Bible says those things are good. 

 

What he’s saying is that he’s not just build a new kingdom, but a new family. 

And the members of this family aren’t related by blood. 

That means there’s a distinction between biological and spiritual family. 

We often say that ‘blood is thicker than water’. 

Jesus is saying that the bond of the Spirit is even stronger still. 

 

Think about how that would’ve sounded to the Scribes and the Pharisees. 

Being able to trace their family tree through Jacob back to Abraham was important to them. 

That’s what made them the people of God. 

Jesus is saying that your family line doesn’t matter as much as doing the will of his father. 
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It’s the people who do God’s will that are part of his family. 

 

There are all sort of implications to that. 

It means that we need our hearts of stone to be replace with hearts of flesh that seek to do 

God’s will. 

It means that you can’t rely on the faith of Dad or Mum or Grandad or Grandma to be part 

of God’s family. 

It means that it’s only through trusting in Jesus that you can be part of Jesus’ family. 

 

Becoming part of Jesus’ family might well mean that your own family reject you. 

The message of the gospel is liberating and costly. 

What you live for, what you value, how you use your time – all of these things are shaped by 

the gospel. 

And they may cause your family to push you away or make them think that you’re pushing 

them away. 

That is tragic, but not unexpected when you put the family of God first. 

 

However, if you do lose your family, Jesus gives you a whole new one. 

Jesus offers you a place in his new family called the church where people will love and care 

for you unconditionally. 

That means that they’ve got your back. 

It also mean you can ask them for help, just like you would your own flesh and blood. 

 

Jesus teaches that by rejecting him, this wicked generation are rejecting the new family of 

Jesus. 

 Not all who are descended from Israel are Israel. 

to use the language of Romans 9. 

Many of the members of ethnic Israel have rejected the true Israel. 

Conclusion 

We began by thinking about what it would’ve been like to be there when Jesus walked the 

earth. 
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We often place ourselves in the shoes of the disciples. 

But if I’m honest, I reckon that I’d be amongst the Pharisees – one of the ones always trying 

hard but not actually making it. 

When I really look at my own heart, I know that I’d be one of the ones who would rejects 

Jesus too. 

 

Meeting Jesus afresh in this passage this morning, I’m reminded again that I need to 

respond. 

I need to respond by accepting his grace by coming to him in repentance rather than relying 

on my own abilities. 

That’s a new challenge every day – to daily repent. 

Acknowledging the great sign of the resurrection and the one who is greater than the 

priests, prophets or kings – Jesus, the Messiah. 

 

As you’ve encountered Jesus this morning, how are you going to respond? 

Will you repent too, or will you join this wicked generation in rejecting him? 

1 John 1:36 
2 Matthew 12:23 
3 Matthew 13:49; 16:4 
4 Matthew 16:21; 27:63 
5 Matthew 28:11-15 
6 1 Kings 10:1-13 
7 1 Kings 10:10 
8 Mark 3:21 
9 Matthew 27:55 
10 Acts 15:13-21; James 1:1 
11 The editors of the UBS Greek New Testament give it a “C” rating, meaning “The Committee had difficulty in 
deciding which variant to place in the text.” 
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Big Question:  How will you respond to the ministry of Jesus? 

Big Idea:  Wicked people will reject the ministry of Jesus. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Why can we have confidence in the Bible because there are variations in different 

manuscripts? 

2. How did the Scribes and Pharisees in Jesus’ day respond to the sign of Jonah?  Why did 

they respond that way? 

3. What evidence do we have for the resurrection today? 

4. Why are the Ninevites and the Queen of Sheba qualified to witness against wicked 

people who’ve seen Jesus’ ministry? 

5. Do you think that it’s fair of Jesus to cleanse people of demons if it leaves them in a 

worse state than before? 

6. Compare how Jesus’ new family similar and different to your biological family. 

7. When you read the accounts of Jesus’ life, whose shoes do you place yourself in? 


