
WHAT’S THE SIGN? 
Matthew 12:38-45 

 
 When crocuses bloom, we say that is a sure sign that winter is about over and spring time 
is near.  When striped wooly caterpillars are mostly black in autumn some say that is a sign of a 
harsh winter.  We’ve heard the saying that a red sunrise is a warning about coming bad weather.  
If we are thinking about buying a car or even a refrigerator, we will check out the history of 
maintenance and other problems for the various brands we might buy.  We would be looking for 
some indication of something that could give us some assurance that we could trust what the 
manufacturers claim about their products.   
 All these things have a common element of some degree of “uncertainty” or the 
“unknown” and we are not comfortable with uncertainty.  It is fairly common for us to want to 
seek some evidence or a sign that could give us some confidence that we are about to make the 
right decision in face of all the uncertainties that we encounter.   
 When we are in the midst of any decision-making process such as voting for a person 
who is seeking public office, we should be looking for signs or evidence that could give us some 
insight as to how that person would govern or conduct himself if elected.  If the evidence is that 
the person had used his past positions to get involved in shady or questionable business deals or 
to take advantage of or abused people who might be vulnerable, then that would be a “sign” that 
such character flaws would continue to be a problem and might even become worse if elected to 
a higher or more powerful position.   
 If a person’s parents and grandparents had communist leanings and if his or her early 
education was influenced by a pagan culture and all his or her friends and associates were either 
anarchists or committed to godless humanistic thought, then that should be a “sign” of what 
would develop under the leadership of that person if he or she had the power and authority of a 
high government position.  We say we want signs or proof and yet, so often, we ignore the signs 
we have that are in plain sight and available for all to see.  We could argue that things haven’t 
changed much regarding signs in the past two thousand years.   
 
Seeking a Sign – 12:38 
38 Then some of the scribes and Pharisees said to Him, “Teacher, we want to see a sign from You.”  Matthew 12:38 
(NASB95) 
 How was this request any different from the temptation the devil posed when he 
suggested that Jesus jump from the highest pinnacle of the temple?  Though Jesus had just 
performed a significant sign-miracle (healed a demon-possessed man who was blind and mute), 
the religious leaders asked for a miraculous sign.  Their statement showed that they rejected the 
many signs given so far.  In effect they were saying, “We would just like to see one good and 
unambiguous sign from You.”  Usually, if someone mentions that someone experienced healing 
as a result of someone praying for them, many will deny that anything miraculous happened 
since no one could prove that it was a result of the prayer.  Jumping off the pinnacle of the 
temple without being hurt would be “unambiguous.” 
 
Identifying the Sign – 12:39-40 
39 But He answered and said to them, “An evil and adulterous generation craves for a sign; and yet no sign will be 
given to it but the sign of Jonah the prophet; 40 for just as JONAH WAS THREE DAYS AND THREE NIGHTS IN THE BELLY 
OF THE SEA MONSTER, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.  Matthew 
12:39-40 (NASB95) 



 Are “signs” necessary for people to exercise faith?  The standard stock seminary answer 
to that question is a resounding “NO!”  Typically, that is the end of the discussion.  However, if 
we examine the evidence in the Scriptures we might be less inclined to be so dogmatic about the 
answer to that question.  We can probably make a strong argument that it depends on “where a 
person is” in his or her spiritual maturity.  For example, let’s look at Moses.  What would have 
happened if the “burning bush” had not occurred?  What do we think the response of the 
Israelites who were in slavery to the Egyptians would have been if there had been no plagues?  
Where do you think they would have been if the sea had not parted or if water had not been 
provided from a rock or if there had been no manna?  Later on in his life, Moses did not need a 
sign as he regularly talked with God and provided leadership for the Israelites.  We might even 
find it strange if Moses (after forty years in the wilderness) needed a sign to trust in what God 
told or led him to do.   
 So what about the people who had heard the teachings of Jesus and had seen many people 
being healed and other miracles.  How many signs does a person need?  Apparently, that 
generation needed “just one more” and after that they needed another one and another one.  Jesus 
characterized them as being wicked and adulterous.  The “adultery charge” was a reference to 
their unfaithfulness to God by their religious formalities that were like idols they had created and 
set up to worship instead of worshiping God.  They were still wallowing in sins after nearly five 
centuries since they had returned from the Babylonian exile.  Daniel (9:24) had clearly told them 
to use that time to put an end to sinfulness and to prepare for the coming of the Holy Anointed 
One – Christ. Even though they did not need another sign, Jesus told them to expect one more 
that would completely confirm the truth of what He had been proclaiming to them.  He called it 
the sign of Jonah.   
 Notice that in the case of Jonah the confirming sign was given before the warning 
message that Jonah issued to Nineveh.  When God sent Moses to lead the Israelites out of 
Egyptian captivity, the confirming signs (ten plagues) happened before they came out of 
captivity.  There was more of a “seeing is believing” approach.  Such an approach was 
happening with the signs and miracles that had accompanied the ministry of Jesus prior to this 
request for a sign that would be absolutely convincing.  The absolute and ultimate confirming 
sign (the Resurrection) that Jesus promised that generation was not evident until after these 
people had fully rejected God’s message and crucified His messenger.  This transition of the use 
of signs is more aligned with the spiritual nature of the Kingdom of Heaven and confirms that we 
walk by faith and not by sight.  Without faith it is impossible to please God.  
 Could we say that people who have come into the Kingdom of Heaven and are familiar 
with all that God has done for us in Jesus Christ should not be needing a “sign” as a condition for 
being faithful?  We could argue that we (in the post-Pentecost church) have moved from a 
situation of “seeing is believing” to that of “believing is seeing.”  We should view “signs” as 
confirmation of our believing obedience rather than motivation for taking a step of faith.   
 What about those people in the world who have never heard of Jesus and do not know 
anything about God’s plan of salvation?  That would include most (maybe as high as 80%) of the 
world’s population.  These people are living in religious cultures that are closer to the Old 
Testament time cultures than our culture.  They do not have the advantage that the Jews living in 
the Palestinian area had during the time Jesus was ministering on earth.  They don’t even have 
the benefit of the Israelite historical frame of reference.   
 Documented testimonies show that in many areas of the world people of Muslim 
backgrounds are having dreams and vision and other signs that are leading them to faith in 



Christ.  In areas where Hinduism is predominate healing miracles are happening when Christ is 
proclaimed and these miracles help people who have never had prior exposure to the message of 
salvation to accept Him as savior.    
 
A Warning Sign – 12:41-42 
41 “The men of Nineveh will stand up with this generation at the judgment, and will condemn it because they 
repented at the preaching of Jonah; and behold, something greater than Jonah is here. 42 “The Queen of the South 
will rise up with this generation at the judgment and will condemn it, because she came from the ends of the earth to 
hear the wisdom of Solomon; and behold, something greater than Solomon is here.  Matthew 12:41-42 (NASB95) 
 The consequences of that which has happened in the historical past will judge today’s bad 
behavior when we do the same things they did in the past.  If pagans or Gentiles (such as the 
Nivevites and the Queen of Sheba) could recognize God’s presence in those great men of the Old 
Testament, why couldn’t this (Jewish) generation accept the authority of Jesus?  Jonah just 
showed up the city of Nineveh looking and probably smelling as if he had been vomited out of a 
fish and he had a very simple message: “in forty days Nineveh will be overthrown.”  The Queen 
of Sheba traveled a long distance to hear what Solomon could tell her.  Jesus came to His own 
people and taught with more wisdom than Solomon, lived an exemplary life and demonstrated 
His power and authority with miracles and He was dismissed and rejected.  To reject the call of 
such a spokesman could lead only to judgment. 
 The contrast in the case of Jonah’s message was that the leaders in Nineveh heard the 
message and took initiative to call the people to turn from wickedness to righteousness.  The 
response of the Jewish leaders to the message of Jesus was just the opposite.  They called for 
their people to reject not only the message, but to kill the messenger.   
 The time in which Jesus ministered was a “slippery slope” time for Israel.  They were 
approaching the end of the 490-year period that God had granted them “to finish transgression, to 
put an end to sin, to atone for wickedness, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal up vision 
and prophecy and to anoint the most holy.”  They had failed to do what God wanted to be 
accomplished.  Those in the establishment during the time of Jesus’ earthly ministry were much 
like those during Jeremiah’s time.  They opposed the important message and focused on the 
trivial.  God had given them and has given us all the “signs” we need to believe.  We have so 
much more to support the truth of the word of God than those of ancient times upon whom the 
judgement of God fell. 
 Those Christians who are living in areas of the world where there is severe persecution of 
the church are experiencing growth of house churches similar to what was reported in the Book 
of Acts during the first century.  Most of these Christians have no idea of what is happening in 
our nation with regarding to the church and how we worship God.  When we hear about how 
God is working in places like Indonesia, Africa, Russian and China with healings and miracles 
and visions and dreams, we think that it is really miraculous and that we are seeing God acting in 
the same way He did two thousand years ago.  To many people this is confirmation of the verse 
that says, “I am the Lord, I change not.”  (Malachi 3:6) 
 The irony of all this is that these new Christians take all these miracles and persecutions 
as a natural part of what is involved in becoming and being a follower of Christ.  We, on the 
other hand, think of miracles and persecution as being something really special and we tend to 
doubt reports of miracles and avoid any possibility of persecution.  A greater irony is that when 
these believers hear about our freedom to worship without overt persecution, to have access to 
the Bible and Christian books, to have hospitals, charitable organizations, seminaries for training 
pastors, and universities that are supported by churches, they think that is truly miraculous.  So, 



here we are living in the midst of one of the greatest ongoing miracles in the history of mankind 
and we find people turning away from God rather than running to Him.  We have been blessed 
and exposed to the benefits that come to a “nation whose God is the Lord” and many people 
(even or especially leaders) are embracing ungodly ideas and practices and are creating an 
environment that is anti-Christ in its practice and thinking.  This borders on being worse than 
what the Jews did in rejecting Christ when He came.  If you think about what happened in 70 
AD, that did not work out very well for them!  We could make the argument that the Jews who 
perished in the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple will rise up in judgment against us.   
 
The Insanity of a Quick-Fix Solution – 12:43-45 
43 “Now when the unclean spirit goes out of a man, it passes through waterless places seeking rest, and does not find 
it. 44 “Then it says, ‘I will return to my house from which I came’; and when it comes, it finds it unoccupied, swept, 
and put in order. 45 “Then it goes and takes along with it seven other spirits more wicked than itself, and they go in 
and live there; and the last state of that man becomes worse than the first. That is the way it will also be with this 
evil generation.”  Matthew 12:43-45 (NASB95) 
 People today are troubled with many problems that are described variously as fixations, 
mental illness, depression, etc.  The problems are treated by those who have little or no 
understanding and less appreciation of the spirit world.  Consequently, little help ever comes to 
those who are afflicted.  In cases where a person does find relief the results are typically short-
lived and the person slips back (deeper) into the problems they had.  Unless such situations are 
correctly diagnosed, dealt with and the person then fortified by the Spirit of God filling the void, 
then the end is worse than the former state. 
 The humorous parable of the homeless evil spirit conveys a serious warning against a 
half-hearted response. Even if Jesus’ warnings of judgment bring about ‘repentance’, unless this 
leads to a positive reorientation to follow him, there will be merely a void which the devil can 
exploit. 
 The same warning can be applied to our situation today.  We seem to be on a roller 
coaster ride of bad policy, reformation by repealing the bad legislation, passing new laws that 
those people with no moral center find a way around.  This is followed by a change in the 
legislative body from one party to an alternative party and an emphasis on finding judges who 
have some moral backbone.  Even though there are times when things seem to improve that are 
followed by times when things get worse, the general overall trend is downward or toward more 
immorality.  This losing battle is a result of attempts to use a band-aid to treat the symptoms 
when the real, needed solution is a heart transplant.  Just as the parable points out, unless we 
replace the bad with something that is really good, then things will continue to go downhill.   
 The lesson is that the church needs to be recognizing the signs of the times and make 
choices and decisions that are in agreement with the principles of the kingdom of God rather than 
just going along with the world’s way of doing things.   


