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What’s the Sign?
The proof of His rule is found in Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection.

MATTHEW 12:38-42
38 Then some of the scribes and Pharisees said to Him, “Teacher, 
we want to see a sign from You.” 39 But He answered them, “An 
evil and adulterous generation demands a sign, but no sign will be 
given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. 40 For as Jonah 
was in the belly of the huge fish three days and three nights, so the 
Son of Man will be in the heart of the earth three days and three 
nights. 41 The men of Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with 
this generation and condemn it, because they repented at Jonah’s 
proclamation; and look—something greater than Jonah is here! 
42 The queen of the south will rise up at the judgment with this 
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generation and condemn it, because she came from the ends of 
the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon; and look—something 
greater than Solomon is here!” 

Note the different groups of people referenced and how each is 
described. Identify how each group responded when given an 
opportunity to express trust in God. 

FIRST THOUGHTS
We all from time to time look for a sign from heaven to direct our 
path. When a devoted church member was pondering changing 
jobs, he told his Bible study group that he was putting out a fleece 
in order to determine if he should accept the new job. A young 
couple was praying about taking a year off from their regular jobs 
prior to starting their family in order to accept a short-term mission 
opportunity overseas. They explained to their other family members 
that they would be awaiting their final decision to be confirmed in the 
mouth of two or three witnesses. 

What occurrences do people view as signs from God? Why do you think 
people seek some type of sign?

This week’s core passage tells of a time when some scribes and 
Pharisees approached Jesus to ask for a sign from Him. Their 
request had its origin in hearts of unbelief that were disposed 
to reject Jesus’ message and saving mission. By contrast, sincere 
Christians who put out fleeces or ask for confirming witnesses have 
their requests originating in hearts of faith that are disposed to do 
God’s will. 
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 12:1-50
Matthew 12 opens with a controversy in a grainfield (vv. 1-8). The 
issue concerned actions of the disciples rather than Jesus himself. The 
controversy arose over the disciples picking and eating some heads 
of grain on a Sabbath Day. The take-away truth from this opening 
episode is that Jesus is Lord of the Sabbath.

The second episode was a confrontation in a synagogue (vv. 9-14). 
The issue again was Sabbath observance. Jesus healed a man with 
a paralyzed hand. His critics challenged Him with a question about 
whether healing on the Sabbath was a lawful activity. The take-away 
truth is that meeting human need trumps religious traditions.

The third episode encompasses a withdrawal and a warning 
(vv. 15-21). In the face of mounting criticism, Jesus sought to 
withdraw from the spotlight. His withdrawal was likely to allow time 
for opposition to cool. Jesus’ warning to those who followed Him was 
about not making His whereabouts known, thus allowing time and 
distance to quiet the critics. A take-away truth from this is that Jesus 
was controlling His own destiny.

The next episode took the form of criticism that led to 
condemnation, all stemming from a notable healing (vv. 22-32). Jesus 
delivered a demon-possessed man who was both deaf and unable to 
speak. Pharisees accused Jesus of being in league with the prince of 
demons. With a logical response that pointed out that Satan would 
not lend power to cast out his own demons, Jesus accused His critics 
of blasphemy. A take-away truth is the seriousness of attributing a 
work of the Holy Spirit to an unholy spirit. 

The episode just before our core passage was a teaching moment in 
which Jesus explained that outward acts stem from a person’s heart 
(vv. 33-37). Drawing on a simple principle from nature, He reminded 
hearers that a tree’s fruit matches the health of its root system—good 
roots equal good fruit, but bad roots result in bad fruit. Jesus declared 
that people are accountable for what they do and say. The take-away 
truth is that our deeds, whether good or bad, have their origin in 
our hearts.

Following the core passage (vv. 38-42), Matthew 12 records two 
more episodes. One was a teaching event in the form of a parable in 
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which Jesus warned against half-hearted repentance (vv. 43-45). A 
take-away truth is that attempts to rid one’s heart of evil without 
allowing Jesus to enter and fill the heart can make the person an easy 
target of Satan.

The concluding episode occasioned Jesus’ explanation about 
transcending relationships (vv. 46-50). His mother and brothers came 
to where Jesus was teaching. When Jesus was told they were outside 
and wanting to speak to Him, He declared that those who do His will 
enjoy the highest relationship with Him, even superseding that of His 
mother and brothers. The take-away truth is that real kinship with 
Jesus is based on a genuine spiritual relationship.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
SEEKING A SIGN (MATT. 12:38)

VERSE 38
38 Then some of the scribes and Pharisees said to Him, “Teacher, we 
want to see a sign from You.” 

Often we tend to paint all the scribes and  Pharisees with the same 
brush, profiling them all alike. When we stop and think, we realize 
some individuals were praiseworthy, such as Nicodemus and the scribe 
that Jesus described as not being far from God’s kingdom (Mark 
12:32-34). However, many scribes and Pharisees deserved Jesus’ 
description of them as hypocrites (Matt. 23). Some from this latter 
group approached Jesus with the request for a sign. 

The scribes were experts in the Mosaic law. As a group, they had 
their origin as copyists of the Old Testament Scriptures, something 
that had to be done by hand. This occupation resulted in their 
becoming very familiar with the books of the Old Testament. 
Over time that familiarity led to them becoming the experts in 
interpreting and teaching the sacred Scriptures. We might think of 
the scribes as the professional teachers in Jesus’ day.

The Pharisees apparently had a noble beginning as laypersons who 
became deeply concerned over the neglect of the Mosaic law. Their 
concern fed the movement to become devoted practitioners of the 
law. Over time, this devotion caused them to become an extremely 
legalistic group that sought to set forth meticulously detailed lists 
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of actions that violated the law. As a movement, their mission was 
to impose detailed law-keeping on people. In pursuit of that goal, 
the Pharisees became exclusive. They tended to look down on their 
ordinary countrymen as ignorant sinners from whom they needed 
to separate themselves. Outward appearances took precedence over 
inward reality; therefore, Jesus often labeled the group as hypocrites.

The scribes and Pharisees introduced their demand for a sign with 
what sounded like a polite approach. Of course, we cannot tell if they 
were sincere or sarcastic in addressing Jesus as “Teacher,” a favorite 
title given to Jesus by the common people. Their term for a sign was 
one that meant a mighty work or a deed of unusual power. 

Why would the scribes and Pharisees ask Jesus for a sign? Jesus 
already had performed many miracles. Why wouldn’t they have taken 
them as signs of His authenticity? Part of the answer might lie in the 
fact that the scribes and Pharisees were already accusing Jesus of 
being in league with the Devil, and thus they took His power to do 
wonders as coming from that unholy connection (Matt. 9:34; 12:24). 
Although they did not specify what kind of miracle would serve as the 
sign they desired, perhaps they wanted Jesus to perform on demand 
some deed of power that would occur instantaneously, such that they 
could verify did not involve invoking demonic powers or that could 
not be accounted for by some natural explanation.  

What are some conditions that people want to see or experience before 
believing God? Is waiting for a “certain feeling” comparable to waiting 
for a sign? 

IDENTIFYING THE SIGN (MATT. 12:39-40)

VERSE 39
39 But He answered them, “An evil and adulterous generation 
demands a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of 
the prophet Jonah. 

Jesus’ response to the request for a sign was to label His generation 
evil and adulterous. By implication He included the scribes and 
Pharisees in that description, since they were members of that 
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generation. Old Testament prophets frequently used adultery to 
describe the people of their day. They used it as a metaphor or in a 
spiritual sense to describe people who were unfaithful to God. In 
particular, they applied the concept of adultery to those who forsook 
God to engage in the worship of idols. While idolatry had been 
effectively eliminated among the Jews of Jesus’ time, He still used the 
term to describe a generation that largely failed to practice exclusive 
devotion to God and His commandments. Instead, they followed 
human traditions or devised ways to circumvent straightforward 
obedience to God’s commandments. Such distortions amounted to 
wickedness in Jesus’ eyes; hence, He described His generation as evil. 
Furthermore, unwillingness to receive God’s word in simple faith, as 
evidenced in wanting to condition obedience on the performance of 
signs, was also deserving of the label evil. Unbelief is the soil out of 
which springs the need for signs. This unbelief and testing of God is 
different than a believer’s seeking confirmation of God’s direction.

Describe the difference between honest inquiry and demanding 
confirmation. How are they similar? How are they different? 

BIBLE SKILL:  Observe when and for what purpose a New Testament 
passage includes an Old Testament reference.

Typology is a method of interpretation that understands that people or 
events of the Old Testament point to a future event, most often to Jesus 
Christ. Jonah is presented as a type that pointed to Christ. Read the Book of 
Jonah. Consider the similarities between Jonah asleep in the boat during a 
storm and Jesus asleep in the boat during a storm (Matt. 8:23-27). In order 
to calm the storm, Jonah had to be thrown overboard. In Matthew 8, all 
Jesus had to do was rebuke the winds and sea. One greater than Jonah was 
there! What other aspects of Jonah and his story point forward to Christ? 
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VERSE 40
40 For as Jonah was in the belly of the huge fish three days and 
three nights, so the Son of Man will be in the heart of the earth 
three days and three nights. 

Having responded to the scribes and Pharisees with the declaration 
that no sign would be forthcoming except that of the prophet Jonah, 
Jesus continued by elaborating on how Jonah constituted a sign. 
We recall that Jonah attempted to run from God’s assignment to 
preach in Nineveh. He took passage on a ship heading in the opposite 
direction. While running away from God, Jonah ran into a fierce 
storm. But the storm was not the worst part of Jonah’s experience. 
The worst part was a three-day exile inside a great fish God sent to 
rescue him from a watery death. Jonah came out of that ordeal with 
a changed mind. He was ready to hasten to Nineveh to do what God 
had called him to do.

Jesus compared Jonah’s experience of spending three days in 
the fish to His own upcoming days in the tomb, which He described 
as being in the heart of the earth. Two things stand out in the 
comparison. First is the observation that Jesus considered Jonah a 
historical person, not the main character in a work of fiction. Second 
was the fact that Jesus pointed to His resurrection from the dead as 
the only sign He was willing to offer in response to the request from 
the scribes and Pharisees. 

Jonah experienced three days and three nights in the fish. As 
applied to the burial of Jesus, the phrase three days and three nights 
was a common idiom by which to refer to three days. In Jewish 
reckoning any part of a day would be counted as one day. Hence, 
Jesus was buried late on a Friday, remained in the tomb all of 
Saturday, and was raised early on Sunday—a sequence that would be 
described as being in the tomb three days. 

So what was the sign of Jonah? It was the parallel experience of 
Jonah’s deliverance from the belly of the huge fish after three days 
and Jesus’ deliverance from the belly of the earth on the third day. 
Jonah and Jesus were each sent by God, and the ministry of each was 
certified as authentic by their deliverance from death. Jonah was the 
sign of the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus.

While Jesus’ many miracles should have been sufficient signs, the 
resurrection of Jesus is our ultimate sign that points us to the truth 
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that Jesus was indeed the promised Messiah sent from the Father. 
God has no greater evidence to offer. The bodily resurrection of Jesus 
stands as the Father’s supreme authentication of His Son.

How does the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus serve as a sign for 
us today? 

A WARNING SIGN (MATT. 12:41-42)

VERSE 41
41 The men of Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with this 
generation and condemn it, because they repented at Jonah’s 
proclamation; and look—something greater than Jonah is here! 

As a chastened prophet, Jonah took seriously God’s assignment 
to preach in Nineveh. The result was widespread repentance at his 
preaching. Jesus drew a contrast between Nineveh’s response to 
Jonah and the response of His generation to His ministry. Two 
points of contrast stand out. The first of these was the fact that pagan 
Gentiles, who did not have the advantage of the law of Moses and 
the preaching of the Old Testament prophets, had a better response 
to Jonah’s proclamation than a generation of Israelites did to the 
preaching of Jesus. After all, Jesus was their promised Messiah. The 
Jews should have recognized Him as such and received Him gladly. 
The example of the repenting Ninevites stood in stark contrast to an 
unrepentant generation in general and the close-minded scribes and 
Pharisees in particular. 

The second point of contrast was between the person of the 
human prophet and the Person of the incarnate Son of God. This 
difference included the greater witness given by the divine Son over 

KEY DOCTRINE:  Son of God

Jesus was raised from the dead with a glorified body and appeared to His 
disciples as the person who was with them before His crucifixion.
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that given by a human prophet. To be sure, Jesus was a greater One 
than Jonah.

Jesus summed up the result of these contrasts with the 
declaration that the men of Nineveh would stand up at the judgment 
as condemnation of the unrepentant generation among whom Jesus 
preached. The underlying principle is that greater opportunity brings 
greater responsibility. When greater opportunity is not seized, greater 
judgment falls. 

VERSE 42
42 The queen of the south will rise up at the judgment with this 
generation and condemn it, because she came from the ends of 
the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon; and look—something 
greater than Solomon is here!” 

Jesus not only invoked the example of Jonah and the Ninevites but 
also that of the queen of the south, identified in 1 Kings 10:1-13 as 
the Queen of Sheba. Like the Ninevites, the queen of the south was a 
Gentile. Nonetheless, her response to the wisdom of Solomon was 
remarkable. She traveled all the way from Arabia, described by Jesus 
as the ends of the earth, to hear the wisdom of Solomon. Jesus was 
greater than King Solomon. His point was that the Queen of Sheba 
would join with the Ninevites in leaving unbelieving Jews without 
excuse. Jesus’ intention was not to praise these Gentile examples but 
to shame His unbelieving generation.

Just as Jesus is greater than Jonah, so is He greater than 
Solomon. Once again, the contrast in that greatness put those 
who heard the preaching of Jesus, the King of kings, in danger of 
greater condemnation than the Gentile queen who responded in a 
praiseworthy manner to Solomon, a human king. 

How would you compare your generation to the generation addressed 
by Jesus in this passage? What advantages do people today have that 
would make them face greater judgment for failure to believe in and live 
for Christ?
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IN MY CONTEXT
While signs, which we would term rational evidence, do exist, Jesus 
calls us to trust Him in faith. Christian faith receives His death, 
burial, and resurrection as validating signs of the truth of His 
teaching, as well as His identity as the Son of God. Demanding that 
Jesus conform to our terms leads to judgment.

Discuss as a group how you can approach Jesus with honest questions 
and needs of confirmation without demanding signs. How can you hold 
one another accountable for pursuing the truth and accepting what Jesus 
has revealed? 

Review how you share Jesus with others. Pay attention to the evidence 
you tend to use in your presentation. How do you point them to the 
evidence of the death, burial, and resurrection? Record the name of one 
person with whom you can share this truth. 

Reflect on your life, looking for ways you are attempting to obey God 
on your terms. Ask Him to reveal these areas to you and confess them to 
Him. Record insights you have gained about obeying God on His terms. 

MEMORY VERSE
Here is My Servant whom I have chosen, My beloved in whom My 
soul delights; I will put My Spirit on Him, and He will proclaim justice 
to the nations. —Matthew 12:18
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