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Text 
Then some of the Pharisees and teachers of the law said to him, "Teacher, we want to see a miraculous 

sign from you." 39 He answered, "A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a miraculous sign! But 

none will be given it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. 40 For as Jonah was three days and three nights 

in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. 41 

The men of Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for they repented at 

the preaching of Jonah, and now one greater than Jonah is here. 42 The Queen of the South will rise at the 

judgment with this generation and condemn it; for she came from the ends of the earth to listen to 

Solomon's wisdom, and now one greater than Solomon is here. 43 "When an evil spirit comes out of a man, 

it goes through arid places seeking rest and does not find it. 44 Then it says, 'I will return to the house I 

left.' When it arrives, it finds the house unoccupied, swept clean and put in order. 45 Then it goes and takes 

with it seven other spirits more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of 

that man is worse than the first. That is how it will be with this wicked generation." 

 

Introduction 
 There’s an image from the letter to the church in Laodicea in the book of 

Revelation.  Jesus says, “Here I am!  I stand at the door and knock.  If anyone hears my 

voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me” (Rev. 3:20).  

In short, what we are going to see today from the passage of Matthew’s Gospel that is 

before us is just this: don’t keep Jesus at a distance. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Looking for a Sign 

 Have you noticed that the natural human impulse is to use people?  We are so full 

of ourselves that we will measure everything by ourselves.  Even in relationships of so-

called love.  It was made clear to me in a new way recently that what our culture 

ordinarily thinks of as love – that chemistry and connection, those intense feelings that 

often sweep over couples in the early stages of their romance that they hope will never 

die… that is really just being in love with yourself.  Lauren Winner writes: 

 

When we are “in love” with someone we often appear to attend to our 

beloved when in fact we are doing the very opposite.  Instead of being 

attentive we are acquisitive.  We use the other for our own glorification, 

we bask in the presence of our beloved because we enjoy the image of 
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ourselves that is reflected back….  This is the opposite of Christian love.  

The opposite is all about me.  Even idolizing my beloved – certainly a 

danger for the newly infatuated – is all about me, though it pretends to be 

all about the other, it is all about me because it does not take my beloved 

seriously as a person created and redeemed by God but rather imagines 

him to be perfect, heroic, sublime, and customized to meet my needs.
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For guys I would say those feelings that come in the initial stages of being “in love” are 

really aroused ego.  They are the swell of pride at having conquered or the elation that 

someone would respond positively to ME.  It’s me-centered.  We use people, even when 

we think we love people.  You see it in the parent-child relationship too.  You see it 

pretty much everywhere. 

 It can often be that way with Jesus too.  We can use him, even when we seem to 

be loving him and enjoying his love.  It’s kind of like an immature, prolonged dating 

relationship without committing, getting married, and moving in together, losing your 

independence; two becoming one.  We keep him around because he makes us feel good.  

He gives us stuff.  But ultimately we’re keeping Jesus at a distance. 

Last week we talked about the wonderful gift of forgiveness.  Jesus brings 

forgiveness of sins.  But this week I want to clarify that Jesus is not a genie in a bottle to 

rub whenever our consciences need cleansing so we can get peace of mind and go on 

living for ourselves until the next time we need him.  We can’t just use Jesus for 

forgiveness. 

 And Jesus is not a genie at our disposal to give us other things we want: health, 

wealth, or, as we see today, that tingly feeling of spiritual experience.  “Then some of the 

Pharisees and teachers of the law said to him, ‘Teacher, we want to see a miraculous sign 

from you’” (v. 38).  This desire in the Pharisees and teachers of the law represents 

something universal: we want Jesus to perform for us.  He needs to keep doing things to 

grab our attention and approval, otherwise we may grow disinterested and move on.  It’s 

like when Jesus was paraded before Herod just before his crucifixion.  It says, “When 

Herod saw Jesus, he was greatly pleased, because for a long time he had been wanting to 

see him.  From what he had heard about him, he hoped to see him perform some miracle” 

(Lk. 23:8).  But Jesus didn’t perform and so Herod played with him a bit and then sent 

him back to Pilate to be discarded.  That sounds audacious, but we can easily take that 

very same position with Jesus.  We can stand in the judgment seat and evaluate him, 

thinking of ourselves as the king, not realizing all along that Jesus is the King.  He made 

us and gives us life and breath and we will all stand before his judgment one day to 

account for what we’ve done with it. 

 Elsewhere this type of request from the Pharisees and teachers of the law is 

identified as testing (16:1).  They were testing Jesus.  This is what the devil tempted Jesus 

to do to God in the wilderness in ch. 4 when he told him to throw himself off a high place 

and let God send his angels to protect him.  What did Jesus say?  “It is… written: ‘Do not 

put the Lord your God to the test.’”  I’ve done this before.  Have you?  I remember as a 

kid asking God to talk to me through the way my cat’s tail twitched.  I remember as a 

teenager sitting alone in my church sanctuary praying that God would make the door 

open.  We do this!  Why?  Because we want to see him perform for us. 



3 

 As we get older we may get more sophisticated, but the same mindset can be at 

play.  We want the spectacular.  We want the miraculous.  And our interest in Christ 

wanes as our experiences begin to calm down.  We get frustrated and easily dismayed 

when prayers are not answered right away.  God doesn’t seem real anymore.  We feel 

spiritually dry and look for techniques to get the fire back.  But much like a couple trying 

to bring back that loving feeling, it can be an immaturity and narcissism that wants the 

attention back on you.  We say we want to see God moving but is it really for his glory or 

for him to bow to our desires?  Is your faith the kind that’s fixated on miraculous signs, 

be they the extravagant or the subtle?  Do you demand Jesus give you some goosebumps 

in order to believe in him or keep on believing in him? 

 Now God does give signs and he has given one definitive and convincing one, as 

we’ll see in just a bit.  Right?  I mean this request for a miraculous sign comes after Jesus 

just healed a blind, mute, demon-possessed man.  Maybe these specific people didn’t 

know about that, but Jesus has been engaged in an all out campaign of shock and awe 

since the beginning of his ministry.  They couldn’t have missed it.  He was casting out 

demons and healing people right and left and word had spread everywhere (cf. 4:23-25).  

So I want to say that it’s not that God was unwilling then or today to condescend to us 

with weak faith and do amazing things.  We do get to see spectacular things from time to 

time from God – answers to prayer, miracles, healings, provisions – and they are tender 

mercies from God where he graciously parts the clouds for a moment and reminds us that 

he is there.  But to focus on these things, to demand them, to be greedy for them is not a 

good thing, as Jesus’ reply is going to show. 

 Let me say that again, that God does give signs and wonders (emphasis this time 

on give).  Signs are given.  These special manifestations of God’s power are gifts of God, 

not coerced out of him or warranted by something we do or necessitated by us jumping 

through some hoop.  I’ve been thinking lately how the sensations of God’s presence are 

kind of like sneezes.  Sneezes kind of feel good, don’t they?  But have you ever noticed 

that a sneeze comes upon you.  I know some people that can belch on command.  I don’t 

think it’s possible, though, to sneeze at will.  It has to happen to you.  Every single person 

probably in his or her lifetime has experienced a sneeze.  Likewise every Christian will 

experience those moments of God’s power and grace and beauty washing over him.  It 

just will happen, these gifts from God.  And, in fact, you can put yourself in places where 

it may be more likely to happen.  For example, going to church is kind of like walking 

into a dusty room.  The likelihood of a sneeze is more common.  But also let me point out 

that it would not be desirable to sneeze all the time, right?  We were talking at Small 

Group this week about guy on the Simpsons who had the hiccups for 25 years, in 

between spasms saying, “Kill me [hic]… Kill me [hic].” 

Now I tend to take analogies too far…  Anyway, the point is: God will give you 

signs – personal experiences or observances of his power from time to time – but that’s 

not necessarily the point of the Christian life.  Those who mistakenly think it is are really 

missing out.  We might call these kind of sign-seekers hyper-experiential.  This passage, I 

think, warns against falling into that; it is ironically not the way to intimacy with Jesus 

but rather keeps him at a distance – Jesus is merely someone who does things for you. 

 But this passage also warns against being hyper-rational.  That’s probably more of 

what is going on with the Pharisees and teachers of the law here, actually.  They weren’t 

experience junkies with Jesus, they were utterly skeptical and reluctant to believe in him 
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and were insisting that there be more proof.  They couldn’t be convinced.  And in this 

demand for a sign, what were they really doing?  Not necessarily making Jesus come 

before the bar of their experience, but making him bow before their reason.  It’s the 

Enlightenment/Modern method where the autonomous Self stands as the final arbiter of 

all truth and reality, which inevitably makes God or Jesus an object for you, the 

authoritative subject, to act upon, examine, control… 

 So either way, hyper-experientialism and hyper-rationalism both keep God at a 

distance.  We are like the Bachelor or the Bachelorette standing in the place of final 

authority with Jesus among other gods and ideas and pursuits out there vying for our rose 

– “Pick me!  Pick me!  I’ll do this for you…  I’m this….”  And our culture is obsessed 

with these kinds of shows because we’re obsessed with this kind of thinking.  We’ve lost 

all appreciation of the glories of marriage and we’re fascinated with the vanity of 

romance.  Have you ever noticed that all romantic comedies and romance novels end 

with the marriage (if even that?), as if after that is really quite boring.  We’re content to 

date all our life, thinking somehow that this is better.  And it’s not.  It’s empty.  It’s 

selfish.  It’s less fulfilling.  It’s lonely.  It’s destructive.  Don’t think of Jesus as a 

contestant on The Bachelorette.  Don’t demand a sign.  Don’t keep Jesus at a distance. 

 

The Sign of Jonah 
 “Some of the Pharisees and teachers of the law said to him, ‘Teacher, we want to 

see a miraculous sign from you.’  He answered, ‘A wicked and adulterous generation 

asks for a miraculous sign!  [treating Jesus this way stems from sin; interesting that he 

uses the term ‘adulterous’].  But none will be given it except the sign of the prophet 

Jonah’” (vv. 38-39).  Jesus won’t oblige such demands.  He only points them to one big 

sign that is about to come – the sign of Jonah. 

Just a little refresher if you’re unfamiliar with the OT story of Jonah.  Jonah was a 

prophet in the northern kingdom of Israel in the 8
th

 century B.C.  God told him to go 

preach a simple message of repentance to the pagan and wicked city of Nineveh.  Jonah 

didn’t want to (God’s grace has always been scandalous, hasn’t it?), so he fled on a boat, 

got caught in a storm, and ended up being cast into the sea of judgment to calm God’s 

wrath, was swallowed by a giant sea monster where he spent three days, and after three 

days was spit out onto the shore, alive.  He then went to Nineveh, preached, and the city 

turned in mass to the God of Israel.  There’s much more to it, of course, but that’s a basic 

sketch necessary for understanding Jesus’ reference here.  By the way, did Jesus think 

this was an actual event?  It seems he did. 

 Anyway, so what is the sign of the prophet Jonah that Jesus says will be given the 

people around him?  “For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge 

fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (v. 

40).  What’s he saying?  He’s speaking of his impending death, burial, and resurrection.  

Just as Jonah was sacrificed to quell God’s anger, so Jesus will be – on the cross.  Just as 

Jonah was encased in darkness for 3 days, so Jesus will be – in the tomb.
2
  And just as 

Jonah came back out miraculously, so will Jesus – at his resurrection.  That cluster of 

events is the definitive sign that Jesus is, first of all, someone to listen to.  The people of 

Nineveh listened to Jonah’s preaching and repented.  How much more should the people 

of Jesus’ day?  But this is also a sign that Jesus is more than just a prophet; he is the “one 
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greater than Jonah” (v. 41).  He’s the One, God in the flesh, the culmination of all 

redemptive history, the Lord of all! 

 Jesus throws in another historical example from the OT.  It’s something recorded 

in 1 Kings 10.  The Queen of the South (or the Queen of Sheba) was a prominent ancient 

dignitary who heard of King Solomon’s God-given wisdom and came great lengths to 

hear it out and ended up bowing before the Lord.  Jesus says again, “Now one greater 

than Solomon is here” (v. 42).  Jesus is citing examples of people (and it’s interesting that 

these examples, even from the OT are of sinners and non-Israelites) who saw lesser 

displays of God’s revelation and yet who repented and worshipped the Lord to provoke 

his audience and highlight their culpability.  But he’s also singling himself out as the 

centerpiece of history, the culmination and recapitulation of all these figures and events 

that were types.  Just in this chapter alone we’ve seen how Jesus is one greater than the 

temple (v. 6), Lord of Sabbath (v. 8), bringer of the kingdom (v. 28), and now the true 

and better Jonah and Solomon.  He is the real deal.  And notice that here he’s 

highlighting most preeminently his death, burial, and resurrection – the chief sign, the 

clincher, the most notable, definitive event of his life. 

 When we look at Jesus we can look at his many miracles but we should focus 

primarily on the central event of his death, burial, and resurrection.  That is the 

monumental sign that has been given us.  And that should be sign enough that Jesus is 

something altogether different, unique, special.  He is not someone we can use or hold at 

arm’s length.  “[God] commands all people everywhere to repent.  For he has set a day 

when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed.  He has given 

proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead” (Acts 17:30-31).  If you look at the 

apostles’ preaching in the book of Acts, they will sometimes attest to Jesus miracle-

working, but the main centerpiece of their proclamation time after time after time is his 

death and resurrection.  Over and over again they proclaim this historical and central 

reality – “God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact” (Acts 

2:32). 

 This is the focus of the New Testament and therefore I think it’s important to ask 

hyper-experientialist and hyper-rationalists both this question: What do you do with the 

historical events of Jesus, namely the death and resurrection? 

If you’re someone who tends to focus on the wow in the now, the question I 

might ask is, “Do you even need a doctrine of a bodily resurrection in your religious 

system?  If you pulled that plank out, would anything really be different.  I mean, really?  

Because the apostles presented it as the linchpin.”  You talk of a personal relationship 

with Jesus.  You pray to him, sing to him, sense him guiding you.  You feel his presence.  

“Faith” is hugely important to you.  It gives you inspiration.  You’ve probably passed on 

a few of those touching email forwards about chalk falling to the ground and hitting the 

atheist professor’s pants and not breaking.  Maybe you feel drawn to or at least intrigued 

by best-seller books about boys who claim to have gone to heaven and seen Jesus and 

come back.  But does that do more for you than the report of a man named Jesus actually 

dying, being buried, and on the third day rising from the dead just outside Jerusalem in 

the Roman occupied Palestine of the first century for the salvation of the world?  Let me 

ask the question again: does your religion really even need an historical Jesus – a datable 

birth, life, death, resurrection, and ascension in order for it to go on?  Just something to 

think about… 
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 If you’re a hyper-rationalist, has your understanding of reality accounted for the 

facts of the historical Jesus?  Maybe Jesus is an intriguing figure to investigate in a 

comparative religions sort of way – someone of intellectual intrigue, an object of study, 

but not personal or supernatural or someone that might demand something of you or 

directly involve you.  Have you dealt with the credible claims of a few hundred 

eyewitnesses saying they saw this Jesus of Nazareth, crucified under Pontius Pilate, alive 

again after his entombment?  Christianity is not based on the claims of people 

experiencing him in their heart.  It’s based on public, falsifiable events of a crucified and 

resurrected Jesus. 

 Many “believers” don’t really have a place in their spiritual life for the objective 

Incarnation, life, death, burial, resurrection, and ascension and second coming of an 

historical Jesus.  Their faith is essentially a-historical; it’s about me and Jesus here and 

now or perhaps in the sweet by and by.  It’s about subjective feelings – private 

experience and personal therapy.  And most non-believers or nominal religious types 

haven’t really dealt with the public claims of a crucified and risen Christ.  And both, I 

want to say, can keep the real Jesus at bay, it keeps him as a person we use or abuse.  And 

you may think that emphasizing the historical events of Jesus 2,000 years ago resulting in 

him being ascended infinitely high to the right hand of the Father now will actually make 

Jesus more distant.  Not so.  Let me try to explain…. 

 

Christ in Residence 
 And for this let’s begin to look at the final section of our passage for today.  Jesus 

tells a parable that pictures what that sign-seeking generation was like: 

 

When an evil spirit comes out of a man, it goes through arid places 

seeking rest and does not find it.  Then it says, “I will return to the house I 

left.”  When it arrives, it finds the house unoccupied, swept clean and put 

in order.  Then it goes and takes with it seven other spirits more wicked 

than itself, and they go in and live there.  And the final condition of that 

man is worse than the first.  That is how it will be with this wicked 

generation. (vv. 43-45) 

 

Jesus says that the people who keep him at a distance, demanding him to perform 

signs for them (either out of hyper-experientialism or hyper-rationalism) are people who 

may be able to point to certain spiritual achievements in their life or attain certain levels 

of moral improvement.  “Jesus is talking about a pleasant, moral reformation,” writes 

Leon Morris, “but with the man thinking that he is still in control of himself and with no 

reference to the Spirit of God.”
3
  These people may be religious, they may look good in 

some ways, put together, maybe even attest to God’s help in the process, but in the end, 

in deeper ways than perhaps obvious, they are worse off.  Why?  Because when you’re a 

sign-seeker, Self is at the center of your life.  And when Self is at the center of self you 

have an implosion, a vacuum, a black hole, a profound emptiness.  This is the unoccupied 

house. 

What are the evil spirits?  Pick anything.  If you get rid of one demon, yet Self is 

still the center of your soul, a deeper vice will come to take its place.  If you climb out of 

alcoholism and get sober that’s great, but if you do it for self-respect you’ve moved on to 
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a more reputable addiction, but more deadly.  If you get control of your emotions out of 

fear of appearing weak, you lose the ability to relate.  This is generally what’s happening 

in young kids, still unregenerate, as they learn to obey their parents or social convention.  

Self is at the center; they’ve just learned better how to achieve the results they want in 

this world.  You’ve just swapped out your idols and Self still reigns supreme.  It’s 

possible to get some measure of success in life without Jesus, but your final state is really 

worse than your first. 

It’s even possible to get some measure of success with Jesus, but not be centered 

on Jesus.  This is Christian self-help and it’s rampant.  The theological term for it is 

Pelagianism.  In it you maintain your self determinism and Jesus helps you along, but you 

keep Jesus at a distance.  He’s not moved in and taken up residence in your heart.  Jesus 

hasn’t possessed you.  That’s what this parable is getting at.  Jesus is challenging his 

hearers to not be empty, keeping Jesus at a distance and Self supreme, which leads to 

self-destruction, but to so fully identify with him that he comes in and takes over, 

radically transforming you at the core, filling you with a fullness that cannot be displaced. 

How does the sign of Jonah, the historical reality of the death, burial, and 

resurrection of Jesus, relate to this idea of Jesus not being at a distance but rather filling 

you, consuming you, taking you over?  Well how does the Bible speak about the death 

and resurrection of Jesus?  As something disconnected and distant from Christians?  No, 

in fact Jesus’ historical feats of salvation are very clearly stated as being for his people.  

“He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification” 

(Rom. 4:25).  These are not distant realities.  They very much concern us. 

In fact, the Bible says of believers that they have been crucified with Christ, that 

they died with him (i.e. 2Tim. 2:11).  So putting your faith in Jesus, not just amorphous, 

spiritual Jesus, but crucified-dead-buried-rose-again-ascended-to-heaven-Jesus, is to be 

so identified with him that your Self was put to death on Good Friday circa 30 A.D.  It’s 

the death of Self.  Self is no longer the center of your self.  Self has died and moreover 

you have been raised with Christ (i.e. Eph. 2:6).  “We were therefore buried with him 

through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through 

the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life” (Rom. 6:4).  That new life is a full 

life, a liberated life, an eternal life.  This is what Jesus is offering, not just a vague 

experientialism or a dry rationalism, not a kind of dating relationship, but a mystical 

union where two become one and move in together so to speak, lives wrapped up in each 

other. 

Here’s a verse that I think sums it up well.  Paul is speaking in Galatians 2:20.  He 

says, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.”  

Memorize that verse.  Meditate on that verse.  Recognize that reality today and tomorrow 

and the day after.  “I have been crucified with Christ.”  My sinful nature, my Self, with its 

passions and desires has been nailed to the cross when Jesus was (cf. Gal. 5:24).  “I no 

longer live, but Christ lives in me.”  Self has been displaced.  The void has been filled.  

My Self with all my sins has been done away with at the cross.  Now “the life I live in the 

body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal. 

2:20). 

This great and historical sign becomes to me my life.  No longer am I looking to 

Jesus to endorse my agenda with his powers, demanding him to perform for me.  He has 

performed for me, brilliantly.  I don’t need any more sign that he loves me than this.  I’m 
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caught up in him and him alone.  And this is how genuine change happens – dramatic at 

points, but generally steady.  It’s learning to live in this reality.  And this is how intimacy 

with Jesus is achieved, coming back to the cross and empty tomb over and over. 

Here’s another verse for you.  Paul in Romans 6:11 advises us: “Count yourselves 

dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus.”  Other translations have “consider 

yourselves,” “reckon yourself.”  In other words, realize this great reality over and over 

again.  Christ has died.  Christ has risen.  I am in him and he is in me.  Jesus says in John 

14 of those who love him and heed his teachings, teachings like this one we’ve looked at 

today – “My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with 

him.” 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 “Behold, I stand at the door and knock,” Jesus says.  “If anyone hears my voice 

and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me” (Rev. 3:30; 

ESV).   

 

Benediction 
Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where 

Christ is seated at the right hand of God.  Set your minds on things above, not on earthly 

things.  For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. (Col. 3:1-3) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 22, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 

 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 I read this quote in Tim Keller’s fabulous book The Meaning of Marriage. 

2
 Some have found a problem with the phrase “three days and three nights” because it presents a problem 

with the traditional chronology of Jesus’ crucifixion on Friday and resurrection on Sunday, but as D.A. 

Carson writes, “According to Jewish tradition, ‘three days and three nights’ need mean no more than ‘three 

days’ or the combination of any part of three separate days.” Matthew: Chapters 1-12, Expositor’s Bible 

Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 296. 
3
 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1992), 329. 


