
The Charge of Demonism and Some Answers (Mat 12.22-30) 
WestminsterReformedChurch.org 
Pastor Ostella 
12-11-2005 
 
Introduction 

In our last study in Matthew, we noted that Jesus exercised great wisdom in how He 
handled hostility. Sometimes, He would withdraw from a place where the malice of the religious 
leaders fermented. Nonetheless, He continued to do His work in public and He would find 
Himself in the presence of His adversaries repeatedly. They opposed the Lord in different ways. 
One extreme way was to plot His death in a fascinating combination of religion and murder. 
Another extreme way to oppose Him was to turn the people He served against Him by claiming 
that His apparently “good” deeds were demonic. Surprisingly, they would claim that a miracle of 
healing, such as healing a demon-oppressed person, was not something good but actually 
something evil. This approach is precisely the way the Pharisees attacked Jesus according to our 
text for today in Matthew 12.22-30. Here, the Gospel writer treats the miracle with striking 
brevity as if to say his primary concern is not with reporting the miracle, but his primary concern 
is the reaction to it. In these verses, Matthew reports the charge of demonism and some answers, 
and these two things make up our outline for this message: the malignant charge of the Pharisees, 
and the cogent answers of Jesus.  

Then a demon-oppressed man who was blind and mute was brought to him, and he healed him, so that the 
man spoke and saw. 23 And all the people were amazed, and said, "Can this be the Son of David?" 24 But when 
the Pharisees heard it, they said, "It is only by Beelzebul, the prince of demons, that this man casts out 
demons." 25 Knowing their thoughts, he said to them, "Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and 
no city or house divided against itself will stand. 26 And if Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself. 
How then will his kingdom stand? 27 And if I cast out demons by Beelzebul, by whom do your sons cast them 
out? Therefore they will be your judges. 28 But if it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the 
kingdom of God has come upon you. 29 Or how can someone enter a strong man's house and plunder his 
goods, unless he first binds the strong man? Then indeed he may plunder his house. 30 Whoever is not with 
me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me scatters. 

 
1A. The malignant charge of the Pharisees 

 The people respond in large numbers with wonder at the thought that perhaps Jesus is 
the Son of David. What do they mean by Son of David? Where are these people in their faith in 
Jesus? At the very least, the crowds are beginning to think that Jesus is the Messiah, the coming 
Son of David. They are looking for an answer to the question that circulated among them, “Can 
Jesus be the Messiah?” 

 They were disposed to think that He is the Messiah, so when the Pharisees heard about 
the direction of their thinking, they responded with an insidious accusation. They accused Jesus 
of doing His work by the power of the prince of demons. They heard the stirrings among the 
people and they gave their response to the people: And all the people were amazed, and said, "Can this be 
the Son of David?" 24 But when the Pharisees heard it, they said, "It is only by Beelzebul, the prince of demons, that this 
man casts out demons." Apparently, they spoke to the people and not to Jesus because when Jesus 
interacts with them, He does so on the basis of His knowledge of their thoughts (there is no “they 
said to him…he said to them” as in 12.2-3; whatever He heard, He knew their reasoning). 
  Willful and determined opponents turn even the greatest good that a person does against 
him. This is the great danger of polarization, prejudice, and viewing the facts with a jaundiced 
eye. The Pharisees tried to explain the miracles of Christ in a negative way, while not denying 
that He did them. They wanted to use them as an undeniable basis for slander. No doubt their 
goal is in the question, “why listen to him?” (cf. Jn 10.20, Many of them said, "He has a demon, 



 2
and is insane; why listen to him?"). The Pharisees wanted the people to listen to them and so 
they tried hard to discredit Him.  
  The Pharisees slander Christ from deep within their hearts. What overflows is the 
malignant charge of collusion with evil in an insidious way. According to Alexander, the 
complaint against Jesus is “under the derisive and disgusting name Beelzebul, or Dung-god…It 
is…probable…as we do not find it [this usage of Beelzebul] in the oldest Jewish books now 
extant, that it was devised for the occasion, as a bitter sarcasm against Jesus” that is “particularly 
insulting, as it identifies him with the Fly-god [Beelzebub] of the old Philistines, and the Dung-
god [Beelzebul] into which this idol had been changed by the bitterness of Jewish controversial 
satire” (Matthew 336). 
  These religious leaders harbored hatred in their hearts toward Jesus and slandered Him 
behind His back. They did not come to Him openly and charge Him with demonism. It seems 
that none of the accounts on this point reveal face-to-face confrontation; instead, the Pharisees 
spread their slander among the people. In His presence, they reasoned in the privacy of their 
thoughts concluding that He did His works by demonic power. Jesus knew their thoughts and 
reasoning, and He answered them.  
 
2A. The cogent answers of Jesus 
  As Ridderbos puts it, Jesus turned their whisperings into a topic for open discussion 
(Matthew 237). He did not fear the Pharisees; He was not afraid of how they reasoned in their 
hearts. Their thinking and reasoning could be brought into the open for evaluation and counter-
argument. Thus, the Lord Jesus shows that the logic of the Pharisees is flawed. Their thinking 
leads to absurdity and therefore it fails to have any merit. Very carefully and precisely, Jesus 
uses four lines of argument in answering the Pharisees: suicidal self-destruction, fragmented self-
contradiction, table turning, and the binding argument.  
  1B. Suicidal self-destruction 

To make His case, Jesus sets forth the “well-known fact of experience” (Ridderbos 237)  
that kingdoms, cities, and households that divide against themselves travel the road of certain 
ruin. Knowing their thoughts, he said to them, "Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and no city or 
house divided against itself will stand (v. 25). This is a premise in His argument. Given enough time, 
kingdoms, cities, and households that have division within them will eventually fall apart. When 
they are at war within over primary goals, their doom is foolishly sure.  

Jesus formulates His argument with respect to Satan’s kingdom in verse 26, And if Satan  
casts out Satan, he is divided against himself. How then will his kingdom stand? Clearly, Jesus identifies the 
prince of demons to be Satan not Beelzebul or any of the other competing princes of evil of 
Jewish theology. Thus, His argument is to this effect: if Satan casts out Satan, as required by 
your claims against me (adjusted by a correct definition of the prince of demons), then he would 
be divided against himself and his kingdom would not advance itself as it does in the present 
world. He would be leading people away from his sphere of evil and into the sphere of good. His 
purpose in opposing Christ would be ineffective in a most absurd way. Surely, Satan is not that 
foolish, but your reasoning is that foolish. It assumes the false idea that the prince of demons 
operates on a principle of suicidal self-destruction. Jesus then presents another line of argument 
(v. 27). 

2B. Fragmented self-contradiction 
  And if I cast out demons by Beelzebul, by whom do your sons cast them out? Therefore they will be your 
judges (12.27).  In effect, Jesus says, “for argument sake, if I do what you charge me with doing, 
then I have a question for you, ‘by whom do your sons do the same thing?’”  
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  Another premise is that the students and associates of the Pharisees (your sons) also 
cast out demons. Notably, Jesus does not say that they actually did these things. His words need 
mean no more than “your followers claim to cast out demons, you believe them, and you grant 
them status as members of your party as part of your household or kingdom, that is, as part of 
your sphere of influence and rule.”  
  There is a complex argument that surfaces if the Pharisees try to answer the question, by 
whom do your sons cast them out? How the argument works depends on missing pieces, or parts 
of the argument that are unstated and implicit, but clearly present. A powerful way of arguing is 
to have your opponent fill in implied premises. If more than one implied premise is possible, that 
only makes the argument even stronger.  

Jesus is challenging them as very inconsistent in opposing Him, while they do not  
oppose and not their own followers who do the same things. Think of the different things that are 
at work here.  

1) First, Jesus says, “If you oppose your sons, then they are your judges by their very  
presence in your household. They show that your house is not in order but hopelessly divided 
against itself and on the verge of collapse. Your ‘kingdom’ is full of fragments and your 
arguments against me are filled with self-contradiction.”  

 2) Second, could the Pharisees say that their disciples cast out demons by the power of 
God, but Jesus does so by the power of Satan? Here is an implied premise: those who cast out 
demons do so by the power of the prince of demons.  
  If they back off from the claim that exorcism is by the power of demons, then because 
of their followers it becomes evident that their argument is out of court. If they admit that the 
casting out of demons could be by the power of God, then what Jesus is doing could be by the 
power of God. Thus, their followers are their judges making clear that they cannot sustain their 
malignant accusation against Jesus.  
  3) Third, furthermore, since their sons will be their judges, then they (the sons of the 
Pharisees) must answer the question as judges about the power to cast out demons. If they agree 
with you, Jesus says, then the implication is that their exorcisms are demonic, and they condemn 
themselves. If they disagree with you (on the premise that exorcisms may be of God and not of 
the devil), they condemn you in your accusations against me. They are caught on the horns of a 
dilemma. They expose, they judge, your attack as unfounded.  

Moreover, if they defend themselves and defend me, then they oppose you and your  
household is fragmented and on the verge of ruin. Whichever way they go, the Pharisees receive 
the goads of condemnation that expose their thinking as absurd.  

 When the dust settles, it is irrational to think that I am working in collusion with my 
enemy by taking people from under his oppression, and freeing them to do good, to see God, and 
to speak His praises. Your thoughts are full of the fragments of self-contradiction (a great sin!). 

 3B. Positive table turning  
 In 12.28, Jesus turns the tables of the argument. But if it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out 

demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you. If I do my miracles by the power of the Spirit, and I 
do as Isaiah predicted (Mat 12.18) and as the defeat of your reasoning shows, then the kingdom 
of God promised in the OT has come.  

The kingdom of God is here now, and we know that there is much that is yet to come.  
The kingdom has an “already not yet” quality to it regarding restoration from all the effects of 
the fall including demonic deception and oppression in the world. In the kingdom of Christ, His 
people have deliverance from the powers of darkness and thus nothing can happen to God’s 
lambs to take them from the Father’s hand. He defeated the great enemy and yet final 
punishment waits for Judgment Day. Our mediator defeated Satan in the halls of divine justice 
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and God pronounced the sentence. The defeat is real; it is already the case. Still, the execution 
of the sentence is not yet. Thus, Satan roams about like a lion seeking to devour people (1 Pet 
5.8), but his doom is sure.  

 4B. The binding argument (v.29) 
 To remove any lingering doubts about His authority over Satanic powers and the 

presence of the kingdom of God, Jesus uses the striking illustration of how you would go about 
plundering a strong man of his goods. You would have to bind the strong man first and then you 
could take his possessions. If you did not tie him up, then with great strength, he would prevent 
you from taking a single thing. So you bind him and then “rob his house” (12.29).  

 The premise in this argument is the fact that Jesus is plundering Satan of his goods by 
casting out demons at will. That cannot be done unless Satan is bound first. Therefore, Jesus has 
Satan under His authority, and in turn, this shows that the kingdom of God is present now even 
though there are many things yet to do to bring it to consummation.  
 
Conclusion 

 We can focus the conclusion of this section by considering the good news, the call to 
decision, and the challenge.  

1) The good news is the promise of life that is now and yet to come 
 Granted the center of concern is not the miracle, but the reaction to it. Still, the healing 

of the oppressed person locks us into the marvelous restoration theme. Namely, Jesus brings 
restoration from all the effects of the fall. Here, we learn that He delivers us from the blindness 
and speechlessness that we experience both physically and spiritually. The physical ailments of 
aging, dying, and death are due to the fall of man into sin through Satanic deception. On another 
level, we are blind to spiritual things (2 Co 4.4f), and we do not use our speech to share the 
things of God with others or to give praises to the Lord.  

Thus, the enacted parables of restoration are embodiments of the good news. They  
show us what it means to be a true disciple of Christ: it means to see the things of this world as 
reflections of the Creator (as His indirect speech). It means to praise Him more and more as you 
come to know Him better and better in one anothering discipleship love (Jn 13.35, By this all people 
will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another). 

Furthermore, the enacted parables of restoration promise the resurrection of the body in  
glory at the end of history on earth. The promise of the gospel is full of hope, body-soul, whole 
person hope.  

2) The call to decision is that “Every person on earth has to make a choice for or against  
Jesus” (Ridderbos 240) according to verse 30, Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not 
gather with me scatters. 

 You must be “with” Jesus in order to avoid being “against” Him. If a person does not 
commit himself to Christ as His prophet, priest, and king, then that person stands in opposition to 
Him. There is no middle ground or neutral position: “Well, I am hardly with Christ and His 
teachings, but I am not against Him nor am I against the high code of ethics of the Sermon on the 
Mount.”  Such a posture will not work. You cannot sit on the fence in the middle. To sit on the 
fence and not climb over to the other side with Christ is to sit there against Him. That puts you 
on the side of the opposition and in Satan’s camp.  
  Neutrality can be the worst hostility (Alexander 339; cf. Mk 9.40, Lk 9.50 for a 
balancing perspective). 
  Another side of the “with” versus “against” contrast has to do with gathering and 
scattering. What do these things mean? Gathering and scattering surely refer to Christ’s kingdom 
work in general. Those who gather with Him join in His work and spread the gospel for the 
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gathering in of the sheep for which Jesus laid down His life. To be “with” Him includes 
“gathering with Him.” Thus, it is a mark of genuine personal fellowship with Christ that those 
who are His disciples in truth seek to share the gospel of the kingdom. They are not islands and 
they know it. They try to find ways to spread the word and to encourage others in promoting the 
coming of the kingdom. If you claim to be with Christ in a personal relationship, but you live 
your “Christian” life in a vacuum void of sharing your faith with others, then what you actually 
do is scatter or point people away from Christ. There is no fence sitting here either; unless you 
pray and work for the coming of the kingdom, you are not with Christ but against Him and you 
send people away from Christ (of course, this cannot thwart the building work of Christ).   
  Because the kingdom of God is present, those who see it ought to seize it as a precious 
prize (Mat 11.12). All who hear these words ought to place themselves fully, willingly, and 
absolutely under the authority of the kingship of Jesus-Messiah.  
  3) The challenge is to fight darkness by careful argument. Our Lord is our example on 
how to deal with demonic deception that makes us blind and speechless: one significant way is to 
argue carefully in the light of day.   
  Satan is not foolish. He is a master of deception; He schemes in ways that should alarm 
us and call us to vigilance. His kingdom is a kingdom of darkness not truth, not light. We may 
succumb to his devices at times and be like the soldier on the battlefield that gets knocked down 
and trampled on. It hurts, but God will graciously get us back on our feet with some lessons 
learned. The fire will not hurt us because His design is to consume the dross and refine the gold 
(cf. the hymn, “How firm a foundation”). There is thus a now and not yet to our battle with 
darkness, but we are light and are to walk as children of light (Rom 13.11-14, notably, we are not 
to quarrel as we put on the Lord Jesus, which implies that His example of arguing is what we are 
to emulate).  
  Diligent arguing puts light on the table instead of darkness. Arguing not quarrelling is 
part of our arsenal in the war against demonic deception. The challenge that you and I face is 
how to follow our Lord’s example by implementing critical thinking without being critical. The 
challenge for you men as spiritual leaders is to figure out how to do this in your homes without 
losing sight of the Christian graces. The challenge is for you to figure out how to argue for the 
gospel in the market place (this is salt-seasoned apologetics). The challenge for you is to learn 
how to engage critically without being critical in the church (cf. having majority-minority views laid out 
clearly in dialogue point for point in the men’s meetings. For example, the fact that we have at least three different 
views among the men on the question of infant baptism as “valid not necessary” is not bad per se; the challenge is 
that we address it with careful argument and with Christian grace, with the graces of godliness).The same 
applies to me as pastor. I need to cultivate open discussion and debate that is not quarrelsome, 
but wholesome. I need to exemplify it as well. For all of us the driving concern must be 
reverence for Christ. Surely, we need this kind of pursuit of truth, knowing that one of Satan’s 
devices is to divide Christians against one another. Having differences is not the point (that is a 
status quo fact that is not bad in itself; it gives opportunity for iron to sharpen iron), but how we 
handle the differences is the point. We must not lose sight of Christian love, by losing sight of 
Christ, His love, and His example.  
 
Let us fall down before the majesty of our God in humble recognition of our need of His grace 
every day. May He grant us the enlightenment of His Spirit that we may show ourselves to be His 
disciples by the way we lovingly help each other learn. May He grant us the grace to follow the 
matchless example of our Lord Jesus Christ, to whom be all glory, now and forevermore.  
   


