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Introduction 
 There has always been a great interest in our text for this morning in Matthew 12.31-32. 
This is a problem passage. It is very challenging to interpret. Perhaps, one reason for difficulty of 
interpretation is the theme, which seems to be sin (hence, the sin against the Holy Spirit, 
blasphemy against the Spirit, or the unforgivable sin). The passage is not about eschatology or 
prophecy regarding a two-age scheme (this age and the age to come); it is not about the Son of 
man or the Holy Spirit. It is about sins and sin against Christ and the Holy Spirit.   
 A lurking question in this study is whether a person can cross a line or a point of no 
return, so that for the rest of his life and for all eternity, he will stand without forgiveness before 
God. Can a person place himself outside the reach of redeeming grace? Is this sin a special sin 
that puts the one who commits it beyond all possibility of forgiveness? 
 In simple terms at the edges of this discussion, we can affirm that the answer to these 
questions depends on how we define blasphemy against the Holy Spirit; that is, everything 
depends on finding a biblically solid definition of this sin. However, this is not as easy to do, as it 
might at first seem.  In fact, it is difficult to state the theme of the text because it has two aspects: 
sins and sin, sins against Christ and sin against the Spirit, and pardonable and unpardonable sins.  
 If there was ever a time to emphasize examining a text in its context, it is here. The idea 
that context is king in interpretation is most apropos with regard to this text. When we look at 
both sides of the text, we have to discuss the positive that is here as well as the negative. 
Accordingly, my title is “Pardonable and Unpardonable Sin against the Spirit.”  
 
1A. The contrasts in the text itself (31-32)  
 There are three important contrasts. Reflection on them should reveal the basic 
perspective that the contrasts are not absolute. What we have is exaggeration by which Jesus 
teaches in a powerful but non-literal way. We want to get the point; we want to understand it 
with all the power of the language the Lord uses.  
 Let us work with each contrast to see how this is the case. If it is the case, then we have a 
foundation on which to build a good interpretation of the text. The three contrasts are “sins and 
this sin,” sinning against the Son versus against the Spirit, and this age in contrast to the age to 
come.  
 1B. Sins and this sin 

Therefore I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven people, but the blasphemy against the Spirit will 
not be forgiven. 32 And whoever speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but whoever speaks 
against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to come. 

We do seem to have an “any sin except” contrast here. It sounds like the point is that every sin in 
general including every sin of blasphemy in particular will be forgiven people, but on an even more 
particular level, the sin of blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven. Apparently, we have 
smaller and smaller circles of thought from sins, to blasphemies, to this blasphemy. No wonder 
many commentators take the text to be referring to a particular sin by which people may pass a 
point of no return.  
 2B. This age in contrast to the age to come  
 If anywhere, it is here that we have what sounds like a point of no return that someone 
crosses so that for the rest of his days on earth and or all eternity, this person has no possibility of 
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forgiveness. However, this is not necessarily the right understanding of the ages contrast here. It 
is common in Scripture to use both phrases to convey the idea of eternality. By piling up 
contrasting elements, biblical authors make an exhaustive statement. If so, then we do not have 
reference to the remaining part of someone’s life, but an accented way of saying “never.” Then 
what we have is accent on the unpardonable-ness of this sin without any reference to a point of 
no return; such a point is not in view in this language (cf. Vos, Pauline Eschatology, 26). 
 3B. Sinning against the Son versus against the Spirit 
 Unquestionably, this contrast between the Son and Spirit stirs up a great deal of wonder. 
It makes us change our diagram. We do not have sins in general, in particular, and in particular 
within the particular. Instead, we have two types of sin that can be forgiven in contrast to a sin of 
blasphemy that cannot be forgiven. We cannot illustrate the relation of these categories by using 
two circles within a third circle (this blasphemy and blasphemies within the large circle of all 
sins). This sin or blasphemy is a category or circle that stands outside of, and over against, the 
category of sins in general that may be forgiven and the particular sins of blasphemy that may be 
forgiven (the smaller circle within sins that may be forgiven).  
 What puts the one sin beyond forgiveness is the fact that it is against the Holy Spirit. In 
contrast, forgivable sins are those committed against the Son of Man. How are we to understand 
this contrast between Son and Spirit? We ask this question because of a number of 
considerations. 1) We know that God the Son and God the Holy Spirit are one in the same way 
that Jesus and the Father are one. Thus, how could someone sin against one member of the trinity 
and not another? 2) If we try to understand the sin against the Son in terms of His humanity as 
second Adam in the incarnation, we must not forget that He has the Spirit in a special anointing 
for gospel proclamation (Mat 12.18, “I will put my Spirit upon him”; Jo 3.34, “For he whom God has sent 
utters the words of God, for he gives the Spirit without measure”). 3) In context, the Lord tells us that He 
casts out demons by the power of the Spirit (12.28). Although it is true that by the resurrection, 
Jesus became life-giving Spirit (1 Co 15.45), it is difficult to understand how sinning against 
Him before the resurrection is not against the Spirit as well.  
 In the previous section of Matthew, we have record of the malignant charge of the 
Pharisees against Jesus and some cogent answers by Jesus (12.22-30). When Jesus turns the 
tables of their reasoning, He affirms that He casts out demons by the Spirit of God and therefore 
the kingdom of God has come. This affirmation shows the unity of Christ and the Spirit in gospel 
proclamation by word and deed. The Pharisees sin against a clear gospel message.  
 How does this help us define blasphemy against the Spirit? It is difficult to escape the 
conclusion that in blaspheming Christ they blasphemed the Spirit because the Pharisees called 
what Christ did by the Spirit demonic (cf. by Beelzebul, v. 24 with by the Spirit, v. 28).  
 In effect, we have two elephants in the room that commentators do not see or if they see 
them, they do not give them the weight that they should. The two elephants in the room are the 
unity of Christ and the Spirit, and the promise of forgiveness for every sin.  
 These considerations drive us toward, if not to, the conclusion that blasphemy against the 
Son is also blasphemy against the Spirit and vice versa. If we view the text from this angle, from 
the angle of the unity of the Son and Spirit, then the blasphemy against the Spirit is on both sides 
of the contrast, which would mean that in one sense this sin can be forgiven and in another sense 
it cannot. If this is a correct interpretation, then the point of the contrast is that on one hand all 
sins may be forgiven and on the other hand all sins may be unpardonable. Thus, “all sins” are on 
both sides of the contrast: all sins against the Son and Spirit may be forgiven versus all sins 
against the Son and Spirit may not be forgiven because if one sin is not forgiven, then a person is 
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not forgiven for any sin. At least, we know that in the Day of Judgment if one sin condemns you, 
then you are condemned for all of your sins.  
 
Summary 
 The various contrasts in the text direct us to the conclusion that no specific, particular, or 
singular sin is in view. We say this because all sins are on both sides of the contrast given that 
sins against the Son are sins against the Spirit, and blasphemy against the Son is blasphemy 
against the Spirit. There is no teaching here about a particular sin, one that puts a person beyond 
the grace of God for the rest of his life.   
 Consider the horrible thought of a point of no return. A person gets drunk and they pass a 
point of self-control, but he does return when sober. However, he may drive while drunk and hit 
another car with children in it; they may all be injured and eventually recover. The most terrible 
situation is when while driving in a drunken state the man hits and kills a child. There he has 
gone past a point of no return. His sin will follow him to the grave; it may drive him to kill 
himself with alcohol, but he deals with it, and it will haunt him all his days. Nevertheless, he has 
not transgressed a boundary line beyond which God cannot reach him because God is both rich 
and powerful in His grace that super-abounds where sin abounds (Rom 5.20).  
 Have we not come to the center of the gospel of forgiveness when we discuss and deny a 
point of no return? People always resist the Holy Spirit just as they did in Stephen’s day when 
his listeners stoned him to death (Acts 7.51). Can we conclude that resisting the Spirit to the 
point of murdering God’s people puts one beyond the point of return? No, because Paul was 
there, he calls himself the chief of sinners for his actions against the church of Jesus, and God 
called him from darkness and transitioned him into the kingdom of light (Acts 9.4-6; Gal 1.11-
17). What can we say about the people who crucified Christ and called down curses on their 
children in doing so (Mat 27.24-25)? Peter tells these Israelites that the promise of forgiveness 
and the gift of the Holy Spirit belong to them and their children (Acts 2.39). 
 Because of the passages of Scripture that teach us about the height, depth, and extent of 
God’s forgiving grace (such as Ps. 86.5, for you Lord are good and forgiving, abounding in steadfast love to 
all who call upon you), we must look in another direction at the blasphemy of the Spirit in relation to 
blasphemy against the Son. Because of the power of God’s grace in His effectual call that 
penetrates darkness and creates light in the heart (2 Co 4.4-6), we must find the idea that anyone 
is beyond the possibility of God’s grace a very difficult idea to accept.  
 What we should stress is the positive side of the text and accent the point that there is 
forgiveness for every sin and blasphemy against the Son and Spirit. In a paraphrase, we may put 
it like this: even one single sin puts us beyond forgiveness so how much more terrible must our 
lost condition be due to all our sins! Nevertheless, there is forgiveness that super-abounds where 
sin abounds. In one sense, all sins put us in a state of the impossibility of forgiveness. In another 
sense, no sin puts us beyond the possibility of forgiveness.  
   
2A. The implications from the Succeeding Context (33-37) 
 1) The call to repentance 

In verse 33, Jesus gives a call to repentance, “Either make the tree good and its fruit 
good, or make the tree bad and its fruit bad, for the tree is known by its fruit.” Having the 
powerful words about blasphemy ringing in our ears, we now hear the Lord call for decision. 
Like verse 30, everyone confronts a choice between being with Christ or against Him and there 
is no middle position (whoever is not with me is against me).  
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Because you know a tree by its fruit, there is an inseparable connection between 
repentance and the fruit of repentance. Turn away from the bad fruit, Jesus says, by making the 
choice for good fruit from a good heart of repentance (analogous to the choice for God above all 
earthly things). Making the tree good must refer to turning to the good in repentance rather than 
sitting on the fence against Christ and doing evil (scattering, blaspheming, etc). Thus, God offers 
abounding grace and forgiveness as a promise to repentance. 

2) The impossibility of repentance 
Next (in verses 34-35) Jesus explains the opposition of the Pharisees as deliberate and 

willful from hearts filled with an evil treasure. These words state the basic impossibility of man 
to do good deeds. The heart is a storehouse of treasures, either good treasure or evil treasure. 
From the treasure of the heart, whatever it is, the mouth speaks. If the treasure is good, then the 
speech will be good. If the treasure is evil, then the speech will be evil. Accordingly, Jesus 
speaks to the Pharisees with this question: “you brood of vipers! How can you speak good, when 
you are evil?” The answer is that they cannot speak good things because they are evil at the 
depth of their beings. They have evil in their hearts and therefore they speak blasphemies with 
their lips.  

Remarkably, this impossibility does not alter their duty to repent; nor does it remove the 
call to repentance. This heart condition shows man’s hopeless estate in himself – he is in a state 
of unpardonable-ness of non-forgiveness for this age and the age to come. 

3) The consequences of repentance (and impenitence)  
Finally, (in vs. 36-37), Jesus states a parallel with the no forgiveness theme of verses 31-

32. He presents the parallel of condemnation. Obviously, if you are not forgiven, then you are 
condemned. The basis for the condemnation, interestingly, is speech or words that reveal the 
kind of heart one has like fruit reveals what kind of tree we have before us. Notably, blasphemy 
is word oriented or speech oriented. Thus, it is sobering, even alarming, to know that “on the day 
of judgment people will give account for every careless word they speak” (v. 36). Then Jesus 
says that words justify in the Day of Judgment; the declaration of righteousness depends on a 
correlation of faith and good works that manifest the good or righteous heart. The good things 
we say and do are not the ground of justification but the way we must travel; they supply the 
necessary evidence we must display at the judgment.   

The point here is not that someone keeps rejecting the Lord until salvation is impossible 
the rest of his life. What we have is accent on the opposition to the Spirit working with the word 
of the gospel of Christ manifested in speech and deeds that reveal the evil treasure of the heart 
with its adamant and malignant opposition to Christ and the Spirit. There can be no neutrality 
here, you must be with Christ or you are against Him, even if you try to sit on a moral fence. You 
must embrace the gospel, confess Christ as Lord with your mouth believing in your heart that He 
is the risen Lord. In man’s state in the fall, no sin is forgivable. Here no sin is pardonable, but for 
those who turn to Christ in repentance and faith, there is forgiveness in this age and the age to 
come. In fact, no sin, not a single sin, will ever be forgiven, but sinners have forgiveness because 
the condemnation is executed in the work of the Messiah who came on a mission to save those 
given to Him by the Father. He came to save by taking the punishment and enduring the eternal 
non-forgiveableness of sin in our behalf. The impossibility of forgiveness and the impossibility 
of repentance put the human family in an impossible situation, but where sin abounds, forgiving 
grace super-abounds. Efficacious grace and atonement leap from this text implicitly when we 
follow our Lord’s teaching that leads us to the utter dead end that is ours in ourselves. We are 
now ready to try to nail down some concluding thoughts.  
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Conclusion 
1) The impossibility of forgiveness 

 The impossibility to which Jesus refers in the context as a whole is for man in himself. 
One sin puts us into an impossible situation. One sin puts us beyond the point of no return as far 
as there is anything we can ever do to regain Paradise Lost. Speech distinctively reveals man’s 
alienation, estrangement, which keep man from being at home in the world. Man is lost in the 
wilderness outside of Eden.  

We have no hope in ourselves of forgiveness. Those who commit sin are slaves to sin and 
thus we are in a position where we are utterly hopeless and helpless in ourselves. We cannot turn 
to God. We are unable to free ourselves from our bondage and we merit eternal condemnation 
for each sin and for all our sins in an abounding way.  

2) Where there is life there is hope 
 No sin is too great, any sin, any blasphemy can be forgiven. There is limitlessness to 
forgiveness that arises from the goodness of God and that comes to us by His love. He cleanses 
us for all sin.   
 3) Hope is in the power of grace 
 Grace is not simply “unmerited favor” but underserved power exercised on our behalf 
because grace is personal; it is the grace of God in His goodness and love (Ps. 86.5). 
 The good man is good because of the regenerated heart by the power of the coming of the 
kingdom, which manifests itself forcefully through the working of the Spirit. Then sinful people 
determine to enter the saving rule of God instead of adamantly opposing its clear demonstration 
in the works of Christ.  
 4) Faith saves in the commitment to Christ as risen Lord 
 5) Faith works, the evidence of saving faith is in the preparation that we make for 
Judgment Day because all our sins, all the impossibilities in ourselves are overcome by His 
grace.  
 The call here is to follow Christ in the doing of observable down to earth good deeds with 
a special manifestation in your speech. These are speech deeds and life deeds. This contrasts to 
both adamant opposition and attempted neutrality. The call is to searching, gracious, helpful, 
constructive advancing of the kingdom of God and His righteousness. Our motivation is the 
marvel of the overturning of impossibilities by God’s power, love, and grace.  


