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Sabbaths and signs
As we are studying through Matthew, we have learned much from how Jesus began and continued His ministry, His teachings to His disciples and in the Sermon on the Mount, the miracles and signs He performed, and the opposition He faced from religious leaders.  The tension is rooted in the overzealous observance of the Law by the scribes and Pharisees and their lack of understanding about how the Messiah would fulfill the prophecies.  One of the major issues was how the Sabbath was to be observed.
Matthew 12:1-8
The Old Testament Sabbath
The first mention of a sabbath rest is found in Exodus 16:23.  After leaving Egypt, the people complained about the lack of water and food.  God provided water, quail for meat, and then manna which appeared on the ground as the morning dew evaporated.  As a reminder that God is the Creator and their LORD, He provided a double portion of manna on the sixth day so that they could rest from work and remain in their tents on the seventh day.  Ex. 16:29  Violation of the sabbath was a capital offense.  Num. 15:32-36  The root meaning of the word is both seventh and rest.  When God gave Moses the ten commandments, the fourth one about keeping the sabbath confirmed what they were already practicing.  The day was blessed by God and declared holy, set aside for Him.  Ex. 20:8-11   The feasts of Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles were also worship sabbaths when all the men of Israel were to gather in Jerusalem. Ex. 23:14-17   There was a sabbath year when the land was to rest from planting crops  Lev. 25:1-7, and a Jubilee celebration in the 50th year (7x7+1) when all land returned to the allocation given to each tribe through Joshua.  Lev. 25:8-16 
No other nations or cultures had this practice, so observing a weekly sabbath and worship sabbaths set Israel apart from the rest of the world.  The weekly sabbath was given to Israel as a sign for them, that they would know the LORD who sanctifies them  Ex. 31:12-17  and remember their slavery in Egypt   Deut 5;12-15.  According to Ezek. 20:12-14, God exiled Israel to Babylon in part because they had not observed the sabbaths.  Every covenant has a sign, and the sign of the Mosaic covenant is the sabbath.
In the NT, the worship sabbaths were still celebrated by faithful Jews in Jerusalem three times each year, and the weekly sabbaths were observed by gathering at the synagogues scattered throughout Israel for reading and studying Scripture.  The sabbath day began at sundown on Friday and continued until sundown on Saturday.  By this time the Pharisees had developed over 500 laws concerning what could and could not be done on a sabbath day, even establishing a maximum distance that one could walk.  Acts 1:12  That distance was 2,000 cubits (3,000 feet or about 1/2 mile) established by the distance between the ark of the covenant and the people  Joshua 3:4,   and the suburbs of the Levite cities  
Num. 35:5.  In Israel today, elevators are programmed to stop on every floor on the sabbath so that 
the buttons do not have to be pushed.
Now to Matt. 12:1-8.  The issue is about eating bread.  Jesus' disciples were hungry and they were picking heads of grain to eat.  The Pharisees confronted Jesus about this because it was unlawful to harvest on the sabbath.  In response Jesus gave them two examples concerning consecrated bread.  First, David was hungry and was given bread which was to be eaten only by the priests, and the priests also worked on the sabbath by changing the Bread of the Presence, burning incense, and making double burnt offerings.  Jesus concluded by stating that what He was bringing was more important than sabbath regulations,  and pointing out that compassion was more desirable to God than sacrifices.  Jesus is the Lord of the Sabbath; He rules over all holy days.  Mark expands on this by quoting Jesus as also saying that the sabbath was made for man, not man for the sabbath  Mark 2:27  meaning that the sabbath was not to be a burden to them but a blessing.
Jesus, and later the apostles, would go to the synagogues on the sabbath to bring the good news of the Kingdom of God because their mission was to the Jews first and that is where they were gathered.  The early church did not observe the sabbaths, and Paul urged the Colossians not to be concerned when they were judged about this.  Col. 2:16  The church worshiped on the first day of the week which commemorated the resurrection  Acts 20:7  which occurred on the first day of the week.  Sometimes, however, churches will redefine the word "sabbath" and apply it to the first day of the week when Christians gather to worship, but the sabbaths as defined in the OT are not observed.
Matthew 12:9-21
Contending with the Pharisees
This issue was compounded when Jesus healed a man with a withered hand on the sabbath day and in the synagogue.  The Pharisees had accused Jesus' disciples of violating the sabbath, and now they thought they had reason to accuse Him.  Jesus' answer to them pointed out that while He showed compassion and did good, they would deny healing to this man.  This miracle would further prove that Jesus was right, because the healing had to come through God's power.  However, now incensed, the Pharisees conspired to destroy Jesus.  Why did they hate Jesus?  He was holy, and they were not.  He did good, and they did not.  He had true authority from God, and they did not.  Jesus knew their intentions, and as He left the synagogue He continued to heal many people who followed Him.  

Once again, Matthew points out that Jesus' actions fulfilled prophecy.  This is the longest OT quote in Matthew which gives four prophecies concerning the Messiah:  He will bring justice, He will work quietly and humbly, He will not oppress the weak or poor in spirit, and He will bring salvation to the Gentiles.
Matthew 12:22-37
Demons and blasphemy
v. 22-29  During one event when Jesus healed a man who was blind and mute, the people were inquiring about whether He was the Son of David, a title of the Messiah.  The Pharisees answered by saying that Jesus' power came from Beelzebul, the ruler of demons, who is, of course, Satan.  Nothing is hidden from Jesus, and He addressed the issue by pointing out that it would be impossible for Him to be using demonic power against demons which would only cause Satan's kingdom to be divided and fall.  Also, if it is demonic power that casts out demons, does that also apply to the Pharisees' disciples who claimed to cast out demons?  But the main point is that Jesus' power is by the Spirit of God, proving that the Kingdom of God is evident and Satan's demonic power is bound.
v. 30-32  Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven.  Blasphemy means to attribute to God anything that is not true and/or to fail to attribute to Him that which is true.  In Hebrew blasphemy means to curse the name of the Lord, which we might consider profanity.  Jesus had just instructed the Pharisees that they were attributing the work of the Holy Spirit to Satan.  Jesus' words were a specific judgment against them.  There is a lot of discussion and dissention concerning an unpardonable sin.  Here it refers to rejecting what is revealed by the Holy Spirit as true.  The Holy Spirit's work in the world is to convict of sin, righteousness and judgment.  John 16:7-11   If someone is convicted by the Spirit and rejects what has been revealed, there is no salvation. The Scriptures are clear, the deliberate unrepentant practice of sin is not forgiven. Num.15:27-31, 1 John 3:7-10.    There is no disconnect between forgiveness and repentance.
v. 33-37  It has been said that, "The heart of the problem is a matter of the heart."  Salvation begins by a sovereign, unilateral act of God to give a person a new heart, to remove the heart of stone and replace it with a heart of flesh to love God and follow His commandments.  Ezek. 11:19-20, 2 Cor. 3:2-3  That change produces undeniable evidence.  Without it, there has been no change, and a person will be convicted by his own words.
Matthew 12:38-45
Signs as proof
v. 38-42  For about two years, Jesus had been performing signs and miracles, but the scribes and Pharisees were not satisfied.  They asked for yet another sign even though Jesus had been teaching them about their misconceptions about the sabbath and about the power of the Holy Spirit.  First Jesus warned them that their demand for signs was evil and adulterous or not consistent with their profession to serve God.  Jesus told them that the greatest sign was yet to come, and that was the sign of Jonah.  As Jonah was in the sea three days and three nights, Jesus would be in the heart of the earth three days and three nights.  After that would come Jesus' resurrection.  Nineveh had repented at the message from Jonah, and will condemn the generation which rejected the message from Jesus.  Their condemnation will also come from the Queen of the South who traveled a great distance to hear the wisdom of Solomon, yet Jesus' wisdom is greater than Solomon's.

The Apostle John records Jesus identifying five witnesses about Him:  Jesus' own words, the testimony of John the Baptist, the works which Jesus did, the Father's voice from heaven,  and the fulfillment of Scriptures.  John 5:31-39
v. 43-45   The message and wisdom of the gospel are essential.  It is not enough to merely cast out evil and leave an unoccupied space.  Even though that generation may "clean up their act" and obey the law. Absence of evil spirits alone is not sufficient, but the presence of the Holy Spirit is required.  Rom. 8:9
Matthew 12:46-50
Jesus' family
These verses tell us that Jesus' family had come to speak to Him.  We are not told why they came, but considering that Jesus was becoming famous/notorious throughout Galilee and the other provinces, we can imagine that they may have had an intervention in mind.  Jesus' family members are listed for us as His mother, four brothers and unnamed sisters.  Matt. 13:56-57, Mark 6:3   Jesus' earthly father, Joseph, is not mentioned after Jesus is 12 years old.   Luke 2:41-52  Jesus' brothers did not believe in Him until after the resurrection.  John 7:2-5, Acts 1:14, 1 Cor. 9:5  James was head of the church in Jerusalem and is believed to have authored the book of James.
A family consists of those people who are related by blood, marriage or adoption.  Salvation includes adoption into the family of God for every believer according to God's will and the Spirit of adoption.  
In fact, we are related by all three possible ways:  we are saved into the family by the blood of the Lamb, as a church we are the bride of Christ, and we adopted as joint heirs with Christ to receive an eternal inheritance.  Our earthly family is temporary, and our spiritual family is eternal.  Jesus came to bring eternal life for all who live to please our Father in heaven, and eternal values and priorities are always paramount.
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