
 1 

The Unforgivable Sin 

Introduction 

Did you read Matthew 12.31 and feel the floor drop out beneath you? You are not alone. This 

verse has kept sincere Christians awake for two thousand years, and the fear you feel about it is 

the strongest evidence that you have not crossed the line Jesus warned about. 

The unforgivable sin is one of the most misunderstood passages in the New Testament. Most 

people assume it refers to a single dark thought, an angry word, or a moment of spiritual failure. 

It is not. Jesus issued this warning in a specific room, to specific people, in response to a specific 

posture of the heart. Understanding who He was addressing changes everything. 

This study walks through Matthew 12 verse by verse, unpacks the Greek word translated as 

blasphemy, traces the pattern of heart-hardening from Pharaoh to King Saul to the Pharisees, and 

shows why the cross is big enough for every sin except one. The one sin it cannot cover is the 

only one that refuses to walk to the One who forgives. 

If conviction is still moving in your heart, the door remains open. That is the mercy hidden 

within the most frightening verse in the Gospels. 

An Examination of the Text 

There is a sentence in the Gospels that has kept sincere Christians awake at night for 2,000 years. 

12 words spoken by Jesus himself. If you have ever read it and felt the floor drop out beneath 

you, this is for you. Sincere believers have read it, closed their Bibles, and quietly wondered 

whether they had already crossed a line they could not uncross. Matthew 12:31, “Therefore, I say 

to you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven men, but the blasphemy against the spirit will 

not be forgiven men.” Then, in verse 32, Jesus repeats it as if to make sure no one missed it. 

“Whoever speaks a word against the Son of Man, it will be forgiven him. But whoever speaks 

against the Holy Spirit, it will not be forgiven him either in this age or in the age to come.” You 

are not alone if those verses unsettle you. Pastors get emails about this passage every week. 

Counselors hear the question over and over. Have I done it? Was that the thought I had last 

Tuesday, the unforgivable one? Did that angry word in my 20s seal my fate? The fear itself is the 

answer. The very anxiety haunting you is the strongest evidence that you have not committed it.  

The unforgivable sin is not a single bad word, a single dark thought, or a single moment of 

failure. It is the long, deliberate hardening of the heart against the only person who can lead a 

sinner home. And the people who actually do it are not the ones who lose sleep over it. They are 

the ones who have stopped caring.  
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When you read this passage slowly, it shifts from the most terrifying verse in the New Testament 

to one of the most reassuring. So read it again slowly. To understand the warning, you have to 

understand the room. First, who are the Pharisees Jesus is addressing? In first-century Judea, the 

Pharisees were the most respected religious teachers in the country. They knew the Hebrew 

scriptures inside and out. They had memorized the law. They had built fences around the law and 

around those fences, hoping to ensure the people would never accidentally break a 

commandment. They were not casual believers. They were the most committed religious minds 

of their generation, which makes what happens next all the more devastating. 

Matthew 12 begins with Jesus walking through grain fields on the Sabbath. His disciples are 

hungry, so they pluck heads of grain. The Pharisees see this and accuse them of breaking the 

Sabbath. Jesus answers them. Then he goes into a synagogue and heals a man with a withered 

hand again on the Sabbath. The Pharisees watch him do it. And verse 14 says, "They went out 

and plotted against him how they might destroy him.” They watched a miracle, and their 

response was to plan his murder. The men who knew the scriptures best were watching the 

scriptures walk in front of them, and they could not see him. Then comes the moment that 

triggers the warning.  

Verse 22. Then one was brought to him who was demon-possessed, blind and mute, and he 

healed him so that the blind and mute man both spoke and saw. A man who could not see, a man 

who could not speak, held captive by something dark, is brought to Jesus, and in one moment he 

is healed of it all, with sight restored, voice returned, and the demon expelled. The crowd is 

astounded. Then in verse 23, “And all the multitudes were amazed and said, ‘Could this be the 

son of David?’" The title “Son of David” referred to the promised Messiah. The crowd is asking 

out loud whether they are looking at the one their entire nation has been waiting for.  

Then the Pharisees speak. Verse 24 says, “Now when the Pharisees heard it, they said, ‘This 

fellow does not cast out demons except by Beelzebub, the ruler of the demons.’" Beelzebub was 

a Philistine deity worshiped in the city of Ekron, as mentioned in 2 Kings 2:3. By the time of 

Jesus, in second-temple Jewish thought, the name had become a slur, an epithet for Satan 

himself. So when the Pharisees use this name, they are saying something specific. They are 

saying that the miracle they just witnessed, this healing of a blind, mute, demon-possessed man, 

was performed not by God but by the king of demons. 

Mark's account of the same scene puts it even more starkly. Mark 3:30 explains why Jesus issued 

the warning. They said, "He has an unclean spirit." That is the trigger. They watched the Holy 

Spirit do something undeniable in broad daylight, and they called it Satanic. Then comes the 

warning. Jesus answers their accusation point by point, showing the logical absurdity of Satan 

casting out Satan.  

He explains that if he drives out demons by the Spirit of God, the kingdom of God has come. 

And then he says it, "Therefore I say to you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven men, but 

the blasphemy against the spirit will not be forgiven men." So, before we even unpack the 

language, we can see this. The warning is not abstract; it is not theoretical; it is not floating free 



 3 

in the air for any random sin to fulfill. It comes in response to a specific posture. The people 

standing in front of an obvious work of the Holy Spirit, slandering him as the work of the devil.  

Now, to the word itself, because almost everything English readers think blasphemy means is 

wrong. In English, blasphemy sounds like cursing, like a swear word against God, or like saying 

something irreverent in a moment of frustration. But the Greek word Jesus actually used here is 

different. The Greek word is βλασφημία (blasphemia). It is one of those words that English 

translators never really translated. Rather, the translators simply took the Greek letters and 

substituted the corresponding English letters, in the same way that baptizo became baptize.  

When you read the word “blasphemy” in your Bible, you are reading a Greek word in disguise. 

That Greek word does not primarily mean swearing but rather “slander,” “evil speaking,” or 

“reviling.” Strong's concordance defines blasphemia as vilification, evil speaking, railing. The 

standard understanding is that it comes from two Greek roots: Βλαπω (Blaptō), meaning to harm 

or injure, and Φήμη (phāmā), meaning “speech,” “rumor,” or “voice.” Put them together, and the 

result is to injure a reputation, to damage someone with words. That is what slander is. It is 

calculated speech designed to destroy. And once you see that, the verse opens up.  

The slander against the Spirit will not be forgiven. Jesus is not warning about an angry outburst 

or a careless word spoken in frustration. He is warning about the kind of speech that stems from 

a settled, deliberate opposition to the Holy Spirit. The very kind the Pharisees were modeling for 

him in real time. But this raises a question that almost everyone trips over. Why this sin and not 

others? Why is slandering the Holy Spirit unforgivable when slandering the Son of Man is 

forgivable?  

Jesus states it directly in verse 32, “Whoever speaks a word against the Son of Man, it will be 

forgiven him. But whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit, it will not be forgiven him.” That is a 

startling distinction. You can speak against Jesus and be forgiven. You cannot speak against the 

Spirit and be forgiven. Why?  

The answer is found in something Jesus says later in John 16. He is teaching His disciples about 

the Holy Spirit, who will come after He returns to the Father. He also describes the Spirit's 

specific role in the world. Verse 8, “And when he has come, he will convict the world of sin and 

of righteousness and of judgment.” That word convict is the key. The Holy Spirit is the one who 

pricks the human conscience. He is the inner voice that whispers, "Something is wrong. 

Something needs to change. There is a savior. Look at him." The Spirit is the one who points 

sinners to Christ. He convicts, He draws, He persuades, and He awakens. 

Without the Spirit's work, no one would ever come to Jesus. Paul says it just as clearly in First 

Corinthians 12:3, “No one can say that Jesus is Lord except by the Holy Spirit.” Reread the 

warning with that in mind. The Spirit is the one who draws a sinner toward the Savior. To 

slander the Spirit, to call his work satanic, to stand in front of his drawing voice and call it the 

voice of the Devil. This permanently shuts the door that the Spirit alone is opening. The cross is 
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not the problem; it paid the price for every sin. The real problem is refusing the only road that 

leads to the cross.  

And there is one more layer here worth noting. When Jesus contrasts speaking against the Son of 

Man with speaking against the Holy Spirit, He makes a specific theological point about His own 

ministry on earth. During His earthly life, Jesus walked around looking like an ordinary man. He 

got tired, He got hungry, He grew up in a small town, and He had brothers and sisters who did 

not even believe in Him until after the resurrection. John 7:5 says, “For not even His brothers 

believed in Him” (NASB).  

As incredible as it seems to us today, it was genuinely possible for someone to look at him, listen 

to him, and conclude that he was merely a gifted teacher. Wrong, yes, but understandably so. To 

slander him in that state was something the cross could cover, because the person was reacting to 

what their physical eyes saw. But slander of the Spirit is different, because the Spirit's work is 

invisible until it is felt. When the Spirit convicts someone, the person knows it. There is an inner 

pull, a pricking of the conscience, a quiet voice that cannot be explained away. To slander Him is 

to recognize His work and call it evil. And that is a different kind of rejection. 

Let me pause here because we have covered ground worth holding on to. So far, we have seen 

that the warning in Matthew 12 was not abstract. It was issued in response to a specific moment 

when men watched the Holy Spirit heal a broken man and called it the work of Satan. We have 

seen that the Greek word for blasphemy means slander, calculated speech intended to damage 

someone's reputation. And we have seen why this sin is specifically unforgivable. Because the 

Holy Spirit is the one who leads sinners to Christ, permanently slandering Him is to permanently 

silence the only voice that can lead you home. But the question still hangs over us. How does 

someone actually arrive at that place?  

The Pharisees did not wake up that morning planning to commit the unforgivable sin. They got 

there slowly. And how they got there is what changes everything. The unforgivable sin is not a 

single moment. It is a pattern that develops over time. The Bible shows us this pattern over and 

over. Start with Pharaoh. The book of Exodus describes Pharaoh's heart hardening across the 10 

plagues. The language the Bible uses is striking. Sometimes the text says Pharaoh hardened his 

own heart: 

• As in Exodus 8:15, after the plague of frogs, when Pharaoh saw that there was relief, he 

hardened his heart and did not heed them.  

• Exodus 8:32, after the plague of flies, but Pharaoh hardened his heart at this time also.  

• Exodus 9:34, after the plague of hail. When Pharaoh saw that the rain, hail, and thunder 

had ceased, he sinned yet more and hardened his heart.  

At other times, the text says God hardened Pharaoh's heart: 

• Exodus 9:12 after the plague of boils, but the Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh.  

• Exodus 10:20, Exodus 10:27, Exodus 11:10. 
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Theologians have written entire books trying to untangle that tension. But the simplest reading is 

the one most commentators across traditions reach. God did not create new evil in an innocent 

man. He only confirmed the direction Pharaoh had already chosen. Pharaoh said no to God; 

Pharaoh said no to God again; Pharaoh said no to God again; and eventually God let his choices 

set like concrete. 

Romans 1 describes the same pattern in different language. Verse 24 says, "therefore God also 

gave them up." Verse 28 says, "God gave them over to a debased mind." Not God forcing them 

to rebel, but God ratifying it. God is confirming the choice the person has already been making. 

That is what hardening looks like. It is not arbitrary; it is the slow result of repeated resistance. 

The Old Testament gives us another example of this pattern, even more pointed than Pharaoh's, 

because this man started within the covenant. King Saul, the first king of Israel, was anointed. 

When Saul was anointed, the Spirit of the Lord came upon him powerfully. 1st Samuel 10:6 

says, "Then the Spirit of the Lord will come upon you, and you will prophesy with them and be 

turned into another man." That is how Saul's reign began, with the Spirit on him, anointed, 

chosen, the whole nation watching. But over time, Saul made one stubborn choice after another. 

He grew impatient and offered sacrifices that the prophet Samuel was supposed to offer. He 

spared what God had told him to destroy. He invented his own rules for what God had clearly 

commanded. And by 1st Samuel 16:14, the text says something chilling. But the Spirit of the 

Lord departed from Saul. 

The Spirit that had been on him left. From that point on, Saul's life entered a downward spiral. 

Insomnia, paranoia, and murderous rage toward David, the man God had chosen to replace him. 

Years later, on the eve of his final battle, Saul tried to hear from God and found nothing. Verse 

after verse in 1st Samuel 28 describes a king seeking guidance and receiving silence. The same 

Saul who once prophesied could no longer hear a word from God. He died on a battlefield, 

falling on his own sword (1st Samuel 31:4). 

Saul's story is not the unforgivable sin in its full form. He lived before the cross, before the Spirit 

was poured out as He is now. But the pattern is the same. Repeated resistance, the Spirit's 

withdrawal, and a heart that finally cannot hear. The Bible repeats this pattern so we can see it 

from every angle.  

In the New Testament, the book of Hebrews identifies this exact pattern and applies it directly to 

our question. Hebrews 6:4-6 says, “For it is impossible for those who were once enlightened, and 

have tasted the heavenly gift, and have become partakers of the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the 

good word of God and the powers of the age to come, if they fall away, to renew them again to 

repentance, since they crucify again for themselves the Son of God, and put him to an open 

shame.”  

Theologians debate whether this passage indicates that a believer can fall away. Set that debate 

aside for a moment. The warning itself is unmistakable. There is a state in which repentance 

becomes impossible. Not because God refuses to give it, but because the heart has become so 
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unfeeling that the call no longer registers. The conscience no longer responds. The spirit can still 

be speaking, but the person can no longer hear. Paul calls this a seared conscience in 1 Timothy 

4:2. The Greek word he uses is καυστηριάζομαι (kaustāriazomai), meaning “to sear” or “to 

cauterize." It is like using a hot iron to seal a wound by killing the nerve endings around it. A 

seared conscience is one that no longer feels. It is not that God stops speaking. It is that the inner 

ear has been burned shut by years of refusing to hear.  

See how Steven describes this same pattern in Acts 7:51. He stands before the Sanhedrin, the 

same religious leaders who had handed Jesus over for crucifixion. Steven says, “You men who 

are stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears are always resisting the Holy Spirit; you are 

doing just as your fathers did” (NASB). The word “stiff-necked” is always the giveaway. Steven 

is not describing a moment. He is describing a lifetime, a pattern, a posture. Generation after 

generation of religious people standing before the Spirit's call and saying, "No." That is the 

unforgivable sin.  

It’s not a slip, not a flash of anger, not a doubt that ambushed you in a hard season. It’s a long-

settled, eyes-open refusal to let the Holy Spirit do what only He can do: lead you to Jesus. And 

this is exactly why the cross is the answer to almost everything except this. Think about who 

Jesus said could be forgiven. Whoever speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven. 

You can speak against Jesus and find mercy. The men who nailed him to the cross were 

forgiven. From the cross itself, he prayed for them. “Father, forgive them for they do not know 

what they do” (Luke 23:34). Knowing they did not know, he pleaded for their pardon. That little 

phrase, they do not know, turns out to be the hinge of the whole question. 

Years later, the Apostle Paul looked back on his life and described it as follows. 1 Timothy 1:13, 

“even though I was previously a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent aggressor. Yet I 

was shown mercy because I acted ignorantly in unbelief” (NASB). Paul called himself a 

blasphemer. The Greek word is the same one Jesus used in Matthew 12. Paul slandered Christ. 

He hunted down Christians. He stood by while Stephen, the man who had just accused the 

Sanhedrin of resisting the Holy Spirit, was stoned to death. By any measure, Paul looked like a 

candidate for the unforgivable sin. And yet he found mercy. Why? In his own words, because he 

did it ignorantly in unbelief. That is the difference. Paul was wrong, but he was not yet locked in. 

The Spirit was still able to reach him. 

On the road to Damascus, when the light flashed, the voice spoke, and the question came, “Saul, 

Saul, why are you persecuting me?” (Acts 9:4), Paul fell to the ground and surrendered. The 

Spirit had been pursuing him, and in that moment, instead of slandering Him one more time, 

Paul listened. The Pharisees in Matthew 12 were not in that position. They were not ignorant. 

They watched the miracle, felt the Spirit moving, and called His work Satanic. That is the 

difference Paul is pointing to. Ignorance can be overcome. With eyes open, rejection cannot. The 

same Spirit pursued both of them. Paul said yes. The Pharisees said no. Two responses, two 

different endings.  
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Jesus is still the answer. The cross is still sufficient. Every sin you can name has already been 

paid for, including the sin of speaking ill of Christ himself. The only sin that cannot be forgiven 

is the refusal to walk to the One who forgives. 

Think about this example. A house has a smoke alarm. The first time it goes off, the family stops 

everything. They check the kitchen. They check the basement. They take it seriously because the 

alarm exists for one reason: to warn them of a fire they cannot yet see. The second time it goes 

off, it is a false alarm. Smoke from burnt toast. They wave the smoke away, annoyed but 

grateful. The alarm worked. The third time it goes off late at night while they are trying to sleep. 

They pull the chair over and remove the battery for tonight only. They will put it back tomorrow. 

Tomorrow comes. They forget. A week passes. A month. The alarm sits silent on the ceiling. 

Batteries gone. And one night, while everyone is sleeping, an electrical wire shorts out in the 

wall. Smoke fills the hallway, but the alarm does not go off because there is no alarm anymore. 

There is just a piece of plastic on the ceiling that once saved lives.  

The Holy Spirit is the alarm. He is not bothering you. He loves you. He goes off because 

something is genuinely wrong, and he wants you to wake up before it is too late. The first time 

he convicts you, you listen. The second time, you might hesitate. The third time, you start to find 

him inconvenient. The hundredth time, you have learned to silence him without even trying. The 

unforgivable sin is not the fire. It is the day you decide you would rather burn in peace than be 

interrupted again. The gift of the Spirit's voice is the most precious thing in your life, even when 

it makes you uncomfortable. Especially when it makes you uncomfortable. Because that voice is 

the only thing standing between you and a house with no alarm. So, what do you do with all this? 

Two things: 

First, the comfort. If you fear you have committed the unforgivable sin, that fear itself is the 

strongest evidence in the world that you have not, because a heart finally hardened against the 

Holy Spirit no longer cares. It is at peace with the silence. It does not lose sleep, search the 

scriptures, or sit reading an article like this one, hoping to find a way back. The Spirit's whole job 

is to convict, to draw, and to disturb the comfortable conscience. If your conscience is disturbed, 

he is still working. If you are still asking, he is still calling. If your heart still aches at the thought 

of being cut off from him, the door is still open. Matthew Henry put it plainly centuries ago. 

Those who fear they have committed this sin give good evidence that they have not. Stop 

torturing yourself with a verse that was never aimed at you. 

Second, the responsibility. The same passage that comforts you also warns you. The Spirit's 

voice is not infinite in your life. He convicts, but He does not coerce. He calls, but He does not 

corner you. And every time you push Him away, the next time it becomes a little easier to do so. 

So when conviction comes, do not negotiate, do not delay, and do not tell yourself you will deal 

with it later, that you are too tired, too busy, or too far gone. The day the Spirit moves on your 

heart is the most important day of your week, your month, maybe your life. Treat it like the gift it 

is. Isaiah 55:6 says it the way the prophets always said it. Seek the Lord while he may be found; 
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call upon him while he is near. There is a window, and it's open right now for you today. That is 

what “while” means. 

Now look once more at the Pharisees in Matthew 12. They did not stumble into the unforgivable 

sin. They walked into it slowly, deliberately, choice after choice. They saw John the Baptist and 

rejected him. They watched Jesus heal the sick and accused him of breaking the Sabbath. They 

listened to his teaching and plotted his murder. By the time the demon-possessed man stood 

before them, healed and whole, the verdict was already written in their hearts. The miracle did 

not change their minds because they had been closed-minded for a long time. They called the 

Spirit's work Satanic because they had spent years training themselves to see Him as the enemy.  

Those are the people Jesus was warning. And they are the people the warning is still for. Not the 

trembling sinner who fears she has gone too far. Not the believer who lies awake at night 

replaying his words. Not the person reading this, hoping there is still a way back. The warning is 

for someone who has stopped listening on purpose. Someone who has decided the spirit is a 

hindrance. The one who has built a whole life on silencing the only voice that could save him. 

But here is the good news Jesus left in the same passage. Every sin and blasphemy will be 

forgiven men. Every sin. The list is not short. The reach is wide. The blood of the cross is 

enough. There is one sin, and only one, that cannot be forgiven. It is the sin of refusing the only 

person who can bring you to the One who forgives. So if his voice is still speaking to you, that 

itself is mercy. The Spirit who convicted Paul on the road to Damascus is the same Spirit who is 

convicting you right now. Stephen said the religious leaders always resist the Holy Spirit. The 

opposite is also possible. You can stop resisting today, in this moment, not tomorrow, now, 

because every sin can be forgiven. The cross was always big enough. The only thing too big for 

the cross is the door you refuse to walk through. And may the God who never stops speaking to 

his children keep His Spirit close to you every day of your life. 

 


