
Sermon 62: Luke 11:29-36: Evil unbelief
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INTRODUCTION

Perhaps you remember what it was like.  Before you became a believer you had a certain 
set of assumptions about faith and God.  We were the arbiters of truth and God had to 
prove Himself to us.  We had confidence in our reason; we were fearless in pouring 
intellectual disdain upon things so much bigger than us; we were assured of the rightness of
our aggression against God.  The verdict was out on Him not on us, and the burden of proof
for His existence was upon Him not us.  This impression is prevalent today, unbelief sits in 
judgement upon God demanding explanations for why bad things happen; self-assured 
intellects demand better evidences, and that God jump through all the hoops we set for 
Him; God is portrayed as the one who needs to court us for our approval; we will only 
believe in Him on our own terms; He is guilty until proven innocent.  

And then our eyes were opened.  O how arrogant we had been; how high we thought we 
were, we did not realize how wrong we were.  Then we saw the truth of our sin, the truth of
His glory, the truth of His love for us in Christ.  The Spirit drilled these things into us by His 
power overwhelming our self-deceptions and convincing us of the truth.  The irreverent 
word games we played; the blasphemous resistance to God’s truth; the culpable denials and
deceptions we persisted in.  It is this change, the change from an arrogant and culpable and
demanding unbelief to true faith that Jesus is seeking to bring about in the portion before us
in Luke 11:29-36.

Jesus cast out a demon and there have been various responses to His ministry.  We have 
seen those who have blasphemed the Holy Spirit and denied the blatant truth; we have 
seen Him address those who have a deficient faith that is only hearing but no doing; now 
He addresses that evil and arrogant unbelief that is demanding and will not accept the clear 
truth in front of them.  We will look at this section under three headings.  Firstly, we will 
look at the charge of unbelief in v29-30, and the sign of Jonah; second we will look at the 
examples of faith that put their unbelief to shame in v31-32; and finally Jesus will warn 
them of the dangers of their continuing unbelief in v33-36.  

The charge

V29, ‘When the crowds were increasing, he began to say, “This generation is an evil 
generation. It seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of Jonah.’  
Firstly, let us appreciate the setting, the crowds are growing, more and more people are 
being drawn to the spectacle of Christ; yet He knows that they are not there to change or to
hear but to criticize and reject.  With the increasing crowds you would expect see a typical 
accommodation, ordinarily human beings are intimidated by big crowds and speak in order 
to please them, but not Christ.  He tells them exactly what He thinks of their unbelief.  
Speaking of the crowd in general, but not only of the crowd, He characterizes the general 
population of this generation of Jews as evil.  Please just stop and appreciate what He is 
doing, Jesus meets the growing crowd that is following Him due to His growing popularity 
with a scathing charge.  The Romans, the Jews would agree are evil; the Samaritans the 



Jews would agree are evil, but to call the majority of the people of God, evil, that would 
seem too much.  This is exactly what Jesus is doing here.  We will see as we go through this
portion that there are more surprises like this one.  The first surprise is that the most moral 
and religious nation are evil, the second is that Gentile are put forward as positive examples 
of faith in contrast to their unbelief, the Queen of Sheba, and the men of Nineveh; the third 
is that it will not be the Jews judging the nations, but these Gentile believers judging them.  
One could hardly contrive a much more powerful way to tell first century Jews that they are 
sinful and in need of salvation.  

But why are they so bad?  Jesus tells us that they are so evil because they are seeking a 
sign.  Now there is a way of seeking a sign which is reasonable, God Himself gives signs 
through the signs of the apostles and the various signs that accompanied Christ’s preaching 
in the various miracles that He performed.  God is not flat against signs, God realizes that 
our faith often needs props and provides for that weakness with signs.  And so we see in 
the Bible, at the various turning points of redemptive history when major things are being 
said or done God often provides signs to indicate that these things are from Him.  Signs are 
not something that happen every day, nor are they things that are given by every person to 
perform.  Many conceptions by the charismatic church about signs are wrong in that they 
expect every Christ to perform the signs we see in the Bible on a regular basis.  

No the sin is not in wanting a sign, but wanting a sign to prove that the sign is a sign.  
There is an irrational demand for proof in the face of overwhelming proof, a demand that 
springs from an unwillingness to believe.  I have come across this when sharing the faith 
with some.  I have been able over hours of conversation to remove every intellectual hurdle,
to answer every question, and give a better accounting of the big questions than any 
alternative they could put forward.  I have had people on the ropes with no intellectual 
arguments left to hide behind, and then the true motives would appear.  They would say 
things like, ‘Nick, I can’t argue against you, you have an answer for everything, but the truth
is I don’t like what I hear, I don’t want to stop living the life I am living, I am not willing to 
give up these sins to become a Christian.’  This is the true face of so much unbelief.  You 
see we have hearts that will willingly believe lies so that clinging to our sins and not having 
to change has an intellectual respectability, no a necessity about it.  Our hearts will gladly 
grasp onto bad and illogical arguments, if they suit what we want, we are willing self-
deceivers when it suits us.  

Think about how much proof this generation had.  They had the proof of Jesus miracles, 
miracles of raising the dead, casting out demons, healing the sick, calming storms, feeding 
the five thousand, etc.  Think of the proof of Jesus teaching, He came speaking about a 
Father who saves sinners, a God of grace who saves those who cannot save themselves.  
He pulled the mask off of the false religion of the day which was legalistic and self-reliant; 
He taught and spoke to the glory of God, and not to lead people away from the truth of 
Scripture but to it.  He had the testimony of John the Baptist, a prophet sent from God to 
prepare the people for Him.  There was the testimony of Scripture which foretold so many 
aspects of His ministry and message.  And they still demand a sign.  They did not like being 
called evil, they did not like having their religion cast in a bad light as they cast Samaritans 
in a bad light, they did not like to be told that they were enemies of God, they saw 
themselves as victims at the hands of the Romans and wanted Jesus to reinforce their 
narrative that they were the good guys and not the bad guys.  They did not like that Jesus 
told them that their biggest problem was their hearts and not the external problems of 
racism, oppression, invasion, and Roman taxation.  They did not like to be told that all that 
they had done and practiced has been wrong all along and they need to leave all of that 
behind to become His disciple.  So what do they do, they use the pretense of religious rigor 



and demand a sign.  They do not specify what sign will do, obviously raising the dead is not 
enough, healing, exorcizing demons, calming storms, none of these are good enough, even 
doing things that the OT says the Messiah will do is not enough.  They are hiding their 
unbelief behind a religious and intellectual respectability.  

This is still the same tactic that unbelief employs today.  The Bible is the most reliable 
document from the ancient world, it has four eye witness accounts which bear testimony to 
the person and work of Jesus Christ.  We are told of 500 people that witnesses the 
resurrection of Christ.  We can see how hundreds of OT prophecies were fulfilled by the life 
and death of Christ to the minutest details.  The Bible teaches that there is Creator, but we 
willingly believe that something can come from nothing; the Bible teaches that human 
beings are made in the image of God, as male and female and have intrinsic value; we are 
willing to believe that we are nothing more than animals, that we can create our own 
gender, and that an unborn baby is not a person with intrinsic value.  On and on we could 
go demonstrating the irrational nature of unbelief.  Jesus tells us that this is evil and you are
responsible for it.  

V30, ‘For as Jonah became a sign to the people of Nineveh, so will the Son of Man be to this
generation.’  Apart from the many signs which have already been given, Jesus talks about 
one more sign that will be given to this generation, the sign of Jonah.  The centerpiece of 
the story of the Bible is Jesus Christ.  From the beginning of the Bible, it is all about Christ, 
whether it is Adam as a type of Christ, the promise of the one who would be born of a 
woman to save humanity and overcome satan, or the promise of one from the tribe of 
Judah holding the scepter.  Promises, prophecies, types, they all point and prepare us for 
Christ.  Jesus is telling us that Jonah is a type of Christ and that the actions of his life point 
us to what Jesus would do for us.  We know the story of Jonah well.  He is called to preach 
to Israel’s racial enemies who have committed war crimes against them in the past.  Jonah 
doesn’t want God to spare them but to punish them so he runs away by getting on a ship 
and going off the farthest point he can.  God causes a storm, it results in Jonah being 
discovered as a runaway prophet, and he volunteers to be thrown overboard.  At this point 
he is swallowed by a big fish, and vomited up on shore where Jonah then goes and 
preaches and Nineveh repents.  The sign of Jonah is the experience of being in to stomach 
of the fish and being vomited up.  Matthew 12:40 makes clear what the sign is, ‘For just as 
Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man 
be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.’  

Jonah’s time in the belly of the fish was a type of death, burial and resurrection.  Jonah 
himself did not die, though some think that he might have died and been resurrected, but 
his being in the belly for three days is what Christ is pointing to.  The Jews in Jesus day 
were looking for a sign that He was who He said He was.  They wanted a miracle to ratify 
the miracles.  Jesus told them that the only sign that would be given them is His death, 
burial and resurrection.  Is this a great sign?  The best!  What does the resurrection convey?
The resurrection proves that Jesus is who He says He is; the resurrection proves that sin has
been paid for because death has no right to keep Him; the resurrection proves that death 
has been defeated, and our own resurrection and glorification is guaranteed; but His 
resurrection also proves that we too will be resurrected and have to stand before God on 
judgement day.  Paul tells us this in Acts 17:30-31, ‘The times of ignorance God overlooked,
but now he commands all people everywhere to repent, 31 because he has fixed a day on 
which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of 
this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.”   However, Jesus tells us in
one of His parables that even seeing a miracle of seeing someone risen from the dead will 
not save you (Luke 16:19-31).  Jesus uses this sign to bring the Jews attention to the 



importance of listening to His preaching.  For the Ninevites listened to Jonah’s preaching, 
but the Jews were not listening to His.

Now we need to look at that phrase ‘three days and three nights,’ for as we look at the 
Gospel we know that Jesus was crucified on Friday, in the tomb on Saturday and rose on 
Sunday.  So that He rose on the third day, but He was only two nights in the grave.  Is 
there a discrepancy here?  Now some have tried to argue that Jesus was killed on a 
Thursday or a Wednesday, to make in the grave three days and three nights, but this would
then make Him rise on the fourth day, and would make it contradict other statements in the
Scripture (1 Cor 15:4; Mk 9:31; Matt. 12:33; Luke 9:22).  The best explanation is to see this
phrase as a Hebraism, a Hebrew way of speaking, the ESV study Bible notes on Matt 12:40 
explain it this way. “Three days and three nights in Jewish reckoning is inclusive, meaning 
no more than three days or the combination of any part of three separate days.  Jesus was 
raised ‘in three days’ although He was buried Friday afternoon and resurrected Sunday 
morning (i.e., part of Friday is day one, all of Saturday is day two, and part of Sunday is day
three).” 

‘The Scriptures contain several examples which clearly show that in Bible times a part of a 
day was often equivalent to the whole day.

 According to Genesis 7:12, the rain of the Noahic Flood was upon the Earth “forty 
days and forty nights.” Verse 17 of that same chapter says it was on the Earth for 
just “forty days.” Who would argue that it had to rain precisely 960 hours (40 days x 
24 hours) for both of these statements to be true?

 In Genesis 42:17 Joseph incarcerated his brothers for three days. Then, according 
to verse 18, he spoke to them on the third day and released them (all but one, 
that is).

 In 1 Samuel 30:12,13, the phrases “three days and three nights” and “three days” 
are used interchangeably.

 When Queen Esther was about to risk her life by going before the king uninvited, she
instructed her fellow Jews to follow her example by not eating “for three days, night 
or day” (Esther 4:16). The text goes on to tell us that Esther went in unto the king 
“on the third day” (5:1, emp. added).

 Perhaps the most compelling Old Testament passage which clearly testifies that the 
ancients (at least occasionally) considered a portion of a twenty-four hour period “as 
the whole of it” is found in 2 Chronicles 10. When Israel asked King Rehoboam to 
lighten their burdens, he wanted time to contemplate their request, so he instructed 
Jeroboam and the people of Israel to return “after three days” (2 Chronicles 10:5, 
emp. added). Verse 12, however, indicates that Jeroboam and the people of Israel 
came to Rehoboam “on the third day, as the king had directed, saying, ‘ Come back 
to me the third day’ ” (emp. added). Fascinating, is it not, that even though 
Rehoboam instructed his people to return “after three days,” they understood this to
mean “on the third day.”

 From Acts 10, we can glean further insight into the ancient practice of counting 
consecutive days (in part or in whole) as complete days. Luke recorded how an angel
appeared to Cornelius at “about the ninth hour of the day” (approximately 3:00 
p.m.; Acts 10:3). “The next day” (10:9) Peter received a vision from God and 
welcomed visitors sent by Cornelius. “On the next day” (10:23) Peter and the 
servants of Cornelius departed for Caesarea. “And the following day they entered 
Caesarea” where Peter taught Cornelius and his household the Gospel (10:24). At 
one point during Peter’s visit,Cornelius spoke about his encounter with the angel of 
God. Notice carefully how he began the rehearsal of the event. He stated: “Four 
days ago to this hour, I was praying in my house during the ninth hour…” (10:30, 



NASB, emp. added). Although the event actually had occurred only 72 hours (or 
three literal days) earlier, Cornelius spoke of it as taking place “four days ago to 
this hour.” Why four days instead of three? Because according to the first-century 
method of reckoning time, a part of the first day and a part of the fourth day could 
be counted as whole days. Surely one can see how this information aligns itself 
perfectly with Jesus’ burial taking place on Friday and His resurrection occurring on 
Sunday. A part of Friday, all day Saturday, and a part of Sunday would be 
considered three days in ancient times, not one or two.’1

The examples

V31-32, ‘The queen of the South will rise up at the judgment with the men of this 
generation and condemn them, for she came from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom
of Solomon, and behold, something greater than Solomon is here. 32 The men of Nineveh 
will rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for they repented at the 
preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah is here.’   These words 
would have stung the Jews, their unbelief is being compared to those they would have 
considered lower than them, Gentiles who responded to the truth, the Queen of Sheba, and 
the men of Nineveh.  Jesus argues from the lesser to the greater.  

Firstly, he speaks of the queen of Sheba who is found in 1 King 10:1-13.  Scholars believe 
that this queen came from what is today modern day Yemen, which is over a thousand 
miles from where Solomon was.  One monarch visiting another was very rare unless it was 
in military conquest.  But here we have a queen with a very large retinue in tow visiting 
Solomon.  It is this very thing that Jesus commends her for, and by which she will judge 
others.  It is this aspect of her honest seeking and willingness to find the truth that shows 
up the unwillingness and unbelief in the first century Jews.  Imagine two columns and 
compare this queen with the Jews of Jesus day.
She was a stranger and a Gentile, the Jews were the people of God.
She had heard rumours second hand and on the basis of those took her whole court to see 
Solomon in person; the Jews had first hand encounters with Christ and heard and saw 
firsthand.
She was willing to travel over a thousand miles to have the truth, the Jews rejected it in 
their midst.
She came with hard questions but was willing to learn and receive the answers; the Jews 
asked hard questions in order to try and trap Christ and get Him into trouble.
She saw the lessor glory of Solomon and praised God, v9; the Jews saw the greater glory of 
God in Christ and blasphemed the Holy Spirit.  
She received man’s best wisdom; the Jews rejected the Christ in whom all the knowledge 
and wisdom of God are hidden.
Based on Jesus words it is clear that she became a believer and worshipper of God but 
many of the Jews became the synagogue of satan.  

This queen of Sheba then is a teacher who shows us the way of salvation.  She is the model
sceptic who comes to faith.  She is a challenge to the unbelievers of this age.
  Firstly, she challenges the prejudice of our generation in her honest inquiry.  How many 
today reject Christ on the basis of hearsay?  They see a discovery channel program that 
claims Christ did not rise, or that certain biblical events did not happen, and now they are 
suddenly experts and have a rock solid basis for unbelief.  Or how many have read the Da 
Vinci Code and now discount the bible as a fabrication by the Roman Catholic Church while 

1 https://www.apologeticspress.org/APContent.aspx?&article=756



suppressing the truth that Jesus married Mary Magdalene.  Many today have never read the 
bible but claim it is not true.  They claim that Christ cannot be the Saviour of the world but 
have never stopped to test His claims.
  Secondly, the lengths she went to in order to discover the truth put to shame the efforts of
this generation.  If someone has read a few Wikipedia articles and watched a few things on 
Youtube, they think they are now experts who know more than people who have studied 
these things their whole lives.  Her willingness to go that extra mile exposes our easy 
willingness to believe a lie.
  Thirdly, we see that she was willing to ask the hard questions.  How many are willing to 
ask these questions today?  We are all brainwashed by our cultures and are unable and 
unwilling to test our own worldviews to see whether they are good or false.  How many just 
go along with what is in the air, for example, without having a complete worldview of 
creation, our identity as being male and female in the image of God, our identity as spiritual 
beings, the bible as an authority on spiritual things we cannot access through science, throw
out traditional values in the recent gender equality movement.  This queen asked hard 
questions to get to the bottom of things, not content to go along with what others were 
saying.  Will our generation wake up to the fact that they too are in need of asking and 
getting answers to the hard questions.  Does God exist?  How can I know that?  Who am I? 
Why am I here?  Where did the universe come from?  What is good and evil?  Will this 
generation ask these questions and test the materialistic and evolutionary basis that has 
become the status quo? 

She became a seeker on the basis of reports of a man, what will our generation do with the 
reports of Christ?  Four eye witness accounts of His perfect life, miracles, teachings, death 
and resurrection.  The Saviour of the world who has had a greater effect than any other in 
human history.  Will they allow themselves to be satisfied with what someone else says on 
Youtube or will they investigate His claims for themselves.  The stories are many of those 
who have sought the truth and found it.

This leads to Jesus claiming that one greater than Solomon is here, consider this from the 
story of the queen of Sheba, remember that she came to Solomon with gifts.  What we 
need to see is not that she gave great amounts but that the King gave greater gifts to her 
than she gave to him, v13, ‘And King Solomon gave to the queen of Sheba all that she 
desired, whatever she asked besides what was given her by the bounty of King Solomon. So
she turned and went back to her own land with her servants.’  Solomon gave her gifts, and 
then added to it whatever she asked for.  We cannot help but see here an echo of our own 
relationship with our own King.  He gives to us out of His royal treasury, more than that He 
marries us to Himself so that we have community of property with Him, 1 Cor. 3:21-23, ‘So 
let no one boast in men. For all things are yours,22 whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or 
the world or life or death or the present or the future---all are yours,23 and you are Christ's,
and Christ is God's.’  but more than that He gives to us whatever we ask, John 14:13-14, 
‘Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son.14 
If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.’  

Jesus tells us that she will rise up to condemn those who do not believe what will the queen 
of Sheba’s opinion be of you on that day?  Will you imitate her in searching for truth, for 
giving your all to your King reminding you of the King’s bounty to those He loves?  Or will 
you be condemned for having not having searched for the truth and rejected the King when 
you had so much more knowledge than she had?

Jesus is not only greater than Solomon but greater than Jonah, compare them together.  
Jesus was a greater prophet than Jonah; a perfectly obedient servant where Jonah had 



been backslidden and sluggish; Jesus had a better deliverance on offer and call to 
repentance that Jonah; and Jesus had performed more miracles than Jonah had done; Jesus
had been a more compassionate preacher than Jonah—yet the Ninevites repented, and the 
Jews rejected Jesus.  The seriousness of this rejection continues to have relevance to any 
who reject Jesus today.  For Jesus has resurrected from the dead, the sign of Jonah has 
been given, but will people believe?  The sign of Jonah ends up being a serious sign of 
judgement for any who reject the call to repent and follow Christ.  The sign says, as surely 
as Jesus rose from the dead, so surely shall you be raised on the last day to stand before 
God to give an account of your lives, repent now that you may have your crimes against 
God washed away, or you will have to pay for them yourself and none of us will escape.  

The warning

Jesus ends with a warning comparing the truth He preaches to light.  Will we receive that 
light and shine it, if we do it will fill us with light, or will we reject it, if we do we will be full 
of darkness, v33-36, ‘No one after lighting a lamp puts it in a cellar or under a basket, but 
on a stand, so that those who enter may see the light. 34 Your eye is the lamp of your body. 
When your eye is healthy, your whole body is full of light, but when it is bad, your body is 
full of darkness. 35 Therefore be careful lest the light in you be darkness. 36 If then your 
whole body is full of light, having no part dark, it will be wholly bright, as when a lamp with 
its rays gives you light.”  Do you believe, are you full of light, or like the Jews do you think 
you have light and reject the light He offers, then He tells you, your light is not light but 
darkness.  
                         


