The American Journal of Biblical Theology Vol. 27(37). Sep. 13, 2026

Calling the Holy Unclean: Jesus’ Warning
About Blasphemy Against the Holy Spirit
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Abstract

The saying of Jesus concerning blasphemy against the Holy
Spirit has long stood as one of the most troubling and
frequently misunderstood warnings in the Synoptic Gospels.
Interpreted variously as final impenitence, apostasy, or an
undefined category of grave sin, the doctrine has often been
abstracted from its narrative context or misapplied in pastoral
settings. This essay offers a sustained examination of the so-
called unforgivable sin through a multi-disciplinary approach
that integrates grammatical-historical exegesis, biblical
theology, historical reception, and systematic synthesis.
Attention is given first to the literary and narrative contexts of
the Synoptic accounts, where the warning arises in response
to the deliberate attribution of Jesus’ Spirit-empowered works
to demonic agency. The study then situates the warning
within its Old Testament and Second Temple Jewish
background, particularly the categories of high-handed sin,
prophetic hardening, and rebellion against the Spirit. A survey
of  patristic, medieval, Reformation, and modern
interpretations demonstrates a broad convergence around the
themes of informed hostility and moral inversion, despite
differences in emphasis. Systematically, the essay argues that
the unforgivability of the sin does not derive from any
limitation in divine mercy or the efficacy of Christ’s
atonement, but from the repudiation of the very means by
which repentance and forgiveness are effected. Finally, the
study addresses the doctrine’s pastoral implications,
distinguishing hardened opposition from tender conscience
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and offering guidance for faithful teaching and application.
Properly understood, blasphemy against the Holy Spirit
emerges not as a threat hovering over the penitent, but as a
sober warning against decisive rejection of divine self-
disclosure.

I. Introduction: The Problem of an “Unforgivable” Sin

Few sayings of Jesus have unsettled Christian readers quite
like the warning concerning blasphemy against the Holy
Spirit. It arrives in the Synoptic Gospels not as a marginal
aside but as a stark declaration, framed with solemn finality:
“whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit never has
forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin” (Mark 3:29).! The
language is unyielding, even jarring, and its effect has echoed
through centuries of interpretation, leading Augustine to state:
“Perhaps there is not in all holy Scripture found a more
important or more difficult question.”2 The idea that a sin
could exist beyond forgiveness appears, at first glance, to
strain against the New Testament’s repeated insistence that
God is rich in mercy, abounding in grace, and willing to forgive
even the chief of sinners. The resulting tension has ensured
that this text is never merely exegetical; it is existential.

The purpose of this essay is to address that tension directly
and responsibly. Rather than attempting to soften Jesus’
words or weaponize them, the aim here is to understand what
He actually meant, why He said it when He did, and how the
warning coheres with the broader biblical theology of
repentance, forgiveness, and divine grace. The scope is
deliberately comprehensive. Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit
will be examined exegetically within its Synoptic contexts,

1 Scripture quotations taken from the (LSB®) Legacy Standard Bible®,
Copyright © 2021 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission. All
rights reserved.

2 Augustine, “Sermons on Selected Lessons of the New Testament,” in Saint
Augustine: Sermon on the Mount; Harmony of the Gospels; Homilies on
the Gospels, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, vol. 6, ed.
Philip Schaff (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994), 320.
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situated against its Old Testament and Second Temple Jewish
background, traced through the history of Christian
interpretation, and synthesized within a systematic-theological
framework attentive to both doctrinal coherence and pastoral
consequence.

At the heart of the problem lies an apparent contradiction. On
the one hand, the Gospels proclaim forgiveness without
apparent limit: “all sins shall be forgiven the sons of men”
(Mark 3:28). On the other hand, Jesus immediately qualifies
that claim with an exception that appears absolute. The
juxtaposition is intentional, not accidental. The warning does
not undermine the promise; it sharpens it. Yet the relationship
between the two is often misunderstood, leading interpreters
either to mute the warning until it becomes functionally
meaningless or to isolate it so completely that it eclipses the
gospel itself. Both approaches distort the text.

Historically and pastorally, this distortion has been costly.
One of the most common misuses of the doctrine has been its
application to precisely the wrong audience. The question
“Have I committed the unforgivable sin?” almost never arises
from those whose posture most closely resembles the figures
Jesus addresses in the Gospels. Instead, it surfaces among
sincere believers, often marked by tender consciences, who
fear that a moment of doubt, a season of rebellion, a rash
statement, or even an intrusive thought may have placed them
beyond redemption. The irony is painful. The warning spoken
to hardened opponents of Jesus has become a source of
torment for those who fear offending Him.3

At the opposite extreme, the doctrine has been abstracted and
repurposed in academic and polemical contexts with little

3 John Calvin, Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists, Matthew, Mark,
and Luke, trans. William Pringle (Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Society,
1845), 73-8, on Matt. 12:31-32; John Owen, The Holy Spirit, in The
Works of John Owen, vol. 3 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1965), 401-5;
Sinclair B. Ferguson, The Whole Christ (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2016),
140-46.
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regard for its narrative setting. In some systematic treatments,
blasphemy against the Spirit is reduced to a general
category—final impenitence, persistent unbelief, or apostasy
writ large—thereby collapsing distinct biblical concepts into a
single amorphous warning. In others, the saying is treated as
a historical curiosity, confined so narrowly to the earthly
ministry of Jesus that it loses any enduring theological
relevance. These abstractions, though well-intentioned, often
flatten the text. They strip the warning of its specificity, its
relational dimension, and its rootedness in a concrete
confrontation over the interpretation of God’s saving work.

What is needed, therefore, is neither domestication nor
exaggeration, but clarity. The Synoptic Gospels present
blasphemy against the Holy Spirit not as a speculative
boundary case but as a response to a particular kind of
revelation. Jesus’ warning emerges in the context of
exorcisms—acts explicitly attributed to the power of God’s
Spirit—and in response to a specific charge: that this divine
activity is, in fact, demonic. The sin in question is not
ignorance, weakness, or even ordinary rebellion. It is a willful,
informed, and hostile reinterpretation of manifest divine
action. Any account that loses sight of this concrete setting
risks misidentifying the sin altogether.

Methodologically, this essay proceeds in five coordinated
movements. First, it employs grammatical-historical exegesis
to examine the key Synoptic passages, attending closely to
language, syntax, and narrative flow. Second, it situates
Jesus’ warning within its literary and historical context,
particularly the escalating conflict with religious authorities
and the role of Spirit-empowered works in that conflict. Third,
it traces the biblical-theological background of the concept,
drawing on Old Testament categories such as high-handed
sin, hardening, and rebellion against the Spirit, as well as
relevant Second Temple Jewish conceptions of moral agency
and divine attribution. Fourth, it surveys the reception of the
doctrine in the history of the church, noting both continuities
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and divergences in patristic, medieval, Reformation, and
modern interpretations. Finally, it offers a systematic-
theological synthesis designed to preserve the integrity of the
warning while maintaining coherence with the doctrines of
grace, repentance, and salvation.

The thesis advanced here is intentionally precise. Blasphemy
against the Holy Spirit is not a vague or generalized category
of sin, nor is it synonymous with apostasy, persistent unbelief,
or final impenitence, though it may intersect with each. It is a
specific, willful, and informed act of repudiation in which the
manifest work of God’s Spirit is publicly and maliciously
attributed to demonic agency. Its unforgivability does not arise
from any limitation in Christ’s atoning work or any reluctance
on God’s part to forgive. Rather, it arises because the sin
consists in rejecting and vilifying the very means by which
repentance, conviction, and forgiveness are effected. Grace is
not exhausted; it is repudiated at its source.

Properly understood, the doctrine neither invites despair nor
encourages presumption. It does not hover ominously over the
penitent, nor does it excuse hardened opposition. Instead, it
functions as a sober reminder that revelation entails
responsibility, that clarity intensifies accountability, and that
there are forms of resistance to God which, if fully embraced,
render repentance morally unthinkable. The task of this essay
is to show that Jesus’ warning, far from undermining the
gospel, ultimately serves to illuminate its seriousness—and,
paradoxically, its mercy.
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II. Textual and Literary Context in the Synoptic Gospels
A. Mark 3:22-30 as the Programmatic Account

Mark’s account of the Beelzebul controversy functions as the
fulcrum upon which all later discussion turns. It is here, more
than anywhere else, that the contours of blasphemy against
the Holy Spirit are set with narrative clarity and interpretive
force. The episode unfolds against a backdrop of escalating
tension. Jesus’ ministry has already provoked amazement,
opposition, and confusion in equal measure. Crowds press in,
exorcisms proliferate, and rumors concerning Jesus’ sanity
circulate even among his own family (Mark 3:20-21). Into this
charged atmosphere come the scribes “from Jerusalem,” a
detail that signals official scrutiny rather than local curiosity.4

The accusation they level is both careful and theologically
loaded: “He has Beelzebul” (echei Beelzeboul) and “By the ruler
of the demons He casts out the demons” (en t6 archonti ton
daimonion ekballei ta daimonia) (Mark 3:22).5 Importantly, the
scribes do not dispute the reality of the exorcisms themselves.
The acts are too public, too empirically undeniable. Instead,
they supply an alternative explanation, one that preserves
their theological authority while discrediting Jesus’ source of
power. This is not incredulity but reinterpretation. The move

4 R. T. France, The Gospel of Mark (NIGTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002),
164-177.

5 Beelzebul (or Beelzebub) is used here as a polemical title for Satan, “the
ruler of demons.” The name likely derives from the Philistine deity Baal-
zebub (“lord of flies”) associated with Ekron (2 Kgs 1:2-3, 6, 16), but
later Jewish usage appears to have reshaped it into Baal-zebul (“lord of
the dwelling/house,” or “lord of the lofty abode”) with a deliberate edge.
See Lloyd Gaston, “Beelzebul,” Theologische Zeitschrift 18 (1962): 247—-
55; E. Colin B. MacLaurin, “Beelzeboul,” Novum Testamentum 20 (1978):
156-60; Walter A. Maier III, “Baal-zebub,” in The Anchor Bible
Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992),
1:554; and Wolfgang Herrmann, “Baal Zebub,” in Dictionary of Deities
and Demons in the Bible, 2nd ed., ed. Karel van der Toorn, Bob Becking,
and Pieter W. van der Horst (Leiden: Brill, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1999), 154-56.
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allows them to acknowledge the phenomenon while rejecting
its implication.

Jesus’ reply unfolds through a series of tightly linked
arguments. He first exposes the internal incoherence of their
charge: a divided kingdom, house, or satanic realm cannot
stand (3:23-26). The logic is straightforward and devastating.
If Satan is casting out Satan, then his dominion is already
collapsing. Jesus then reframes the exorcisms positively
through the image of the strong man whose house is
plundered only after he has been bound (3:27). The
implication is unmistakable. Jesus is not cooperating with
demonic forces; he is overpowering them. The exorcisms are
not signs of collusion but of conquest.®

Only after dismantling the scribes’ explanation does Jesus
issue the warning, introduced with the emphatic formula
“Truly I say to you” (Amén legé hymin). The placement is
decisive. The saying concerning forgiveness and unforgivable
sin is not a detached aphorism but a judicial pronouncement
rendered in response to a verdict already pronounced by the
scribes. Mark makes this explicit with a rare narrative gloss:
“because they were saying, ‘He has an unclean spirit” (3:30).
This clause functions as an interpretive key supplied by the
evangelist himself. It anchors the warning to a specific act of
speech and attribution, leaving little room for abstraction.?

Mark’s explanatory gloss deserves more weight than it is often
given. The imperfect verb elegon (“they were saying,” from the
root legd, meaning “to say’) does not describe a single
impulsive utterance but an ongoing pattern of interpretation,
a continuous action involving “repetition and a fixed
attitude.”® This was not a momentary slander spoken in haste;
it was a settled explanatory framework repeatedly invoked to

6 France, Gospel of Mark, 171-72.
7 France, Gospel of Mark, 174-77.

8 William L. Lane. The Gospel According to Mark (NICNT; Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 1974), 146.
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account for Jesus’ ministry. The scribes’ charge functions
narratively as a verdict rather than a question. They do not
ask whether Jesus might be demonic; they assert that He is.
The force of Jesus’ warning, therefore, falls not on a stray
blasphemous word but on a sustained posture of hostile
reinterpretation, one that persists in the face of accumulating
evidence to the contrary.

Seen in this light, the severity of Jesus’ language is not
disproportionate but judicial. The severity of the language
reinforces the point. The offender “never has forgiveness” (ouk
echei aphesin eis ton aiona), a present-tense construction that
denotes a settled condition rather than a future denial.
Moreover, the sin is described as “eternal” (aidoniou), modifying
the act itself rather than its punishment. Mark’s formulation
thus portrays blasphemy against the Holy Spirit as an
enduring moral posture—a fixed stance toward God’s saving
activity—rather than a momentary lapse or emotional
outburst.

B. Matthew 12:22-32 and the Son of Man / Spirit
Distinction

Matthew follows Mark’s narrative logic but expands the
dialogue and sharpens the theological contrasts. The
controversy is sparked by the healing of a demonized man who
is blind and mute, a detail that heightens the evidentiary
weight of the miracle (Matt 12:22). The crowd’s response—
“This man cannot be the Son of David, can he?”—introduces
an explicitly messianic dimension absent from Mark. The
Pharisees’ counterclaim mirrors the Beelzebul accusation but
is framed categorically: “This man casts out demons only by
Beelzebul the ruler of the demons” (12:24).9

9 W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison Jr., A Critical and Exegetical Commentary
on the Gospel According to Saint Matthew, vol. 2: Matthew 8-18
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1991), 345-47.
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Jesus’ rebuttal reiterates the divided-kingdom argument but
then introduces a crucial pneumatic clarification: “If I cast out
demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has
come upon you” (12:28). Here the exorcisms are explicitly
identified as acts of the Spirit and as signs of eschatological
arrival. The kingdom is not merely anticipated; it is present
and operative. The interpretive stakes are therefore
heightened. To misidentify these works is not simply to err,
but to reject the inbreaking reign of God.10

It is in this setting that Matthew records the distinction
between speaking against the Son of Man and speaking
against the Holy Spirit (12:31-32). The distinction does not
rest on different moral weights assigned to words as such, but
on differing degrees of revelatory clarity. The title “Son of
Man,” particularly at this stage of the Gospel, carries an
element of opacity. Jesus stands before his opponents in
humility, without overt displays of divine glory.
Misunderstanding him, however culpable, remains possible.
The Spirit’s activity, by contrast, functions as divine
testimony. To reject that testimony is to reject the light that
clarifies Jesus’ identity.1!

Matthew intensifies the warning through temporal language:
forgiveness will not occur “either in this age or in the age to
come.” This idiom does not speculate about postmortem
repentance but serves as a comprehensive negation drawn
from Jewish rhetorical convention. The point is finality, not
chronology. As D. A. Carson observes, the contrast is best
understood in terms of epistemic responsibility: greater light
brings greater culpability.!2

10 Craig L. Blomberg, Matthew, New American Commentary (Nashville: B&H,
1992), 206-08.

11 Ulrich Luz, Matthew 8-20: A Commentary (trans. Wilhelm C. Linss;
Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2001), 206-09.

12 Carson, “Matthew,” in Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 8:287-92.
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C. Luke 11:14-23 and 12:10: Redaction and Context

Luke narrates the Beelzebul controversy in chapter 11, closely
paralleling the Markan tradition. The accusation again
concerns demonic agency, and Jesus again responds by
reframing the exorcisms as evidence that “the kingdom of God
has come upon you” (Luke 11:20). The divided-kingdom logic
and strong-man imagery are retained, ensuring continuity
with the Synoptic core.13

What complicates interpretation is Luke’s decision to place the
explicit warning about blasphemy against the Holy Spirit later,
in a discourse addressed to the disciples (12:10). Detached
from the immediate controversy, the saying now appears
alongside exhortations concerning public confession,
fearlessness under persecution, and reliance on the Spirit
when brought before hostile authorities. This relocation has
led some to treat Luke’s version as a generalized ethical
maxim.

Such a reading, however, overlooks Luke’s narrative economy.
The Beelzebul controversy has already supplied the
conceptual framework. When the warning reappears in
chapter 12, it does so in a setting that emphasizes public
speech under pressure. The concern is not internal doubt but
external confession. The sin envisaged remains the same—
knowingly misattributing divine activity—but Luke now
underscores its social and confessional dimensions.14

Luke’s juxtaposition is deliberate. Words spoken against the
Son of Man may be forgiven; blasphemy against the Spirit may
not. Immediately thereafter, Jesus promises that the Spirit will
teach His followers what to say when they stand before

13 Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 465—
68; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke X-XXIV: A New
Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 28A; Garden City,
NY: Doubleday, 1985), 918-19.

14 Ibid., 489-92.
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authorities (12:11-12). The irony is sharp. The Spirit who
enables faithful testimony is the same Spirit who may be
blasphemed by hostile reinterpretation and rejection. Luke
thus preserves the warning’s core meaning while embedding it
within the lived reality of discipleship.

D. Synoptic Synthesis

Read together, the Synoptic accounts display a striking
convergence. In every instance, the warning arises in response
to the manifest work of God, empowered by the Spirit, being
publicly reclassified as demonic. The offending speech is
deliberate, evaluative, and sustained. The speakers are not
theologically naive outsiders but recognized authorities
equipped to interpret Israel’s Scriptures and traditions.!5

The identity and posture of the offenders are therefore integral
to the meaning of the sin. They are not seekers wrestling with
uncertainty, nor sinners collapsing under moral weakness.
They are opponents whose authority is threatened and who
respond by inverting moral categories, calling what is holy
unclean. The warning functions, accordingly, as a judicial
boundary within Jesus’ ministry. The exchanges themselves
follow a recognizable pattern of public challenge and response.
Jesus’ opponents issue an honor-destroying accusation
designed to reframe His authority without denying the facts on
the ground. Jesus answers not only by exposing the internal
incoherence of their claim but by redefining the encounter as
a decisive moral confrontation. The warning that follows does
not invite further debate; it closes the case.l® It marks a point
at which opposition has hardened into settled repudiation.

15 Darrell L. Bock, Luke, vol. 2: 9:51-24:53 (BECNT; Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Academic, 1996), 1140-42.

16 On the forensic and judicial character of the Beelzebul controversy, see
Krecidlo, “Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit,” esp. his analysis of Mark
3 as a decisive narrative confrontation; cf. Joel Marcus, Mark 1-8 (AYB
27; New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 264-68; Morna D. Hooker,
The Gospel According to St Mark (BNTC; London: A&C Black, 1991),
104-06.
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Jesus does not invite introspection; He renders a verdict. Any
interpretation that abstracts the saying from this narrative
context risks misunderstanding not only the sin itself, but the
gravity and mercy that frame the warning.

III. Lexical and Grammatical Analysis
A. blasphemia and blasphemeo

Any responsible account of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit
must begin by clearing away a persistent anachronism. In
modern English, blasphemy is often reduced to irreverent
speech, taboo language, or casual profanity directed toward
God. That semantic narrowing badly misrepresents the Greek
vocabulary at work in the Synoptic texts. The noun
blasphémia and its verbal cognate blasphémed occupy a far
broader and more morally charged field in Koiné Greek, one
centered not on vulgarity but on injurious attribution.

Lexically, blasphémeo denotes speech that damages
reputation, honor, or standing by false or malicious
characterization. It can be directed toward God, human
beings, or sacred realities. In non-biblical Greek, the term
regularly refers to slander or defamation; in biblical usage, it
takes on intensified theological weight when God or God’s
works are its object. What unites these usages is not the
presence of shocking words, but the act of assigning a
degrading or false evaluation to someone who does not deserve
it.17

The Septuagint deepens this sense. blasphémia frequently
translates Hebrew terms associated with reviling, reproach, or
contemptuous speech, especially in covenantal contexts where
God’s name, authority, or actions are treated with disdain.
The offense is not accidental mislabeling but conscious

17 Walter Bauer et al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and
Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2000), s.vv. “BAaocpnpén,” “BAacpnpia,” 178-79.

12
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disrespect. In Leviticus 24, for example, the one who
“blasphemes the Name” does so not by casual speech but by a
deliberate act of repudiation within the covenant community.
The focus falls on defiance, not vocabulary.18

This background decisively shapes the Synoptic usage. When
Jesus speaks of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, He is not
warning against saying the wrong thing in a moment of anger
or ignorance. He is naming a form of theological slander—
speech that assigns a corrupt source to what is, in fact, the
holy activity of God. The blasphemy consists not in intensity of
language but in moral inversion: calling light darkness and
darkness light. In that sense, the sin is as much epistemic as
it is verbal. It is a judgment rendered, not a word misspoken.

This reading is not idiosyncratic. As D. A. Carson observes,
the Pharisaic charge does not arise from ignorance or mere
unbelief, but from what G. C. Berkouwer (1903-96)
memorably calls a “conscious disputing of the indisputable.”
The offense lies not in misunderstanding Jesus’ identity, but
in willfully reclassifying manifest Spirit-wrought works as
demonic, despite the absence of any plausible alternative
explanation. The distinction between blasphemy against the
Son of Man and blasphemy against the Spirit, therefore, is not
temporal, sacramental, or ecclesial, but epistemic: it turns on
the degree of light resisted. For this reason, attempts to
relocate the sin exclusively within the post-Pentecost church,
or to restrict it to a narrowly defined “age of miracles,” fail to
account for its narrative setting and moral logic.19

18 H. W. Beyer, “BAacpnpéw,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament,
ed. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1964), 621-25; W. Grundmann, “BAacenpia,” TDNT 1:304.

19 Carson, “Mathew,” in Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 8:290-292, citing G.
C. Berkouwer, Sin (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), 340 (cf. 323-53); cf.
Walter W. Wessel, “Mark,” in Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 8:644-646;
Walter L Liefeld, “Luke,” in in Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 8:950-952,
960.
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B. eis to pneuma to hagion

The force of Jesus’ warning is sharpened further by the
prepositional construction used to specify the object of
blasphemy. In Mark 3:29 and its parallels, the verb
blasphémeo governs the phrase eis to pneuma to hagion. The
choice of eis rather than a simple dative is significant. Rather
than indicating indirect reference or incidental association, eis
conveys direction, orientation, even motion toward an object.
The speech is aimed at the Spirit; it takes the Spirit as its
target.

Grammatically, this construction resists reduction to vague
hostility or generalized irreverence. It implies intentionality.
One does not accidentally blaspheme into the Holy Spirit. The
language suggests an act of opposition that has found its
mark. This fits precisely with the narrative context in which
the Spirit’s work—exorcism, liberation, restoration—is not
merely questioned but explicitly reclassified as demonic.20

The construction also helps explain why Jesus treats this sin
differently from other forms of sinful speech. Scripture
elsewhere condemns careless words, slander, and impiety, but
those sins do not involve the same direct assault on the
Spirit’s revelatory function. Here the Spirit is not a peripheral
reference; he is the object of repudiation. The grammatical
form reflects a theological reality: the offense is not merely
against truth in general, but against the divine agent who
makes truth known.

C. Temporal and Aspectual Language

The temporal language Jesus employs has often been read
hastily, with interpreters assuming that the warning concerns
the timing of forgiveness rather than its nature. Mark’s
formulation is particularly instructive: the one who
blasphemes against the Holy Spirit “never has forgiveness”

20 France, Gospel of Mark, 174-77.

14
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(ouk echei aphesin eis ton aiona). The present tense of echei is
crucial. Jesus does not say that forgiveness will not be granted
at some future point; He states that forgiveness is not
possessed. The emphasis falls on a present moral condition
rather than a future judicial decree.

Matthew intensifies this emphasis through the idiom “neither
in this age nor in the age to come” (oute en touté to aioni oute
en to mellonti). This expression should not be pressed into
metaphysical speculation about forgiveness after death. In
Jewish idiom, it functions as a comprehensive negation—a
way of saying “never,” full stop.2! The concern is rhetorical
finality, not eschatological scheduling.

This distinction matters because it reframes unforgivability.
The warning does not depict God as withholding forgiveness
across temporal epochs. It depicts a sin whose very nature
precludes forgiveness because it rejects the means by which
forgiveness is received. The finality is ontological in effect but
rhetorical in expression. Jesus is not mapping out a timeline
of mercy; he is naming a settled posture of resistance.

D. “Guilty of an Eternal Sin” (aioniou hamartematos)

Mark’s distinctive phrase “guilty of an eternal sin” (alla
enochos aioniou hamartématos) deserves special attention. The
adjective aidonios modifies sin, not punishment, this being a
syntactical choice that is both rare and deliberate. Elsewhere
in the New Testament, aionios more commonly qualifies life or
punishment.?2 Here, its distinctive attachment to sin signals
that the permanence in view belongs to the moral posture
itself.

21 W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison Jr., A Critical and Exegetical
Commentary on the Gospel According to Saint Matthew, vol. 2: Matthew
8-18 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1991), 345-47.

22 In the New Testament, the adjective aidnios most frequently modifies zoé
(“life”) or terms of eschatological judgment rather than the act of sin
itself; see, e.g., zoé aidnios (Matt 19:16; John 3:16; Rom 6:23) and
kolasis aibnios / pur aidnion (Matt 25:46; Jude 7; 2 Thess 1:9).

15
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This grammatical feature strongly supports the interpretation
that blasphemy against the Spirit is not a discrete act whose
effects linger indefinitely, but a settled orientation that
endures because it refuses the possibility of reversal. The sin
is “eternal” not because it exists outside time, but because it
establishes an enduring stance toward God’s saving work. It
is, as it were, a sin that perpetuates itself.23

This also explains why repentance is absent from the picture.
Repentance would require a reevaluation of the Spirit’s work,
a reversal of the judgment already rendered. But the defining
feature of the sin is precisely the refusal of such reevaluation.
The grammar does not depict God freezing forgiveness; it
depicts a human agent fixing himself in opposition.

E. Son of Man vs. Holy Spirit

The final lexical contrast to be examined is Jesus’ distinction
between speaking against the Son of Man and speaking
against the Holy Spirit. Grammatically, the constructions are
parallel; theologically, they are not. The difference lies not in
the act of speaking, but in the epistemic conditions under
which the speech occurs.

The title “Son of Man,” particularly in the Synoptic narratives,
carries an element of concealment. Jesus appears in humility,
subject to misunderstanding, rejection, and even ridicule. To
speak against him in this state, though sinful, does not
necessarily entail full awareness of his identity. Ignorance,
confusion, and even hardened resistance remain possible
within the ambiguity of his humiliation.

The Spirit’s work, by contrast, is revelatory. Exorcisms,
restorations, and authoritative acts performed “by the Spirit of
God” function as divine testimony to Jesus’ identity and
mission. To reject that testimony is not to stumble in the dark,
but to shut one’s eyes against the light. The contrast,

23 France, Gospel of Mark, 176-77.
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therefore, is not between two kinds of speech but between two
degrees of clarity. As clarity increases, culpability deepens.24

This epistemic asymmetry is the linchpin of the entire
warning. Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit is unforgivable not
because it is uniquely heinous in emotional intensity, but
because it represents rejection at the highest level of
disclosure. It is informed rejection rather than ignorant
offense, hardened repudiation rather than confused
resistance. The grammar serves the theology. The language
Jesus uses leaves no room for interpreting the sin as a
momentary lapse or an anxious misstep. It names a settled
verdict rendered against God’s own self-witness.

IV. Old Testament and Intertestamental Background
A. High-Handed Sin in the Pentateuch

The conceptual roots of Jesus’ warning reach deep into the
Pentateuch, particularly in the distinction drawn between
inadvertent sin and defiant transgression. Nowhere is this
contrast articulated more sharply than in Numbers 15:22-31.
The passage delineates two categories of wrongdoing. On the
one hand are sins committed “unintentionally” (biSgagd), for
which sacrificial provision is explicitly prescribed. On the
other hand stands the person who sins “with a high hand”
(béyad rama), a phrase that denotes deliberate, insolent
defiance rather than mere awareness. The offender, we are
told, “is blaspheming Yahweh” and has “despised the word of
Yahweh,” and as a result “that person shall be cut off from
among his people.”

What is striking is not simply the severity of the penalty but
the theological logic that underwrites it. No sacrificial remedy
is offered for high-handed sin. This is not because the
sacrificial system is inadequate, nor because divine mercy has
reached its limit, but because the sin itself constitutes a

24 Carson, “Matthew,” in Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 8:290-92.
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repudiation of the covenantal framework within which
sacrifice functions. Sacrifice presupposes submission,
acknowledgment of guilt, and a willingness to be restored.
High-handed sin, by contrast, is an act of open contempt. It is
sin committed not against knowledge alone, but against
knowledge embraced and rejected.25

This distinction is foundational for understanding later
biblical developments. High-handed sin is not merely “serious”
sin; it is sin of a different moral quality. It involves a posture
toward God rather than a lapse within obedience. The offender
does not seek atonement because the offense itself consists in
despising the very word that defines atonement’s meaning.
This pattern—defiant sin excluding sacrificial remedy because
it ruptures covenantal alignment—forms an essential
backdrop for Jesus’ language of unforgivability.

B. Prophetic Themes of Hardening and Moral Inversion

The prophets extend and intensify this Pentateuchal logic by
tracing the long-term effects of defiant resistance to divine
revelation. Isaiah, in particular, supplies categories that
resonate strongly with the Synoptic portrayal of blasphemy
against the Spirit. In Isaiah 5:20, the prophet pronounces woe
upon those “who call evil good, and good evil; who substitute
darkness for light and light for darkness.” The concern here is
not doctrinal confusion but moral inversion. Reality itself is
being reclassified in defiance of God’s revealed order.

This theme culminates in Isaiah’s call narrative (Isa 6:9-10),
where persistent refusal to heed God’s word results in a
judicial hardening: ears that no longer hear, eyes that no
longer see, hearts that no longer understand. Importantly, this
hardening is not arbitrary. It is the consequence of prolonged
exposure to revelation met with sustained resistance. The

25 Jacob Milgrom, Numbers, JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society, 1990), 126-30.
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people are not hardened so that they might reject; they are
hardened because they have rejected.26

The prophetic pattern mirrors the Synoptic logic precisely.
When Jesus’ opponents attribute his Spirit-empowered works
to demonic agency, they enact the very inversion Isaiah
condemns. What is holy is declared unclean; what liberates is
said to enslave. The warning Jesus issues, therefore, is not
novel. It is the eschatological concentration of a prophetic
theme long embedded in Israel’s history: persistent
repudiation of divine revelation leads to a moral and spiritual
condition in which repentance no longer occurs.

C. The Spirit in the Old Testament

The role of the Spirit in the Old Testament further sharpens
the connection. 27 The Spirit of the Lord is consistently
portrayed as the agent of empowerment, deliverance, and
prophetic authorization. Judges are raised up, kings are
equipped, and prophets are commissioned through the Spirit’s
activity. The Spirit is not an abstract force but the personal
means by which God acts within history to rescue, restore,
and reveal.

Against this backdrop, Isaiah 63:10 is especially arresting:
“But they rebelled and grieved His Holy Spirit; therefore He
turned Himself to become their enemy.” The language moves
beyond sadness or resistance to rebellion. The Spirit is not
merely resisted but opposed, and the result is a reversal of
relational posture. The text does not depict God withdrawing

26 John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah, Chapters 1-39 (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1986), 179-83.

27 See further Leon J. Wood, The Holy Spirit in the Old Testament (Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1976); James M. Hamilton, Jr., God’s Indwelling
Presence: The Holy Spirit in the Old and New Testaments (Nashville, TN:
B&H Academic, 2006).
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capriciously; it depicts a people whose rebellion transforms
deliverance into judgment.28

This distinction helps clarify later New Testament language.
Scripture elsewhere speaks of “grieving” the Spirit (Eph 4:30),
a category that presupposes ongoing relationship and
discipline. What Isaiah describes, and what Jesus later
confronts, goes further. It is not grief within covenant fidelity
but repudiation of the Spirit’s role as God’s saving agent. The
Old Testament already knows of a point at which resistance to
the Spirit ceases to be corrective and becomes judicial.

D. Second Temple Jewish Conceptual Background

Second Temple Jewish literature reinforces these biblical
patterns by sharpening the moral significance of attributing
agency. In the literature associated with the Qumran
community, particularly the texts preserved among the Dead
Sea Scrolls, reality is framed in explicitly dualistic terms.
Humanity is divided between the “spirit of truth” and the
“spirit of falsehood,” and actions are interpreted according to
the power believed to animate them. To misattribute divine
action is not a neutral mistake; it is a moral alignment.

Within this worldview, calling the work of God the product of
an evil spirit is tantamount to placing oneself on the wrong
side of the cosmic conflict. The concern is not metaphysical
speculation but ethical allegiance. Attribution reveals
orientation. To name God’s work falsely is to resist God
himself. While these texts should not be treated as direct
sources for Jesus’ teaching, they demonstrate that the moral
weight of misattributing divine agency was well established in

28 Brevard S. Childs, Isaiah (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 517-
19; cf. Oswalt, Isaiah 1-39, 570-72.
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Jewish thought. Jesus’ warning does not invent the category;
it radicalizes it in light of the kingdom’s arrival.29

Excursus: Defiant Sin, Atonement, and the Limits of
Repentance

The convergence of these themes invites a more focused
reflection on the relationship between defiant sin, atonement,
and repentance. The Pentateuch’s exclusion of sacrificial
provision for high-handed sin has often troubled interpreters,
especially when read alongside later affirmations of God’s
abundant mercy. Yet the logic is internally coherent. Sacrifice
is not a mechanical reset; it is a covenantal means of
restoration that presupposes acknowledgment of God’s
authority and willingness to return to his ways.

High-handed sin, by definition, rejects those presuppositions.
It is not merely law-breaking but law-despising. The offender
does not seek atonement because the offense consists in
scorning the word that defines atonement’s value. In this
sense, the “limit” is not imposed externally but arises
intrinsically from the nature of the act. The covenant is not
temporarily violated; it is repudiated.30

Repentance, therefore, must be understood covenantally
rather than psychologically. It is not reducible to remorse or
regret. It is a realignment of allegiance, a return to the God
whose authority has been rejected. Where that authority is
explicitly and defiantly denied, repentance becomes morally
unintelligible. One cannot repent toward a God whose work
one has decisively labeled evil.

29 George W. E. Nickelsburg, Jewish Literature between the Bible and the
Mishnah, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005), 108-12; see also 1QS
3-4 for the moral dualism of truth and falsehood reflected in Second
Temple thought.

30 John Owen, The Nature and Causes of Apostasy from the Gospel, in The
Works of John Owen, vol. 7 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1967), 86-92,
for a theological articulation of sin against light and the internal logic by
which repentance becomes morally inconceivable.
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This logic carries forward into Jesus’ warning without
collapsing categories. Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit is not
identical to high-handed sin in the Mosaic sense, nor is it
merely a New Testament rebranding of an old concept. It is the
climactic form that defiant sin takes in the presence of the
kingdom’s arrival. The Spirit’s work in Jesus represents the
fullest disclosure of God’s saving purpose. To attribute that
work to demonic power is to reenact, at the highest level of
clarity, the ancient posture of covenantal repudiation.

Yet the continuity must not be overstated. The Old Testament
knows of defiant sin, but Jesus names a particular instance of
it, bound to a unique historical moment and a specific
revelatory act. The categories illuminate one another without
flattening into sameness. What remains consistent is the
moral logic: forgiveness is inaccessible not because God
withholds mercy, but because the offender has placed himself
beyond the conditions under which repentance occurs. The
limits are not imposed from without; they are embraced from
within.

V. Historical Reception in the Church

From the earliest centuries, interpreters have recognized that
Jesus’ warning resists both casual dismissal and easy
generalization. Explanations have tended to cluster around a
small number of interpretive centers: identification of the sin
with informed and malicious opposition to known divine
works; association with final impenitence or irrevocable
hardening; and, less commonly, restriction of the warning to
the unique historical circumstances of Jesus’ earthly ministry.
While these approaches differ in emphasis and scope, they
converge in treating the sin as qualitatively distinct from
ordinary unbelief or moral failure. The history of interpretation
is therefore marked less by confusion than by repeated
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attempts to preserve both the warning’s severity and its
pastoral restraint.3!

A. Patristic Approaches

The earliest Christian interpreters recognized almost
immediately that Jesus’ warning about blasphemy against the
Holy Spirit demanded careful handling. The combination of
absolute language and pastoral consequence ensured that the
doctrine could not be treated casually. Among the Greek
Fathers, Origen (ca. 184—ca. 253) stands as one of the earliest
to wrestle with the problem in a sustained way. Origen tended
to associate the sin with post-enlightenment resistance—that
is, rejection of truth after it has been clearly known,
particularly following baptism and catechetical instruction.
His broader theological commitments, including a strong
emphasis on moral progression and pedagogical divine
judgment, led him to frame blasphemy against the Spirit as a
willful hardening against illumination rather than a single
utterance or act. At the same time, Origen remained cautious.
He resisted rigid definitions, aware that premature certainty
could cause grave pastoral harm.32

John Chrysostom (347-407) adopted a more rhetorically
forceful posture. Preaching to congregations keenly aware of
moral accountability, Chrysostom emphasized malicious intent
as the defining feature of the sin. In his homilies on Matthew,

31 For a brief summary, see Fitzmyer, Gospel According to Luke X-XXIV, 964-
65. Luz, Matthew 8-20, 206-209. For more extended summaries, see
William W. Combs, “The Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit,” Detroit
Baptist Seminary Journal 9, no. 1 (2004): 57-96, esp. 62-65; Nicholas
Lammeé, “The Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit: The Unpardonable Sin
in Matthew 12:22-32,” Mid-America Journal of Theology 23 (2012): 19-
51; Krecidlo, “What Is the Sin of Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit,”
531-39; Berkouwer, Sin, 326-53; Herman Bavinck, Reformed
Dogmatics, vol. 4: Holy Spirit, Church, and New Creation (Grand Rapids:
Baker Academic, 2008), 463-66. For Jewish discussion, see G. F.
Moore, Judaism in the First Centuries of the Christian Era: The Age of the
Tannaim, II (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1962), 108-09.

32 Origen, Commentary on Matthew 12.31-32; see also Henri Crouzel, Origen
(San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1989), 214-18.
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he repeatedly insists that Jesus’ warning does not apply to
those who err in ignorance or weakness, but to those who
knowingly and deliberately oppose what they recognize to be
God’s work. Chrysostom’s interpretive strength lies in his
refusal to psychologize the sin. It is not fear, doubt, or struggle
that places one beyond forgiveness, but a hardened will
aligned against divine truth.s33

The most influential patristic voice on the subject, however, is
Augustine (ca. 354-ca. 430). Augustine returns to the
question repeatedly across his corpus, most notably in
Enchiridion and Sermons. His mature position identifies
blasphemy against the Holy Spirit not with a specific verbal
act, but with final impenitence—a settled refusal to repent that
persists until death. This move has often been criticized for
abstracting the Synoptic warning from its narrative setting,
and the criticism is not without merit. Augustine’s focus shifts
from Jesus’ confrontation with the Pharisees to the broader
question of perseverance and grace.3*

Yet Augustine’s pastoral instincts are unmistakable. He is
deeply concerned to prevent the doctrine from becoming a
source of despair for penitents. For Augustine, the
unforgivability of the sin lies not in divine unwillingness but in
human refusal. As long as repentance remains possible,
forgiveness remains available. His interpretation therefore
functions less as a strict exegetical solution and more as a
theological safeguard against misuse. The tension between
exegetical precision and pastoral caution is already firmly in
place by the end of the patristic period.

33 John Chrysostom, Homilies on the Gospel of Matthew, Homily 41, in
Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, vol. 10 (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 1994).

34 Augustine, Enchiridion 83-84; see also Sermons 71.12, in Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers, First Series, vol. 6.
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B. Medieval Systematization

Medieval theology inherits the patristic tensions and seeks to
resolve them through conceptual refinement. Nowhere is this
more evident than in the work of Thomas Aquinas (1224-
1274). In the Summa Theologiae (II-1I, q.14), Aquinas treats
blasphemy against the Holy Spirit not as a single act or even
as certa malitia (“set malice”), 35 but as a category
encompassing several vices opposed to the Spirit’s proper
operations: despair, presumption, obstinacy, resisting known
truth, envy of spiritual good, and final impenitence.36 Aquinas’
approach reflects the scholastic impulse toward moral
taxonomy and psychological analysis.

There is genuine theological insight here. Aquinas correctly
recognizes that the sin concerns resistance to grace rather
than isolated moral failure. His analysis preserves the notion
that unforgivability arises from the will’s posture, not from
limitations in divine mercy. At the same time, something is
lost. The concrete narrative confrontation of the Gospels
recedes into the background, replaced by an interior moral
psychology that risks severing the doctrine from its historical
anchor. The Beelzebul controversy becomes illustrative rather
than determinative.

This medieval systematization had lasting influence,
particularly in penitential theology. While it protected the
doctrine from crude literalism, it also encouraged a tendency
to treat blasphemy against the Spirit as a diffuse moral
condition rather than a specific act of informed repudiation.
The gain in conceptual clarity was offset by a loss in narrative
specificity.

35 In his Four Books of Sentences (Libri Quaruor Sententiarum) 2.42, Peter
Lombard (ca. 1100-60), divided all sin into three categories: ignorance,
weakness or passion, and set or deliberate malice (certa malitia).

36 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 1I-1I, q.14, arts. 1-3; cf. III, q. 86,
art. 1.
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C. Reformation Retrieval

The Protestant Reformation marks a decisive retrieval of the
Synoptic context. John Calvin (1509-1564) in particular
insists that blasphemy against the Holy Spirit must be
interpreted in light of the concrete historical situation in
which Jesus speaks. Calvin defines the sin as malicious
resistance to known truth, carried out with full awareness and
deliberate intent. He repeatedly emphasizes that those who
commit it are not struggling believers or repentant sinners,
but enemies who knowingly assault what they recognize to be
God’s work.37

Calvin’s contribution is twofold. Exegetically, he anchors the
doctrine firmly in the Beelzebul controversy, refusing to
detach it from the act of attributing the Spirit’s work to Satan.
Pastorally, he draws a sharp and compassionate distinction
between hardened opposition and fearful concern. Those
troubled by the possibility that they have committed the sin,
Calvin argues, thereby demonstrate that they have not. Fear of
offending God presupposes a conscience still responsive to
grace.

Other Reformers broadly follow this trajectory, though with
varying emphases. The warning is treated as real and severe,
but narrowly targeted. The Reformation thus reestablishes a
balance largely lost in medieval abstraction: fidelity to the
text’s historical specificity coupled with a strong pastoral
sensitivity to conscience.

D. Post-Reformation Protestant Orthodoxy

Post-Reformation Protestant orthodoxy, particularly in the
English Puritan tradition, develops Calvin’s insights with
remarkable pastoral nuance. John Owen (1616-1683) treats

37 Calvin, Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists, 73-78, on Matt.
12:31-32; cf. Institutes of the Christian Religion 3.3.22. See the
discussion in Combs, “Blasphemy Against the Holy Spirit,” 74-79.

26



The American Journal of Biblical Theology Vol. 27(37). Sep. 13, 2026

the doctrine within his broader discussions of apostasy and
sin against light. For Owen, blasphemy against the Spirit
represents the extreme end of resistance to gospel
illumination—a conscious, willful repudiation of truth after
sustained exposure. He is careful to distinguish this from
ordinary backsliding, temporary unbelief, or even grievous
moral failure.38

Similarly, Thomas Goodwin (1593-1665) emphasizes the role
of clarity and intent. Goodwin repeatedly warns against
confusing tender consciences with hardened rebels. In Puritan
preaching and pastoral practice, the doctrine often served a
dual function: as a warning against presumption for the
complacent, and as reassurance for the anxious that fear itself
is evidence of remaining grace.39

At the same time, the doctrine played a role in church
discipline and public exhortation. Sin against light was treated
as especially dangerous, not because it exceeded God’s mercy,
but because it hardened the will against repentance. The
Puritan tradition thus demonstrates how the warning could be
maintained with seriousness without becoming pastorally
destructive.

E. Lutheran and Continental Perspectives

Lutheran theology approaches the doctrine with characteristic
restraint, shaped by its deep concern for the proper distinction
between Law and Gospel. Martin Chemnitz (1522-1586), often
called the “second Martin,” addresses blasphemy against the
Holy Spirit in a confessional key. He resists speculative
elaboration and refuses to press the doctrine beyond the
bounds of clear scriptural teaching. For Chemnitz, the sin
involves deliberate resistance to the known truth of the gospel,

38 John Owen, The Nature and Causes of Apostasy from the Gospel, in The
Works of John Owen, vol. 7 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1967), 86-92.

39 Thomas Goodwin, An Exposition of the Book of Revelation, in The Works of
Thomas Gooduwin, vol. 3 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1979), 256-60.
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but its precise identification is not something pastors or
theologians should attempt in individual cases.40

This restraint reflects a broader Lutheran concern that over-
definition risks turning the Law into an instrument of despair
rather than conviction. The warning is real, but it is not given
to facilitate spiritual diagnosis. The Law exposes sin; the
Gospel announces forgiveness. Lutheran theologians therefore
tend to emphasize the warning’s objective function without
encouraging subjective fixation.

Continental Reformed theologians largely align with Calvin’s
approach, though with varying degrees of systematic
elaboration. Across confessional lines, there is a shared
reluctance to extend the doctrine beyond what the text itself
warrants.

F. Modern Scholarship

Modern biblical scholarship, shaped by historical-critical
methods, has largely reinforced rather than undermined the
classical insights. Studies of the Synoptic tradition
consistently emphasize the narrative specificity of the warning
and its Sitz im Leben in early conflicts over Jesus’ authority.
The consensus among critical commentators is that the saying
addresses a particular pattern of opposition rather than a
generalized category of sin.4!

Evangelical scholarship, while attentive to historical context,
has also foregrounded the pastoral implications.
Contemporary theologians repeatedly caution against equating
blasphemy against the Spirit with intrusive thoughts,
psychological distress, or ordinary unbelief. The enduring
agreement is striking. Across traditions and centuries,

40 Martin Chemnitz, Loci Theologici, trans. J. A. O. Preus (St. Louis:
Concordia, 1989), 1:262-65.

41 Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 489-
92; Davies and Allison Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel
According to Saint Matthew, 345-47.
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interpreters converge on several points: the sin involves clarity
rather than confusion, hostility rather than weakness, and
settled opposition rather than momentary failure.

Where disagreements persist, they tend to concern the scope
of contemporary applicability rather than the nature of the sin
itself. Some restrict it narrowly to the historical ministry of
Jesus; others allow for analogical repetition wherever the
Spirit’s work is comparably manifest. Yet even here, the
caution remains consistent. The doctrine is not a tool for
diagnosing souls, but a warning against a particular kind of
moral and theological inversion.

Taken as a whole, the history of interpretation reveals not
confusion but convergence. The church has repeatedly circled
back to the same core insight: blasphemy against the Holy
Spirit names a tragic possibility, not a common occurrence. It
warns the hardened without crushing the penitent. That the
doctrine  has  survived centuries of misuse and
misunderstanding is itself testimony to the seriousness with
which the church has sought to hear Jesus’ words rightly.

VI. Systematic-Theological Analysis
A. The Spirit’s Role in Revelation and Salvation

Any systematic account of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit
must begin with the Spirit’s place in the economy of
salvation.42 Scripture presents the Spirit not as a marginal
supplement to redemption but as its effective agent. The
Father purposes salvation, the Son accomplishes it, and the
Spirit applies it. This Trinitarian pattern is not merely

42 For which, see Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to
Biblical Doctrine, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2020),
780-796; Jan Van Genderen and Willem H. Velema Concise Reformed
Dogmatics, trans. Gerrit Bilkes and Ed M. van der Maas (Phillipsburg,
NJ: P&R, 2008), 753-818; Robert Letham, Systematic Theology
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2019), 86-93; Michael F. Bird, Evangelical
Theology: A Biblical and Systematic Introduction, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan Academic, 2020), 687-726.
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conceptual; it structures the New Testament’s soteriology. The
Spirit bears witness to Christ (John 15:26), convicts the world
of sin, righteousness, and judgment (John 16:8-11), and
brings about the new birth (John 3:5-8). Faith itself is
inseparable from the Spirit’s work, since “no one can say
‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor 12:3).

Repentance, therefore, is not a natural human reflex but a
Spirit-wrought response to divine revelation. It involves moral
illumination, conviction, and the reorientation of the will—
operations Scripture consistently attributes to the Spirit. To
reject the Spirit is thus to reject the very agent who mediates
repentance and faith. This observation is foundational.
Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit is categorically different
from sins committed against lesser degrees of light because it
targets the divine witness who renders repentance possible in
the first place.*3

This explains why Jesus’ warning is so severe without
implying any defect in divine mercy. The Spirit’s role is not
merely to inform but to effect. When that role is repudiated—
when the Spirit’s manifest work is not merely resisted but
maliciously reclassified as demonic—the subject cuts himself
off from the only means by which restoration occurs. The sin
is self-sealing. It does not exhaust grace; it renders grace
inaccessible by repudiating its instrument.

It is therefore a category mistake to construe the warning as a
Trinitarian hierarchy of offenses, as though sins against the
Son were intrinsically lighter than sins against the Spirit.44 As
James Leo Garrett, Jr. (1925-2020) rightly cautions, the
Synoptic sayings were never intended to classify sins along
intra-Trinitarian lines. The issue is not the identity of the
divine person offended, but the nature of the act itself: the
deliberate attribution of Spirit-wrought works to Satan.

43 Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 4:243-47.
44 Carson, “Matthew,” in Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 8:291-92.
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Whether this sin is restricted to those who directly witnessed
Jesus’ miracles or extends to any context in which God’s work
is knowingly and maliciously inverted has been debated, but
the narrative logic of the Gospels decisively grounds the
warning in the rejection of manifest divine activity rather than
in ecclesial status or historical period. 45

B. Nature of Unforgivability

Systematically, unforgivability must be defined carefully lest it
be misunderstood. Scripture nowhere suggests that Christ’s
atoning work is limited in scope or power. The New Testament
consistently affirms the sufficiency and finality of the cross
(Rom 3:24-26; Heb 10:14). Nor does Jesus portray God as
unwilling to forgive those who repent. On the contrary, the
gospel summons sinners precisely because forgiveness is
promised wherever repentance occurs.

The unforgivability of blasphemy against the Spirit, therefore,
cannot be located in a limitation of atonement or a divine
refusal to extend mercy. It must be located in the nature of the
sin itself. The offense consists in repudiating the very means
by which repentance is effected. Forgiveness is not withheld
arbitrarily; it is refused decisively. As a result, the category of
unforgivability is not primarily juridical but relational and
moral.*6

This distinction helps resolve the apparent contradiction
between Jesus’ expansive declaration—“all sins shall be
forgiven”—and the subsequent exception. The exception does
not narrow the promise; it identifies a posture that places one
outside its reception. At this point, an underlying theological
assumption should be made explicit. The claim that a human

45 James Leo Garrett Jr., Systematic Theology: Biblical, Historical, and
Evangelical, 2 vols. (1990-95; reprint, Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2014),
2:162-163, citing the views of John A. Broadus, B. H. Carroll, and
Arthur M. Ramsey.

46 John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1955), 148-52.

31



J. Neil Daniels

posture may become functionally irreversible prior to death
does not rest on any denial of divine grace, nor on a
metaphysical claim that God ceases to be able to forgive. It
rests on a moral account of agency and judgment consistently
assumed throughout Scripture. Grace addresses human
beings as responsible agents; it does not bypass or negate the
will. Where divine revelation is persistently resisted,
reinterpreted, and finally repudiated, Scripture depicts a
judicial hardening that arises organically from that resistance.
The irreversibility in view is therefore moral rather than
temporal or ontological. It names a condition in which
repentance has become inconceivable not because mercy has
failed, but because the will has decisively aligned itself against
the very source of conviction. Judgment, in this sense, is not
imposed extrinsically but ratifies a posture freely embraced.
The logic is analogous to refusing medicine while complaining
that one is not healed. The problem is not the insufficiency of
the remedy but the rejection of its administration.

Behind the language of ‘unforgivable’ sits a theological claim
worth stating plainly. Scripture’s doctrine of hardening is not
merely descriptive of a psychological slide into stubbornness.
It can become judicial, such that repentance is no longer
simply unlikely but morally foreclosed under judgment prior
to death. The point is not that grace has a numerical limit, or
that God becomes reluctant to pardon. The point is that light
can be resisted so long, and so knowingly, that it is finally
hated, and the very conditions of repentance are repudiated at
the root. Historically, even those who defined the sin as ‘“final
impenitence’ often did so by tying that impenitence to
judgment: the sin is ‘unpardonable’ not because God is
impotent to forgive, but because God withholds the very grace
by which repentance would occur.4” And when the Synoptic
accusation is kept in view, the moral logic is starker still: the

47 Combs, “Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit,” 65.
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sinner does not merely refuse mercy; he brands mercy’s
clearest manifestation as diabolical.+8

C. Intent, Knowledge, and Moral Culpability

A further systematic question concerns the level of knowledge
and intent required for the sin. Must one possess exhaustive
theological understanding? Must one consciously articulate
Trinitarian doctrine in order to blaspheme the Spirit? The
Synoptic narratives suggest otherwise. What is required is not
comprehensive doctrinal mastery but sufficient clarity to
recognize the character of the work being done and sufficient
agency to name it otherwise. Systematic theologians have
often underscored this point, noting that the saying was never
intended to classify sins according to the persons of the
Trinity, but to identify a uniquely perverse response to the
manifest work of God’s Spirit.49

The scribes and Pharisees do not misunderstand Jesus
because they lack information. They misunderstand him
because acknowledging the truth would destabilize their
authority. Their judgment is rendered in bad faith. They
possess enough light to recognize that something both
extraordinary and divine is occurring. Their response is not
inquiry but reclassification. This is what makes the sin
morally decisive.50

Systematically, then, blasphemy against the Spirit belongs to
the category of sin against light. It is not ignorance, nor is it
momentary confusion. It is hostile certainty—certainty
marshaled against revelation. This distinction is critical
pastorally. Confused doubt, anguished questioning, or even
angry protest does not meet the criteria. The sin requires
clarity joined to malice.

48 Krecidlo, “What Is the Sin of Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit,” 103-104.
49 Garrett, Systematic Theology, 2:162-163.

50 Owen, Holy Spirit, 401-05; cf. The Nature and Causes of Apostasy from the
Gospel, in Works, vol. 7, 86-92.
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D. Regeneration and the Possibility of the Sin

Another perennial question is whether regenerate believers
can commit blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. Traditions
answer this differently depending on their doctrine of
perseverance, but the material conclusions often converge.
The posture described in the Gospels—settled, public,
malicious repudiation of what is recognized as God’s work—is
incompatible with the regenerate state as Scripture elsewhere
describes it.

Regeneration entails a fundamental reorientation of the will
toward God. While believers may sin grievously, resist the
Spirit’s sanctifying work, or even fall into seasons of serious
rebellion, these failures occur within a relational framework
that includes conviction, discipline, and restoration. The
defining feature of blasphemy against the Spirit, the
reclassification of God’s saving work as demonic, is absent.5!

This has direct pastoral implications. The fear that one may
have committed the unforgivable sin is itself evidence that the
criteria are not met. Such fear presupposes concern for God’s
judgment and responsiveness to conviction. Where repentance
remains conceivable, the sin in question has not occurred.
This is not sentimental reassurance; it is a theological
inference grounded in the nature of regeneration and
repentance.52

E. Distinguishing Blasphemy Against the Spirit from
Related Categories

Contemporary discussions of blasphemy against the Holy
Spirit tend to fall into two broad reductions, each of which
obscures an essential feature of Jesus’ warning. The first
psychologizes the sin, locating it in interior states such as

51 Herman Ridderbos, The Coming of the Kingdom (Philadelphia:
Presbyterian & Reformed, 1962), 300-04.

52 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 585-87.
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despair, doubt, or emotional resistance to grace. On this view,
the unforgivable sin becomes indistinguishable from extreme
spiritual distress, and the warning is redirected toward
precisely those least capable of committing it. The second
reduction collapses the doctrine into final impenitence as a
general category, treating Jesus’ saying as a shorthand for
dying without repentance. While this preserves the outcome, it
dissolves the specificity of the act itself, severing the warning
from the concrete confrontation that occasions it in the
Gospels.

Both approaches falter at the same point. They explain
unforgivability by reference to an end state while neglecting
the moral mechanism that produces it. Jesus’ warning, by
contrast, is neither psychological nor merely eschatological. It
is relational and revelatory. It concerns a particular response
to a particular disclosure of God’s saving work—a response
that does not merely fail to repent, but actively repudiates the
means by which repentance is effected. What these reductions
lose is precisely what the Synoptic narratives foreground: the
public, informed, and hostile reclassification of manifest divine
action. Without that feature, the doctrine either terrorizes the
fragile or evaporates into abstraction.

Because blasphemy against the Spirit is often conflated with
other serious biblical warnings, careful distinction is essential.
Category collapse here produces both doctrinal confusion and
pastoral harm.

First, blasphemy against the Spirit must be distinguished
from apostasy as described in Hebrews 6:4-6 and 10:26-29.
Apostasy involves falling away from confessed faith, often
under pressure or persecution. Hebrews emphasizes the
gravity of abandoning Christ after experiencing covenantal
privileges. Yet the focus is on repudiating Christ himself, not
on reclassifying the Spirit’s work as demonic. Apostasy may
involve fear, self-preservation, or disillusionment. Blasphemy
against the Spirit involves hostile reinterpretation. The two
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may overlap, but they are not identical.53 Hebrews’ concern is
covenantal abandonment under pressure and privilege,
whereas the Synoptic warning concerns active moral
inversion—the reclassification of divine testimony as evil once
its character is sufficiently clear.

The Westminster Confession of Faith captures this distinction,
affirming that true believers “can neither totally nor finally fall
away from the state of grace, but shall certainly persevere
therein to the end.”* This does not negate the seriousness of
apostasy but situates it within the broader framework of
perseverance. Those who fall away demonstrate that they
“were never of us” (1 John 2:19). Blasphemy against the Spirit,
by contrast, presupposes a confrontation with undeniable
divine testimony and requires a settled verdict of moral
inversion that apostasy does not necessarily entail.

Second, blasphemy against the Spirit must be distinguished
from final impenitence. Final impenitence refers to dying
without repentance, whatever the causes may be. Augustine’s
identification of the unforgivable sin with final impenitence
captures an important truth—repentance does not occur—but
it risks obscuring the specificity of Jesus’ warning. 55 Final
impenitence is an outcome; blasphemy against the Spirit is a
particular moral act that leads to such an outcome by
repudiating the means of repentance.

53 Thomas R. Schreiner, Hebrews, New American Commentary (Nashville:
B&H, 2015), 202-10. Schreiner distinguishes apostasy (public
repudiation of confessed faith) from the specific act of attributing the
Spirit’s work to Satan, while acknowledging pastoral and theological
overlaps.

54 Westminster Confession of Faith, 17.1, in The Confession of Faith and
Catechisms (Glasgow: Free Presbyterian Publications, 1994), 67.

55 Augustine, Enchiridion, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series,
vol. 3, ed. Philip Schaff (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994), 22.83.
Augustine identifies the sin with final impenitence: “He who continues
in impenitence to the end blasphemes against the Holy Ghost, by whom
sins are forgiven.”
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Thomas Aquinas, while following Augustine’s general
framework, recognized that final impenitence could result
from various causes: obstinacy in sin, despair of mercy,
presumption upon God’s goodness, or resistance to known
truth. 56 Yet Aquinas maintained that the unforgivable sin
involves a specific posture toward the Spirit’s convicting work.
The distinction is critical. Not all who die impenitent have
blasphemed the Holy Spirit, but all who blaspheme the Holy
Spirit, if they persist, die impenitent. The relationship is
asymmetrical.

A contemporary problem is that ‘final impenitence’ is often
treated as a solvent that dissolves the warning into a truism:
of course a man who dies impenitent is unforgiven. True
enough, but that move quietly evacuates the Synoptic scandal,
namely that Jesus is confronting a perverse interpretation of
manifest divine action, not merely an end-of-life state.
Standard taxonomies make the reduction easy: “inal
impenitence’ sits alongside proposals that are narrative (the
Pharisaic accusation), moral (malice), and theological
(apostasy), and the categories are not interchangeable without
loss.57 This essay’s account is stronger precisely because it
refuses that category collapse. It explains why the warning
erupts there, in that confrontation over the Spirit’s testimony
to the Son, and why the sin is not merely unbelief continuing,
but unbelief weaponized into moral inversion.58

Third, blasphemy against the Spirit must be distinguished
from persistent unbelief. Many remain unbelieving without
ever encountering the level of clarity presupposed by the
Synoptic accounts. Unbelief may be culpable, but it does not
necessarily entail the moral inversion Jesus condemns.

56 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 1I-1I, q. 14, trans. Fathers of the
English Dominican Province (New York: Benziger Brothers, 1947).
Aquinas enumerates six species of sin against the Holy Spirit, all
involving resistance to grace.

57 Krecidlo, “What Is the Sin of Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit,” 102-103.
58 Combs, “The Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit,” 92-93.
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Blasphemy against the Spirit is not mere refusal to believe; it
is the active vilification of divine testimony once its character
is recognized.

John Murray clarifies this distinction: “It is one thing to
disbelieve the gospel; it is another thing to call the Holy Spirit
the devil.”s® The former may arise from ignorance, confusion,
or hardness of heart shaped by sin’s noetic effects. The latter
requires a deliberate act of theological inversion performed
with sufficient clarity to recognize what is being inverted. This
is why the Pharisees’ position is so precarious. They possess
the theological categories, the biblical knowledge, and the
firsthand observation necessary to render an informed
judgment. Their verdict is not confused; it is hostile.

Fourth, blasphemy against the Spirit must be distinguished
from grieving or quenching the Spirit, categories addressed to
believers in Ephesians 4:30 and 1 Thessalonians 5:19. These
warnings presuppose an ongoing relationship with the Spirit
characterized by indwelling, conviction, and sanctification. To
grieve the Spirit is to resist his sanctifying work through sinful
attitudes or actions within the covenant community. To
quench the Spirit is to suppress his manifest gifts or prophetic
operations.

While these sins are serious and demand repentance, they
occur within a relational framework that blasphemy against
the Spirit repudiates entirely. The believer who grieves the
Spirit remains under discipline, not judgment. The unbeliever
who blasphemes the Spirit has rejected the very basis upon
which restoration occurs. Scottish theologian George Smeaton
(1814-1889) captures the contrast: The believer may grieve
the Spirit whom he knows; the unbeliever blasphemes the
Spirit whom he rejects.60

59 Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 80.

60 George Smeaton, The Doctrine of the Holy Spirit, 2nd ed. (1889; Edinburgh:
Banner of Truth, 1977), 216-20. Smeaton distinguishes grieving the
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Fifth, blasphemy against the Spirit must be distinguished
from intrusive thoughts or religious scrupulosity. Many
believers tormented by fear that they have committed the
unforgivable sin suffer from obsessive-compulsive patterns,
psychological distress, or distorted conceptions of God’s
character. These experiences, however agonizing, do not meet
the biblical criteria for blasphemy against the Spirit.6!

The Puritan divine William Perkins (1558-1602) addressed
this pastoral crisis directly, insisting that “troubled
consciences” are evidence of the Spirit’s work, not his
repudiation.6? Those plagued by fear of having committed the
sin demonstrate the very responsiveness to divine conviction
that blasphemy against the Spirit precludes. The presence of
spiritual anxiety is paradoxically reassuring. As John Owen
observed, “He that fears he has sinned this sin has not sinned
it; for it is always accompanied with final hardness of heart,
impenitency, and a contempt of Christ and his word.”63

These distinctions matter because collapsing them transforms
a precise warning into a blunt instrument. When apostasy,
unbelief, intrusive thoughts, and grieving the Spirit are all
subsumed under the rubric of the unforgivable sin, the result
is either despair or trivialization. Scripture does neither. It
speaks with severity and restraint simultaneously.

Spirit (believers resisting sanctification) from blasphemy (unbelievers
repudiating revelation).

61 Joel R. Beeke and Paul M. Smalley, Reformed Systematic Theology, vol. 3,
Spirit and Salvation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2021), 487-89. The authors
provide extensive pastoral guidance distinguishing scrupulosity from
genuine impenitence.

62 William Perkins, A Case of Conscience, in The Works of William Perkins,
vol. 2, ed. Ian Breward (Appleford: Sutton Courtenay Press, 1970), 121-
24.

63 Owen, Holy Spirit, 412.
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F. Contemporary Applicability

Finally, the question of contemporary applicability must be
addressed with care. The historical setting of Jesus’ warning is
unique. The incarnate Son stands before Israel, performing
Spirit-empowered works that signal the kingdom’s arrival. The
clarity of revelation in that moment is unparalleled. This
cautions against facile extension of the doctrine to modern
contexts.

Some interpreters, recognizing this uniqueness, have
restricted blasphemy against the Spirit entirely to the period of
Christ’s earthly ministry, arguing that the sin is no longer
possible after Pentecost. B. B. Warfield (1851-1921), for
instance, suggested that the sin was tied specifically to the
visible presence of the Spirit’s power in Christ’s miracles, a
form of manifestation no longer operative in the same way.6*
Similarly, dispensationalist interpreters have sometimes
confined the warning to the particular phase of redemptive
history in which Israel’s rejection of her Messiah was being
finalized.65

Yet this restriction, while acknowledging the text’s historical
specificity, risks neutering the warning altogether. If the sin
cannot occur today, then the warning becomes a historical
curiosity with no abiding moral force. Scripture’s own rhetoric
resists such containment. The Synoptic accounts present the
warning not as a temporary judgment confined to a single
generation but as a disclosure of the moral structure
governing divine-human encounter. Jesus’ words expose what

64 Benjamin B. Warfield, “Misconception of Jesus, and Blasphemy of the Son
of Man,” in Biblical and Theological Studies, ed. Samuel G. Craig
(Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1952), 196-237. Warfield
suggests the sin was specific to the unique manifestation of the Spirit in
Christ’s ministry.

65 Louis A. Barbieri Jr., “Matthew,” in The Bible Knowledge Commentary:
New Testament, ed. John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck (Wheaton, IL:
Victor Books, 1983), 45. Barbieri confines the sin to Israel’s rejection
during Christ’s earthly ministry.
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happens when divine testimony, made sufficiently clear, is met
with settled hostility. The principle remains operative even if
the precise historical conditions do not recur identically.

At the same time, the warning cannot be applied
indiscriminately. Wherever the Spirit’s work is manifest with
comparable clarity and is nevertheless willfully and
maliciously repudiated, the moral logic of Jesus’ warning
remains operative. The operative term is comparable. Not every
work of the Spirit rises to the level of evidential clarity present
in the exorcisms of the Gospels. Not every theological
disagreement involves the kind of informed, hostile
reinterpretation that Jesus condemns.

R. T. France captures the necessary balance: the sin in view is
not any and every “sin against the Holy Spirit,” but specifically
“a warning to those who adopt a position of deliberate
rejection and antagonism” of Jesus’ miraculous works as
demonic, and is therefore “not an attempt to frighten those of
tender conscience.” ¢6 While the principle may have wider
application, the context must govern our understanding. The
principle that rejection of divine testimony at the highest level
of clarity is self-sealing surely transcends the first century.
But the application must be measured, indirect, and humble.

Several contemporary contexts merit careful consideration.
First, there are moments in redemptive history when the
Spirit’s activity has been undeniably manifest: the apostolic
signs and wonders, the great revivals, the Spirit’s work in
global missions, and the testimony of martyrs. Where such
work is publicly observable, theologically undeniable, and
nevertheless reclassified as demonic or deceptive, the danger
Jesus names is present. ¢’ This is not to say that every
theological critique of charismatic phenomena constitutes

66 France, Gospel of Mark, 177.

67 James D. G. Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit (London: SCM Press, 1975), 51—
55. Dunn examines the relationship between Spirit-empowered works
and the judgment they provoke.
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blasphemy. Discernment is necessary, and disagreement over
the continuation of certain gifts does not equate to moral
inversion. But where manifest fruit of the Spirit—conversions,
holiness, love, courage under persecution—is systematically
dismissed as satanic deception, the boundary approaches.

Second, the warning applies wherever gospel proclamation is
accompanied by the Spirit’s convicting work and is met not
with confusion but with contemptuous dismissal. Conviction
of sin is the Spirit’s work (John 16:8). When that conviction is
sufficiently clear and is nevertheless hardened against, the
moral posture Jesus warns against begins to take shape. This
does not license preachers to pronounce damnation upon
resistant hearers, but it does underscore the gravity of
responding to the gospel with informed cynicism rather than
honest inquiry.

Third, the doctrine has relevance in contexts where Christian
witness under persecution provokes not martyrdom but
vilification. When believers manifestly empowered by the
Spirit—demonstrating love, courage, faithfulness, and
sacrificial service—are publicly accused of being agents of evil,
the logic of blasphemy against the Spirit is operative. 68
Historically, this has occurred when totalitarian regimes have
labeled Christian love as subversion, Christian truth-telling as
propaganda, and Christian martyrdom as fanaticism. The
moral inversion is the same.

Yet even here, restraint is essential. This does not license
believers to diagnose others or to police theological
disagreement by invoking the unforgivable sin. The doctrine is
not a tool of ecclesial discipline or polemical leverage. It is a
warning issued by Christ, not a verdict delegated to the
church. No Christian possesses the epistemic position to
declare definitively that another has committed the

68 Carson, “Matthew,” in Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 8:288-90. Carson
notes that sustained opposition to clear gospel testimony approaches
the moral logic of the unforgivable sin.
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unforgivable sin. The warning functions to expose a moral
possibility, not to authorize spiritual diagnosis.

The proper application, therefore, is indirect. The doctrine
warns against a posture that is a settled and hostile resistance
to divine testimony, rather than against specific individuals. It
functions as a boundary marker, reminding the church that
revelation entails responsibility and that there are ways of
responding to God that harden rather than heal. The doctrine
of the unforgivable sin serves not to terrify the tender in
conscience, but to warn those who treat lightly the revelation
of God in Christ.

Systematically understood, blasphemy against the Holy Spirit
safeguards two truths simultaneously. It affirms the
seriousness of revelation and the reality of definitive human
opposition to God, while preserving the gospel’s promise that
forgiveness is available wherever repentance remains possible.
The sin is unforgivable not because grace fails, but because
grace is finally rejected at its source.

Dutch-American Reformed theologian Louis Berkhof’s (1873-
1957) formulation is helpful here:

The sin consists in the conscious, malicious, and
wilful rejection and slandering, against evidence
and conviction, of the testimony of the Holy Spirit
respecting the grace of God in Christ, attributing it
out of hatred and enmity to the prince of
darkness.... In committing that sin man willfully,
maliciously, and intentionally attributes what is
clearly recognized as the work of God to the
influence and operation of Satan.... It is
unpardonable, not because its guilt transcends the
merits of Christ, or because the sinner is beyond
the renewing power of the Holy Spirit, but because
there are also in the world of sin certain laws and
ordinances, established by God and maintained by
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Him. And the law in the case of this particular sin
is, that it excludes all repentance, sears the
conscience, hardens the sinner, and thus renders
the sin unpardonable.6°

The unforgivable sin is not so much that God refuses to
forgive it, but that the person who commits it has so hardened
his heart that he will never seek forgiveness. The distinction
preserves both divine sovereignty in grace and human moral
agency. God does not arbitrarily exclude anyone from mercy.
But human beings may, through sustained resistance to the
Spirit’s witness, reach a point where repentance is no longer
psychologically or morally conceivable. The bars of the cage, to
invoke John Bunyan’s image (see below, Excursus II), are
forged from within.

While the doctrine must be handled with restraint, its moral
logic is not abstract. Scripture itself insists that sustained
resistance to divine testimony can culminate in a settled
posture in which repentance no longer occurs—not because
mercy has failed, but because conviction has been repudiated.
The gravity of this possibility has not only been articulated
doctrinally but has also found enduring expression in the
church’s pastoral imagination. The doctrine remains,
therefore, both warning and comfort: warning to those who
treat divine revelation with contempt, and comfort to those
whose very fear of offending God testifies to grace still at work.

Yet the gravity of Jesus’ warning cannot remain purely
conceptual. Scripture insists that sustained resistance to
divine testimony can culminate in a moral condition in which
repentance no longer occurs—not because mercy has failed,
but because conviction has been repudiated. The church has
long recognized that this possibility must be named not only
doctrinally, but imaginatively, lest the warning remain

69 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, New Combined Edition (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 353-54.
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abstract and its pastoral force misunderstood. Before moving
into explicit pastoral counsel, it helps to see this moral logic
dramatized.

Excursus II: Bunyan’s “Man in the Iron Cage” and Sin
Against the Light

John Bunyan’s (1628-1688) Pilgrim’s Progress (1678) gives
imaginative form to precisely this moral logic, offering one of
the most arresting portrayals of what Reformed theology
would later describe as sin against light. In the Interpreter’s
House, Christian is shown a man confined within an iron
cage—a figure whose imprisonment is neither sudden nor
externally imposed. The man insists that he was once a “fair
and flourishing Christian,” both in his own judgment and in
the eyes of others. His present despair, however, is not the
consequence of a single catastrophic fall but the terminus of a
long moral trajectory marked by negligence, indulgence, and
willful hardening.70

Bunyan is careful in how the man narrates his own decline.
He does not speak as one overtaken by ignorance or
momentary weakness. He speaks as one who knowingly
sinned against the light of the Word and the goodness of God,
grieving the Spirit repeatedly until, in his own telling, the
Spirit departed. The language Bunyan places on his lips is
deliberately severe: he has “crucified the Son of God afresh”
and shown “contempt to the Spirit of grace.” The offense is not
confusion but repudiation. The man’s despair is not born of
misunderstanding but of hostile certainty.”!

The iron cage itself functions as a psychological and moral
metaphor rather than a metaphysical claim. It represents a

70 John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress, Part I, “The Interpreter’s House,” in
The Works of John Bunyan, ed. George Offor (London: Blackie and Son,
1862), 1:80-83.

71 Richard L. Greaves, John Bunyan and English Nonconformity (London:
Hambledon Press, 1992), 112-18.
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self-sealing condition in which repentance has become morally
unintelligible. The man does not plead for mercy or ask
whether return is possible. He asserts that God no longer
invites him, that the promises no longer belong to him, and
that no power can open the cage in which he is shut. The bars
are forged not by divine refusal but by moral inversion. The
very pleasures for which he abandoned obedience now
torment him; what once promised delight now “bites like a
burning worm.” Despair is the coherent outcome of a settled
posture.”2

In this respect, Bunyan’s allegory closely parallels the moral
logic of Jesus’ warning about blasphemy against the Holy
Spirit. The unforgivability of the man’s condition does not
arise from any exhaustion of mercy, but from repudiation of
the only agent capable of producing repentance. The Spirit
whose work once convicted and illumined has been decisively
rejected. Repentance is not withheld; it has been rendered
inconceivable by the will’s own verdict. The cage is locked from
within.73

Yet Bunyan’s scene also reinforces a crucial pastoral
distinction that has often been ignored. The man in the cage is
marked by finality. He does not fear that he may be lost; he
insists that he is. His despair is settled, not anxious. Bunyan
never intended this episode to terrorize tender consciences,
and when it is used in that way it is fundamentally misread.
The fear of being “in the cage” is itself evidence that one is not.
Where concern for God’s judgment remains, responsiveness to
the Spirit has not been extinguished.+

72 John Owen, The Nature and Causes of Apostasy from the Gospel, in The
Works of John Owen, vol. 7 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1967), 86-92.

73 This formulation intentionally parallels the systematic argument
developed above in Sections VI.B-C, where unforgivability is located in
repudiation of the Spirit as the agent of repentance rather than in any
limitation of divine mercy.

74 On the pastoral misuse of the “iron cage” episode and the distinction
between tender conscience and hardened finality, see Christopher Ash,
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Properly situated, the man in the iron cage is not a general
portrait of struggling believers, doubters, or even grievous
sinners. He is a literary analogue of the posture Jesus
confronts in the Synoptic Gospels: sustained, informed
resistance to divine testimony, carried through to its logical
end. Bunyan thus bridges the gap between exegetical warning
and existential reality, showing how rejection of the Spirit’s
witness, if fully embraced, may culminate not merely in guilt
but in a self-imposed prison of despair.

If Bunyan’s allegory warns against the tragic end of light
repudiated, it also clarifies the pastoral task that follows:
distinguishing hardened finality from anxious fear, and
warning without crushing.

VII. Pastoral and Practical Implications

Few doctrines have generated as much unnecessary anguish
among believers as blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. The
fear of having committed the unforgivable sin has surfaced
repeatedly in pastoral counseling, catechesis, and private
spiritual struggle, often divorced entirely from the textual
setting in which Jesus speaks. The first and most important
pastoral observation, therefore, is also the most
counterintuitive: fear itself is evidence against having
committed the sin. The Synoptic narratives present offenders
who are not anxious, conflicted, or remorseful. They are
confident, assertive, and settled in their judgment. They do
not ask whether they have gone too far; they insist that Jesus
has.?s

The Book Your Pastor Wishes You Would Read (Wheaton, IL: Crossway,
2019).

75 Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 1-13, WBC 33A (Dallas: Word Books, 1993),
351; Carson, “Matthew,” in Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 8:645-46;
Wessel, “Mark,” in Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 8:645-46; Robert H.
Stein, Luke (NAC; Nashville, TN: Broadman, 1992), 349; Calvin,
Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists, 2:270.
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This distinction cannot be overstated. The very capacity to fear
divine judgment presupposes a conscience still responsive to
the Spirit’s convicting work. Blasphemy against the Spirit, by
contrast, involves repudiation of that work. Where fear of sin
remains, repentance remains conceivable. Where repentance
remains conceivable, the unforgivable sin has not occurred.
Pastoral care that fails to make this distinction risks
transforming a warning aimed at hardened opponents into a
weapon against the wounded.

Closely related is the phenomenon of scrupulosity and
religious anxiety. Many believers plagued by intrusive
thoughts or obsessive fear interpret those experiences as
evidence of spiritual rebellion. Historically, this has been a
recurring pastoral problem, especially among those with
sensitive consciences or distorted conceptions of God’s
character. The doctrine of blasphemy against the Spirit has
often exacerbated such struggles when taught imprecisely. It
is therefore essential to state plainly that intrusive thoughts,
emotional volatility, moments of anger toward God, or seasons
of doubt do not constitute blasphemy against the Holy Spirit.
These experiences may require pastoral attention,
psychological care, or spiritual reorientation, but they do not
meet the criteria established by Scripture.’¢ Berkhof says that
“we may be reasonably sure that those who fear that they
have committed it and worry about this, and desire the
prayers of others for them, have not committed it.”77

The challenge for preaching and teaching is to preserve the
warning’s seriousness without weaponizing it. Jesus does not
speak these words to invite morbid introspection. He speaks
them to confront a particular kind of moral posture. When the
warning is abstracted from its narrative context and presented
as a general threat hovering over every believer, it ceases to

76 Cf. Richard Baxter, A Christian Directory (London, 1673; repr. Soli Deo
Gloria, 1996).

77 Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 254.
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function as Jesus intended. Instead of clarifying moral reality,
it obscures it. Faithful exposition must therefore keep the
warning tethered to its original setting: Spirit-empowered
works, informed observers, and deliberate misattribution.

At the same time, the doctrine retains genuine pastoral force.
It warns against the posture of entrenched cynicism
masquerading as discernment. In every age, there is a
temptation to dismiss uncomfortable manifestations of God’s
work by reclassifying them as dangerous, delusional, or even
demonic. While discernment is necessary, so is restraint.
Jesus’ warning introduces sobriety into theological judgment.
It cautions against the casual demonization of what one does
not wish to accept. This has particular relevance in an era of
polemical discourse, where accusations of heresy or demonic
influence are sometimes deployed with little hesitation.

Public theological speech, therefore, must be governed by
humility. The doctrine of blasphemy against the Spirit does
not authorize believers to police others’ spiritual states. It does
not provide a rubric for labeling opponents. It functions as a
mirror, not a gavel. Its purpose is self-examination, not
condemnation of others. Where this boundary is respected,
the doctrine retains its salutary force; where it is ignored, it
becomes pastorally destructive.

Properly handled, the doctrine offers both comfort and
warning. It comforts the penitent by assuring them that
forgiveness remains open wherever repentance is sought. It
warns the hardened that clarity resisted does not remain
neutral. The same Spirit who comforts and restores may also
be decisively rejected. The pastoral task is not to soften either
truth, but to apply each to its proper audience.
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VIII. Conclusion: A Sin Defined by Light Rejected, Not
Grace Exhausted

The doctrine of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit has endured
not because it is easy, but because it names a real and
sobering possibility within the biblical witness. When
approached carefully, it resolves rather than creates
theological tension. Jesus’ warning does not stand in
opposition to the gospel’s promise of forgiveness; it clarifies
the conditions under which that promise is received. Grace is
abundant, but it is not inert. It addresses human beings as
moral agents capable of both repentance and repudiation.

Throughout this study, a consistent pattern has emerged.
Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit is not a vague category of
serious sin, nor a synonym for apostasy, unbelief, or moral
collapse. It is a specific act of willful, informed repudiation in
which the manifest work of God’s Spirit is publicly and
maliciously attributed to demonic agency. Its unforgivability
does not arise from any limitation in Christ’s atoning work or
any reluctance on God’s part to forgive. It arises because the
sin consists in rejecting the very means by which repentance,
conviction, and forgiveness are effected.

This understanding resolves the apparent tension between
mercy and judgment. The judgment Jesus announces is not
arbitrary. It is the tragic coherence of a moral decision carried
through to its end. Where divine testimony is finally labeled
evil, no further appeal remains. The Spirit who bears witness
to Christ is the Spirit who enables repentance. To repudiate
that witness is to foreclose the possibility of repentance itself.

At the same time, the doctrine must not be universalized
indiscriminately. The clarity presupposed by Jesus’ warning is
not commonplace. The historical setting of the incarnate Son
performing Spirit-empowered signs before informed observers
is unique. While analogous situations may arise, the warning’s
application must remain cautious and indirect. Scripture does
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not invite believers to identify who has committed the
unforgivable sin. It invites them to heed the warning it
represents.

The enduring relevance of the doctrine, therefore, lies not in
fear-driven religiosity but in moral seriousness. It reminds the
church that revelation entails responsibility, that clarity
intensifies accountability, and that there are forms of
resistance to God that harden rather than heal. Yet it also
reassures the trembling conscience that the very fear of having
offended God is evidence of grace still at work.

In the end, blasphemy against the Holy Spirit magnifies the
gospel rather than diminishes it. It underscores the
preciousness of divine revelation and the peril of rejecting it,
while simultaneously affirming that forgiveness remains freely
available to all who repent. The sin is unforgivable not
because grace fails, but because grace is finally rejected at its
source. Properly understood, Jesus’ warning stands not as a
threat over the faithful, but as a solemn boundary marking
the tragic end of light refused.
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