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See the silver coins scattered across the floor, winking in the lamplight, spilling from the
leather pouch split open.  The owner of the bag has just fled through the door into the night, his soul
as torn as the bag.  See the evidence of mighty forces warring in that wretched soul.  Judas Iscariot,
known only as the betrayer of Christ.  In our horrified fascination, that’s all we know.  That’s all we
need to know.  Or . . . perhaps not. . . .

Well, scan the Gospels for his story.  Matthew, Mark, Luke, John.  Compile the facts that they
sprinkled lightly through their narratives of Jesus Christ.  The description when he appears on the
scene says it all:  “Judas Iscariot, the one who betrayed him,” says Matthew,(10:4) and the others nod
their heads in agreement.  He is marked with an eternal stain deeper than the mark of Cain.  “The one
who betrayed him.”  And yet, even that accusation is modified by its context:  Jesus “called to him
those whom he wanted,” as Mark puts it.(3:13)  Whatever else he was, he was called into the service
of Jesus as a member of His central group.  Judas Iscariot, the man from Kerioth.  Poet John Rickell
puts our question into Jesus’ mind, “Man of Kerioth should I have chosen you?”  Already, within this
story, a contradiction.  The first of many.  We hear of him next at the moment of decision.  He goes
to the religious leaders, the chief priests, “in order to betray him to them.”(Mark 14:10)  Why?  Mark
is silent – another gap in the story of Judas.  Matthew lays the reason on simple greed:  “What will
you give me if I betray him to you?”(26:15)  Luke sweetens the pot of the plot:  “Then Satan entered
into Judas called Iscariot.”(22:3)  No mere greed, it was the arch-enemy of God who pushed Judas
into betrayal.  John agrees.(13:2)  Again, the introduction of a puzzle:  just who is to blame here? 
Was Judas “the decider,” or was he the pawn of larger forces?  If so, can we blame him at all?  The
mystery deepens.  The scene shifts to their final supper, in that upper room.  A Passover meal,
remembering God’s deliverance of slaves from their Egyptian oppressors.  In the middle of the meal,
Jesus says it plainly:  “one of you will betray me.”  And then points to the Passover vinegar dish, and
says, “It’s the one who dips his hand with mine.”  Fingers freeze above the bowl.  Breaking Passover
etiquette, refusing to wait his turn, to let the host dip first, the betrayer reveals himself.(Matthew
26:21-23)  At My table!  And, according to John’s version, Jesus says, “Go.  Get on with what you
are going to do.”(13:27)  And Judas flees into the night.  The scene shifts again, to a garden.  Jesus
has finished praying – alone, while the fiercely-sworn loyalty of his disciples sleeps.  A commotion,
torches, swords, clubs, soldiers, priests.  And Judas.  Who slips up to him in the flickering light and
identifies him with a kiss.  The sign of peace, of reconciliation, now twisted inside out and demeaned. 
Luke draws out the agony, as Jesus asks, “Judas, you betray me with a kiss?”(22:48)  And Jesus is
hustled away to his kangaroo-court trial.  Only then, only then does the enormity of his deed seem
to crash in upon Judas.  According to Matthew’s telling:  “When Judas, his betrayer, saw that Jesus
was condemned, he repented and brought back the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and the
elders.  He said, ‘I have sinned by betraying innocent blood.’”(27:3)  And he cannot live with his
betrayal, and so destroys himself.  Matthew says he hanged himself (27:5), Luke’s gruesome version
pictures Judas falling headlong, splitting open like a melon.(Acts 1:28)  Obsessive-compulsive types
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have long tried to blend the two together, speculating about a weak rope that broke, a tree beside a
cliff.  Another uncomfortable gap in the story.  Look at the documents, and you’ll find the troubled
story – not seamless, not without its problems.  But the tale of the Betrayer.

Oh, the horror!  Why, Judas, why?  You hear the tale, and you find yourself screaming, “No,
Judas, don’t!  Stop before it’s too late!”  If only we were there, surely we would have figured out a
way to prevent such eternal treachery.  Like Peter, we would have grabbed a sword and fought back: 
“There!  There!  Take that!  Run, Jesus!”  Only to have Jesus sharply rebuke us, “Put away your
sword!”(John 18:10-11)  Surely Judas earned fully his reputation as history’s greatest villain.  We
can agree with Dante’s vision of Judas consigned to the very pit of Hell’s inferno, tortured by Satan
forever.(2)  Why, Judas, why?  For centuries, we have tried to read his mind, to discern the motives
for his monstrous crime:  he suffered from delusions of grandeur, he was actually a secret Zealot who
was trying to shove Jesus into political Messiahship and take down Rome, he really was a greedy
slimeball who had slipped in among the Twelve through some oversight — who knows?  How could
one of Jesus’ own inner circle betray him?  And:  how could Jesus not have known?  After all, didn’t
He himself tell them plainly?  “The Son of Man is to be betrayed into human hands.”(Mark 9:31) 
The closer we look, the more this tale seems to have twists and turns that just defy explanation.  We
might understand the horror.  But why, Judas, why, is simply beyond us.

Perhaps one key lies in the words of Jesus himself:  “one of you will betray me, one who is
eating with me.”(Mark 14:17)  Notice:  not, “you, Judas, you greedy slimeball.”  No, he lets it just
hang out there in the air for a few moments.  “One of you will betray me.”  And the truth of it is, his
accusation still sticks.  For a little bit of Judas lives on in each one of us, truth be told.  In Matthew’s 
famous vision of the last judgment, the sheep and the goats, what did the bad goats say?  “That was
You, Jesus?  In jail, in the hospital, stumbling along pushing that shopping cart full of dirty bags? 
That was You?  We had no idea!”  “When you did not help one of the least of these my sisters and
brothers, you didn’t do it to Me.”(Matthew 25:44-45)  Oh, sure, our betrayal seems pretty petty-ante
compared to Judas.  To us, maybe.  Evidently, Jesus may have another take on the matter.  For, you
see, the deepest sin of Judas was an impatience with God.  His action elevated his own will over the
will of God.  Whatever the motivation, what Jesus was doing was not good enough.  So Judas
intervened.  I know better.  Even his own suicide yanked judgement from its proper place in God’s
hands:  he became his own judge, jury, and executioner.  I know better.(3)  The Spanish Inquisition
– convert or die! – was rooted in one simple assumption:  “We have God and you do not.  We know
better.”  And thousands were murdered – in the name of Jesus Christ.  One of you will betray Me. 
These days, as our nation is still in the grip of the virus, and states relaxing requirements for masks,
because “we know better.”  When racism is murdering Asian Americans, because “we are better.” 
When immigrants seeking asylum from deadly persecution in this land of the free, are still being
kicked out, because “you don’t belong.”  One of you will betray Me.  Which translates to:  all of you
will betray me.  Every one of us.  The sting of this story is not so much, “they are Judas.”  For a sliver
of Judas lives in our souls, too.  Democrats.  Republicans.  Independents.  Old.  Young.  Men. 
Women.  Whatever your color of the rainbow.  Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, all of them, say,
“you, too.”  Every one.  “One of you will betray Me.”  All of us.

But, look, maybe the story of Judas is not really about Judas at all.  Not about that sad figure
who flung the coins onto the floor and ran off into the night.  He is just the doorway into a deeper
mystery.  For this story is really about God.  Who God is, really.  What God does.  And just how far
God is beyond our grasp.  For when Judas handed Jesus over to the religious authorities, another
Hand was at work.  Peter named it, in his Pentecost sermon, when he declared that Jesus was “handed
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over to you according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God.”(Acts 2:23)  What!  What! 
In the Garden Jesus himself said, “Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once
send me more than twelve legions of angels?”(Matthew 26:53)  But He did not.  He chose to follow
the inscrutable will of God, “who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of
us.”(Romans 8:32)  In the Mystery of God’s will that no human mind can penetrate, God turned the
result of an act of monstrous betrayal into God’s action of salvation.  Turned it upside down.  Turned
it inside out.  God took Judas’s handing Jesus over, and overtook it with God’s own handing over. 
Marched right into the very heart of all the pain and evil we can inflict.  You could say that God
betrayed the act of betrayal.  The horrendous “mystery of the betrayal,” as Church Father Irenaeus
put it (4), became part of the mystery of Divine Love, forever rejecting our rejection of God!  In a
supreme act that is beyond any human ability to grasp, God took the will of Judas out of his hands,
and redirected it into God’s eternal will for our salvation.  Was Judas’s act sinful?  Horrendous? 
Absolutely.  No question.  And God took that sinful act, and turned it inside out.  Completely
overwhelmed the “No” of the Betrayer, with the “Yes” of God’s colossal love.  And still does!  Such
is the power of God.  God’s love will not be stopped.  The story of Judas is not the story of Judas at
all.  It is the story of God.  The Mystery we call God.

How do I explain such mystery?  I can’t.  I won’t even try.  What I can do, what I will do, is
simply repeat the story.  And point to the Mystery called God.  Here is what the Gospels say:  Jesus
called Judas.  He betrayed Jesus.  But Judas’s wretched deed was more than Judas’s alone.  The truth
is that God calls us, still.  The truth is that we shall most likely betray God, no matter how we hate
that.  And the Mystery of God’s will can turn our betrayal inside out.  Who can explain how?  What
is clear, though, is this:  the Mystery of God’s will challenges us:  now what are you going to do
about it?  We will find no easy answer, count on it.    But even more, count on God’s love that will
turn evil inside out.  Always.  A Cross and an empty tomb.  Like Paul, we will have to settle for
walking by faith, not sight.(2 Corinthians 5:7)  Deal with it.  Our struggle is this:  God has called us
to do God’s will.  We will let God down.  And God will stick with us, embrace our betrayal, reject
our rejection, and somehow, somehow love will triumph.  How do I explain such a mystery?  Judas,
Jesus, the un-graspable Mystery of God’s will?  How do I explain it?  Not gonna even try.  “Man of
Kerioth should I have chosen you?”  Woman of Tempe, man of Tempe, non-binary person of Tempe,
should I have chosen you?  Your life will be your answer.  Amen.

Notes

(1)  From John Rickell’s poem “Judas,” accessed online on 11/3/14 at
http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/judas-16/
(2)  “Inferno,” 34:58-63.
(3)  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatic: The Doctrine of God (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1957), II/2:
463, 470.
(4)  Irenaeus, “Against Heresies,” (1.31.1), discussing the “Gospel of Judas,” which was only
recently rediscovered, and published in 2006; this translation from Jonathan Cahana, “Salvific
Dissolution: The Mystery of the Betrayal between the New Testament and the Gospel of Judas,”
New Testament Studies 63 (2017): 111. 


