Bible Biography: Judas Iscariot

We read the most treacherous moment in the history of mankind in Matthew 26:47-49

And while He was still speaking, behold, Judas, one of the twelve, with a great multitude with swords and clubs, came from the chief priests and elders of the people. Now His betrayer had given them a sign, saying, "Whomever I kiss, He is the One; seizeHim." Immediately he went up to Jesus and said, "Greetings, Rabbi!" and kissed Him.

Many mothers named their boys Judas in Jesus’ day, but Judas Iscariot changed all that. We often find biographies fascinating and no place will you find more colorful characters than those we read of in the Scriptures. Periodically, we will be zeroing in on the lives of prominent men and women in the Bible. This morning we focus on the man who arguably inflicted the most brutal wound on Jesus the Christ. We can learn much from Judas’ lives to benefit our own, but first enjoy our song…  

Judas Was No Monster

Many would like to think that Judas Iscariot was some kind of monster, mutant or maniac – that Judas was an irredeemable brute beast from the beginning. Judas was the outsider, the only “southerner” - the other eleven disciples were from the northern region of Galilee. Some seem to suggest that Jesus made a mistake in choosing Judas.  G. Campbell Morgan, a famous 19th century preacher, said of Judas, “I believe he was a devil incarnate, created in history for the nefarious work that was hell’s work.” This inaccurate statement diminishes our ability to learn from his great blunder. We need to see Judas as no less human than we are. In fact, Luke tells us (6:16) that “Judas Iscariot became a traitor.” When his mother held baby Judas in her arms, singing to him as she looked lovingly into his dependent and adoring eyes, she didn’t see a monster or a demon, but she saw her precious, innocent child full of great possibilities. Of all the billions of men to grace the planet, Judas was one of twelve men handpicked by Jesus to offer his unique gifts in promoting Jesus’ great work. It’s true that Jesus said in John 6:70 "Did I not choose you, the twelve, and one of you is a devil?" The meaning is actually “one of you is devilish.” Judas was no more a demon that Peter was. You remember Jesus called Peter, “Get thee behind me, Satan.”

    * Would Jesus have sent a demon out with the other eleven. We read in Matthew 10:1 And when He had called His twelve disciples to Him, He gave them power over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to heal all kinds of sickness and all kinds of disease… Matthew names Judas as one of the twelve in verse two. Then we find in verses 5-8  These twelve Jesus sent out and commanded them, saying…preach, saying, "The kingdom of heaven is at hand.' 8Heal the sick, cleanse the lepers, raise the dead, cast out demons. Freely you have received, freely give. 16 "Behold, I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves. Therefore be wise as serpents and harmless as doves. 19-20 But when they deliver you up, do not worry about how or what you should speak. For it will be given to you in that hour what you should speak; for it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father who speaks in you. Jesus includes Judas in all of these words.

    * Judas left his job to follow Jesus which is significant as we later learn how important money was to Judas.

    * Notice also that right to the end, the other eleven never suspect him. Even at that last Passover in Matthew 26:21-22, Jesus said, “I say to you, one of you will betray Me." And they were exceedingly sorrowful, and each of them began to say to Him, "Lord, is it I?" If Judas was a demon or even the most vile sinner that ever lived, they would have all been pointing their fingers at Judas. Instead, they humbly, introspectively ask, “Is it I?”

    * Next, in John 13:18, Jesus says, "I do not speak concerning all of you. I know whom I have chosen; but that the Scripture may be fulfilled, "He who eats bread with Me has lifted up his heel against Me.'   This was actually a quote from a prophetic psalm that reveals the nature of Judas relationship with Jesus. Psalm 419 “Even my own familiar friend in whom I trusted, Who ate my bread, Has lifted up his heel against me.” While we naturally question how one so close to Jesus could be guilty of so great an evil think back to how much hate Saul of Tarsus had for Jesus and His followers before his conversion.

    * Finally, if a demon, Judas conscience wouldn’t have tormented him, he wouldn’t have given the money back, nor would he have admitted, as he did in Matthew 27:4, "I have sinned by betraying innocent blood."

Judas Was No Innocent Victim

At the other extreme, preachers and notable scholars, no doubt with noble intentions, try to diminish the heinousness of his great sin. They treat Judas as a victim of circumstance – a man who just happened to be at the wrong place at the wrong time. Some say he was merely a troubled man who made some bad choices, but couldn’t have realized the seriousness of his actions.

Some of the excuses made on his behalf:

   1. Judas mistakenly decided that Jesus was a threat to Israel. His act, therefore, demonstrated poor judgment, but from a patriotic motive.

   2. Judas was loyal, but impatient. He had seen Jesus power to feed the multitude, heal the sick, raise the dead and elude his would-be captors, so he need not worry about Jesus being caught. Why not, the theory goes, speed up the clock in ushering in the kingdom and make a little extra money in the process? If this was Judas thinking it was wrong-headed, not wrong-hearted.

   3. Others say Judas was vacillating on whether or not Jesus was the Messiah and figured he could force the issue. If Jesus was the Messiah, he would demonstrate it with great power, but if not, he would get what he deserved.

The Bible says nothing to justify these highly speculative theories, but the apostle John says, “He was a thief.” Luke says, “Satan entered into him.” Jesus says, “It would have been better for him if he had never been born.” Also in John 17:12, “Those whom You gave Me I have kept; and none of them is lost except the son of perdition, that the Scripture might be fulfilled.”

Why Did Jesus Choose Judas?

Maybe you’ve wondered, “Why, then, did Jesus choose Judas?” That’s a pretty good question. We could also ask, Why did God choose Peter who denied Jesus three times? Why did He choose Thomas who doubted Jesus had risen? Why did He choose Saul of Tarsus who persecuted the church? Jesus told him flatly in Acts 9 "I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.” Paul said he was the “chief of sinners” and “least of the apostles.” But here’s an even better question, “Why did He choose you? Why did Jesus choose me?” Are you (am i) really worthy of his love, his sacrifice? No, none of us are!

    * Romans 58 “while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 10 …when we were enemies we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son”

So Where Did Judas Go Wrong?

He made the cut as one of the twelve disciples which meant an “all expenses paid” tour with promised Messiah, the Son of God. He was sent out with the eleven preaching and performing miracles. How could someone who saw Jesus smile and cry, hold little children and touch the leper – how could someone who saw Jesus boundless love and abiding compassion, turn against Jesus. Judas didn’t just decide one night to turn on Jesus and betray him to the enemy. There is always a progression in sin – especially in a sin as grievous as this one. Psalm 1:1-2 Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly, nor standeth in the way of sinners, nor sitteth in the seat of the scornful. But his delight is in the law of the Lord; and in his law doth he meditate day and night.

Just as Lot pitched his tent toward Sodom, Judas no doubt, acted on one wrong thought, and set out in the wrong direction. His eye was no longer single. He was living a double life. As Chappell put it, “the direction in which we are traveling is the most important fact about any of us. What we are is of importance, but what we are becoming is of far greater importance.” Are you drifting, are you backsliding? Have you left your first love? When we’re headed in the right direction, there’s almost no limit to what we can become and what we can accomplish for the kingdom and for our own family. At the same time, when we’re headed in the wrong direction, we cannot know for sure the depths into which we may eventually descend.

What went wrong? Some suggest his competitive spirit got the best of him. None of us are above jealousy and envy. This was certainly an issue among the twelve. Why should Peter, with his track record of speaking before thinking, James and John who wanted to scorch a city with fire from heaven and sent their momma in to Jesus to secure the top two seats of honor in the kingdom – why should these men be included in events in which he was excluded – the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law, the transfiguration. Judas was certainly not immune to resentment.

But, it is more likely from what the scriptures tell us that Judas’ downfall was covetousness.

When Mary anointed the feet of Jesus with the costly oil and wiped His feet with her hair in John 123-6, Judas Iscariot was singled out as saying, 5"Why was this fragrant oil not sold for three hundred denarii and given to the poor?" 6This he said, not that he cared for the poor, but because he was a thief, and had the money box; and he used to take what was put in it.

We know that “the love of money is the root of all evil” or as some prefer “the root of every kind of evil.” Judas loved money. Thieves have a lot of nerve, but can you imagine stealing from Jesus? His love for money chilled his heart. Matthew 2412 And because iniquity shall abound, the love of many shall wax cold. This is certainly a fit description of Judas. His betrayal was cold! In John 12, he missed the beautiful significance of Mary’s act of tender love and affection. He loved money, he loved his own agenda more than he loved Jesus or Mary. What a sad commentary!

Judas was double tongued and hypocritical: rebuking Mary for her expression of devotion, pretending to be concerned about the poor; pretending to be a good steward, Judas was really a tightwad who took a little off the top. Yet nobody (except Jesus) suspected him at the time.

This is amazing when you consider all the teaching Jesus did on money. The rich young ruler, rich man and Lazarus, the barn building man.

After all this and more, still the Bible says in John 13:2, “And supper being ended, the devil having already put it into the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon's son, to betray Him” Luke 223Then Satan entered Judas, surnamed Iscariot, who was numbered among the twelve. 4So he went his way and conferred with the chief priests and captains, how he might betray Him to them. 5And they were glad, and agreed to give him money. 6So he promised and sought opportunity to betray Him to them in the absence of the multitude.

    * Judas conferred with the chief priests – Jesus arch enemies.

    * Judas sought opportunity to betray Him. What about you? What kind of opportunities are you seeking?

While instituting the Lord’s supper, Jesus said in Luke 2220-21Behold, the hand of My betrayer is with Me on the table. 22And truly the Son of Man goes as it has been determined, but woe to that man by whom He is betrayed!"

Judas’ price was thirty pieces of silver, the price of a slave – somewhere between $50-100 today. You wouldn’t even sell your dog for $50, but Judas – after wheeling and dealing with the Jewish mafia - sold the only completely innocent, sinless man for $50. The prophet provided this detail many years prior in Zechariah 1112 So they weighed for my price thirty pieces of silver. 13And the LORD said unto me, Cast it unto the potter: a goodly price that I was prised at of them. And I took the thirty pieces of silver, and cast them to the potter in the house of the LORD. (See also Jeremiah 19, 32:6-15)

And so, while Jesus was praying in agony in the garden, in anguish so intense that he was sweating great drops of blood, Judas was leading a band of Jesus enemies to seize Jesus.

John 182, 4-6And Judas, who betrayed Him, also knew the place; for Jesus often met there with His disciples. 4Jesus therefore, knowing all things that would come upon Him, went forward and said to them, "Whom are you seeking?" 5They answered Him, "Jesus of Nazareth." Jesus said to them, "I am He." And Judas, who betrayed Him, also stood with them. 6Now when He said to them, "I am He," they drew back and fell to the ground.  Judas was standing with the wrong folks. Who are you standing with this morning? Are you standing with the wrong folks or are you standing with Jesus and the unadulterated word of God?

Moving on in the account of this tragic betrayal to Luke 22:47-48: “Judas, one of the twelve, went before them and drew near to Jesus to kiss Him. But Jesus said to him, [Friend, wherefore art thou come? Matthew 26:50] "Judas, are you betraying the Son of Man with a kiss?" These words must have haunted Judas right up to the moment he hung himself

Continuing on in Matthew 27:3-5, “Then Judas, His betrayer, seeing that He had been condemned, was remorseful and brought back the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and elders, 4saying, "I have sinned by betraying innocent blood." And they said, "What is that to us? You see to it!" 5Then he threw down the pieces of silver in the temple and departed, and went and hanged himself.” We learn more details of Judas violent end in Acts 118 “Now this man purchased a field with the wages of iniquity; and falling headlong, he burst open in the middle and all his entrails gushed out. 19And it became known to all those dwelling in Jerusalem; so that field is called in their own language, Akel Dama, that is, Field of Blood.”

We can benefit from seeing Jesus amazing love in the life of Judas. We learn from John 664 that “Jesus knew from the beginning who…who would betray Him.” Yet, Jesus treated him with such dignity, such kindness, stooping even to wash Judas’ feet in John 13. Remembering this will help us demonstrate love even to our enemies.

Was Judas really responsible though? In Acts 1:23, the Bible tells us when Matthias took Judas’ place among the twelve that “Judas by transgression fell, that he might go to his own place." It certainly sounds like Judas was held accountable.

We benefit further from Judas story because we see that even those who at one time in their life have an intimately close relationship with Jesus may ultimately turn away from the Lord and lose their soul. Jesus said as much in Matthew 722, “Many will say to Me in that day, "Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in Your name, cast out demons in Your name, and done many wonders in Your name?' 23And then I will declare to them, "I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness!'”

Judas demise also reminds us that “the way of trangressors is hard” (Proverbs 13:15), but “his yoke is easy…” We are also reminded of Paul’s warning in 1 Corinthians 10:12, “Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall.” With all the good works you’ve done, you can still be rejected. Paul knew that was true even with his own life. He writes in 1 Corinthians 927 “I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection: lest that by any means, when I have preached to others, I myself should be a castaway.”

We’re constantly faced with the decision that faced Judas: will we betray Jesus or will we remain faithful? Will we choose loyalty to Christ and the church He built or will we let Him down? Would you like a copy of this message? If so, find a pen and paper and will tell you how after our song.

Is your soul for sale like Judas’ was? Rich young ruler? Esau? Ananias and Sapphira? What a chilling thought to know that Judas heard the words Jesus uttered in Matthew 1626 “For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul? or what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?” Jesus asks you the same question this morning. What’s the devil using to bargain with you? What’s the devil holding over your head? Money, security, social ties, comfort, convenience. Don’t do like Judas; don’t deal with the devil.

Thank you for watching Let The Bible Speak. We pray you have heard God speak to you through His word. If you have questions or comments about this lesson or would like a copy of this lesson, Bible Biography: Judas Iscariot, we’d like to hear from you. We also offer a free Bible study course by mail. Simply drop a line and let us know. You can also go to our website letthebiblespeak.com to hear streaming audio of this sermon and others by Ronny Wade. You can also find a congregation faithful to the New Testament near you on our website. We hope you’ll join us again next week as we continue in our quest for truth in a world of religious confusion. On behalf of the congregations listed shortly, we echo the sentiment of the apostle Paul when he wrote in Romans 16:16, “the churches of Christ salute you.” Until next week, goodbye and God bless!

