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THE BETRAYER 
The Blacklist Series (Part 5) 
Text: Matthew 26:14-16; 47-49 

 
How many of you have named one of your children, Judas?  How about a dog? A cat? A 
pet rat?!  That’s telling, isn’t it?  The name Judas comes from the Hebrew word, 
“Judah,” which literally means “Praise the Lord” or “The Lord be praised.”  But hardly 
anyone uses it anymore in the wonderfully positive sense it originally meant.  Why is 
that?  You know: Because someone ruined it.  Because the name Judas is now 
synonymous with “Betrayer.”  The gospel writer, Matthew, tells the story this way… 
  
Then one of the Twelve—the one called Judas Iscariot—went to the chief 
priests and asked, “What are you willing to give me if I deliver [Jesus] over 
to you?” So they counted out for him thirty pieces of silver. From then on 
Judas watched for an opportunity to hand him over (Matt 26:14-16).  Some 
time later, Jesus was in an upper room, celebrating the Passover supper with his 
disciples. And while they were eating, he said, “Truly I tell you, one of you will 
betray me.” They were very sad and began to say to him one after the other, 
“Surely you don’t mean me, Lord?” (Matt 26:21-22). And then, a few hours 
beyond that, Jesus is in the Garden of Gethsemane, talking with his disciples. While 
[Jesus] was still speaking, Judas, one of the Twelve, arrived. With him was a 
large crowd armed with swords and clubs, sent from the chief priests and the 
elders of the people. Now THE BETRAYER had arranged a signal with them: 
“The one I kiss is the man; arrest him.” Going at once to Jesus, Judas said, 
“Greetings, Rabbi!” and kissed him (Matt 26:47-49) and, within hours, Jesus 
would be tried, tortured, and killed.  
 
Jo Saxton is a young, female, African-American pastor in Minneapolis who writes this: 
“You only need to look at popular culture to know about betrayal. Whether it’s 
Shakespeare writing ‘Et tu, Brutus?’ in JULIUS CAESAR, or Taylor Swift singing about 
‘Bad Blood’ [in one of her most popular songs] betrayal is a powerful ingredient in the 
stories we watch and the songs we sing. It’s a powerful ingredient in our own stories 
too. The parent who walked out on your family and didn’t once look back. The mentor 
who exploited your time and your talent for their own agenda. The colleague who stole 
your ideas and used them for their own advancement. The love of your life who walked 
away with your closest friend, stealing your happily-ever-after. Yes, we know how 
betrayal feels. Perhaps that’s why Judas emerges as one of the most intriguing figures 
in the story of Jesus’ Passion. We know WHAT he did—leading the authorities to Jesus’ 
secret hangout so they could arrest him without a crowd of fans in the way. But WHY? 1 
 
The conventional answers, of course, are simple. Judas was greedy for the thirty pieces 
of silver he got paid for selling Jesus out. Judas was angry at Jesus for failing to step up 
to the opportunity his popularity gave him to seize political power. Judas was afraid that 
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if he kept his wagon hitched to Jesus it was going over the edge of a cliff when the 
authorities eventually arrested him. Why does anybody betray someone else?  It always 
boils down to passions like greed, anger, fear, lust, envy, ambition, or hatred. As Jo 
Saxton suggests, these sins are behind every plotline from Game of Thrones to Empire 
to Billions to you-name-your-show, song or life.  
 
But that’s not why I want to reflect with you on the story of Judas today. I’m not so 
much interested in WHY Judas did what he did but HOW he got to that point and WHAT 
that has to teach ME and YOU.  I want to think with you today on some crucial lessons 
we can draw from Judas’ life. And here’s the FIRST one: You can begin brilliantly with 
Jesus but end badly.   
 
What makes the story of Judas so remarkable is how brilliantly he began with Jesus. I 
mean, think about it. Judas didn’t just show up at church on a weekend. He left 
everything to follow Jesus. You might say, “Well, so did all the other disciples.” Yes, but 
the other disciples met Jesus in their neighborhood – in the area just north of the Sea 
of Galilee. In the early days with him, they were never far from home and the people 
they knew and the chance to go back to the jobs they’d had before if this thing didn’t 
work out. Not so with Judas. His last name, "Iscariot," means "= man of Kerioth." 
Kerioth was a town located more than 110 miles away from Galilee. Judas had gone 
further and risked more than any of the other main disciples to follow after Jesus.  
 
Maybe that’s why John 12:6 tells us that Jesus and the other disciples saw Judas as 
dedicated and virtuous enough to be the one that carried their common purse. And 
Jesus gave Judas more responsibility still. Luke’s gospel tells us that When Jesus had 
called the Twelve together, he gave them power and authority to drive out all 
demons and to cure diseases,  and he sent them out to proclaim the kingdom 
of God and to heal the sick (Luke 9:1-2).  In other words, Judas didn’t just sit 
around watching Jesus do his stuff, he played a vital personal role in the life-changing 
ministry of Jesus. He wasn’t just any disciple; he was one of the TWELVE. He wasn’t 
just on the Board; he was treasurer of the organization. Judas began brilliantly. 
 
We have lots of examples of people in our time who started well with God. They went 
to Sunday School as kids. They were big into the youth group. They went on mission 
trips and in other ways appeared to be giving their lives to Jesus. Some of them did 
great things for God through extraordinary ministries. They were part of successful 
marriages or business enterprises and yet some of them finished poorly. Somehow and 
maybe just a little degree-by-degree, the pot of temptation heated up for them, or their 
moral compass got off-center. Those old passions -- greed, anger, fear, lust, envy, or 
ambition -- began to occupy the place that Jesus and his Holy Spirit want to be. And so 
they made choices or handled resources or dealt with relationships in a destructive way. 
Like Judas, they began brilliantly with Jesus but ended badly.   
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I wonder how Judas kept his slippage secret. When he was stealing from the common 
purse, and beginning to doubt the methodology of Jesus, and starting to think about 
leaving Jesus’ company forever, I wonder how he covered that up. It’s important for 
you and me to be careful that does not happen to us. We can’t rely on our past record. 
We can’t rest on what we learned about God years ago or how close we were to Jesus 
back then. We can’t say to ourselves: “I must be OK, if they made me the Treasurer or 
the Pastor or the Supervisor.” We need to keep investing in our connection with God 
daily. Watching the fall of so many other Christian leaders, I know that I have to keep 
opening myself to God and to accountable relationships with his other servants every 
week, if I hope to finish strong.  
 
There’s a SECOND lesson from the life of Judas that is also sobering and may help to 
explain why his story ended badly. The scary truth is that You can hear the Word of 
God repeatedly and never really take it in. I think to myself sometimes, if I had lived 
during the time Jesus was walking around and had the chance to really know and hear 
him in the flesh, I’d be a much better disciple. But think of all the great teaching that 
Judas got to hear. He was there almost every time Jesus opened his mouth. He was 
there to ask Jesus follow-up questions when the meaning was still unclear.  
 
Judas heard Jesus teach repeatedly about how the spiritual power of money and the 
necessity of making a choice between serving God and serving materialism (Matt 6:24), 
but it didn’t change him. He still stole from the common purse. He still prioritized 
material concerns over spiritual devotion (John 12:1-8). He still traded the treasures of 
heaven for thirty pieces of silver in the end.  Judas heard Jesus teach regularly on how 
his Kingdom was not a political or military kind of kingdom (Matt 26:52; John 12:32; 
18:36). But Christian tradition holds that before Judas signed on with Jesus, he had 
been a “Zealot” – a member of a political party committed to the military overthrow of 
Roman rule. In the end, his politics overruled his piety. He wasn’t going to fully follow a 
Messiah whose ultimate platform was love and forgiveness (Matt 5:43-44).  Judas likely 
heard Jesus preach a lot about how narrow the gate of the Kingdom was and how wide 
the road to destruction ran, but it didn’t stop him from walking the wide road in the end 
– and it led to his destruction (Matt 7:13-14).  Judas heard all of Jesus’s parables about 
the God who forgives the prodigal son and goes out in search of lost sheep but, in the 
end, he could not believe in forgiveness for himself after being a betrayer (Luke 15). 
 
What does all this have to do with you and me? Here’s my take on it. Sitting in church, 
going to Bible studies, being a self-avowed Christian is not enough. If you can’t point to 
specific places where Jesus has actually CHANGED the way you use money, or think 
about politics, or deal with your enemies, or practice forgiveness, then you haven’t 
been taking Jesus in. Jesus said that his followers will be like soft soil. When he plants 
the seed of his teaching in them, it will take root and bear fruit. And if there hasn’t been 
visible, demonstrable change in me as a result of his teaching, then it’s a sign that my 
heart is too hard, or I’m spending too much time in places where the birds and weeds 
of this world are snatching away the seed or choking out the growth (Luke 8:1-18).  
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Jesus said, Therefore, consider carefully how you listen (Luke 8:18). Do you 
think of yourself as a better listener to Jesus than Judas was? Are you softer soil than 
he was? Or are you one of those people who nod a lot and then go out and betray his 
intentions? That’s a hard question. I ask it of myself. We have to choose to truly open 
our hearing and heart to God. We have to be willing to let go of our false self, our false 
securities, our false sources of significance in favor of the deeper life he wants for us.  
 
And that is especially important because The more potential you have for God’s 
Kingdom, the more you’ll be targeted by the Enemy. It is not a coincidence, I think, 
that we are told once, or twice, but three times in Scripture that Judas had been 
targeted by Evil. Luke 23:3 reads: Then Satan entered Judas, called Iscariot, one 
of the Twelve.  John 13:27 says that the devil had already prompted Judas, the 
son of Simon Iscariot, to betray Jesus. 
 
You and I must regularly say to God: “Lord, show me where I am wrong. Show me 
where your way is different from my way. Give me the courage and will to go that 
direction.” As the Psalmist puts it:  Search me, God, and know my heart; test me 
and know my anxious thoughts – where I am feeling a rub between your way and 
my ways -- 24 See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way 
everlasting. (Psalm 139:23-24) 
 

Which brings me to the last principle from Judas’ life I want to touch on today. You can 
do your best to sow the seed of faith in others and it may not take. My friend, Colin 
Smith, says: “Judas’s story contains an important lesson for parents, leaders, and 
friends who grieve over someone they love who has abandoned the faith. They worry: 
What more could we have done? Did we fail in our teaching? Did we fail in our 
example? Should we have immersed our son or daughter or friend in a different 
environment? But Judas teaches us that even the best example, the most compelling 
evidence, and the finest teaching—the ultimate environment for incubating faith—
cannot, in and of themselves, change the human heart.”2  
 
Our job with others is faithfulness in sowing the seed, nonetheless, and we must never 
give up. The Bible says that Jesus knew what was in the heart of Judas, but he still 
washed his feet, he still broke bread and passed it to him, he still welcomed his 
presence when Judas came to him in the Garden of Gethsemane accompanied by 
soldiers. And, here’s my theory: I think that the resurrected Jesus would have appeared 
to Judas with open arms and an invitation to new life, had Judas waited for him.  
 
But here’s what I know: No matter whether you began brilliantly or badly with Jesus, 
you can finish strong. You can listen to God even more deeply in days ahead and let 
your life be changed by his Word. You can be strengthened by his Holy Spirit to 
overcome the schemes of the Enemy. And Christ can use you to sow more seeds of his 
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eternal kingdom in this world that so needs the flourishing only He can bring. This is 
not my opinion. This is the Word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God. 
 
Please pray with me… 
 
Lord, none of us wants to remain on the Blacklist, owned by the darkness instead of 
servants of the Light. So call us to yourself afresh, Jesus. Give us ears to hear you and 
hearts to follow you for Life. In your powerful name we pray. Amen. 
 
 

1 https://www.thepassion.com/2016/03/08/judas/ 
2 Colin Smith, Four Things We Can Learn From Judas, March 29, 2018. 

                                                 


