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Judas, Misunderstood

I am known by many names: the son of perdition, betrayer, backstabber, traitor. But when I walked with Jesus, they simply called me Judas. They trusted me, so much so that they let me handle the group’s finances, but they never really understood me. No one has ever understood me, and throughout the years since that fateful week, people have wondered why I did what I did, why I told the religious council where to find Jesus, why I sold him out for the ransom paid to free a slave, thirty lousy pieces of silver. Some have thought that I was greedy, others that I had given up on Jesus and wanted to jump ship and make a profit while I could. Others have speculated that I was a spy from the beginning, a plant by the Pharisees, just waiting for the right moment to turn my Lord in. Allow me to tell my side of the story, and perhaps you will begin to understand.


Life was not easy under Roman occupation. Oh, many said that we had achieved a high level of cooperation, that we were free to celebrate our religion, but we were not a free people, and the Temple was the center of the corruption, especially during the Passover. They had changed what was supposed to be a nice, quiet family celebration, observed in the privacy of one’s own home, into a public spectacle, in which people were almost required to make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem. They had to make an offering, to sacrifice a lamb or, if they couldn’t afford a lamb, a pigeon. And they couldn’t just bring in any animal, no, they had to purchase one from the official temple salesman. And they couldn’t use the money of the hated Roman government to buy such a sacred animal, so they had to change their money into the temple currency. And who do you think profited from each and every one of these transactions? Our so-called religious authorities, making a profit off our devotion to Yahweh. We were not a free people, not at all.

Do you know how many people would go up to Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover? One hundred and twenty-five thousand. Add that to the population of the city, and you get one hundred and eighty thousand. One hundred and eighty thousand people, waiting for someone to set them free. And that someone, I firmly believed, was Jesus of Nazareth. He was the only one, in all of Israel, who had the charisma, the power, to turn the people against Rome. Oh, I was skeptical at first, for prophets were quite common back in those days, but Jesus, Jesus was different. He really could do the things that the Messiah was supposed to do: he healed the sick, he fed the hungry, why, he even raised the dead! And I knew, just like in Ezekiel’s vision, when Yahweh lifted up the dry bones in the valley, I knew that Jesus could breathe life into all of Israel, and we, too, would live the new life of God, in freedom and justice, as had been promised to Abraham and all his descendants. Jesus was the one who would unite the people and lead us into battle against the Romans and their lackeys, and Passover was the perfect time to pull off such a conquest. Even a hundred Roman legions could not survive a united assault from 180,000 angry, righteous Jews who had the power of God on their side. Jesus was the one to make it all happen. He just needed a little help. 

I could see that Jesus was a reluctant messiah, that even though he had all the power that one could ever want, he was often hesitant to use it. But I knew that, once he saw how all the people were behind him, once he knew that the time was right, he would act, swiftly and boldly, bringing in the kingdom of justice that we all so deeply longed for. It was my job, therefore, to be his campaign manager, to put him in the right situations to maximize his power and appeal. The Palm Sunday processional? That was my idea. Well, okay, Jesus got it started, riding into Jerusalem on a donkey, deceptively claiming peaceful intentions, but I was the one who got the crowd going. The whole city was like a powder keg, ready to explode, and all it needed was a spark, and the fire would rage, a purging, cleansing fire, burning Rome and all the unrighteous. 

Jesus rode right into the Temple, and then I witnessed a scene so powerful, so beautiful, that even I couldn’t have orchestrated it. Jesus twisted three cords into a whip, and then he drove out the vile money changers and the animal peddlers with a righteous anger that would have made any prophet proud. I was beside myself with joy and excitement. But that was the last time I would feel such joy, for the rest of my life.

All through that week, I was waiting for Jesus to make his move, to rally the troops, but all he did was talk about forgiveness, compassion, and love. That may be fine talk for a Galilean hillside, but not here, not now. The time had come for anger, righteous and defiant, the time had come to issue the battle cry! But Jesus was not speaking of victory, but of suffering and death. I knew full well that death might come to those who took on the power of Rome, but he was not talking about the valiant death of battle, but the resigned death of one who was doomed. It seemed he was losing heart, that he didn’t have the courage. The people were ready, the time was right, all Jesus needed to do was act, and it would all come together. But Jesus was not acting. Maybe I could trigger that act, I thought.

I knew that the Sanhedrin wanted to have Jesus arrested and put to death, and I knew that if they tried, the people wouldn’t stand for it. So I went to them, I pretended to be a money-hungry traitor, and I agreed to lead them to him on the first night of the Passover. Jesus seemed to know and understand my intentions, for he told me to leave the Passover dinner and go and do what I had to do. I went and got the temple guards, and led them to the garden, where I knew he would be praying. I greeted him with a kiss, and I looked deep in his eyes, looking for a smile, a nod of approval, but there was none. Then Peter lunged forward, striking the guard who held Jesus, cutting off his ear in the struggle. This was the moment I was waiting for. Jesus would now act decisively, slaying the guards with one simple word, bringing in the kingdom of righteousness and judgment. The word would spread like wildfire, and soon all of Jerusalem would be united, and Rome would flee like a dog. This was the moment when the kingdom would begin! 


But it didn’t happen. Jesus told Peter to put up his sword, and said, “Don’t you realize that I could ask my Father for twelve legions of angels, and he would send them to me? But that is not how my kingdom is to begin.” My heart sank like a stone, and I had never felt so all alone, so utterly confused. Everything I had ever hoped and believed was crumbling right before my eyes. My spirit was extinguished like a candle flame, and I died that night.


I know that I have been judged harshly by many throughout the years, and I realize now that I was wrong. I was not wrong in believing my God to be a God of justice and righteousness, I was not wrong in believing that there is a time and a place to stand up for what is right. I was wrong in believing that the kingdom of justice and love could be built on violence and hatred. Jesus knew that you could not beat this fire with more fire, but only with the cooling and surprising waters of compassion and forgiveness. He knew that the way to life was not through the death of others, won in battle, but his own death, offered in love to a dying world. I learned these things too late for me to change, and I pray that is not the case with you. I pray that you will be able to see that the road to glory is not paved with judgment and fear, but with humility and sacrifice. This is the surprising message of the one I now understand to truly be the Messiah, the savior of us all. Thanks be to God; amen.
(Note: This sermon owes much to the work of Walter Wangerin, Jr. in The Book of God.)
