Believing Is Seeing #30

“A Tale of Two Traitors”

John 13:18-38


No one names their children “Benedict” anymore—at least not in America.


Not that it’s a bad name.  It just has a negative connotation.  Ever since the American Revolution, when Benedict Arnold betrayed his country and switched sides to the British, the name “Benedict” has been associated with “traitor.”


The same could be said down through the years about the name “Judas.”  While there are few boys named Benedict around, there are even fewer named Judas.  In and of itself it’s not a bad name; it is the Greek form of Judah, perhaps the best known of the twelve tribes of Israel.  It was also the name of Judas Maccabaeus, the famous hero of Jewish independence two centuries before Christ.  In the first century it was a popular name; no less than six different characters in the New Testament were named Judas.  But because of Judas Iscariot—the infamous traitor of Jesus Christ—the name quickly fell into disfavor.  Judas the half-brother of Jesus went by “Jude.”  One of the early Christian leaders was named Judas, but he went by the name “Barsabbas” (Acts 15:27).  Even the other member of the Twelve named Judas is identified in John 14:22 as “Judas (not Iscariot)”!  (He became known in church history as Jude Thaddeus, or simply Thaddeus.)


On the other hand, the names “Simon” and “Peter” continue to be popular names.  Occasionally they are paired together as first and middle names for a baby boy.  Simon Peter has gone down in history as the great Christian leader; Judas Iscariot has gone down in history as the great Christian defector.


Yet, as we will see in our text today, these two men are closely identified in the hours leading up to the death of Jesus in a less than favorable light.  In fact, as we turn to the last half of John chapter thirteen, what unfolds before us is really a tale of two traitors.  They had a lot in common, though they ended up in very different places.

They Exercised a Similar Disloyalty

First, these two men exercised a similar disloyalty.  John addresses Judas first in verses 18-30,

“I am not referring to all of you; I know those I have chosen. But this is to fulfill the scripture: ‘He who shares my bread has lifted up his heel against me.’ I am telling you now before it happens, so that when it does happen you will believe that I am He. I tell you the truth, whoever accepts anyone I send accepts me; and whoever accepts me accepts the one who sent me.” 

After he had said this, Jesus was troubled in spirit and testified, “I tell you the truth, one of you is going to betray me.” 

His disciples stared at one another, at a loss to know which of them he meant. One of them, the disciple whom Jesus loved, was reclining next to him. Simon Peter motioned to this disciple and said, “Ask him which one he means.” 

Leaning back against Jesus, he asked him, “Lord, who is it?” 

Jesus answered, “It is the one to whom I will give this piece of bread when I have dipped it in the dish.” Then, dipping the piece of bread, he gave it to Judas Iscariot, son of Simon. As soon as Judas took the bread, Satan entered into him. 

“What you are about to do, do quickly,” Jesus told him, but no one at the meal understood why Jesus said this to him. Since Judas had charge of the money, some thought Jesus was telling him to buy what was needed for the Feast, or to give something to the poor. As soon as Judas had taken the bread, he went out. And it was night.

Jesus reveals to His disciples that one of them would betray Him.  John has given us hints of this treachery throughout this gospel; every time he mentions Judas Iscariot, he always points out that he would betray the Lord.  In John 18:5 he is even called “Judas the traitor.”


This disloyalty was not a spur-of-the-moment matter, either.  Scholars have debated the reasons for Judas’ treachery—greed, unfulfilled messianic expectations, hurt pride over being reprimanded in John 12—but the Gospels are clear that this was a long time coming.  Chuck Swindoll points out,

Of the twelve disciples, Satan chose the one who nurtured secret sin and cultivated a double life. Clearly, as the gap grows between one’s public and private self, Satan finds greater freedom to work. Judas created a doorway and Satan invisibly slipped in.


This was not apparent to others at the time, though.  It is interesting that neither here nor elsewhere does anyone express suspicion of Judas. He had covered his duplicity very well.
  Even after Jesus indicated to John that Judas was a traitor, and after Judas was dismissed from the table, none of the disciples had any idea what was going on.  Perhaps, as William Barclay notes, “if the other disciples had known what Judas was about, he would never have left that room alive.”


“What you are about to do, do quickly,” Jesus said to Judas.  The traitor got up from the table and left.  John ends this section with the chilling words, “And it was night.”  Again quoting from Barclay,

John has a way of using words in the most pregnant way. It was night for the day was late; but there was another night there. It is always night when a man goes from Christ to follow his own purposes. It is always night when a man listens to the call of evil rather than the summons of good. It is always night when hate puts out the light of love. It is always night when a man turns his back on Jesus.

Jesus predicts another act of disloyalty in verses 36-38, 

Simon Peter asked him, “Lord, where are you going?” 

Jesus replied, “Where I am going, you cannot follow now, but you will follow later.” 

Peter asked, “Lord, why can’t I follow you now? I will lay down my life for you.” 

Then Jesus answered, “Will you really lay down your life for me? I tell you the truth, before the rooster crows, you will disown me three times!
Brash, bold Peter!  He always has something to say, doesn’t he?  And more often than not—at least during Jesus’ life and ministry on earth—it was the wrong thing to say!  Someone once quipped that Peter suffered from “hoof-in-mouth” syndrome, since he seemed to be constantly putting his foot in his mouth!

Jesus tells the truth, that Peter would deny or disown his Savior not once, not twice, but three times before the night was over.  (Later in our series through the fourth gospel we will see how this was fulfilled.)  The prediction must have come as a shock to Peter. It evidently quite subdued him, and this may be the reason he remained silent throughout the rest of the time in the upper room, though the others apparently spoke freely. We do not hear of him again until John 18:10.

Both Judas and Peter exercised a similar disloyalty.  It is true that Judas’ treachery was more cold and calculated, while Peter’s denials came in the heat of the moment, but the sin is basically the same, isn’t it?  To betray or deny—is one really worse than the other?

And to come from one’s closest friends—is this not the unkindest cut of all?  Jesus invested a tremendous amount of time and energy into these two men.  They had traveled together, lived together, worked together.  But when it came down to it, both men turned their backs on their Master. The words of Psalms 55:12-14 are so appropriate:

If an enemy were insulting me, I could endure it; if a foe were raising himself against me, I could hide from him. But it is you, a man like myself, my companion, my close friend, with whom I once enjoyed sweet fellowship as we walked with the throng at the house of God. 

Is not the same true today?  How must it much hurt the Lord to see His followers turn on Him.  It is not the atheist or the member of a cult or rival religion that causes the most pain; it is the one known as a Christian who, through words or deeds, deny their association with Christ that must cut to the heart.  In the words of one song,

I wonder what it’s like for you when your children disobey?

I wonder what it’s like for you when they willingly walk away?

It must be like another thorn stuck in your brow;

It must be like another close friend’s broken vow;

It must be like another nail right through your wrist;

It must be just like…just like Judas’ kiss.

They Exhibited a Similar Disposition

I want to jump ahead a little bit to see what happened immediately after these men exercised their disloyalty.  In both cases they exhibited a similar disposition.  Let’s again first consider Judas.  Reading from Matthew 27:3-5,

When Judas, who had betrayed him, saw that Jesus was condemned, he was seized with remorse and returned the thirty silver coins to the chief priests and the elders. "I have sinned," he said, "for I have betrayed innocent blood." …So Judas threw the money into the temple and left.

Notice what verse three says: “he was seized with remorse.”  He was clearly upset about what had happened.  He recognized that what had happened was wrong: “I have betrayed innocent blood.”  He even took responsibility for what he had done: “I have sinned,” he said.  Remorse, recognition, and responsibility…all these are seen in Judas’ disposition.

Likewise we read about Peter in Matthew 26:74-75, 

…Immediately a rooster crowed. Then Peter remembered the word Jesus had spoken: "Before the rooster crows, you will disown me three times." And he went outside and wept bitterly.

Words of remembrance led to tears of remorse.  It’s hard to imagine a man weeping bitterly; how much more so the larger-than-life blustering fisherman from Galilee!  Yet here he is, weeping like a little child.

Two traitors, both reduced to tearful remorse over their treachery.

They Experienced Separate Destinies

I’d like to say that both stories end happily, but they do not.  Despite similar disloyalty and dispositions, they experienced separate destinies.  Later in John’s gospel we will see how Peter repented from his disloyalty and found forgiveness in Christ.  But Matthew records that Judas never followed that same path.  Warren Wiersbe writes, 

Judas’ response was one of remorse and regret. The Greek word translated “repented himself” in Matthew 27:3 indicates, not a sorrow for sin that leads to a change of mind and action, but a regret at being caught, a remorse that leads to despair. Peter truly repented, and Jesus restored him. But Judas did not repent, and this led him to suicide.
 

How tragic!  Even though he had traveled for three years with a man who showed unbelievable mercy and forgiveness toward sinners, Judas did not think to ask God’s forgiveness.
  He allowed his misery to lead him to taking his own life.


Could Judas have been forgiven?  Absolutely.  There is no sin that cannot be forgiven by the blood of Christ (except for blasphemy of the Holy Spirit, which was not the sin of Judas here).  Yes, the New Testament points out that Judas’ actions had been foretold by the Old Testament Scriptures, but this does not mean that Judas was predestined to hell.  It simply means that God knew ahead of time what Judas would do, and He worked even that treachery into His divine plan.  I don’t see that much difference between the disloyalty of Judas and that of Peter.  It was not the sin that separated them, but their response.  In short, Judas and Peter provide living examples of what Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 7:10: “Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death.”
Godly sorrow and worldly sorrow: both look the same outwardly.  But one leads only to remorse and regret—floundering in self-pity and self-loathing—while the other leads to repentance and restoration.  

Let’s bring this home to where we live.  In his excellent book, The Gospel According to Jesus, John MacArthur writes,

Judas and his life of treachery stand as a solemn warning to anyone who casually professes faith in Christ. We learn from his story that it is not enough to be close to Jesus Christ. One may “accept” him [mentally] and still fall short. The individual who responds positively but not wholeheartedly risks being lost and damned forever. In the words of Psalm 55, one who is friendly to Jesus and enjoys his sweet fellowship may yet turn against him and thus condemn himself. Judas is proof of that.

He goes on to add,

I fear there are multitudes like Judas in the contemporary church. They are friendly to Jesus. They look and talk like disciples. But they are not committed to him and are therefore capable of the worst kind of betrayal. A real disciple, on the other hand, may fail Christ but will never turn against him. A true Christian might temporarily fear to stand up for the Lord but would never willingly sell him out. Inevitably, true disciples will falter, but when they fall into sin, they will seek cleansing. They will not wallow in the mire (cf. 2 Peter 2:22). Their faith is neither fragile nor temporary; it is a dynamic and ever-growing commitment to the Savior.

We must be careful not to fall into this same trap.  Judas had every opportunity to be a true follower of Christ, but he never made the full commitment.  We must be careful not to preach a gospel of “cheap grace” that makes promises of forgiveness without requiring true repentance and dedication.

We must also learn a lesson about the parallels and the contrasts between Judas and Peter. Both had associated with Jesus across the previous years. Both had seen his signs and heard his truth. To both he gave his love and extended his appeal. In the final hours of Jesus’ mission both abysmally failed him, and abandoned him in the hour of his greatest need. Both grieved Jesus’ heart and added to his pain. The failure of both was spectacularly public. Both are known today around the world for the failures they perpetrated. One, however, was lost and the other saved. One repented, sought Christ’s mercy, and went to heaven. One, overwhelmed with remorse, turned upon himself, took his own life, and went unforgiven to hell.

The seeds of the failure of both Peter and Judas lie embedded in each of our hearts. We know what it is both to deny Jesus and to betray him. We can only cast ourselves daily on his limitless mercy, knowing that he will not cast away even one of all who come to him, and that not one will be lost of all that the Father has given him.

It is not for us to decide who today represents Judas and who represents Peter.  We might see dispositions of remorse exhibited, but only God sees the heart.  We can only truly know our own situation.  Rather than looking at others and wondering if their response is true repentance or temporary remorse, let us look within.  We have all been disloyal at some point in our lives.  Will we respond with godly sorrow or worldly sorrow?  Will we allow the same Jesus we have failed to forgive us, or will we take matters into our own hands and be lost for all eternity?  Judas was not lost forever because he committed suicide; he will spend eternity in Hell because he never repented and asked for God’s forgiveness.

A tale of two traitors: One emerged a victor while the other remained a villain.  This account—as does all Scripture—acts as a mirror to our own souls.  How will we respond?  How will our story end?
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