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Acts 1:15-26 
 
O God our Father, whose Son forgave his enemies while he was suffering shame and death: Strengthen those 
who suffer for the sake of conscience; when they are accused, save them from speaking in hate; when they are 
rejected, save them from bitterness; when they are imprisoned, save them from despair; this we ask for the 
sake of Jesus Christ, our merciful and righteous Judge. Amen [BCP, 823]. 
 
 Judas’s betrayal runs like a scar through the Bible and the history of the Church. How could Jesus have 

chosen someone who would betray him? Judas is seen as the archetypal traitor, as evil personified. In Mark, the 

earliest Gospel, Judas is seen as betraying Jesus for financial reasons. But in the later Gospels, Judas is seen as 

a thief and one possessed by the devil. In Matthew’s Gospel he repents and returns the money and commits 

suicide by hanging himself. In Luke’s account in Acts, he dies in a field when his guts burst out. John pays more 

attention to Judas than the other Gospel writers and stresses how Judas as treasurer stole from Jesus. Overtime, 

John’s anti-Semitism will nourish the idea of the Jews as betraying traitors who killed Christ and are only 

concerned with money. This image will persist throughout Western Christianity culminating in the Nazi film 

Jew Süss which was screened for the SS and local populations before actions taken against the Jews. Judas is the 

archetypal Jew. Judas is the ultimate traitor. Since the Holocaust, there has been a revision of how we view 

Judas. Some argue that he was a fanatic who was trying to force Jesus’ hand and begin a war against the Romans. 

Others have argued that he functioned like a priest offering up Jesus as a sacrifice. In 2006, National Geographic 

published The Gospel of Judas. This Gnostic Gospel dates from the 2nd century and portrays Judas as Jesus’ 

favorite disciple. He helps Jesus to die so that he is freed from the evil of the material world. So, is Judas a hero 

or a villain?  

 While a case can be made either way, I think ultimately what matters is can Judas be saved? In Dante’s 

Inferno he is the ultimate traitor whom Satan chews on in the depths of Hell. We rightly despise and fear traitors. 

Betrayal and the breaking of trust, breaks relationships and endangers our well-being. Why would someone 

whom we trusted, turn on us? How is this possible? I can understand the early Church under persecution from 

the Romans using Judas as a warning to keep members from turning each other in to the authorities. I can 

appreciate the hurt and frustration felt by Christians who were kicked out of the synagogues. Why do Jews 

refuse to acknowledge Jesus as the Messiah? Why can’t they see or believe what I believe? A lot of the rhetoric 

around Judas is based on fear. Not just fear of Judas, but also fear that I could be a traitor, that I could deny 

Jesus. In the Synoptic Gospels, all the disciples abandon Jesus and try to save their own skin. Peter swears he 

won’t abandon Jesus, but three times he denies knowing him. The difference between Peter and Judas though 

is that while both betrayed him, Peter sought forgiveness, while Judas despaired and took his own life.  



 In John’s Gospel, we hear about Jesus washing the disciples’ feet at the last Supper. And I like what 

Wes Avram suggests in the Christian Century that while he is washing Peter’s feet, Jesus is thinking about Judas 

who is about to betray him: 

Judas is on Jesus’ mind, and he might even be his primary audience. Jesus wants Judas to get the point 

of his persistent, undying, unconditional love—even to the end, even in light of what he knows Judas 

wants to do. We see it now, after the fact. We see his love of an enemy, in this case an enemy of the 

most painful kind—a betraying friend, whose love turned to hatred and sabotage for no reason of 

Jesus’ doing. 

Others are cleansed already by grace, and so don’t need to be washed—but this one. This one. He’s 

the one on the mind of our Lord, the one Jesus wants to get it. He’s not so worried about Peter, for 

Peter is worried enough about himself. Peter steals the oxygen and craves reassurance, and he gets 

what he needs. But Judas is silent. He hears it, and he sees it, but he doesn’t get it. Or at least, he can’t 

receive it. As Jesus watches Judas leave, he quietly mourns Judas’s inability to receive the love he so 

dearly wants him to know [https://www.christiancentury.org/article/living-word/april-1-maundy-thursday-

john-131-17-31b-35?utm_source=Christian+Century+Newsletter&utm_campaign=15e8dc3498-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2021_03_30_04_57&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_b00cd618da-15e8dc3498-

86148799]. 

What follows the foot washing is Judas’ departure into the night: 

Jesus said, “If you know these things, you are blessed if you do them. I am not speaking of all of you; I 

know whom I have chosen. But it is to fulfill the scripture, ‘The one who ate my bread has lifted his 

heel against me.’ I tell you this now, before it occurs, so that when it does occur, you may believe that 

I am he. Very truly, I tell you, whoever receives one whom I send receives me; and whoever receives 

me receives him who sent me.” 

After saying this Jesus was troubled in spirit, and declared, “Very truly, I tell you, one of you will betray 

me.” The disciples looked at one another, uncertain of whom he was speaking. One of his disciples—

the one whom Jesus loved—was reclining next to him; Simon Peter therefore motioned to him to ask 

Jesus of whom he was speaking. So while reclining next to Jesus, he asked him, “Lord, who is 

it?” Jesus answered, “It is the one to whom I give this piece of bread when I have dipped it in the 

dish.” So when he had dipped the piece of bread, he gave it to Judas son of Simon Iscariot. After he 

received the piece of bread, Satan entered into him. Jesus said to him, “Do quickly what you are going 

to do.” Now no one at the table knew why he said this to him. Some thought that, because Judas had 

the common purse, Jesus was telling him, “Buy what we need for the festival”; or, that he should give 

something to the poor. So, after receiving the piece of bread, he immediately went out. And it was 

night [John 13:21-30, NRSV]. 



In the Orthodox tradition the peace of bread is seen as the sacrament so that even when he departs into 

the night, Judas is carrying the sacramental body of Christ with him. There is always the hope that Judas will 

repent and receive Christ back into his life. I think of that sacramental bread as the body of Christ that Judas 

takes with him into the chaos of Hell itself. On Holy Saturday, I pray that Judas accepted Christ’s forgiveness 

and left Hell to be with him. We are all sinners and we all need the grace of God’s forgiveness. The only sin 

God can’t forgive is our refusal to be forgiven. I pray that Judas overcame his despair and accepted back the 

gift of life from his friend and companion Jesus. Alleluia! Christ is Risen! The Lord is Risen, Indeed! Alleluia! 

      The Rev. Scott Hennessy 

 


