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John 13:1-2,12-30 (NIV)
¹ It was just before the Passover Festival. Jesus knew

that the hour had come for him to leave this world and
go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the
world, he loved them to the end.

² The evening meal was in progress, and the devil had
already prompted Judas, the son of  Simon Iscariot, to
betray Jesus...

¹² When Jesus had finished washing their feet, he put
on his clothes and returned to his place. “Do you
understand what I have done for you?” he asked them.
¹³ “You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for
that is what I am. ¹⁴ Now that I, your Lord and Teacher,
have washed your feet, you also should wash one
another’s feet. ¹⁵ I have set you an example that you
should do as I have done for you. ¹⁶ Very truly I tell you,
no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger
greater than the one who sent him. ¹⁷ Now that you
know these things, you will be blessed if  you do them.

¹⁸ “I am not referring to all of  you; I know those I
have chosen. But this is to fulfill this passage of
Scripture: ‘He who shared my bread has turned against
me.’

¹⁹ “I am telling you now before it happens, so that
when it does happen you will believe that I am who I
am. ²⁰ Very truly I tell you, whoever accepts anyone I

send accepts me; and whoever accepts me accepts the
one who sent me.”

²¹ After he had said this, Jesus was troubled in spirit
and testified, “Very truly I tell you, one of  you is going
to betray me.”
²² His disciples stared at one another, at a loss to know

which of  them he meant. ²³ One of  them, the disciple
whom Jesus loved, was reclining next to him. ²⁴ Simon
Peter motioned to this disciple and said, “Ask him which
one he means.”

²⁵ Leaning back against Jesus, he asked him, “Lord,
who is it?”

²⁶ 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, the
son of  Simon Iscariot. ²⁷ As soon as Judas took the
bread, Satan entered into him.

So Jesus told him, “What you are about to do, do
quickly.” ²⁸ But no one at the meal understood why Jesus
said this to him. ²⁹ Since Judas had charge of  the money,
some thought Jesus was telling him to buy what was
needed for the festival, or to give something to the poor.
³⁰ As soon as Judas had taken the bread, he went out.
And it was night.

Keep Us from the Sin of Judas (Jn 13:1-2,12-30, Ps 139)
This morning I took the liberty of changing the gospel passage appointed for today.  Our lectionary

had us scheduled to read from John 13:31-35, which I still included in gray, when - toward the end of the
Last Supper and having just washed the feet of his disciples - Jesus gives them a new command to love
one another, as he has loved them.  But with Dolores having essentially just preached on that at our
Maundy Thursday service last month, I was drawn this week to the verses that immediately precede this
‘new commandment’, but that are never appointed in our three-year lectionary, which detail the final
moments before Judas departs the fellowship of the disciples to go out and betray Jesus. The story of
Judas is a sobering reminder that all of us are vulnerable to evil, and that it is not just evil from
outside of us that threatens our well-being, but also evil from within. Although Jesus would himself
overcome evil & sin at the cross, none of us will be completely free of its influence - including our hearts
will not be fully cleansed of their sinful impulses - until Jesus returns and vanquishes evil forever.  But the
good news is that we can safeguard our hearts from being overcome by evil through persevering
in the life of the Church, by practicing true repentance and by inviting God to shine His light on
anything that is not of Him.

In 1970, the winner of the Academy’s Award for Best Picture was The Godfather, directed by
Francis Ford Coppola and based on the mob novel by Mario Puzo.  And I would imagine that many of you
have seen this film, but there is a particular scene that has always stood out for me when Michael
Corleone is at a baptism.  He’s making vows to be the godfather for his newborn nephew.  But at the
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very same time, those loyal to him are carrying out an elaborate cascade of mob hits - killings, which will
clear the way for Michael to take over his family’s mafia business.  And so, spliced between the priest
asking Michael “Do you renounce Satan?” and Michael affirming, “I do renounce him,” are flashes to the
scenes of these ghastly murders that are taking place under Michael’s order.  “Do you renounce all his
works?” and Michael affirms, “I renounce them.”  Then it cuts to screaming victims.  “And all his pomps?”
and Michael says, “I do renounce them,” then it cuts back to the chattering of a machine gun.  And so on.

Well, this infamous scene highlights someone in Michael who has succumbed to the darkness of
evil, despite being - at least to some extent - in the Church.  And in doing so it calls to attention the
human capacity to live a double life.  Now, it may do this in an extreme way - it is Hollywood, after all -
and I feel pretty confident that no one here has minions carrying out murders this morning.  Nonetheless,
it is a reminder that while the Church is holy and is the body of Christ, neither the Church as an institution
nor its members are immune from being overcome by evil or perpetrating it on others.  But the good
news is that we can safeguard our hearts from being overcome by evil through persevering in the
life of the Church, by practicing true repentance and by inviting God to shine His light on anything
that is not of Him.

In the story of Jesus’ passion, there are plenty of bad actors who contributed to His death - from
the Roman soldiers to the high priest Caiaphas, from Pilate to Herod, but for us as followers of Jesus,
Judas is the one who should sober us the most.  This is a guy who had been chosen by Jesus as one of
his twelve closest disciples, who had been living with Jesus for three years - so he had heard Jesus’
teaching and seen him perform untold miracles; with his own two eyes, he had seen Jesus’ glory.  And
yet, before the Last Supper even begins, verse 2 says the devil had prompted Judas to betray Jesus;
then after it, verse 27 says that as Jesus essentially hands Judas the bread of Communion, Satan enters
into Judas; and finally with that bread still in hand and with his feet freshly washed, verse 30 describes
Judas wilfully leaving the light of Christ and going out into darkness to do what he’d made his mind up to
do: eventually coming to find Jesus with soldiers in tow and betraying him with a kiss.

Commenting on today’s gospel passage, theologian Lesslie Newbigin wrote, “Here is the strange
paradox of the Church: (that the Church) is at once holy and sinful. The Lord himself is present in (the
Church’s) life, yet Satan is also present.  This is a summons to both realism and faith.”1 But this realism is
not to excuse the misdeeds of the Church or Christians in any way.  In recent years, the Church’s
complicity in atrocities of the past - such as slavery, genocide, and sexual abuse - and travesties of the
present - such as church leaders abusing their power, committing extortion or further sexual abuse -
such misdeeds have been increasingly brought to light and hopefully accountability for as such misdeeds
will increase as well.  But putting aside the institutional abuses wrought by the Church or its leadership,
for us personally, Judas should sober us and cause us to recognize that we all remain vulnerable to evil.
As the prophet Jeremiah observed, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked…”
And we’re warned in 1 Peter that “Our enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for
someone to devour.”  So even as Christians, any of us has the potential for our hearts to be overcome by
evil, regardless of how closely we have known Jesus. But the good news is that we can safeguard our
hearts from being overcome by evil through persevering in the life of the Church, by practicing true
repentance and by inviting God to shine His light on anything that is not of Him.

As disturbing as it may be to see evil operating in Judas in today’s John passage, it is heartening
to also see that Jesus is still sovereign over it all.  First, while the other disciples appear completely
oblivious, Jesus is clearly aware of everything the enemy is up to.  But he displays not only His divine
insight, but his sovereignty over evil as well, as once He says to Judas, “What you are about to do, do
quickly,” as He hands him the bread, he next action described is Judas taking the bread going out (v30).

1
Frederick Bruner’s commentary on John, p 778
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In other words, Jesus may be allowing Satan and Judas to carry out their plans so God can bring about a
greater good, but there is no question that Jesus is in charge; that He is more powerful than evil, not the
other way around.

But Jesus did not inhibit Judas from doing what he had set his mind to do - even though at this
point Judas had succumbed to evil in His heart, Jesus did not violate Judas’ free will to step in and stop
it.  And so, with all of us having hearts that are vulnerable to being overcome by evil, the question
remains, how can we safeguard against it? And the good news is that there are answers - there is hope -
we need not despair or feel helpless against the enemy’s plans to overcome us, because even though
Jesus would allow it, He doesn’t want it and He has provided us with safeguards against becoming like
Judas. The good news is that we can safeguard our hearts from being overcome by evil through
persevering in the life of the Church, by practicing true repentance and by inviting God to shine His
light on anything that is not of Him. We need to understand that Judas was not an intrinsically worse
person than any of us, but he also did not become a traitor to Jesus overnight.  So before wrapping up
today, I want to look at how each of these three safeguards had either broken down for Judas or never
even been in place; though I’m going to look at them in a different order than I’ve been stating them.

A chapter before this in John’s gospel, he had disclosed that Judas had been living a double life.
I’ve included in your bulletin: John reports that among the twelve disciples, Judas was the “keeper of the
money bag” - the treasurer - but that he would steal.  John says Judas “was a thief… he used to help
himself to what was put into (the money bag).”2 Well, this love of money gave a foothold that the enemy -
the evil one - could exploit, which made it all the more difficult for Judas to do the right thing when
the-religious-leaders-who-wanted-Jesus-dead came offering thirty pieces of silver.3 And this is the first
way that we make ourselves vulnerable to being overcome by evil in a dramatic way: by leading a double
life.  When we live double lives, it is rarely as stark or dramatic as Michael Corleone.  For some, a double
life means compartmentalizing Sunday morning and being a different person the rest of the week - lacking
an integrated self; for others, it means having secret sin; or both can be the case.  This is why I really
appreciate that following the corporate confession we’ll do in a few minutes, the liturgy has the priest
state at absolution that “Almighty God… has promised forgiveness of sins to all those who sincerely repent
and with true faith turn to him.”  Am I the only one who is challenged by that?  To be as sure as I can that
when I confess my sins, I’m not keeping any parts of my life off limits from God?  Confessing our sins
regularly and being truly repentant is what prevents the footholds the enemy gains in our life from turning
into strongholds, but there is no evidence ofJudas ever doing this: that he had ever owned up to his sin of
thievery and greed, let alone repented of it.  And so, it eventually got the best of him.

Friends, we need to ask ourselves: is there an area of our lives where we are not seeking to be truly
repentant, where we haven’t been willing to bring sin into the light with another believer (clergy or lay),
where we are hanging onto that sin and refusing to turn away from it?  The longer we persist with that
posture of defiance, the more likely that sin is to get the best of us, and unfortunately: we don’t get to
decide the consequences.

3
Mt 26:15

2
John 12:1-6 “

1
Six days before the Passover, Jesus came to Bethany, where Lazarus lived, whom Jesus had raised from the dead.

2
Here a dinner was

given in Jesus’ honor. Martha served, while Lazarus was among those reclining at the table with him.
3
Then Mary took about a pint[a] of pure nard, an

expensive perfume; she poured it on Jesus’ feet and wiped his feet with her hair. And the house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.
4

But one of his

disciples, Judas Iscariot, who was later to betray him, objected,
5

“Why wasn’t this perfume sold and the money given to the poor? It was worth a year’s

wages.”
6

He did not say this because he cared about the poor but because he was a thief; as keeper of the money bag, he used to help himself to what

was put into it.”
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So having a double life is the first factor that led Judas to be overcome by evil in a way he would
seriously regret; he had at least one area of his life that he was never really repentant about.

But, you know, even if we were to be utterly repentant about all of the sin we’re aware of, the reality
is that all of us are going to have sin in our lives that we are completely blind to, where we’ve deceived
about what is right and good.  I wonder: has anyone here ever had an epiphany, where after years of acting
in a certain way or holding a certain attitude that you were convinced was righteous, God revealed to you
that you were wrong?  Anybody ever had that happen?  Man, I’ve had that happen a lot more times that I’d
probably like to admit.  And to be honest, I expect it to keep happening with some regularity as I continue
to walk with Jesus.  Why?  Because my perspective is limited; and because our human capacity for
self-deception is just off the charts.  Like Jeremiah said, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and
desperately wicked: who can know it?”

Well, bringing this home to Judas, there are some scholars who’ve suggested that Judas may have
actually believed what he was doing was good and righteous (!), or at least rationalized that it was.  The
theory goes that Judas did not think of himself as forsaking God, but simply that the way of Jesus - the
way Jesus was going about bringing God’s kingdom - was mistaken.  So Judas had lost confidence in
Jesus and lacked the imagination to see how Jesus’ self-sacrificing, enemy love could ever win the day, or
perhaps Judas was just not willing to follow through with what he foresaw it would require.  And this
continues to be a major problem among followers of Jesus even to this day, as more and more Christians
are seeking to bring about the kingdom through worldly power and coercion, rather than through sacrificial
love.

But where we may be blind, the Lord sees all.  That Jeremiah passage begins with God saying, “ The
heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?”  But then God continues, “I
the Lord search the heart…”  So what we can do is, like the final two verses of the Psalm we read today
(139:23-24), we can pray, “²³ Search me, O God, and know my heart; try me and examine my thoughts. ²⁴
Look well if there be any way of wickedness in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.”

So the good news is that we can safeguard our hearts from being overcome by evil by
practicing true repentance and by inviting God to shine His light on anything that is not of Him, but
also (finally) through persevering in the life of the Church.

Now, this is not to say we should always stay in a particular church.  As we mentioned already,
because the Church is not immune from evil or perpetrating harm, there are absolutely circumstances
where leaving a particular church is absolutely the correct thing to do; for example, if toxic or abusive or
immoral conduct is identified in leadership, but it remains unacknowledged or minimized by those
perpetrating it.  And such a courageous act as leaving a church can often lead to disillusionment or
confusion or woundedness in one’s faith life.  But nevertheless, we still need the body of believers; we still
need one another.

Meanwhile, the way our passage ends is with Judas walking away from Jesus and his friends who
were seeking to live in the light, and walking out into the darkness.  And that is when he succumbed to the
temptation in full; that’s when it’s a done deal.

And this is perhaps the biggest difference between Judas and Peter.  Last week we talked about
Jesus’ restoration of Peter for denying him three times.  And goodness, the gospels seem chocked full of
Peter’s failings, don’t they?  But no matter what foolish thing he did, Peter would still remain with Jesus
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and remain with his fellow disciples.  Even after Peter denied Jesus three times, he came back.  And that
seems to be a key difference between Peter, who by the book of Acts grows into a remarkably faithful and
wise human being, and the Judas, who despaired of living before Jesus could even restore him.

The good news is that we can safeguard our hearts from being overcome by evil  through
persevering in the life of the Church, by practicing true repentance and by inviting God to shine His
light on anything that is not of Him.

Now, notice: just one of these alone is insufficient. Michael Corleone showed us that: he’s hanging
out with the priest and giving God lip service.  Even the first two together - persevering in the church and
practicing true repentance - go a long way.  But all three?  When we add to those first two, regularly
welcoming God to search our hearts and to reveal that which is not of Him so we can repent, I would
suggest a lifestyle like that will insure us - not against ever committing sin, of course - but against being
like Judas and being overcome by evil to great, and often irreversible, consequence.

The good news is that we safeguard ourselves from being overcome by the darkness of evil by
living as much as we can in the light as much.  So will you come into the light with me by joining me in
prayer?

Heavenly Father, how are you speaking to us this morning?

Is there an area of our lives where we’ve been refusing to repent or be accountable to others?
Give us the faith to trust your way is so much better.  Give us hearts of repentance.

Lord, are there sinful attitudes or outlooks we maintain that we are blind to, where we call what is
good ‘evil’ or what is evil ‘good’.  Holy Spirit, search our hearts.

And finally, God, have we organized our lives in such a way that we’re going to receive what we
need from our fellow believers and provide the presence that they need from us?  Show us how much
more life-giving that can be than even the greatest pleasures of this world.

In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

RESPONSE HYMN: “The Traitor”
Tune: Hamburg - “When I Survey”

1. Oh Judas! How couldst thou betray  /  The Lord who gave thee life and breath;  /  And see the Savior
fall a prey  /  To suffering, shame, reproach and death!
2. The solemn vows are now forgot,  /  And sacred friendship all abused;  /  But Christ foreknew the
treacherous plot,  /  Nor the deceitful kiss refused.
3. How could the wretch unmoved survey,  /  A face so lovely and divine;  /  How such a friend of friends
betray,  /  Whose acts to him were all benign!
4. Haunted with grief and deadly fear,  /  He mourns the vile transaction done;  /  But all is vain, when
black despair  /  O’erwhelms his soul, and heaven is gone.
5. Lord, while I tremble at his fall,  /  Oh let me not his course pursue;  /  Be thou my love, my all in all,  /
To thee may I be ever true!
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OFFERTORY HYMN: "Lord, You Have Searched Me"
Tune: Duke Street - "Jesus Shall Reign"

1. LORD, you have searched me and you know  /  where'er I rest, where'er I go;  /  you search my
thoughts and know my plans,  /  and all my ways are in your hands.
2. My words from you I cannot hide,  /  you hem me in on ev'ry side;  /  O wond'rous knowledge,
awesome might,  /  unfathomed depth, unmeasured height!
3. Where can I from your Spirit be?  /  Where can I from your presence flee?  /  In heav'n? it is your
dwelling fair;  /  in death's abode? lo, you are there.
4. If deepest darkness cover me,  /  to you the darkness light shall be;  /  if light about me be as night  /
to you both night and day are bright.
5. O search me, God, my heart discern,  /  and try me, God, my thoughts to learn;  /  and lead me, if in sin
I stray,  /  to choose the everlasting way.

Academy Award Best Picture Winners

2021 - CODA

2020 - Nomadland

2019 - Parasite

2018 - Green Book

2017 - The Shape of Water

2016 - Moonlight

2015 - Spotlight

2014 - Birdman

2013 - 12 Years A Slave

2012 - Argo


