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SUMMARY
Who are the most notorious traitors in history? It’s a long list, but we don’t need to look far beyond our own experiences to find one.

AT A GLANCE
We don’t take kindly to those who betray a trust, and it’s a theme that fills the pages of literature. Yet, it is often difficult to see that betrayal is in our blood, and on Passion Sunday, we have notable examples of this.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “The Greatest Name,” April 5, 2020. 

Philadelphia, July 4, 1776. The setting is Independence Hall where the Second Continental Congress is meeting. The Declaration of Independence is adopted, and in so doing, the 13 American colonies sever their political connections to Great Britain, an act that Britain considers the ultimate betrayal. To put it bluntly, it is treason.
Later, when the delegates got around to signing the Declaration, Benjamin Franklin realized the enormity of the situation. Putting aside his quill, he said to the assembly, “We must all hang together or, assuredly, we shall all hang separately.”
He didn’t hang, but very soon thereafter, a 21-year-old kid did. His name was Nathan Hale, and his last words reportedly were: “I regret that I have but one life to give for my country.” He was hanged by the British in New York City as a small crowd gathered to observe near the southern end of where Central Park stands today.
What is less well-known is that some colonists were executed by Washington or other officers of the Continental Army for being traitors — David Farnsworth, for example, who was caught producing counterfeit money, creating a threat to the economy. Or Moses Dunbar, a loyalist executed for attempting to recruit for the British Army.
Any discussion of “man’s inhumanity to man” would certainly include acts that led to violence and death. In Virgil’s circles or rings of hell, the villains include murderers, thieves and bullies motivated by every ignoble instinct in the demented hearts of evildoers. 
The category that pops up in today’s lengthy text, however, is betrayal, and this leads to some thinking about infamous traitors and backstabbers. Many of these are political spies, and in the United States, this list includes Benedict Arnold, Aldrich Ames, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, Robert Hanssen and others.
In history, the betrayal of Julius Caesar by his friend Brutus is still shocking to students of history. Other infamous names emerge more recently, such as Alfred Redl, an Austrian military officer who, during World War I, sold sensitive information about the Austrian army to Czarist Russia. Or, Harold Cole, a British soldier who betrayed the French resistance and is considered one of the worst traitors of World War II. 
Since the theme of betrayal is such a human one, it is not surprising that literature is replete with classic betrayers. One of the dirtiest double-crossers is Iago from Othello. In The Count of Monte Cristo, Fernand Mondego falsely accuses his best friend Edmond of treason before having him imprisoned for 14 years. He also steals Edmond’s fiancée, Mercédès, and marries her. Then, there’s Peter Pettigrew, a.k.a. Wormtail, of the Harry Potter books. In The Lion, The Witch and the Wardrobe, Edmund, the youngest Pevensie brother, betrays his siblings and all of Narnia for a bag of Turkish Delight. And what was Fredo thinking when he betrayed his brother, Michael Corleone, almost getting him killed? 
This litany of villains, backstabbers and betrayers could continue, ad infinitum, but to this short list, we add Judas, Peter and Pilate, the three that are mentioned in Matthew’s gospel, the text for Passion Sunday. What can we learn from these three characters? 

The Judas Betrayal: Greed
The betrayal of Judas was a deliberate, premeditated and conscious act, taken by a weasel corrupted by avarice and motivated by ambition. Of the three betrayals, it was the most personal and mean-spirited. He was the mole in the operation. His very name is forever associated with treachery and betrayal. A Judas kiss is any traitorous action disguised as a show of affection. A Judas is a treacherous, lying, thieving lowlife. A Judas tree is the name given to the alder tree from which Judas hanged himself. A Judas hole is a small opening in a door through which a person can spy without being seen from the other side, like the peepholes used in the front door of homes or hotel room doors. 
Wouldn’t you find it odd if your friends named their child Judas? Not many people named Judas. Jude, perhaps, but not Judas.
Jesus knew, of course, there was a mole in the organization — a leak that would lead to the temporary collapse of his ministry. Jesus once said, “‘Did I not choose you, the Twelve? And yet one of you is a devil.’ He spoke of Judas, the son of Simon Iscariot, for he, one of the Twelve, was going to betray him” (John 6:70-71).
Judas’s betrayal was motivated by greed. Perhaps he had some gambling debts or was behind on the mortgage. He was always driven by the bottom line. Recall his reaction to Mary’s use of an expensive ointment with which she bathed the feet of Jesus (John 12:3-5). He was always in on all of the Twelve’s activities. Jesus did not try to exclude him. He became the treasurer, shepherding what funds the disciples shared.
The betrayal seems personal: “So Judas, having procured a band of soldiers and some officers from the chief priests and the Pharisees, went there with lanterns and torches and weapons” (John 18:3). The enemies of Jesus came at night and met the Galilean preacher with overwhelming force. And when Judas greeted him, he leaned into him, clasping the Lord by his shoulders and kissed him on the cheek. So, this was personal — very personal. There was an animus, motivated certainly and chiefly by greed, but no doubt also by disappointment and disillusionment. 
In any case, the betrayal was stunning in its conception and diabolical in its execution. You can’t get more personal than a kiss, and it was the kiss that signaled the arrest and put plans to execute Jesus into high gear.

The Peter Betrayal: Cowardice
The second disciple to betray Jesus was someone in the inner circle. Yet while Judas committed suicide, Peter would recover, and become a passionate preacher in the formative early days of the church. It was Pentecost Peter who, more than any other disciple, brought his Jewish brothers and sisters into the church. 
Peter’s betrayal took place on the dark night of Jesus’ interrogation before Annas the High Priest, assisted by his son-in-law, Caiaphas, also a high priest. It is unlikely that Peter had ever in his life been on the wrong side of the law, his hot-tempered nature notwithstanding. He was fine in his own natural environment out in a boat on the Sea of Galilee catching tilapia. He was a simple country boy from up north.
On the night Jesus was questioned, Peter was hanging in there, warming his hands by a small fire. He remembered what the Lord had said to him only hours earlier: “Truly I tell you, this day, this very night, before the cock crows twice, you will deny me three times.” Peter had vehemently protested: “Even though I must die with you, I will not deny you” (26:34-35). 
In Peter’s defense, the other disciples, to a man, said the same thing: “And so said all the disciples.”
Peter had never been tried by fire. In the crucible of terrifying circumstances, Peter’s courage melted like butter in a frying pan. As a cowboy, he was all hat and no cattle. He could talk a big game, but in the arena, his knees buckled. He was not at all like the disciple whose trash talk was full of arrogance fueled by pride and a flash-pan temper. No, we would never think of Peter as “the Rock” when we look at his behavior while warming himself at a fire. 
His courage and bravado evaporated like the smoke. His first denial came following the observation of a servant girl who said, “You also were with Jesus the Galilean.” Peter said, “I don’t know what you are talking about” (26:69-70). He got up from the fire and moved out to the “porch.” If smoking had been a thing then, he might have lit up a Marlboro. There, he ran into a second servant girl who, ignoring Peter, said to the crowd, “This man was with Jesus of Nazareth.” This time, Peter swore, adding, “I do not know the man” (26:72). This was his second betrayal. The third denial occurred after some people in the crowd sidled up to Peter and noted, “Certainly, you are also one of them, for your accent betrays you.” 
At this, Peter’s eyes blazed with fury, and the Bible says that he cursed and swore enough to make a sailor blush: “I do not know the man.” Period. I never met him, know nothing about him and have nothing to do with him.
And then that blamed rooster started crowing, and Peter ran out through the crowd and “wept bitterly” (26:75). And this is where chapter 26 of Matthew’s gospel ends, as though the writer is too embarrassed for Peter’s sake to follow him further into the night.

The Pilate Betrayal: Politics Rather than Truth
Pilate’s behavior was indeed a betrayal because he could have put an end to the proceedings of this kangaroo court if he wanted too. But he, too, was a spineless coward and his political position was tenuous. He loved his job, and he betrayed Jesus to keep his career and professional opportunities viable.
The Bible says that “when Pilate saw that he could do nothing,” he literally washed his hands before the crowd and passed the buck. “I am innocent of this man’s blood” (27:24). Truth is, Pilate seldom did anything. He was a small, insignificant toady in the Roman quicksand of this far-flung outpost of the empire. He could not care less. He was positioned in a cozy sinecure, as a sycophant to the powers that be, and his villa and lifestyle were about all he cared about. The sooner this riot was over, the better. 
Sometimes, it’s not convenient to stand up for Jesus and every virtue, value, teaching and truth Jesus stood for. It certainly was not politically correct for this procurator to grow a spine, put on his big-boy pants, and stand up for the truth and for what is good, right and fair. Instead, he asked the one question that secured his place not only in canonical literature, but in the annals of history: “What is truth?” he said to Jesus (John 18:38). Whatever he thought the truth was, it was an inconvenient truth, and Pilate thus goes down in history as a man who, when he had a great opportunity, completely mishandled it, securing his place in history’s Hall of Infamy.

The Rest of Us
So, why do we betray Jesus? It could be that our motives for running away from Jesus are similar to these three rascals: Greed, cowardice and political correctness. 
Yet, it is also likely — even after five weeks of Lenten introspection and evaluation — that we don’t believe we have or that we would betray our faith. Rather, come this Maundy Thursday, we will declare with Peter, “Though all become deserters because of you, I will never desert you … even though I must die with you, I will not deny you” (26:33, 35).
Why do we keep our faith in a closet? 
Why do we hide our light under a basket? 
How many of our neighbors know we are devout Christians? Indeed, have we ever made an effort to reach out to our neighbors?
We may render to God the things that are God’s, but how many times do we try to cheat Caesar out of what belongs to Caesar?
Does the language we use at home and at work reflect a relationship with Jesus? Or is our language coarse and frivolous?
Are we abusive, degrading and belittling of others? Do we bicker and gossip? 
Are we unconcerned about addictions, unwilling to get help?
All three of these figures regretted what they did. Their own actions condemned them, as will ours if we do not stay faithful and true. And honestly, given what is going on in the culture right now, standing up for Jesus is not that radical. 
And, while we’re getting real here, this litany of questions may not indicate that we intend to be betrayers of Jesus. It might only indicate that we’re human.
Yet the distance between a God-fearing human and a godless human is slight, since the latter can match Christians in every category of good behavior any day of the week, and sometimes do it better.
But a godless human doesn’t claim to know Jesus. We do. 
The problem for Christians is that when we identify ourselves as followers of Jesus, we have to step up to the plate; we have to match the altruistic behavior of godless but good human beings. Failing that, we’re open to the accusation of the servant girl, “You also were with Jesus the Galilean” … so why are you here by the fire pretending you don’t know him? (26:69).
Is betrayal in our blood? As we begin our observance of Holy Week, let us pray that in our daily lives, we will remain faithful and true witnesses of our resurrected Lord.
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Isaiah 50:4-9a 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Would You Take This Job? Sermons on this text usually reference the Messianic implications, comparing the Suffering Servant to Jesus and his ministry, and particularly his suffering en route to the cross and while on the cross. If we are called to emulate Jesus, let’s look at the call and consider whether we’d want to accept this mission. The objective is to connect with people, call them to repentance and invite them to be obedient to the One True God. If you sign up for this job, you will have the following job description: 1) You have the “tongue of a teacher” (v. 4). This implies that as a teacher, you yourself have already been taught. You have studied the pertinent texts and subjects. You have a range of understanding that derives from extensive reading and perhaps some area of specialized expertise. 2) Your teaching and ministry have the effect of “sustain[ing] the weary with a word” (v. 4). You have the gift of encouragement. You have a way with people. You connect with them. Your words lift up and heal wounds. 3) You have a daily connection with God in your quiet time to “listen as those who are taught” (v. 4). 4) You don’t push back (v. 5). “I was not rebellious,” the text reads. You aren’t one of those employees always disagreeing with the boss, quarreling, being negative and complaining. 5) You are not a quitter (v. 5). “I did not turn backward.” 6) You are willing to put up with a lot of garbage (vv. 5-8). Of course, you will not face the suffering described here in these verses, for such actions would constitute criminal offenses. But you don’t worry about getting blamed for this or that. You just keep doing what God has called you to do. 7) Your faith in God is unwavering. “It is the Lord God who helps me” (v. 9). Now, considering these seven items, is this a job you’d take?
What Does the Text Say?
Today’s text comes from the middle of Isaiah’s astonishing words of comfort and hope to an exiled and mournful Israel. Here, we get the concept of a “Suffering” Servant. His genuine pain and humiliation are made clear. The text depicts “the Lord God” acting on behalf of the Servant. First, God prepares the Servant for his mission and ministry. Second, God stands with the Servant when he faces the real suffering this ministry entails. The abuse heaped upon the Servant embodies three humiliating and debasing forms of punishment. The Servant gives his back, where he can be freely struck without hope of protecting himself. He offers his cheeks, allowing his beard, a symbol of maturity and virility, to be plucked out. He does not even turn his face to avoid the ultimate sign of distaste and disrespect — a spit in the face. How the Servant manages to endure all this abuse is explained in the remaining verses. It is only with the Lord’s help that the Servant maintains his commitment to his task.

Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
It’s All About the Lord. Verse 24 is often cited as a way of remembering that Sunday is a special day, and even more special is the opportunity to worship together. But as the commentary above notes, the “it” of “let us rejoice in it” would be better translated “him,” as the NRSV suggests in a note. In other words (and especially on Palm Sunday), worship is all about the Lord. It’s not about the organ or piano, not about the choir or the worship band, not about the slides or the preacher, not about the folding chairs or the padded pews, not about the stained glass, not about the people. It’s about the Lord. The focus is on the Lord, who “is good,” and whose “steadfast love endures forever” (vv. 1-2). This couplet is repeated in the last verses, 28-29. The Lord made this day, and so it is only natural and fitting that we “rejoice in” and worship the Lord, the “it” of verse 24. Worship is all about the Lord.
What Does the Text Say?
“This is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in him” (emphasis on him, the NRSV’s alternate translation of the Hebrew of v. 24). It is the better translation, given the emphasis on thanksgiving (vv. 1, 19, 21, 28, 29) to the Lord for bringing “today’s” victory (“Lord” appears 28 times in 29 verses). Psalm 118 is an obvious lectionary choice for Palm Sunday: Verse 26a is cited by Matthew 21:9 (also Mark 11:8-9; Luke 19:37-38; John 12:13). Verses 22-23 are cited by Matthew 21:42 (cf. Mark 12:10-11; Luke 20:17); Acts 4:11; 1 Peter 2:7. A “festal procession” with branches appears in verse 27. Verses 1 and 29 are bookends with identical exuberant words: “O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good, for his steadfast love endures forever.” The psalmist declares (vv. 1, 29) that “[the Lord] is good,” meaning he holds God in highest esteem, as one whose qualities are to be desired. Note the joy throughout the psalm, in its pervasive mood and explicit words (vv. 15, 24). The gates of righteousness/justice/saving victory (vv. 19-20) are those of the temple, where only the godly righteous may enter (24:3-10; Matthew 25:31). The Lord is God, and the Lord is the psalmist’s God (vv. 27a, 28). God has become his salvation (vv. 14, 21; 25a’s Hebrew wording becomes Hosanna! a praise-filled plea: “Save now!” in Matthew 21:9).

Philippians 2:5-11 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Theology of Empty. Discuss the meaning of kenosis and how “Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, ... emptied himself, taking on the form of a slave” (vv. 5-7). Normally, we think of “empty” in a negative way. We do not want to be empty-headed, to have empty minds, empty gas tanks or empty bank accounts. We run to the grocery store when the pantry is empty. Shopkeepers rush to stock their shelves when inventory runs low. Empty words. Empty life. Empty glass. Empty stomach. All bad. Yet, on this Palm Sunday, we are reminded that Jesus “emptied himself” and became a servant. This is a great text to do some Christological preaching, and at the same time offer a takeaway, namely: Paul’s purpose in bringing this all up is to promote unity, compassion and love (see verses 1-4). Is it possible that if we experienced a good emptying of ourselves (because many of us are too “full of ourselves”) that in that empty space God might pour in “compassion,” “sympathy,” “love” and “humility”?
What Does the Text Say?
The elegant expression of Christ’s great leap into human existence found in today’s epistle reading is one of the most beautiful in all of Scripture. The realization that Paul is writing from prison makes the message much more powerful than it might otherwise have been. The hymn’s description of Christ’s voluntary submission is referred to as “kenotic Christology,” from the Greek verb ekenwsen (which occurs in 2:7 and means “to make empty,” or “to deprive of content or possession”). The Kenotic doctrine of Christology explains how the fully divine second person of the Trinity became the historical Jesus of Nazareth, explaining that, in order to be transformed from the Pre-existent One to the Incarnate One, Christ emptied himself of his divine form and took on human form. At the end of the hymn, a theme very common to Paul’s letters is sounded, namely, the radical reversal of status that awaits Christians at the end of a life lived in faith. And Christ, thought to have been emptied, degraded and destroyed on the cross, will be exalted and honored and appointed Lord over all.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

At a U.S. Army airfield in Italy during World War II, soldiers sometimes committed disciplinary infractions, including theft. When collared by the M.P.s, perpetrators had to answer for their crimes: sometimes with extra duty, other times with canceled leave. In serious cases, they could be dishonorably discharged — or worse.
Depending on the offense, fellow soldiers might treat their wayward comrades with disdain or occasionally even sympathy. But there was one crime so heinous that the M.P.s had to provide protective custody for their prisoners.
An angry mob gathered outside the hut where two perpetrators were being held. Tensions ran so high, M.P.s feared their prisoners could be beaten or even killed.
What was the nature of their crime?
Most of the flights launched from this air base bombed targets in the Balkans, across the Adriatic Sea. Each airman carried a survival kit to be opened in the event that he successfully parachuted out of a bomber that had gone down. Along with the usual rations and survival tools, there was a packet of $100 in cash. Downed flyers were instructed to use this money to buy the assistance of civilians they might encounter, who could convey them to freedom.
Two soldiers of the ground crew were responsible for handling those survival kits. They conspired to systematically pilfer thousands of dollars. What incited the mob’s ire was not just the men’s dishonesty but their betrayal of their comrades, putting them at greater risk of capture by the enemy.

##

In 1794, the French diplomat Talleyrand was traveling through Falmouth, England. There he met a British general who had originally been American. Although the officer would not give his name, Talleyrand realized he was talking to none other than Benedict Arnold. The remarks Talleyrand would later record in his memoirs are the only known remarks by Arnold, following his betrayal, that mention America:
“The innkeeper at whose place I had my meals informed me that one of his lodgers was an American general. Thereupon I expressed the desire of seeing that gentleman, and, shortly after, I was introduced to him. After the usual exchange of greetings … I ventured to request from him some letters of introduction to his friends in America. ‘No,’ he replied, and after a few moments of silence, noticing my surprise, he added, ‘I am perhaps the only American who cannot give you letters for his own country … all the relations I had there are now broken … I must never return to the States.’ He dared not tell me his name. It was General Arnold. I must confess that I felt much pity for him, for which political puritans will perhaps blame me, but with which I do not reproach myself, for I witnessed his agony.”
—Cited by Milton Lomask, “Benedict Arnold: The Aftermath Of Treason,” American Heritage, October 1967.
https://www.americanheritage.com/benedict-arnold-aftermath-treason#:~:text=Quite%20possibly%20his%20only%20regrets,Sunday%2C%20June%2014%2C%201801.
Retrieved October 19, 2022.

##

I remember being at a retreat once where the leader asked us to think of someone who represented Christ in our lives. When it came time to share our answers, one woman stood up and said, “I had to think hard about that one. I kept thinking, ‘Who is it who told me the truth about myself so clearly that I wanted to kill him for it?’” According to John, Jesus died because he told the truth to everyone he met. He was the truth, a perfect mirror in which people saw themselves in God’s own light.
What happened then goes on happening now. In the presence of his integrity, our own pretense is exposed. In the presence of his constancy, our cowardice is brought to light. In the presence of his fierce love for God and for us, our own hardness of heart is revealed. Take him out of the room and all those things become relative. I am not that much worse than you are nor you than I, but leave him in the room and there is no room to hide. He is the light of the world. In his presence, people either fall down to worship him or do everything they can to extinguish his light.
A cross and nails are not always necessary. There are a thousand ways to kill him, some of them as obvious as choosing where you will stand when the showdown between the weak and the strong comes along, others of them as subtle as keeping your mouth shut when someone asks you if you know him.
—Barbara Brown Taylor, “The Perfect Mirror,” The Christian Century, March 18-25, 1998. Available online at: https://www.religion-online.org/article/the-perfect-mirror-jn-181-1937/.
Retrieved October 19, 2022.

##

It is easier to forgive an enemy than to forgive a friend.
—William Blake

##

Yet each man kills the thing he loves
By each let this be heard
Some do it with a bitter look
Some with a flattering word
The coward does it with a kiss
The brave man with a sword!
—Oscar Wilde, from “The Ballad of Reading Gaol.” Full text: https://poets.org/poem/ballad-reading-gaol.
Retrieved October 19, 2022.

##

Asked by God to take for a wife an adulterous woman whose children would bear the names of awful judgment and then to take her back again after further betrayal, Hosea is forced to live out the agony of God who watches Israel’s idolatry during the years of political turmoil ending in conquest by the empire of Assyria to the east. The Book of Hosea is love poetry, but it is love poetry of the most profoundly difficult kind. There’s nothing sweet and superficial here, no easy, sentimental love couched in flowery poetry suitable for a Valentine’s Day card. No, here we are confronted by the cry of those who endure betrayal but refuse retribution and in the process make themselves vulnerable again in order to lure back the beloved. Hosea puts to rest the notion that the Old Testament is only about law and the quid pro quo legality of an eye for an eye, as if God only learned the full range of love’s emotions after the birth of Jesus. No legalistic contract but rather a deeply personal covenant exists between God and humanity throughout the Scriptures, and prior to that covenant is a love that is deeply personal and often very painful to God. To live in faith is not to agree to certain rules in return for divine favor, nor is it to live in fear of falling short and thus provoking divine retribution. It is to enter into the profoundly personal community of God and God’s people where the struggle to love is acted out and the struggle to forgive is taken on. As the Jewish philosopher Abraham Heschel put it, “Biblical religion is not what we do with our solitariness, but rather what we do with God’s concern for us.” How do we deal with a God who won't stop loving?
—John Thomas, “When God Won't Stop Loving, We Shouldn't Either,” Day1.org, August 1, 2004.
https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/5d9b820ef71918cdf200240d/when_god_wont_stop_loving_we_shouldnt_either.
Retrieved October 19, 2022.

##

Treason is very much a matter of habit, Smiley decided, seeing Bill again stretched out on the floor in Bywater Street, while Ann played him music on the gramophone.
Bill had loved it, too. Smiley didn’t doubt that for a moment. Standing at the middle of a secret stage, playing world against world, hero and playwright in one: oh, Bill had loved all that, all right.
Smiley shrugged it all aside, distrustful as ever of the standard shapes of human motive. He settled instead for a picture of one of those wooden Russian dolls that open up, revealing one person inside the other, and another inside him. Of all men living, only Karla had seen the last little doll inside Bill Haydon. When was Bill recruited, and how? Was his right-wing stance at Oxford a pose, or was it paradoxically the state of sin from which Karla summoned him to grace?
—John le Carré, Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy: A George Smiley Novel (Penguin, 2011), chapter 39.

##

COMMENTARY 
Matthew 26:14-27:66
The Common Lectionary assigns almost all of Matthew’s passion narrative (Matthew 26:14-27:66) as the gospel text. Instead of haphazardly skipping through that tremendous amount of material, we have chosen to focus on two disturbing and poignant moments within this climactic reading.
Matthew 26:14-16 and 27:3-10 give special insight into the motives and mistakes of the disciple Judas Iscariot. Matthew provides us with a fuller glimpse into Judas’ mind and soul than do any of the other gospel accounts. All single Judas out as the consummate betrayer. But only Matthew returns to him after Jesus’ arrest to reveal his fate. (Acts, of course, does carry a slightly different version.)
Jesus’ identity as the prophetically predicted deliverer is one of Matthew’s most consistently repeated themes. Hence the gospel writer’s special care to develop the Passover/Passion connection, making deliverance a common thematic thread that ties these events together.
Just as the time of Passover commemorates the first phase of deliverance — when the Hebrews attained physical freedom from Egyptian slavery and received a new identity as a distinct and privileged people — Matthew sees the Passion events as the second phase of God’s deliverance plan. The ultimate result of this second phase is, of course, our true spiritual deliverance and a new and much more inclusive definition of who shall be counted among God’s chosen people.
Turn to Matthew 26:14-16 with this theme in mind. The language of various translations blurs Matthews’ deliverance theme somewhat — as they chose more personal and less theologically laden terms to describe Judas’ activity in 26:15-16. While the NRSV speaks of Judas looking to “betray” Jesus, the NIV specifies that the disciple offers to “hand him over.” But the sense behind both these variations is that of delivering Jesus up to the authorities — thus the old KJV does better here at retaining the thrust behind Matthew’s message. (See Paul S. Minear, Matthew: The Teacher’s Gospel [New York: Pilgrim Press, 1982],128.)
The enigmatic figure of Judas is perhaps most comprehensible within this context of Matthew’s strong Passover/Passion connection. Without Pharaoh’s hardened heart, the plagues that crippled Egypt and solidified the disorganized Hebrews would never have been necessary. Without Judas’ unexplained, underhanded actions, Jesus’ arrest and the ensuing Passion, events would not have reflected the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies so completely, a point Matthew has Jesus himself affirm at his arrest (26:56).
Matthew’s refusal to explain whatever personal ambitions may have motivated Judas have not stopped scholars from speculating. Maybe Judas was a member of the Zealots, a radical offshoot of the Jewish community who agitated for some sort of military action from their kin to throw off Roman oppression. In this interpretation, Judas was hoping the arrest of such an obviously innocent man as Jesus would spur the lethargic side of the Jews. The ploy of getting the religious establishment to participate in this gross miscarriage of justice, the Zealots reasoned, would help the common people see how incestuously corrupt the relationship had become between the Roman government and high Jewish officials. Not unlike the mood of some modern political campaigns, the hope was that by throwing out the “incumbents” some real political progress could be gained.
Matthew 26:16 marks a climactic shift in the gospel’s tone. The Greek apo tote or “from that moment” designates the beginning of a new time period — an era ushered in by Judas’ betrayal. For both Jesus and Judas, this “moment” is a fateful fulcrum. It commits each to disparate paths, on which there is no reversal. At only one last tragic meeting do these two men tread common ground.
Matthew 26:49-50 describes this hinge moment so swiftly and simply that the tremendous significance behind this encounter can be missed. Jesus’ response to Judas’ kiss is one of calm and instant forgiveness. Jesus, in fact, acts according to his own counsel — spelled out in Matthew 10:17ff — about how all his disciples should behave when confronted with betrayal and persecution. Jesus’ question to Judas is nonjudgmental and yet honestly confrontative: “Why have you come?” (KJV), or “Do what you came for” (NlV). Jesus’ words force Judas to take responsibility for his actions, yet they do not condemn him. If Judas’ motives are greed or glory, he now must own up to those drives.
At the moment of Jesus’ condemnation, Judas repents his betraying behavior and courageously confronts that powerful and imposing council of chief priests and elders. Here, Matthew again returns to his theme of Israel’s prophetically predicted role in bringing about God’s second act of deliverance. Judas personally testifies to Jesus’ innocence while incriminating the religious authorities when he returns the tainted “blood money” in disgust and despair. Through his own violent suicide, Judas concurs with Jesus’ proclamation (26: 24) that his betrayer would have been better off never having been born. By taking his own life, Judas acts as his own judge and jury, meting out the punishment prescribed in Deuteronomy 27:25: “Cursed be anyone who takes a bribe to shed innocent blood.”
In Matthew 27:6, the priests testify to their own guilt by recognizing the coins at their feet as unclean, impure blood money. They are blatantly hypocritical in their concern for maintaining the purity of the temple treasury while remaining completely cavalier about their injustice, which splattered the blood on the coins in the first place. The unclean money is then appropriately used to purchase an equally ritually unclean place, a cemetery — specifically a cemetery perceived as even more impure because it is reserved for foreigners.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Matthew 26:14-27:66
Ask the children if they’ve ever heard someone say something untrue about one of their friends. Did they stick up for their friend? It can be scary when someone says something bad and you aren’t sure what to do. Or you might even think it’s cool to play along and pretend to agree. Explain that you shouldn’t turn your back on a friend just because someone else may not like them. Sometimes we may be tempted to say or do things that aren’t very Christian. But just as we stick up for a friend, we also need to remain faithful to Jesus, even when it doesn’t seem easy. Ask the children to think of some ways they can show their faith, or offer some examples like going to church, attending Sunday school, inviting a friend to church, or assisting people in the community who might need help.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Special Days and Times 
Palm Sunday
Leader: This is the day that the Lord has made.
People: We will rejoice and be glad in it!
Leader: Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.
People: This house of worship blesses you, holy God.
Leader: God has sent the Light of the World to us.
People: Let us celebrate God’s gift with a procession of palms and shouts of “Hosanna!”
Leader: O give thanks to the Lord. God is good to us!
People: God’s steadfast love endures forever!
—Adapted from Psalm 118

Prayers — Special Days and Times 
Palm/Passion Sunday
Jesus, tender Shepherd, we only know that we have to follow you; we have to trust you as we take the next step; we have to believe that you will be there when we turn the corner, climb the hill, face the music, open the letter. We only know that as we walk with you through your week of betrayal and trial, we somehow experience how you walk with us through our days of being too weary to watch and pray, through our times of denial and betrayal, our seasons of sadness and tears.
Loving Jesus, we only know that we want to be close to you in this tender, painful week and that we want our hearts to be pulled from the woundedness of life into the healing of Easter joy. Hold us firmly and open us gently to your truth. Amen.

Benedictions — General
God is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for God’s good pleasure. Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, so that you may show forth the glory of God. Amen.
—Adapted from Philippians 2

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
All Glory, Laud and Honor
For the Bread Which You Have Broken
Down at the Cross
Worship and Praise* 
Grace to Grace (Hillsong Worship) 
Jesus Paid It All (Stanfill/Passion)
Jesus Messiah (Tomlin)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Sixth Sunday in Lent Cycle A (Liturgy of the Palms, Liturgy of the Passion)
Isaiah 50:4-9a (Passion)
Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29 (Palms)
Philippians 2:5-11 (Passion)
Matthew 26:14-27:66 (Passion)
