10 February 2013 : Matthew 26 : 17-30
Our lesson today takes us into the final hours of Jesus’ earthly life, to the Last Supper. The die has been cast. Judas, as we saw last time, has already struck a dodgy deal with the chief priests. The life of the Messiah for 30 silver coins. Whoopee! Like that’s a smart deal! Much ink has been spilled trying to analyse and rationalise what Judas did. Was he just a chancer who latched on to Jesus when He was the flavour of the month, but jumped ship the minute being with Jesus was no longer popular and fashionable?

Or, as has been argued, was Judas a naïve would-be politician, who thought his actions, however devious in execution, were born out of noble motives? As if somehow he could get the two sides together over coffee to talk through their differences and it would all work out fine in the end. Maybe the chief priests and Jesus would each see that the other wasn’t so bad after all, they could all be friends and co-exist happily? 

Who knows what was going on between the ears of Judas Iscariot? But this much is for sure. Jesus knew what Judas was up to. In v.25 we have the most explicit statement of that found anywhere in the Bible. Jesus lays it on the line to Judas, in front of the rest of the disciples, in the hope that, even at this 11th hour, he would back away from the path of foolishness he’d started down. But still he didn’t take the hint. So Jesus asked the other 11 disciples to take Judas outside and – er – use direct action to teach him the error of his ways. Is that what it says? So Jesus asked God to send a bolt of lightning to barbecue Judas on the spot.  Is that what it says? Well, what did Jesus do?
Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, “Take and eat; this is my body.” Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, “Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins”. That’s what it says in vs.26-28.
Let’s not miss this. Having established that the settled will of Judas Iscariot was to slip out of that upper room at the first convenient opportunity, scuttle off to the Sanhedrin, collect his pathetic blood money, and set in train the arrest and execution of the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, that very same King of Kings and Lord of Lords included him in the Last Supper, the communion, the family meal of the church.

And that inclusion of Judas in the meal goes way beyond a chunk of bread and a slurp of wine to fortify his weaselly little body as he sneaks out by dead of night to carry out his treacherous errand. It’s about including him in the covenant of grace, including him in the saving work that Jesus, by His death, is about to carry out. The complicity of Judas in the crucifixion of Jesus did not disqualify him from benefiting from it.

Pause and think about that for a moment. Judas wilfully betrays Jesus, yet Jesus goes out of His way to make forgiveness and eternal life available to Judas! Maybe that just seems wrong, absurd, outrageous. But, if it does, can I suggest that we haven’t quite grasped the absurd, outrageous nature of God’s grace? Of course Judas doesn’t deserve forgiveness and eternal life. That’s the great thing about grace. None of us deserve it.

Trust me, we don’t want God to assess our suitability for eternal life on the basis of our deserving. If He did, Heaven would be a gey empty place. The whole point about the grace of God is that not one of us either have earned it, or could earn it. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be grace. Indeed, if we could earn God’s favour by our own efforts, Jesus could have sat comfy in Heaven with His house-coat and slippers on instead of coming down here to this place. He came to save us because we could never save ourselves.

And if it sticks in our throat that Judas was included in the Last Supper with all that was going on in his little mind, just remember and rejoice that he was, because we’ve no more right to the saving grace of God than he had. Here’s why. Have you ever played the game of word association? I say a word, you say the first word that comes into your head when you hear it, and so on? Let’s try it for 30 seconds, open to all. Banana …

You get the idea? Now, if I’d started the game with “Judas”, anywhere, not only in church, you can imagine the words that would have come forward. Traitor etc. If I’d started with the name of the recently-resigned MP for Eastleigh, I’d likely have heard speeding ticket, jail etc. These associations aren’t inaccurate, but they are incomplete. 

There is an unfortunate habit of the human mind to jump immediately to the negative connotations of people and shove a label on them. And not just with media figures, who, in some people’s crazy way of thinking, become fair game precisely because they are media figures. Last week, I was linesman at a game in which there were one or two incidents. The referee, a friend of mine, handled the game very well, or so I thought. 

But contributors to a certain website thought differently. I understand, though I never read these things, that because certain people disagreed with Paul’s decisions, they felt that gave them the right to make offensive remarks of a personal nature about him. Disgusting, yes? But I wonder … have you or I ever let our displeasure at a particular person’s actions slide into an all-out assault on that person’s whole character and being.

Someone has been economical with the truth, so we dig out the indelible black marker, write out the label “liar”, and hang it round their neck with a flourish of disdain for all to see, for all time. But here’s the thing. The minute you label anyone, especially with a negative label, you limit them. And we’ve all done that. 
But it’s the exact opposite of grace. It’s the exact opposite of how Jesus thinks. It’s the exact opposite of what God’s Word teaches. It’s the exact opposite of how the Lord dealt with Judas, and indeed with us. Romans 3.23f : All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God – that’s the bad news, but now the good news – and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.
Those words come from the apostle Paul, whose voice we hear also in Ephesians 2.4f But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions. It is by grace you have been saved. What a firm grasp Paul has of the gospel of grace, God’s unmerited favour and blessing – have you ever wondered why? Because he knew what it meant to receive it.
Paul remembered the days when he hated Jesus and all who followed him, when he’d gone all over the place tracking down Christians, arresting them and even putting them to death. In Acts 8 we find Paul standing by, nodding his head in approval as Stephen, a truly godly and gentle man, was stoned to death for his faith in Jesus. But in Acts 9, the very next chapter, on the way to Damascus to cause more trouble, Paul received grace.

After all that he had done to hurt and damage the church, after all the hatred that once spewed from his heart out through his mouth about Jesus, Paul met the man he loathed on that dusty desert road. But to Jesus, Paul wasn’t an enemy to be squashed like a cockroach to be punished for his sins. He was a man for whom Jesus had died, a man whose sins Jesus had forgiven at the cross even as Paul cheered his crucifixion. 

He was a man in whom Jesus saw potential lurking behind the attitudes and the issues, and the grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ was such that – just as we saw last week with the woman caught in the act in John 8 – He loved the sinner far more than He hated the sin, and in loving the bitter bigot, Saul Paulus of Tarsus, set him free to become Paul the apostle to the Gentiles, the apostle of grace, the author of half the New Testament.

Question. What was the difference between Judas Iscariot and Saul Paulus, whom we know as Paul? As regards how Jesus viewed them, none at all. In both cases, Jesus saw their potential, and offered them involvement in His plan and purpose as Saviour.

The difference was not one of divine calling, but of human response. Judas was given the same opportunity, if not more so, that Paul was given, to turn back and start again, but he refused to accept it. Let me make this bold statement. If, even at the Last Supper, Judas had changed his mind, Jesus would have forgiven him and I think Judas would have become a very powerful apostle, through his personal experience of grace.

Now I know some people might argue that Judas had no choice but to go through with his dastardly plot in order that the prophecies be fulfilled and that Jesus would give His life as an offering for sin. I don’t buy that, and here’s why. It is never the will, the plan or the purpose of God, for anyone to sin – and what Judas did, however you shake it, was sin. How can I say that with such 110% confidence? Because God is consistent in His love for truth and righteousness, and His anguish at sin and disobedience. 

In John’s version of the Last Supper, John 13.2, we read : The evening meal was being served, and the devil had already prompted Judas Iscariot, son of Simon, to betray Jesus. It was the devil, not God, who prompted Judas to do what he did, and the devil is not on God’s payroll. Whatever the devil wants, which is always, consistently, to steal, kill and destroy, you can be sure the God of life and love doesn’t want. Clear enough?

Make no mistake. Had Judas the sense not to go out into the night for a bag of coins that would bring him nothing but grief, the enemies of Jesus would still have got him. Their minds were made up. So far as they were concerned Jesus was a dead man walking. It’s just that they wanted to keep it neat and tidy, away from the public eye, in case things got ugly. Judas only made it a bit easier for them. 
His mistake, and it was a big one, to reject the grace offered by Jesus, right up to the moment of the bread and the wine, wasn’t a life-changing disaster for Jesus. But it was all of that, and more besides, for himself. OK? And here’s the kicker, the take-home message, for us. If Jesus would willingly have forgiven Judas Iscariot for his stupidity, and he would have, then however you or I may have messed up, there is grace for us.
I don’t care what guilty secret you may be carrying about with you, from mass murder to an unpaid parking ticket, this is the time and this is the place to let go and let God wash away all sin, all guilt, all condemnation. This is the time and this is the place for you to receive the grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ, to receive the forgiveness that is available to you through His blood sacrifice, to receive His gift of freedom and life.

There is no question whatsoever as regards God’s commitment to forgive you, to heal you, to release you from every burden. That’s what Jesus came to do, to bring grace to you and me, because we need grace – which, may I remind you, the Amplified Bible helpfully defines as God’s unmerited favour and blessing. Anyone here want a huge big dose of God’s unmerited favour and blessing? Well, just take it. Jesus has paid for it. Whatever you see Jesus do for anyone else in the Bible, He’s already done for you. OK
Finally, allow me 2 minutes to comment on v.28, where Jesus says : This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. 

What, you may ask, is this stuff about covenant? It’s an agreement between two parties. Oh, you mean, like a contract? Not quite. People enter a contract for what they can get from the other party. You sign a contract with Sky Sports, you get to see the live football, they get your money. People enter a covenant for what they can give to the other party. Marriage is a covenant, or at least it was till some clot came up with the bright idea of pre-nuptial agreements. Don’t get me started!!
Back in Genesis, God made a covenant with Abraham, guaranteeing the promises He had already made : “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you ; I will make your name great,  and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse ; and all peoples on earth  will be blessed through you.
As we said earlier, a contact is signed in ink. A covenant is signed in blood, to indicate that it is serious and it is sacrificial, you can see that in Genesis 15. The death of Jesus on the cross was God signing a new covenant with us in the blood of His very own Son, making all the promises originally made to the Jewish people available to all who will only believe in Jesus. This is what the bread and wine of communion signify.

Hebrews 9.12 : Not with the blood of goats and calves, but with His own blood Jesus entered the Most Holy Place once for all, having obtained eternal redemption. Once for all! With His own blood! By grace, Jesus offers you the fullness of His blessing, right here and now, unlimited, unconditional, eternal. You don’t need to deserve it, you just need to receive it. Judas Iscariot and Saul of Tarsus had exactly the same opportunity, by the same grace. Whose example are you going to follow? 
