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Sermon       Sunday 7 April, 2019 
 
 
Lessons Isaiah 43: 16 - 21  Philippians 3: 4b – 14 
    St John 12: 1 – 8 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Holy God, whose creativity is illimitable, whose love is incalculable, bless and 
enrich our meditations, that we may be one with You.   Amen. 
 
 
 
 

Judas Iscariot, the one who was about to betray Jesus, said, 

‘Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii, 

and the money given to the poor?’   The author of the Fourth 

Gospel added:  Judas ‘said this not because he cared about 

the poor, but because he was a thief’.   Who was Judas 

Iscariot, this disciple of Jesus who stole from the common 

purse?    

 

It was Judas Iscariot who asked the chief priests how much 

they would give him to betray Jesus of Nazareth.   Thirty 

pieces of silver was offered and accepted.   In his sacred 

oratorio, St Matthew’s Passion, Johann Sebastian Bach wrote 
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of ‘the silver price of blood’.   Once Jesus had been 

condemned to death by the authorities, Judas repented.   Full 

of shame and remorse, he gave back the pieces of silver to 

the priests, throwing them down scattering them across the 

floor of the temple, then departed and hanged himself.   

Judas died just hours before Jesus did.   Who was this 

betrayer, Judas Iscariot? 

 

The poet and playwright, Oscar Wilde, struggled to picture 

Judas Iscariot.   Wilde wrote: 

 
 In prison, I had the chance to read the Christ story. 
 Over and over, it seemed to me the greatest story 
 I ever read.   But it had one flaw.   Christ is betrayed 
 by Judas, who is a stranger.   Judas is a man he  
 doesn’t know well.   It would be artistically truer 
 if he were betrayed by John.   Because John is the  
 man he loves most. 
 
 
Oscar Wilde believed that for betrayal of Jesus to have true 

potency, the betrayer would need to be the Beloved Disciple.   

For Wilde, the Gospels say almost nothing about the man 

who would in the end play a vital role.   For Wilde, there is 
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something about the character of Judas that does not work.   

Who was Judas Iscariot?    

 

Iscariot means a man from qeriot, a man from the town or 

city.   In contrast to the Galilean fishermen, Judas was from 

the city, almost certainly the city of Jerusalem.   He is the 

only disciple with a first and ‘second’ name.   From the 

outset, he was an outsider.    

 

Judas is the Greek form of the Hebrew name Judah or 

Yehuda.   Through the many centuries of the Jewish people, it 

was the tribe of Judah which became the principal tribe.   All 

the kings of the Davidic line came from Judah.   Yehudi is the 

Hebrew word for ‘Jew’.   If the name Judas meant anything at 

all, it meant Jew.    

 

In the Gospels, we are told on more than one occasion that 

Judas was the one who betrayed Jesus.   Strictly speaking, 

the word ‘betray’ does not appear in the Gospels nor in the 
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letters of Paul.   The Greek says ‘gave up’ or ‘handed over’, 

neither of which have the sinister stench of betrayal.   In the 

Gospels, Judas handed over Jesus to the chief priests and the 

Roman authorities.   However, in the writing of St Paul, 

which is much earlier than the Gospels, it is not Judas who 

handed over Jesus but God.   St Paul wrote, ‘Since God did 

not spare his own Son, but gave him up to the benefit of all’.   

Paul does not mention Judas at all.  I hope that you are 

beginning to see that there is more to the Judas story than 

meets the eye. 

 

In our Gospel lesson this morning, we are told that Judas 

was offended by the extravagance of the oil poured over the 

feet of Jesus.   In the earliest Gospel, the Gospel of Mark, in a 

similar story, we are told that ‘some who were there’ were 

offended.   In the later Gospel of Matthew, it was ‘the 

disciples’ who were offended.   By the Gospel of St John 

offence and outrage were expressed only by Judas, the Jew.    
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In the Gospel of Matthew, when Jesus said to the disciples 

that one of them would betray him, hand him over, each one 

became distressed and, in turn, each one said, ‘Surely not I, 

Lord?’   Each disciple said, ‘Surely not I, Lord’; all except 

Judas.   Judas replied, ‘Surely not I, Rabbi?’   Only Judas used 

the Jewish term, rabbi.   Is it possible that the use of the term 

‘rabbi’ by Judas is a denial of Jesus as ‘Lord’?    

 

We are told in the Gospels that many Jews were deserting 

and believing in Jesus.   Though Jesus is the very centre of 

our lives, the foundation of our faith, we ought not to be 

blind to the fact that the Gospels are, to some extent, 

polemical writing:  the Early Church was defining itself 

against others, against the Jews and against the 

Pharisaic/rabbinic tradition.   Is it possible that the Judas 

story is a construct, a midrash drawing on the Old 

Testament? 
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In the Book of Genesis, Joseph was sold as a slave to the 

Midianites by his brothers; in particular, by his brother, 

Judah (or Judas).   In the Book of Zechariah, Israel, the Jews, 

were paid thirty shekels of silver for betraying the covenant 

with YHWH, with God.   Later, the coins were thrown back 

into the temple scattering across the floor.    

 

What of the trial of Jesus?   Given that Jesus and his disciples 

were in the temple precinct every day, why would it be 

necessary for the army of the High Priest to enlist the help of 

Judas?   It was known that Jesus and his disciples regularly 

met in the Garden of Gethsemane.   If Judas was a traitor, a 

man who had vital evidence to convict Jesus, why was he not 

called as a witness in the trial of Jesus?    

 

It is possible that Judas was a historical character.   It is 

possible that he is a construct which served to show that the 

Jews betrayed Jesus; it was the Jews who handed over Jesus 

to the Roman authorities.   One scholar has said that the 
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‘expansion of Judas’ money-corruption was a most fateful 

development for the history of anti-Semitism’.   This is 

difficult ground for us as Christians because the Bible is 

sacred soil, but I believe it is possible to be open to 

Scripture’s cultural and contextual flaws while, at the same 

time, drawing from it the spiritual nourishment it offers. 

 

With an open heart, then, what do we hear in the story of the 

anointing of Jesus in the home of Lazarus, Martha and Mary?   

The story begins with the words, ‘Six days before the 

Passover’.   Six days is suggestive of the six days of creation.   

It was on the sixth day that God created humanity.   In the 

life, death and resurrection of Jesus, God will recreate 

humanity:  in Jesus, humanity is born again.   

 

The story is set in Bethany.   ‘Bethany’ means the home of 

the broken, of the afflicted.   It brings to mind the Parable of 

the Wedding Feast when the poor, the lame, the crippled and 

the blind are invited to the table.   In the home of Martha and 
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Mary, a dinner, a feast, is served and Lazarus is at the table 

with them.   The very mention of Lazarus places resurrection 

at the centre of the story.   Before anything is said, before 

anything is done, we know this is a narrative about the reign 

of God, the values at the heart of the kingdom of God.   It is a 

story about spiritual birth.   For me, we not only have to 

understand the significance of what is being said, we have to 

feel it, live it:  let God’s recreation and resurrection be born 

in you.   Sit in the room and soak up the atmosphere. 

 

The costly perfume that is used to anoint the feet of Jesus 

fills the whole house with its fragrance.   The scene oozes 

abundance, extravagance and richness; it is a vision, an 

experience, of heaven.   It reminds me also of the abundance 

seen in the story at the beginning of John’s Gospel when 

water is turned into hundreds of gallons of the finest wine.   

Surely, these are images, metaphors, to express the 

illimitable, endless love of the Eternal.   The perfume of the 

pure nard banishes the stench of death from the tomb of 



 9 

Lazarus.   Believing in Jesus overcomes death; it lets us taste 

eternal life in this life, today. 

 

In defending Mary, a female disciple, Jesus said, ‘You always 

have the poor with you, but you will not always have me’.   

These words seem to jar with what we know about Jesus but 

context is important.   In the Jewish tradition, it was believed 

that care of the dead was to be praised above care of the 

poor.   In other words, at the heart of this story, we are 

reminded of the death of Jesus.   Yet even as death is 

mentioned, the fragrance of resurrection is more powerful.    

 

St Paul spoke of knowing Christ as his Lord.   He said to be in 

Christ was gain and everything, everything else; every merit, 

status, everything he possessed in the world, counted as 

nothing.   The apostle said, ‘I want to know Christ, and the 

power of his resurrection’.   This is spiritual rebirth.   Christ 

is all-consuming. 
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Recently, the former Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan 

Williams was asked, ‘Who is Jesus for you?’   With only a 

fleeting pause, he replied: 

 
 The ground of all my hope; the definition of 
 what I long and pray to grow into, in terms of 
 obedience and intimacy with God the Father; 
 the One who holds together a human race that 
 is always trying to tear itself apart, who gives 
 the breath of His Spirit so that we share life, not 
 fight over it; One whose death and resurrection 
 are the centre point of all human history. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


