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ETB: Matthew 26:17-30
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book in the Bible, which we call “Jude.” 
More persons are named Judas in the 
New Testament than are named Peter, 
James, or John. Eight different persons 
are named Judas. One is in Jesus’ gene-
alogy (Matt. 1:2,3; Luke 3:33). Two are 
among the twelve apostles (Luke 6:16). 
Still another lived in Damascus and 
was host to a new convert named Saul 
(Acts 9:11). Another was a Christian 
prophet, who carried the letter of 
liberty to the Gentile Christians in 
Antioch (15:22,27,32).

We are limited, though, when we 
study Judas Iscariot, for the text men-
tions him only in the context of his 
betraying Jesus. We have no biograph-
ical information about him. The Bible 
portrays him with a “flat” character-
ization; he is one dimensional. What 
we do not know about him is more 
than what we know.

A Dishonorable Man
Matthew, Mark, and Luke list the 
twelve apostles, and Judas is always 
last and tagged as the betrayer.2 In the 
Synoptic Gospels, except for these 
lists, Judas appears only in Jesus’ last 
week, and always as the betrayer. 
Only John presents earlier events in 
Judas’s story; only he gives any hint 
of character development, and in each 
instance John reminded the reader 
that Judas would betray Jesus. 

The report in John 6:70-71 presents 
a puzzle for the thinking reader. It 
clearly states that Jesus “chose” Judas 
and that Judas was a “devil.” A few 
sentences earlier John had said Jesus 
knew from the first who would betray 
Him (6:64; 13:18). We can try to explain 
this either from the divine standpoint 
or from the human, leaning either in 
the direction of determinism or of free 
will. Going in either direction leads to 

over 400 hundred years. His story is in 
the early chapters of the non-canonical 
book of 1 Maccabees. 

Additional evidence that “Judas” 
was an honored name is attested 
by the fact that so much of Jesus’ 
story takes place in Judea, the land 
of Judah. “Judah” in the language of 
the New Testament is “Judas.” We 
use three English words to trans-
late a single word in both the Greek 
Old Testament and New Testament: 
Judah, Jude, and Judas. All three trans-
late the exact same Greek word. Judah 
was the fourth son of Jacob and Leah. 
Additionally, after Solomon’s death 
the southern part of the land in the 
divided kingdom was called Judah. 
When the Jews returned from the 
Babylonian Exile, their new homeland 
came to be known as Judea. Judaism is 
named after Judah and is the origin of 
the word “Jew.” Not one of the twelve 
apostles had a nobler name.

Because “Judas” was a good name it 
was common, occurring over 40 times 
in the New Testament; only about half 
of these refer to Judas Iscariot, who 
betrayed Jesus. Jesus had a brother 
named Judas (Mark 6:3), who has a 

SOMETIME EARLY IN THE 
first century, in the village 
of Kerioth,1 not far from 

Jerusalem, a baby boy was born. We 
do not know his mother’s name, but 
his father was called Simon (John 6:71; 
13:2). His proud parents, like all par-
ents before and since, picked a name 
for him. They wanted a good name, a 
proud name, a name to live up to. So 
they named him Judas. 

Surely this is one of the most repug-
nant names in history. Judas would 
go on to become the most detested 
person in the New Testament, his 
name synonymous with betrayal and 
deceit. In Dante’s Inferno Judas is in 
the Ninth Circle of Hell, the bottom, 
the innermost pit.

An Honorable Name 
Indeed, no name was more honorable 
in the first century than Judas, not least 
because the George Washington of early 
Judaism was Judas Maccabaeus. He 
had led the Maccabean revolt which, in 
167 b.c., gave the people of Judea their 
first taste of political independence in 

By C. Mack Roark

Left: Ruins at 
Tel Keriyat, also 
known as Kerioth, 
in the Judean hills. 
Kerioth was a small 
city in the first cen-

tury and became 
larger during the 
Byzantine Era. This 
may have been 
the hometown of 
Judas Iscariot.
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interest in money contain a clue to 
the betrayal?4 Was the betrayal simply 
for money, 30 pieces of silver? Yet he 
returned this money to those who paid 
him; and acknowledging his own guilt 
and sin, he declared Jesus innocent 
(Matt. 27:3-5). Watching Jesus’ life and 
hearing His words, who would have 
either started following or stayed with 
Jesus for money?

But if money was not his motive, 
why did Judas betray Jesus and for-
ever soil his good name? Some would 
say Judas was trying to push Jesus 
to a confrontation with the Jewish 

Jesus chose Judas to be a disciple; Judas 
chose to become a traitor.

In another incident Mary, with 
her sister Martha, had only recently 
prepared her brother for burial, and 
now she unwittingly was anointing 
Jesus for burial (John 12:1-8).3 Judas 
called this level of devotion a waste 
of money, funds that ostensibly could 
have been used for the poor. In describ-
ing the Last Supper, John explains that 
Judas was treasurer for the Twelve 
and that the other disciples thought he 
might have been leaving the table to 
give to the poor (13:29). Does Judas’s 

a conundrum, or a partial solution, and 
ultimately ends in mystery.

This situation reveals our limita-
tions in understanding the implica-
tions of Jesus being both fully human 
and fully divine. Did He see in Judas 
what the others could not, what Judas 
himself could not? Was Jesus watching 
the unfolding of what He expected? 
Neither Matthew nor Mark men-
tion Satan entering Judas’s heart. And 
according to Luke 22:3 and perhaps 
John 13:2, Satan did not put betray-
al into his heart until the last week. 
Perhaps at minimum we can say this: 

Above: Jesus had 
a brother named 
Judas. Ruins of 
the synagogue 
at Capernaum. 
Although the vis-
ible structure dates 
from the 4th cent. 
A.D., the foundation 
below was part of 
the synagogue that 
existed in Jesus’ 
day. While Jesus 
was teaching in 
the synagogue at 
Capernaum, some 
in the crowd said, 
“Isn’t this the car-
penter’s son? Isn’t 
his mother called 
Mary, and his broth-
ers James, Joseph, 
Simon, and Judas?” 
(Matt. 13:55, CSB).

Right: Statue of 
Jude, who was also 
called Thaddeus, 
one of Jesus’ dis-
ciples (Matt. 10:3).

Left: At Antioch of 
Pisidia, the Church 
of Saint Peter was 
built into the side of 
a cliff by late first-
century Christians. 
Judas, also called 
Barsabbas, went 
with Paul and 
Barnabas to Antioch 
to deliver a let-
ter about Gentiles 
becoming believers 
(Acts 15:22).

Below: In 
Jerusalem, a 
Jewish mom lights 
Hanukkah candles 
with her child. The 
annual celebration 
dates back to the 

Maccabean revolt 
(165 B.C.) when 
Judas Maccabeus 
cleansed the 
Jerusalem temple of 
Greek idols, includ-
ing the Olympian 

Zeus, which had 
been set up on the 
temple’s altar. 

Below: The “Street 
called Straight” in 
modern Damascus. 

After his Damascus 
Road experience, 
Paul went to the 
house of a man 
named Judas who 
lived on Straight 
Street (Acts 9:7-12).

ALSO NAMED JUDAS
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4. Judas’s betrayal of Jesus is reported at 
Matthew  26:14-16,25,47-50; 27:3; Mark  14:10-11,43-44; 
Luke 22:3-6,47-48; John 13:2,26-27,29; 18:2-3,5.

5. For a description of the Sicarii, see Warren J. 
Heard, “Revolutionary Movements: The Sicarii” in 
Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, ed. Joel B. Green 
and Scot McKnight (Downers Grove, IL : InterVarsity Press, 
1992), 695-96.

6. See Matthew  20:20-28; Mark  10:35-45; 
John  21:20-22. Scholars offer many other theories 
explaining Judas.

7. Although art, literature, sermon, and film have vili-
fied Judas, attempts to rehabilitate or explain him have 
also been many, starting early. 

C. Mack Roark is the Ruth Dickinson 
professor of Bible, Oklahoma 
Baptist University, retired, Shawnee, 
Oklahoma.

Judas may simply serve to excuse us, 
to separate Judas from the likes of us. 
If we knew exactly why, we would 
too easily say, “Well, that’s not me.” 
But we need to see that Judas may not 
have been that unlike us. For Judas 
was not the last follower to betray 
Jesus, sometimes by word, sometimes 
by deed. 

The other question often raised is 
“Could Judas have been saved?” We 
know he ended his own life with sui-
cide. Was this Judas’s more tragic mis-
take? If Jesus died for all, for whosoever, 
then Jesus died for Judas, as much as 
for you and me. The restriction did not 
come from God. It came from Judas. 
Judas could not be saved only because 
he would not be saved.

Remember, Simon Peter denied 
Jesus three times in those last hours, 
cursing as he did so. But he came back 
and was restored. We should beware of 
limiting God’s grace or forgiveness.7   I

1. The name Iscariot may derive from ish Kerioth, “a 
man of the village of Kerioth,” similar to Mary Magdalene, 
Mary of the village of Magdala. Commentaries offer other 
suggestions for the meaning of Judas’s name.

2. Matthew 10:4; Mark 3:19; Luke 6:16.  He is of course 
not in the list at Acts 1:13.

3. This Mary is not to be confused with Mary 
Magdalene, nor with the woman who anointed Jesus’ feet 
mentioned in Luke  7:37-50. Nor is this anointing to be 
confused with that mentioned at Matthew  26:6-13 and/
or at Mark 14:3-9.

and Roman leadership, a confrontation 
Judas was sure Jesus would win. He 
was forcing Jesus to play His hand, to 
start the revolution. This, thus, would 
have been an act of faith in Jesus’ ulti-
mate victory. But when Judas saw that 
Jesus was not going to defend Himself 
and was not going to overthrow Rome, 
he knew he had made a mistake. This 
theory would assume that Judas meant 
well, but was simply wrong.

Others suggest Judas was a zealot, a 
member of the Sicarii, the assassins.5 
For them, Jesus’ kingdom had been 
a disappointment; He was not the 
Messiah Judas expected. He thought 
Jesus had betrayed His followers. 
He was disillusioned, and in his 
disappointment he turned on Jesus. 

Or perhaps Judas simply felt out 
of place with the other eleven, for he 
alone was not a Galilean. Kerioth was 
in Judea. He was the outsider. And his-
tory offers ample evidence of rivalry 
and jealousy among the apostles.6

In truth, the “why” question about 
Judas remains a mystery. The Gospels 
do not explain; they merely record. In 
fact, all the guesses and observations 
show Judas’s crime to be within the 
range of all human experience. His act 
was not unique. Attempts to explain 

Left: The 
Monastery of St. 
Onuphrius is on 
the south slope 
of Mount Zion, 
overlooking the 
Hinnom Valley in 
Jerusalem. The 
monastery marks 
the traditional 
site of Judas’ 
suicide by hang-
ing (Matt. 27:3-5). 
Further, the site, 
in Aramaic, is 
Akeldama, mean-
ing “Field of 
Blood.” The chief 

priests purchased 
the site with 
Judas’s 30 pieces 
of silver and used 
it as a burial place 
for strangers.

Below: A pot 
and hoard of 
silver coins dat-
ing from the 1st 
cent. A.D. These 
coins were found 
in the Jericho 
area and are the 
type of coins 
Judas received for 
betraying Jesus.
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