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Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, to you, His people, who bear the mark of the ash.
The text is read:

I am not sure if any of you found today’s/tonight’s text odd, or maybe even morbid, an object lesson in behavior, faith and finally penitence gone bad….the hanging of Judas, but the themes of sin, guilt and punishment are certainly Lenten in nature, especially on Ash Wednesday. But are these the point of Lent? Perhaps not. If we understand what IS going on in this text, perhaps we’ll have a firmer grip on the cross of Christ, no matter what is going on in our own lives.

We remember that when Jesus first began his ministry, he was tempted by the devil in the wilderness. The temptations of Satan all had a theme: that Jesus would lower himself to become the type of Messiah that the people wanted and expected him to be: a political and military superman who would use all his forces to re-establish the kingdom of Israel to the way it was back in the “good old days.” They wanted a Messiah who would crush the Romans. Satan also tried to get Jesus to use his power for his own glory. Finally, having failed, Luke records that the devil left Jesus “until an opportune time.”
From the devil’s point of view, when did that time come? Would it come 2 ½ years later in the Garden of Gethsemane, where he would try to persuade Jesus to abandon the cross and his mission to save humankind? You can almost hear him whispering in Jesus’ ear as the disciples slept: “You know, the whips and the cross tomorrow….they are really going to hurt, badly! You ARE the Son of God, you know….you can walk away from all this and save yourself the trouble!” 
But another golden opportunity for the devil came at a very different point in the passion story, which Luke records in 22:3, “Satan entered into Judas.” The devil’s strategy was this: if he couldn’t defeat the king himself, at least he could destroy the king’s subjects. That’s why the devil is called the “great deceiver!”
Apart from the obvious influence of the devil, why DID Judas betray Jesus? Why did he take that path that led him “from ashes to ashes and dust to dust?” What was so tempting for Judas that he couldn’t help himself? The most common explanation is what??? He did it for the money…the 30 pieces of silver. It’s ironic….and of course prophetic….that 30 pieces of silver was the price of a slave in the Scriptures, and Jesus did become a slave for us and for our salvation, but our Savior did that voluntarily. It wasn’t as a result of some plot.

How much was 30 pieces of silver worth? In those days, about a month’s salary. 
That’s easy for each of us sitting here to translate, and really, in the big picture, one month’s salary isn’t all that much. After all, so much could have gone wrong with Judas’ plot. Why take such terrible risks for so little money! The theory of Judas selling Jesus out for money holds water: there has to be another reason.

Let’s try this one on: Judas, like so many others, viewed Jesus as the new king of Israel and now they were all in Jerusalem. Judas was ready for Jesus to gather his armies and take on the Romans. But instead, Jesus was preaching love, forgiveness, and tenderness. Judas may have been rejecting Jesus as the Messiah. By betraying Jesus, he was saving his neck by siding with the Romans. 
This theory doesn’t hold water either, since Judas could have simply walked away and watched “history take its course” from a safe distance.

Though money and self-preservation may have been involved, there had to have been more behind Judas’ betrayal, and I think Matthew 27 holds the key. WHEN (precisely) did Judas sink into his “pit of despair?” It wasn’t when he kissed Jesus in the garden. It wasn’t when Jesus was arrested, or even when he was put on trial. No, Scripture links the despair of Judas with the death sentence Jesus received when he was condemned. 

Let’s examine the facts: Judas HATED the Roman government and its taxation without representation. He was probably a Zealot, hoping and even working for the overthrow of the Romans. With all Jesus’ popularity and miracles, he had seen the right formula to make it happen, but Jesus wasn’t following Judas’ plans. It was taking too long. Perhaps if he could get Jesus arrested, it would rile Jesus up enough to show his muscle, call on his angels and get the job done. 

It was the temptation in the wilderness all over again. It was the devil trying to coax Jesus into becoming superman, using Judas to do the dirty work. But for Judas, the plan fell apart when Jesus didn’t fight back, but instead, allowed himself to be condemned to death. Judas sunk into deep despair, returned to the temple, confessed his sins to the Jewish leaders and threw them the money.

And what was their response? “So what, Judas! Who cares! We got what we wanted: Jesus, and too bad for you. We’re all in this plot together, so you can just deal with your guilt trip by yourself. And get out of here, because this temple is for holy people like us, not for the sinners who seem to flock to Jesus!”

So Judas went out and hanged himself. Ashes to ashes and dust to dust. But with no hope in his heart. In fact, over the years we have come to think, say and even preach about Judas that “he got what he deserved!” The name Judas has become a dirty word for us. Anyone here name their child after him? His name is like the Benedict Arnold of the spiritual world, bringing nothing positive and lots of negative to mind. We can very easily hold Judas up in disdain by remembering him as the one man responsible for the death of Jesus. 
Making things worse, we can also make the mistake of linking ourselves to the death of Christ because of our sins. Shame on me, shame on you, shame on us! It’s our sins that pounded those nails into Jesus’ hands and Jesus’ feet! We were part of that crowd yelling “Crucify him, crucify him!” 

Yes, it’s true that Jesus had our sins in mind when He went to the cross, and yes it’s true that our sins are truly serious things before God, who is righteous, holy and perfect. And it’s perfectly possible that if I had been alive in Jerusalem 2000 years ago, I would have been a part of the condemning crowd……

Those of you who bear the mark of the ash, remember this well. There is not a one of us who is so powerful and so important and so sinful that Jesus was forced to the cross. The truth of the matter is this: Jesus went to the cross voluntarily, out of love us. The cross was HIS idea. The Cross was HIS plan. He gave his life, Scripture is clear….no one took it from Him. Judas could not have PUT Jesus on the cross any more than you could. He, voluntarily, of His own free will, laid down His life, the shepherd for the sheep. The cross is HIS glory, and we cannot, nor should we ever try to take that away from Him. Jesus takes full responsibility for the cross……and that is something worth CELEBRATING!
That’s a strange word to use for Lent, I’m sure, and a strange word to use for all of us sitting here marked with the sign of the ash. But stranger things can happen during Lent. Yes, during Lent we remember our sins, exposed by the preaching of God’s Law….and that IS the purpose of the Law: to reveal to us our sins! But when we turn the Cross of Christ INTO another sin by feeling guilty about it, we rob ourselves of hope and steal from ourselves our refuge.

To explain why, let’s return for one final time to Judas. Why DID he hang himself? He didn’t think he had any place to turn! Was he sorry over his sins? I’m sure he was! He shed bitter tears. He confessed them to his spiritual leaders. He returned the dirty silver as fast as he could. The real problem for Judas is revealed in these words: “I have betrayed innocent blood.”  

Judas thought Jesus was just as weak and helpless as HE was. 

IF we think we’re confessing our sins to someone who is as weak as we are, no wonder we can worry and get depressed during Lent, or any other time. But REMEMBER who Jesus IS….the Savior and the King, STRONG AND MIGHTY TO SAVE each and every one of us. The cross was his business. The cross was his work. And the cross became his glory: therefore, for us, the cross is our JOY! 

Judas never saw the mercy of God because nobody ever told him. He became “ashes to ashes” with no hope because the church of his day rejected him. IF anything, the Judas story points to the MISSION of the church, to tell the world that the cross of Christ is the story of our salvation, not the story of our guilt. 

For each of us here today who bear the mark of the ash placed upon us with the words “ashes to ashes and dust to dust,” it is good to remember what they mean. They don’t mean “the cross was all my fault…I’m such a horrible sinner and I will leave church condemned and depressed.”  

Rather, when ashes appear on our heads in the shape of the cross, say, “I bear on my forehead the mark of the one who died for me…Christ the crucified, who is now risen….’  And remember that you too have a place to go….to Him, and you have something to which you can cling…… to the cross!

And to that, the people of God say ,”Amen!”
