
Judas Iscariot

Betrayer or Betrayed?
A Plea for Understanding and Compassion

By Alfred A. Blue

N
o sorrow is more penetrating to the sou]
or searing to the heart than the betrayal
of a beloved and trusted friend. Certainly
Jesus felt pain at the expectation of hi~
betrayal by one of his disciples: the Saviour

hurt not only for himself but especially for the
betrayer, for he knew the tragic effect the act
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would have on the life and destiny of its
perpetrator.

My thoughts often turn to Judas Iscariot. No
man in history has been more maligned. In the
past scholars and theologians have denounced
him in the most scathing terms imaginable. But
was he the perfidious character they describe?
Did his act of betrayal, admittedly the deed of a
defective character, really make him a son of
perdition, unfit to receive forgiveness? If so,
then why can I, a weak and struggling disciple so
far from being like my Master, feel compassion
for him? Why do I see in him a glint of possible
repentance and redemption? If I can see and feel
such things, cannot Christ and God also? Perhaps
a closer look at the evidence will reveal alter-
natives that may redeem rather than condemn
him.

The condemnation of Judas focuses less on the
act of betrayal than on its consequence; critics
blame Judas for the death of Christ. But it is
vividly apparent that Judas did not anticipate the
consequence of his act, nor was he aware of it
until his deed was complete. Whatever Judas’
motives were for betraying Christ to the
Sanhedrin, he did not plot, plan, conspire, or
expect the Savior’s death. Indeed, the accounts
give the distinct impression that the priests
either lied to Judas or withheld their real intent
from him. Judas had been tricked, manipulated,
used, and duped, a fact Judas undoubtedly threw
in their faces along with the thirty pieces of silver
they had paid him.

If he did not know the consequence of his act,
why then did Judas betray his Lord? We can only
speculate as to the motives, but we can, it seems
to me, justifiably dismiss the charge that he was
by nature an evil-hearted man, driven by a
satanic urge to kill the Master. Such a man does
not turn so readily as Judas, with such deep and
profound remorse, contrition, and repentance.
One wonders why Judas’ accusers harp so insis-
tently on his betrayal but ignore his repentance
of that betrayal. If Judas were the infamous devil
described by his accusers, he would have gloated
and gloried in his act. But Judas found no such
satisfaction. Afterward, he sought to nullify his
participation in the betrayal by sacrificing all that
had perpetrated it--his very life. Suclh an act
speaks strongly of personal despair and painful
awareness of the tragedy he had initiated.

Some argue that Judas revealed a cowardly
nature and sealed his damnation by committing a
final act of infamyJhis suicide, a deed tanta-
mount in their minds to murder. He was now
guilty of two murders, Christ’s and his own.
Thus his culpability was compounded.

This view betrays an insensitivity toward sui-
cide in general. I find it sad that some members of
the Church are so hasty to judge and condemn.
My own occasions of despair have given me great
compassion for those who take their own lives.
In such moments, life seems utterly devoid of

meaning, hope, and companionship; every second
is seared with pain so exquisite that one
welcomes death as not only a relief but a blessing.
The suicidal act reflects not a desire to escape life,
but a desire to live lit fully; t]he aim is not to
destroy the self but to end the pain i~side.
Instead of self-murder with malicious intent,
suicide is insistence that life have meaning. Thus,
paradoxically, the emphasis is on life, not death.

Moreover, the person who chooses to take his
own life is not acting rationally. His perceptions
are distorted, his vision obscured. His pain has
made him momentarily insane, and right and
wrong--if even perceived~a~:e not at issue.
Consequently, one does not choose to commit
suicide in the same manner he makes other
decisions; he is impelled to do it to relieve his
hurt.

I am not attempting to justify suicide but only
to plead for understanding and compassion for
the suffering who succumb to its appeal. I believe
it is generally wrong to take one’s life; it is a
mistake, a grievous and profound mistake, but is
it a sin? And even if it is a sin, is. it unforgiw~ble?
Who among us is so lacking in sensitivity, so
devoid of that divine love which Christ implores
us to possess, as to look upon these people with
derision and condemnation?

Those who condemn Judas to perdition justify
their judgment from no less an authority than
the author of the fourth Gospel, John the apostle.
John, it is rightly presumed, ought to know
whereof he speaks, for he was one of the apostles
closest to the Lord. John avers that Judas was a
devil (John 6:70) and a son of perdition (17:12).
Yet curiously, the apostle Matthew does not so
refer to Judas. Why? Is it because the Lord told
John things not revealed to Matthew? Possibly,
but it seems odd that John would not share these
insights with a fellow apostle.

Interestingly, Mark and Luke also omit such
references to Judas. Neither of these men were
apostles and so did not have the advantages of
Matthew and John. But Matt]hew was a close
friend, companion, and interpreter for Peter’, and
most, if not all, of his. Gospel n,.arrative is taken
directly from Peter’s account. Apparently Peter,
who was also very’ close to the Savior, did not
discuss Judas’ destiny with Mark (or if so, Mark
did not record it). The only aspersion Luke. cast
upon Judas’ character is the report that Satan

. entered into Judas who went away and conspired.
with the chief priests to betray Jesus (Luke 22:3).
However, this observation would not be taken as
eternal condemnation, for on a previous occasion
Jesus made a similar reference to Peter, saying,
"Get thee behind me, Satan" (Matt. 16:23). The
point in both cases is that men of good intention
can sometimes be in league wit!h the devil and in
opposition to God. But being touched by Satan
does not mean one is polluted forever, or that he
has sold his soul to the devil. Indeed,. the
conversion of Saul the Pharisee into Paul the
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apostle demonstrates otherwise.
Another curiosity develops. Why is Matthew

the only Gospel author to report Judas’ repen-
tance? If Matthew knew of it, surely John would
also. Why then did John not report it? These
perplexing questions cannot be answered with
certainty, but a possible solution may lie in an
analysis of John’s temperament and disposition.

As the beloved disciple, John is depicted by
many authors as particularly free of character
defect. Nevertheless, in the initial stages of
John’s relationship to Christ, the apostle had
glaring faults, almost severe enough to disqualify
him from the high office to which he was called.
He was, for example, intolerant. When on one
occasion he saw someone not of his faith casting
out demons in Jesus’ name, he scolded the man,
warning him not to repeat such an indiscretion in
the future. Consequently, Christ found it neces-
sary to correct him (Luke 9:49-50). John was also
vindictive. Encountering a certain Samaritan
village which refused to receive the Lord, John
and his brother James requested the Lord to call
down fire from heaven to punish them. This
elicited another rebuke from the Savior (Luke
9:51-56). Finally, John exhibited selfish pride and
unholy ambition. This is evident by his request
that he and his brother James be given position of
precedence over the other apostles in his kingdom.
Once again Christ found it necessary to teach
John humility (Mark 10:35-40).

Of course, it is important to note that these
faults show what John was, not what he became.
John conquered these weaknesses and became a
valiant apostle. But this perfection was not
achieved overnight, and it may be that while
writing his Gospel, he still harbored bitter re-
sentment against Judas for the betrayal of his
Lord. Such anger is understandable in the face of
John’s loss of the Master he had come to love so
dearly. Is it not conceivable that this judgment of
Judas was opinion born out of bereavement
rather than fact?

There is another curious statement in John
which critics of Judas have, I believe, misinter-
preted. John quotes Jesus as saying "I know
whom I haw~ chosen: but that the scriptures may
be fufilled, he that eateth bread with me hath
lifted up his heel against me" (John 13:18). Judas’
critics interpret this to mean that Jesus, knowing
Judas was a devil, deliberately chose the apostle
for the express purpose of fulfilling the scrip-
tures regarding the Crucifixion. But this appal-
ling theory taints Christ with the same evil that
makes devils themselves so reprehensible: the
exploitation of another’s weaknesses to promote
personal interests. Such a view contradicts every-
thing the C]hurch teaches about the Savior. He
came to save persons from their sins, not to
destroy them.

To understand this scripture, it is important to
note that Christ is quoting the forty-first Psalm.
Jesus apparently saw this verse as a prophecy or

parallel relating to his impending death. The full
citation reads, "Yea, mine own familiar friend, in
whom I have trusted which did eat of my bread,
hath lifted up his heel against me." The "familiar
friend" to whom Christ refers is clearly the one
who will betray him, Judas. It is significant, then,
to note that the next voice in the Psalm is that of
the betrayer; "But then oh, Lord, be merciful
unto me, and raise me. up.. i Blessed be the Lord
God of Israel from everlasting to everlasting."
(Ps. 41:9-10). Critics of Judas seem to neglect this
subsequent verse which describes the repentance
of the one who has "lifted up his heel." In quoting
this scripture Christ does not say that the betrayer
will be condemed; he simply alludes to his own
betrayal . Neither does the scripture condemn
the betrayer. To the contrary, it clearly states
that the betrayer is sorry for his sin and prays for
forgiveness: "Lord, be merciful unto me: heal my
soul, for I have sinned against thee" (Ps. 41:4).
This is directly parallel to the events described in
Matthew 27:3-5 in which Judas admits his sin
and is filled with remorse and repentance. Thus,
the second part of the scripture is fulfilled as well
as the first.

Jesus knew what he was doing when he chose
Judas. He recognized in him all the potential for
greatness he saw in t~he other apostles. Christ
was aware of Judas’ weaknesses; but as a loving
member of the Godlhead, he would give the
apostle the benefit of faith over and against a
reason to doubt. Christ loved those whom he had
chosen with a divine love that few of us
understand. He knew more profoundly than any
of us that love involves the risk of tragedy.

Virtually everyone encounters a friend who
proves untrue and leaves lasting scars. But that is
the risk every Christian must take. That is the
risk Christ took when he chose Judas. He took
that risk because he loved; moreover he did not
cease to love when the risk proved unfavorable.
Could it be that Judas was in the forefront of
Christ’s thoughts when in his last moments on
the cross he prayed, "Father, forgive them, for
they know not what they do"?

Of course, we have no way of knowing if this
was the case. Nor can we know what Judas’
thoughts were in the moments before he took his
own life in an agony of shame and remorse. The
acts of every person are the end product of a
complex of past experiences and innate capacities
that no other person can fully understand; that
understanding, and the judgment of our actions,
is reserved for God. As the Lord told the
beleaguered Saints of Kirkland in Section 64 of
the Doctrine and Covenants: "I, the Lord, will
forgive whom I will forgive, but of you it is
required to forgive all men."
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