THE NEW COVENANT

Matthew 26:17-30

April 21, 2011


What was he thinking, that Judas? Or did he think at all? What insanity drove him to do such a shameful act? This is worse than being a tattle-tale or stool pigeon. What ever happened to loyalty? What did Jesus ever do to him that would give him a logical reason to betray his Lord? How could he? 


And for what? 30 measly pieces of silver, about $950 in today's market. It was the price of a slave. In Exodus, it was the prescribed reimbursement someone had to pay when an ox gored the slave, male or female, of another man. Though it was the price of a dead slave. That's what Judas got for his betrayal of Jesus. A quick grand for a quick kiss. What did he hope to gain? What end justified this means? 


Many have speculated about Judas' motives, in an effort to understand the why, as if somehow his actions could then be justified and we could somehow say, “Oh, that's why. Well, ok, then.” It might have been that Judas was thinking that since he was already business manager, he would get a bigger role, a promotion, when Jesus set up his kingdom. But all those hopes and dreams flew out the window when that woman, Mary, wasted her perfume on Jesus' feet. Jesus mentioned his coming suffering and death. Judas was no fool, he saw where this was all headed. A promotion was not in the picture if the boss was not going to be around long enough to be boss. 


Or maybe Judas thought that by betraying Jesus, he was forcing the Master's hand, sort of a “Let's get this party started” booster. But Judas was clearly aware that number of those following  Jesus was dwindling rapidly. The movement was losing steam and Jesus was quickly becoming public enemy number one. And he seemed to have no intention of picking up a sword and fighting. Judas may have thought it would be good to get out while the getting was good. 


Or, maybe the reason was no more than just plain greed. St. John, in his Gospel, indicated that Judas was a thief and the other disciples suspected he had his hand in the cookie jar. That reason, though, seems to be the worst possible motivation. Greed was a pretty poor reason, especially when Judas' profit was at the expense of Jesus' arrest, suffering, and death. Wow, a $1000 for the life of Jesus? Was Judas that hard up? He could have at least bargained a bit, instead of agreeing so quickly. 


Was it worth it, Judas? Ironically, the name Judas means “confessor.” Of what? He was one of the twelve. One of the chosen, by Jesus, no less. One of the trusted few who was privy to the secrets of the kingdom. He walked with Jesus, he saw nearly every one of his miracles, maybe he touched him, prayed with him, broke bread with Him. What a spineless, yellow-bellied, lily-livered coward! Did he not once stop and think this through? Madness! Insanity! That's the only logical conclusion to this whole mess. 


Why? So often, it seems, in reading various stories of the Bible, that's the question that lingers on our lips and in our minds. We read of the exploits of people who did some very foolish things and can't help but wonder, why? Why, Eve? You couldn't have just walked away from the tree that day? 
Why,  Saul? David would have given his life for you. Why, Samson? Why, Abraham, Isaac, Noah, Jacob, Moses? Had any of them taken the time to think, oh the pain and agony that could have been avoided, the sin that might not have been committed, the grief that could have been averted. 


Though we ask, we already know the reasons. Lust, selfishness, irrational behavior, careless actions, skewered thinking, greed, you name it, it's been a reason. We know because we've been there ourselves. We've asked the same question, only it was directed right here. Why? Why did I just do that? If only we had stopped to think, just halted the wagon and taken a moment to consider what we were about to do.  If we had a penny for every time we should have stopped and thought for a moment, why, Bill Gates would be a poor beggar next to our riches. 


Why? How many times have we asked ourselves that very question? Birthed from frustration, embarrassment, self-criticism and shame, the question reveals how dumbfounded we are by the things we do. Why do we do such things? We know better. We know right from wrong, good from bad, yet what is it that somehow jams up the works and we do what we did not want to do, but did anyway. And then it comes. Why? About drives us crazy sometimes.


Have you come up with a sufficient answer yet? Have you been able to provide for yourself, let alone anyone else who asks, a legitimate reason given with some wonderful tidbit of wisdom that successfully quiets the guilty conscience and soothes the burning anguish? Me neither. We either answer that we just don't know or can't explain it. Neither answer helps much.  


Did Judas think that he was doing Jesus a favor? That in some way, his betrayal was going to all work out for good in the end? Or that Jesus would thank him some day? We're just like him. We can justify just about anything if we're given enough time. 


Why? Well, he made me. She left me with no choice. I just had to do it. What would you have done, if you were me? Hey, you have no room to talk. I don't know why, I just did. Besides, it's not as bad as it might sound. Maybe some good will come out of it. Yea, that's a good one, isn't it? Like our sins can somehow be the reason for good. As if we then deserve the credit for it. 


It's not like we can't control ourselves. It's not like we're puppets on a string, at the whim of some puppeteer's every wish. It's not like we just can't help ourselves. We know how to say no. We know how to stop doing something that we know to be wrong. We know how to think and we most certainly know how to control our bodies, our mouths, our minds, our actions. 


Yet, we do it just the same. We sin. And in sinning, we betray Jesus. Not just once or every great once in a while. Maybe that's what drove Judas to commit suicide. He did it once, what's to say he wouldn't do it again and again? The thought of doing something like that again, to Jesus, must have crossed his mind. It has ours. And each time we do betray our Lord, we feel the fire of despair burning a hole in our gut and the agony of guilt searing our brains. Why? 


Madness! Insanity! How could we? How could we who have read the stories of these people who have sinned, over and over? We have enough smarts to see what those others did wrong and learn from them. We have no excuse whatsoever. Our wickedness is appalling. Our actions are inexcusable. O Lord, have mercy! Save us from ourselves! Come quickly, Lord, come with your grace, for we have betrayed innocent blood, the blood of Your only Son. 


Listen, you who despair over your sins. Hear the call of the Lord, you who are in anguish over your betrayal of the Lord. Look up and see, you who are overwhelmed with the shame of your actions. The Lord has issued an invitation. He has invited you to his banquet. Yes, he is calling to all of us who have betrayed our Lord. This is His altar call. Gather up your guilt, pack up your transgressions, bundle up your betrayals, and come. Come to altar. Come to the Lord's Supper. Come and be restored. 


Come and eat with the one who is trustworthy. Come and be washed clean by the one who will never betray you. Come and be forgiven by Jesus, who did in fact turn a betrayal into something good, more than good. Miraculous. Life-invigorating. Life-changing. His betrayal unto death the Father has turned into our resurrection to life. Come and taste of the mercy of the Lord. 


We come, not because we trust in our faith, but because Christ invites us. We sit at His table not because we are worthy, but because the Lord has given us the wedding garment to wear. We come not because we wanted to, but because He has commanded us to come, whether we are weak or strong, afraid or bold. The communion rail is where we need to be, and it is where Christ waits to serve us. 


We are here because His Word, his ever faithful and inerrant Word, does not deceive. The true body and blood of Christ is exactly what Jesus said it is. The Lord will not lie to us. He promises that this wafer and wine, joined with the sacramental presence of Christ's body and blood because of the powerful Word of God, are the elements of the new covenant. A new covenant sealed with the precious and innocent blood of  God's own Son. 


Take, eat, this is His body, given for you. Take and drink this blood which was shed for you, for the remission of your sins. It's not an option, it's a command. Though betrayed for thirty pieces of silver, the Lord has purchased us not with silver or gold, but with his holy, precious blood, and his innocent suffering and death. He has paid our debt in full with the fullness of His sacrifice.


We are forgiven. We are redeemed. We reconciled to God, because where there is remission of sins, there is reconciliation. Peace on earth and good will to men is fulfilled in Jesus. Jesus has come to save us from our sins. Immanuel is with us, in the bread and wine, for us.


Call it what you will. Justification, redemption, liberation, the great exchange, cleansing, the Supper, the Eucharist, the Lord's table. It's all the same. God has wiped away your transgressions, He has made your sins as white as snow. They are gone from his presence, cast into the depths of the sea. By the blood of Jesus, you are holy and precious to the Father. 


Your forgiveness is complete and all-encompassing. Withhold not a sin from the Lord. Cast them up here, drag them up here, dump them up here in order to receive from the Father's heart of grace what was earned for you by Jesus. Forgiveness free and clear. Redemption as a gift of God's grace. Once dead in your trespasses and sins, you are now alive in Christ. What was old is now new. Behold the love of God for all.


Forgiveness is a powerful gift. It is made more powerful in that it is meant ot be shared. As we are forgiven, we forgive others. Because we are forgiven, we boldly tell others to bring their sins against us before us, so they too can be forgiven. 


Forgiveness shuts down the engine of revenge. Forgiveness extinguishes the fire of long-held grudges. Forgiveness frees others from the chains of our bitterness. Forgiveness cancels the debts others owe us and forgiveness cancels our debts to others.  


Because of Jesus' suffering and death, we are a liberated people. No longer are we the accused. Because of Jesus, we are the innocent, set free from the judgment of death for sin. Our consciences have been cleansed of dead works to serve the living God in everlasting righteousness, innocence and blessedness. By His death, we are dead to sin. By his resurrection, we are alive to God. 


We are a different people from the world, because not only have we experienced the results of forgiveness, but we comprehend its freeing power. With this gift from God, families can be what they were created to be, havens of safety and acceptance. With this love of God, congregations become hospitals for the wounded and sick. God's forgiveness revives people suffering under a burden of guilt, lifting the weight from them. 


Christ has fulfilled the Passover, by becoming the perfect Lamb of God, whose blood is smeared on the doorposts of our hearts. He died once and for all, so that we might be forgiven and purified by his blood. A new covenant is now in effect, a covenant of love and grace. His blood has been poured out for you, and by His stripes you are healed. Eat, drink and be glad, for you are God's saints. Amen. 
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