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A Study in Bitter Remorse 
(John 12: 1-8) 

 

Today we continue the ancient church season of Lent.  The word Lent is derived from the 
Anglo-Saxon words lencten, meaning "Spring," and lenctentid, which literally means 
"Springtide" and is also the word used for "March," the month in which the majority of Lent 
falls. 
 

The season of Lent includes 40 days (not counting Sundays) before Easter. Our Roman 
Catholic friends have been observing this season for much longer than we Protestants. But 
during my lifetime (41 years) there has been a shift of embracing many of these older church 
traditions.   
 
The number "40" has always had special significance concerning preparation. You’ll 
remember that on Mount Sinai, preparing to receive the Ten Commandments, "Moses stayed 
with the Lord for 40 days and 40 nights, without eating any food or drinking any water" (Ex 
34:28). Also, that Elijah walked "40 days and 40 nights" to the mountain of the Lord, Mount 
Horeb (another name for Sinai) (I Kgs 19:8). And most importantly, Jesus fasted and prayed 
for "40 days and 40 nights" in the desert before He began His public ministry (Mt 4:2). 
 
Many churches encourage its members to refrain from something for 40 days that they would 
otherwise indulge in *story about Maggie and chocolate*  
 
People often withhold food/some activity so as to feel closer to the weight of the cross. 
Speaking of the cross… The cross you see before you this morning is on loan from our 
friends… 
 
 
For Lent, I will be doing a series called, “The faces of the cross”, each Sunday and 
Wednesday we will reflect upon a new “face” that contributed in some way to the events of 
Holy week. Today’s selection is what I’m calling a study in bitter remorse, Judas Iscariot. How 
do you think of this face of the cross, as an utterly evil, vile man, a mixed-up soul, tormented, 
traitor or as a means to the necessary ends which lead to our savior’s sacrifice? (Picture) 
 
The picture we are shown in today’s text is one of a frustrated treasurer. Jesus was with his 
friend Lazarus-who he just raised from the dead-and his sisters Mary and Martha. True to their 
nature, Martha is the one serving the meal and Mary “throws caution to the wind” by using an 
entire bottle of perfume on Jesus’ feet. The notes in my study Bible say that, “this was a very 
large amount of perfume, imported from India.” So, it’s fair to say that from a stewardship 
point of view that this would have been a questionable act.   
 
The gospels of Matthew and Mark include details left out of John, that Mary also anointed 
Jesus’ head with oil. Mary was unconcerned about the expense, she lavishly shared her 
treasure, and in a very personal, almost unheard of, way by “wiping Jesus’ feet with her hair.” 
Jewish women rarely unbound their hair in public, so this action indicated an expression of 
deep connection to Jesus.  Yet, this public display of affection did not sit well with Judas.     
Judas is the central figure in Andrew Lloyd Webber’s 1970 musical “Jesus Christ Superstar”. 
His character is conflicted and confused about the motives of Jesus. And one of his earliest 
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songs describes a moment like the one we read about today, when he sings, “It seems to me 
a strange thing, mystifying that a man like you can waste his time on women of 
her kind, yes I can understand that she amuses but to let her stroke you, kiss 
your hair, is hardly in your line.”(Strange thing Mystifying)   
 
Now, this musical interpretation merges two women of scripture, and though this makes for a 
better musical, it’s a stretch at best. In fact, the New Testament differentiates between about 
eight women named Mary by noting to whom they’re related or from where they come. In 
today’s passage Martha and Mary lived in Bethany with their brother Lazarus, in Judea.  
 
“Magdalene” means “of Magdala,” so Mary Magdalene came from the town of Magdala in 
Galilee. That means the Mary that Judas is concerned about Jesus being amused by (in the 
musical) isn’t the same Mary who is the sister of Martha. However, here’s the confusing part, 
two different women from scripture are said to have anointed Jesus with oil. 
 
John’s account speaks of Mary of Bethany and Luke’s talks of an unnamed sinful woman. This 
is why people sometimes think Mary of Bethany is the sinful woman. Luke’s account 
differs significantly from John’s but is likely an entirely separate event.  
 
So, while It’s popular to identify the “unnamed woman” that Jesus forgives as Mary Magdalene 
and then claim she was a prostitute, the Bible nowhere links Mary Magdalene to this 
profession. We will spend more time talking about Mary next Sunday in our series.  
 
So, if a “rock opera” can confuse people about the nature of Biblical characters so can famed 
authors from the 14th century. Over the years Dante’s “The Divine Comedy” (or as many call it 
Dante’s Inferno) describes multiple levels of hell, including the deepest level in which Satan 
and Judas dwell. Remember this is literature, not Holy scripture. And While Paul has a vision 
about first and second heavens there are no descriptions in scripture about nine levels of hell. 
 
The Bible describes judgement and punishment for unrepentant sinners, but it does not assign 
varying degrees of heat. In an increasingly Biblically illiterate world, we need to know what the 
Bible says and what it does not say. The Bible does speak of the afterlife, heaven and hell 
(eternal separation from God) but its focus is more on becoming a disciple than avoiding the 
darkest parts of the underworld, that is more Greek mythology than Bible.    
 
We are called to be followers of Jesus and while some of our experiences will certainly have us 
facing difficult decisions, ours is not a God who purposely tempts us to deny or denounce His 
authority. Any time this kind of spiritual warfare occurs it is not God making our lives 
miserable but the Devil at work. So, the question is: was Judas tempted or tormented?   
  
 
Judas is one of the most tragic figures in Holy Scripture. After the Lord ascends into Heaven, 
following the resurrection, scripture says that there needed to be another disciple because, 
“Judas turned aside and went to his own place.” Scripture is also clear that the influences of 
evil played a role in how Judas acted. Even today’s passage includes its own narration (about 
Judas), “he said this not because he cared about the poor but because he was a thief…” (John 
12:6a)   
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It wasn’t always like this for the one who sold-out his Master. In Luke 6:12 we read that, “Jesus 
went to the Mountain to pray, and all night he continued to pray to God. And when day came, 
he called his disciples, including Judas Iscariot.” He started as a faithful, chosen, man of God 
but in time lost his way and allowed his enthusiasm to be undermined and distorted.  
 
The late Clovis Chappell, Methodist preacher and author of some thirty books said, about 
Judas, “He was a man not a monster. He was as human as we are. Traitors and scoundrels are 
not born, they are made.” This is a profound thought. As we began the season of Lent on Ash 
Wednesday, we considered the seriousness of our sin. We are all born into sin BUT-God 
willing-we learn the ways of the Lord from Holy Scripture and one another. 
 
So, what happened to Judas? Let’s start with his identity as a Jew, many Jews longed for a 
Messiah who would fight for them, release them from their oppression like Moses had. For 
centuries the people of God’s calling longed for a leader who would be a conquering hero. 
When it became clear that this was not the way of the cross, he may have become disillusioned.         
 
Let’s be honest with ourselves, when Jesus says, “blessed are the meek for they shall inherit the 
earth…(and) “love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you”, we’re not sure what to 
make of this. We might be tempted to cheapen the message by suggesting he means people 
from Cleveland or Baltimore, but Jesus meant people from Iran and Russia. Following Jesus 
can be an uncomfortable experience, in fact if it isn’t, I’m not sure that we are really following 
Him.  
 
Judas may have also been an outsider, as “Iscariot” means one from Kerioth, which was a town 
in the Southern area of Judah. Judas was not from the Galilee, like the other eleven disciples. 
It’s certainly possible that he felt like the “odd man out.” Maybe you’ve been in this situation? 
Have you experienced a time when more are against than for you?  
 
I’ll never forget when I took Stephanie to a Nebraska football game in Lawrence, Kansas in the 
fall of 2005. This was a difficult game for this die-hard Husker fan to watch, as prior to this NU 
had beat KU for 36 years in a row… and this day it felt like the Jayhawks put all of their pent-
up frustration into one game. A once powerful running team now had a total of 0 yards rushing 
at the half, that’s right 0. The final score was 40-15 KU. I know this was just a football game but 
when you’re wearing the wrong color (red) it can feel disorienting.  
 
Judas may have felt this way from time to time since his homeland was far from where any of 
the other disciples had known. It’s possible that Judas didn’t even have anyone among the 
other eleven with whom learn from or laugh with, he was on an island, which is often a prime 
place to experience torment. Judas also was not merely imagining the evil influences in his life.  
In Luke 22 we learn that, “Satan entered into Judas Iscariot” and then he went away to talk 
with the chief priests and Pharisees. The presence of evil in Judas’ life is something that 
complicates his lot. Eventually the way in which he deals with his isolation and bitterness is to 
take his own life. This kind of decision isn’t something made lightly, conflict is already in place 
long before such an act occurs. Though this doesn’t necessarily mean that others will recognize 
the signs.  
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Judas was with Jesus when they ate the Last Supper together, John 13:27 describes the scene 
in which Jesus even says, “what you are going to do, do quickly”, in reference to the betrayal. 
Of course, we certainly believe in the Sovereignty of God, was it always in God’s plan for Judas 
to betray Jesus? Or, did Judas just tragically play the part which could have been filled by any 
number of other people given the opportunity? I’m not sure we’ll ever know the answer…      
  
Later in Luke 22 we read that Jesus and his disciples were in the garden of Gethsemane after 
the Last Supper. Jesus had finished praying and awoken his disciples Peter, James and John 
who couldn’t stay awake and pray with him and, “while he was still speaking, there came a 
crowd, and the man called Judas, one of the twelve, was leading them. He drew near to Jesus, 
to kiss him, but Jesus said to him, “Judas would you betray the son of man with a kiss?” 
 
What I find ironic about this scene is that Judas was the one who made an issue of Jesus being 
shown physical affection by Mary and the sinful woman when his feet were wiped with their 
hair…yet a kiss was the mode he chose to indicate who Jesus was to the others. Sad.  
 
The Roman guards took him away… and then something snapped in poor, tortured Judas. 
There is a difference between remorse and repentance. The logical end of remorse is despair, 
but the end of repentance is faith. True repentance is not just sadness but a turning from sin 
and towards God. The Apostle Paul wrote in 2Corinthians that, “Godly grief produces a 
repentance that leads to salvation without regret, whereas worldly grief produces death.”          
 
On this first Sunday in Lent, as we partake of the bread and juice together, may we be mindful 
of our own brokenness, our own sin, our own need to turn to Jesus for our life. Judas was a 
face of the cross that we long to distance ourselves from but in reality, could become apparent 
in any one of us if we’re not willing to work on our spiritual growth despite the odds. If only 
Judas had waited three days to see Christ’s victory over the grave, if only.  
 
   In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy spirit, 
           Amen! 


