
 1 

IS IT I?              Ash Wednesday – March 6, 2019 

 

Matthew 26:20-25. When it was evening, he reclined at table with the 

twelve. And as they were eating, he said, “Truly, I say to you, one of 

you will betray me.” And they were very sorrowful and began to say to 

him one after another, “Is it I, Lord?” He answered, “He who has dipped 

his hand in the dish with me will betray me. The Son of Man goes as it is 

written of him, but woe to that man by whom the Son of Man is 

betrayed! It would have been better for that man if he had not been 

born.” Judas, who would betray him, answered, “Is it I, Rabbi?” He said 

to him, “You have said so.” (ESV) 

 

 

Dear Christian Friends: 

 

      “Et tu, Brute?”  Julius Caesar spoke those three Latin words just 

before he died at the hands of his friend, Brutus. Well, according to 

William Shakespeare that’s how it happened. But Shakespeare was not 

there when Caesar died. Shakespeare lived about 1,600 years after the 

murder of Julius Caesar. But still, even though Shakespeare was not 

there when Caesar died at the hands of Brutus, Shakespeare captures the 

spirit of that historic event.    

 

    So, it is plausible that Julius Caesar said, “Et tu, Brute.”  Or in 

English: “You, too, Brutus?”  With those three little words, Caesar was 

saying, “How could you do it, Brutus? You were my friend and my 

protégé.  But you joined with my enemies.  You let them corner me in 

the senate.  You watched them plunge their daggers into my body.  Then 

you stabbed me in the back.  How could you do that, Brutus?  How 

could you betray me?” 

 

      “Et tu, Brute?”  Julius Caesar spoke three words to his betrayer 

before he died.  Seventy-five years later, twelve sad, anxious men also 

said three words. They did not speak Latin. They spoke Aramaic. They 

did not speak three words in the Roman senate, but in an upper room in 
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Jerusalem. They did not say these words to a betrayer. Instead, they 

spoke to the soon-to-be victim of betrayal.  Each friend and protégé of 

Jesus took turns saying three little words, “Is it I?” 

 

     This evening, you and I must ask that same question.  You and I have 

to ask Jesus, “Is it I?  Am I the one who will betray you?  Jesus, you 

taught me. You and I are friends. But, Jesus, is it I who will turn on you?  

Will I join with your enemies and corner you in your Father’s house?  

Will I stand by and watch as friends, Romans, and countrymen whip you 

with their words and pierce you with their hate? Will I be the one who 

thrusts betrayal’s spear into your side? Will I be the one to snuff out 

your innocent life?  Is it I, Jesus?  Is it I?” 

 

      Now, of course, you and I were not there that night to ask Jesus that 

question directly.  You and I are two thousand years removed from the 

night Jesus was betrayed.  Likewise, you and I are not Judas. We did not 

exchange loyalty to Jesus for silver tarnished with treachery. But still, 

your sin and my sin transcend time and space more powerfully than 

Shakespeare captured the spirit of Caesar’s murder 1600 years after the 

fact.  Your sin and my sin put us there in that upper room.  Your sin and 

my sin join our voices to those disciples’ voices and ask, “Is it I?” 

 

      And to each one of us, God’s holy law gives the same answer.  “Yes, 

it is you. You betray Jesus with your hypocrisy.  You put on the display 

of Christ’s loyal disciple. You point to your dedication to Jesus by being 

a member of a strict sect called “Confessional Lutherans.”  But there, 

in your self-assured dedication, is your hypocrisy.  It’s the hypocrisy of 

pride.  It’s the hypocrisy of being proud of your humility.” 

  

   And God’s law also keeps on answering that question, “Is it I?”.  

“Yes, it is you.  You are guilty of betraying Jesus with another 

hypocrisy. It’s the hypocrisy of saying that God saves you by grace but 

you really don’t understand grace at all.  And your heart betrays your 

abysmal understanding of grace when you hear this sermon and think, 
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‘Well, at least I’m not Judas.  At least I repent.  At least I believe.  At 

least I didn’t kill myself like Judas did.’” 

 

   But don’t you see how comparing yourself to Judas is a gross 

misunderstanding of grace?  Any time you put yourself even a little step 

higher than Judas, you are saying you deserve better treatment that 

Judas. But grace, that is, God’s love—grace is never deserved.  Grace 

comes only by God’s mercy and kindness—a mercy and kindness that 

God has for all sinners.   

 

     And Every time you think that your heart and your intentions are not 

quite as bad as Judas’s, you are claiming that you deserve God’s grace 

more than Judas did. But whenever you claim you deserve God’s grace, 

you are denying God’s grace. Grace is never deserved.  God’s grace on 

you only exists because of God and not because of anything inside you 

and not because of anything you did or did not do.  So, that “holier-than-

Judas” attitude is the ultimate denial of God’s grace.  And to deny God’s 

grace is to betray God’s grace.  And to betray God’s grace is to betray 

God’s Son and his gift of salvation. 

 

   “Is it I?”  Yes, it is you.  It is you whom God showers with his love.  

It is you whom God comforts with his promises of mercy.  It is you for 

whom God sacrificed his pure and holy Son.  It is you whose place Jesus 

took beneath the all-consuming anger of God’s judgment.  It is you to 

whom God sends his Holy Spirit in Word and sacrament. It is you whom 

God blesses with the gift of faith in Christ, the only mediator between 

God and man.  It is you whom God washes clean in the blood of Christ, 

the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. It is you whom 

God forgives. It is you to whom God gives eternal peace. It you who 

will feast with all the saints and angels when Jesus shares with you his 

eternal Passover in the upper room that is the highest heights of heaven. 

 

   So, yes, you and I betray Christ every time we play the “holier-than-

Judas’ card.  You and I betray God’s grace. But God never betrays his 

grace.  Christ never betrays himself as our Savior.  Our text proves that 
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with one small sentence.  The dramatic tension of the upper room almost 

makes us overlook this one, powerful statement. Jesus says, The Son of 

Man goes as it is written of him. 

 

    The Scriptures prophesied everything about Christ’s suffering, death, 

and resurrection.  So, Jesus knew that Judas was going to betray him.  

Likewise, Jesus knows how often you betray him with self-righteous 

pride and “holier-than-thou” hypocrisy.  But neither Judas’s betrayal nor 

your misunderstanding of grace stopped Jesus from doing what God sent 

him to do.   

 

        We know that’s true because throughout the Old Testament God 

kept inspiring the prophets to write down how the Messiah, the Christ, 

the Son of Man—they kept writing how Jesus would come. He would 

come as God in the flesh and this world’s only Savior. The prophets kept 

writing about how Jesus would go—go to be the innocent sacrifice, 

betrayed into the hands of sinners to set those same sinners free from the 

punishment they deserved.  So, there was nothing that could stop Jesus 

from going to the cross to be your Savior.  God promised it in his Word.  

Jesus did it with his life. 

 

   “Is it I?”  Yes, it you.  It is you whom God loved so much he gave his 

one and only Son, so that by believing in Jesus, you will not perish but 

have eternal life.  AMEN. 
 


