
Matthew 26:20-25 3/6/19 
Ash Wednesday Rev. Kenneth Frey 
 
Matthew 26:20-25 (ESV) 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.”  
 

Is it I? 
1.  The question exposes the darkness of sinful hearts 

2.  The question exposes the harness of the betrayer’s heart 
3.  The warning comes from a heart of love 

 
What does it take to be a traitor?  Consider the story of Benedict Arnold.  The fact is that Benedict Arnold was 

actually a very gifted fighter for the American army during the Revolutionary War.  He and Ethan allen led the 
brigade that captured Fort Ticonderoga on Lake Champlain.  Arnold’s heroics continued in September , when he 
took, 1150 riflemen to fight against Quebec.  He had to overcome leaky boats, spoiled provisions, treacherous 
rivers, and near starvation to arrive at Quebec.  In this assault he lost almost half of his men.  He even had a ball 
shot through his leg.  But these losses didn’t deter Arnold.  For the next five years Arnold served the patriot side 
with distinction in one battle after another, including a dangerous assault against the center of the British line at 
Saratoga, where he was again wounded in the leg.  One historian said, “No general was more imaginative than 
Arnold, no field officer more daring, no solder more courageous.” 

Yet Arnold has gone down in history not as a hero but as a villain, a military traitor who decided to hand over a 
key fort, West Point, to the British. When he didn’t get the promotions he wanted and the money that he was 
seeking for his lavish lifestyle, he decided to hand over the fort for 20,000 sterling, about $1 million dollars in 
today’s money.  In September 1780, he set out to hand over the fort, only to see his plan fail.  Still, he turned to the 
British side and led many battles against his former allies.   

Tonight we begin our midweek Lent series on “Three Words of Truth,” focusing tonight on the question of 
another traitor, the question, “Is it I?” 

Jesus was preparing to die.  Before his arrest he longed for time with his disciples.  They met in an upper room 
where they could have privacy from the pilgrim crowds, which filled Jerusalem.  

A sinister silence settled down over the disciples gathered in that upper room.  They sensed that something 
momentous was in the air.  Finally, the words of the Lord cut through that cold silence like a knife, filling their 
hearts with dread. As they were eating, he said, “Truly, I say to you, one of you will betray me.” The disciples were 
shocked.  Eating was forgotten.  Then their surprise and bewilderment gave way to suspicion.  They stared at one 
another, wondering which of them could possibly do such a thing.  And then, one be one, they blurted out, “Lord, is 
it I?” 

“Lord, is it I?”  What’s interesting about the way each disciple asked that question is that each was hoping Jesus 
would answer, “No, not you.” The question didn’t come from pride or self-confidence.  Just the opposite. The 
examination of their own hearts led each one of them to realize, to their great dismay, that it could be any of them.  
In their hearts they saw sinful pride.  They had just been arguing about who was the greatest.  They saw all kinds of 
fears, foolishness, weakness, and doubt.  Though none of the eleven had plans to betray Jesus, they knew they were 
capable of it.  “Lord, is it I?” 

We, too,  must realize that we have a Benedict Arnold and a Judas inside of us.  His name is Adam, Old Adam, 
Sinful Nature.  He would like nothing more than to betray Jesus for money or fame.  He would like nothing more 
than to hand Jesus over to his enemies.   

Asking the question, “Is it I?” is revealing. It reveals what sin has done to us and what sin has the potential to do 
to us. Although none of us here today is the one who actually betrayed the Lord Jesus to his enemies, each of us has 
sinned—daily sins—and has felt the same fear and doubt the disciples felt. Along with the disciples, each of us 
cannot brag about how strong we are in our faith. Instead, we simply must realize how powerful a force sin is in 
our own lives and what awful potential for self-destruction sin brings with it. 

Do I really stop to think about what sin can do in my life? I mean, besides the problems and irritations it causes 
or the frictions in personal relationships, do I really realize that it can drive faith from my heart and leave me to 



stand before God’s holy throne when I die with no excuse and an eternity of hell before me?  And every funeral we 
attend, every cemetery we drive past ought to remind us of that. This day too—Ash Wednesday—is a reminder of 
our own mortality and the judgment that will follow. 

“Is it I?”—Yes! It is I whom God calls to repentance, for it is I who am sinful from birth, I who daily sin against 
my Lord.  “Is it I?”  The question exposes the darkness of our sinful hearts.  The question also exposed the harness 
of the betrayer’s heart. 

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.” In the Arab 
culture today, it’s still taken for granted that to eat with someone else amounts to saying, “I am your friend, and I 
will never hurt you.”  Jesus was pointing out just how deep Judas’ betrayal was – someone who regularly ate with 
him would betray him.  You might think that such sharp language, warning the betrayer of the terrible judgment he 
would face for his sin, would have had some effect on Judas.  You would hope that it would drive him to his knees in 
repentance. 

But by now Judas’ conscience was too calloused to prick.  His mind was made up and his heart was cold, and in 
brazen hypocrisy he asked the same question the other disciples asked, “Lord, is it I”?  He was not only a traitor, 
but also a fool.  Like Adam and Eve after the fall, or Jonah on his way to Tarshish, he actually thought he could hide 
himself and his sin from the all-knowing Lord.  So finally Jesus spoke clearly and directly.  You can picture his eyes 
burning into Judas as he said, “You have said so.”   

Judas’ hardened his heart to Jesus’ warning.  May that never be said of us.  Friends, how long will Jesus wait for 
you?  For me?  We toy with sins in our lives – letting them grow like ugly, little cancers that would destroy our faith 
and our hope for salvation.  Do you think that greed can go unchecked without taking over our hearts?  Do you 
think that we can let anger spout like weeds in the fertile soil of our sinful flesh and not have it affect us spiritually?  
How long can we let a nonchalant attitude about things spiritual remain in our hearts before our weak faith is 
overcome by sinful paralysis?  How long can we put off that repentance?  Will we put off hurrying away from sin 
until we cannot and will not change?   

Hear Jesus’ warning to Judas as a warning to you.  Jesus did not give up on Judas and he will not give up on you.  
He made it clear to Judas that he knew what Judas was doing in order to call him to repentance.  Like all people, 
Jesus wanted Judas to be saved. 

The Son of Man goes as it is written of him.  Matthew here in our text really isn’t highlighting the tragedy of 
Judas (although it certainly is that). Rather, this is Jesus’ story; it’s all about him—this story that began before the 
creation of the world. It began in the heart of God for you.  Jesus goes from the Father into this world of sin for you. 

He will go for you, for me, for all.  He “goes” to the mock court, to Pilate’s hall, to the flogging post, through the 
streets of jeering Jerusalem, up gory Golgotha, onto the cross. He “goes” into the tomb, a place utterly foreign to the 
living God.  But he will go out of the tomb too. And he will tell his frightened followers: “Do not be afraid” (Mt 
28:10).  

Is it I for whom he would suffer so much?  Is it I that he washes clean of sin in baptism?  Is it I whom he 
promises forgiveness, peace and a glorious future in heaven?  Yes, it is I.  It is for you and for me.  May we never 
harden our hearts to his warning, his invitation, his love.   


