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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In our lesson today we find ourselves in Holy Week.  It is late on 

Thursday evening.  Traditionally this day has been called "Maundy 

Thursday."  It's called that because the word "Maundy" comes from a Latin 

word meaning command.  It was on this Thursday evening that Jesus 

commanded his disciples to break bread, saying, "This is my body, given for 

you; do this in remembrance of me."  As we saw in our study of this passage 

from last week, Jesus had yearned to have this supper and this time of 

fellowship with his disciples for a long time, for it was going to be a time in 

which rich blessings would be bestowed.  Let me review them.   

 The first blessing was the Passover meal.  This meal both looked back 

to commemorate the deliverance of Israel from the slave pens of Egypt and 

looked forward to the coming of the Messiah who would free Israel from the 

bondage of sin and guilt.  This blessing was enriched at the hands of our 

Lord, for on this night Jesus instituted the Lord's Supper.  The Lord's Supper 

is the meal that supercedes the Passover, leaving it forever in the pages of 

history.  You see, while Passover looked forward to what was to come, and 

used the blood of sheep and goats to teach what the Messiah would undergo 

in order fully and finally to atone for sins, the Lord's Supper focuses on what 



has already been accomplished.  Jesus instituted this Supper that his people 

ever might look back to Calvary and rejoice that he who had no sin became 

sin in order to take away their guilt and shame.  He instituted this Supper 

that his people might have spiritual fellowship and communion with him in 

their hearts through faith, so they could be strengthened to face the trials and 

temptations of this present life.  And he instituted this Supper that his people 

might look forward to the glorious table fellowship that will be enjoyed in 

heaven at the wedding banquet of the Lamb of God.    

 Jesus longed to have this time of fellowship with his disciples because 

he longed to bless them and in this meal the heart of the gospel is proclaimed 

in a vivid, unmistakable way.  Jesus, the God-man, freely comes to grant full 

cleansing, complete forgiveness, present help in trouble and everlasting life 

to all whom the Father has given to him.  He grants these blessings by his 

grace, simply because he loves his people with a love that cannot be broken.  

It is his good and unchangeable pleasure to give his life for the lost and 

weary, for those the Bible calls bruised reeds and smoldering wicks. 

 Now you might think that given this wonderful news the disciples 

would rejoice and praise the name of the Lord.  You would be wrong.  Their 

reactions were quite different and today we are going trace four different 



things that happened after Jesus presided at the first communion service.  

The four are faithlessness, fighting, failure and folly.  Faithlessness, fighting, 

failure and folly.  Let's take them one at a time.  First there is faithlessness.  

We see it in the betrayal of Jesus at the hand of Judas: 

 In the same way, after the supper he took the cup, saying, "This 
cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you.  
But the hand of him who is going to betray me is with mine on the 
table.  The Son of Man will go as it has been decreed, but woe to that 
man who betrays him."  They began to question among themselves 
which of them it might be who would do this. 

 With the cup most likely still in his hand, Jesus declares that he will 

be betrayed, not by the Sanhedrin, not by the Pharisees, not by one of the 

crowd, but by someone in that very room, someone who is sharing in the 

first communions service with him.  Now you need to see this.  Jesus 

declares that "the Son of Man will go as it has been decreed."  Jesus will go 

to the cross.  That is God's plan.  It has been God's plan from before the 

foundation of the world.  God was not surprised by man's fall into sin.  He 

knew it would happen.  He had already made arrangements for redemption.  

But the fact that the death of Jesus had been unchangeably decreed in no 

way relieves Judas of moral responsibility for his crime.  Jesus says "Woe to 

that man who betrays [me]."  How can Judas be morally accountable if the 

betrayal had been ordained?  That is a puzzling question.  It is deep and 



mysterious and in some ways beyond our comprehension.  To answer it I can 

only assert what the Bible teaches.  God has infallibly ordained all things, 

but in such a way that people remain morally responsible for their choices.  

Was it God's decree that Judas betray Jesus?  Yes.  And, at the same time, 

was Judas morally culpable?  Yes.  Judas betrayed Jesus because he wanted 

to.  Nobody forced his hand.  He made the choice.  He made the choice even 

though he had lived and ministered with Jesus for three years.  He made the 

choice even though he had heard the message of grace and had seen it 

confirmed time and time again by miracles, signs and wonders.  All of these 

blessings, when spurned by Judas, became curses that increased his 

responsibility, his guilt and his condemnation.  He was given much.  Much 

was required of him.  But he gave back betrayal and faithlessness and earned 

dreadful and eternal "woe."   

 In the covenant of God there are blessings and woes.  With obedience 

blessings come.  With disobedience, woes abound.  It is a terrible thing to 

contemplate.  Luke doesn't go into detail in his account, but we know from 

the other gospels that eleven of the disciples were moved to a wholesome 

self-distrust on hearing the news.  "Surely not I?" was their question.  They 

knew their hearts were weak.  They knew that left to their own strength their 

foot would slip and they would have a terrible fall.  In asking, "Surely not 



I?" they were, in effect, asking Jesus to strengthen them against the day of 

temptation.  Judas asked that same question to Jesus.  He said to him, 

"Surely not I, Rabbi?" but he said it to him after the betrayal.  Here is sheer 

hypocrisy on display.  It was an attempt to hide the truth.  To cover up.  It 

was a bald-faced lie in the face of the one who is able to search the heart.  At 

this point, as we know from the other gospels, Judas leaves to make 

arrangements for the Lord's arrest. 

 The first reaction to the first communion was betrayal.  The second 

reaction among the disciples is fighting.  Dissension breaks out.  And a 

stupid argument it was.  "Also a dispute arose among them as to which of 

them was considered to be greatest."  It must have been very disheartening 

to Jesus.  On this night of all nights, just before he is to suffer and die, for 

the sake of his people, just before the sinless Lord who left the glory of 

heaven is to experience the dreadful weight of vile sin, his disciples argue 

about which of them will be the greatest.  They have already had this 

argument twice before.  Jesus has called them on it twice before.  Now he 

does it again: 

 The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who 
exercise authority over them call themselves Benefactors.  But you are 
not to be like that.  Instead, the greatest among you should be like the 
youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves.  For who is 



greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves?  Is it not the 
one who is at the table?  But I am among you as one who serves. 

 Jesus teaches them once more what the true Christian life looks like.  

It is a life of service, not of self.  J. C. Ryle puts it as well as I think it can be 

put.  He wrote this: 

 Usefulness in the world and Church--a humble readiness to do 
anything and put your hand to any good work--a cheerful willingness 
to fill any post, however lowly, and discharge any office, however 
unpleasant, if we can only promote happiness and holiness on earth--
these are the true tests of Christian greatness.  The hero in Christ's 
army is not the man who has rank, and title, and dignity, and chariots, 
and horsemen, and fifty men to run before him.  It is the man who 
looks to on his own things, but the things of others.  It is the man who 
is kind to all, tender to all, thoughtful for all, with a hand to help all 
and a heart to feel for all.  It is the man who spends and is spent to 
make the vice and misery of the world less, to bind up the broken-
hearted, to befriend the friendless, to cheer the sorrowful, to enlighten 
the ignorant and to raise the poor.  This is the truly great man in the 
eyes of God.  The world may ridicule his labours and deny the 
sincerity of his motives.  But while the world is sneering, God is 
pleased.  This is the man who is walking most closely in the steps of 
Christ.   
 Let us follow after greatness of this sort, if we desire to prove 
ourselves Christ's servants.  Let us not be content with clear head-
knowledge, and loud lip-profession, and keen insight into controversy 
and fervent zeal for the interests of our own party.  Let us see that we 
minister to the wants of a sin-burdened world and do good to bodies 
and souls.  Blessed be God! The greatness which Christ commended 
is within the reach of all.  All have not learning or gifts or money.  But 
all can minister to the happiness of those around them by passive or 
by active graces.  All can be useful and all can be kind.   



 Let me make one more quick point.  The disciples are not covering 

themselves with glory at this point.  Their words have hurt Jesus deeply.  

And yet, for all their failures, the Lord points out what has been a great 

blessing to him and tells them they will know a wonderful reward.  "You are 

those who have stood by me in my trials.  And I confer on you a 

kingdom…"  It makes it so clear that God is utterly gracious to his beloved 

people.  It is not that they are perfect.  They are not.  They are, in fact, just 

like all the rest.  There is nothing in them to commend them.  But it's not 

about their qualities for good or ill; it's about the love and grace of God.  For 

his own reasons, for his own good pleasure, he set his heart upon them in 

love and he will love them to the end with a love that will not leave them as 

he found them, but with a love that will transform them into new and 

glorious creatures.   

 Has he set his heart on you in this way?  Perhaps he has.  You are 

here.  You are sitting under his Word.  The gospel is going forth.  Do you 

think this is a coincidence?  Have you been brought to a place of 

responsibility and choice today?  You have.  One way or another a choice 

will be made.  You will choose with Judas or you will choose with the 

eleven.  Make sure you choose wisely]   



 First came faithlessness.  Second came fighting.  The third thing we 

see is failure.  When the disciples were arguing over who was to be greatest, 

Peter presumably rose to the occasion.  His voice was probably loudest, for 

he is the one the Lord speaks to particularly.  And greatness and success will 

not come easy for this disciple. 

 Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift you as wheat.  But I have 
prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail.  And when you 
have turned back, strengthen your brothers. 

Satan is going to sift Peter.  You can think of it as winnowing in reverse.  

When the farmer winnows wheat, he throws it up in the air.  The wind blows 

the chaff and the dirt away and the heavier kernels of wheat fall to the 

ground.  Winnowing is a way of getting rid of the useless bits.  Satan, 

however, will sift Peter.  He will try to shake Peter in such a way that the 

useless bits will stay and the valuable bits will remain.  And it was quite a 

shaking.  It led to Peter's denial of the Lord.  We will be taking that up in 

more detail in a future sermon.  For today, suffice it to say that as dreadful as 

Peter's trial was, Satan was not permitted to sift Peter so as to endanger his 

salvation; Jesus interceded to the Father on behalf of Peter, that his faith 

might not give way; and Peter was ultimately blessed and strengthened for 

his work as an apostle through the testing he endured. 



 The fourth reaction, after faithlessness, fighting and failure was 

foolishness.  Not to put too fine a point on it, the disciples acted like 

blockheads.  The simply didn't understand what Jesus was getting at. 

 Then Jesus asked them, "When I sent you without purse, bag or 
sandals, did you lack anything?" 
 "Nothing," they replied. 
 He said to them, "But now if you have a purse, take it, and also 
a bag; and if you don't have a sword, sell your cloak and buy one.  It is 
written, 'And he was numbered with the transgressors;' and I tell you 
that this must be fulfilled in me.  Yes, what is written about me is 
reaching fulfillment." 
 The disciples said, "See, Lord, here are two swords." 
 "That is enough," he replied. 

Earlier Jesus had sent his disciples on mission trips.  When they went they 

were well received.  They returned back excited at their triumphs and 

rejoicing at what they had accomplished.  This time, however, when they go 

out things will be very different.  Jesus will have been "numbered with the 

transgressors."  He will have died a criminal's death.  The disciples would 

not be well received, but persecuted and hated.  They would be facing a 

whole new ball game and they would have to make sure they were equipped 

in every way for the hardships that they were going to endure.  They would 

have to be equipped with the whole armour of God.  The disciples, instead 

of recognizing the broader significance of Jesus' words, focused on two 

swords they happened to have with them.  They didn’t get it.  Finally Jesus 

could only say, in effect, "Enough is enough.  I give up."  It is heartbreaking 



to recognize the disappointment and hurt that Jesus experienced that first 

Maundy Thursday.  He had longed to celebrate the Passover.  He had longed 

to bless his disciples.  He gave them the richest blessing imaginable.  He was 

met with faithlessness, fighting, failure and folly. 

 The question that arises at this point is this: Where is hope to be found 

in this bleak scene?  As ever, it's not to be found in the disciples, but in the 

Lord.  Jesus said in the midst of this fiasco, "It is written: 'And he was 

numbered with the transgressors;' I tell you that this must be fulfilled in 

me.'"  The verse Jesus quotes is taken from the close of Isaiah 53, a chapter 

that outlines how the Lord, as the Suffering Servant of Israel, is going to 

save his people.  The last few lines of that chapter sum up all that has gone 

before.  It reads, 

 [He] was numbered with the transgressors.  For he bore the sin 
of many, and made intercession for the transgressors. 

Three things need to be said.  First, he was numbered with the transgressors.  

That means he identified himself with sinners.  He knows them.  He loves 

them.  He is not ashamed to be seen with them.  There may have been times 

when we were ashamed to confess the name of Christ.  When, because of the 

fear of what some people might think or say, we hid or played down the fact 

that we had been marked and set apart by Christ at our baptism.  But Jesus is 



not afraid to be seen in our company, even though our company is marred by 

faithlessness, fighting, failure or folly.  You have not done anything which 

would cause our Lord to draw back and say, "I want nothing to do with you."  

If you continue in your sin on the last day you will hear those dreadful 

words.  "I never knew you," is what the Lord will say.  But he will not say 

that today.  Today remains the day of grace.   

 The second thing to say is this.  Jesus bore the sin of many.  He not 

only identifies himself with sinners and is willing to fellowship with them, 

he saves those who are lost, carrying their sins for them and carrying them 

away.  Earlier in Isaiah 53 it says "he was pierced for our transgressions, he 

was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was 

upon him, and by his wounds we are healed."  On the cross a transfer took 

place.  A double transfer.  Jesus took our sin and punishment.  We received 

Jesus' righteousness.  Now, when the heavenly Father sees us, he sees us not 

as we are in ourselves but as we are in Christ.  Paul put it this way to the 

believers in Corinth: "You were washed, you were sanctified, you were 

justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of God."   

 Finally Isaiah says of the Messiah that he "made intercession for the 

transgressors."  Jesus identifies with us.  He saves us.  And he intercedes on 



our behalf before the throne of God to make sure that we are kept on the 

path that leads to the eternal kingdom, that we grow in holiness and love, 

that we are disciplined when we need to be and that we are dealt with 

tenderly when that is best.  Beloved, all who are in Christ through true faith 

are on his prayer list.  He ever lives to intercede on their behalf.  Imagine.  If 

you believe, you are not Christ's list.  It may be that you do not have true 

faith.  You may still be on Christ's list and it may be that at this very moment 

he is calling upon the Father to open your heart that you might receive him.  

Why not?  Jesus saves sinners.  You qualify.  In Christ's name.  AMEN. 


