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THE FATE OF JUDAS:  Known to everyone in Jerusalem.  By Wyn Beasley
Acts, 1: 19  [NEB]

Last week we looked at the Gospel account of Judas, and you will remember I commented that ‘the gospels tell us that Judas was honest at the finish’.  To be more precise, one gospel does the telling, while the other three are silent on events involving Judas after the betrayal.  The fate of Judas is recorded quite unequivocally, and in considerable detail, by Matthew:

In the NEB we find

[ch.27, v.3]  When Judas the traitor saw that Jesus had been condemned, he was seized with remorse, and returned the thirty silver pieces to the chief priests and elders.  ‘I have sinned,’ he said; ‘I have brought an innocent man to his death.’  But they said, ‘What is that to us?  See to that yourself.’  So he threw the money down in the temple and left them, and went and hanged himself.

Matthew goes on:

Taking up the money, the chief priests argued: ‘This cannot be put into the temple fund; it is blood money.’  So after conferring they used it buy the Potter’s Field, as a burial place for foreigners.  This explains the name ‘Blood Acre’, by which the field has been known ever since; and in this way fulfilment was given to the prophetic utterance of Jeremiah: ‘They took the thirty silver pieces, the price set on a man’s head [for that was his price among the Israelites], and gave the money for the potter’s field, as the Lord directed me.’

 Now that is all pretty straightforward, and it provides an interesting commentary on the fiscal morality of the chief priests, that rather than lose the thirty pieces of silver they elected to put it into real estate.
But wait! – as they say in the television advertisements – there is more.  Luke in his gospel said nothing about Judas’s death, you recall; but in volume 2 of Luke’s Narrative, [otherwise known as the Acts of the Apostles] we read about the first bit of ‘business’ conducted by the surviving disciples [or as we must now call them, the Apostles] who met together to sort out the business of replacing Judas: 

[ch.1, v.15]  Peter stood up before the assembled brotherhood, about 120 in all, and said: ‘My friends, the prophecy in Scripture was bound to come true, which the Holy Spirit, through the mouth of David, uttered about Judas who acted as guide to those who arrested Jesus. [This Judas, be it noted, after buying a plot of land with the price of his villainy, fell forward on the ground, and burst open, so that his entrails poured out.  This became known to everyone in Jerusalem, and they named the property in their own language Akeldama, which means ‘Blood Acre’.]  ‘The text I have in mind,’ Peter continued, ‘is in the Book of Psalms: “Let his homestead fall desolate; let there be none to inhabit it”; and again “Let another take over his charge.”  Therefore one of those who bore us company all the while we had Lord Jesus with us… must now join us as a witness to his resurrection.’
Luke goes on to record that they held an election for Judas’ replacement; there were two candidates: Joseph known as Barsabas, and Matthias.  Of these, and after prayerful deliberation, Matthias was chosen.

Well, that rather upsets the apple cart.  According to Luke in the first chapter of the Acts, Judas 
· did not repent, 
· did not return the bribe but instead went into property investment on his own account, 
· did not face the scorn of the chief priests and, 
· far from making the gesture of taking his own life, suffered a spectacularly fatal accident.
We are given a vivid picture of a villain, tripping on his way out of the Land Transfer Office, falling on the steps and bursting his belly open.  I won’t go into the details of what surgeons call the ‘burst abdomen’ – but it is not a pretty sight.
In support of his version, Luke quotes for us Peter’s assurance that ‘this became known to everyone in Jerusalem.’  Well, if so, it did not reach the ears of those who would later be Matthew’s sources; nor did it get through to John who, as the eyewitness of so much that escaped the Synoptists, is regarded as the great ‘tidier-up’ of the Gospel narrative.  Indeed John says nothing more of Judas after the arrest in the garden.
So we have two diametrically opposed versions of Judas’s death – and of his repentance, or lack of repentance.

Then we have two references to prophecy.   Luke’s prophecy-reference in Acts, dealing with the vacancy in the ranks of the Apostles, and how to deal with it, is easy to track down:  the first part is in Psalm 69 at v.25:  [KJV this time]  
Let their habitation be desolate, and let none dwell in their tents.
And the second in Psalm 109, v.8:

Let his days be few; and let another take his office.

On the other hand Matthew’s OT reference, dealing with the thirty pieces of silver and the potter’s field, is decidedly elusive.  The King James version leads in to it in this way:

Thus was fulfilled that which was spoken by Jeremy the prophet. 

I have always been amused at the reference to ‘Jeremy the prophet’: it makes him sound so much more chirpy than the name ‘Jeremiah’ with its overtones of dire warnings.  Unfortunately, however, although I have ‘searched diligently’ I have been unable to find any such  passage in the book of Jeremiah; and the marginal concordance in 19th century bibles directs the reader instead to the book of Zechariah [ch.11, v.13]  Now for the Zechariah passage the King James version has this:

And the Lord said unto me, Cast it unto the potter: a goodly price that I was prized at of them.  And I took the thirty pieces of silver, and cast them to the potter in the house of the Lord.

But the NEB gives the same verse this way:
The Lord said to me, ‘Throw it into the treasury.’  I took the thirty pieces of silver – that noble sum at which I was valued and rejected by them! – and threw them into the house of the Lord, into the treasury.

So we get the presumed equation:  treasury = potter.  But even that does not help much: in Jeremiah there are certainly references to the potter and his wheel, but these mainly deal with the discarding of a pot that comes flawed from the wheel, and with the fate that awaits the flawed community to whom he was directing his warnings.  And nothing about 30 pieces of silver.
No; Zechariah is so much the better match that we are left wondering: was the writer of Matthew’s gospel having a senior moment when he named the author of the prophecy that Judas’s fate fulfilled? – and, to pick up the slightly frivolous tone of the King James version of events, should the prophet named in the Matthew narrative be Zac rather than Jeremy?

In any case, what message can we take out of these two widely divergent accounts of the death of Judas?

The common thread is that Judas came to what used to be called ‘a bad end’.  I cannot judge the relative discomforts of suicide by hanging vs death following a burst abdomen; but I would doubt if there is much to choose between two such disagreeable events.

But what has to concern us is this: whereas Matthew has Judas repentant, Luke in the Acts has him persisting in his duplicity; and for me there is more of what J B Phillips has called the ‘ring of truth’ about Matthew, [even if he does, it seems, get mixed up over the OT prophecy relating to Judas’s unpleasant end].  
Now, if Matthew is indeed to be believed, we have to account for that other version.  There would seem to be two possibilities:  
Either Peter was misreported in the Acts, [which is unlikely, because Luke was a pretty careful writer: even though he was a physician!]

Or else, [if Luke  has reported Peter accurately]  then Peter was doing a hatchet job on Judas, and the throwaway line about ‘everyone in Jerusalem knew this’ is the sort of hype that surrounds what we nowadays call a ‘beat-up’.   Is that credible? – well, it probably is.  This was, after all, the first ‘General Assembly’ of the young church, and Peter was in effect the Moderator [having been appointed by his Lord on the basis of his sudden inspiration, earlier in Matthew’s gospel, that we talked about back in January].  Peter would therefore be setting the ‘ground rules’ and one of these would, naturally enough, be to place Judas firmly in the category of villain.  Add to this Peter’s impulsive character, and his recognition that his own behaviour on the night of Jesus’ arrest left much to be desired, and it was important to have someone else to label as completely beyond redemption.   Put all that together and you have the perfect setting for a speech such as Luke records. 
You see how there is nothing new in what nowadays we call ‘spin’ – slanting a story to produce the effect the ‘spin-doctor’ requires.  We saw last week how Judas destroyed himself and his Lord by this practice; now it seems, here we have Peter up to the same sort of thing.

Either way, we have two accounts, two conflicting accounts of Judas’ end, and conflicts such as this make the assertions of the Fundamentalists hard to sustain.  The two versions: Matthew in his gospel, Luke in the Acts, cannot both be literally and precisely true – which is the claim that Fundamentalists make for Scripture. [In claiming thus, of course, they deny the Bible its poetic qualities!]
We owe the Bible the compliment of reading round a topic or event, of trying to understand the circumstances and personalities involved, of cross-referencing and evaluating.  
That way, and probably only that way, can we hope to extract the reward, the enlightenment we deserve from the reading of God’s Word.

