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                         Sermon: Words to Watch 

 

The English language is difficult at best.  In a small college town in the South, they still 

tell the story of the international student in the early 1970’s who learned his idiomatic English 

by watching Archie and Edith Bunker on “All in the Family.”  Not quite catching all the 

nuances, this student began wandering into the town shops, smiling a toothy grin, and greeting 

local merchants with a cheery, “Hello, ding bat!”  If one does not really know another culture, it 

is easy to make such a mistake, to mean to offer a greeting, but to end up slinging an insult. 
 

There are two words in the story of Judas’ betrayal of Jesus that need our special 

attention this morning. They are rabbi and friend.  Rabbi and friend — words of respect and 

endearment in most settings but insults in the local lingo of Matthew’s gospel.  How fascinating 

to find these two terms coming together in Matthew’s description of the betrayal of Jesus by 

Judas.  Let us look at these words from the standpoint of translating foreign language only. 
 

How many of us have attempted to learn a few words in the tongue of a foreign country, 

so that we can at least hail a taxi or order food. It is unsettling to try to request a room at a hotel 

but, because we choose the wrong phrase, to end up inadvertently slandering the desk clerk’s 

mother. 
 

1. It is important that we be people of the word. 
 

By “word” we mean, first of all the word became flesh and lived among us. (Jn. 1:14) As 

our Book of Order proclaims, (G-1.0100a) “All power in heaven and earth is given to Jesus 

Christ by Almighty God, who raised Christ from the dead and set him above all rule and 

authority, all power and dominion, and every name that is named, not only in this age but also 

in that which is to come.  God has put all things under the Lordship of Jesus Christ and has 

made Christ Head of the Church, which is his body.” 

I followed a pastor of a church in Mississippi who put it well when he said, “it is 

important to see that the church is more than bricks or stones or padded pews. The church of 



Jesus Christ must ever be attuned to the will of Jesus Christ.  To conform to any other standard 

is to be disobedient to Him who is the head of the church.  Christ is our commanding officer. 

We are the foot soldiers in his army.  Ours is not the task to formulate policies or to make 

crucial decisions in the midst of battle.  Our responsibility is to respond to His will, and to obey 

His commands.”  When we ask a Presbyterian to watch their words, we are talking about much 

more that the words we speak.  We are talking about the Word we follow—the Word became 

flesh, Jesus Christ. 
 

I rejoice in affirming the Bible as our rule of faith and practice.  It is the Word of God 

and contains the words of God.  We gather on Palm Sunday to remember Jesus’ triumphal entry 

into Jerusalem - the story in words.  But we also join the crowds who proclaimed him, their 

long- expected Messiah - the long- awaited Word or Messiah of God. 
 

2. It is important to look at the words in the Bible. 
 

In this short passage in Matthew, we are struck with what a tragic thing is happening to 

Jesus.  He is betrayed by a once loyal disciple. It is a devastating thing for Judas who tries to 

return his blood money and then hangs himself. Look at the words carefully, especially the 

words rabbi and friend.  
 

“Rabbi” is a good and acceptable title.  Some of the most respected and honored people 

in our society are called rabbi.  Indeed, some prefer to be called this, today and in Jesus' day. 

But not in Matthew.  In Matthew, rabbi is a taboo term.  At one point, Jesus even specifically 

forbids his disciples to use it (Mt. 23:8).  Many scholars believe that Matthew’s church, Jewish 

by heritage, was in the middle of a painful and unfortunate shouting match with the rest of the 

local Jewish community.  Some think that this little Christian community, because of their 

divisive devotion to Jesus, had been dismissed unceremoniously from the synagogue. 

Therefore, the word rabbi had left a sour taste in their mouths, and it was not a term to use in 

polite company. 

 

For less obvious reasons, the word “friend” is also a verbal slap in the Gospel of 

Matthew. In the Gospel of John, friend is a good word. “What a friend we have in Jesus.”  Not 

in Matthew. When someone calls somebody else “friend” in Matthew, it has a kind of “Okay, 



Buster, back off” flavor. For example, in the parable of the laborers in the vineyard (Mt. 20:1-

16), when the workers who have worked all day long begin to grumble about their wages, a 

provoked vineyard owner looks one of them straight in the eye and retorts, “Friend, I am doing 

you no wrong.”  Or again, in the parable of the wedding banquet (Mt. 22:1-14), when one of the 

guests is found stuffing himself with hors d’oeuvres and lurking around the punch bowl but not 

wearing the proper wedding attire, an offended host shames him with a verbal blast: “Friend, 

how did you get in here without a wedding robe?”  If somebody calls you “friend” in Matthew’s 

gospel, you’ve been called on the carpet. 
 

    Rabbi and friend — words of respect and endearment in most settings but insults for 

Matthew.  How fascinating to find these two terms coming together in Matthew’s description of 

the betrayal of Jesus by Judas. 
 

What happened was this: The time of Jesus’ death had come.  He had shared a last meal 

with his disciples and then, separating himself from the others, prayed the great prayer of 

anguish in Gethsemane’s garden.  Rising from prayer, he returned to the disciples and 

announced ominously, "See, my betrayer is at hand." (Mt. 26:46) 
 

Right on cue, Judas rattles on stage with a clumsy band of thugs armed with swords and 

clubs.  Judas and his cohorts have a secret signal: Judas will go up to Jesus and kiss him.  That 

way, Judas no doubt reasoned, the toughs will know which one is Jesus but the kiss will be a 

perfect camouflage.  Jesus will be fooled into thinking that Judas is still a devoted and loving 

disciple. 

 

It didn’t work.  If the armed hooligans were not enough of a giveaway, Judas betrayed 

himself with his own words: "Greetings, Rabbi!" (Mt. 26:49) he burbled as he smeared the kiss 

on Jesus’ cheek. "Greetings rabbi ?"  "Friend," replies Jesus, not missing a beat.  "Friend, do 

what you are here to do." (Mt. 26: 50) What Judas was there to do, of course, was betrayal. 

What a friend he had in Judas. 

 

    In Matthew’s book, when Judas uses the term rabbi, he shows his true colors.  In that 

seemingly innocent title is contained all of Judas’ misunderstanding of Jesus, all of his 

treachery, all of his misguided collaboration with the enemy.  When Jesus calls him friend, it 



must be heard at two levels.  There is first, the bitterly ironic level.  Standing there with hateful 

heart, his insincere kiss and his armed posse, Judas is no friend of Jesus.  So, for Jesus to call 

him friend in this moment of treason, is to use the word in Matthew’s peculiar glossary, as a 

caustic barb, a verbal jab.  “Well, what do we have here?  If it isn’t my good friend, my old pal 

Judas.” 
 

But because he is Jesus, there is another level, too.  Because he is Jesus and because he 

was from the very beginning the one who would save his people from their sins (Mt. 1:21) and 

because he was the savior who called Judas, even Judas, to be one of his own, there is another 

level of meaning in his words.  Jesus calls Judas friend because, at the deepest level of all, Jesus 

is his friend.  He is the friend of all the disciples who deserted him and fled (Mt. 26:56).  He is 

the friend of all of us ... we, who like Judas, do not know how to love him and are betrayers of 

his trust. 
 

In Arthur Miller’s play “The Price,” two brothers, Victor and Walter, have come home 

after their father’s death to divide the property.  The relationship between the brothers, always 

strained, erupts into bitterness.  Old wounds are freshly opened; words of spite are spoken; new 

hurt is produced.  At the end of the play, the brothers part angrily.  Reflecting on this broken 

and resentful relationship, Victor’s wife Esther says,  “So many times I thought—the one thing 

(Victor) wanted most was to talk to his brother, and that if they could—But he’s come and he’s 

gone. ... It always seems to me that one little step more and some crazy kind of forgiveness will 

come and lift up everyone.  When do you stop being so ... foolish?” (Act 2, page 113) 
 

“One little step more and some crazy kind of forgiveness will come and lift up everyone.” 

When Judas, the betrayer, had done his deed, Jesus took that one step more.  He stepped, of his 

own free will, onto the cross of sacrifice. No one took Jesus’ life; he gave it willingly.  And 

when he did, “some crazy kind of forgiveness” lifted up the broken world, and all that destroys 

human life,  

 all the hatred and  

  all the betrayal and  

   all the venom and  

    all the decay and  



     all the disease and  

      all the death  

was absorbed and overcome in the eternal friendship of Jesus Christ.  
 

Let us pray.  We are so grateful, Father, for the Word became flesh, even Jesus Christ 

our Lord.  He entered Jerusalem to give his life.  Because of that great gift, He enters our 

hearts filling them with gratitude.  Like Judas, we are unworthy of His call, His message, His 

forgiveness.  Help us to watch our words.  Let us exercise care as we tell others of our great 

deliverance, victory, and kingdom.  We pray in Jesus name.  Amen 

 

 


