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“IS IT I?” 

Matthew 26:20-25 | Ash Wednesday | March 6, 2019 

20 When it was evening, he reclined at table with the twelve. 21 And as they were eating, he 

said, “Truly, I say to you, one of you will betray me.” 22 And they were very sorrowful and 

began to say to him one after another, “Is it I, Lord?” 23 He answered, “He who has dipped 

his hand in the dish with me will betray me. 24 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.” 25 Judas, who would betray him, answered, “Is it 

I, Rabbi?” He said to him, “You have said so.” [ESV] 

J.J.  

Dear brother and sisters in Christ, 

In Old Testament times God commanded 

his people to make a pilgrimage to 

Jerusalem three times a year. They were 

to go up to that ancient city to celebrate 

three major festivals – Passover, 

Pentecost and Tabernacles. 

I have had the privilege of traveling to 

Jerusalem. For that reason I have in my 

possession this special Pilgrim Certificate. 

It reads: By this attestation be it know 

that Daniel Sims, by virtue of fulfilling the 

Biblical calling, has ascended to 

Jerusalem, the Holy City, Capital of Israel 

and is henceforth authorized to bear the 

title Jerusalem Pilgrim. So I will expect you 

to show proper respect and address me 

as such. OK, not really. This isn’t serious. 

It’s a souvenir, a gimmick for tourists. 

Today we begin a pilgrimage of sorts. This 

is no gimmick. This is serious stuff. Ash 

Wednesday marks the beginning of our 

40-day journey to our Savior’s cross. We 

will visit familiar places along the way:  

the upper room, the Garden of 

Gethsemane, the home of the high priest 

and the palace of the Roman governor. 

We will kneel at the foot of the cross and 

gaze in wonder into the empty tomb. 

Our Lenten series this year takes us to 

those familiar places and does so by using 

little phrases – three words of truth each 

week – that will help us to focus our 

attention on what’s really important. 

Today, Ash Wednesday, we begin by 

looking at ourselves in the mirror, 

reflecting on our sinfulness in the light of 

God’s Word, realizing that we are by 

nature nothing but dust and ashes. But, 

my friends, we’ll also look past the mirror 

to see Jesus, our Substitute and Savior, 

standing right behind us. 

We’ll begin by making the three-word 

question of the disciples our own: “Is it 

I?” We can answer that question in two 

ways. Yes, it is I whom the Lord calls to 

repentance. And, even more importantly: 

Yes, it is I for whom the Savior willingly 

goes.  
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I. Yes – It is I Whom the Lord Calls to 

Repentance 

Jesus told his disciples many comforting 

things in the upper room that Thursday 

evening. He told them that he was going 

to heaven to prepare a place for them. He 

told them that he would send the Holy 

Spirit to help them. He told them that he 

had overcome the world. These words 

would comfort them as they watched him 

suffer and die in agony. 

But he also dropped a couple of 

bombshells.  One of them was this: While 

they were arguing over which of them 

was the greatest, Jesus wrapped a towel 

around his waist and begin to wash their 

feet like a common, household servant. I 

would imagine that their arguing stopped, 

and I bet it was awfully quiet as Jesus 

splashed water on their feet and dried 

them with a towel. 

But then came an even bigger bombshell:  

“Truly I tell you, one of you will betray 

me.” There was probably another 

moment of stunned silence before they 

all began to ask, all at once: “Is it I, 

Lord?” Judas would have asked the 

question too. His silence would have 

made his evil plan too obvious.  

The NIV translates their question: “Surely 

you don’t mean me, Lord?” And that’s 

accurate. They were each expecting Jesus 

to answer, “No, not you.” Yet Matthew 

tells us that they were sorrowful as they 

asked their question. They didn’t want it 

to be them. They didn’t expect it to be 

them. And yet – deep down inside – each 

realized: It could be me. They knew that 

Jesus was able to read hearts and minds. 

Maybe he knows something about me 

that I don’t even know about myself. 

Doubt and fear prompted their questions. 

“Is it I?” Isn’t that little, three-word 

question revealing? It reveals a lot about 

us and what sin does to us. None of us 

here today actually betrayed our Lord for 

30 pieces of silver. However, in a sense 

we have all betrayed him, for we are all 

sinners. We sin constantly. Our sin has 

brought doubt and fear into our lives too. 

Sin has the potential to cause even 

greater harm. Look at Judas. He had every 

advantage, didn’t he? He walked and 

talked with the Lord for three years. He 

saw Jesus heal the sick, walk on water and 

feed thousands.  He heard Jesus’ 

preaching and teaching with his own ears. 

Jesus even sent him out to preach the 

gospel. But did you hear what Jesus said 

about him? “It would have been better 

for that man if he had not been 

born.” How could Judas fall so far? How 

could he betray his Lord? 

A more pressing question: How can I do 

it? How can I continue to sin – and often, 

the same sins over and over again? How 

can I do it when God has laid out right and 

wrong so clearly in his Word? How can I 

do it when there are so many examples – 

in God’s Word and in the world around 

me – of people who gave into sin and 

turned away from Jesus? Do I stop to 

realize how deadly sin is and what it can 

do to my life? It’s not just that sin brings 

problems and irritations. It’s not just that 

it causes frictions in my relationships. Do I 
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realize that sin, left unchecked, can drive 

the Spirit from my heart and leave me 

standing before God’s holy throne naked, 

ashamed, without excuse and with 

nothing but hell in my future? 

A wise professor once remarked: “Sin isn’t 

like having a cold; it’s a terminal disease.” 

Every funeral we attend, every cemetery 

we drive by reminds us of this grim fact. 

Ash Wednesday too is a reminder of our 

own mortality and the judgment that is 

coming.  

Is it I? Yes! It is I whom the Lord calls to 

repentance today. When we examine 

ourselves honestly, when we look in the 

mirror of God’s holy law without flinching, 

what do we see? Doubt. Fear. Grief. Sin. 

II. Yes – It is I for Whom the Lord 

Willingly Goes 

But friends, it wasn’t just a bunch of 

doubting and fearful disciples in that 

upper room. Jesus was there too. In him 

there is love beyond our understanding, 

love that takes our breath away. In love, 

he confronts us with our sin. He does so 

to cut off every avenue of self-escape, to 

make us realize just how ridiculous is the 

thought that we could ever enter heaven 

on the basis of our own goodness. He 

does it so that we turn to him and are 

saved. 

Listen again to what he said, words that 

are easy to miss: The Son of Man goes as 

it is written of him. Many people believe 

that Jesus ended up on the cross by 

accident. They think of him as this great 

teacher, on par with Ghandi or Mother 

Theresa, who sadly didn't realize what he 

was getting himself into and unexpectedly 

ended up a victim of crucifixion. Nothing 

could be further from the truth. What 

happened to him was what was written in 

God’s Word. The entire Old Testament, 

from Genesis to Malachi, points to his 

coming and his saving work, including his 

death in place of sinners. He himself 

predicted his suffering and death again 

and again. “The Good Shepherd lays 

down his life for the sheep” (John 10:11). 

His crucifixion was no accident. It was 

planned already in eternity. It was on 

purpose that Jesus walked the road to the 

cross. 

And why did he do it? Why didn’t he run 

the other way? Why did he go 

Gethsemane to meet his betrayer? Why 

did he go to the kangaroo court of 

Caiaphas and the palace of pagan Pilate? 

Why did he go to the flogging post? Why 

did he walk through the streets of jeering 

Jerusalem? Why did he go to gory 

Golgotha and the cursed cross? Why did 

he go to agony beyond description and a 

most certain death?  Again, why didn’t he 

run away the other way? 

He did it for you. He did it for me. He did 

it because there was no other way. Had 

he run the other way, then you and I and 

every other sinner – we would all get 

what we deserve. He didn’t run away. The 

Savior doesn’t run away. He goes. And 

because he did, we don’t get what we 

deserve. We get what he deserves. A 

perfect relationship with the Father and 

glory everlasting. 
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Now we ask another question: Is it really 

all for me? Is it really for me – this work of 

Jesus that washes away my sins? Is it 

really for me – this forgiveness and 

peace? Is it really for me – a glorious 

future in heaven promised to me and all 

who believe in him? Yes! It’s for you. It’s 

for me. 

Brothers and sisters, put your trust in 

Jesus. Believe in the One who goes, the 

One who went to cross for your salvation. 

Our God promises us that “anyone who 

believes in him will never be put to 

shame” (Romans 10:11). 

Three words of truth. That’s our Lenten 

theme. Tonight I want to leave you with 

these three words of truth, words that are 

precious to us sinners, words that allow 

us to sleep in peace, words that I can say 

to you because of Jesus: YOU ARE 

FORGIVEN. Amen. 

S.D.G. 


