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TEMPTATIONS AND TRIALS ON THE SPIRITUAL JOURNEY

Temptations and trials:

- A result of our fallen condition

- Present themselves

- Necessary for making progress - “Through many 

tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.” (Acts 

14:22)

- Aren’t pleasant often painful, but can lead to the deep 

peace of holiness – “From the moment all discipline 

seems painful rather than pleasant; later it yields the 

peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been 

trained by it.” (Hebrews 12:11)



IT IS ALL ABOUT PERSPECTIVE

“So we do not lose heart. Though our outer 

nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being 

renewed every day. For this slight momentary 

affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of 

glory beyond all comparison, because we look 

not to the things that are seen but to the things 

that are unseen; for the things that are seen are 

transient, but the things that are unseen are 

eternal.” (2 Corinthians 4:16-18)

Even though it may appear at times that 

everything around us is falling apart, 

including ourselves, in retrospect we will be 

able to see how “light” this affliction was, 

compared to the “eternal weight of glory” 

that was being prepared for us and in us   

(cf. 2 Cor. 4:16-18).



COMMON TEMPTATIONS IN THE EARLY STAGES OF THE JOURNEY

People fasting more than they should and ending 
up being useless for the service to which God has 
called them. People tempted to pray more by 
getting up earlier, and then falling asleep at the 
regular time of prayer.     

People who feel “wise in their own eyes” and tend 
to have a strange obstinacy or stubbornness.

Undermining the very love of neighbor toward 
which the spiritual journey is leading us. 

1. Immature Zeal: overdo, excessive devotion

Sometimes the devil can work to cause 

someone to overdo it when it comes to 

sacrifices or commitment or zeal. 

Sometimes the devil takes advantage of the 

pride and vanity to imprudence or excess.

Becoming critical of others – examining the 

speck in our neighbor’s eyes and missing the 

log in our own.



COMMON TEMPTATIONS IN THE EARLY STAGES OF THE JOURNEY

2. Misplaced Priorities

St. Teresa tells is the distractedness that comes from over-involvement in worldly affairs is an opposite 

danger of “indiscreet zeal.” A certain reordering of our priorities is necessary if we are to make progress. 

Giving the Lord the time and attention He is asking for is essential. 

“Even though a soul in this stage may not be in a state of habitual mortal sin, there is still darkness in a soul 

filled with the things of this world.  It is so absorbed with its possessions, honor, or business affairs…. 

“The remedy is: to give up unnecessary things and business affairs. Each one should do this in conformity 

with his state in life. ..if he doesn’t begin doing this I hold that it will be impossible for him to get to the 

more advanced stage. And it will be even impossible for him to stay where he is without danger…. Our 

faith is so dead that we desire what we see more than what faith tells us…”



St. Bernard reminds us:

“It is fear which disturbs us at the beginning of our conversion, fear of that dismaying picture we form 

for ourselves of the strict life and unusual austerities we are about to embrace…. But if we could see the 

dawn of that day in whose light we should perceive the rewards as well as the trials, our desire of the 

rewards would entirely obliterate fear, since in the clear light it would be apparent that “the sufferings 

we now endure bear no comparison with the splendor, as yet unrevealed, which is in store for us” 

(Romans 8:18)…. Beginners on the way to God, therefore, must in particular watch and pray against 

this first temptation.”



COMMON TEMPTATIONS IN THE EARLY STAGES OF THE JOURNEY

3. Failure to see life from an eternal perspective

One temptation that can afflict people at all stages of the spiritual journey is to look at 

the “wicked”  and wonder why they seem to be doing so well, while the “righteous” 

wonder why things are going so badly for them. The solution is to look at all reality in 

the light of eternity, revealed to us in God’s Word. How well or how badly things seem 

to be going for people in this life can’t really be accurately judged except in the light of 

how it all ends – in the light of eternity.



IS GOD FAIR?

“But for me, I lost my balance; my feet all but slipped,

Because I was envious of the arrogant when I saw the prosperity of the wicked.

For they suffer no pain; their bodies are healthy and sleek.

They are free of the burdens of life; they are not afflicted like others….

They say, “Does God really know?”...

Is it in vain that I have kept my heart clean, washed my hands in innocence?

For I am afflicted day after day, chastised every morning….

Though I tried to understand all this, it was too difficult for me,

Till I entered the sanctuary of God and came to understand their end.”

(Psalm 73:2-5, 11, 13-14, 16-17, NAB)



RESISTING TEMPTATION TO RETURN TO THE OLD LIFE

Resisting temptations to turn back to the things and pleasures of the world or to people who tempt us to 

sin can truly be agonizing for the soul in these early stages. The soul, having conformed itself to these 

things, will experience a deprivation and emptying that is truly painful. St. John of the Cross calls this 

purification the dark night of the senses.

St. Francis de Sales describes aspects of this initial purifying agony:

“It may well turn out that this change in your way of life will cause you many problems. You have 

bid a farewell to the world’s follies and vanities and this may bring on a feeling of sadness and 

discouragement. If this be the case, have a little patience, I beg of you, for it will come to nothing. 

Things will seem a little strange because they are new, but when such feelings pass, you will receive 

countless blessings.”



Our own human weakness likewise presents the devil with countless opportunities to distract us and 

discourage us from following God. In order to resist and overcome these temptations we need to:

 1. Know our own sins and weakness

 2. God’s mercy and strength. 

It is important to have both self-knowledge and an awareness of God’s mercy because if we aren’t sufficiently 

aware of our sins and weaknesses, presumption and pride may dominate; if we aren’t sufficiently aware of the 

mercy of God, discouragement, fear, and despair are dangers. The correct perspective and the right balance 

will produce a true humility, which is the foundation of spiritual growth. Here, too, being in contact with a 

mature spiritual friend or director is very helpful. 



ST. THERESE OF LISIEUX’S LITTLE WAY

Daily self-denial in the service of love. 

It is taking advantage of daily life to deny oneself and take up one’s cross out of love for 

God and others. 

Her little “mortifications” – death to self-love and selfish preference - lie within reach of 

each of us in our everyday life. 

This path of holiness is OPEN TO EVERYONE. 



ST. THERESE OF LISIEUX’S LITTLE WAY

Some specific ways St. Therese lived this “little way”: 

“My mortifications consisted in breaking my will, always so ready to impose itself  on 

others, in holding back a reply, in rendering little services without any recognition, in 

not leaning my back against a support when seated, etc.”



WARNING!!!

St. Teresa of Avila warns:

“Do NOT seek consolations in prayer. Seek the Lord, seek to conform your will to His!”

If the Lord chooses to give delights and consolations, be grateful, she advises, but let them 

accomplish the purpose for which they were given: to encourage us to persevere in daily 

taking up our cross and following Him. 



SEEKING THE GIFT OF “GOOD FEELINGS” IN PRAYER

According to St. Francis de Sales, dangers can come from seeking merely “good 

feelings” from prayer:

“I hold that devotion does not consists in the sweetness, delight, consolation, and 

sensible tenderness of heart that move us to tears and sighs and bring us a certain 

pleasant, gratification, and satisfaction when we perform various spiritual 

exercises… Many souls experience these tender, consoling feelings but still remain 

very vicious. Consequently, they do not have true love of God, much less true 

devotion.”



 St. Francis illustrates his point by drawing our attention to the enthusiastic sentiments of affection that 

Saul expressed towards David (1 Kings 24) – while still wanting to kill him!

 “In spite of all this show of devotion such unfortunate people will not part with a single penny of 

their ill-gotten riches; they will not give up one of their perverse affections; they will not endure the least 

temporal inconvenience for the service of that Savior over whose sufferings they have just been weeping. 

The good feelings they experience are no better than spiritual mushrooms. Not only are they not true 

devotion but very often they are tricks played by the enemy. He charms such souls with these trifling 

consolations to make them content and satisfied with such things, and keep them from further search for 

true, solid devotion. True devotion consists in a constant, resolute, prompt, and active will to do whatever 

we know is pleasing to God.”



THREE STEPS OF TEMPTATION

Three steps of temptation that St. Francis identifies: 

 Step 1. Sin is proposed to the soul. 

 Step 2. We are either pleased or displeased by the proposal.

 Step 3. We consent or reject the temptation to sin. 



OVERCOMING TEMPTATION

 Overcoming temptation, however, can begin BEFORE temptations come. Avoiding near occasions of sin 

will help us to protect ourselves from temptations that we might not otherwise have the strength to resist. 

When temptations do come, the most important moment for resistance is when they first appear. The best 

thing we can do at that moment is run to the Cross of Christ and ask for His assistance.

 It is also important to recognize that the temptations themselves are not the problem. The problem is 

our response. No matter how holy we become, temptation to sin will always appear. In fact, some of the 

greatest temptations were experienced by the greatest of saints. But they struggled against temptation, 

calling on God for help, and grew in faith accordingly. They understood that temptation is not the same as 

sin. It’s not a sin to experience temptation, but rather to entertain temptation, take pleasure in temptation, 

or succumb to temptation.



A TWO-EDGED SWORD

St. Catherine of Siena talks about fighting the spiritual battle with a two-edged sword in our hands, 

with hatred of sin as one edge of the blade and love of virtue as the other. 

It is right and necessary to hate sin. Sin is ugly. Sin always hurts ourselves and others. Sin is offensive to God. 

To grow not just in our intellectual understanding of the ugliness of sin but in our emotional reaction to it 

is helpful for resisting temptation. 



AVOID NEAR OCCASIONS OF SIN

It’s so important to avoid near occasions of sin (people, places, situations, activities, 

and thought processes that will lead us to be tempted to a particular sin).                   

To voluntarily put ourselves into situations where we know we will experience 

pleasurable temptations – even if  we don’t intent to yield to the actions proposed –

may even in itself be sinful.



“Similarly, it sometimes happens that the temptation itself involves us in sin because we are ourselves 

its cause … If I know that certain associations will expose me to temptation and to giving way and 

yet willingly go there, I am undoubtedly guilty of all the temptations I encounter there. 

Even if we are vigilant about avoiding near occasions of temptation and sin, we will nevertheless run into 

temptations at times, and may feel pleasure when we do. St. Francis talks about how sometimes the 

“lower” part of the soul involuntarily may feel pleasure while the “higher” part of the soul rejects the 

temptation.

“Hence, even though it surrounds the will, it is not inside it. By this we see that such delight is 

involuntary and as such it cannot be sinful.”



Even though we have little or no control over the “involuntary” urges of our sinful nature, we do have control over 

whether we “dally” with them or not. 

“Sometimes we are caught off guard by certain symptoms of pleasure immediately following a temptation can be 

only a very slight venial sin. However, it becomes greater if after we perceived the evil that befallen us, we carelessly 

delay for some time and dally with the pleasure to decide whether we ought to allow or reject it. The sin becomes still 

greater if after becoming aware of the pleasure we dwell on it for some time through downright negligence and 

without any determination to reject it. When we voluntarily and with full deliberation resolve to take pleasure in 

such delights, this deliberate purpose is of itself a great sin if the object in which we take delight is also very evil.”



“Temptation to a certain sin, to any sin whatsoever, might last throughout our whole 

life, yet it can never make us displeasing to God’s Majesty provided we do not take 

pleasure in it and give consent to it… You must have great courage in the midst of 

temptation. Never think yourself  overcome by it as long as they are displeasing to you, 

keeping clearly in mind the difference between feeling temptation and consenting to it.”

THORN IN THE FLESH (2 COR. 12:7-9)



RESISTING TEMPTATION: A MEANS TO GROWTH 

As a matter of fact, in addition to the basic practices of a fervent Christian life, resisting 

temptations and enduring trials is one of the primary means of spiritual growth. 

When beset by a great temptation, St. Therese suggests us to bring it into light by seeking 

help and counsel from a spiritual director, confessor, or mature spiritual friend. 

“The act of humility I had just performed put the devil to flight since he had perhaps 

thought that would not dare admit my temptation. My doubts left me completely as soon 

as I finished speaking.”



THINGS THAT CAN HELP US OVERCOME TEMPTATIONS TO SIN

Four other things that can help us overcome temptations to sin:

 1. Resist the small, petty temptation as well as the big ones.

 2. Don’t dialogue with temptation but perform some contrary act of virtue.

 3. Bring the temptation out into the light with your spiritual director or mature spiritual friend.

 4. Just say no!

The best remedy when being tempted after we reject it is to run to the Cross of Christ and ask for help. 

“Moreover, this is so terrifying to the evil spirit that as soon as he sees that his temptations urge us on to 

God’s love, he ceases to tempt us.”



DRYNESS IN PRAYER

 The Positive Power of Trials: Dryness in Prayer

 It’s very important to find out what the root cause of the dryness is in order to know 

how we should respond. 



THREE MAIN CAUSES OF DRYNESS IN PRAYER:

1. LUKEWARMNESS AND INFIDELITY

We may experience dryness in our prayer because we have become negligent in our spiritual practices. St. Francis 

says:

“You have glutted yourself  with worldly pleasure and it is no wonder that spiritual delights disgust you…. 

Those who are rich with the world’s pleasures are incapable of spiritual delights.” 

We may have become careless in being faithful to our spiritual commitments such as attendance at daily Mass, our 

daily time of prayer, spiritual reading, and so on. Or we may have become careless in valuing the gifts God gives us, 

or in rejecting dallying with temptation. Or we may have begun to allow distractions, entertainments, and 

engagement in worldly activities to deaden our hunger for God.



This dryness is self-induced, so the only solution is repentance! Return to fidelity in 

our spiritual practices. The difficulty is that once we get “out of shape” in the spiritual 

life the effort required to reestablish good spiritual “tone” can become distasteful or 

repugnant. St. Teresa of Avila says the only solution for having stopped praying is to 

start again!



2. FATIGUE AND ILLNESS

St. Francis de Sales comments:

“It sometimes happens that distaste, aridity, and sterility come from some bodily indisposition, as when we 

are overcome by fatigue, drowsiness, indifference, and the like because by protracted vigils, work, or fasting. 

Although they affect our body, they are such that they also affect our mind because of the close connection 

between the two. At such times we must not forget to perform various acts of virtue with all the power of 

our spirit and with our highest will. Although our whole soul seems to be asleep and overcome by 

drowsiness and fatigue, yet the actions of the superior part do not cease to be most acceptable to God. At the 

same time, we may say with the sacred Spouse, “I was sleeping but my heart kept vigil” (Song 5:2).



3. DARK NIGHT

God is purposefully removing the experience of His presence so as to give us an opportunity to mature in 

faith, hope, and love. When we continually “see” the work of God in our life, there is less need of faith. When 

the perception of blessing or presence is removed, there is an opportunity to exercise faith on a deeper and 

purer level, which is very pleasing to God and unites us in a deep way with Him, even when His closeness to 

us might not be felt. 

How can we know if the dryness we are experiencing is dryness ordained by God or rather the result of 

lukewarmness or carelessness, or as the result of illness? Sometimes the cause is easy to discern because it is 

pretty obvious.



Dryness as the result of our own lukewarmness, carelessness, or unfaithfulness, the 

consolations may be found in things other than God, in indulging the flesh in the 

things, comforts, entertainments, and pleasures of this world, further deadening our 

taste for spiritual things. On the other hand, in a “dark night” permitted by God, we 

are not able to find consolation in things less than God; even in the dryness of our 

prayer, our yearning for Him increases. 



In other words, the dryness is a purgative dryness if  we have not found something else to give us consolation 

instead of prayer.

“There is a notable difference between dryness and lukewarmness. The lukewarm are very lax and remiss in 

their will and spirit, and have no solicitude about serving God. Those suffering from the purgative dryness are 

ordinarily solicitous, concerned, and pained about not serving God. Even though the dryness may be furthered 

by melancholia (emotional difficulties such as depression), it does not thereby fail to produce its purgative 

effect in the appetite, for the soul will be deprived for every satisfaction and concerned only about God.”



THE CRUCIAL DECISION

St. Francis points out that a crucial decision is actually made RIGHT AFTER the temptation presents itself, at 

the stage where we are either initially pleased or displeased by it. He points out that even if we have no 

intention of giving in to the temptation the decision to take pleasure in thinking about it for a while before 

the rejecting it is both dangerous and damaging in itself. Although we may sometimes find ourselves taking 

an almost involuntary pleasure or delight in a temptation, as soon as we become aware of it, we need to 

immediately reject both the pleasure and the temptation. For example, while we may feel an almost 

automatic pleasure when a temptation to revenge or lust present itself, it is very important that we 

immediately reject any voluntary delight in it. To linger over the temptation, to voluntarily take pleasure in 

it, even if we don’t intend to do the sinful action, may in itself be sinful, and certainly muddies the spiritual 

waters of our soul.



The remedies that St. Teresa of Avila and St. Francis de Sales

1. The importance of seeking out wise and balanced spiritual counsel as we make 

decisions along the way.

2. Eliminate the nonessentials and make room for ordering our life more and more to God. 

3. Look at all of reality in the light of eternity (eternal perspective), revealed to us in God’s 

Word. 

THE REMEDIES


