
 I don’t know about you, but I’ve never encountered a serpent that spoke to me, and 

that’s a stroke of luck I hope will continue for a long, long time.  However, many’s the time I’ve 

heard the same thing the serpent said to Eve: “Did God really tell you ...”, followed by, “Come 

on, He doesn’t really mean that.  Go ahead, do what you want, nothing’s going to happen.”1  

When I hear these things, though, the voice isn’t that of a serpent.  It’s my voice.  It’s the 

articulation and rationalization of my own desires, my own pridefulness, my own antagonisms 

— my own sinfulness, in a word — that I’m hearing.  It isn’t the devil who makes me do it; it’s 

me who makes me do it. 

 For all of the notoriety he attracts, Ol ’Scratch, the devil, has to have the easiest job in 

the cosmos.  All he normally needs to do is kick back on such throne as he has in the 

netherworld, pop open a cold beer, put his feet up, and wait for us to do his work for him 

unbidden.  And after we’re finished doing it, we just love to give him the credit for it — 

conveniently absolving ourselves in the process.  Letting him take the curtain call for our work 

is our way of thinking we can hide from God after the manner of our forebears Adam and Eve, 

who, while they may have been the first of us to be tempted, were hardly the last. 

 Temptation is part of the human condition because there’s an Adam or an Eve in each 

of us that begins to believe, as did they, that — hey, why not?  Why shouldn’t we be our own 

little gods, deciding for ourselves what’s good and what’s not, what’s permissible and what’s 

not?  How many times have we heard someone say, how many times have we said, “I’m okay 

with it.”  That’s the problem.  They’re, we’re, okay with it and maybe we shouldn’t be. 
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 That we’ll be tempted by one thing or another, in one form or another, is a given.  The 

question is: how will we handle our temptations?  Oscar Wilde once observed that, “The only 

way to get rid of a temptation is to yield to it.”2   

 That’s one approach, but not one I’d recommend as a Lenten practice.  The life of 

discipleship can be a difficult one as it is and adopting Wilde’s approach will only complicate it.  

 There has to be a better way because being immersed in the baptismal waters doesn’t 

inoculate us against temptations of every sort.  You have your temptations and I have mine.  

Sometimes we resist them, sometimes we don’t.  Sometimes we’re not even aware of them, 

because in the end we’re not so different from the people of the ancient world.  Human nature 

doesn’t change very much, after all.  We’re still tempted to make idols of the things we chase, 

material and otherwise, as well as of our passions and our antagonisms.  We’re still tempted to 

make little gods out of them and bend a knee before them.  And, too, we’re still tempted to 

think that when you get right down to it, God looks, thinks, feels, and acts a whole lot like us, 

which is to say that we sometimes find it hard to resist the idea — the temptation — that, 

really, shouldn’t we be our own little gods, then? 

 We’re still tempted to define temptation as virtue, in other words, and our forebears, 

Adam and Eve, bear witness to where this leads.  Think about it.  There they were in the midst 

of boundless plenty, enjoying all but total freedom, and all they had to do was obey one simple 

restriction: that they not eat from the tree of knowledge of good and evil.  You know the rest of 

the story, of course.  The one thing they couldn’t have was the one thing they had to have. 

 Here’s the interesting thing, though.  Who’s responsible for their expulsion from the 

garden?  The serpent?  That’s who Eve fingers.  Eve?  Adam thinks so; he blames her for the 

whole debacle.  Adam?  It’s true, of course, that the serpent bamboozles them, but is the 

 
2 Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray (ClassicBooks: no publication date), Kindle ed., loc 313. 
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serpent really responsible?  The serpent is described as “cunning,” so maybe he just has a 

keen eye for their flaws.  Maybe he recognizes that theirs is a distorted understanding of free 

will; that is, maybe he sizes them up and realizes they suffer from the delusion that the free will 

they’ve been given is for the purpose of serving themselves, and maybe, too, he shrewdly 

figures out that they can readily envision themselves in the role of God.  Who knows, he 

suggests to them, maybe you’re just as much a god as the God, the true God, who placed you 

here in the garden.  Notice that the serpent never compels them to eat the forbidden fruit.  

They make the decision to do so entirely on their own, and they do so quite enthusiastically. 

 In the end, was their temptation an external one?  Or did the serpent simply offer a 

pretext for giving expression to something they already harbored?  Who owns their 

temptation?  Theirs is a cautionary tale that temptation, and evil itself, is far more likely to be 

evoked in us than imposed on us. 

 Adam and Eve had to choose, and they did. 

 In today’s Gospel, Jesus also had to choose.  And He did.   

 The temptations He faced weren’t much different than the ones presented to Adam and 

Eve.  The devil tempts Jesus by encouraging Him to make Himself the subject and beneficiary 

of His ministry.  “Go ahead,” the devil says in effect, “take for yourself whatever you think you 

need.  It’s all about you.”  When that doesn’t work, he tries an old trick, “Come on, if God loves 

you so much surely, surely, He’ll do whatever you want.  You’ll be doing God a favor by making 

Him prove how much He loves you.”  Strike two.  And finally, “Who needs God when you can 

have all of this, all of this power, all of this worldly success?  What’s God when measured 

against the kingdoms of the world?”3  Strike three.  Sit down, Satan. 

 
3 Mt 4:1-11 (NAB) 
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 It just doesn’t work on Jesus.  Why not?  A variety of reasons, not the least of which is 

there was no flaw, no sinfulness, in Jesus for the devil to evoke and exploit.  You might say 

that the devil got a lesson in the truth of the late Jesuit scholar John McKenzie’s observation 

that in the desert, you have to respond to God on God’s terms.4 

 That’s because deserts impose choices.  What must I do to stay alive?  Deserts allow 

no room for distraction.  Get distracted and you die.  That’s why the Church retreats to its own 

desert, so to speak, every Lent.   

 Lent is a time to examine our choices. 

 It’s a time to examine our distractions.   

 It’s a time to examine our responses to God.  Do we respond to Him on His terms or on 

ours? 

 It’s a time to recognize that the temptations that dazzle and beguile us are projections 

of what we already harbor in our hearts, in our minds, and in our souls.  

 It’s a time to examine those temptations, for they well up from within us far more 

frequently than they’re ever dangled in front of us by serpents or other malefactors.   

 And it’s a time for remembering that however often we’ve succumbed to our 

temptations, however often we’ve stumbled and fallen, the Lord who’s stronger than our 

weakness stands ready to receive us with the same arms that will be nailed to the Cross in a 

few weeks, the same arms that invite us into the new life of Easter.   

 Christ always invites us into new life, but He never forces us into it.  We have to choose 

it.   

 May we choose wisely in this Lenten season and beyond. 

 
4 John L. McKenzie, S.J., “Into The Desert,” The Way, I.i, 1961. 


