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We see in the Gospel today that Jesus spent forty days in the wilderness prior to the outset of his 
public ministry.  And this is a repeat of a pattern we see throughout the Bible, wherein the number forty is 
associated with a time of preparation before a new beginning. 

We are all familiar with the forty years in the wilderness that the Israelites spent wandering before 
their entry into the promised land.  Or the forty days and nights of rain that Noah and his family lived 
through on the ark, before God’s promise never again to destroy the population of the earth and His 
giving the rainbow as a sign of His pledge.  In both cases, we see a forty-day or forty-year period of 
penitence before the inauguration of a new way of life.   

There is a similar example involving the number forty in the New Testament.  Remember, as we look 
forward even now to the celebration of Easter in six weeks, that after Jesus’ Resurrection from the dead 
He spent forty days instructing His apostles prior to His Ascension into heaven.  It was during this time 
that they repented of their cowardice in the time of His Passion and death; and during this time Jesus 
explained to them how the Scriptures all pointed to His coming as the Messiah, points that they had all 
failed to fully apprehend before He rose from the dead.  So again we see a new beginning after forty days, 
as the Apostles pray for the coming of the Holy Spirit and prepare for the missionary work by which they 
would preach the Gospel to all nations. 

It is in this context that we should understand our own forty days of prayer and fasting that we 
undertake each Lenten season.  We spend this time of penitence being trained for the new beginning that 
we will undertake come Easter on April 17th.  For many of us this means setting aside bad habits that we 
don’t even wish to resume after our Lenten fast is over.  Or we may be willing to suffer deprivation now 
in order that our celebration of our Lord’s triumph over sin and death will be that much sweeter.  In either 
case, our suffering during Lent points forward to life:  the bearing of one’s cross, in the pattern of Jesus’ 
own suffering, from the forty days He spent in the wilderness to the forty hours He spent in the Tomb.  
And just as Jesus’ own suffering did, our suffering will conclude with new life. 

So why forty?  What is the significance of this particular number, so that we see it repeated 
throughout the Old and New Testaments of the Bible?  Well, forty is the number of weeks of a typical 
pregnancy, the period of gestation before a new life bursts forth into the world, the same number of weeks 
Jesus Himself spent in the womb of His Mother, Mary.  God associates forty with a time of suffering 
before new life precisely because this is the number of weeks He appointed to form each child in the 
womb. 

And pregnancy is very much like those periods of forty that we have already examined.  Coupled 
with the suffering that pregnancy undeniably demands of every mother, there is also, simultaneously, the 
excitement in anticipation of the child we will soon get to meet.  The suffering has a purpose, and even as 



it involves the death of so many things we used to do before, we are happy to suffer those losses for the 
inestimable gain that will be ours after the pain is over.  We should also note that this suffering is most 
intense immediately prior to the abundance of joy that causes us to forget the trial we had just passed 
through.  Just as the pain Jesus, Mary, and the Apostles suffered was most intense right before the 
Resurrection, so labor pains are the most intense part of pregnancy, just before the joyous birth. 

As the father of eleven children, this is an analogy to which I can relate, but it is not one I made up.  
No, my reference here is to the words of Jesus in St. John ‘s Gospel, chapter 16: “You will be sorrowful, 
but your sorrow will turn into joy.  When a woman is in labor, she has pain, because her hour has come; 
but when she is delivered of the child, she no longer remembers the anguish, for the joy that a child is 
born into the world.”  Our Lenten fast of forty days should be painful, but in the joy of our Easter 
consolation, new life in Jesus Christ, our suffering will be forgotten. 

Thus, Lent serves as the pattern for each of our lives.  As we journey through this valley of tears 
during our forty days of fasting, our lives are punctuated by consolations that are a prefiguration of 
heaven and cause us, even if only briefly, to forget the pains we have just suffered.  Those consolations 
are represented by the Sundays of Lent on which we take a break from our fast and are strengthened by 
joy to continue to fight the good fight on the morrow—Monday. 

And so, in the observance of Lent, we are prepared for death.  We understand that our sufferings are 
not pointless, that their purpose is new life in Jesus Christ, and that in enduring them we are simply 
following in the footsteps of our Savior, who, as the Stations of the Cross teach us, received consolations 
even as He approached Calvary.  Thus we are encouraged that we, too, have Easter to look forward to, 
“…that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, 
provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him.” (Romans 8:16b-17.) 


