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Every First Sunday of the Lenten season we hear an account of the temptation of the Lord in the 

wilderness.  It strikes a careful Gospel reader as most unusual that the Holy Spirit drives Jesus 

into an what might be called an occasion of sin.  After all, disciples are taught to ask in the 

Lord's Prayer that our heavenly Father lead us NOT into temptation.  So it seems highly illogical 

that Jesus himself should be brought into this hazardous predicament by divine inspiration.  It 

will help our understanding if this brief selection is placed in its larger context.  The Lord goes 

into the desert right after his baptism where he is acclaimed as God's beloved Son.  And after this 

sojourn in the wilderness Christ immediately launches his public ministry.  Interestingly enough, 

the temptations play on the revelation granted at the baptism.  In Mark's terse account, it does not 

describe the temptations, but Matthew and Luke indicate that the devil tries to get Jesus to trade 

on his divine identity as God's Son and thereby escape the limitations of the human condition:  if 

you are the Son of God, the tempter says, then turn these stones to bread so you won't go hungry, 

then jump down from the top of the temple and make your angels catch you so you won't get 

hurt.  Juxtaposed with these temptations, is another of the opposite type to renounce God's 

dominion altogether in exchange for worldly power--Satan shows Jesus all the kingdoms of the 

world and promises them to him, provided that Jesus fall down and worship him.  The idea 

seems to be, if God won't help you in this world, then the devil will, if only you grant the evil 

one your allegiance.  Now Jesus suffers these temptations not by chance, but rather for a strategic 

reason.  He wants to get to know his enemy so that he can recognize him and his tactics and 

ultimately defeat him; the Lord lures Satan out into the open light of the desert where there are 

no distracting elements, where there is nowhere for either combatant to hide.  And afterwards, as 

the story of Jesus' life unfolds, the temptations first inflicted here continue to recur throughout 

the public ministry.  For example, right after Peter confesses that Jesus is the Christ, he will try 

to dissuade him from undergoing the passion; since Jesus is God's Son, he shouldn't have to 

suffer an all too human death.  Significantly, Jesus rebukes Peter as Satan at this point.  

Likewise, as Jesus is dying at Calvary, his enemies will taunt him in words that echo those of the 

evil one:  if you are the Son of God, come down from the cross.  In the wilderness, the Lord 

comes to learn the devil's favorite techniques of attack and how to repel them.   

 

Lent is for us a time to journey with the Lord into the wilderness, to fast and pray with him and 

thereby draw closer to God.  For the catechumens preparing to enter the Church at Easter, Lent 

coincides w/ that critical final period of formation known as Purification and Enlightenment.  I 

like to think that this is an opportunity for all the faithful, not just those aspiring to baptism, to be 

enlightened and purified.  The idea is that during these 40 days Christ's people are to be 

scrutinizing their hearts in the light of the Gospel in the hope of identifying the sins and vices 

which the devil is using to keep us away from God and divide our faith community.  The fasting, 

prayer, almsgiving, the renunciation of unnecessary pleasures (giving up something for Lent, as 

we used to say), the reception of the Sacrament of Reconciliation, all these good but arduous 



practices are meant to carry us in spirit into the desert, so to speak.  We are trying to move to a 

place free of distractions so that we can focus on how the Evil One is trying to bring us down and 

out of that awareness ask God to help us to overcome him.  We pray the Holy Spirit to use these 

observances to enlighten our minds so that our hearts can then be purified by the cleansing power 

of his grace.  Of course, this penitential discipline of denying ourselves all those good things 

enjoyed the rest of the year goes against the trend of secularized culture.   For the unbelievers 

around us, eat, drink, and be merry 24/7/365, for tomorrow they die . . . and their hopes die with 

them.  So these post-Christian folks may look at us who dare to be different with puzzlement, or 

even disdain.  But we Catholics are God's children, heirs of a brighter promise, called to live a 

better life.  So let's take advantage of this holy season, embrace its observances wholeheartedly, 

and ask God to sanctify us that we may be filled with his peace and joy at Easter, and thus 

become agents of transformation and renewal in our world.   


