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Every Lent the first Sunday gospel recounts the Temptation of the Lord.  This passage is most 

illuminating about the nature of temptation.  There are three lessons to be drawn that can assist 

us greatly as we commence our Lenten observances.   

 

The first lesson:  temptation is universal.  It is no respecter of persons.  Every single human 

being gets tempted.  Even the Lord Jesus did.  As the divine Son of God, Jesus could not sin.  

Yet in his human nature he was susceptible to temptation.  In fact, the temptations he experiences 

are personalized, they're the sort of temptations that would appeal only to him.  Satan was aware 

that this amazing man enjoyed unique intimacy w/ God; at his Baptism, God had declared him to 

be his beloved Son.  So in two cases, Jesus is tempted to abuse the special divine power he 

possesses to escape the limitations of the human condition; in the other case, he's tempted to 

renounce his relationship w/ God for the sake of worldly power.  This is a very important lesson.  

Every single human being is tempted, no matter their state in life, no matter how far advanced in 

the spiritual life.  For example, the saintly Mother Teresa was subject to temptations--it's 

publicly known that she was strongly tempted to doubt God's love for her.  So whether you're a 

priest, religious, or layperson, whether you're in the flower of youth or as old as Methuselah, 

whether you're mired in sin or living a life of exemplary sanctity, you are going to be tempted.  

Moreover, the devil is going to personalize his attack; he's going to try to use you against 

yourself.  So if you know you're a bad sinner, he might tempt you to think that there's no 

forgiveness for you.  If you feel you're a righteous soul, he might tempt you to get complacent, or 

he might tempt you to think that your few pet vices don't require repentance.  Temptation is 

personalized so as to achieve maximum force.  Therefore, the humble disciplines of prayer and 

penance remain essential throughout life.   

 

The second lesson:  temptation can be very, very subtle.  Careful discernment is required to 

identify it.  Many people regard temptation as something obvious.  For instance, a housewife gets 

so upset about her husband's dirty underwear that she shouts:  I'm so mad I want to kill him!  A 

woman thinking in this vein recognizes that murdering her spouse would be immoral, probably.  

She sees the impulse to act violently as temptation.  But temptation is not always so easily 

detected.  God knows that human beings can be easily misled into doing evil w/o any qualms of 

conscience.  For instance, there was a time in American history when slavery was safe and legal, 

at least for slave owners.  Lots of people--upstanding patriots, Christians, Catholics--saw this 

practice as morally ok.  Many owned slaves themselves.  By many measures these persons were 

virtuous and intelligent folk--brave, generous, religious, well educated, loved their families and 

country, contributed to the community.   They were not stereotypical monsters nor were they 

stupid or ignorant.  Yet these intelligent and well-meaning folk saw nothing at all wrong w/ 

owning, buying, and selling other human beings as property.  Nowadays, we know better.  We 

are astonished that people ever thought otherwise.  Our astonishment is a product of our naiveté.  



History shows that temptation's power is often found in its subtlety.  The devil has an insidious 

genius for seducing individuals and entire nations into believing that a profoundly evil practice is 

moral, even beneficial for everyone involved.  Don't think we've progressed that far beyond 

antebellum America, my dear friends:  just substitute the word "abortion" for "slavery" and you'll 

see that human nature hasn't changed that much since the Civil War.  So discernment is critical.  

Thank God our blessed Lord comes to our aid.  He gave the Jewish people a helping hand by 

means of the Ten Commandments, carved in stone just so devious scribes wouldn't edit them to 

suit their tastes.  The Lord continues to assist the new Israel by means of the teaching authority 

of the Church in moral questions.  You see, God's Spirit guides the Church in instructing her 

members about sin so that they will not be led astray.  We already see this in the NT.  For 

example, the Apostle Paul had to remind the Christians at Corinth that there was no place for 

immorality among God's holy people.  He spelled out what Christian faith demanded of its 

adherents, even going so far as to excommunicate a notorious transgressor.  For believers 

nowadays, the Catechism's section on morality is worthwhile reading; at 200 pages divided up 

into several short sections, it's a fairly easy read.  It is largely an exposition of the Decalogue, 

applying the ancient law to contemporary problems.  The Tempter hasn't quit tempting us.  The 

Good News is that God hasn't quit helping us either.  The Lord continues to speak to his people 

through the Church and thereby keep us on the hard and narrow path to salvation .   

 

The third lesson:  God gives us strength to resist temptation.  The Lord overcame the devil in the 

wilderness.  And he continues to beat him at every turn.  The key for us to resist temptation is to 

stay close to Jesus, to stay on the winning team.  And that is precisely what prayer and sacrament 

are for.  When we pray and receive the sacraments, particularly Penance and Eucharist, we draw 

close to Jesus; the strength and wisdom of Jesus called "grace" gets poured into our souls.  And 

by the grace of Jesus we can defeat the Evil One.   

 

My dear people, Lent is a precious opportunity for us, because Lent is an occasion, with God's 

help, to confront and overcome the Tempter in our lives.   It is a time to enter into prayerful 

discernment, ask God to reveal the temptations and sins in our hearts, and move us to sincere 

repentance.  Let's pray that this holy season may bring us into closer union w/ Christ and allow 

us to celebrate Easter w/ the joy that comes from purity of heart.   


