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1st Sunday of Lent (A) 

(Gn 2&3; Rm 5; Mt 4:1-11) 

 The first reading told the story of the temptation and fall of man: the serpent 
found Adam’s weakness and brought about the curse of sin and death, which we 
recall on Ash Wednesday: “remember man that you are dust and unto dust you will 
return.”  In the second reading, St. Paul proclaims that Jesus is the new Adam 
(“Adam is the type of one to come”).  He too is subject to temptation by the devil, 
which took place for 40 days following his baptism.  Unlike the first Adam he does 
not sin; instead he shows us the path out of sin, and ultimately brings us out of the 
curse of death as well.  Lent is now the time for us to follow in the footsteps of 
Christ, overcoming temptation through spiritual battle, so that at Easter we may 
renew the grace of eternal life first received in baptism, which will lead to our 
resurrection on the last day.   

 Throughout history multitudes of Christians have followed Jesus in this way, 
going into the desert after baptism in the pilgrimage of this world, in order to 
prepare for eternal life.  All Catholics do so spiritually and liturgically, but some 
are called to do so even vocationally, literally.  St. Anthony of the Desert (251-
356) was one such man.  As a teenager he tragically lost both parents, but instead 
of working on his family’s large and prosperous estate he felt strongly called to 
leave everything and follow the spiritual life.  He sold everything and gave it to the 
poor, then went into the Egyptian desert to live as a hermit for the rest of his life, 
giving himself to perpetual prayer, fasting, and almsgiving.  St. Anthony lived 
fully the words of Jesus: “Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word 
that proceeds from the mouth of God.”  He had no books, and needed no books, 
because he internalized virtually the entire Scriptures.  He became a spiritual father 
to countless other young men, including the great bishop St. Athanasius who 
helped compose our Nicene Creed.  St. Anthony lived to 105! 

 For many years in the desert, he was subjected to the worst spiritual trials, 
afflicted with demonic attacks and temptations to the point that these serpents 
would even tear at his flesh.  His life is a bold testament to the grace and power of 
Christ which enables man to live supernaturally in this world, conquering the 
weakness of human nature through faith, repudiating the dominion of evil, and 
experiencing the rich banquet of God even in the harshest life.   

 None of us have been called that kind of vocation, but all of us are required 
by God (the same Holy Spirit who “led Jesus into the desert to be tempted”) to 
enter Lent for 40 days in order to be tempted.  On Ash Wednesday we make a 
promise to God to give up our worldly attachments, focusing on some thing that 
has become particularly problematic to us.  It will be different for each person: an 
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eating or drinking or gambling problem; overuse of internet and entertainment; a 
personality defect such as vanity, narcissism, anger, impatience; preoccupation 
with control and self-preservation; etc.  One way or another, our vices lead us into 
things and relationships that oppose or distract from our fundamental obligation to 
“love and serve God alone,” as Jesus tells the devil.  We promise God that for 40 
days we will renounce that thing, which has become a tool of the devil.   

 Then the temptation starts.  The purpose of Lent is to humbly confront that 
weakness of our nature by which the devil has snared and enticed us.  What we 
give up is something we want, even need on a personal and human level.  Or 
rather, something we personally require for our sense of well-being and ease.  
When you make your Lenten promise, don’t do something easy that you know you 
can fulfill.  Go for the thing that will most unsettle and discomfort you.  Allow the 
Holy Spirit to lead you into this difficult place to be tempted, that is to be 
confronted with the activity of the devil in your life.  Expose it, see it, recognize it, 
and then take up the weapons that will confront it: prayer, fasting, and almsgiving.   

 The purpose of Lent is not to be destroyed by the devil and temptation, but 
to begin that process of overcoming the devil through the power of Christ, but 
which cannot happen without exposure to that temptation.   

 What can often (usually?) happen in Lent, if we made a good promise, is 
that within a few days we find how difficult is, and we succumb to our weakness, 
falling back into the bad habit.  That is a crucial moment.  What do we do?  The 
real temptation now is to give up, sometimes even to the point of avoiding church.  
The greater problem is not the particular desire we have, but the will which fails to 
turn to God.  At that moment, we must pray, repent in humility, and start again.   

 God is merciful.  When we turn to Him in repentance, He forgives.  He is on 
our side, He wants us to succeed.  As in any war, the goal is to win the war, not 
necessarily every battle.  In spiritual warfare, the war is won through perseverance, 
regardless of how many battles seem lost.  God sees a value in us losing certain 
battles, because they bring us to greater self-knowledge and humility.  These 
losses, properly accepted, lead to greater prayer, increased fasting, and better 
commitment to almsgiving.  God knows how the temptations will help us.   

 This is the reason why Lent must be 40 days (at least).  One week is not 
enough for God to accomplish with us what needs to be accomplished.  Let us 
therefore not be discouraged when we find it difficult to truly give up our 
attachments, but rather to persevere, which means starting over as often as 
necessary.  What needs to be accomplished cannot happen through human effort or 
will, but only through God’s power and grace.  This is the difficult battle that 
requires a desert and devil, and 40 days.  This is the one and only road to Easter.   


