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(Lk 4:1-13) 

 Jesus faced the same temptations as we all do, and which Adam and Eve 
faced in the beginning of creation: temptations from the devil, the world, and the 
flesh.  He alone resisted those temptations, and now gives us his grace in our 
struggles.  During Lent we are not fighting sin by our own power, we are seeking a 
deeper union with Christ that benefits from the help of his grace.   

 Temptation is very strong; it is too easy to sin.  The reason for this is that 
every sin is a choice of some attractive good.  No one deliberately chooses that 
which seems repulsive.  When Eve ate the forbidden fruit, it was because “the tree 
was good for food, and a delight to the eyes” (Gn 3:6).   

 One of the important prayers every Catholic needs to learn and memorize is 
the Act of Contrition.  This prayer is part of the Sacrament of Penance 
(Confession), and it is a prayer we should say every day, as part of our night 
prayers.  In this prayer we “tell God I’m sorry for my sins.”  It teaches us much 
about sin, and for the Lenten struggle against temptation, it is one of the most 
important prayers we need to use.   

 Every time the devil threw a temptation against Jesus, he always responded 
with Scripture, and particularly with Scripture that referred to God his Father.  
Christ clung to the Father, he reverenced the Father, he loved the Father.  It was 
impossible for any temptation to lead him to sin.  The Act of Contrition directs us 
to this love of the Father.  It is from this love that we have sorrow for any sins we 
did commit, and it through this love that we firmly resolve to do good.   

 The prayer thus begins, “O my God…”  The key to overcoming temptation 
and sin is to keep our minds and hearts strongly focused on our relationship with 
God, our Father.   

 “I am heartily sorry…”  When we pray, Jesus reminds us always to be 
sincere, and never just babble empty words like the hypocrites (Mt 6:7).  Our 
sorrow and regret must be authentic and true, “from the heart.”   

 “…for having offended Thee.”  More than just breaking some law, sin is a 
personal offense against someone.  Sin is a violation of a relationship, and in this 
case it is the most important and fundamental relationship of a Christian.  
Whatever the temptation we may be facing, we need to recall that on some level, 
this good and attractive thing is also a betrayal.   

 “And I detest my sins.”  To detest is to hate.  We are commanded to love 
everyone, but there are also some things we must hate, and hate passionately.  This 
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is an important phrase in the Act of Contrition during our Lenten struggles, 
because we tend to be guilty of certain stubborn habitual sins in our lives.  The 
reason we have sins which are habitual, is because we love those sins and 
activities.  We like them, we want them, and they are deeply satisfying on the level 
of the flesh or the world.  We must learn to hate them instead, and hate them 
passionately.  This will happen in two ways.   

 “Because I dread the loss of heaven and the pains of hell.”  There is no 
question that getting in trouble for misdeeds is a huge deterrent to wrongdoing.  To 
be exposed, shamed, and punished for sin is something we dread.  This prayer 
reminds us that sin has consequences, and even if we think we “get away with it” 
in this life, we will one day come before God and have to face the full truth of our 
life’s choices.  There is no escaping the eternal consequences of sin, except 
through the path of redemption that Christ provides.  The worst part of sin’s 
punishment is the way it harms our relationship with God, to the point of cutting us 
off from God completely. 

 “But most of all because they offend you who are all good, and deserving of 
all my love.”  This is the heart of the Act of Contrition, and expresses most 
perfectly why we are sorry for our sins: they are a failure to love God above all 
things.  In every sin we are choosing some good, but in all sins we failing to 
choose our highest good, which is God.  In every good deed, on the other hand, we 
are choosing, loving, and serving God in some way.  Many times, the good deed is 
not “to do something,” but “to avoid doing something,” such as when Jesus refuses 
to eat the food on the devil’s terms, though he is starving.  It is this reverence for 
the Father, “Fear of the Lord” (which is actually love), that overcomes temptation 
and prevents sin.  This is why the devil’s temptations failed with Jesus: “You shall 
worship the Lord, your God, and him alone shall you serve” (Lk 4:8).  In order to 
conquer sin, we must deepen our love for God.   

 “I firmly resolve…”  The final part of the Act of Contrition is a promise.  
Our relationship with God is a covenant, a commitment with obligations.  By 
turning away from our sins with regret and sorrow, we must turn back to the Lord 
God with loving resolve, ready to do good.   

 “…with the help of thy grace…”  It would be very wrong—malicious, in 
fact—to make a promise to God with the deliberate intention of breaking that 
promise.  This final part of the Act of Contrition is difficult in those situations 
where we struggle with habitual sin, because past experience indicates it is likely 
we will very soon fall into the same temptation again and sin.  That is why the 
prayer acknowledges our weakness.  We do not make our promise with malicious 
intent to violate it; but we make a humble promise entrusting our weakness to the 
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mercy and grace of a loving Father, who knows our weakness, precisely because 
His Son experienced it fully in his human nature.  Moreover, we do not promise 
God we will not sin again.  Instead, our promise is to take the prescribed medicine 
for our healing.  There are three things we promise. 

 1) “to confess my sins.”  We promise never to avoid, hide, or deny the 
reality of our sins, but to take full ownership and responsibility for our sinful and 
selfish actions.  We promise not to rationalize or make excuses.  In every human 
relationship we have to deal with each other’s faults, and love enables us to do this, 
overcoming the offenses and remaining reconciled.  But it requires openness and 
honesty.  Likewise, Christ establishes in the Church the Sacrament by which we 
stay reconciled to him, through honest confession of our faults.   

 2) “to do penance.”  Confession names the sin, and Penance takes 
responsibility for the damage it has caused.  Through “penance” we engage in the 
work of undoing harm by means of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving.  Where we 
have indulged, we give up; where we have been selfish, we become generous; 
where we have taken, we return.  Our penance is undertaken “with the help of your 
grace.”  It is not humanly possible to undo the disorder caused by our past sins, but 
Christ indulges our efforts with the riches of his own sacrifice, which he undertook 
on our behalf.  The path Christ shows is to take up that cross ourselves, and follow 
him.  Whereas sin leaves behind us a path of destruction, love of God expressed in 
a penitential lifestyle leaves behind a life of blessing for others.   

 3) “and to amend my life.”  Finally, we resolve to fix or adjust (discipline, 
reform) our lifestyle so that there is less occasion for sin.  These are often simple 
and practical steps, but they require resolve and real change.  We need to recognize 
what our vulnerabilities and blind-spots are, and take necessary steps to plug those 
holes and shore up those weaknesses.  It is most likely we will need the help and 
support of others who are strong in love and faith and integrity.  If we struggle with 
food or substance addiction, we need to implement a new and different diet plan, 
together with a program of physical activity and exercise.  If we struggle with 
internet pornography, we need to remove or at very least relocate the computer to a 
place where it can only be used in public.  We may need to avoid certain people, 
and acquire new friendships.  We certainly need to exclude or cut down the “junk” 
coming into our lives from the world and media.  Instead, our mind, heart, and 
senses need to be nourished by that which is wholesome and true, above all, the 
Holy Scriptures: “Man does not live on bread alone, but by every word that comes 
from the mouth of God.”   

 This is the path outlined in the Act of Contrition to face and overcome 
temptation: united with Christ, focused on the Father, renewed in love.   


