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 The First Sunday of Lent is always one in which we hear one of the Gospel accounts of the temptation of 
Jesus in the desert.  To understand the Scriptural text it is important to remember the context.  Recall that Jesus 
has just been baptized and has received the gift of the Holy Spirit.  He is now filled with that Spirit that he may 
fulfill his appointed ministry on earth. Immediately following his baptism, this Spirit, the selfsame Spirit that 
descended upon him gracefully in the form of a dove, drives him (literally ‘hurls’ him) into the desert. 
 Why?  Having received the Spirit, what else could Jesus possibly need in order to accomplish his ministry?  
In the desert, Jesus is seeking not to obtain something more needed, but rather to jettison those aspects of himself 
that might get in the way of the Spirit he has received.  The desert is a place of testing, cleansing and preparation.  
Recall that the Israelites wandered the desert wastes for 40 years until God had prepared them adequately for their 
entry into the Promised Land.  Or that God had flooded the earth with a deluge for 40 days and 40 nights prior to 
establishing his new covenant with Noah.  Jesus likewise is therefore being both tested and prepared for what is to 
come in his ministry. 
 How is this accomplished?  The desert is a place of few or no resources.  It is all but empty, especially in its 
depths.  Once there, Jesus empties himself of everything transitory and extraneous in his personality so that all that 
remains is the Spirit given to him at his baptism.  This is the same model presented to us in Lent.  For us too, Lent 
is a time of testing and preparation and our goal is to be emptied of all that garbage which we accumulate in the 
course of our daily living antithetical to the life of the Spirit.  Jesus is successful in his task, for at the end of the 40 
days we are told that he is hungry, a sign that only the Spirit remains to fill the empty vessel he has become. 
 But not quite so fast!  For there is Another who would also seek to fill him, and that one is the ‘tempter’.  
The tempter presents three time honored temptations with which Jesus can choose to fill himself.  The first is 
bread; he is invited to abuse his power and to change the rocks into bread so that he can eat and be filled.  The 
tempter wants Jesus to think of himself as just an animal and to accordingly reduce all of his needs to only the 
material.  This is a major distortion of thought, for humans are not just animals but spiritual beings as well (an 
immortal (spiritual) soul incarnate in a physical body).  We have been created in God’s image and likeness and 
despite our rebellion, that fact remains.  To choose to abandon the Spirit in order to meet the pressing urgency of 
animal needs is to degenerate oneself to the basest level (i.e., that of a ‘beast’).  Dogs are animals; humans are not, 
and there is nothing worse than a human being reduced to his or her basest level.  Jesus rejects this temptation out 
of hand.  Do we? 
 The Adversary also tempts Jesus with the pomp and power of this world, with all of its alluring 
magnificence.  This is a deepening of the first temptation, for it still invites Jesus to consider the supposed glory of 
this world as being of utmost importance in and of itself.  But it is not, for only the Kingdom of God is of 
transcendent reality, and all the power and glory and honor and reputation that we would seek to gain from this 
world, when seen rightly, is worthless.  Remember, however, that the pursuit of such illusory goods is a more 
common temptation for us in our affluent country.  How often are our spiritual lives derailed by our fantasies of 
such petty, vain and shallow accomplishments?  To avoid this temptation, it might help to remind ourselves that 50 
years (or less) after our death, few are going to remember anything we’ve done.  Jesus dismisses this temptation as 
well.  Many of us spend a lot of time struggling with this one, for it is far more difficult to move beyond. 
 Finally, however, Satan pulls out the big guns1.  In this final temptation, the devil seeks to appeal to our 
pride and our myth of self-autonomy.  In the spirit of Original Sin, Satan invites Jesus to force God to rescue him 
once he throws himself off the parapet of the Temple.  He even quotes Scripture to buttress his argument.  For all 
of us who are not the Son of God, this temptation uncovers a fundamental weakness within all humans and without 

                                         
1 Note that in Matthew’s Gospel the order of these last two temptations are inverted; Luke, I believe gives us the better ordering and Mark only mentions the temptations in 
passing with no detail given.  John ignores them completely. 



God’s intervention we could not withstand this assault.  For in the heart of our confused and blind souls, we 
believe that we have made ourselves who we are (i.e., our “self-image”) and that our personal fulfillment and 
salvation are up to us.  From this perspective, we create god in our own image and it is to this idol-god that Satan 
tempts Jesus to appeal.  Jesus resists this most human of temptations, the original one, and Satan departs for a 
time.  He will be back. 
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