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“Well then,” said Satan to Jesus, “Come, adore me. I will give you the earth. Alexander, Cyrus, Caesar, all the great rulers past or present, will be like the leaders of miserable caravans as compared with You, for You will have the kingdoms of the world under your sceptre. And with the kingdoms, all the wealth, all the beautiful things on earth, women, horses, armies, temples. You will be able to raise your sign everywhere when You are the King of kings and Lord of the world. You will then be obeyed and respected both by the people and by the priesthood. All classes will honour and serve You because You will be the Powerful One, the Only One, the Lord.


“Adore me for one moment only! Appease this thirst of mine for being worshipped! It ruined me, but it is still left in me, and I am parched by it. The flames of hell are like a fresh morning breeze as compared to this fierce ardour burning inside me. It is my hell, this thirst. One moment, one moment only, Christ. You are so good! One moment of joy for the eternally Tortured One! Let me feel what it is like to be god, and I will be a devoted obedient servant for all Your life and all Your enterprises. One instant, one instant only, and I will no longer torture You.”





(Maria Valtorta, the Poem of the Man-God, I.251)


On this first Sunday of Lent we always read the Gospel of Jesus’ temptations in the desert. In this meditative poem based upon the Gospels by Maria Valtorta, Satan appears as a Bedouin crossing the desert on foot, who comes across Jesus in a cave, sheltering from the burning sun. 


Jesus is at his weakest after forty days of fasting. After His baptism, the Spirit drove Him out into the desert to be tested. Our own baptism does not mean that we will not suffer temptation: On the contrary, we shall probably be put to the test even more, because we have been anointed with the Spirit of God. But God’s strength will suffice, if we stay close to Him.


Satan begins with deceptive friendliness: “I feel sorry for You, and I want to help You, because You are so good, and You have come to sacrifice Yourself for nothing. Men will hate You because of Your goodness. They understand nothing but gold, food and pleasure. Sacrifice, sorrow, obedience are words more arid for them than the land around us here. …. Come with me. It is not worthwhile suffering for them. I know them better than You do.”

But Jesus remains silent and prays. Satan continues: “You don’t trust me. You are wrong. I am the wisdom of the earth. I can be your teacher and show You how to triumph. See, the important thing is to triumph. Then, once we have imposed ourselves and we have enchanted the world, then we can take them with us wherever we want. But first, we must be as they wish us to be. Like them. We must allure them, making them believe that we admire them and follow their thoughts….”


Jesus’ first temptation was that of satisfying bodily desire by turning stones into bread. In St Luke’s gospel, the second temptation was that of gaining the power and glory of the world by worshipping Satan, by concession to idolatry. 

Jesus’ third temptation was that of forcing God’s protection, by casting Himself down from the Temple parapet and letting the angels bear Him up.


This episode narrates the crucial battle of the two Kingdoms, the exousia (authority) of Satan, whose subjects are the demons and the unclean spirits, who controls this world and the hearts of many human beings, versus the Kingdom of God. 

Jesus wins out over the satanic temptations. He will not make use of worldly blandishments to achieve His purposes. He will be the Messiah whom His Heavenly Father desires. He will be the obedient servant of Yahweh.


In the ancient world, St Luke’s Greek readers would have understood these three temptations to relate to the three vices: love of pleasure, love of possessions, love of glory. Jesus’ refusal to yield to them would identify him as a true sage and philosopher, worthy to teach others.


Against the biblical background, the Jewish reader would have drawn comparison with Israel’s forty years wandering through the wilderness, between the Exodus and the entry into the Promised Land.


The devil quotes Scripture in order to mislead, and many heretics and sectaries have followed his example down through the centuries.  “Satan transforms himself into an angel of light, and often from the Holy Scriptures weaves his mesh for the faithful.” (St Ambrose)

Jesus confounds him with other words of Scripture, all drawn from the Exodus account: “Man does not live by bread alone.” (Deut 3:8)  “You shall worship the Lord your God and serve Him alone.” (Deut 6:13).  “You shall not put the Lord your God to the test.” (Deut 6:16)

We all suffer temptation, but a temptation is not in itself a sin. It is when we deliberately surrender ourselves to temptation that we commit sin. “All the temptations of hell cannot stain a soul that does not love them.” (St Francis de Sales). For this reason Christ was able to conquer Satan.

It is our own passions and vanities which betray us to the Tempter. “For the devil does not seduce or influence anyone, unless he finds him ready in some part similar to himself. He finds him coveting something, and cupidity opens the door for the devil’s suggestion to enter.”  (St Augustine) 


“We must be watchful, especially in the beginning of temptation, because then the enemy is more easily overcome, if he is not suffered to come in at all at the door of the soul, but is kept out and resisted at his first knock. Whence a certain man said, Withstand the beginning: after-remedies come too late.” (Thomas a Kempis, The Imitation of Christ)


It is when we are alone that we are often most subject to temptation. Our demons emerge when they find us solitary and in a negative mood, like Cain, resentful and sulking at his brother Abel’s good fortune. “If you are ill disposed, is not sin at the door like a crouching beast hungering for you, which you must master?” (Gen. 4:7) Cain however yielded to his hatred and murdered his brother Abel.

Show me your friends and I will tell you what kind of man you are, said one writer. “Make the wise your companions and you grow wise yourself; make fools your friends and suffer for it.” (Proverbs 13:20)  


To take up with bad friends is a giant leap along the way to perdition. The devil is apt to approach us more in the guise of our friends, than through our enemies. Was not Christ Himself tempted by St Peter?  As is common knowledge, this is sadly how the young often become involved in binge drinking, illicit sex, drugs and so on.


Jeremy Taylor well describes the slow descent into sin: “We are first startled by sin: then it becomes pleasing, then easy, then delightful, then frequent, then habitual. We are impenitent, then obstinate, then damned.” 


The Jesuit poet, Fr Gerard Manley Hopkins warns us of the consequences of sin. We may have no direct hatred of God, but if we turn aside from eternal things to seek after merely temporal things, here lies the root of sin: “You may say that you are far from hating God; but if you live in sin, you are among God’s enemies, you are under Satan’s standard and enlisted there.”


The modern world dislikes any talk of sin. Guilt has become a mere psychological hang-up, while repentance and absolution are replaced by counselling. Nevertheless, it has been said, “We sin on the instalment plan. The bills come in later. But come they will, handsomely, relentlessly.”  (E. W. Lutzer)


This makes Lent all the more vital as a season for honesty, when we stop using euphemisms and tackle what is sinful in our lives. For sins left to rot within, infect the whole of our lives. God would not have us suffer so. He desires to show us His mercy and to cleanse us from all spiritual sickness. 


“We have a strange illusion that mere time cancels sin. But mere time does nothing either to the fact or to the guilt of a sin. The guilt is washed out, not by time, but by repentance, confession and absolution”(C S Lewis). Lewis was an Anglican, not a Catholic, but he perceives this truth ever so clearly.

Let these words of St Basil provide our Lenten manifesto: “Those who believe in the Lord must do penance according to the preaching of St John the Baptist and of the Lord Jesus Christ Himself. Mere renouncement of sin is not sufficient for the salvation of penitents, but penance is also required of them.” (Moralia, 1.3)

