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 Each year we are reminded that Christ himself went into the desert for forty days; and it is 

not difficult for us to identify our days of Lent with his time in the desert. He fasted; so we fast 

and make sacrifices. He was tempted; we do battle with our own temptations. And we do this with 

a view to the Kingdom of God and securing our place in it, for after his forty days he proclaims 

that that Kingdom is at hand, and after our forty days we celebrate Easter, which is his definitive 

securing of the Kingdom for us by his victory over sin and death. How important it is for us to 

connect our Lenten observance with Christ’s desert experience! 

 The crux of those forty days for Jesus is that he was tempted by Satan; indeed, this was the 

only way he could be tempted. We, on the other hand, also struggle with temptations that arise 

from within; in fact, I would daresay that the majority of our temptations come from within. Many 

people tend to blame all their temptations on the devil, and he will always take credit when we 

offer it to him – he is on borrowed time, after all, and he does not mind at all spending on credit, 

either, as it were – although we are reminded about the nature of payback. Be that as it may, the 

truth is that our temptations often do arise from within. 

 Just think of some of the zanier dreams you have had. Our minds are capable of cobbling 

together all kinds of images that we have taken in over the years and of causing new impressions 

to emerge – whether in dreams or, well, in temptations. We have also conditioned ourselves 

through sin. Sometimes we have a temptation that really surprises us, that is singular in the 

disturbance or shock it gives – perhaps such temptations are more likely to have come from 

external (demonic) influence. More often, the disorder that is already in our souls and the stored-

up experiences we have are sufficient to generate our temptations. 

 But Christ did not have disorder in his soul; moreover, his experience of reality was always 

through the lens of truth, not distorted in any way. He would not have spontaneously had bad or 

weird dreams or disordered yearnings – at least, nothing of the sort would have arisen from him; 

it could have only been imposed on him from without. But he wanted to share completely in our 

human condition – and he wanted to be victorious over all that was evil in it. Thus he submitted 

himself voluntarily to temptation from the devil. And he, alone, was capable of handling this 

confrontation – and of winning the victory. 

 Therefore, even if Jesus did not experience temptation in exactly the same way we do, he 

still came to save us from our temptations. In the Our Father – the prayer he taught us – we pray 

that the Lord will deliver us from temptation, without distinction; we do not specify where it comes 

from. We know well that we are not strong enough to do battle with the devil when he or one of 

his demons tempt us – the only response is to flee and take refuge in God. But we experience a 

similar weakness in the face of that temptation that surges from within: for we lack both the 

perspective and the strength to bring order to our disorder. 

 No, in all forms of temptation we must look to God. And in doing so, we see how he 

became one of us in order to save us from all evil; as the Letter to the Hebrews teaches, Christ was 

“tempted in every way as we are, yet without sin”.1 The first reading about the Ark foretold the 

reality of baptism, and the second reading explained that foreshadowing: through baptism, we were 

initially set right with God. But disorder and temptation remained for us, and our life-project since 

has been to grow in virtue and be so transformed by grace that we may always resist temptation 

and choose the good, regardless of the sources of temptation.  

 
1 Hebrews 4:15. 
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 This Lent, then, I would contend that we face two questions: The first is whether the 

sacrifices and disciplines we have chosen really challenge us to grow in the face of our ordinary 

struggles with temptation and sin. Did we choose the easy way out? Have we chosen something 

that formally looks good but materially does not accomplish much? Or have we chosen well, and 

have a bit of a struggle now – which we can also take to prayer? The second question is connected 

precisely with that prayer: Do we contextualize our struggle within Christ’s? He was truly tempted 

in every way we are. Nothing surprises him or exceeds his strength! 

 That contextualization is so important, for he alone is capable of defeating our sin and the 

temptations that lead to it. We cannot save ourselves. He faced this battle in an intense way during 

his Lent in the desert, and then he would face it again as he endured his Passion and Cross. We 

face it in him each year during Lent – but then, throughout the rest of the year, we continue to carry 

our crosses with him as well. Or we should. Lent is a time to refocus and regroup. As St. Peter 

said, “Christ suffered for sins once,… that he might lead you to God.” As we begin another Lent, 

we place our disciplines and struggles in the framework of his. 


