
The First Sunday of Lent 
Temptations in the Desert   St. Matthew 4:1-11 

During the 1960’s protests against the Vietnam War, rock band Creedence Clearwater 
Revival released a song entitled Fortunate Son. Aimed at the reality that sons of most 
US Senators and Congresspeople were somehow overlooked for the draft to military 
service, they sang, “I ain't no Senator's son. It ain't me, it ain't me, I ain't no fortunate 
one.” Rather real or imagined, the perception was that national laws of military 
conscription did not pertain to them. 

Following his baptism, Jesus moves into the desert freshly aware of his divine identity 
revealed at the River Jordan, “My beloved Son”. Now he struggles to discover what that 
title means for God the Father, what it means for him, and what it might mean for 
everyone else. The devil has his own interpretation on this divine title, and suggests 
rather convincingly that “beloved Son” means Jesus is exempt from all the laws of 
nature and all divine laws. Being the “Beloved Son of God” ought to mean as the song 
suggests that he is the “Fortunate Son”. 

The first two temptations are prefaced with the same words, “If you are the Son of 
God…” With reason and rationale, the devil suggests his description for Jesus divine 
identity. The first temptation suggests he can turn stones into bread for his own 
fulfillment. Exempt from the laws imposed on everyone else, “You can always be full. 
You can take the short cut to providing fullness. No need to work or ever fear hunger. 
No need to rely on anyone else for your bread. There are enough stones to fill your 
stomach for all eternity. Live for yourself and be satisfied in isolation from everyone 
else.” 

The second temptation suggests his divine identity protects him from all that could 
injure him. “If you are the Son of God, you will always be safe. There are no risks of 
you ever being in harm’s way. The natural laws of aging, accidents, and sickness do 
not pertain to you. Your life is free from experiences of evil and violence. God’s angels 
will protect you from even stubbing your toe.” 

The third temptation suggests if he is the divine Son, he can impose a new order on all 
creation complete with giving homage to Satan himself. There is no need to reach out 
in an inviting way for the transformation of their hearts. Simply force them in. Then all 
creation will know its place in an orderly and efficient manner. 

Jesus responds to all the temptations embracing the same wounded and limited 
humanity that all other people share. He declares himself subject to all the divine and 
natural laws everyone else has to live by. He will multiply loaves for the hungry crowds 
but will not transform stones to bread for his own satisfaction. He will enter 
completely into the same dangers of hateful violence everyone else faces and lives in. 
These dark forces will eventually swallow him in death. He will not “save himself” as 

others will jeer at Calvary. Rather, he will save everyone else. He will forego all the 
secular kingdoms to usher in the Kingdom of God.  

Fullness is found in trusting God and emptying of anything competing for that 
relationship with God. Glory is found in humble service, and the Kingdom of God 
“invites” rather than “pressures” and “welcomes” rather than “forces”. Jesus responds 
with “I am the divine Son of God in humble service of others in the same humanity 
they have. I am no fortunate son, if that means self-fulfillment, self-protection, and 
self-service.” This is the ultimate solidarity God embraces with the human condition. 

Everyone experiences temptation in many different ways in many different forms. 
There are some common experiences of temptation. We suddenly can feel drawn to 



something or someone as though some other person is in the driver’s seat of our life. 
Suddenly we are lured to believe the laws of nature and the laws of God don’t pertain 
to us. We agree that normally we are subject to laws of nature and laws of God, but 
suddenly in this one instance of temptation, we are told we are somehow exempt. 

Like Adam and Eve in the Garden, we acknowledge that God allows us to eat the fruit 
of every tree, every tree that is except one. So now, the tempter tries to convince us, 
“You now have a pass to eat from that tree as well. No one else is exempted, just you.” 

Perhaps it is the temptation to embezzle funds from a business account or a family 
member we know trusts us. Perhaps it is the one night stand that no one will ever 
know about. Perhaps it is the lie to the family regarding the real reasons for the 
divorce. Perhaps it is the pressure for her to have an abortion because neither is really 
ready to raise a child. Perhaps it is the everyday manipulations controlling other 
people impeding them from growing up. 

Evil doesn’t happen only with war crimes, human trafficking, illegal drug sales, sexual 
assaults or horrific violence at the hands of dictators. Evil also happens in the quiet of 
home life with subtle manipulation of guilt. Evil happens in the workplace where the 
whispers of gossip tear down someone else’s reputation without really knowing all the 
facts. Evil happens wherever someone tries to get ahead using any means possible at 
the expense of someone else. In all these examples and countless more, the 
encouragement comes from the devil whispering in our ear that we are exempt from 
the laws binding everyone else. 

The stakes are high. We risk our baptismal identity when God named each one of us 
“beloved daughter” or “beloved son” in the Risen Christ. We risk trading that identity 
for an instant gratification, an easy way out of terrible consequences or the lure of 
power, prestige or possessions. The saints saw temptations as the opportunity to rely 
more on God’s grace and to grow in our love for God when temptations are overcome. 
The Church always holds out the promise of God’s mercy for those times when 
temptation overcomes us. 

St. Francis of Assisi, “I consider you more a servant and friend of God, the more you 
are attacked by temptations. Truly I tell you no one should consider himself a perfect 
friend of God until he has passed through many temptations and tribulations.” 

St. Augustine said, “If in Christ we have been tempted, in him we overcome the devil. 
Do you think only of Christ’s temptations and fail to think of his victory? See yourself 
as tempted in him, and see yourself as victorious in him. He could have kept the devil 
from himself; but if he were not tempted he could not teach you how to triumph over 
temptation.” 

The Letter to the Hebrews selection for Good Friday relates back to this gospel reading. 

As the Church opens the Sundays of Lent with the Lord’s temptations, we are 
shepherded into Easter with this reading, “Since we have a great high priest who has 
passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast to our confession. 
For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, 
but one who has similarly been tested in every way, yet without sin. So let us 
confidently approach the throne of grace to receive mercy and to find grace for timely 
help.” 

 


