
Deuteronomy 26:4–10 

Psalm 91:1–2, 10–15 

Romans 10:8–13 

Luke 4:1–13 

 

In today’s epic Gospel scene, Jesus relives in His flesh the history of 

Israel. We’ve already seen that, like Israel, Jesus has passed through 

water and been called God’s beloved Son (see Luke 3:22; Exodus 4:22). 

Now, as Israel was tested for forty years in the wilderness, Jesus is led 

into the desert to be tested for forty days and nights (see Exodus 15:25). 

He faces the temptations put to Israel: Hungry, He’s tempted to grumble 

against God for food (see Exodus 16:1–13). As Israel quarrelled at 

Massah, He’s tempted to doubt God’s care (see Exodus 17:1–6). When 

the Devil asks for His homage, He’s tempted to do what Israel did in 

creating the golden calf (see Exodus 32). 

Jesus fights the Devil with the Word of God, three times quoting from 

Moses’ lecture about the lessons Israel was supposed to learn from its 

wilderness wanderings (see Deuteronomy 8:3; 6:16, 12–15). 

 

Why do we read this story on the first Sunday of Lent? Because like the 

biblical sign of forty (see Genesis 7:12; Exodus 24:18; 34:28; 1 Kings 19:8; 

Jonah 3:4), the forty days of Lent are a time of trial and purification. 

 

Lent is to teach us what we hear over and over in today’s readings. “Call 

upon me, and I will answer,” the Lord promises in today’s Psalm. Paul 

promises the same thing in today’s Epistle (quoting Deuteronomy 30:14; 

Isaiah 28:16; Joel 2:32). 



This was Israel’s experience, as Moses reminds his people in today’s First 

Reading: “We cried to the Lord . . . and He heard.” But each of us is 

tempted, as Israel was, to forget the great deeds He works in our lives, to 

neglect our birthright as His beloved sons and daughters. 

Like the litany of remembrance Moses prescribes for Israel, we should 

see in the Mass a memorial of our salvation, and “bow down in His 

presence,” offering ourselves in thanksgiving for all He has given us. 

 

FIRST SUNDAY OF LENT - YEAR C 

William Shakespeare famously said that "Some men are born great, some 

achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them." (Twelfth 

Night). We certainly see this aphorism being played out, in the Gospel of 

the first Sunday of Lent. 

 A few weeks ago we celebrated the baptism of Jesus in the river 

Jordan, with the public declaration that he is the Son of God, the 

beloved, who has God's favour. If we were to write the next part of the 

story, then we might be tempted to see him filled with the Holy Spirit, at 

the heart of God's people - in Jerusalem - teaching, healing, and generally 

becoming very popular. Instead, filled with the Holy Spirit, he is led to a 

very different experience - loneliness, hunger, temptation, and fear in the 

desert. 

 The number 40 (days) is reminiscent of the 40 years that Moses and 

the Hebrews spent wandering in the Desert of Sinai. They had already 

passed through the waters of the Red Sea, experienced their own 

'baptism' in being called out of slavery to freedom. They were called 

upon to be sorely tested, given that God's promise rested upon them, as 

it does with Jesus. We can easily pass over these three temptations, 



without understanding their individual and collective significance. So, 

what of the temptations?  

 In Luke's version we find Jesus tormented by the Devil for the 

whole forty day period: 

1. Turn stones to bread - only true greatness, magic and/or 

extraordinary power could achieve such a miracle. This was not the time 

nor the opportunity for Jesus' true nature to break out. This is the time 

for steadfastness and obedience. We know from the Christmas story that 

his birth showed no outward greatness, no royal or social pedigree, like a 

Tudor or a Windsor. Jesus' intrinsic greatness was obscured by his 

humble birth, and of dubious parentage - at least in the world's eyes. 

2. Worship of Satan - this was the price of all the power/influence and 

regard of all humanity. Such power thrust upon a mortal would be 

ultimately destructive, and we see it in so many people who achieve the 

title 'greatness'. Stars of sport / cinema / politics / television, many fall 

prey to this temptation. Alongside others, the whole Jimmy Saville 

enquiry demonstrates the dangers of unquestioning authority and 

popularity. One might also say the same of characters such as Tiger 

Woods, notable MPs (PMs) and their expenses or party habits. Satan 

cannot offer us any real power; as such it is always a counterfeit of what 

we see in Jesus' later ministry. His power and glory were achieved 

through humility and submission to the Father's will; and if that meant 

becoming unpopular and making strange friends and followers, then so 

be it. 

3. Throw Yourself Down - A defiance of the laws of nature, in the most 

public of all places, Jerusalem, and the parapet of the Temple. You could 

certainly guarantee a crowd. First, to use the temple as a conjuring trick 



would be as alien to Jesus as the improper buying and selling that went 

on daily in the precincts. It is the most holy of holies. He predicts that the 

temple curtain will be torn in two, because his own body becomes the 

'holy of holies', raised up and full of abundant life-giving life. Second, 

such an act would only bring about his own death. Jesus never once used 

a miracle to his own ends - but always on behalf of others. Throughout 

his life he accepted the limitations of his humanity. Satan is becoming 

desperate, and does what Jesus did in the first two temptations: he 

quotes Scripture. And here is the key, for there is a subtle twist at the end 

of Luke's account, which Mark and Matthew leave out. 

 In achieving his personal goals - whatever they were - Luke tells us 

that 'the devil left him, to return at the appointed time'. This is a timely 

reminder that whatever we set out to achieve during Lent on Ash 

Wednesday, at the end there will still be temptation. Yes, we may 

achieve mastery over our bodies and errant wills for a time, and that can 

only strengthen our resolve for the future. But this is only because Lent is 

part of the wider Christian life. We will resolve to be faithful to God in 

his Church, and at times we will fail. 

 Our sacrifices, united to those of Christ echo his own experience, 

united as they were to Moses and his people. We are a continuum, a 

people in constant movement and change. We can move forward in 

faith, or we can attempt to remain static, but this isn't a real option, for in 

trying to stand at rest in our faith we fall behind. Like Jesus led out into 

the desert, we too daily are being led out to live lives for him; lives that 

reflect his true greatness 

The world out there may be at times hostile and hard to the gospel, but 

we are called to be faithful, and not necessarily successful. When Jesus 



went out into the desert he knew that he was outside his comfort zone; a 

place of wild animals, spirits, and robbers. His model of self-sacrifice is 

why we have a 40 day Lenten fast. If yours hasn't started yet, then don't 

wait another year: get up and get on with it. Small sacrifices each day 

result in great mercies. 

_________________________________________ 

THE SEVEN DEADLY SINS (1) - 29th Feb 04 

Year C : Lent 1 

 

• Seven Deadly Sins - Opera North, @ SADLERS WELLS THEATRE 

- COMING TO LONDON THIS JUNE! 

• These 7 vices, which the medieval church said were the 7 cardinal 

sins, are powerful motivating factors in human psychology: 

•  Avarice / Anger / Envy / Gluttony / Lust / Pride / Sloth  

 

Many product benefits are based on appealing to these powerful 

motivating factors. You must have seen the Seven Deadly Sins ad 

campaign for 'Magnum' : Wall’s ice cream for grown-ups. Now you can 

travel around the deadly sins at their web-site, stopping off at jealousy, 

vanity, lust, gluttony, greed, sloth and revenge (couldn't even get them 

right!). And of course…Seven Deadly Sins Chocolates. Let he who has 

not sinned eat the first choccy! Around £12.95 a box! 

 

1. What are the Seven Deadly Sins? 

 

Pope Gregory the Great (d. 604) described Seven Deadly Sins in his 

Moralia in Job, including 'sadness', which was later replaced by 'sloth' 



(more of that in future weeks). Some of the iconography of the Sins was 

derived from the descriptions of the Battles between the Virtues and 

Vices in the Psychomachia by the fourth-century poet Prudentius. 

 

2. Why were they called ‘Deadly’? 

 

The church made a division between sins that were venial, and could be 

forgiven without the need for the sacrament of Confession, and those 

that were capital/mortal and merited damnation. Capital or Deadly Sins 

were so called because they could have a fatal effect on an individual’s 

spiritual health. British wall paintings stressed the connection between 

committing the Deadly Sins and ending up in Hell. 

 

GREED - Also known as Avarice, is an excessive desire or wish for 

something, especially money.  

‘Greed, for lack of a better word, is good. Greed is right. Greed works’. 

(Michael Douglas, as Gordon Gekko, in Wall Street, 1987) 

 

GLUTONY - The act of eating or drinking too much. The sin also 

includes drunkenness. 

'Gluttony is not a secret vice’. (Orson Welles, Actor, 1915-1985). 

 

Why start on these two? We live in a world obsessed with image, and the 

value of human beings is too often summed up in what they own, how 

they look. Just think of the media driven images of what is 'high fashion' 

: girls on the catwalk looking like half-starved wraiths; make-over TV 



programmes; the brand-based peer pressure, to which most of our 

young people aspire. 

 

It is not just the teenagers who have succumbed to this clever marketing 

ploy. Personal credit card and store card debt is at its highest level ever. 

The houses of most 30-50 year olds are full of the latest high-tech 

gadgetry, most of which ends up in a skip after 2-4 years. What is 

driving all this? Greed. 

 

The continuation of the Ash Wednesday Gospel reads "Do not lay up for 

yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where 

thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasure in 

heaven…for where your treasure is, there will your heart be also" (Mt 

619-21). The desire for material goods, money, and the so-called prestige 

which they bring, are a result of greed. Do our houses need 3,4,5 TVs? 

Do we need dozens of pairs of shoes? or all the collectibles that fill our 

homes today. If required could you give them up? or at least be prepared 

to share them with others? 

 

The second, and related vice, gluttony, has the same root evil - the desire 

for more food, way beyond what our bodies need. Night after night we 

hear on the news of the growing problems of obesity amongst both 

young and old, and its projected effects on the NHS and lifestyles today. 

Likewise alcohol abuse, amongst those who are not (yet) alcoholics. Yes, 

we need to perhaps change our diet, walk the kids to school (or church), 

but the root cause is usually binge eating/drinking. After 30+ years of 



American fast-food we have learned the habits of another continent, and 

I am afraid that gluttony is perhaps at the source of the problem. 

 

A Big Mac + chips never made anyone fat; but we have lost control and 

balance, where some families have no concept of eating, exercising, treats 

in moderation. Even our animals and pets are becoming obese! 

 

Two of the Lenten virtues of which I spoke on Wednesday (for the 

benefit of those who weren't there) are almsgiving and fasting. They are 

good for us, because they cut across the 'because I'm worth it/naughty 

but nice/must have' culture of today. They help us to regain our material 

disciplines, that we may recover our spiritual disciplines. 

 

3. Why are greed and gluttony so deadly to our souls? 

 

• they put ME at the centre, where God ought to be; 

• they ignore the fact that 2/3 world are starving and poor; 

• they corrupt and disfigure the beautiful creation that is YOU/ME. 

 

Some of you have said of late that we don't hear enough straight-talking 

from the CofE today - everything is so complicated - all of our values are 

being turned upside down - so pin back your ears : greed and gluttony 

will lead you to Hell, if they lead you away from God (Repeat) 

 

If you have realised by now that these sins have ensnared your life, then 

confess it and amend them now! Is that clear enough? 

 



Confessions are on Saturdays at 5.30pm, or before mass on any day. 

Confession is good for the soul! 

 

This is the season of Lent, and it is here to give a fresh penitential focus 

to our lives, to allow God's grace to work in us - not just to give the 

purple vestments an airing! 

 

NEXT WEEK - PRIDE & ENVY 


