First Sunday of Lent C
Beloved Sinners

There are two episodes in the Gospels that occur just before Jesus begins his
public ministry. The first episode is his baptism in the river Jordan that we
heard on the feast of the Baptism of the Lord, and the second episode is his
temptation in the wilderness that we heard today, the First Sunday of Lent.
These two episodes form part of one single event: they are deeply connected.

At Jesus’ baptism, the heavens opened, and the Holy Spirit descended on him
in the form of a dove, and a voice came from heaven saying, ‘You are my son,
the beloved; my favour rests on you.” Jesus identity as the beloved Son of the
Father is affirmed for all to hear.

But then immediately afterwards the same Spirit who descends on Jesus at his
baptism leads him into the wilderness where he remains for 40 days and is
tempted by the devil. Jesus is the beloved Son of God, but he is also fully
human and, in his humanity, he is like us in all things but sin. Just as we
experience temptations to evil so also does Jesus though he never gives into
them.

So who is Jesus? He is the beloved Son of God who in his humanity is
sometimes tempted to choose evil over good.

And something similar can be said about us: each one of us is a beloved son or
daughter of God. The Father loves us dearly as he loved his Son, Jesus. His
favour rests on us. But that does not mean we are perfect. No. Like Jesus, at
times we experience the temptation to evil. And, unlike Jesus, we sometimes
give in to that temptation. So what is our identity? We are beloved sinners. The
one never rules out the other. No matter how badly we may sin, the Father
always loves us. He will never abandon us, but he also pleads with us to turn
away from sin, to repent, and come back to him with all our heart.

That is an important element of the season of Lent. During this holy season we
are called to examine our lives to see where and how temptations to evil may
be present, and whether we are giving in to them.

Looking at the temptations Jesus experienced, we note that they were not
temptations to serious moral evil — to commit adultery, to murder, to steal, etc
—no, they were far subtler than that. They were temptations to give priority to
material comfort (‘to turn stones into bread’), to have power over people (to



rule all the kingdoms of the world) and to force the hand of God (to jump off
the temple parapet so God would have to send his angels to save him).

So also with us: we may not be seriously tempted to kill someone, or to steal,
or to lead immoral lives. But we can be tempted to look for an easy life, to try
to manipulate others and even to force God’s hand — ‘If | do this sacrifice, God
will have to answer my prayer.” We can easily fall prey to these temptations
without even being aware of it. We need to examine closely our actions, our
attitudes and our motivations.

Today’s Gospel assures us that the Evil One is defenceless against the Word of
God. When we are tempted by the devil we should, like Jesus, utter some
appropriate verse from the Bible. Say whatever verse comes to mind. Let us
always remember that the devil has no answer to God’s word. He may pester
us often, but God’s word is always a shield he cannot penetrate. And in our
fight with our evil inclinations let us also take heart from the promise God
makes to us in today’s responsorial psalm, that he will always send his angels
to protect us.
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