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1st Sunday of Lent, Year C
Temptation

Those of you who have been around longer than I have may remember the big stir caused in 1988 by a movie called The Last Temptation of Christ.  Of course, the movie and the book it was based on were full of errors.  For example, the temptations that Jesus faced were nothing like those we heard today in the Gospel.  But the one point the film got right was what shocked people the most: that Jesus could be tempted at all.  
This is one of the many facts that prove the truth of Christianity.  If people had simply invented our religion, they would have left out confusing details like this.  After all, how can Jesus, who is God, be tempted to sin?  How can God oppose Himself?  We usually find it easier to ignore this passage in the Gospel, but here it is in front of our faces.  
One important point should clarify this situation for us.  Temptation is not sin.  Jesus could be tempted without sinning.  We can be tempted without sinning.  Temptation is not the same as sin.  
Still, distinguishing between temptation and sin in our lives can be difficult.  To help people tell the difference between the two, St. Francis de Sales wrote a wonderful book about 400 years ago called Introduction to the Devout Life, which has become a classic.  In part four of the book, he clarifies that we are led into sin by three downward steps.  First is temptation, second is taking delight in the temptation (he calls this delectation), and third is consenting to the temptation.  We are tempted by a thought, we like it, and we decide to act upon it.  We commit sin when we have reached this third step.  

Just because we are tempted does not mean that we sin.  St. Francis says, “If we should undergo the temptation to every sin whatsoever during our whole life, that would not damage us in the Sight of God's Majesty, provided we took no pleasure in it, and did not consent to it” (Part IV, Chapter 3).  In that case, we only suffer temptation and are not mastered by it, not matter how strongly it presents itself to us.
Even at the second step of taking delight in the temptation, we may not yet be sinning.  St. Francis de Sales reminds us of the words of St. Paul in the Letter to the Romans.  “In my inmost self I dearly love God’s law,” says St. Paul, “but I see that acting on my body there is a different law which battles against the law in my mind” (Romans 7:22-23a, New Jerusalem Bible).  We have a lower nature and a higher nature.  Even though we may feel an attraction to the temptation in our lower nature, in our physical appetites and desires, so long as we do not wish to feel this way, we still have not sinned.  If our “inmost self,” as St. Paul calls it, does not want to sin, we do not sin, even when the temptation is very delightful to us.  
We may have trouble sorting this out in everyday circumstances, but the more frequently we examine our consciences and the more often we receive the healing power of the Sacrament of Confession, the more easily we will be able to distinguish between temptation and sin in our lives.  

We see now how Christ could be “tempted in all things like as we are, without sin” (Hebrews 4:15b).  He did not act upon the temptations.  He did not like the temptations.  He only suffered the temptations and was not mastered by them.  As St. Thomas Aquinas tells us, Christ suffered these temptations for our sake.  Christ was tempted to strengthen us against temptations, to give us confidence of his mercy towards us, to give us an example of how to overcome temptations, and to warn us—to warn us that nobody, no matter how holy, is safe from temptation (Summa Theologiae Part 3, Question 41, Article 1).  
As you prepare for Holy Communion today, examine yourself.  See where you are being tempted in your life and where you are sinning.  Express your sorrow and repentance to God, then confidently approach the altar to receive your provisions for the struggle, your food for the journey, your medicine for healing and strength—the Bread of Life, our Lord Jesus Christ.
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