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Galilee’s most eligible bachelor? The perfect bridegroom. Jesus’ failure to marry must have been a source of disappointment to more than one village girl in Nazareth. The Gospel for the first Sunday in Lent, marks the Lord’s transition from the quiet life of Nazareth to his wider mission: “Repent and believe the Gospel.”

Thirty years he had spent in the confines of Nazareth, working in the family building firm – making furniture, fitting roofing spars and wooden floors – however we imagine it. The Gospels describe St Joseph as “teknon,” which means a small builder, not just a carpenter. Hence our word architect, “chief builder.” 


Nazareth contained perhaps 200 souls, where everyone knew everyone else, and moreover, everybody thought they knew everybody else’s business.

Now Nazareth was too small to contain Him. His mission must be played out upon a wider stage. The appearance of John the Baptist, preaching repentance in the wilderness, was the signal that Jesus’ own mission was to begin. 

This weekend’s Gospel takes up the story immediately after Jesus’ baptism in the River Jordan, when the Holy Spirit anointed Him for His Messianic mission – for those three years of incessant preaching, healings and exorcisms, which would climax in his arrest and death. There was now no turning back. The Father’s plan was rolling into action.


“The Holy Spirit “drove Jesus out into the wilderness,” says St Mark. The Greek text literally says: “threw him out,” using the verb ekballo, to throw out. Mark uses ekballo seventeen times in his Gospel, eleven of them to describe the expulsion of evil spirits from people. The verb ballo - to throw gives us our term ballistics – the science of projectiles. Jesus  was forcibly propelled out into the desert. It wasn’t a self-chosen exercise in asceticism: it was the Father’s will. 

The Israelites had wandered forty years in the desert, growing to know God better, gradually being divested of the idols under whose influence they had slaved in Egypt. In Biblical tradition, the desert is the place of encounter with the Divine.

In the Judaean desert, the traditional locus of Christ’s temptations is the so-called Mount of Temptations, just east of Jericho. A less tempting, stonier or more arid location can hardly be imagined. It was referred to as "Mons Quarantana" by the Crusaders in the first half of the 12th century, Quaresima meaning the forty days of Lent. Hence its modern Arabic name Jereb Quruntul. 

Some claim that monks and hermits have inhabited the thirty-odd caves on the eastern slopes of the mountain since the early Christian centuries. Disappointingly, the archaeological data confirm an antiquity no earlier than the twelfth century, when two chapels were built on the mountain – one in a cave half-way up, the second on the summit. 


The path leading to the Greek monastery (rebuilt 1904) is very steep and difficult to climb. The monks show pious visitors “the stone on which Christ sat as he argued with the devil,” about changing stones into bread. Additionally on the summit stands the Roman fortress of Al Doq, constructed to guard the Jordan valley below. 

 “Soon after He had been baptized, He performed a fast of forty days by Himself , and He taught and informed us by His example that, after we have received forgiveness of sins in baptism, we should devote ourselves to vigils, fasts, prayers, and other spiritually fruitful things, lest when we are sluggish and less vigilant the unclean spirit expelled by baptism may return, and finding us fruitless in spiritual riches, weigh us down again with a sevenfold pestilence, and our last state would then be worse than the first.” (St Bede)


Jesus’ forty-day fast is a training period for the challenges that lie ahead of Him. His human nature, accustomed until now to the carpenter’s workshop and the little community of Nazareth, has to be honed and toughened for stiffer challenges. His spiritual nature – matured in the warmth of Mary’s love and of the family clan in Nazareth, no doubt already aware of petty human squabbles on a local scale – must now face the cosmic enemy who lurks behind all the evil that men inflict upon one another.


He retires into the desert so that He might teach us that, leaving the allurements of the world, and the company of the wicked, we should in all things obey the Divine commands. He is left alone and tempted by the devil, that He might teach us, that all that shall live godly lives in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution.”  (St Bede)


For a month Jesus lives “solely from the Father’s word and mission, without any nourishment” (von Balthasar). “My food is to do the will of Him Who sent Me, and to finish His work.” (John 4:34)


The “satan” appears to put Jesus to test. “For then most of all does the devil thrust himself in when he sees men remaining solitary.” (Chrysostom)


In Hebrew the word “satan” meant simply “an adversary.” In Job 1-2 the “satan” was a member of the heavenly assembly who acted like a lawyer for the prosecution – a celestial public prosecutor. It is used first as a proper name in 1 Chronicles 21:1, where “Satan rose against Israel”, inciting King David to take a census, contrary to the Divine will.


In the Old Testament the Hebrew verb used for “to tempt” is nasah,  meaning to try out something, to test or prove a person. It does not mean “to entice to sin.” Temptation is a test of a person’s will and disposition. So God “tempts” Abraham, testing his obedience concerning the sacrifice of his son Isaac.


God usually tests or tempt human beings by the visitation of unmerited suffering –which shakes a person’s faith in the traditional notion of retribution according to one’s deeds. Such is the theme of the Book of Job.


The concept of temptation and the identity of Satan both undergo a shift in emphasis as one moves from the Old into the New Testament. 

 
Intertestamental literature, written between the two Testaments,  contrasts the benevolent God with a malignant dominion of evil. Some scholars suggest this dualistic view came from Persian Zoroastrianism. However, for the Jews, Good and Evil were never equal forces. All was ultimately under the Yahweh’s dominion. 

Satan comes to be regarded as “that one who seeks to destroy the relationship between God and men, especially that between God and Israel.”


In the NT we find the fully developed concept of Satan as ruler of an organized empire of evil, the prince of this world, from whose control men are totally unable to free themselves without divine help. “The Son of God was made manifest to destroy the works of the Evil One.” (I John 3:8) The Gospel is the record of this cosmic conflict, abounding in exorcisms, healings, the liberation of those in slavery to Satan.

St Mark clearly identifies Satan as the prince of demons (3:23,26) who opposes the Word of God (4:15) and leads disciples astray (8:33).


However, rather than imagining the devil in Hollywood special-effects technicolour, or in medieval garb with cloven hoofs, horns and pitchfork, the dark spirit was discerningly described by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger in 1987: 


“There is a power, which is probably the one we know best, that sets itself in opposition to God and is convinced it has no further need of Him, can even dispense with him. The essence of such power consists in reducing every existing person and thing to the status of mere object, of pure function, and of bending them to the service of its own will. Other persons and things are not considered as being in themselves created realities with rights of their own, to whose uniqueness I must bow; they are treated as mere functions, that is, as one would treat a machine, as something dead. Such power is ultimately the power of death that never fails to draw even those who use it into the realm of death and the dead.”


In order to prepare for combat with the Evil One, Jesus must empty Himself of all that has so far filled His heart – the natural affections and concerns of those close to Him, a reluctance to leave his trade and friends. Like a young man leaving home to join the Army. 

So He fasts, in order to empty Himself of all that He humanly possesses, to be ready to proclaim with power the inbursting of the Father’s Kingdom. 

While fasting, the Lord lives in bodily danger from the wild beasts, in spiritual danger from the Evil One, and under the ministering supernatural protection of the angels. 

“Consider also that Christ dwells among the wild beasts as man, but as God, uses the ministry of angels. Thus, when in the solitude of a holy life we bear with unpolluted mind the bestial manners of men, we merit to have the ministry of angels, by whom, when freed from the body, we shall be transferred to everlasting happiness.” (St Bede)
