
 
Prego Plus: Background Notes 

First Sunday in Lent – Year A 

Psalm 50 (51) 
 

This text is probably the best known of the seven Penitential Psalms,  
loved by so many, including St Augustine, Gregory the Great and Martin 
Luther. It is particularly well known in the musical setting by Gregorio 
Allegri, made for the use of the Sistine Chapel in Holy Week. The text is 
often referred to as the Miserere.  

Tradition, following the indications that precede the psalm, sees in this 
text the confession and repentance of King David after he sent Uriah to 
his death in a battle against the Ammonites, having first taken 
Bathsheba (who later became his wife) as his mistress. The prophet 
Nathan subsequently confronts David and makes him realise what he 
has done.  (A full account of events can be found in 2 Samuel: 11–12.) 

Here the psalmist entreats God to forgive 
him using a series of verbs: ‘have mercy; 
wash me; cleanse me; create in me; do not 
cast me away; do not deprive me; open my 
lips’ etc.  

Over and above the psalmist’s contrition is 
his complete trust in the steadfast love, 
compassion and mercy of God for his 
people, and for the psalmist himself . 

He utters a heartfelt appeal for spiritual 
renewal: ‘create a pure heart’; ‘give me again the joy of your help’. In 
sin, he turned his back on God, but as a penitent he seeks renewed 
intimacy with God. 

Although this psalm belongs to the group of individual lament psalms, it 
can also be read as coming from the whole community. Each person’s 
sin has an effect on others, and each repentance makes a positive 
difference to the whole community: ‘my mouth shall declare your 
praise’. 

 

Gospel  Matthew 4: 1–11 
 

The account of Jesus's temptations in the desert can be found in the Gospels 
of Matthew, Luke and Mark. The episode takes place just after Jesus’s baptism 
when he has been affirmed as the Son of God: ‘This is my Son, the Beloved’. 
This is where Jesus wrestles with the temptation not to place his trust in God 
alone, but rather to dominate and use power over people instead of 
befriending, attracting and serving them. 
 

The wilderness 
This is probably the desert of Judea, a rocky, barren, scrubby, uninhabited 
place with a few points where water could be obtained. Jebel Quarantul, west 
of Jericho, is traditionally thought to be the place where the Temptations 
occurred. To this day, experiencing the desert is seen as being in a place of 
preparation; of learning to trust in God’s mercy.  
 

Forty days and forty nights 
40 is a very biblical number. It also refers to the 40 years Israel spent in the 
desert after they left Egypt. The figure can also simply mean ‘a very long time’.  
 

The first temptation 
This temptation for food (like the two temptations that follow) does not entice 
Jesus to do evil things. All three temptations rather encourage him to do good 
things, but for the wrong reasons or at the wrong time. 
* If you are the Son of God 
A better translation might be ‘since you are ...’ since this fact is not really 
questioned. 
* Jesus’s answer 
Jesus’s answer is rooted in Scripture. By quoting Deuteronomy (8: 3, 6: 16 and 
6: 13), he defines his mission and shows that it was already enshrined in 
Mosaic Law.  
 

The second temptation 
This involves Jesus giving convincing signs of his miraculous powers. The devil 
himself here uses scripture (Psalm  91: 11–12)  Jesus will give people in power, 
including the Pharisees and the Sadducees, a very similar answer when they 
put him to the test. (Matthew 16: 1–4 and 19: 3–5) 
 

The third temptation 
No mountain exists which allows one to see all the kingdoms of the world. It 
could be a reference to Moses standing at the top of Mount Nebo (Deut  34:  1–3).  
Matthew had an ecclesial purpose in the telling of these temptations. He 
sought to explain to the first-century Church the kind of Messiah Jesus was. By 
implication he also showed the kind of society the Church should be, and how 

it should overcome its own temptations. 


