
 Psalm 50 (51) 
 

This is probably the best known of the seven Penitential Psalms, often 
referred to as the Miserere. Loved by many great Christian figures, including 
St Augustine, Gregory the Great and Martin Luther, it is particularly familiar 
from the musical setting by Gregorio Allegri (d. 1682), made for the use of 
the Sistine Chapel in Rome during Holy Week.  
Tradition (in line with the indication preceding the psalm) sees in this text 
the confession and repentance of King David. David 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 act of repentance makes a positive difference to 
the whole community: ‘my mouth shall declare your praise’. 

The Season of Lent 
 

The name for this season of the Church’s year originally meant spring, 
deriving from the German root for long: this is the time of the year when the 
days become noticeably longer. The word has been in use since the later 
Middle Ages, replacing the Latin quadragesima (‘fortieth’). At this time 
sermons began to be given in English rather than Latin.  

Lent lasts for forty days, a significant period in Scripture. This is the length of 
the flood in Genesis and the length of Moses’s fast before being given the 
Ten Commandments. More importantly it is also the length of Jesus’s stay in 
the desert before beginning his ministry.  

Lent is a time of awakening; an opportunity to ‘start again’; a chance for 
renewal and re-commitment. Above all, it is a call to love in the way Jesus 
loved the Father and each of us: continually, and through self-giving. 

Lent is a sober time, but not a sombre time   

There are plenty of well-tried ways in which 
we can co-operate with God’s Spirit at work 
within us, including practices such as:  

• fasting – which helps internal freedom;  

• prayer, with repentance and 
forgiveness, perhaps through the 
Sacrament of Reconciliation;  

• almsgiving, perhaps not just giving 
money but also our time, our support and 
friendship, a listening ear, or other works of 
love. 

Lent is a special time to let God’s Spirit work within us:  

• To help us examine the way in which we love; 

• To touch our minds and hearts, and so help us live according to the 
values of Jesus himself; 

• To reflect on Jesus’s boundless love for us, shown particularly in his 
Passion, Death and Resurrection; 

• To strengthen our resolve to change our focus, putting the interests of 
others rather than our own self first. 

Prego Plus: Background Notes 

First Sunday in Lent – Year A 
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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. Mark’s account is 
very much shorter, while Matthew and Luke 
relate the temptations in a different order but 
probably draw on the same original source.   
   The episode of the temptations takes place 
just after Jesus’s baptism when he has been 
affirmed as the Son of God: ‘This is my Son, 
the Beloved’. 
 

Being tempted 
Scholars suggest it would be better to 

translate the Greek word by ‘tested’ rather than tempted. Temptations or 
tests are different from being coerced. Tempting someone is enticing them to 
want to do something. It does not take away free will. We can still choose to 
do right or wrong. 

The wilderness into which Jesus 
was led is seen as the Judean 
desert, lying east of Jerusalem 
and descending to the Dead Sea. 
It is a rocky, barren, scrubby, 
uninhabited place with a few 
points where water can be 
obtained. Some of the stones 
here are coated in soft lime, 
resembling loaves of bread.  
To this day, going into the desert 

is seen as venturing into a place of preparation; of learning to trust in God’s 
mercy.  
 

Forty days and forty nights 
Forty is a very biblical number, associated with times of testing for the great 
figures of the Old Testament: Moses, Noah, Elijah, the Israelites. In Aramaic 
and Hebrew it meant more than a precise mathematical figure; it could also 
mean ‘a very long time’. The forty days of fasting preceding the temptations 
of Jesus have traditionally been associated with a cave on the ‘Mount of 
Temptation’ in the Judean desert, overlooking the town of Jericho. This also 
carries the name ‘Mount Quarantine’ (Jebel Quruntul in Palestinian Arabic). 

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 Jesus’s divinity is not really questioned. Jesus’s answer here is rooted in 
Scripture: he quotes from Deuteronomy (8: 3; 6: 16; and 6: 13), a favourite 
Old Testament book of the Early Church.  Jesus is not denying the importance 
of food, but stresses that there is another dimension to life. 

 

The second temptation 
The scene is now in Jerusalem, the Holy City, where 
Satan invites Jesus to give a convincing sign of his 
miraculous powers.  
This time the devil himself uses scripture, quoting 
Psalm  90 (91): 11–12.  The reply Jesus gives, ‘You 
shall not put the Lord your God to the test’, 
foreshadows the episode where the Pharisees and the 
Sadducees will test Jesus by asking him to show them 
a sign (Matthew 16: 1–4). 
 

 
Images from the Temptation of Christ, a 12th-century 
mosaic in St Mark's Basilica, Venice (Wikimedia Commons) 

 
 
 

The third temptation 
No mountain exists which allows one to see all 
the kingdoms of the world, though the site is 
traditionally associated with the Mount of 
Temptation, mentioned opposite. There may 
also be a parallel with Moses standing at the top 
of Mount Nebo (Deuteronomy 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. 


