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Forty Days and Forty Nights 

Quadragesima A, 1st Sunday in Lent, 2/26/23 

 

“Forty days and forty nights / Thou wast tempted in the wild. / Forty nights and 

forty days / Tempted and yet undefiled.” As I mentioned last Sunday, I couldn’t have 

handled it. I don’t know that any of us could’ve handled it. No food, no water, no 

shelter, no smartphone, no-one to talk to but yourself and the devil – I feel sure that 

I would’ve given in. Maybe not on day one. Maybe not on day seven. But eventually. 

Like all powerful temptations, the ones Jesus was faced with have some good in them 

– as the devil reminds him. You were not born to thirst or to starve, Jesus, and you 

can’t very well do whatever the Lord wants you to do if you stay on a hunger strike 

out here in the desert. Using the powers God gave you to solve the problems God 

put in your way – well, that just sounds like the very fount of wisdom.  

As for ruling the world, doing it right for a change, I can see the appeal. Bow the 

knee to the devil if you must; you can always keep your fingers crossed behind your 

back. People make deals all the time to get the power they want, especially when 

they want to use it not simply for their own good. One example may serve for many: 

that of Henri IV, king of France. That longtime Calvinist who went to war for, 

among other things, the Protestant faith is reputed to have said, at the opportune 

moment, “Paris vaut bien une messe – Paris is well worth a mass.” Said moment was 

in 1593, when he, having won his war, “with the encouragement of his mistress, 

Gabrielle d'Estrées, Henry permanently renounced Protestantism and converted to 

Catholicism in order to secure his hold on the French crown, thereby earning the 
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resentment of the Huguenots and his former ally Queen Elizabeth I of England.”1 

True, it took this, the Edict of Nantes, which granted limited toleration for 

Protestants, and bribes to Catholic leaders worth more than France earned in a year 

to end the civil-religious war then raging there. But end them Henri did, helping his 

country do better by the king’s peace than it did by the kings’ wars that preceded it. 

In France, he’s known as le grande or le bon roi, and many other names, for having 

done this. In English, in what may be a bit of a micro-aggression, he’s simply called 

“Henry of Navarre.” No English monarch leaving Protestantism for Catholicism ever 

did England much good, see, and most of them did it harm, whether or not they had 

an Irish army at the back of them – but to sin a little that grace might increase does 

have a certain appeal. What would I have done in Henri’s shoes? Had I a mistress I 

suppose we could ask her, but since I do not, I suppose we’ll never know.  

Deals with the devil are one thing; taunts another. I doubt that Jesus was tempted 

much by the devil’s suggestion to throw himself from the top of the temple in the 

hopes that God would fit him with a parachute on the way down. That temptation 

was more of what you might say was a marker, laying down seeds that might bloom 

for the Accuser at a more opportune time. One such might have been when Jesus’s 

disciples try to dissuade him from going to Jerusalem where he knows he’ll be killed. 

As he says to that, “Get thee behind me, Satan!”, recognizing his Enemy even if no-

one else could. Another, no doubt, came during the Agony in the Garden, when he 

begged his Father to remove the very cup of trembling from his lips, and his Father 

said nothing. Yet another could have been when Jesus stood before Pilate, who 

practically begged Jesus to save himself and give them both an out, or when he stood 

before Herod, who did the same thing without really meaning to. When the first nail 

 
1 Source for quote: 
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went in, or the second, or the third, I’d imagine the devil’s reminder that “on their 

hands they [the angels] will bear you up” rang with bitter irony in Jesus’s ears. Was 

he tempted to call upon the angels even then? How much more was he drawn to 

this when he could feel his death approaching, felt himself fading, and finally realized 

that no saving help from heaven or anywhere else was coming as he choked to death, 

whether he called for it or no. “Eloi, eloi, lama sabachthani,” he cried out, at the 

end, when all hope was lost. “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 

It always amazes me that that’s what it took, as Paul so carefully reminds us in Romans 

this morning, to overcome the sin of Adam – of the first people, if you like. One of 

those first people was made from the flesh of the other, the ancient myth tells us, 

meaning they were alike as two marks of chalk. Their disobedience unto death could 

only be overcome by an obedience also unto death so compelling and complete that 

people might understand in their very bones that they, we, are not to be as gods 

unless the One True God grants us that power by grace alone. What had they done? 

It wasn’t simply that they ate an apple, or a pomegranate, or whatever it was. It was 

that they did so in defiance of a divine command not to do so. That command 

signified that there was to be a limit to how far they, we, were to imagine ourselves 

living in God’s image. In that image we might have been made, but not in order that 

we would be God’s equals. Or would we?  

Let’s examine. We have the power to create, to a point. We have the power to 

destroy, to a point. But we do not have the power of God, and cannot add one year 

to our lives or one cubit to our height by will alone, restore to life even one fallen 

sparrow, or give life to even one grain of sand. We cannot without God’s grace and 

in God’s presence live forever, though we can want to. We cannot do all that we 

would do, or even all that we can think of – yet we have found no limits as to what 

we can think, or what we can create to think alongside us. The temptation to eat of 
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the tree of knowledge of good and evil, to take within us as food that would make 

us like gods, would’ve been hard for anyone to resist – perhaps impossible. The first 

people couldn’t resist it, and we are given to understand that our inability to resist it 

is a feature of our very flesh itself, part and parcel of what it means to be human.  

It is not easy to take seriously the myth of the Garden of Eden, or Adam and Eve. It 

doesn’t help that the myth depends upon a talking snake, and it helps even less that 

the first thing people do when they heard it talk was not to say, “Holy sh** – a 

talking snake!” It doesn’t help, either, that many of those who read this story decided 

to take it as proof that sin came into the world by the folly of a woman, and to use 

ever after to keep women down, when the clear text of the thing shows us that the 

entire episode was a set-up, almost a joke, a test that people were designed to fail and 

that its setter-up, being Almighty, knew they’d fail. Eden was no paradise, not really; 

no true heaven-on-earth would come with a live-in deceiver and a built-in trap door. 

The punishment for listening to that deceiver and falling through that trap door – 

no, wait, let’s not forget: the deceiver wasn’t one, not really. The snake spake the 

truth. It was God who lied to the first people – or, at least, didn’t tell the whole truth, 

which amounts to the same thing. The fruit of the tree of moral awareness did not 

kill, as the Lord said it would – it gave wisdom. The first fruit of what wisdom was 

realizing that God didn’t want you to have it, but that if you did get it, God wanted 

you to suffer for it. That is, God set you up to fail from the get-go, people, and once 

you did, you blamed each other and anything else involved except God, and God 

was happy to let you do so. They even made the punishments apply to everybody, 

not just the first two who did what they weren’t supposed to 

It’s almost as if the writers of this myth were trying to show why human life was hard 

– harder than it had to be, and harder in some ways than any other creature has it, at 

least when it comes to getting something to eat or giving birth to children. The 



 
© 2023 Christopher Wilkins. All Rights Reserved.   

5 
 

lectionary for today leaves out the consequences, mostly because it’s scared of them 

and how they’ve been misused, but they are severe. Humans would have to struggle 

ever after to get food and to be free of suffering because of what they desired, and 

whom. Why did this happen? Why were they punished? Because we know the 

difference between good and evil, and because such knowledge comes with a cost. 

We are free to choose, but are not free from the consequences of our choice, even if 

we don’t know what they are. We have a morality, a moral compass, and have to 

choose whether or not to follow it, and in what direction, without knowing for sure 

what will happen. We face that choice not once only, but throughout our lives, and 

in whatever joys or struggles those lives entail. We don’t know what will happen, 

but we know we’ll have to deal with it once it does.  

We don’t like that. It’s akin to how much we don’t like being told what to do, and 

how much we resist obeying a command even when that power that made us tells 

us we have do or else we will die. How much of the image of God is reflected in 

that? It’s hard to say, but one cannot imagine God listening to anyone else telling 

Them what to do, and certainly not obeying an order. In making us in Their image, 

God made us free to do as we willed, but within the limitations of the physical 

universe and our own abilities, imagination, and mortality. The price of that freedom 

was that we couldn’t get out of being responsible for the consequences of our choices 

until one human being obeyed God perfectly unto death, and then died realizing that 

God abandoned him to death anyway.  

Forty days and forty nights from now, we will celebrate that next phase of that story: 

the resurrection. Thirty-seven days and nights from now, we will celebrate, or at least 

commemorate, the phase that ended in that death – on a Friday we still, in spite of 

everything, call Good. Let us pray that we may keep a holy Lent in preparation for 

these events by which we identify and specify our salvation. May we keep that Lent 
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aware that the God who made us for this world and chains us to also came into it to 

live and die as one of us, accepting those chains as Their very own, and eventually 

knowing in the heart of Godself, in Christ, what it means to lose everything. It will 

take me as least that long to get ready for that. Amen.  

 

 

Henri IV of France – ‘Good King Henry’ 

 


