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Catholic Institute of Sydney 

                               The Bible and Self-Deception: Week One 

1) What is first revealed by the word of God? Hebrews 4:12 says that “the word of God is 
living and active, sharper than a two-edged sword, one that pierces through to the division of 
soul and spirit, joints and marrow, and it discerns the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” 
We are first of all revealed and that, first and foremost, to ourselves and to each other. Only 
then can we begin truly to see God. For if we do not have ourselves revealed then we will 
distort the revelation of God such that it will serve to justify our lies and self-deceptions. 

2) To lie to another is a complex thing, for we play upon any number of levels of 
dissimulation and manipulative persuasion. As far as we know no animal has the intellectual 
sophistication and cognitive subtlety to play such high-level ‘games’. But if lying to another 
is an amazing thing, then what of lying to ourselves? The assumption of this series is that 
how we lie to others is how we lie to ourselves, and in this is reflected a profound truth 
concerning human nature; namely, that we are social beings and that there is a communion-
reciprocal character to all our actions. We might put it like this: all our actions are, at one and 
the same time, both private and public, both individual and political.  

3) The nature of humanity is spelt out in narrative form in the first few chapters of Genesis. If 
we study the way in which the author of Genesis has juxtaposed the two accounts of the 
creation of humanity in chapters 1 and 2 then a very telling picture emerges. In the first 
chapter all is created and said to be “good” (‘tov’ in Hebrew), and when humanity is created 
‘he’ is created male and female, which is to say as a communion of different sexes. But in the 
second chapter man alone is created, and although he has communion with God and with all 
the rest of creation it is not enough. Indeed, God says that “It is not good for man to be alone” 
(using the Hebrew ‘lo tov’, literally ‘not good’). And this is said before the Fall! The author 
has shown us what not-goodness looks like, in other words what the result of the Fall looks 
like, namely loneliness and alienation; or to put it another way, the fracturing of communion.  

4) The result of the Fall is sundered communion and this is expressed in violence (hence on 
exiting Eden we are presented with the first murder). But the principal expression of the Fall 
is concealment: first of all Adam and Eve hide their bodies from each other, not due to sexual 
shame but to a sudden sense of vulnerability, and then in the garden they hide behind some 
trees from God. What’s more, on being confronted by God they try to hide their 
responsibility by blaming each other (including Adam blaming God for having made Eve in 
the first place). The major problem the Bible confronts is that of doubleness in humans; due 
to the fracture that runs through all creation - a fracture that as St Paul observes in Romans 
7:7-24 runs through each of us individually so as well – we can conceal our true intentions so 
as to manipulate others. The goal of the Bible is that heart and tongue/mouth should be in 
accord. 

5) Every lie makes the liar anxious, and this means we exhibit ‘tells’, by which is meant 
verbal, facial, or bodily signs that give us away. The best liar is the one who feels the less 
anxiety and the way in which to do this is to lie to ourselves - but how? And the answer is 
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through the art of specious justification. We justify our lies either by telling ourselves that it 
is not really a lie or, more commonly, by telling ourselves that as we have had bad things 
done to us then we are justified in lying, for in doing so we are balancing the books, as it 
were. This is why it is so important if you want to detect lies in yourself or in others that you 
pay attention to what you or they say. 

6) The lies and violence we see around us are expressions of the lies and violence that we 
commit within ourselves – hence James 4:1-4. Often the motive informing our lies is that of 
the desire for worldly status, but beneath this is ultimately a hatred of life including our own 
such that even when that which is good is offered to us we can set out to destroy it in a 
thousand subtle ways, often to the surprise of others and, finally, to ourselves. Kierkegaard, 
in his book The Sickness unto Death, put it like this: we want to believe that there is no life 
after death for this is wish-fulfilment, for the truth of the matter is that we want to be quit of 
ourselves, and the thought of being ourselves for all eternity is more than we can bear. So it is 
that the most important lie is the one we tell ourselves that we are doing what we are doing in 
order to make ourselves happy. We have all seen this trait in others, and yet it is harder to see 
it in ourselves. There is, as David Pears refers to it in his book Motivated Irrationality 
(Oxford, Clarendon Pr., 1984), a willed irrationality in which we work against our own best 
interests. As Pears notes, it was a conundrum that exercised the minds of Plato and Aristotle, 
if not anyone who has ever observed human nature at close quarters.  

7) We have created our own labyrinth and we are, at the heart of it, our own Minotaur. As St 
Augustine in his Confessions put it, God must save us from ourselves, and He does so 
through slowly having us see who it is we are and what it is we have made of ourselves. 
There are many ways in which we lie to ourselves, but we might pay special attention to one 
way that is very, very effective in destroying a person, a way that informs the practice of 
passive/covert aggression (a subject to which we will return next week). Those who think that 
learning to read body language will help them detect lies are making a very basic mistake, 
you see the most important aim of a liar is to create a state of destabilization, a state in which 
the victim does not know what to think or how to feel. A liar, like a lying culture, will create 
a situation in which there are conflicting messages being broadcast such that the victim has 
no idea how to read what is going on around him or her. When the victim is in this state then 
just about any lie can be passed off as the truth, for the exercise of reason has been, let us say, 
nobbled. The question is, how do we do this to ourselves?  

8) In the Bible this state of affairs is one writ large in corrupt societies, especially where 
idolatry flourishes, for then those in power can say, that as we can’t be sure which god is true 
we might as well accept them all, and as a consequence there is no sure standard of morality, 
hence the powerful can feel justified in doing pretty much whatever it is they please. We lie 
to ourselves in order to lie to others and in doing this we are furthering the cause of injustice 
and violence – in the Bible the individual is the social and the private is the political.  

 


