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“Deceit is in the heart of them that imagine evil.” The first half of Proverbs 12:20 serves 

as a good starting point for a discussion of the subject of “deceit.” When we read the dictionary 

definition of the verb ”deceive,” we find that it means: 1) To cause (a person) to believe what is 

not true; mislead. 2) To catch by guile; ensnare. The American Heritage Dictionary Second 

College Edition, 1982, also gives a very detailed listing of the various synonyms of the word 

“deceive” along with their definitions. This helps us to get a better sense of the meaning of the 

word as well as the various forms of deception. The synonyms are: 

Synonyms: deceive, betray, mislead, beguile, delude, dupe, hoodwink, 

bamboozle, outwit, double-cross. These verbs mean to victimize persons, 

for the most part by underhanded means. Deceive involves falsehood or 

the deliberate concealment or misrepresentation of truth with intent to lead 

another into error or to disadvantage. Betray implies faithlessness or 

treachery that brings another to grave disadvantage or into danger. 

Mislead means to lead into error and does not invariably imply intent to 

harm. Beguile suggests deceiving or misleading by means of allurement. 

Delude refers to deceiving or misleading to the point of rendering a person 

unable to detect falsehood or make sound judgment. Dupe means to 

delude by playing upon another’s susceptibilities or naiveté. Hoodwink 

refers to deluding by trickery such as mental blinding or dazzling. 

Bamboozle less formally means to delude by trickery such as hoaxing, 

befuddling, or artful persuasion. Outwit means to frustrate another person 

by ingenuity and cunning and is less forceful in its suggestion of bad faith. 

Double-cross, a slang term, implies betrayal of a confidence or the willful 

breaking of a pledge (page 371). 

The dictionary definition of this word is not very flattering; neither is the meaning of this 

word as we find it in God’s Word. When we take a Strong’s Concordance and locate the word 

deceit and its variations such as deceitful, deceitfully, and deceitfulness, and seek to know the 

meanings of these words in the original Hebrew and Greek, we find that the unflattering 

definition grows. Words such as fraud, craft, false, feigned, guile, treachery, delusion, and sham 

appear. It is very clear from the very beginning of the discussion that the practice of deceit is a 

great evil. 

It would be a mistake to focus, in this article, mainly on the deceit which surrounds us in 

the world and to limit our discussion to that deceit which comes upon us from outside of us. We 

are completely surrounded by lies. So-called scientists spread their lies about the origins of man 

and the universe. Politicians and leaders lie about their accomplishments and intents. Companies 

lie about the capabilities of the products they sell. School teachers and college professors 

promote false world and life views. Ministers and theologians spread every lie possible about 

God and His Word. However, we will not get very far in our understanding of deceit until we go 

to the source of it. 

Our Heidelberg Catechism, in Q & A 112, properly identifies “lies and deceit” as the 

“proper works of the devil.” This connection is found in John 8:44. This verse records a part of 

Jesus’ response to unbelieving Jews who hated the truth. “Ye are of your father the devil, and the 
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lusts of your father ye will do. He was a murderer from the beginning, and abode not in the truth, 

because there is no truth in him. When he speaketh a lie, he speaketh of his own: for he is a liar, 

and the father of it.” Those who hate the truth and speak lies are the spiritual children of the 

devil. 

Let us not forget that we, by nature, are the spiritual offspring of the devil. Our 

Catechism asks the question in Lord’s Day 3, Question 8, “Are we then so corrupt that we are 

wholly incapable of doing any good and inclined to all wickedness?” The answer, “Indeed we 

are; except we are regenerated by the Spirit of God.” We must recognize that deceit is a very real 

power that works within our hearts. According to our old man of sin, we delight in lies. Because 

of our sinful nature, we are capable of treasuring incredible lies and all sorts of wicked thoughts. 

“The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?” (Jeremiah 

17:9). The heart is deceitful and wicked to the point that it can’t even be known by man. Let us 

not under-estimate the sinfulness of our own heart and our sinful willingness to believe lies. 

Deceit is a power which very really dwells within our hearts. 

We, as children of our Heavenly Father, have been delivered from the spiritual dominion 

of the father of lies. The devil no longer exercises spiritual dominion over us as he does over the 

seed of the serpent. We have been purchased by the blood of Christ and are the possession of our 

Lord. He renews us by His Spirit so that we now delight in the truth according to the new man. 

In the inner man we hate every lie. However, as long as we remain on this earth and possess our 

evil natures, we must be warned against deceit and all those who would deceive us. The lies of 

the devil are many and his minions are busy at work in this world. The devil knows that he has 

an ally in our evil flesh. Let us understand how deceit works within us and how the devil and the 

world would draw us away by appealing to our sinful flesh. 

In order to understand how deceit operates within us, we must know that sin itself is 

deceitful. Read Hebrews 3:13. We must know that sin is sin. We must know, as some have put it, 

the exceeding sinfulness of sin. Sin is committed against God, and His justice requires its severe 

punishment. Sin always has consequences. Impenitent sinners suffer the consequences of their 

sins in this life and forever in hell. The end result of sin is everlasting death. 

It is precisely these truths that our sinful hearts would have us not believe. Sin presents 

itself as the opposite of what it actually is. On this topic Matthew Henry gives a good 

explanation as he comments on Hebrews 3:13. He writes, 

There is a great deal of deceitfulness in sin; it appears fair, but is filthy; it 

appears pleasant, but is pernicious; it promises much, but performs 

nothing. The deceitfulness of sin is of a hardening nature to the soul; one 

sin allowed prepares for another; every act of sin confirms the habit; 

sinning against conscience is the way to sear the conscience; and therefore 

it should be the great concern of everyone to exhort himself and others to 

beware of sin. 

John Calvin, in his comments on this passage explains in part how Satan ”creeps” into 

our hearts and gradually, by his deceits, leads us into open sin. In part he writes, “And this is a 

way of speaking that ought to be especially observed; for we fall not immediately by the first 

assault into this madness of striving against God; but Satan by degrees accosts us artfully by 

indirect means, until he holds us ensnared in his delusions. Then being blinded, we break forth 

into open rebellion.” 
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Satan is a master deceiver who patiently leads us small step by small step until we have 

walked all the way down the path that leads to open sin. An example of this gradual process will 

help us better understand. 

Perhaps we are a student at one of our Protestant Reformed Christian Schools. Because of 

an unkind word we spoke or because we misbehaved in class, it became necessary for the teacher 

to discipline us in love. After we walk out of the presence of the teacher, several evil thoughts 

about this teacher’s character begin to cross our mind. (He’s unreasonable. He’s a lousy teacher 

anyway.) Instead of crucifying the evil thoughts and submitting to his admonition, we cherish the 

evil thoughts about him and allow them to float around in our mind. Over time these evil 

thoughts grow and become more evil and outrageous. We still do not crucify these thoughts, but 

allow them to fester. Later in the day, we are talking to a fellow student and our hateful thoughts 

of this teacher slip innocently enough out of our mouth. We find that we delight to put his name 

in the mud. Still, we refuse to kill these evil thoughts. Maybe the next day we find ourselves 

recounting the story again, this time adding a few more little lies, to ruin the good name of the 

teacher even more. And before we are aware, we are deceived to the point that we think that we 

are doing the whole student body and perhaps God a favor by smearing the good name of the 

teacher in the presence of many others. By degrees we are led farther down the path of sin. What 

began as a “small” evil thought we entertained, ends in openly speaking evil of a brother in 

Christ. This is just one example of how easily we can become deceived. 

We will continue, Lord willing, in our next article to further examine how deceit works 

within us. We will notice how the power of deception is related to our love of the truth of God’s 

Word. We will look at a few characteristics of deceivers. Finally, we will see how the child of 

God is protected from deceit by a living knowledge of true doctrine as it is distinctively 

confessed. 
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