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	Chapter 4: “Will You Fool Him as One Fools Men?”
 Attempts to Deceive God in Biblical Narrative



Good morning/afternoon.
The title of my lecture is:
“Will You Fool Him as One Fools Men?”: Can God be Deceived according to Biblical Narrative?

Introduction
Can we deceive God? At first glance, a simple “no” seems the most likely answer. There are two basic conditions for deception: the deceived has limited knowledge of the true situation, and also limited knowledge about what the deceiver is thinking. By nature, human beings are limited in their knowledge for both the first and second conditions, and thus often fall victim to deceit. But God is considered to have knowledge of what is going on in the world as well as what human beings are thinking, and thus we would not expect to find Him as the victim of deceit.

However, if this expectation was so simply fulfilled, we would not be meeting for a lecture on this topic.

The Difficulty in Defining the Boundaries of Divine Knowledge in Biblical Narrative
Does the biblical narrative present God as knowing what human beings are thinking?
Only rarely do we find in the Bible declarations such as: “for [God sees] not as man sees, for man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.” The biblical narrator usually does not formulate his opinions as generalities, but rather expresses them through the story. The discussion on the question of divine knowledge in the biblical narrative depends on analysis of the stories and is often colored by the researcher’s interpretive tendencies.
 For this reason, the core of this lecture will focus on a short analysis of most of the attempts to deceive God in the Bible. The examples will be presented according to their order of appearance in the text, but you will also see that the level of complexity that they represent increases in accordance with their order of appearance.

Adam Attempts to Lie to God (Genesis 3:9-10)
The first attempt to deceive God appears in the very first dialogue between God and Adam in the Bible, after he eats from the Tree of Knowledge. Adam and his wife look for a place to hide and conceal their sin from God. Then God asks Adam, “Where are you?”
Most biblical commentators agree that the purpose of this question is to offer Adam a chance to admit his sin. But important biblical researchers such as Wellhausen and Gunkel believed that this question demonstrates God’s limited knowledge.

Adam himself shares their opinion – the question “Where are you?” encourages him to believe that God is not omniscient. As he attempts to hide his sin by hiding his physical being, he tries to hide his sin through deceit.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Adam asserts, “I heard the sound of You in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid myself.” But this blatant lie reveals exactly what it was designed to conceal! God reacts immediately: “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?”	Comment by Author: Perhaps change this to “God easily identifies the deception”
In fact, the level of sophistication of Adam’s lie is similar to the fib of a child who denies that he has eaten chocolate but does not think to wash out his mouth from the traces of the candy. Thus the first attempt to deceive God fails, but it is hardly the last.	Comment by Author: suggest deleting this

Cain Attempts to Lie to God (Genesis 4:9-10)
In the next story, Cain attempts to deceive God, and again the motivation is an attempt to avoid punishment. Cain murders Abel in the field, but God reveals Himself to Cain and asks, “Where is Abel your brother?” 

Like Adam, Cain believes that the question reveals God’s limited knowledge, and so he chooses to respond with a blatant lie: “I do not know,” with the addition of a sarcastic remark, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” If Cain learned anything from his father, it was not that it is impossible to lie to God, but rather that it would be wise to try a more believable lie.
But this lie also fails, as we understand from God’s protest: “What have you done? The voice of your brother’s blood is crying to Me from the ground!” Apparently, the question “Where is Abel your brother” does not express God’s ignorance. However, it also does not necessarily mean that God knows what Cain is thinking, because possibly, God truly heard Abel’s blood crying out from the ground.

Abraham Attempts to Deceive God (Genesis 17:17-18)
Another attempt to deceive God is found in Abraham’s reaction to the announcement of Isaac’s birth. God informs Abraham that he will have a son through his wife Sarah. Abraham’s reaction to this news includes two components: a demonstrative act and a hidden thought. First Abraham falls on his face – an act expressing thanks. Then, while his face is hidden on the ground and his thoughts hidden within, he reacts in a completely different way: “Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed, and said in his heart, ‘Will a child be born to a man one hundred years old? And will Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a child?’” He cannot believe the divine pronouncement, but he attempts to hide his skepticism from God through a deceptive gesture that expresses thanks and by implication, faith. 

God’s reaction reveals that Abraham’s thoughts are exposed to him. When Abraham says to himself, “And will Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a child?”, God replies, “No, but Sarah your wife will bear you a son.” In response to Abraham’s laughter at the thought of having a child, God commands him to name his future son Isaac. The meaning of the name is a clear barb that plays on the laughter Abraham hid.

Despite the fact that what Abraham tries to hide takes place inside his heart, and despite the fact that he tries to conceal it with a physical gesture, his attempt to mislead God fails. Lest we attempt to explain this supreme divine knowledge on identification of this story with the P source, we present the next story.

Sarah Attempts to Lie to the Angel of God (Gen. 18:12-15)
God gives the joyous announcement of impending birth to Sarah as well, but like Abraham, she is unable to believe it. According to the text, three messengers in the form of men visit Abraham and Sarah’s home, and the elderly couple hosts them generously. After the meal, one of them asks Abraham, “Where is Sarah your wife?” Abraham replies, “There, in the tent.” When Sarah gives her attention to the guest, he says, “I will surely return to you at this time next year; and behold, Sarah your wife will have a son.”

But such a wish for the elderly couple seems ridiculous, as the narrator explains: “Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in age; Sarah was past childbearing.” It is hardly surprising that Sarah reacts with silent, bitter laughter: “Sarah laughed to herself, saying, ‘After I have become old, shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also?’”

However, the speaker is well aware of Sarah’s inner dialogue. The sides of the tent and the inner nature of her thoughts are not enough to hide them, and he reproaches Abraham: “Why did Sarah laugh, saying, ‘Shall I indeed bear a child, when I am so old?’ Is anything too difficult for the Lord?” Sarah is frightened when the guest voices her private thoughts (or at least one version of them), and she tries to deny it with an outright lie: “Sarah denied it however, saying, ‘I did not laugh’; for she was afraid!” But Sarah’s lie fails, as we learn from the messenger’s response: “No, but you did laugh!”

Here we note that this story is attributed to the J source, in which the divine source is usually considered to be less developed. But still, the position presented here regarding divine knowledge is very similar to that in the previous story, which is usually attributed to the more theologically developed P source.

Moses Attempts to Deceive God (Exodus 3-4)
A particularly interesting example of the attempt to trick God appears in the story of Moses’ dedication to the role of prophet. According to the text, God tries to convince Moses to accept the mission of leading the Israelites out of Egypt, but Moses tries to avoid it, using a host of excuses. At first, Moses argues: “Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh, and that I should bring the sons of Israel out of Egypt?” After God responds to this assertion, Moses raises a new objection: “Behold, I am going to the sons of Israel, and I will say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you.’ Now they may say to me, ‘What is His name?’ What shall I say to them?” After God responds to Moses on this point, He gives Moses a long and very detailed command that begins with the word “Go,” as if to hint that any argument Moses might make against the mission has already been addressed, and now he has no choice but to carry it out.

Surprisingly, Moses comes up with a third argument: “What if they will not believe me or listen to what I say? For they may say, ‘The Lord has not appeared to you.’” After God responds to this assertion as well, Moses raises a fourth one: “Please, Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither recently nor in time past, nor since You have spoken to Your servant; for I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.” After God responds to this argument as well, it is clear that Moses has no more to say, and so God again commands him: “Now then go.”

Amazingly, however, Moses still refuses to accept the role: “Please, Lord, now send the message by whomever You will.” Why does he refuse? God has replied fully to each of his arguments!

Apparently, none of the four assertions (as weighty as they may be) is the real reason for Moses’ refusal to take on the mission. Moses is keeping another reason to himself, one that is more important. What is that reason?

God’s angry response is worded in way that emphasizes that He is well aware of Moses’ inner deliberations: “Is there not your brother Aaron the Levite? I know that he speaks fluently.” God continues: “He is coming out to meet you; when he sees you, he will be glad in his heart” – this leads us to conclude that Aaron is already holding the position of prophet, and Moses fears that his brother will be hurt by God’s choice of him. The fear of the hatred and jealousy of an older brother who is pushed aside in favor of his younger brother is quite serious, as we learn from the stories in Genesis. For this reason, God reassures Moses that Aaron will not harbor ill will toward his brother – on the contrary, he will be happy for him!

Moses learns that he cannot defraud God, because God has the supreme ability to discover his secret thoughts. This realization has immediate benefit, as it grants even more veracity to the promise that Aaron will indeed rejoice. After all, if God has proven his ability to know the thoughts of an individual, He must be able to know the thoughts of others as well.

This story is usually attributed to the E source, and it joins the previous stories in strengthening the assumption that God knows the hidden thoughts of human beings.

Samuel Attempts to Deceive God (I Samuel 16:1-3)
Another example of a prophet who attempts to deceive God is found in the story of the David’s anointment.

The story begins with God addressing Samuel: “How long will you grieve over Saul, since I have rejected him from being king over Israel?” This rhetorical question serves as a rebuke for Samuel’s extended mourning for Saul, and as a basis for God’s command: “Fill your horn with oil and go; I will send you to Jesse the Bethlehemite, for I have selected a king for Myself among his sons.” The prophet’s response to God’s command is very surprising: “But Samuel said, ‘How can I go? When Saul hears of it, he will kill me.’”

Samuel suddenly becomes fearful and refuses God’s command, while in the previous story, the same prophet courageously rebukes the king for allowing the people to convince him to disobey God.

This strange dialogue becomes more understandable when we read it against the background of the previous story – Saul is ousted from the kingship following his sin in the battle against Amalek. This story ends with the conflicting reactions of God and the prophet to Saul’s dismissal: “For Samuel mourned for Saul, and the Lord was comforted that He had made Saul reign over Israel.” The contrast between the two responses is emphasized by use of the verb hitabel (mourned) to describe Samuel’s response, and the contrasting verb niham (was comforted). While the prophet laments Saul’s removal from kingship and refuses to be comforted over it, God is comforted. The tense dialogue between God and Samuel at the beginning of the next story is a direct continuation of the disagreement at the end of this one. From God’s rebuke, “How long will you grieve over Saul,” we understand that the prophet does not want to anoint a replacement for Saul. At any rate, when Samuel argues that he is not able to do so, we must suspect that this is a continuation of the previous conflict, disguised with a new excuse.

But while Samuel attempts to mislead God, the answer he receives is startling: “Take a heifer with you and say, ‘I have come to sacrifice to the Lord.” God does not rebuke the prophet for trying to sway him, but instead gives him advice on how to save himself from the threat posed by Saul. Should we conclude that Samuel’s attempt at deceiving God was successful?

If we assume that God knows that Samuel is trying to cheat him, then His answer to Samuel is of equal measure, and colored in a strong shade of irony. In effect, God says to the prophet, “If you’re in a bad situation with your king, you don’t have to tell the truth – make it easy for yourself by lying!”

But the ironic divine instruction, “Take a heifer with you and say, ‘I have come to sacrifice to the Lord’” becomes truly sarcastic in light of the parallel that it draws between Samuel and Saul, who chose a similar lie in his request to cover up his sin: “The people took some of the spoil, sheep and oxen… to sacrifice to the Lord your God.”

Not only does God suggest to Samuel to lie in a manner similar to Saul, but the circumstances are also similar: just as Samuel lies when asserting that he fears Saul and thus he cannot fulfill God’s command, Saul lies when he argues that he fears the people and thus did not fulfill God’s command.

God’s command to Samuel contains a double message: punishment of Saul measure-for-measure for his sin, and mainly, warning Samuel about the slippery slope he has begun to walk. While God suggests to Samuel a way to save himself from Saul in the physical plane, God hints that Samuel needs to be saved from Saul on the spiritual plane. The prophet has distanced himself from God to the extent that he identifies with the fate of the sinning king, and he is likely to find himself identifying with the sin as well.

Summary and Conclusions
Why Are the Attempts to Deceive God Concentrated in the Foundation Stories?
After surveying most of the examples of attempts to cheat God in the biblical narrative, we now turn to discussing two fundamental issues.

The first is the presence of most of the attempts to deceive God in the biblical foundation stories. One explanation for this is that at the beginning of biblical historiography, humanity is still become acquainted with God. We cannot expect Adam or Cain to demonstrate the same level of understanding about God’s capabilities as the biblical prophets demonstrate at the height of their development. Even Moses, when he attempts to deceive God, is at the very beginning of his prophetic career, and at that stage he has not yet had the opportunity to sufficiently know God’s power. Thus, the early biblical figures could believe that it might be worthwhile to try to deceive God, while the later ones realized that such an attempt was useless.

Without disregarding the validity of this suggestion, I think that a better understanding of how the act of deception works will lead us to a better solution. 

The basic condition for deceiving someone is the existence of some kind of communication between the deceiver and the deceived. In Genesis, we find very open communication between God and his creatures, without the mediation of a prophet. The fact that biblical characters such as Adam or Cain try to cheat God is hardly surprising, because there is no need to believe that their faith in God is particularly outstanding or that their knowledge of His abilities is especially profound. In stories that describe later periods, communication between “ordinary” human beings and God ends, and the attempts to deceive Him cease as well. Still, lack of communication does not cause human beings to change their ways significantly – only technically. The fact that direct contact of humans with God is replaced by communication through a human agent, a holy individual, means that the deceptions that were directed against God in the foundation stories are transformed into deception directed against His prophets.	Comment by Author: or: “the text does not indicate”

In contrast to the foundation stories, the only individuals who can try to defraud God are the prophets, because they are the only ones who have direct communication with Him. Such attempts exist because wherever communication exists becomes a place where deception may occur. On the other hand, these incidents are rare because prophets are faithful to God and thus are not supposed to deceive Him. Indeed, the attempts of prophets to cheat God always occur when a prophet strays from his goal.

Is it Possible to Succeed in Deceiving God?
In conclusion, I would like to address the following question: does the narrator adopt the position expressed in wisdom, prophets, and psalms literature, in which God cannot be tricked? This is a difficult question, because it forces us to draw a conclusion of permanent validity from a limited number of examples. Even if I have made a convincing argument that no one succeeded in actually deceiving God in the biblical stories, can we not argue that in the six incidents mentioned human beings simply failed in their attempts by coincidence?

In order to correctly evaluate the significance of the series of failures to cheat God, we must examine it based on the measure of success of all lies and deceptions in the biblical narrative.

Amazingly, when the targets of deception are ordinary individuals (who are not prophets), the deceptions against them almost always success in achieving their goals, at least in the short term. For example, in Genesis I have found between 64 and 84 lies and deceptions, of which a maximum of six end in failure. The success of the fraud does not depend on the extent of deviation from the truth, on their level of sophistication, on the measure of moral justification, and usually not on the identity of deceiver and deceived. It makes no difference if the individuals involved are men or women, Israelite or foreigner, righteous or wicked, strong or weak – the deception is not discovered before it has achieved its goal.

Such a sharp contrast between the results of deceptions with God as target, and the results of deceptions with ordinary individuals as targets reveals that the biblical narrator is not attempting to highlight a quantitative difference, but rather a qualitative one. Human beings are by nature limited in their physical senses and in their knowledge, and thus they may be taken in by any act of deception. However, as a divine being, God does not fall victim to deceptions!
