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not perceive) actually delivered by lsaiah to Israel. Isaiah’s actual message
seems to be rather an atlempt through warning and appeal 10 convince lsrael to
leave off its unresponsiveness and rebeliion and to return to God. From this we
can conclude that this passage is not in fact telling [saiah what to say. I suggest
that it is telling him instead to be persistent and not surprised at a poor
response. His preaching will affect the addressees fike a command neither to
understand nor perceive, not because they will be obedient to any such com-
mand, but because they are basically unresponsive and will therefore react in
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 that way to the message he is to deliver.? This interpretation is supporied by the

fact that the LXX and all NT quotations of this verse convert the imperative to
an indicative form. In the LXX and the quotations from it {Matt 13.14b and
Acts 28.26), the indicative simply predicts how the hearers will react; in Mark
4.12a and Luke 8.10b, which are translated more literally from the Hebrew, or,
more precisely, from the Aramaic of the Targum of Isaiah, it is Jesus® inten-
tion that they should react that way,

Essentially the same characterization of the audience is given in 10a, where
Isaiah is commanded to make the people unresponsive. What resources does
Isaiah himself have by which to make the people unresponsive? Simply his
faithful preaching. As he preaches, they can be relied upon to become more
unresponsive, and Isaiah is hereby prohibited from taking this as an excuse to
quit preaching. 1t is as if their unresponsiveness were an indication of the fulfill-
ment by Isaiah of his preaching responsibility. The LXX and its NT quota-
tions {Matt 13.15a and Acts 28.27a) also support this interpretation by again
converting the imperative “Make the heart of this people far .. .7 to an indica-
tive “For this people’s heart has grown dull.” (See also Matt 13.13.) In John
12.40a, the agent is also specified as being third person singular, interpreted by
the author in the following verse to refer to Jesus.

Isaiah 6.9,10a serves largely to characterize the audience to which Isaiah’s
message will be directed. This should help us to determine the sense in which
10b is to be understood. To anyone familiar with God's attitude toward his
people as expressed both in the book of Isaiah and throughout Scripture, the
notion that God purposes that they not see, hear, understand, turn, and be
healed approaches absurdity * More so, that he would commission Isaiah to
dedicate his life toward that end or that Isaiah’s message could be interpreted
as intentionally seeking such an outcome. Such absurdity is the only clue to the
presence of the figure of speech called irony.

T Agcording to this interpretation, the call of Tsaiah is remarkably tke the call of Ezekiel
{Exzekiel 3.4-11).

* Evidence does exist in Isaiah and elsewhere for the oecasional emporary hardening by Gol
of certain people for a specific purpose. Romans [ 1.8, for example, applies the words of two Od
Teslament passazes to the non-glect of Isrzel, stating that “God gave them a spirit of stupor {1s
2910, eves thal should not sec and sers that should not hear. down w this wery day | Deut
29 417 lsaiah 29 1314 shows that in the Isaiah context the stupor or “deep sleep™ was scnt
hecause the hearts of the people were far from the Lord, and 29,23,2d speaks of a tme when it
will no longer exist. In Deut 29.4 the blindness and deafness present among the people arc part
of & relatively caseal rebuke; far from being an eternal decree, they represent a fach that Muoses
sets out immediately to correct, Even the non-lect of 15rael, 10 whom these passages are applied
in omans 158, are able w anticipate & day of “full inglusion,” according o LLEE cund.
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forters, this utterance clashes with the context, in which Job does not submit to
their wisdom but persistently debates against them. It does not seem likely that
Job was here saying something he did not mean to say. speaking in code, lying,
or making a mistake. So, even though we do not know what intonation he
might have used as he spoke or whether we would be abie to interpret it
properly, we are driven to the conclusion that he was speaking ironically, That

would entail:
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(1a) Job is asscrting that his addressees are by no means the people and that
wisdom will certainly not die with them.

(2a) Job believes that someone, in this case almost certainly the addressees
themselves, could or would make the assertion (no doubt in a less exaggera-
ted form) that they are the people and wisdom will die with them, {Notice
how in 12.3 Job speaks as if responding to precisely such as assertion on
their part: “But 1 have understanding as weli as you; [ am not inferior to

you, Who does not know such things as these?")
{3a) Job scorns his addressees for the fact that they could or would make the

assertion that they are the people and wisdom will die with them.

All of these conditions blend well with the context.
As a more difficult example, let us consider the case of a person standing

alone in a room and looking out the window and saying out loud but to himsell
in a scornful tone of voice, “What a lovely day this 181" Given that the state-
ment is ironical, it entails:
{1b) The speaker is in fact asserting that this is not a lovely day. (1t could be
a terrible day or a lovely night, but it is not a lovely day.)
(2b) Someone exists in the context whom the speaker believes could or
would make or have made the assertion that this is or was going o be or
should have been a lovely day. (We don't have enough context to determine

the modality of the supposed assertion.)
(3¢} The speaker scorns that someone for the fact

make that assertion.

The problem that remains in this example is of course the identity of the some-
one. | suggest three possibilities: (1) It could be someone absent from this
scene, but present in the wider context. (2) It could be a perceived generalized
expectation that this day or maybe all days should be lovely, in which case the
speaker might be said to be ridiculing “the whole world.™ {3} It could be the
speaker himself, in which case the speaker is ridiculing himself for entertaining
the thought that this should have been a lovely day-—a form of self-abuse. At
any rate, there is someone, and if not, the element of ridicule is lacking, and the

statement is not in fact irony.

that he could or would

It remains to explicate the conditions entailed by lsaiah 6.10b, where God is
quoted as saying, “lest they see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and
understand with their hearts, and turn and be healed.” We have already indica-
ted that this half-verse seems to clash strongly with its context, suggesting the
possibility that it might be an instance of irony. 17 it is ironical, the following
constitute a sct of conditions it could entail:
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(1¢) God wants the people of Judah, at least ultimately, to “see with their
eyes, and hear with their ears, and understand with their hearts, and turn and
be healed.” (The notion that he does nor want them to see, etc., is part of the
literal meaning of the “iest” construction, which couid be paraphrased “in
order that they not see, etc.” or “because | do not want them to see, ete., and
if you don’t make their heart catloused, ete. (6.10a), they might see, cte,”
The entailment Ic is mutually exclusive with this latter paraphrase and so by
implication with the “lest™ construction. The entailment ¢ is consistent with
ti:;}ﬁarger context; note for example the appeal from God to Judah in 1.16-
203,

(2¢) God believes that someone—the people of Judah themselves—could or
would actually make the assertion that they do not want to see with their
eyes, cte. (This assertion would take the form, *We do not want {us) to see

with our eyes, etc.” and is part of the second paraphrase given in Ic above,

That this attitude exists in Judah is attested by Isaiah 3.8,9; entailment 2c is
- consistent with the context.)

(3c} God scorns the people of Judah (ot generally but specifically) for the
fact that they do not want to see with their eyes, ete. (This attitude is the
same as that expressed in the context, for example Isaiah 3,11-4.1.)

The rendering of Isaiah 6.10b in the LXX and in Matt 13,15 and Acts 28,27
supports this interpretation, since in it the purpose that the people should not
see, hear, understand, and turn to be healed is clearly attnbuted to no one but
the hearers themselves. I submit that this is not an alteration of the meaning of
the original Isaiah text, It represents an interpretational translation of the irony
in the original text, in which the irony has been converted into a nonfigurative
statement which correctly attributes these motives, as does the original irony
when properly interpreted, to the hearers and not to God. The greatest change
here is that the component of scorn present in the irony has been lost, as so
casily happens in the reduction of this figure to plain statement.

It remains to deal more fully with those NT passapes which quote the Isaigh
passage in a more literal form than that of the LXX. Mark 4,124 and Luke
B.10b basically quote Isaiah 6.9, indicating that the addressees of at least some
of Jesus' parables, like those of Isaiah’s message, ware expected to understand
little of the meaning. John 12.40a basically quotes Isaiah 6.10a to show that
the whole of Jesus' ministry was prophesied by Isaiah to effect stubborn
unbelief, The lack of perception and understanding is anticipated as a natural
result both of Isaiah’s preaching and of Jesus’ ministry, particularly of the
parables. Now with respect to the parabies, there is a very important difference
between these two instances: Isaiah’s message as recorded in his book is not
specifically designed to hinder perception and understanding; Jesus’ message is.
Itis an unambiguous teaching of Mark 4 that the purpose of some of Jesus®

parables was not to facilitate comprehension by way of illustration but rather

to conceal Jesus’ teachings from “those outside” (4.11), who were not like the

disciples, to whom “privately .. . he explained everything™ (4.34). If Jesus had
not used parables but had explained things to the crowds straightforwardly as
he did to his disciples, the crowds wouid have understond more of his message.
Why did Jesus, at least part of the time. literally hinder the pereeption of the
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exist 10 indicate the presence of irony. (English is one of the latter, since in
English, tone of voice is the only overt indicator of irony.) The biggest preblem
is that the translator must either leave the irony implicit, running a high risk
that it will go unperceived, or else spell out precisely what it is saying in non-
figurative fashion; which will vield a strong divergence between the form of the
source text and the form of the translation. 1 suggest the latter to be the wiser
course, since ctherwise we cannot count upon our readers to discover the irony
present in the text, and the resulting potential for misunderstanding is very
great, as evidenced by the fact that even the commentators have generally
stumbled here.® This is also the approach taken by the translators of the LXX.
They apparently restructured lsaiah 6.10a so that it no longer reads as an
imperative directed toward Isaiah (“Make the heart of this people fat, and their
ears heavy, and shut their eyes; . ..") but as a simple declaration regarding the
condition of the people, placing the responsibility for that condition upon the
peaple themselves (“For this people’s heart has grown dull, and their ears are
heavy of hearing, and their eyes they have closed; . ..") {The LXX rendering is,
with one insignificant variation, identical to the Greek text of Matt 13.15a and

% 1 do not have access to & complere theological library, but so far in my expericnee [ have
found no commentary on John | 2406 that perceives Lhe irony there, and the only commentator
wham | have discovered 1o point out explicitly the irony in Mark 4.12b is E. Gould, who states
with respect 1o this passage: “There the irony regppears, for i would evidently be only Fonic-
altv, and not earnestly, that Jesus would say of nv of his teaching, that 1t was mlended o pre-
vent the forgiveness and conversion of the people.” A Crivfcal and Exegerival Comeniary on
the Gospel ovcording o Mork, IOC (Edmburgh: T. & T. Clark, [B97} 73,74, But even e goes
an e say that he doubts Jesus actually said it and that Mark apparently included it unthinkingly,
sizsce he found it in the Ofd Testament source, Thus Crould apparentiy presumes eisher than Jesus
wolld not use irony, which is manifestly aot the case, or that Jesus could not have counted wpon
his disciples to pergeive the irony in this statement, & gratuitous assumption indeed. Other com-
ERLEIors, Nl recognizing ireny @ be present, have perceived the apparent difficuliy in the
Cireek test of Mark 4,120 and responded in various ways. A. B. Bruce states flatly that the pur-
ported purpose of the paraboiic method in this verse “cannat really have been the aim of Jesus.”
The Svmopric Gospels, BGT, Vol. [ (reprinted Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979) 365, Alfred

Plummer suggests the possibility that “here the sradition has carried the quotation from [s vi. [0

further than Christ did, or has confused His use of s The Gospeld dccording o Mark, CBSC

(1914, reprinted Grand Rapids: Baker, 1982) 124, Matthew Black sees the problem as arising

from editosial activity reflecting ant-Semite prejudice o the early chursh: Ar Aramalc
Approack to ihe Gospels amd Aces. (Ouford: The Clarendon Press. 19671 215216 275,276,
C.E.B, Cranfield tentatively suggests that the Greek mdpore could be tranglated “unless™ or

“perhaps instead of Mest” The Gogpe! dccording to St Mark, CGTC (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1977), 156, All of the above clearly react o the conflict between these words of
Jesus taken &t face value and the general context of Jesus’ ministry. Mot so Henry Alford, who is
not distusbed by the cleer indication he reads in thiz verse of divine sovereignly operating o
exclude some from forgiveness, The Greex New Testament, Vol | (1874}, reprinted Girand
Rapids: Baker, 19800, 33, Simelarly, Wilham Lane, The Gospel 4 coording fo Mark, NIC {Grand
Rapids: Berdmans, 1974 15%; and B, G, Bratcher and B, A MNida, A4 Trossifotor's Boanadbook on
the Gosped of Mark (UBS 1961), 136, Then there are those wha soften the blow by introdiscing
theological sdistinctions not 10 be found in the comext, B, H. HL Lesski feds nere the operation of

“valwaras comseguens, Lhe will thal operates gifer grace has operated on & man,” which he dis

tinguishes from “volicias anfecededs, the will that first comes fo man and brings him the grace.”

The feserpretaiion of 8o Morks Gospel (Columbus: Warthurg Press, [946) 168 H. AL W,

Muover, on the other hand, sees this verse as expressing God's “mediate, not, L lisal, aims;™ the

olinding s “pedagogic.” Critivel & Exegetica! Handbook to the Gospels of Mark aod Lake,

(MY Feok & Wagnalls, (8843 53, There is Sceiplural precedent for this peneral position (see

sore o abwowel, Bat s verse facks oy indbeation of 5t Foiier ¢
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Acts 28.27a.) This rendering requires the component of intention in *lest™ of
6.10b (“lest they should perceive with their eves, ...") to be interpreted as
pertaining to the people themselves—a solution of marvellous subtlety. Unfor-
tunately, it will not serve us in Mark 4.12b or John 12.40b; there is 1o corre-
sponding way to avoid the interpretation that it is Jesus (or God) who does not
want to see the people turn and be forgiven. Therefore, 1 recommend the
following solution for Mark 4,12 as suitable for English and similar languages:

- -« 50 that they may indeed see but not perceive, and may indeed hear hut

not understand; because the last thing they want is to turn and have their
sins forgiven!

The first half is the same as the RSV and represents Mark’s own adaption
from Isaiah 6.9 (not 6. 10b). As we have stated above, what in Isaiah is basjc-
ally a staternent about the stubbornness of the pecple of Judah becomes in
Mark a statement of Jesus® purpose in teaching by means of parables, which,
however, is in fact because of that same stubbornness on the part of his audi-
ence. The second half represents the part of Isaiah 6.10b that Mark uses, with
the form modified to express the wony of that part in a non-ironical way. It
shows that these words are about the attitude of the addressees, both in Isajah
and m Mark. It also expresses the ridicule component of the irony through the
words “of course” and “the last thing” and also by the use of the exclamation
point. (Usually figures of speech are used because of their power to express
emotion or expectation, If a figure is dropped in translation, some other means
should be sought to express its emotion compaonent.,)

John 12.40 should be handled similarly:

He has blinded their eyes and hardened their heart, because of course the

last thing they want is to see with their eyes, and perceive with their heart,

and turn for me to heal them.

The first half of this verse, unlike Mark 4,124, is an adaption of Isaiah 6,10a,
and it tells us that Jesus did what lsaiah was commanded to do. Like Mark

The commentasies treat Johs 12,400 similariy 1o Mark 4,125, bt perhaps with less creativity.
oA, W, Mevyer in his commentary on John 12.40b does not refer, as he did in Mark, w sny
medinte or pedagogic purpose, but only fo “the necessity in the divine fate” Crivical &
Exegetical Handbook o the Gaspe! af Jokn (NY.: Funk & Wagnalls, 1884) 379,380, The
following express the same general understanding: 1. N. Sanders & B. A, Mastin, 4 Com-
meaaey on thie Gospel According o ¢, Jokn (NY.: Harper & Row, |968) 300; F. |, Crodet,
Commeniary on Jukn's Grospel (1886, reprinted Grand Rapids: Kregel, |978) 794; Loon Muwris,
The Guipel Aecording 1o 51, Jahn, NIC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971) 604-605. R, C. H,
Lenski restates essentiafly his pusition as expressed on Mark 4.12h The Interpretation af .
Jofin's Gozep! (Columbus: Lutheran Book Concern, 1942) 889, B. F. Westeott, not unlike
Lenski, states that “this working of God, as we ook =t it in the order or succession, was con.
SEqUEnL Upan man's prior unbeliel” The Gospel According re 51, Jokn (1881, reprinted Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978} 183, Marcus Dodds also sses the matter less as a product of spegial
decree than of the course of evenis: "By abuse of light, nature produces callousness; and what
nature does God does.” The Crospel of St Jokn, EGT. Vol ) {reprinted Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1979) 812. Such & solution s plavsibie, but it does seem 1o require the introduction
inta the context of propositions not atherwise to be found there, nemely that God (or Jesus) acts
1o preclude repentance and especialiy that God {or Jesus) does 50 in response to unbeliel itis
the pozition of (his study that neither Mark £.12h nor lohn 12,400 can he cited a3 unequivocally
sapporting either of these propositions '
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modification. ‘ half repre-
4.12a, it is not ironical and requires no :hcaam;; ?;nsec;}?r:im - 5;1 “
. g-‘ *the part of Isaiah 6.10b that J-;:rhp uses, and the o zbme e
been xpressed in the same way as the ‘arqng in Mgrkz 4. 2 é} o a;ui Sives £
?:::ﬂz zhv as things turned out, Jesa.;‘s.‘ n;imxstry ?jhz?i ;me 1‘{29‘ ety
of cifically the crow 112.29; is
g:ﬁ ﬁ;ﬁrleg:fsu;iiriﬁiﬁ&éﬁuse m};y in fact did not want t0 see, perceive,
is effe 11,
enj aling. 5 | ' e
B O ey e i ication of Jesus' expilanation n
‘ i transtation application Jes !
Th::::ﬁ ; ifminrﬁ:i‘tfr w:: 1;:: uses parables, Since some parables {pfﬁibgﬁ
‘Sym?:?;;ai‘i‘i‘:g:g;r—;‘spéraétcs in Mark 4 and Matt 13) serve to Wi?;:l e e
Eaax {hose oulside, they should not be transmgd 50 45 mt egg:s iy state the
Nr‘:ﬁ“icy of their truth in the very telling of them. 'M:sm'; f:;am.i ?he Ty e e
r:m; have sufficient reasons to justify ;nchida;i;gén:;;i ;s s;icncc ontex| of the
i ¢h a parable some clue to ' ! ) nter
tr::;l;?gg réfofhzunarabrewif they think that they know what that interpr
p iy

Ful not to represent Jesus himself as first declaring

i ut they should be carel f i it
:; ’iﬂfk:;h;;r::;;i; are to conceal truth from those outside and then ¥
1a

explicating the meaning of each onc as he tells it.
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