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CHAPTER FIVE
THE PROBLEM OF SENSUS PLENIOR

I. INTRODUCTION

No factor is cited as an argument against the inerrancy of Scripture
more often than the Bible itself. Whatever conclusions about the
nature of Scripture that can be demonstrated by theological deduc-
tion or on the basis of the claims of the Bible for itself must be tested
against the data of the text. And, many conclude, when these
phenomena are considered, the idea that the Bible is true in all that it
affirms becomes clearly impossible. Careful, objective study of the text
reveals numerous errors of one kind or another—historical inaccura-
cies, discrepancies between the scriptural record and the findings of
modern science, and, above all, contradictions between and within
biblical books.

Inerrantists, it is often alleged, are guilty either of sweeping these
phenomena under the rug of pure deduction or of doing a disservice
to the biblical text by foisting on it unlikely and sometimes fantastic
harmonistic explanations in order to save their theory. This criticism
comes from some within the inerrancy camp as well as from those
without. Robert Gundry, for instance, finds numerous clear, theologi-
cally motivated contradictions between Matthew on the one hand
and Mark and Luke on the other. He criticizes fellow Evangelicals for
failing to take seriously the force of this evidence and concludes that
inerrancy can be upheld only by adopting the extreme (and most
unlikely) hypothesis that Matthew has written in a “midrashic” style
and is therefore often uninterested in reporting historical fact.! More
typically, the weight of the phenomena is held to invalidate the notion
of inerrancy altogether. As William Abraham put it, “[The doctrine of
inerrancy] involves enormous strain when it comes into contact with
inductive study of the text. Indeed the strain is too great for any
reasonable person to want to bear.”

What may be said in reply to such a claim? "Induction”—the
process by which theological conclusions are drawn only as they
emerge from the data—certainly has a legitimate place in formulating
a doctrine of Scripture. But two things need to be said. First, as
Warfield pointed out long ago, the claims made by the biblical authors
for their writings is also evidence from the texts, capable of being
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molded into an inductively based argument for the nature of
Scripture. Some parts of the phenomena of the text may present a
problem; but it is wrong to cast the issue as one of induction versus
deduction?® Second, it should be recognized that induction and
deduction need to be used together in formulating a doctrine of
Scripture; not even “pure” scientists use induction to the exclusion of
deduction in the construction of theoretical models:

Nevertheless, it is true that all the phenomena of the biblical text
must ultimately be considered in the formulation of a satisfactory
doctrine of Scripture. Too many discrepancies between these phe-
nomena and the doctrine of inerrancy would cast serious doubt on
the validity of the doctrine. But, though often claimed, it is by no
means clear that the phenomena of Scripture present so great a
problem for the view that the Bible is completely truthful. Specific
issues relative to this problem are dealt with in several essays in these
two volumes: here, however, I will examine the problem created by
the use of the Old Testament in the New. Long a matter of fascination,
perplexity, and fruitful study to Christian preachers, theclogians, and
laypeople, the general issue of the Old Testament in the New has
received much scholarly attention in the last forty years’ Numerous
offshoots of the problem have taken root in the course of the
discussion, involving textual criticism, hermeneutics, and Jewish
exegetical history, to name only three of the more important.

The implications of the subject for the nature of Scripture have
also received considerable attention. Of specific interest to us is the
allegation that the way in which the New Testament uses the Old
Testament is incompatible with the notion that the Bible is com-
pletely true in all that it teaches. Paul Achtemeier’s statement of the
case is typical. To attribute inerrancy to the books of the Bible, he
claims, is to ignore the New Testament authors’' attitude to the 0ld
Testament, as demonstrated in their actual use of the Old Testament.
Their frequent modifications of the Old Testament text and their habit
of reading into that text meanings obviously not intended in the
original demonstrate clearly that they did not regard the Old
Testament as an eternal, unchanging, inerrant document. Rather,
Achtemeier argues, their use of the Old Testament shows that the
New Testament authors regarded the canonical books as part of a
living tradition that could be freely modified in order to fit new
situations. If we would be true to the New Testament itself, then, we
will not impose on the Bible a static, oracular status such as the
doctrine of inerrancy implies; we will view it and use it as the living,
changing, tradition that it is®

In formulating his argument, Achtemeier has two specific
phenomena in mind: (1) places where the New Testament uses a text
form of an Old Testament passage that differs from the accepted
Masoretic tradition and (2) places where the New Testament gives a



























































































































