


of responsibility and help 
them learn how to work 
with other people,” he says, 
“because most guys have 
difficulty in doing that.” 
Other details of the disci-
pleship plan depend on the 
specifics of the man’s call-
ing, keying largely on what 
works for that person. “I’m 
eclectic,” he explains, “because I’m not creative — I’m more 
of a visionary.”

The discipleship process that has fed Ron’s church-planting 
vision was born of necessity. In the early years of his ministry 
in the D.C. area, Ron admits to being angry with God, be-
cause “every time it seemed like I had somebody that might 
become a leader — here in the D.C. area, there’s about a 33 
percent turnover on a yearly basis, so they’re only here for a 
very brief span and then they’re gone. I kept thinking, Every-
thing I learned in school, I can’t do! It takes years to get this stuff 
across. I can’t understand why You’re doing this to me, God.”

Once again, wise wife to the rescue. “My wife asked me, 
‘Ron, if God had given you your desire, what would it have 
really been?’” he remembers. “When I said, ‘A professor or 
teacher,’ she said, ‘Then how long would you have had a stu-
dent?’ I answered, ‘Some of them about a year, some of them 
two years, and most of them no more than three years.’ She 
said, ‘Guess what? That’s what God’s given you, so now you’ve 
got to start thinking that way.’

“I had to start realizing that God had given me a precious 
short time with these men, so I had to start thinking through 
what to teach them and what to do with them.”

As Ron trains men for 
leadership in the church, 
The Harvester develops a 
pool of leaders for the new 
church plants. “We don’t 
expect to become a mega-
church,” he says. “The 
Harvester exists to start 
churches. Once we reach a 
certain size, it’s time to call 

in an intern for me to disciple and send out to take people 
from The Harvester. That’s one of the ways that Harvester 
starts churches.”

Ultimately, though, the starting of the 54 churches has not 
followed a specific plan. “It has been anything you can think 
of,” Ron says. “It could be recruiting guys and connecting 
them with a small group somewhere, starting a Bible study 
somewhere and [seeing the] group ready for a guy to [lead], 
finding a group already formed and working with them un-
til they have someone ready to come in with them, sending 
interns out to different places until a church gets started, or 
forming a group right here.”

Recently, Ron’s church-planting vision has expanded in-
ternationally. The man who spent much time at RTS helping 
Korean and Taiwanese students understand the lectures is 
discipling an Ecuadoran surgeon who believes God is calling 
him to be an evangelist and a teacher. Ron periodically meets 
with him and four Chinese men to prepare them for pastoral 
ministry. 

“When I look at the Book of Acts,” he says, “I see that God 
uses a variety of ministries and effects, and there are varieties 
of results. I look for God to bring people here that He’s given 
a burden to. Then as I see that burden, as I get to know them, 
and as they begin to trust me and I begin to trust them, I be-
gin to think, How can this be used to extend the kingdom of 
God and plant His churches?

“That’s fun, and I’m ready to stay here until the Lord calls 
me.” •
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The inerrancy of Scripture is a controversial  
doctrine in some quarters. How do you define 
inerrancy, and how is the term given to being 
misunderstood?

Inerrancy is an articulation explicit of the nature of the influ-
ence of God on Scripture, which takes a full account of the 
fact that it is God’s Word. The question, therefore, is “What 
can be defined as an error, and what does inerrancy therefore 
avoid?” If that is not properly understood, then some people 
may have a mistaken notion of what we want to assert.

Very definitely, inerrancy does not come as a result of test-
ing all the statements of Scripture and finding them to be 
true, because if that were the case, we would never end this 
job. Therefore, inerrancy is not some concept that theologians 
have developed and then placed onto Scripture, then have to 
validate by checking any kind of statement that might contra-
dict what was said.

The origin of inerrancy is that God is the divine author 
of Scripture, and Scripture is presented as the Word of God, 
which it is, actually, jointly and concurrently with being the 
word of the human authors whom God used. Therefore, the 
concept is that we need to have a representation of the activity 
of God that is in keeping with the character of God Himself. 
For God, in fact, any error would be a lie.

What would you say to those who argue that 
inerrancy is a modern idea created by desperate 
evangelicals responding to the conclusions of higher 
criticism?

That would be answered by looking at all the major thinkers 
in the Christian faith and finding out what they thought about 
the Bible and whether they thought there were errors to be 
corrected. The doctrine of the Bible has been that this is the 
Word of God, and you don’t correct God. 

The doctrine follows the reverence of the Jews for the Old 
Testament, also demonstrated by Jesus in His own approach 
to Scripture and maintained by the Apostles. It has been the 
doctrine of the church from the start.

So what’s at stake with the doctrine of inerrancy?
It is to recognize that whatever the Bible says is 
conformed to factual identity or reality and does 
not depart from proper criteria of truth. There 

are difficulties — passages where we seem to have a problem 
—  but the fact that we are not able to find a complete recon-
ciliation ought not lead us to challenge something as firmly 
established as the fact that God Himself acknowledges to be 
the author. It is stated in more than 2,000 places in Scripture 
that this is what God says.

D
r. Roger Nicole is one of the intellectual giants 
of American evangelicalism. The professor 
emeritus of theology at RTS-Orlando played 
a leading role in the shaping of evangelical 
theology, both as one of the founders of 
the Evangelical Theological Society and as 

a professor at what eventually became Gordon-Conwell 
Theological Seminary.

Still sharp of mind at age 92, Dr. Nicole has faced recent 
personal tragedy, as barely two weeks after this interview 
was recorded, his wife, Annette, went home to be with the 
Lord. Her death underscores the urgency of documenting 
Dr. Nicole’s legacy in the evangelical world.

In that spirit, John R. Muether, RTS library director and 
RTS-Orlando professor of church history, sat down with Dr. 
Nicole to talk about his experiences and his theological 
passions. Paul Schwarz, M&L managing editor, also 
contributed to the interview.

Dr. Roger Nicole: 
A Living Legacy

Interview
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What, then, is the greatest threat to the doctrine of 
inerrancy today?
It is that if you deny inerrancy in the sense that 
you say the Bible maintains things that God does 

not stand for, or garble the events that actually occurred, then 
the authority of Scripture as being God’s Word has been chal-
lenged and perhaps canceled. As a result, you have lost the su-
preme criterion of truth — what God has said cannot be false. 

Where do we see the bad fruit of a faulty view of 
inerrancy today?
We find that challenge in churches where people 
say we ought to receive practicing homosexuals 

as members. Scripture has said clearly that homosexuality is 
so nefarious that those who practice it may be punished with 
death. The New Testament presents it as so bad as to show the 
depths of corruption unparalleled in humanity, and it states 
expressly that those who practice that will not go to heaven.

Some say, “OK, these are in the Bible, but it represents cus-
toms of that time, so there’s no authority of God in there.” But 
if you have liberty to do that, then you can take whatever it 
says and say, “That’s for days gone by, and we can’t have that 
anymore.” Therefore our feelings, practices and sin begin to be 
the authority instead of God. The damage is terrific. It’s a leak 
so bad that all the liquid may go through it.

Why does there seem to be a recurring pattern of 
voices within evangelicalism challenging the doctrine 
of inerrancy?
What happens is that the critical approach has 

been so thoroughly endorsed at the graduate level that people 
in the universities are constantly confronted with it. And if 
they are not carrying through with it, they are at times dis-
criminated against.

I have the case of a thesis by one of my Gordon-Conwell col-
leagues who was writing about the Old Testament. He had a 
view contrary to the prescribed approach to Scripture, and he 
was rejected for his doctoral thesis on the grounds that he did 
not sufficiently acknowledge the critical view. So especially in 
the area of Scripture, if you accept inerrancy, you disqualify 
yourself, so to speak, in this particular way.

Another area of lifelong interest of yours, and where 
you’ve made vital contributions to evangelical 
theology, is the doctrine of the atonement. Why did 
this become the focus of so much of your scholarly 

attention?
In my conception, the atonement is the Grand Central Station 
of the whole of Christian doctrine. All the lines of Christian 
truth touch the atonement. Christianity is basically a redemp-
tive religion; what we need is God’s redemption. The atone-
ment is simply a statement that God has done what was need-
ed, and He’s doing it. 

Why is substitutionary atonement so unpalatable to 
some people?
Because they don’t want to have this done for 
them, and they want to be part of the doing. They 

think they have abandoned their individuality if Christ has 
taken their sin and put His righteousness on them. So substi-
tution is anathema for the unregenerate human mind.

These theologians cannot explain the intensity of the suffer-
ing of Christ on the cross. I ask them, “How could a holy God 
permit the cross to take place, though Jesus was completely in-
nocent?” They have no explanation for that.  

How do you assess competing theories of the 
atonement, such as Christus Victor, moral influence 
and governmental theory?
They want the fruit but they remove the root. 

I agree with them in having the fruit, but they don’t have a 
right to it. The fruit they want is good, but the way they get it 
is ruined because there’s no root. If they remove substitution, 
they’ve ruined the whole business. They are building a big aq-
ueduct in the desert.

One way in which people reject the atonement is they 
don’t like the wrath of God. How do you defend the 
doctrine of propitiation?
St. Anselm said, “You have not yet considered how 

grievous a thing sin is.” Other theories of the atonement are 
developed as people hold a palliative attitude or understand-
ing of sin. They say everything is basically all right with hu-
man beings. I respond, why did God permit the enormous suf-
fering of Christ, which was much more moral and spiritual 
suffering than physical suffering?

The recurring pattern in all these challenges to the 
atonement seems to be the higher we elevate humanity, 
the lower we regard the Cross.
And the higher we elevate Christ, the bigger is the 

atonement. If somebody says there is no hell, then I say, “Why 
did Jesus have to say, ‘My God, why have You forsaken Me?’” 
Jesus suffered the pain of hell for me. It’s not lasting, but that 
is part of it.

Dr. Roger Nicole

“The atonement is the Grand Central  
Station of the whole of Christian doctrine.“

Continued on Page 18

by John R. Muether
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Interview
Something you have spoken about, written about and 
modeled to many of your students is the art of 
disagreeing — the challenge to demonstrate respect 
to those with whom you disagree. How have you 

learned and cultivated that?
When I celebrated my 30th anniversary of teaching, I was 
asked to give a lecture in the chapel at Gordon-Conwell. In-
stead of taking a theological subject, I took something about 
the practice of theology and how to present it. At that point I 
felt led to put into order some things I had thought through. I 
had three questions: “What do I owe them?” “What can I learn 
from them?” and “How can I cope with them?”

First, “What do I owe?” I owe them to seek to understand 
what makes them tick. Also, I owe them to go back as much as 
I can to a place where we can agree, so as to limit disagreement 
as much as you can. In that way you become not an enemy but 
a friend who guides them.

Then there’s “What can I learn from them?” Many people 
are not thinking of learning; they are thinking of teaching. I 
say, “How do they indicate where I can improve?” In that, of 
course, I can learn that I’m wrong. If I learn that, it’s a great 

blessing because they are helping me know the truth and not 
carry on in the wrong.

I can also learn that I’m not expressing myself well, that they 
don’t understand what I’m trying to say. So I have to learn to 
express myself better so it will have better acceptance. I may 
also learn that there’s something further that belongs to the 
subject that I have omitted. They are pointing out a deficiency 
I have in which I failed to represent the whole truth.

Then I can learn that in order to reach people, I have to find 
other ways of approaching them than what I’ve done so far. If 
I find out I don’t communicate, it’s great for me to know it be-
cause I’m going to improve this.

Finally there’s “How can I cope with them?” What can I do 
to vindicate the truth I have and reject the error I see with 
them? You can use biblical ways, and you can use other argu-
ments. Logic is already a possibility — you show that things 
don’t fit with this or that. History can be a way. I’m also very 
careful not to mention a set objection. I know some objection 
is coming, so on purpose I don’t mention it. I let them do it 
because I know I can get them there.

A pedagogical technique I’ve seen you display is 
when a student raises a criticism. You stop him and 
say, “I want to address your question, but first we have 
to perfect your argument. You should argue from this 

passage.” So you actually make a better case for him, and then in 
a loving way proceed to demolish it.
When I do that, he’s saying to himself, “This guy understands 
me. He understands what I want to say.” That’s why I said it’s 
important not only to hear what they say, but also try to find 
out what they mean and what they aim at. In many cases I can 
share with them in their aim. If our aim is the same, then re-
ally I’m on their side anyway. We don’t need to press.

That’s the point — don’t press the difference, but try to press 
the things you aim at together. I want to be sure to take the 
benefit from that. ◆

Extra Features Online at www.rts.edu/m&l:

• The full interview with Dr. Nicole, including his thoughts on 
justification and the Evangelical Theological Society

• A tribute Dr. Nicole wrote to his wife, Annette, upon her re-
cent death

• An article written by Dr. Nicole concerning the challenges to 
the doctrine of justification

“What God has said cannot be false.”
Dr. Roger Nicole

Annette Nicole went home to be with the 
Lord on February 8, two weeks after the 
interview with Dr. Nicole was recorded. 
A tribute he wrote to his late wife may be 
found at www.rts.edu.m&l.
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The iTunesU Explosion

RTS has long endeavored to make 
theological education “available, acces-
sible and flexible.” This goal is now being 
pursued through the seminary’s presence 
on iTunesU in conjunction with the Vir-
tual Campus.

Through iTunesU, anyone with a com-
puter or MP3 player can download lec-
tures from RTS professors and listen to 
them at any time. The RTS iTunesU con-
nection also enables listeners to down-
load audio from RTS events such as cha-
pel services, seminars and guest lectures.

To date, the RTS iTunesU site incorpo-
rates 25 courses and nearly 800 lecture files 
from 16 different professors, with an aver-
age of about 15,000 downloads weekly. 

Here are excerpts, edited for clarity 
and space, from a series of e-mails re-
ceived by Dr. Frank James, RTS-Orlando 
president, from an iTunesU listener in 
Nashville, Tenn. The exchange illustrates 
the amazing lengths to which God choos-
es to use this technology.

The RTS courses at iTunes are 
astonishingly good, and I’m 
not even a believer. Forgive me. 
Also, I am not an antagonist. I 

read as deeply as I know how in mystical 
traditions with a special love for Meister 
Eckhart. And I have interest in the his-
tory of Christianity and the early church 
fathers, and philosophy in general. I’m 
listening to some of your lectures. Great!

I’m listening to Dr. [John] Frame’s 
course in the History of Philosophy and 
Christian Thought also. How delightful 
to listen to both of you.

I have found no other institution, in-
cluding Oxford and the Ivy Leagues, 
represented so fully as you are online. It 

is in a wonderful Christian spirit of shar-
ing and giving, and it is my honor to ac-
cept what you offer. Thank God for all of 
you. The RTS courses online are worth a 
fortune, as far as I’m concerned. 

Your lectures and those of Dr. Frame 
blew me away. They’re as solid as any 
of the courses I sat in on at [a divinity 
school] or any course I had at [univer-
sity]. Also, I like it when the prof is a 
believer. I sat in on [a] course years ago, 
[and the prof] told me one day, “I’m not 
sure what I believe anymore.” [Another 
declared] he is no longer a believer.

I realize you and Dr. Frame differ 
from me, but I find [your approach to] 
theology the most powerful combined 
emotional and intellectual phenomenon 
I have encountered. It seems to push the 
human consciousness as far as it can go 
without drugs, which I never did. I’m 62 
years old.

Each morning, preparing breakfast, I 
listen to Dr. Frame on the History of Phi-
losophy and Christian Thought. I’m up 
to Kant. Frame is like a friendly neigh-

bor who has dropped in to serenade me 
with knowledge I love to know.

He marries an unintimidating deliv-
ery with substantive content, and brings 
an immediacy to the subject with seem-
ingly common sense and casual observa-
tions. But they’re not really. His insights 
are the result of many years of study and 
thought, of sifting and weighing things 
in the balance. For me, it’s wonderful 
review and much, much more.

OK, I’ve gone on too long, and you’re 
a very busy gentleman. Of course I’d 
love to shake your hand and walk your 
campus and have lunch with you [Edi-
tor’s note: In one of his replies to the lis-
tener, Dr. James invited him to do so]. I 
shall contact you in advance if my way 
ever makes it to Orlando.

Gotta run. Time for “Breakfast With 
Frame.”

Excerpts from more iTunesU listener 
feedback can be found at  
www.rts.edu/m&l.

Growing numbers of people worldwide are listening to RTS lectures at the click of a download.
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