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Contending For Our All
Defending Truth and Treasuring Christ in the Lives of Athanasius, John Owen and J. Gresham Machen.

By John Piper, IVP 2006

This series of books entitled “The Swans Are Not Silent” each include biographies of three influences Christian leaders.  The title comes from the words of tribute which Eracliuis gave to his predecessor, St Augustine of Hippo in AD 326: “The cricket chirps, the swan is silent”.  Piper’s purpose is to demonstrate that these voices continue to speak in our own day.
The three main chapters of the book look at three controversial voices Athanasius (298 – 373), John Owen (1616-1683) and J. Gresham Machen (1881-1937).  Piper has selected these men because to demonstrate their godly eloquence in the heat of controversy.  The compelling theme he seeks to illustrate is that controversy is necessary to a healthy Church in order to define and defend Christ (p.19).  He makes his point with a powerful analogy:

There are more immediately crucial tasks than controversy about the truth and meaning of the gospel.  For example, it is more immediately crucial that we believe the gospel, and proclaim it to the unreached, and pray for power to attend the preaching of the gospel.  But this is like saying that flying food to starving people is more immediately crucial than the science of aeronautics.  True.  But the food will not be flown to the needy if someone is not doing aeronautics.  It is like saying that giving penicillin shots to children dying of fever is more immediately crucial than the work of biology and chemistry.  True.  But there would be no penicillin without such work. (p.18).
A catalogue of New Testament citations make the point: Jude 3; Philippians 1:7; Acts 20:30; 2 Peter 2;1; 1 Corinthians 11:19.  2 Timothy 4:2-4 is worth quoting:
Preach the Word... for the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suite their own passions, and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into myths.
Athanasius was popular with the people, diligent in his personal devotion and rigorous in his defence of the truth.  Yet, he experienced the heat of controversy and spent seventeen of his 45 year tenure as bishop in exile.  The controversy which first spawned the Council of Nicaea (325) and later the Council of Constantinople (381) surrounding the heresy of Arius.  It was the essence of Athanasius’ life’s work to defend the incarnation of the Son of God for the sake of doctrine, for the sake of salvation, and for the sake of the Gospel.  Piper rightly points out that the heat of the controversy was over the nature of the incarnation and he had less to say about the nature of Christ’s atoning work on the cross.  However the battle he had to fight was so huge, and so significant for the future of Christendom, that his single focus on this issue was essential.  Athanasius became worthy of the title: Contra Mundum- “Athanasius against the world”.  Our debt to him is huge!
John Owen is self-confessedly one of the hardest author’s to read.  Even his own preface to the justly famous book The Death of Death in the Death of Christ reads: “Reader… if thou art, as many in this pretending age, a sign or title gazer, and comest into books as Cato into the theatre, to go out again – thou hast had thy entertainment; farewell!” (p.79).  Nevertheless Owen owns the title of the greatest pastor-theologian of the Puritan age.  He attended Queens College Oxford and had gained a MA at aged 19 (in 1635).
Piper lists five key events in Owen’s life, all of which were occurred during the backdrop of the 1642 Civil war.  
First, his conversion (or reawakening) in 1642.  Owen was already a convinced Calvinist, but lacked “the sense of the reality of his own salvation” (p.86).  This personal awakening happened at St Mary’s Church Aldermanbury.
Secondly, his marriage to Mary Rooke and death of 10 out of 11 of his children.  Grief was never far from their household.

Thirdly, his first book entitled A Display of Arminianism (1642) set him on a theological collision course with Arminianism which would pervade so much of his writing.
Fourthly, Piper argues, Owen was always a Pastor, even when he moved to Vice Chancellor of Oxford University.

Fifthly, his years of political prominence, which began with the invitation to address parliament in 1646.  The result of his acquaintance with Oliver Cromwell would thrust into the turmoil of the civil war.

Owen’s friendship with John Bunyan was close.  King Charles II found it mystifying that he should associate with an uneducated Tinker who spent much of his time in prison to which Owen replied: “Could I possess the tinker’s abilities for preaching, please your majesty, I would gladly relinquish all my learning” (p.95).
For all his great learning, Owen emphasised personal and public holiness as the hallmark of true faith.  Piper comments:
One great hindrance to holiness in the ministry of the Word is that we are prone to preach and write without pressing into the things we say and making them real to our own souls.  Over the years words begin to come easy, and we find we can speak of mysteries without standing in awe; we can speak of purity without feeling purer; we can speak of zeal without spiritual passion; we can speak of God’s holiness without trembling; we can speak of sin without sorrow we can speak of heaven without eagerness. And the result is an increasing hardening of the spiritual life. (p.109).

Not so for Owen.  As he laid open the book of God, he laid open the book of his own heart (p.110).  “If the word does not dwell with power in us, it will not pass with power from us.” (p.111). His life work could be summarised as contending for the Gospel by which he was consecrated in holiness.
Gresham Machen is less well known to an English audience but he exercised an enormously significant ministry, leaving Princeton University as it slipped into liberalism (or, rather, the effects of Modernism) and setting up Westminster Seminary.
He was born in 1881 and died at the age of fifty-five.  Piper paints a picture of a stubborn man who went to an early grave because of his single minded ambition with few friends close enough to encourage him to listen to his body.  He was a man of considerable financial means.  He came to reject German liberalism and eschewed the title Fundamentalist, mainly because of the tendency to undervalue scholarship and ignore the historic foundations of the faith.

Machen fought with and for the exactness of revealed Christian truth pleading for honesty and clarity in communication.  He believed that controversy was essential:
Men tell us that our preaching should be positive and not negative, that we can preach the truth without attacking error.  But if we follow that advice we shall have to close our Bible and desert its teachings.  The New Testament is a polemical book almost from beginning to end. (p.146).

Machen rose to the intellectual challenge of his day (p.150) arguing that if the Gospel is allowed to penetrate and transform the culture through Christian influence then an evangelistic pathway for the Gospel will be better prepared.  Piper wonders, did he over-emphasise renaissance – the preparation of the culture – too much?  Maybe, but it is a compelling argument, not least in contemporary culture.
Machen was a flawed character who had the ability to alienate people.  He lived a life of relative luxury and seemed blind to circumstances of those less well off.  But he fought hard for truth in a day when liberalism was gaining the intellectual and theological high ground.

… He saw courage in controversy [as] the test of a contrite heart.  It works both ways.  He said. “A man cannot successfully go heresy-hunting against the sin in his own life if he is willing to deny his Lord in the presence of the enemies outside.”  In other words, Machen saw the chief shortcoming of controversy not in the lack of humble love in the heart, but in the lack of humble courage in debate. (p.163).

Piper has done us a great service in opening up the strengths and flaws in three great men.  The singe message is powerful: controversy is inevitable and can be healthy for the Church.  It is a message which weak-kneed evangelicals need to hear today, characterised by Francis Schaeffer as our “golden opportunity” when he said: “… we have a great possibility of showing what Jesus is speaking here, in the midst of our differences, than we do if we are not differing...” (p.165).  These three men did just that and their eloquent defence of the faith speaks to us today.
