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This new volume from the prolific pen of John Piper is fourth in “The Swans are not 

Silent” series of historic biographies.  In each, Piper examines the lives of a trio of heroes 

from church history who shared some common struggle, achievement, or trait of 

Christian character, and draws from their lives practical lessons for the contemporary 

church.  In “Contending for our All” the remarkable lives of Athanasius, John Owen and 

J. Greshem Machen exhort us to contend for the claims of truth in the face of error in our 

own century. 

 

After a fine introductory essay on the crucial importance of “sacred controversy”, Piper 

illustrates the subject from the life of his three chosen “swans”.  The Athanasius bio is 

probably the most thorough, delving for example into the controversy over his idea of 

glorification as “deification”, based on 2Pet.1:4.  Most helpfully, Piper underlines the 

importance of creeds and confessions as a defense against shrewdly-worded heresies that 

use Biblical language.  The biography of the Puritan John Owen is rather disappointing in 

length (less than half that of either the other two), though it should be kept in mind that a 

frustratingly small amount of personal data survives to work with.  Consequently, the 

inferences Piper draws from Owen’s treatises about his personal struggles with sin 

sometimes seem a little strained.  The Machen narrative supplies a very useful overview 

of the threat that modernism poses to the Church and acclaims Machen’s exemplary 

struggle against it.  However, Piper again draws some very unusual inferences from 

silence – are we really to believe that the lack of an essay on prayer in the Machen corpus 

means that he lacked a solid devotional life (p.153-4), or that his wealthy upbringing gave 

him a “blind spot” vis-à-vis the urban poor (p.155)? 

 

Piper is always eminently readable and the strength of this series lies in his demonstration 

that church history is immensely practical.  He has done the contemporary church a 

service by introducing to a new generation some of the luminaries of the past in an 

engaging way.  Despite the minor “quibbles” above, this volume is recommended, 

perhaps especially to first-time readers of church history.  It will demolish the idea that 

historical biography must be dry and only for those who don’t get their hands dirty in the 

nuts and bolts of church life.   

 

David Whitla 

Indianapolis 

 

 


