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 “Armed with a sharp mind and a legacy that valued principle, logical consistency, 

constitutional liberty, and the scholarly defense of right doctrine, Machen was ready to do 

battle for his Lord.”
1
 In a world that popularized a dishonest unity of orthodoxy and 

liberalism, John Gresham Machen led an unpopular fight for the purity of God’s Word. With 

much to lose, but even more to gain, Machen exemplified Fundamentalism’s next move—

separation. Machen played a significant role in the Fundamentalism’s separation from the 

corrupted ecclesiastical organizations. 

 

Early Life 

J. Gresham Machen (1881-1937) was born into a wealthy family on July 28, 1881, in 

Baltimore, Maryland.
2
 His mother had a significant spiritual impact on his life when she 

began teaching Machen at a young age the Westminster Shorter Catechism and the Old 

School Calvinism of James Henley Thornwell. Feeling as if their way of life was being 

attacked as they lost the Civil War, the South held drastically to its old southern ways, 

including an “old time religion.” Growing up in the South shortly after the Civil War and 

experiencing the South’s secessionism—separatism essentially—and struggle to hold onto a 
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way of life it felt was being attacked, which included an “old time religion,” most assuredly 

impact Machen’s future battles against liberalism. Machen attended and graduated as 

valedictorian from John Hopkins University with highest honors.
3
 He then enrolled at 

Princeton in 1902, further engraining his conservative Calvinism.
4
 After winning a 

competition at Princeton in New Testament studies, Machen decided to continue his graduate 

work in Germany. While in Germany, the center of liberal theology in that day, Machen was 

shaken theologically by his contact with his liberal professor Wilhelm Herrmann. This 

experience undoubtedly affected his later relations with liberalism. When he returned from 

Germany, he was hired to the faculty of Princeton Seminary where he, with the help of fellow 

professors such as B. B. Warfield, settled permanently into orthodoxy.
5
 

 

Contributions to Fundamentalism’s Separation 

Christianity and Liberalism. Through several of his contributions, Machen was a 

significant figure in Fundamentalism’s shift towards separation in the 1930’s. One of his 

earliest contributions to the cause of separation was his book, Christianity and Liberalism. 

The purpose of his book was to indentify Liberalism and Christianity as two distinct 

religions. 

Admitting that scientific objections may arise against the particularities of the Christian 

religion . .  . the liberal theologian seeks to rescue certain of the general principles of 

religion, of which these particularities are thought to be mere temporary symbols, and these 

general principles he regards as constituting “the essence of Christianity.” . . . As a matter of 
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fact . . . what the liberal theologian has retained after abandoning to the enemy one Christian 

doctrine after another is not Christianity at all, but a religion so entirely different as to belong 

in a distinct category.
6
 

 

This point was foundational to Fundamentalism’s future separation from liberalism. By 

identifying liberalism as distinct from Christianity, he revealed that doctrinal separation 

already existed. This left practical separation as the logical conclusion. Although advocating 

for liberals to withdraw from the church (and only the conservatives as a last resort), Machen 

insisted that “separation between the two parties in the Church is the crying need of the hour” 

because unity would otherwise be unsatisfactory and dishonest.
7
 

Westminster Theological Seminary. Machen’s second contribution to 

Fundamentalism’s separation was his withdrawal from Princeton and establishment of 

Westminster Theological Seminary. During the 1920s, tension broke out in Princeton 

Seminary between a majority of conservative faculty who desired to see Princeton maintain 

solely its Old School Calvinism beliefs and a minority of faculty who desired to see Princeton 

also accept more liberal views of the New School so as to model the current trends of the 

Presbyterian Church. A committee was appointed to address the problem. Machen found 

himself in the midst of the controversy. His potential election as Princeton’s chairman of 

apologetics and Christian ethics (an appointment that was continually suspended) was the 

center of much turmoil.
8
 As Machen said, “The end of Princeton Seminary will mark . . . the 
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beginning of a new era in which new evangelical agencies must be formed.”
9
 And in 1929 he 

formed a new agency when, in opposition to the liberal trends in the school, Machen and 

three other conservative faculty members left Princeton and established Westminster 

Theological Seminary.
10

 Machen’s conviction was that separation, the doctrine so 

characteristic of Fundamentalism, was his only option in preserving truth in the world of 

academics. 

Militancy. Thirdly, as exemplified in the Princeton controversy, Machen contributed 

to Fundamentalism’s separation by exemplifying militancy. In other words, not only was he 

intolerant of liberals, but he was also intolerant to those who held proper doctrine but 

accepted liberals. For example, when speaking of his peer, Dr. Erdman, Machen stated, 

Dr. Erdman says that no division exists in the faculty of Princeton Seminary on “points of 

doctrine.” That assertion I hold to be not altogether correct. There is between Dr. Erdman 

and myself a very serious doctrinal difference indeed. It concerns the question not of this 

doctrine or that, but of the importance which is to be attributed to doctrine as such. . . . Dr. 

Erdman does not indeed reject the doctrinal system of our church, but he is perfectly willing 

on many occasions to keep it in the background. I on the other hand, can never consent to 

keep it in the background.
11

 

 

Machen’s point was that even if one held to proper doctrine, if doctrine was not important 

enough to him, he would never make it an issue of conflict. However, according to Machen, 

doctrine was important to be an issue of conflict, and rightfully so. Regarding the situation at 

Princeton, Machen declared, 
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There are three possible attitudes which you may take in the present conflict. In the first 

place, you may stand for Christ. That is the best. In the second place, you may stand for anti-

Christian Modernism. That is next best. In the third place, you may be neutral. That is 

perhaps the worst of all.
12

 

 

Machen would not tolerate the inconsistencies of a moderate position, which is why he 

intended for Westminster to be a “theological military academy.”
13

 

Independent Board for Presbyterian Foreign Missions. Machen’s militancy 

continued in his fourth contribution to Fundamentalism’s separation through his 

establishment of the Independent Board for Presbyterian Foreign Missions (IBPFM). With a 

increasing suspicion concerning the Presbyterian’s Board of foreign mission’s tolerance 

towards and support of liberal missionaries, Machen wrote his essay, “Can Evangelical 

Christians Support Our Foreign Board?” and sent it to the board’s chairman, Robert E. 

Speer.
14

 In 1933, Machen debated Speer over the increasingly number of liberal missionaries 

and liberal missions strategies.
15

 Machen attacked the board for attempting to gain the 

support of both liberals and conservatives in the church by “operating in a deliberately 

dishonest manner.”
16

 In 1933 Machen lost the battle to reform the board and, in response, 

announced the establishment of IBPFM. On June 27
th

, 1933 he was elected its first 
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president.
17

 Soon after in 1934, the General Assembly announced the IBPFM 

unconstitutional, commanded the IBPFM to cease soliciting the church’s members, and 

warned laity to avoid the IBPFM or face discipline.
18

 When warned by his peer, Macartney, 

that both Westminster and the IBPFM would lack influence in the church due to their 

separatist formation, Machen declared he desired separation: 

I . . . am longing for a division, and hoping and praying with all my soul that the division may 

come soon. I am perfectly convinced that the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. is an 

apostate Church at its very heart. I do not think there is any blessing of God for us so long as 

we continue in such an apostate organization.
19

 

 

To Machen, the only means of preserving a pure church was separation: “I pray God with all 

my heart that there may come of the turmoil a real Presbyterian Church, no matter whether it 

be large or small.”
20

 Soon after, Machen himself would establish that very church. 

Presbyterian Church of America. When the General Assembly suspended Machen 

from the Presbyterian ministry in 1936 due to his part in the IBPFM, he responded by 

forming a new church, the Presbyterian Church of America—his fifth contribution in 

Fundamentalism’s move towards separation. Unfortunately, only six months later, Machen 

was let go as the IBPFM’s president. His new church was being split by eschatological 
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issues,
21

 and he died in on January 1, 1937, due to pneumonia that he contracted on a trip to 

North Dakota.
22

 Yet once again, Machen led Fundamentalists to their separatist position 

through his own example. 

 

Relationship to Fundamentalism and Separation 

Although Machen had a significant influence on Fundamentalism, he himself found 

the name distasteful for two reasons: 1) as he said, it “seems to suggest that we are adherents 

of some strange new sect” rather than the defense of historic Christianity
23

 and 2) he was 

Amillennial.
24

 But despite these disagreements, Machen was a Fundamentalist in principle 

and was called a Fundamentalist (though against his will).
25

 

His actions revealed his Fundamentalist principles rather well. Machen’s withdrawal 

from Princeton, as well as his other noted contributions, is a clear demonstration of 

Fundamentalism’s “withdrawal from Modernism and the consequent building of alternate 

organizations.” Machen’s “withdrawal and separatist position” regarding the establishment of 

Westminster, the IBPFM, and the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, “became a leading 

characteristic of the Fundamentalist Movement. Rather than fighting, its members decided to 

withdraw from the liberal seminaries and churches and establish their own seminaries and 
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churches.”
26

 In the 1930’s, Machen led his Fundamentalist brethren in separating from the 

corrupt ecclesiastical organizations. Separation is vital to the survival of Fundamentalism, 

sound doctrine, and ecclesiastical purity, which is why the issue was not only important in 

Machen’s day but is still necessary today. 

 

Machen was definitely a leader in Fundamentalism’s separatist withdrawal from 

liberal and modernistic ecclesiastical institutions in the 1930’s. His militancy against 

liberalism and those who made friends with liberals characterized the latter half of his life. 

He split from the Presbyterian Church to establish a pure Presbyterian denomination. He 

faced the difficulties of beginning a new mission board after condemning the Presbyterian 

board of its liberalism. He made an exodus from the moderate infested Princeton to found 

Westminster Theological Seminary. And lastly, his writing of Christianity and Liberalism set 

the doctrinal foundation for his separation. He chose the difficult path of honest devotion to 

the purity of orthodox doctrine by rejecting the popular path of what appeared to be unity but 

was truly dishonest partnership. He was certainly a man whom many found themselves able 

to follow in Fundamentalism’s fight of separation, and is an exemplary role model for 

separatists today.
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