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Is God good to those who reject Him? Is His mercy extended to all? Does God work in 

the unbeliever so that he does that which is right? These are only a few questions that may seem 

to apply to topics of discussion between Arminian and Reformed scholars. However, such 

questions have arisen within the circles of Reformed Christians. They rise over the doctrine of a 

common grace. This theory of common grace is used, without much thought, as an answer to 

such questions as those listed above. Should such a view of God’s grace be accepted in the so-

called Reformed church? The intention of this paper is to expose common grace, with its three 

points and other ideas already accepted in many churches today, as a theory that confuses the 

terms of grace and providence and that also contradicts the Reformed faith, which is grounded in 

Scripture. 

The first point of common grace to consider is if the natural gifts of rain, sunshine, and 

other gifts and talents of man are a grace of God in His favor to all humans (Gritters 28). This 

point appears to directly contradict biblical passages when it emphasizes favor to all humans. 

Numerous passages, like Proverbs 3:33 explain, “The curse of the Lord is in the house of the 

wicked: but he blesseth the habitation of the just.” Scripture explains that God hates the wicked 

and does not show any favor to them. He, in fact, curses those who are not His elect. Such is the 

Reformed doctrine of predestination and reprobation revealed in Scripture. The first point of 

common grace in its claim of God’s favor to the wicked appears to deny this. 

How does one who denies common grace deal with passages in Scripture that seem to say 

that God shows favor toward them? These passages must be read in the right context and studied 

carefully. Whenever the Bible speaks of God’s favor or grace, it speaks only of a grace to His 

elect. Take, for example, Luke 6:35, which may seem to be one of the strongest advocates of 

common grace. After Jesus teaches us to love our enemies, He gives us the reason why we are to 

love them: “for He is kind unto the unthankful and to the evil.” A careful study of this passage 

shows that the word “kindness” used here is the same word as “graciousness” (the Greek word 

chreestos) used in other passages. However, this graciousness in the Bible is always used to 

speak of a saving grace. Take, for example, Romans 2:4, where Paul says, “Or despisest thou the 

riches of his goodness and forbearance and longsuffering; not knowing that the goodness 

(chreestos) of God leadeth thee to repentance?” The goodness that leads to repentance is seen 

here as a saving grace and God’s saving grace is always particular. Again, Ephesians 4:32 shows 

Paul telling the church to be “kind (chreestos) one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving one 

another, even as God for Christ’s sake hath forgiven you.” This kindness is that kindness in 

which God forgives, and God only forgives those whom He has saved. Jesus, in the Luke 

passage, is definitely not speaking of saving the reprobate but to those whom He has elected and 

forgives even though they are “unthankful and evil” (Engelsma 20-22). What Christ is teaching 

in Luke 6:35 is that we are to love our enemies, not knowing if they are His elect or not, for He 

loves His elect to whom He shows grace to even when they are “unthankful and evil.” This is the 

Reformed teaching of a particular grace that such a passage reveals, not a grace to the reprobate. 

The second point of common grace that needs to be compared with Scripture is the point 

that God, with His Holy Spirit, works in the hearts of the unbeliever and restrains such a one 

from committing as much sin as he can (Gritters 28). The Reformed faith, with its basis on 

Scripture, does not deny that God restrains sin. It surely does teach, however, that the Holy Spirit 
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works in the hearts of believers only. Nowhere in the Bible does God reveal the working of the 

Holy Spirit in one not elected. On the contrary, it is shown that God slowly gives the unbeliever 

up to his own lusts and wickedness in Romans 1:24-28. What is revealed to us in His Word is not 

a working of grace in the hearts of unbelievers but only a working in those whom He has chosen 

(Gritters 7). 

The third point of common grace, which is probably referred to more than the others by 

the Reformed Christian, is that God shows grace to all humanity so that they can do civil good 

and produce good things (Gritters 8). Scripture seems to say the contrary. Romans 3:9-18 teaches 

that none can do good. Matthew 7:17 and 18 tells us: “Even so every good tree bringeth forth 

good fruit but a corrupt tree bringeth forth evil fruit. A good tree cannot bring forth evil fruit; 

neither can a corrupt tree bring forth good fruit”. Unless God is gracious to a person in choosing 

him and giving him faith, he cannot do good. It will be a contradiction of Scripture to say that a 

reprobate can do good. 

Other passages may seem to say that an unbeliever is able to do good. However, going 

through these passages are unnecessary because the “good” that any unbeliever may seem to do 

is not truly good. How can such a statement that unbelievers can do no good be made? In 

Romans 14:23, Paul tells us that “whatsoever is not of faith, is sin.” An unbeliever does nothing 

good in God’s eyes because his work is not done for the glory of God. Even the works of the 

righteous are as “filthy rags”! (Isaiah 64:6). Only through faith, by the true grace of God, and by 

the cleansing of Christ’s blood can a work be truly good in God’s sight. The Westminster 

Confession of Faith says that because the work of the wicked is not done for the right purpose, 

the glory of God, it is sinful (Mouw 39). Saying that God shows such a grace to an unbeliever so 

that he does good is a rejection of the Reformed doctrine of total depravity which says that no 

man can do good unless by faith, through His particular grace (Houck 27). 

With the three points of common grace seeming to deny Scripture, we can now look to 

the common mistake into which the defenders of this theory almost always fall. This mistake is 

the confusion of the terms providence and grace. Providence is “divine power that keeps all 

things in existence and governs them (Engelsma 58).” Grace is favor and mercy used in Scripture 

with a saving purpose. When the defenders of common grace argue in their first point that God 

shows favor to unbelievers with gifts of creation like the sun and rain, they are making a grave 

mistake. Things of this earth provided by His providence are not graces to them shown in favor 

to them. They are works of His providence and His will that can be blessings only to the elect, 

who use it for His glory and even a curse to the unregenerate. 

One may think that such a statement of it being a curse is too harsh to our neighbors in 

this world. However, living in comfort without God can make an unbeliever oblivious to what he 

truly needs, and such comfort is truly a curse. Psalm 73:18 and 19 tell us that prosperity of the 

wicked are slippery places and that such places are their downfall. It is God’s good providence, 

and not his favor of grace, that gives an unbeliever certain gifts that are not blessings to them. 

When the theory of common grace says that there is a common grace to all, they confuse 

providence and grace in another way. They become baffled when they see believers facing trials 

and problems that do not seem to be blessings. How does a defender of common grace explain 

the trials faced by a person like Job? Is there a “common curse” to all as well? “His supposed 

common grace proves to be as particular as His (real) saving grace” (Engelsma 24). If trials are 

seen as the providence of God, however, such problems may then be seen as not His curse but 

His will for the good of His people. Not all have fruitful seasons of sunshine and rain that help 

them. Only when what seems to be gifts to the unbeliever and what seems to be curses to the 
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believer are seen as providence of God working for the favor only of His people and the 

damnation of the wicked, can we understand God’s only grace, which is particular to His people. 

Explaining the difference between grace and providence in the context of the second 

point is also necessary. The restraint of sin by God, is not a grace to them. As mentioned above, 

the Holy Spirit does not work in an unbeliever but only in the believer. However, there are 

outward restraints of sin which God uses to stop an unbeliever from doing every evil he is 

capable of. This is not grace to the unbeliever. It is God’s providence in setting the government 

and law in this world to prevent chaos (Gritters 6). It is God’s providence and His will that does 

not allow for some sins to take place. In addition to law, government, a person’s motives, 

feelings of shame, and just a person’s character are used by God in His providence, not grace, so 

that sin is not at its worse (Hoeksema 126). Only when God allows sin and evil to take place over 

these and other factors, can a person commit that sin and evil. Even though it is a sinner’s 

responsibility, only God’s providence allows for them to do anything. When Richard J. Mouw 

says that grace is everywhere to restrain sin, he should instead say that God’s providence is seen 

everywhere because He is sovereign over all things even over the heart of the king (Mouw 47; 

Proverbs 8:15). 

Another way to look at the providence of God instead of His grace in light of the second 

point is by understanding how man was created and how he fell. He was simply made a man, and 

when he fell, he still remained a man. Hoeksema urges his readers that “man remained man” and 

“devils remained devils” (466). Man, in God’s providence remains a man, and even though God 

slowly gives them over to their sin (Romans 1:26), they do not commit every possible sin and 

cannot sin unless it is the will of God according to His providence. The fundamental reformed 

truth of the sovereignty of God should not be confused with grace. 

The third point of common grace which tells us that civil righteousness, talents, and 

products are good blessing from God to unbelievers, can also be denied when providence and 

grace are compared. Mouw says that since God is delighted with what He has created, He must 

also be delighted in man’s abilities and “morals” since they are good (35-37). The denial is not 

that He has created good things in a sense that He is pleased with His work. However, it is 

denied here that the talents and good gifts used by unbelievers please God. In His providence, He 

has created man with gifts in craftsmanship, in athletics, in academics, and many other areas of 

life, but “he takes no pleasure in the legs of man” (Psalm 147:10). He does not enjoy the way 

that unbelievers use those gifts. His providence in giving such good gifts are not to show grace to 

them, but can even be seen as a curse to them since they don’t use them for His glory. 

The third point, and also the first and second points, can be seen from the view that such 

gifts of God in His providence, if not used for the glory of God, is evil in His sight. If one 

realizes this very important issue, then he will be able to see that an unbeliever who does not 

know God will always be doing wrong. If his purpose in using a gift is not for the glory of his 

Creator, it is wrong. “For God to appraise a work as good that is not directed to God and His 

glory would be for God to deny Himself” (Engelsma 37). Can it be right to assume that God is 

pleased with an earthly work of an unbeliever, but not pleased with the unbeliever who actually 

hates Him? C. S. Lewis realizes this concept in his book, Mere Christianity. Just because he 

seems good when he follows that law, a man is still not truly doing good if his intention is wrong 

(73). Christians must strive to do what God wants us to do, and anything not done for the only 

good purpose, which is to glorify Him, is sin. It is essential to recognize that common grace is 

not in accordance with Scripture when it makes the providence of God seem to be a grace that 

helps an unbeliever do good. 
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In the next article, the Lord willing, we will consider two additional ideas related to the 

issue of common grace: the idea that God has empathy for unbelievers and has more than one 

plan for the world. We will then point out the dangers of common grace to the Reformed faith. 
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