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“As for Ishmael, I have heard thee. Behold, I have blessed him . . .” (Genesis 17:20). L. 

Berkhof in his Reformed Dogmatics (I, 31, Eerdmans, 1938) appeals in support of common grace 

to this text. It is popularly claimed that here is proof that God blesses all men, generally, 

including the reprobate. While keeping this matter in the back of your mind, consider certain 

interesting questions Berkhof asks in that connection. 

He asks, “Does the doctrine of common grace presuppose the doctrine of a universal 

atonement?” We answer, it does to the mind of Prof. H. Dekker and his supporters. It does to the 

minds of many conscious or unconscious followers of his, including many Christian school 

students using the Berkhof manuals. Many adherents of common grace believe that it does, since 

they use the Arminian arguments relative to universal atonement to “prove” their common grace. 

Texts, which, back in Berkhof's day, were used to
 
argue a limited atonement, as e.g., John 

3:16, over against a universal atonement, are now used to prove common grace. Now where a 

text of Scripture does teach particular atonement, it does not and cannot teach general grace. If 

John 3:16 really supports the doctrine of particular atonement, which it surely does (and not the 

philosophy of universal atonement), then it simply cannot support the theory of general grace. 

One must not run to a text teaching particular atonement to prove “general grace”! But that is 

exactly what the adherents of common grace have done for years! So what has happened in the 

minds of many common grace adherents is that in connection with these texts actually teaching 

particular atonement, the latter doctrine is dropped and general grace is held. 

So then, yes, the doctrine of common grace does presuppose the doctrine of a universal 

atonement according to the Arminian position, at least. In fact, as Prof. H. Dekker has been 

saying, “the atonement itself, is inherently universal.” That is a thoroughly Arminian statement; 

not a bit of it Reformed. Dekker comes to that conclusion as the result of his long years of 

common grace thinking. He is the most consistent exponent of common grace thinking in 

Reformed circles. Our Confessions, however, give place to “common” grace only in the thinking 

of the Arminians (Canons, III, IV, R. V.) who say “that the corrupt and natural man can so well 

use the common grace (by which they understand the light of nature), or the gifts still left them 

after the fall, that he can gradually gain by their good use a greater, namely, the evangelical or 

saving grace and salvation itself. And that in this way God on his part shows himself ready to 

reveal Christ unto all men, since he supplies to all sufficiently the means necessary to 

conversion” (ital., RCH). How could all this be possible unless the atonement be universal? But 

if it be contended that common grace does not necessarily imply Arminianism, then why is it that 

since the Berkhof-era so many common grace adherents now support their philosophy with 

Arminianism? 

Another question Berkhof asks, is, Does the doctrine of common grace “imply a denial of 

the fact that man is by nature subject to the wrath of God?” (ibid.) It certainly does. It implies 

that the wicked experiences God's general favor, while at the same time “the wrath of God 

abideth on him” (John 3:36). The question is then raised as to whether this general favor is well-

meaning. Support for the answer in the affirmative is sought in some such illustration as George 

Washington sentencing Major Andre to death, the British army officer who was agent to receive 

traitorous information from Benedict Arnold. He was captured and Washington signed his death 

warrant. This the latter did not want to do, since he had love and compassion for Andre. But 

many more complex and higher considerations were involved in accord with which Washington 



acted. He wanted to forgive Andre and could have done so. But weightier reasons prevailed. 

There was love, but justice prevailed over love. The point the illustration would make is that God 

can be both loving and condemning at the same time. He can be loving while His eternal wrath 

abides on the sinner. But this view casts a terrible reflection on the eternal love of God. For here 

we have a non-saving love shown the reprobate. It is not true that that love was, objectively, a 

saving love because it could have saved but so happened that it did not. It was not a saving love, 

and could not have saved, because it was not rooted in the atonement where alone a way is found 

for love, a just love, to save. A love which is not an everlasting love, which is not a saving love 

— what kind of love is that? 

In the light of the above, it should not be maintained that when God “sendeth rain on the 

just and on the unjust” that the unjust does not receive that good with the wrath of God abiding 

on him. He does. At the same time, the receiving of that good is not as such a receiving of grace. 

The preaching of the Gospel is also a good, one of the greatest goods, but we also know that to 

the just and unjust it is, respectively, a savor of life and a savor of death (II Cor. 2:14-16). So 

with the preaching of the Lord by His so called “general revelation” in nature, in rain and 

sunshine — there you have a manifestation of good — there you also have a savor of life and a 

savor of death. Joshua, chapter 10 teaches this. “The sun, moon and stars, in their courses, yea, 

the whole creation, will fight for the Lord's people against His enemies . . . for all things combine 

to promote the salvation of the righteous and the destruction of the wicked” (Thos. Scott). God 

has created sunshine and rain to be received with thanksgiving, created them a good, which 

actually bestow grace when received with thanksgiving, for they are sanctified by the Word of 

God and prayer to them who believe and know the truth (I Tim. 4:3-5). But the unjust employ 

these creatures in the service of selfishness and sin, and so will receive the greater damnation. 

It may be said that by the sunshine and the rain God exhibits favor to the unjust. No one 

denies that. That’s not the issue in the common grace debate. If God exhibits favor to the unjust, 

you might think that by that act the unjust would learn some justice, at least just a little common-

grace justice. But no, “he will not learn righteousness,” but rather “in the land of uprightness 

(where the Gospel is preached) he will deal unjustly” (Isa. 26:10). Surely common grace 

adherents must give up their appeal to this text in support of common grace doctrine! Just as they 

must also give up (they practically have!) any appeal to the Reformed Confessions in support of 

common grace. One wonders whether some are not now ready to make both of these 

relinquishments in order to take up entirely with Arminianism. 

Where it is maintained that sunshine and rain on just and unjust are evidences of common 

grace, the implication is that drought and flood would also be, on just and unjust, evidence of 

common wrath. Hold to the idea of common grace on the unjust, and you must also of necessity 

hold to the idea of common wrath on the just. But grace is always particular, and so is wrath. The 

latter abides (remains) on the unjust alone, no matter how much rain and sunshine he receives. 

“The curse of the Lord is in the house of the wicked, but He blesseth the habitation of the just” 

(Prov. 3:33). Whatever else is in, and on, the house of the wicked, sunshine, rain, the riches of 

kings, the curse of the Lord is in it! 

Does common grace “involve a denial of man’s total depravity, and of his ability to do 

spiritual good?” (ibid.) The question is naturally biased toward this extra-confessional theory. If 

it had been worded Heidelberg-Catechism fashion, it would have raised the question as to man’s 

incapability of doing any good (Q. 8. Ital., RCH).  Common grace denies this. Thus it denies 

total depravity. Adherents to common grace in this part of the Lord’s vineyard have a very weak 

hold, if any, on the doctrine of total depravity. They want to say that fallen man still has about 



him the little spark of a smoking flax which furnishes him with natural light, so that he has a 

natural knowledge of natural things, a natural knowledge of divine things, knows the difference 

between good and evil, has some  regard for virtue, has a concern for law and order in the world, 

for a decent society, and proper outward conduct. Let’s stop here for a moment. We agree with 

the literal expression about that little spark. That is, we agree with it as far as it goes, but cannot 

accept it if it is not allowed to go farther. You see, the statement is taken from the Canons of 

Dort, III, IV, 4, and is used as a proof of the so called Third Point of Common Grace, that fallen 

man can do “civil righteousness.” But this so called proof is no proof because the remainder of 

that article overthrows the idea of any good in man. For the rest of the article goes on to say that 

not only is this light of nature insufficient to bring him to a saving knowledge of God and to true 

conversion, which is the Arminian view of common grace (and so does not enter into the 

common grace debate), but fallen man is incapable of using whatever natural light he has aright, 

even in natural and civil things. He therefore uses it wrongly (“he will deal unjustly” — ( Isa. 

26:10). So that man’s natural light, such as it is, he corrupts, in various ways he makes it wholly 

polluted, and holds it down, i.e., drowns it, in unrighteousness. “Light” that is wholly polluted(!) 

is rendered darkness! To that we can only recall the words of Jesus, “If the light in thee be 

darkness, how great is that darkness!” Civil righteousness that is rendered unrighteousness is 

certainly no righteousness and leaves fallen man incapable of any good. If the “righteousness” in 

thee be unrighteousness how awful is that unrighteousness!  

(To be continued, D.V.) 
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