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I. Session 55: The Grace of God Part 7: Common Grace Part 4: Answering Objection 

a. Review: This is the fourth week in which we teach on common grace.   

i. First week was on God’s common grace in restraining sin. 

ii. Second week was on God’s common grace in restraining His wrath. 

iii. Third week was on God’s common grace of temporal blessings. 

b. Purpose: In this session we shall consider some objections that people in the past 

have offered against common grace so that we have more confidence that 

common grace is biblical and also to safeguard us from going off with unbiblical 

extremes.  

c. Recap of the definition of Common Grace 

i. John Murray: “Every favour of whatever kind or degree, falling short of 

salvation, which this undeserving and sin-cursed world enjoys at the hand 

of God.”1 

ii. My definition: The unmerited favor of God that both the saved/elect and 

nonsaved/non-elect can commonly be recipients of from God. 

d. Objection #1: “…the grace of God is particular for the elect of God alone.”2 

i. Explanation:  

1. This is a common objection.   

2. It states that we should not use the term “grace” in talking about 

common grace because the word “grace” should only to be applied 

to those who are saved.   

3. Even John Frame, who does believe in the concept of common 

grace, is swayed by this argument: “To my knowledge, Scripture 

never uses hen or charis to refer to his blessings on creation 

generally or on nonelect humanity.  So it would perhaps be better 

to speak of God’s common goodness, or common love, rather than 

his common grace.”3 (Note: hen or charis are Hebrew and Greek 

term translated as “grace.”) 

ii. Response: 

1. Luke 6:35 does use the Greek word for grace, “charis,” when it 

says: “But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, [t]expecting 

nothing in return; and your reward will be great, and you will be 

sons of the Most High; for He Himself is kind to ungrateful and 

evil men.” 

a. When it says “for He Himself is kind to ungrateful and evil 

men,” this is referring to God. 

b. The word translated “kind” is the Greek word “charis,” or 

“grace, gracious.” 

c. The recipient of his grace includes the “ungrateful and evil 

men.” 

d. Given that the passage is about Christian’s general kindness 

and love for others, we see this as also being descriptive of 

                                                 
1 Quoted in John Frame, Doctrine of God (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2002), 429. 
2 David Engelsma in a debate, "Is the Doctrine of Common Grace Reformed?" on September 12, 2003.  Available at 

http://www.prca.org/pamphlets/pamphlet_80.html#1.4.IV.  
3 John Frame, Doctrine of God (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2002), 429-30. 

http://www.prca.org/pamphlets/pamphlet_80.html#1.4.IV
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God’s general or common grace to people including his 

enemies. 

2. More important than the use of the exact Greek term, we must take 

into account whether the concept of common grace is taught.  

a. Remember grace is unmerited favor. We have proven the 

concept of common grace as God’s unmerited favor 

directed towards believers and unbelievers in the last three 

previous sessions. 

b. Keep in mind James 1:17= “Every good thing given and 

every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the 

Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or 

[a]shifting shadow.”  This verse shows every good thing 

comes from God, and of course we don’t merit any of those 

favor, so they all are acts of God’s common grace. 

e. Objection #2: “common grace conflicts with the confessional teaching of total 

depravity…In their teaching of total depravity and of the particularity of grace, 

the reformed confessions present the doctrine of scripture. In Romans Three 

verses nine and following, quoting Psalm Fourteen, the apostle passes a 

devastating judgment upon the entire human race without exception: “all are 

under sin,” “none is righteous,” “there is none that doeth good, no not one.” This 

is not hypothetical. This is not what we would have been had it not been for 

common grace. This is reality. This is the truth about everyone of us as we are in 

and of ourselves, apart from the gospel of Jesus Christ.”4 

i. Explanation:  

1. Rather than a debate about word usage, this objection is more 

about the content of the doctrine of “common grace.” 

2. This objection states that common grace, especially among some 

who teaches that God’s common grace can allow nonbelievers to 

do some good, is contradictory with the doctrine of total depravity 

and Romans 3:9ff that none can do good. 

ii. Response: 

1. Total depravity is not contradictory with God’s common grace, 

particularly concerning God’s restraint of sin. 

a. Remember the definition of total depravity is “the Calvinist 

doctrine that human nature is thoroughly corrupt and sinful 

as a result of the Fall.”5 

i. That means all of man’s faculty (mind, will, 

behavior, emotions and body) is tainted with sin. 

ii. Total Depravity does not mean “utter depravity,” 

that everyone is committing evil at the greatest 

degree all the time. 

                                                 
4 David Engelsma in a debate, "Is the Doctrine of Common Grace Reformed?" on September 12, 2003.  Available at 

http://www.prca.org/pamphlets/pamphlet_80.html#1.4.VII.  
5 Source: http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/total-depravity.  

http://www.prca.org/pamphlets/pamphlet_80.html#1.4.VII
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/total-depravity
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b. Just because God restrains sinners from sinning to the 

maximum degree does not mean all the aspects of our 

human nature is not tainted with sin.  

c. Thus, God’s common grace does not conflict with total 

depravity if we analyze carefully the definitions of both. 

2. It is important to make a distinction between good as an outward 

behavior and good in terms of internal motivation that drives one’s 

behavior. 

a. Romans 3:10 and its content focuses on man’s internal 

motivation behind one’s behavior when it uses languages 

such as: 

i. “There is none who seeks for God” (Romans 3:11) 

ii. “Their throat is an open grave,” (Romans 3:12) 

iii. “With their tongues they keep deceiving,”” 

(Romans 3:13) 

b. As seen above, all these reveal that man’s internal 

motivation is evil.  

c. But there are also external behaviors that can be described 

as having some “good.”  Note how many times the word 

“good” is employed in Romans 13:3-4= “3 For rulers are 

not a cause of fear for [d]good behavior, but for evil. Do 

you want to have no fear of authority? Do what is good and 

you will have praise from the same; 4 for it is a minister of 

God to you for good. But if you do what is evil, be afraid; 

for it does not bear the sword for nothing; for it is a 

minister of God, an avenger who brings wrath on the one 

who practices evil.” 

i. Three times the word “good” is used and yet this is 

in the very book of Romans that says none does 

good. 

ii. Of course, none can do good in the internal 

motivational sense, given that even good external 

acts is tainted with sinful motivation such as 

selfishness, the desire to glorify something else 

besides God, and the lack based of faith in God, etc. 

iii. One can try to say Romans 13 is talking about doing 

good hypothetically but verse 4 states that God’s 

intent of government is that they be “a minister of 

God to you for good.”  The role of government, 

while it can be tainted with sin, still is not a 

hypothetical institution but real and therefore we 

must see this “good” its suppose to serve is real. 

iv. The way we can reconcile Romans 3 and 13 is by 

making the distinction between outward good apart 

from the motivation which is the focus of Romans 
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13 and the good that refers to one’s inward 

motivation that is the focus in Romans 3. 

3. The distinction between outward and inward good is important 

because common grace can restrain evil to an extent that permit 

some outward good to happen as a temporal blessing (such as 

society being formed, a generally just government, nice parents, 

etc) while acknowledging that internal good cannot be achieved 

without special grace (salvation and sanctification) given man’s 

internal depravity. 

4. Thus there is no tension between common grace and doing good in 

light of total depravity in light of our nuances. 

f. Objection #3: “we oppose the doctrine of common grace, because the doctrine of 

common grace is destructive of the antithesis that God Himself has put between 

the Church, and the world of the ungodly, and between the Christian, and the 

unbeliever. ‘Antithesis’ refers to spiritual separation, hostility and warfare. I 

emphasize this separation is spiritual, not physical. Although, often enough, the 

world of the ungodly has made the separation physical, by boycott, reproach, and 

persecution. The term ‘antithesis’ may be unfamiliar to some who are here 

tonight, surely the reality is known by every Christian.”6 

i. Explanation:  

1. The fear expressed here is that common grace removes the 

“antithesis.” 

2. Others who objected to common grace have articulated the 

antithesis better, in that common grace removes the radical 

differences and incompatibility between nonbelievers and believers 

and the Christian and non-Christian worldview by conceding too 

much “common ground.” 

ii. Response: 

1. The Bible does teach there is an antithesis between the world and 

believers: “"If you were of the world, the world would love its own; 

but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the 

world, because of this the world hates you.” (John 15:19) 

2. However just because God has shown unmerited favor to 

nonbelievers does not mean there is no longer irreconcilable 

differences between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of 

darkness. 

3. The best way to resolve this tension is to realize that at times there 

is “common ground” with nonbelievers but the “ground” is not 

religiously neutral since it all comes from God’s grace. 

g. Implication for the Christian life 

i. In any theological debate, we must always ask, “What does the Scripture 

say?” 

ii. In any theological debate, we must seek to be nuance, rather than broad 

brush and simplistic in our answers. 

                                                 
6 David Engelsma in a debate, "Is the Doctrine of Common Grace Reformed?" on September 12, 2003.  Available at 

http://www.prca.org/pamphlets/pamphlet_80.html#1.4.VII.  

http://www.prca.org/pamphlets/pamphlet_80.html#1.4.VII
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iii. This session should remind us that sin and total depravity is very real. Do 

you acknowledge your sinfulness?  Have you repented of your sins and 

trusted in Christ to atone your sins? 

iv. This session should also remind us that God’s grace is very real.  When 

you don’t want to turn from your sins, have you been captured by His 

loving grace as the motivation to repent?  


