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COMMON GRACE

A sermon preached in Charlotte Chapel by Gerald Griffiths in the summer of 1961, and reproduced here because the writer has found it one of the most helpful sermons he has ever heard.
 

‘For if ye love them which love you, what thank have ye? For sinners also love those that love them. And if ye do good to them which do good to you, what credit have ye? For sinners also do even the same. And if ye lend to them of whom ye hope to receive, what thank have ye? For sinners also lend to sinners, to receive as much again. But love ye your enemies, and do good and lend, hoping for nothing again; and your reward shall be great, and ye shall be the children of the Highest: for He is kind unto the unthankful and to the evil. Be ye therefore merciful, as your Father also is merciful.’ Luke 6: 32–36.

Unbelievers can be ‘good’ people. Our Lord's words imply this. And no honest mind can deny it. There are many ‘good’ men and women outside the Christian Church. We have non-Christian friends who are charming, kindly and high-principled. We know of school-teachers – avowed agnostics –  ​who are good-natured, devoted to their scholars and loved by pupils and staff alike; of genial, trustworthy business men, who never darken a Church door​way; of wise and courageous figures like Ghandi who professed no Christian faith. This fact of what we may call ‘pagan virtue’ comes home to us when we find ourselves a patient in hospital, benefiting from the magnificent devotion of nurses, sisters and doctors. As we lie in bed utterly dependent upon the ministrations of these kindly hands we wake up to the vast amount of goodness enclosed within hospital walls. But how many doctors and nurses are Christians? Though marvellously dedicated to their ministry of com​passion and healing, so many of them are just men and women of this world. How can unbelievers be so kind and so nice to live with, indeed, nicer than some Christians?

This is a problem: the indisputable ‘goodness’ of unbelievers. The problem becomes all the more acute for those of you who sit under an evan​gelical ministry and hear the preacher say Sunday after Sunday that the heart of man is ‘deceitful above all things and desperately wicked.’ Every faithful gospel preacher must constantly proclaim the exceeding sinfulness of sin and man's utter inability ever to do anything to commend himself in the sight of God. And as you listen to the preacher exposing the iniquities of the human heart, thinking of all the goodness you have observed in unbelievers, you may feel like getting up and protesting that the preacher is not being fair to non ​Christians! ‘Human nature is not as bad as that, after all. There's a lot of good in man.’

This is the question now before us: The goodness of unbelievers. And this is where the Christian doctrine of Common Grace comes to our aid. This neglected doctrine of Common Grace is a very important doctrine because at gives us the Scriptural explanation of this admitted fact of pagan virtue.

We must draw a distinction at the outset between two kinds of Grace; between Saving Grace and Common Grace. Saving Grace is given to Christians only. It is the grace whereby, as the word suggests, we are saved; it is the grace to see our own sinfulness and God's mercy to us in the atoning sacrifice of His beloved Son, the grace to renounce our sin and to receive the gift of Christ's salvation. This grace to repent and believe the gospel is given to Christians only. The non-Christian is a complete stranger to saving grace. He is not, however, left devoid of all grace, for God inspires all men with a certain degree of grace and goodness, as our Lord admits in our text. And this unbelieving goodness derives from God's universal mercy, technically called by the theologians Common Grace. Our Lord says three things in our text about this Common Grace.

I. COMMON GRACE IN THE NATURAL SPHERE

God ‘is kind to the unthankful and the evil,’ says our Saviour in verse 35. God is good to everybody, irrespective of their spiritual condition. This universal kindness of the Almighty is proclaimed in many scriptures. In the Sermon on the Mount, in Matthew 5: 45, where our Lord says that God ‘maketh His sun to rise on the evil and on the good, and sendeth rain on the. just and on the unjust.’ There could be no harvest anywhere without sunshine and rain. But when God sends rain on a city or hamlet, it falls on the whole community; it does not just hose the Christian's garden or farm, leaving the infidel's ground as parched as a desert. When the sun shines it beams its life-giving rays on the crops of saint and sinner alike. Even ungodly farmers are blessed by a bountiful Providence. Our Lord's parables indicate this – ​and every detail in His parables is true to life. The Rich Fool was horribly self-centred; he thought of nobody but himself, yet his barns were bursting with bumper crops. Heartless Dives fared sumptuously every day and left poor Lazarus to crouch at his door like a dog, waiting for the scraps from his table. God was generous to the Rich Fool and Dives, callous and selfish as they were.

God is good to all! Not only in money and material possessions, but in many other gracious gifts that gladden our daily lives. Like family life. ‘He that findeth a wife, findeth a good thing,’ says Proverbs.
‘Children are a heritage of the Lord,’ says the Psalmist. But these joys are not confined to Christians. Marriage is a gift of creation: one of the comforts God has given to all mankind, infidels included. Friendship is also given to us irrespective of our creed; so are social benefits like education. No credal test is applied before we are accepted into school or college. Nature's gifts are also the, result of Common Grace. Every teacher knows that brains and intelligence quotient do not depend upon a child's moral and spiritual condition. Mental ability and salvation belong to two different worlds. Think again of the. delights of ‘craftsman's art and music's measure.’
When we listen to a magnificent piece of orchestral and choral music in a public hall or over the wireless, and wave after wave of sound breaks upon our delighted ear until we feel as if we were bathed in a sea of glorious music, it is a most elevating and enthralling experience. All music lovers know these moments of rapture when a performance ‘leaves the earth.’ But some of our great composers and performers would not qualify as New Testament Christians. The same is true of painters. We visit an art gallery and gaze upon the masterpieces, upon Constable's skies and pastoral scenes, and everything is so poignantly true to life, so exquisitely beautiful, that we cannot help thrilling to it. But these works of art are not the creations of men of faith; they are expressions of an artistic genius lodged in believers and unbelievers alike by the Common Grace of God's Universal Providence. The Psalmist says, ‘The Lord is good to all and His tender mercies are over all His works.’ ‘Thou openest Thine hand and satisfiest the desire of every living thing.’ God satisfies man's universal desire for food for body and mind alike.

II. Our Lord speaks also of COMMON GRACE IN THE MORAL SPHERE

Look at verses 32–35. Men are not as bad as they might be, our Lord implies here. And when the evangelical preacher asserts the depravity of human nature, he is not being so foolish as to suggest that men and women are as debauched as they possibly could be. Thank God this is not so! Even social outcasts and religious riff-raffs have their good points, says our Saviour.

The Bible indicates why this is so: because of the restraining work of the Holy Spirit in Common Grace. Take the statement in Genesis 6 about God's Spirit not striving with men for ever. ‘And the Lord said, My Spirit shall not always strive with man.’ In the godless days of Noah, the Spirit of God strove with men, not only to bring them to repentance but, failing this, to keep their sin within bounds. It was only when the Spirit was withdrawn that Noah's civilisation reached such a pitch that God could do nothing with it but destroy it. The Holy Spirit exercises a curbing influence upon man's wild passions even when man does not repent. God uses His Spirit to keep evil men on a short rein, so that they will not gallop over the precipice to their own destruction.

This, I take it, is the meaning of the statement in II. Thessalonians 2 regarding ‘the man of sin.’ The Bible predicts that there will be a terrible, climactic manifestation of sin before the end of this age, when the man of sin, the lawless one, evil incarnate, will be revealed. The apostle explains that the man of sin is not yet revealed – and he is not yet manifested in our day​ because there is a restraining influence at work from God. ‘For the mystery of lawlessness is already at work: only he who now restrains will do so until he is out of the way. And then the lawless one will be revealed, and the Lord Jesus will slay him with the breath of His mouth and destroy him by His appearing and His coming’ (II. Thessalonians 2 : 6–8, R.S.V.). This restrain​ing power, however we define it, is ultimately the Holy Spirit, not in creating saving faith, but in curbing the sinful propensities of the human heart. In the apostle's day, and in ours, sin is kept in check. If all men's sin was really let loose, without these restraining influences of the Holy Spirit in Common Grace, life would become intolerable, the world would become a lunatic asylum overnight. At present there is a remnant of goodness even among the unbelieving and the lost because of the restraining operation of the Spirit. If we are to be scriptural in our thinking, we must acknowledge this.

Our Lord admits it. Notice how He talks about the goodness of ‘sinners’ in our text.’ For if you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners’ – that is, the religious outcasts, harlots, tax-collectors, shepherds, donkey-drivers and everybody else ;put beyond the pale by the Pharisees – ‘For even sinners love those who love them. And if you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners do. the same. And if you lend to those from whom you hope to receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much again.’ Here our Lord recognises the goodness of the religious' outcasts of His day. The Bible speaks quite frankly about this unbelieving goodness, and in the following ways.

First our Lord speaks of group goodness. The Lord points to the indis​putable fact that religious outcasts love one another, do good to one another, lend to one another. This is equally true of non-Christian fraternities today. Freemasons look after one another very well; so also do other fraternities. Group goodness is woven into the texture of modern society. The principle of helping one another within our own particular set is as true of the world as of the Church.

Our Lord spoke elsewhere of family goodness. Unbelievers make excel​lent fathers, and mothers who profess nothing devote themselves to their children. Our Lord uses this as an argument for asking our Heavenly Father to supply all our need by prayer. ‘If a son shall ask bread of any of you that is a father, will ye give him a stone? Of if he ask for a fish, will he for a fish give him a serpent? Or if he shall ask an egg, will he offer him a scorpion? If ye, then, being evil know how to give good gifts unto your children, how much more shall your Heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to them that ask Him ‘ (Luke 11: 11–13).

Then there is what we may call humanitarian goodness. Red Cross work, W.V.S., Civil Defence work and the like, all noble work done by men and women who profess no faith –is work which the Bible recognises as the fruit of Common Grace....

Political goodness is another form of Common Grace. The apostle describes the civil magistrate in these terms in Romans 13.’For he is the servant of God to do thee good.’ ‘The servant of God ‘? – a pagan Roman magistrate? Yes. Paul had a very high opinion of Roman justice. He felt far safer in the hands of the Romans than in the hands of the Jews; he appealed to Caesar because he expected to receive more justice from a heathen Emperor than from Jewish religionists. Anyone familiar with first-century Roman history will know that Roman law was remarkably just and their governors often men of great integrity. This is no less true of the honoured figures who have adorned the judicial Bench of this country. Every judge must have a high sense of fair play and rectitude; otherwise he would not sustain his position in the public confidence. But a judge's sense of justice in government is not necessarily a product of his Christian faith; he may be an atheist. It is rather an indication that God, in His Sovereign wisdom, has raised him up for the maintenance of law and order in Society. For if God did not inspire men to enact sound laws and to administer them justly, social life would go to pieces. There would be bedlam everywhere, the world would disintegrate.

Once more, the New Testament speaks of the goodness of conscience. Paul in Romans 2: 14 and 15 confirms that the Gentiles could read the Jews a lecture on behaviour. ‘For when the Gentiles who have not the law, do by nature the things contained in the law, these having not the law, are a law unto themselves: who show the works of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness . . .’
God has put the watch-dog of conscience in every man's life, however benighted a pagan he may be. We need not be surprised to discover that unconverted people have a sense of right and wrong, truth and honesty. These qualities which make social life sweet and tolerable, and indeed possible, are gifts that God has given to all men, apart from faith.

Our Saviour bears witness to God's Common Grace or Goodness to all men in the natural and moral sphere. Therefore the goodness of unbelievers, far from being a problem, is a doctrine clearly taught in Scripture. It is the work of the Spirit in restraining evil and facilitating social life.

III. Now for the last truth taught by our Saviour in our text: COMMON GRACE CANNOT MAKE A PERSON A CHRISTIAN

We need far more than the gifts of nature or group goodness to make us children of God. Listen to what our Lord says in verse 35.
‘But love ye your enemies, and do good, and lend, hoping for nothing again; and your reward shall be great, and ye shall be the children of the Highest; for He is kind unto the unthankful and to the evil.’ All this goodness of unbelievers does not amount to Christian goodness, says our Lord. When you have said the last word about an unbeliever, it is still true that his goodness does not measure up to the saving demands of God. It falls short of Christian goodness in several respects.

It is not universal goodness. It is not extended to everybody. It is limited, like the goodness practised within the family circle. A mother who is ever so tender-hearted to her own child may be brutal to the child next door. A father may give his head away to his own son and be a real skinflint to his business apprentice. A judge who has a great sense of justice when sitting on the Bench may give way to the most petty jealousies in his personal relationships, where his own ego is emotionally involved.

The unbeliever's goodness is never universal. He lacks the capacity to love all men alike, even his enemies. But our Lord requires such unlimited love of all who would be numbered among God's children: ‘But love ye your enemies and do good.’ Such goodness springs only from a regenerate heart.

Neither is the unbeliever's goodness a disinterested goodness.
‘For sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much again.’ The publicans of our Lord's day lent to their own kind in the hope that they would have their money back twice over. Self dominates so much of the world's group goodness. What man joins the Freemasons for the good of his fellows? He joins, so often, with an eye to what he can get out of it for himself. And when a group member makes a contribution to his fraternity, it is so often in the hope that it will be returned to him with a ‘golden handshake.’ The unconverted often has an eye to business in his goodness.

Nor is his goodness sinless. For all human goodness, when we have paid it our most generous and adulatory tribute, is tarnished, tainted and perverted with sin. The dead fly of self stinks in the most precious human ointment. That is what the doctrine of total depravity means: not that man is as depraved as he could be; he is not, God sees to that until the man of sin is revealed and the end comes. Total depravity teaches that whatever a man does outside of Christ is never free from self and sin. Sin mars the best of human acts. Even our ‘righteousnesses are as filthy rags’ in God's sight. And therefore every man, whether he works for the Red Cross, or for any other voluntary organisation, stands before God as a sinner in need of pardon and a new heart. Our unbelieving goodness is not good enough for God.
It will not bear the scrutiny of God's holiness. ‘All have sinned and come short of the glory of God ‘ (Romans 3 : 23). And every one of us must bring the same penitent plea to a Crucified Saviour if we are ever to find acceptance before an infinitely holy God.

Not the labours of my hands 

Can fulfil Thy law's demands:

Could my zeal no respite know,

Could my tears for ever flow, 

All for sin could not atone;

Thou must save, and Thou alone. 

Nothing in my hand I bring; 

Simply to Thy cross I cling.

The whole point of what our Lord says to His disciples in this Scripture is that those who would please God must have a greater goodness than that of ‘good’ unbelievers. ‘Be ye therefore merciful, as your Father also is :merciful.’ We must become like God Himself.

‘But how can I become like God?’ you ask. Not by Common Grace. For this you need Saving Grace, God's special Grace to men in the Lord Jesus Christ: the grace to see your own sinfulness – whatever your so-called good points, the grace to see that God has dealt with your sin in the Cross of Christ, the grace to see that God offers you His own goodness by a living Redeemer who waits even now to enter your life and make you acceptable to God. Only the imputed and imparted righteousness of the Lord Jesus Christ can accomplish this.

Receive now God's Saving Grace by repenting of your badness and com​mitting yourself to the One who alone can make you good in God's sight. Make no delay. Come to Christ now! You shall then experience the greatest gift God has to impart to man. A gift greater than the gifts of Nature, of home and friendship, of mind and civilisation, of art and music; a gift greater than group goodness and human decency – God's unspeakable gift of eternal Salvation. Receive this gift and you will thank God for more than Common Grace. You will join in the General Thanksgiving of Christ's Church. ‘Almighty God, Father of all mercies, we Thine unworthy servants do give Thee most humble and hearty thanks for all Thy goodness and lovingkindness to us and to all men. We bless Thee for our creation, preservation, and all the blessings of this life; but above all, for Thine inestimable love in the redemption of the world by our Lord Jesus Christ, for the means of – saving – ​grace, and for the hope of glory.’
� Printed in full in the Chapel Record, October 1961, pp. 147–52.





