How Good Is Good Enough? #1

“It Just Makes Sense, Right?”

selected Scriptures
What is, or should be, the most important question we must answer? If we believe that there is more than this life on earth to our existence, shouldn’t our highest priority be where we spend eternity?

Jesus seemed to think so. Four times in the gospel of Matthew He spoke of “enter(ing) the kingdom of heaven.” In Matthew 10:28 He said, “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell.”
Believing in heaven and hell are not in vogue these days, but for those who do, isn’t knowing whether we are going to heaven or hell of supreme importance? How can we know?

This is the subject of a little book that I have found to be very powerful. Its contents challenge our basic assumptions on the topic and can be a helpful tool in sharing the gospel with others: How Good Is Good Enough? by Andy Stanley. I rarely preach through a book other than a Bible book, but this is one I will make an exception for. 

I like the story Stanley uses to begin his book:

The story is told of a Sunday school teacher whose assignment was to explain to the six-year-olds in his class what someone had to do in order to go to heaven. In an attempt to discover what the kids already believed about the subject, he asked a few questions.

“If I sold my house and my car, had a big garage sale, and gave all my money to the church, would that get me into heaven?”

“NO!” the children all answered.

“If I cleaned the church every day, mowed the yard, and kept everything neat and tidy, would that get me into heaven?”

Again the answer was, “NO!”

“Well then,” he said, “if I was kind to animals and gave candy to all the children and loved my wife, would that get me into heaven?”

Again they all shouted, “NO!”

“Well then, how can I get into heaven?”

A boy in the back row stood up and shouted, “YOU GOTTA BE DEAD!”

Good point! No one goes to heaven unless they are dead (unless your name is Enoch or Elijah). According to Hebrews 9:27, “Each person is destined to die once and after that comes judgment…” Once a person dies his or her eternal destiny is set. There are no second chances. Therefore, it is of utmost importance that we know before we die where we will spend eternity. 

Can we?

The Popular Assumption

Let’s begin with the popular assumption regarding where one will spend eternity: Good people go to heaven; bad people go to hell (or at least they don’t go to heaven). That sounds logical, right? If we were playing “Family Feud” and the question was, “What is the most popular answer to the question, ‘What kind of people go to heaven?’” what do you think the number one answer would be? “Good people,” right?
It just makes sense, right? God is good, and God is in heaven, so it follows that good people will spend eternity with God in heaven, right? Satan is bad, and Satan will spend eternity in hell, so it stands to reason that bad people go to hell, correct? This ought to be the easiest matter to figure out, shouldn’t it?

The logic behind good people go to heaven is seem​ingly impenetrable on two accounts. First, it is fair. By fair, I mean people who do good deserve good things. If you do well in school, you move to the next grade. If you do well in tryouts, you make the team. If you do well on the job, you receive raises and promotions. Being rewarded for your efforts is part of our human experience and expectation, so it makes sense that this dynamic originated with God. After all, this cause-and-effect rela​tionship is illustrated in all mainstream religious litera​ture. The Bible, the Koran, and the Book of Mormon all recount God’s eagerness to reward good behavior in this life. So it only seems fair that if you do well in this life, you should go to heaven.

Second, it coincides with the notion that there is a good God. If there is a good God, and if he dwells in a good place, then it makes sense that God would fill heaven with good people. If heaven were full of “bad” people, it wouldn’t be heaven. A good God in a good place sounds like the ideal destination for good people.

Beyond that, maintaining the idea that good people go to heaven (and bad people go to…the other place) is good for society, as it keeps everybody on their best behavior. Or at least it should. If you believe that your eternal destiny hangs in the balance, based on whether you are good or not, chances are you are going to do good.
 Wouldn’t the world be a better place if everyone operated that way?

Unfortunately, it is not that simple. As logical as it may seem, the idea that “good people go to heaven and bad people go to hell” doesn’t stand up to scrutiny. As we will see in a later message, Jesus did not promote this idea, nor did His apostles after Him. Even in the realm of logic, this popular assumption faces some difficult challenges.

The Problematic Ambivalence

The first is what I am calling the problematic ambivalence. Simply put, if we accept the assumption that good people go to heaven, how good is good enough? Can I know if I am I good enough?

One simple yet effective evangelistic methods in America is based on the work of the late D. James Kennedy at Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church in Fort Lauderdale. His program, called “Evangelism Explosion,” asked one or two very simple but devastating questions such as, “If you died tonight would you be confident of going to heaven?” followed up by, “If you died tonight, why should God let you into his heaven?”

If you’re like most people, your answer might run something along these lines: “I’ve always tried to...” or “I never...” or “I do my best...”

These answers seem to run across the gamut—Muslims, Hindus, or Christians, the majority of the answers go back to an individual’s attempt to live a good life. Why? Because most people believe that good people go to heaven.

But how good is good enough? Obviously nobody’s perfect—that goes without saying—so there must be another standard. Is it 80% good? 75%? 66%? 51%?

Many people envision standing before God after they die with a large set of scales before them. God places their good works on one side and their bad deeds on the other, and if the good outweighs the bad, they’re in. That seems fair, doesn’t it? 

The problem—or one problem, anyway—with this notion is that we won’t know if our good outweighs our bad until we get there. We can have no “blessed assurance” that we will indeed go to heaven when we die. 

The Prevalent Answer

This leads to the prevalent answer among many people—even Christians—when asked if they think they will go to heaven when they die: “I hope so.” Stanley shares this story in his book regarding his wife’s grandmother:

Several years ago my wife, Sandra, walked into our kitchen, sat down on the bar stool, and announced that she wanted to make a special trip to her hometown for the expressed purpose of talking to her aging grand​mother, Helen, about eternity. I was surprised. Helen was almost ninety at the time. She grew up going to the local Methodist church. Until her health became an issue, she rarely missed a Sunday. She was way better than the average person. Certainly good by anybody’s standard.

“What brought this on?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” Sandra said. “I just don’t know how much longer she will be with us, and I’ve never talked to her about God or heaven or any of that.” For most people who knew Helen, her ultimate destination would be the least of their concerns. If good people go to heaven, she was a shoo-in. Nevertheless, Sandra hopped in the car and drove two and a half hours to chat with her grandmother.

Helen knew she was coming. Sandra showed up under the guise of wanting to make cookies. But after about thirty minutes of chitchat, she popped the ques​tion. She said, “Grandmama, we’ve never talked about heaven before. Are you sure that when you die you will go to heaven?”

Helen got big tears in her eyes and responded the way the average good person responds to that question. She said, “I hope so, honey.”

“I hope so”? Ninety years of good living, standing by her dying husband till the end, serving her community, loving her grandchildren, paying her taxes, driving the speed limit, and she hopes she’s going to heaven? If Helen can’t go to sleep at night with the peace of knowing that things between her and her creator are good, I’m not sore who can. If Helen ain’t sure, can’t nobody be sure.
So why is it that even the really good people at best “hope so”? I’ll tell you why. Because nobody can tell you how good you have to be to go to heaven.
Nobody.
Don’t believe me? Get out the phone book and start calling the religious leaders in your community. You will get an earful of information, but when the words finally quit flowing, you’ll be back to “I hope so.”

Do you feel this way? If someone asked you tonight if you would go to heaven, would you say, “I hope so”? 

That’s a lot of stress to carry around! Not knowing if you’ve been good enough to make the cut, not sure if you will spend eternity in heaven or hell—it’s no wonder that many Christians still fear death! 

Friends, as Christians we are not meant to live with this uncertainty. God wants us to know—beyond the shadow of a doubt—that we are His children. Allow me to demonstrate this in the Scriptures.

First turn to Paul’s letter to the Galatians, which I believe was the first letter he wrote that is preserved in the New Testament. We read in Galatians 4:6, “Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, ‘Abba, Father.’” How do we know that we are saved? The Holy Spirit testifies to this fact.

Paul expands on this thought in Romans 8:15-16. (Paul wrote this later in his ministry. I refer to Galatians as “Paul’s rough draft of Romans.”) Here the apostle says,

For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of adoption. And by him we cry, “Abba, Father.” The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.

Why would Paul mention fear? Without the assurance of the Holy Spirit within us, we would fear whether or not we are saved. When we answer the question, “If you died tonight, would you go to heaven?” with the words, “I hope so,” there is bound to be fear and anxiety behind that answer.

When the Bible speaks of hope, it is not in the sense of wishful thinking. The Scriptures speak of hope as a certainty of something in the future. We have not received or experienced it yet, but we are absolutely certain of it. We read of such hope in Hebrews 6:19, “We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure.” There is nothing uncertain about those words! This hope is firm and secure, like an anchor.

The one verse in Scripture that states this most clearly is 1 John 5:13, “I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life.” Not “hope so” or “wish for,” but know. We can be certain that we are saved, children of God who are on our way to heaven when we die. 

And it’s not because “good people go to heaven.” That might make sense to us or to others, but it doesn’t hold up to logical scrutiny or the truth of God’s Word. In the upcoming weeks we will see why.
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