How Good Is Good Enough? #3

“Say What?”

selected Scriptures
Over the past few weeks we have addressed the most important question any person faces: When this life is over, will you go to heaven for eternity? Based on the opening chapters of Andy Stanley’s book, How Good Is Good Enough? we discovered that the popular assumption among many (including Christians) is that “good people go to heaven.” But that leads us to ask, “How good is good enough?” Since there seems to be no definitive answer to that, many people (again including some Christians) respond to the question, “Will you go to heaven when you die?” with the words, “I hope so.” Yet the Bible affirms that we can have assurance that we are saved! How can that be?
Last week we considered two possible standards to measure ourselves to see if we are good enough: the Old Testament Law (particularly the Ten Commandments) and our conscience. Sadly neither of those proved to be reliable standards to know how good is good enough.

So this week we are going to the source: Jesus Christ. Certainly He knows the answer to that question! What did He teach in the Gospels on the subject?

Spoiler alert: You might be surprised at what you’ll hear. Jesus taught the very opposite of what most people in the world believe.
 And maybe what you believe. You may be left with that expression on your face asking, “Say what?”
Jesus Said Good People Don’t Go to Heaven

Let’s begin with shocker number one: Jesus said that good people don’t go to heaven. Yes, you heard that right. In Matthew 5:20, Jesus declared that even the best among them was not good enough to reach God on his own merit: “For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.”

When it came to keeping the law, the Pharisees were the best people around. Remember the complicated Old Testament laws we discussed earlier? The Pharisees actually tried to do all that stuff. It was their job. They were professional do-gooders. Their job was to stay so pure before God that they would be able to hear from him and thus direct the people accordingly.

They took their job seriously. Not only did they keep the law that was given by Moses, they came up with even more rules to ensure that they didn’t accidentally break one of Moses’ rules. I’m not exaggerating when I say that these men spent the majority of their time making sure they were the best of the best.

So you can imagine how irritated they were when Jesus pointed to several of them in public and announced that unless a person’s goodness surpassed that of the finest men in town, that person wouldn’t make it into God’s kingdom. Basically, He pointed to the Pharisees and said, “As good as you are, you aren’t good enough.”

While the Pharisees walked away mad, everybody else probably walked away depressed. After all, if their religious leaders weren’t good enough, then who could be? The average man and woman didn’t have time to be that good. If the Pharisees weren’t good enough to earn their way into God’s kingdom, then nobody was.
Now if that wasn’t confusing enough, he reinterpreted Jewish law in such a way as to make it impossible for anybody, even the Pharisees, to keep it. For example, during his most famous sermon he said, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’” Everybody knew that one. It was one of the Big Ten. But Jesus wasn’t content with the common interpretation. He raised the ante in Matthew 5:27-28, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” Now if that’s the standard, then, well, we all stand guilty as charged. At least all the men.

Jesus also said in verses 21-22 of the same chapter, “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment.” Here Jesus equated anger with murder. Who hasn’t been mad at someone?

If you are looking for a God who lets good people into heaven, stay away from the teachings of Jesus. His standards are even higher than the Old Testament law.

If you really want to know what Jesus thought of the “good people” of His day, turn to Matthew 23:13-33,

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the kingdom of heaven in men’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to.

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over land and sea to win a single convert, and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as you are. 

“Woe to you, blind guides! You say, ‘If anyone swears by the temple, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gold of the temple, he is bound by his oath.’ You blind fools! Which is greater: the gold, or the temple that makes the gold sacred? You also say, ‘If anyone swears by the altar, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gift on it, he is bound by his oath.’ You blind men! Which is greater: the gift, or the altar that makes the gift sacred? Therefore, he who swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it. And he who swears by the temple swears by it and by the one who dwells in it. And he who swears by heaven swears by God’s throne and by the one who sits on it. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more important matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence. Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then the outside also will be clean. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean. In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You build tombs for the prophets and decorate the graves of the righteous. And you say, ‘If we had lived in the days of our forefathers, we would not have taken part with them in shedding the blood of the prophets.’ So you testify against yourselves that you are the descendants of those who murdered the prophets. Fill up, then, the measure of the sin of your forefathers! 

“You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell?”

Wow! That blows away our mental image of “gentle Jesus, meek and mild,” doesn’t it?

So if that’s what Jesus said about the good people of His day, what did He say about the bad people?

Jesus Said Bad People Do Go to Heaven

Shocker number two: Jesus said bad people do go to heaven. Say what? One minute He is assuring the good people that they were not going to heaven and the next He is assuring the bad people they are. Exhibit A: Matthew 9:9-13,

As Jesus went on from there, he saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax collector’s booth. “Follow me,” he told him, and Matthew got up and followed him. 

While Jesus was having dinner at Matthew’s house, many tax collectors and “sinners” came and ate with him and his disciples. When the Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?” 

On hearing this, Jesus said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”
Tax collectors in those days were considered the scum of the earth. Yet Jesus called one—Matthew—to be one of His Twelve disciples! Later, in Jericho, Jesus told another tax collector—Zacchaeus—that he was going to heaven (Luke 19:1-10). Then we read in Luke 18:9-14,

To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else, Jesus told this parable: “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’ 

“But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’ 

“I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”

There you have it: Good man out, bad man in.

Exhibit B: In John 4, Jesus met a Samaritan woman who had been married five times and was shacking up with potential number six. Not exactly a Proverbs 31 woman, eh? Yet Jesus led her to faith, and she in turn led the whole town to Christ. Similarly, in John 8, to the woman taken in adultery Jesus said, “Then neither do I condemn you. Go now and leave your life of sin.” Not only bad men, but bad women go to heaven, too.

Exhibit C: Luke 23:39-43. While hanging on the cross, the condemned criminals on either side of Jesus had something to say to Him:

One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: “Aren’t you the Christ? Save yourself and us!” 

But the other criminal rebuked him. “Don’t you fear God,” he said, “since you are under the same sentence? We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” 

Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” 

Jesus answered him, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.”

Notice anything about what the second criminal said that is particularly relevant to our discussion? As horrible a death as crucifixion was, the second criminal readily admitted that his life was so horrible that he was actually getting what he deserved. “We are getting what our deeds deserve.” In other words, “Stack our deeds up and you won’t find a good one in there anywhere.”

Then the convicted criminal did the unthinkable: He asked Jesus for a favor. He asked Jesus to have mercy on him in spite of his worthless life. Keep in mind, this man was in no position to bargain. There was no “from now on,” no turning over a new leaf. The opportunity for doing good had come and gone. This was a dead man talking. He had come to the end of his miserable life and there was no chance to make up for lost time. He had lived his life exactly the way he wanted, with no concern for doing the right thing, and now, hours from the end, he suddenly gets religion and asks for mercy.

Now if Jesus, like most people, believed that good people go to heaven and bad people don’t, what would you expect Him to say to a guy who, by his own admission, had lived a life worthy of such a death? What would you have told him? What if he had raped your sister or murdered your brother? What if you had been maimed for life because of this man’s reckless behavior? None of that mattered to Jesus. Pushing up on the nail that pierced His foot for leverage, He managed to utter these words: “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.” 

Do you realize what that means? It means that Jesus not only didn’t believe that good people go to heaven, He believed that bad people do! One of his last acts before dying was to promise a criminal a spot in paradise!

Clearly, Jesus did not believe that good people go to heaven. Yet He told bad people—some of the worst people in His day—that they were going to heaven. He was operating off some other premise unknown to this world. It is no wonder many refused to take his teachings seriously. He promised people precisely what they didn’t deserve. Whatever God he came to represent, it was not the God worshiped by the majority. It was not the God of the “good people.”

What About the “Not-So-Bad” People? 

Finally, what about the “not-so-bad” people? For this I am borrowing from another small book, this one simply entitled, Good Enough? written by Leon Morris.

Have you heard the story of the Scot who paid a visit to London? When he returned home they asked him how he had fared.

“It was all right,” he said, “but they’re funny folk down there!”

“How’s that?”

“Well, one night, about two o’clock in the morning a man came banging on my hotel door. He yelled and banged and was in a terrible temper. He sounded as though he might kill me if he could get in.”

“And what did you say?”

“I didn’t say anything. I just kept on quietly playing my bagpipes!”

Like the Scot, we find it easy to see the faults in other people, but it rarely occurs to us that there is any real fault in ourselves. Of course, we generously admit, we are not perfect, but to call those little flaws in us “sins” is to lose all sense of proportion. There is all the difference in the world between our minor peccadilloes and big sins, sins that really deserve the name, like, say, murder.

It is an interesting thing, this habit of ours of explaining our own sins as minor shortcomings, and simultaneously of being very bothered by the sins of other people. Am I bad-tempered? Then I say something like, “I know I fly off the handle sometimes, but that really is not very important. I thank God I’m not a spiritless, spineless individual like so-and-so.” The open sinner thanks God he is not a hypocrite, and the hypocrite returns the compliment, maintaining that at least he does not flaunt his shortcomings in the face of all men.

The truth is that each one of us is so constituted that there are some wrong things we think to be very wrong and we blame people who do them. Other wrong things we do not consider so very bad. And, by a curious coincidence, the wrongs that we ourselves do are always the little ones.

But then we come across a verse like Revelation 21:27, where John writes about heaven, “Nothing impure will ever enter it, nor will anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful.” What does that mean? Well, let me ask you this: How many sins will keep you out of heaven? Sounds like just one. And not just the really bad ones—any sin.

Say what? Good people don’t go to heaven? Bad people do go to heaven? Not-so-bad people still aren’t good enough? How can this be? Come back next week and find out.
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