How Good Is Good Enough? #4

“The Bottom Line”

selected Scriptures
During these Sunday evenings we have been working through Andy Stanley’s book, How Good Is Good Enough? We have discovered that most people (and most religions, for that matter) believe that good people go to heaven and bad people don’t. But since nobody’s perfect (something we all can agree upon), the question is raised, how good is good enough? We have seen that the popular standards of doing good (by keeping the Old Testament Law) or relying on our conscience do not satisfy. Since there doesn’t seem to be a fixed, agreed upon standard for that question, when most people are asked, “Will you go to heaven when this life ends?” they answer, “I hope so.”

One person who seemed to know for certain who was going to heaven and who wasn’t was Jesus Christ. During His time on earth, He assured some folks that they were indeed heading to heaven while others were on a one-way trip on a highway to hell. The strange thing is that it was the good people of His day—the religious leaders—that He condemned to hell while the bad people of His day—tax collectors, prostitutes, and other “sinners”—were told they were getting into heaven. How can this be?

Tonight we are bringing this all together to see the bottom line, how all of this fits together. In Stanley’s book, this message covers chapters 9-11, but I am not using his material in the order it appears in the book. Bear with me as we work through these final concepts to arrive at a conclusion that will, I trust, answer any remaining questions.

The Problem of Human Failures

We begin with the problem of human failures. The full title of the book is, Since Nobody’s Perfect, How Good Is Good Enough? This acknowledges the biggest issue with the popular notion that “good people go to heaven.” In fact, according to the Bible, nobody is “good enough.”

If I may remind all of us of what Paul wrote in Romans 3:10-20,

As it is written: “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. 
All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.” “Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit.” “The poison of vipers is on their lips.” “Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.” “Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know.” “There is no fear of God before their eyes.” Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.
Then he concluded in Romans 3:23, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Notice the word all. That means no exceptions. All are guilty.

How do we know this? The law tells us so. Paul explains this in Romans 7:7-25

What shall we say, then? Is the law sin? Certainly not! Indeed I would not have known what sin was except through the law. For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, “Do not covet.” But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire. For apart from law, sin is dead. Once I was alive apart from law; but when the commandment came, sin sprang to life and I died. I found that the very commandment that was intended to bring life actually brought death. For sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put me to death. So then, the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and good. 

Did that which is good, then, become death to me? By no means! But in order that sin might be recognized as sin, it produced death in me through what was good, so that through the commandment sin might become utterly sinful. 

We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it. 

So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord! 

So then, I myself in my mind am a slave to God’s law, but in the sinful nature a slave to the law of sin. 
As Stanley points out, “The law didn’t create sin, but it sure revealed sin… I think I’m a pretty good guy, but if it is against God’s law to covet, I’m in trouble. One of my best friends drives a BMW R5 with a touring package to die for. And I want it. I haven’t told him that, but in my heart I covet it. When it conies to coveting, I’m guilty every day. But I never knew I was guilty until I knew God required me to be content with what I had.”

We don’t have to commit any of the “big” sins—murder, theft, or adultery—in order to be disqualified from being “good enough.” Just one sin, even if we think it is a minor one, keeps us from being good enough to go to heaven on our own.

That’s a sobering thought, isn’t it?

The Principle of Holy Fairness

Why is that? Because God is holy. How do we know that? Because the Bible says so. Psalm 99:9 states, “The Lord our God is holy.” God Himself said in Leviticus 11:44-45, “I am the Lord your God; consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am holy. Do not make yourselves unclean by any creature that moves about on the ground. I am the Lord who brought you up out of Egypt to be your God; therefore be holy, because I am holy.” What does it mean to be holy? For one thing, it means that God has never sinned. He is perfect, unlike all of the human race. In fact, James 1:13 goes so far as to say, “God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone.” Sin cannot abide in His presence.

Since God is perfectly holy, we would assume that He is also perfectly fair. At one point in his book Stanley writes, “Christianity is the fairest possible system in a world that is irreversibly unfair.”
 When I read that I thought to myself, “Really? Is this like Pete Rose telling an umpire, ‘You’re the second best umpire in the league,’ and when asked to explain he said, ‘All the other ones are tied for first’?” No, Stanley was not trying to be cute or sarcastic. He really means that, but only after defining and describing some terms. So, again, bear with me.

Stanley admits, 
Life is not fair. Life will never be fair. Life can’t be fair.

I am not convinced that any of us is really as concerned as we pretend to be about any of these statements. When people complain about something not being fair, it is almost always a smoke screen for the fact that they are not getting something they want. Most of us walk around pretending to be the fairness police when, in fact, we usually play the fairness card when we are die ones being treated “unfairly.”

Every parent knows this to be the case. When have you known a child to throw down the fairness gauntlet when he got more than his fair share of something? I never expect to hear the following at my house: “No fair! My piece is bigger.” “No fair! I got more presents than everyone else.” “No fair! I got to sit in the front seat last time.”

Isn’t that the case? We want fairness when we think we are being treated unfairly, but if the unfairness works for our advantage, we’re not so quick to complain!

But when we are wronged, we want fairness. We want justice! Somebody has to pay! Needing to make amends for or pay for a wrong deed is not a new concept. Every parent has required a child to “pay” for a sin in some way. Our prisons are full of men and women paying for their sins against society. When you are wronged or taken advantage of, it is natural to want to be paid back for what was done. Our legal system is overrun with cases involving parties who want to be paid back for the damages they incurred at the hands of another.

Strange as it may seem, God requires payment for the injuries He has incurred at the hands of mortal man. Injuries may not be the best word. I’m not sure how one might injure God. The word offenses is probably more appropriate. Each of us is guilty of committing offenses against our creator. The Bible refers to these offenses as sin.

Because God is holy and just, He demands that sins be paid for (the theological phrase is “atoned for.”) This is spelled out in Leviticus 24:17-22,

“If anyone takes the life of a human being, he must be put to death. Anyone who takes the life of someone’s animal must make restitution—life for life. If anyone injures his neighbor, whatever he has done must be done to him: fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth. As he has injured the other, so he is to be injured. Whoever kills an animal must make restitution, but whoever kills a man must be put to death. You are to have the same law for the alien and the native-born. I am the Lord your God.”
That sounds fair, doesn’t it? What someone does to you should be done to them. What you do to someone should be done to you. That sounds like justice, right?

The problem arises when you consider the price tag of sin. Romans 6:23 states, “The wages of sin is death.” When it comes to offending God, there is only one remedy: death. Doesn’t matter the sin, because all sin is equally offensive to God. 

That should make us think twice about demanding fairness from God. As Stanley writes, 

The truth is, if you were to sit down and evaluate your divine demands, I think you would conclude, as I have, that you don’t really want God to be fair. A truly fair God would give you exactly what you deserve and nothing more.

Do you really want God to give you what you deserve?

This is where Christianity really stands apart from the pack. The God of Christianity never claims to be fair. He goes beyond fair. The Bible teaches that he decided not to give us what we deserve—that’s mercy. In addition, God decided to give us exactly what we don’t deserve—we call that grace.
Is Christianity fair? Absolutely not. But if you take the Bible seriously, the last thing you would want is for God to be fair.

We might claim to want justice and fairness, but what we really want is grace and mercy. In the Bible, grace is God giving me what I do not deserve, while mercy is God not giving me what I do deserve. Because of sin, what I deserve is death—eternal separation from God, suffering eternally in a lake of fire. That is fairness. That is justice. 

But who wants that?

The Promise of Heavenly Forgiveness 

What we need—and what God offers us—is the promise of heavenly forgiveness. According to Psalm 103:10, “He does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities.” Fairness demands equal treatment across the board. You get what you deserve and nothing more or less. God, in His grace and mercy, says, “No.”

“How can He do that,” you may wonder, “and still maintain His holiness and justice?” 

Excellent question. The answer is found in a single word: substitution. This idea dates all the way back to the Garden of Eden. Remember what God said to Adam in Genesis 2:16-17? He said, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” Some translations render the last line, “for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die” [esv]. Pretty simple, right? Eat the forbidden fruit and you die.

So what happened when Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit? Did they drop over dead that same day? No! Oh, sure, God told Adam that “from dust you came and to dust you will return,” but that didn’t happen for over 900 years! So did God lie to them?

Not exactly. Death occurred in the Garden that day, but not Adam and Eve. We read in Genesis 3:21, “The Lord God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them.” Where did those garments come from? Animals…who didn’t sin! We immediately cry, “Unfair! Unfair!” Unless you are Adam and Eve, that is.

God allowed a substitute to pay the price for Adam and Eve’s sin. That is not fairness, but it is justice. Somebody has to pay, and someone (an animal in this case) did. In the Law God set up an elaborate program of animal sacrifices, allowing an innocent animal to take the place of the guilty sinner. Later God sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to be the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. Fair? Not on your life!

Christianity teaches that when man sinned, God opted for forgiveness rather than fairness. He opted for grace and mercy rather than justice. What he offers you is more than fair. A New Testament writer explained it this way: “You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly” [Romans 5:6].

“Powerless” means we could not do anything about our condition—we were without hope unless somebody intervened on our behalf. The reason good people don’t go to heaven is that there aren’t any good people. There are only sinners. Granted, some aren’t quite as bad as others. But from God’s perspective, everybody has carved a few letters into the hood of the car and can’t pay for the damage. We can all promise to do better, and some of us may even scurry upstairs to clean our rooms. But none of us can pay God back.

The Bible goes on to say, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” [Romans 5:8].

In other words, while we were treating God and others unfairly, God decided to forgive us and pay for our sins himself. While we abandoned what was fair, God went beyond fair and paid for our sins.

Good people don’t go to heaven. Forgiven people go to heaven.

That is the bottom line.

Is Christianity fair? It is certainly not fair to God. Christians believe that God sent his son to die for your sins and mine. Fairness would demand that we die for our own sins. But the good news is that God opted for grace and mercy over fairness.

How, then, can Stanley claim earlier that, “Christianity is the fairest possible system in a world that is irreversibly unfair”? He points to perhaps the best known verse in the Bible, John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” According to this, 

• Everybody is welcome.

• Everybody gets in the same way.

• Everybody can meet the requirement.

What could be fairer than this? “Whoever” includes everyone who is willing. Believing in Him is the only requirement. Believing means placing one’s trust in the fact that Jesus is who He claimed to be and that His death accomplished what He claimed it accomplished.

So why is it that good people don’t go to heaven and bad people do? The truth is, neither good people nor bad people go to heaven; only forgiven people. Here’s the catch: Most “good” people don’t think they need to be forgiven; while many “bad” people know they have no chance on their own and readily accept forgiveness. Remember the Pharisee and the tax collector Jesus mentioned in Luke 18:11-14?

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.”
So let me ask you this question: Will you go to heaven when your life on earth ends? If your answer is, “I hope so,” what is that hope based on? How good you are? If so, I’ve got some bad news. You’re not good enough!

The Bible teaches that we can answer, “Yes, I know that I’m going to heaven!” How can we be so sure? Because it’s not based on how good I am, but on how good Jesus is. And that is an established fact that will never change. 

I pray that this study will help you know for sure that you are heading for heaven. I also pray that you may be able to use the information from this study when you talk to others about their eternal destiny. Asking someone, “Will you go to heaven when your life on earth ends?” is a great way to bring up the subject. Listen closely to their answer. You may be able to point them to the Savior.

That’s what we all need.
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