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Reece Frith 17 – 5 – 26  

 
“Good Enough?” 

Acts 10; Ephesians 2: 8 - 10 
 
So that is our long reading this morning.  
Who comes to the fore this morning? Cornelius.  
 
What do we know about Cornelius? 
For one, he is a Roman and he is a gentile; a non-Jew. 
He is a centurion, with 100 men under his command. 
Instead of worshipping the one of the many Roman gods Cornelius has come 
into contact with the true God worshipped by the Israelites.  
We’re told he was someone who prayed regularly, so Cornelius had a spiritual 
awareness. 
He also had a social conscience.  
We’re told that Cornelius “gave generously to those in need.” 
So he devout; he was devoted to the things of God. 
Although he wasn’t a covert to Judaism, his reverence and devotion to God 
meant that Cornelius had a reputation as a God fearer amongst his Jewish 
neighbours. 
 
By any measure, Cornelius was a good guy.  
 
And you know, you find people like Cornelius in our communities today. 
 
They may talk about believing in a higher power, or at times saying a prayer. 
And they are actively engaged in good and positive causes like fundraising for 
research or prevention or support for people in need. 
They are people of integrity.  
 
And we you look back over the past 100 years or so there are names that stand 
out on a global scale. 
People who have done wonderful acts for their fellow human beings.  
 
You can think of someone like Ghandi: 

Gandhi did a lot of good. For example, there was a time when he held a 
non-violent protest against the British army. Gandhi noticed that the 
Brits were suffering under the heat of the mid-day sun. They were 
wilting and some were fainting. So he called them over and said that 
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they would postpone the protest till later that day, in the cool of the late 
afternoon and evening.  

 
So the question I want to explore this morning is this: “What about all the good 
people, living good lives, but who have not responded to Jesus?”  
 
They’re not followers of Jesus by their own self-definition but they’re what are 
considered to be “good people”. 
Will they be accepted by God and enter heaven? 
 
Have you encountered that question before? 
 
It’s a hindrance because in many people’s minds it seems unfair to say such 
good people won’t go to heaven.  
 
But what do you think? 

 “Was Cornelius, and people like him, good enough to be accepted by God 
and saved?” 

 
When people talk about this question sometimes they think about the story of 
a man arrives at the Pearly Gates, hoping to be admitted. 
 

St. Peter says to the man, "I can't see that you did anything really good 
in your life, but you never did anything bad either.  
I tell you what, if you can tell me one really good deed that you did, 
you're in."  
 
So the man replies, "Well, once I was driving down the road and saw a 
gang of bikers assaulting this poor girl.” 
So I pulled over, got out my car, grabbed a tire iron and walked straight 
up to the gang's leader – a huge ugly guy with a studded leather vest, 
bald head but with hair all over his body, and a chain running from his 
nose to his nipple. 
 
First, I kicked over his hog. 
Then I ripped the chain out of his nipple. 
Finally, smashed him over the head with the tire iron.  
Then I turned around and, wielding my tire iron, yelled to the rest of 
them, 'You leave this poor, innocent lady alone! You're all a bunch of 
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sick, deranged animals! Go home before I teach you all a lesson in 
pain!'"  
 
St. Peter, he’s impressed, so he says to him, "That really was an amazing 
good deed!!! That is incredible! Thing is, I can't seem to find this in your 
file. When did this happen?"  
To which the man replied, "Oh, about two minutes ago."  

 
Cornelius was a believer, a doer of good in his community, but as we hear in 
our readings this morning, that wasn’t enough.  
 
Despite how well Cornelius had done, God tells him that he must listen to 
Peter. 
What Peter has to share is of vital importance. 
Your prayers and good deeds are good but they’re not enough. 
 
But why? 
Well, I think, for example we are aware that much of the Ten Commandments 
finds common ground among all people – honour your father and your 
mother, don’t murder, don’t commit adultery, don’t steal, don’t lie, don’t 
covet what belongs to your neighbour.  
But then there other ones – don’t misuse God’s name, keep a day for worship, 
don’t have idols in your life, and there is only one God alone.  
So what is ‘good’ enough? 
Is it 6 out of 10? Is it 7 or even 8 of 10?  
 
And here’s the thing: God doesn’t stop there.  
God, He sees the big picture, the whole panorama of our lives. 
He sees our internal life. 
 
I mean Jesus the greatest teacher and communicator who ever lived explained 
that what happens on the insides matters as much to God as what we do on 
the outside. 
Jesus pointed out that even if we don’t a lay a finger on someone’s body in a 
sexual way, yet if our mind moves all over them, we’ve adultery on the inside. 
He said that if you are rage filled with someone internally you’re in danger of 
committing a form of homicide.  
He said that if you look down your nose at somebody – if you see yourself as 
superior – then you’re in the eternal danger zone.  
Jesus said that if you don’t forgive you can’t be forgiven. 
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I didn’t write this! You can read for yourself in Matthew chapter 5. 
 
And then what about consistency?  
Again God sees the whole panorama of our lives from beginning to end. 
What if someone honours their parents but swears and misuses God’s name 
like a trooper?  
What if someone has the patience of a saint but drinks like fish?  
What if someone makes it to church every Sunday but he can barely prize open 
his wallet because he’s so driven by greed, which is an idol? 
 
So when you think about it, sometimes our lives are a bit of a mixed bag.  
Our ‘good’ record is patchy at best. 
 
In other words, in the big picture, the panorama of our entire lives, our good 
isn’t good enough.  
And the goodness of people around us isn’t good enough. 
 
If we are really honest – really honest – our good isn’t good enough. 
 
So Paul would later write in Ephesians: 

‘For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith — and this is not 
from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one can 
boast.” 

 
Because works are not good enough we are saved by grace – by God’s 
unearned, unmeritered , undeserved favour, mercy and love given through 
Jesus. 
It’s not from ourselves, it is the gift from God, no one can boast. 
 
The gospel of King Jesus is that moral failures, whoever and wherever they are, 
once forgiven by Christ, are fully accepted by God.  
That no matter what you have done or who you are, you can still be embraced 
fully and instantly by Jesus. 
 
So when it comes to this question about being acceptable to God, I would say 
this: for Cornelius and others like him, there is a lack. 
What did he lack? 
 
There is a lack in the area of knowledge about Jesus.  
Cornelius knows something of Jesus – Peter says you know this and this about 
Him – but not all that is necessary. 
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So Peter, he verbally proclaims and outlines the gospel.  
If you want a great summation of the gospel, it’s here in this passage.  
So Peter tells him that this Jesus who He’s heard about was crucified and died 
but God raised Him from the dead and one day Jesus is going to judge all who 
have ever lived. 
 
With that though, Cornelius not only had a knowledge gap but he also had a 
spiritual gap, a crucial area in his life that he must do something about. 
What was it? 
Well we’re told that “everyone who believes in him [Jesus] receives forgiveness 
of sins through his name.” 
 
In other words Cornelius believed in God and feared God but didn’t know God 
or love God.  
He didn’t know that his sins were forgiven.  
He needed to know his good works won’t save him. 
 
And you find that with people today.  
Some do live in turmoil, and they are frustrated, and there is a desire to do 
what is right. And they are people of integrity; that you can’t deny.  
 
What’s missing is a lack intimate connection.  
It’s that intimate connection with Jesus that makes all difference.  
 
In having that intimate, trusting relationship with Jesus – in being reconciled to 
God – that we are forgiven and saved from our sins. 
 
So as good as some people are, they lack the most important thing – the saving 
grace and knowledge of Jesus. 
The sharing the good news of Jesus, meets that lack.  
 
Now at this point people often make three objections. 
The first goes like this -  

 
A speaker was once told by a woman that he was not much of a 
Christian because she knew non-Christians who lived better lives than he 
did.  
How would you respond to that??? 
He responded by asking, “If those people are so wonderful without 
Jesus, could she imagine how much more wonderful they would be with 
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Jesus. And he added, “If I was as rotten as she suspected I was with 
Jesus, could she imagine what I would be like without him?” 1 

 
The other is that some people say, “Isn’t what you’re saying a narrow, 
dogmatic and exclusive?” 
 
But listen: God is all over this story in doing all he can to bring Cornelius into a 
living relationship with Himself. 
Peter and Cornelius are attentive to the Spirits promptings but God takes the 
initiative to bring Cornelius with himself.  
 
And God is still doing this today. 
 
There is not one person on this planet who God is not trying to reach and bring 
into His Kingdom. 
And when I look back on my life I can see the ways in which Jesus was working 
to bring me into a living relationship with himself.  
 
Now at this point people might also say, “Are you telling me that if Hitler or 
Stalin or Pol Pot or Idi Amin or other evil people in their last moments call out 
to Jesus, “I’m sorry – please save me!” that He would?” 
What do you think? 
 

“Would God forgive very evil people who have committed evil acts?” 
Tell the person next to you. 
 
Yes? No? Maybe? (We’re good Presbyterians – shall we have a vote ) 
I would have to say, “Yes”.  
 
BUT here’s the thing– and I want you to hear this – would they even want and 
seek God’s forgiveness? 
 
Every time we willingly choose to do things that grieve the heart of God we take 
a risk.  
We risk dulling our conscience.  
We risk taking a step too far; that leads to another step, a step that takes us to 
a place of no return. 
 
 

                                                
1 Tony Campolo, Adventures in Missing the Point (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 201. 
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What then of good works or deeds? 
Works do not contribute to our salvation; they are fruit of salvation. 
 
If you are saved you will do good deeds – not as a means of gaining God’s 
acceptance or approval – but out of gratitude and to witness for God. 
 

For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, 
which God prepared in advance for us to do.” 

 
----------------------------------- 

 
I said earlier that you find people like Cornelius in our communities and 
neighbourhoods.  
You also find people like Cornelius in our churches.  
They are active, attend church every week (or as often as possible) and are 
generous. They go of their way to help others.  
They have been part of a church for years, decades, even their whole lives. 
 
And I have to say, with all due respect, it’s not enough... it’s not enough.  
 
Is it time to establish that personal connection with King Jesus – to bend the 
knee and bow the heart and surrender every inch your life to him?  
 
 
 


