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Matthew 5:20–26 (ESV) 

 
20 For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will 

never enter the kingdom of heaven. 

 
21 “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder; and whoever murders 

will be liable to judgment.’ 22 But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be 

liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, 

‘You fool!’ will be liable to the hell of fire. 23 So if you are offering your gift at the altar and there 

remember that your brother has something against you, 24 leave your gift there before the altar 

and go. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift. 25 Come to terms 

quickly with your accuser while you are going with him to court, lest your accuser hand you over 

to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you be put in prison. 26 Truly, I say to you, you will 

never get out until you have paid the last penny. 

 

Jesus Is Good Enough 

A parent is at home, doing the dishes, but no matter how hard they scrub away at a spot 

on one of their pans, the spot refuses to go away. Because of this, the parent says, “Good 

enough,” and sets the pan aside. A husband and wife are trying to hang a new family portrait on 

the wall of their living room, but no matter what they do, it seems to be just slightly crooked. 

After a while, they say, “Good enough,” and before long, they can’t even tell that it’s crooked at 

all. A pastor has to write a sermon for the next Sunday. He has a draft of his sermon done, but no 

matter how many times he edits it, he still feels like it could be improved. Eventually, the pastor 

realizes that he has to call it quits at some point so that he has enough time to rehearse his 

sermon before the service on Sunday, so he says, “Good enough,” and his sermon ends up being 

just fine. 

We’ve all been in situations where we’ve had to say, “Good enough.” After all, none of us 

are perfect, so sometimes we have no choice but to settle for good enough. But can a person be 

good enough to earn a place in the kingdom of heaven? The Jews certainly seemed to think so, 

and they looked to the scribes and Pharisees as examples of how this was possible. The scribes 

were experts in the study of Scripture, as they both interpreted it and taught it, and the Pharisees 
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were one of the leading religious parties among the Jews at that time who strictly observed the 

law. These two groups not only seemed to understand the law; they also seemed to know how to 

faithfully follow it. 

If anyone had earned a place in the kingdom of heaven, it had to have been the scribes 

and Pharisees. But what did Jesus say? He said that “unless your righteousness exceeds that of 

the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (verse 20). This must 

have been a shock for the Jews to hear. After all, with this statement, Jesus was saying that not 

even the scribes and Pharisees were good enough to enter the kingdom of heaven, even though 

they thought that they were, but if that were true, then just how good did the Jews have to be? 

Jesus gives the standard in a verse following our text for today, in which he says, “You therefore 

must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48). 

This standard that Jesus gives us is just as shocking to us as it must have been to the 

Jews. Be perfect? That’s impossible! How can anyone meet such a standard? There’s only one 

man who can meet that standard, only one man whose “righteousness exceeds that of the scribes 

and Pharisees” (verse 20): the God-man, Jesus. As the apostle Peter says, “He committed no sin, 

neither was deceit found in his mouth” (1 Peter 2:22). Jesus lived this perfect life not for his own 

benefit, but for our benefits, so that his perfect life might be counted as ours. But he didn’t just 

do what was necessary to meet his Father’s standard of perfection; he also did what was 

necessary to save us from the punishment that we rightfully deserved for failing to meet that 

standard. 

In order for us to be delivered from our sins, a substitute was needed. Jesus was that 

substitute. Like a spotless lamb being led to the slaughter, the perfect Lamb of God traveled all 

the way to the cross. On that cross, he offered himself up as a sacrifice for our sins. By the 
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shedding of his blood, our sins were paid for, and everything that was necessary to save us from 

our sins was accomplished. This means that there is nothing left for us to do, and our places in 

the kingdom heaven are secured. When we enter the gates of heaven, God the Father no longer 

sees our sins, because they’ve been paid for. Instead, he sees the perfect life that his only-

begotten Son lived for us, and he welcomes us in as though we were the ones who were good 

enough. 

Even though Jesus was good enough for us, there are still times when we are tempted to 

think that we can be good enough without Jesus. We might look at everything that we’ve done 

and think that overall, we’ve lived pretty good lives. If we were to take all the good deeds that 

we’ve done and all the evil deeds that we’ve done and put them side by side, then certainly there 

would be more good deeds than evil deeds, which would mean that we’ve been good enough, 

right? We might look at the people around us and think that, even if we haven’t been as good as 

we could be, we have at least been better than them, which means that we’ve been good enough, 

right? Or we might look at the effort that we’ve put in to doing what is right and think that the 

effort alone must count for something. We tried our best, and our best has to be good enough, 

right? 

Like the Jews, we are tempted to look at our outward appearances and think that, if we 

look good on the outside, we are good enough to enter the kingdom of heaven. But what does 

Jesus say? He says, “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder; and 

whoever murders will be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that everyone who is angry with 

his brother will be liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother will be liable to the council; 

and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be liable to the hell of fire” (verses 21–22). God doesn’t just 
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look at how we’ve kept the law on the outside; he also looks at how we’ve kept the law on the 

inside, and inwardly, none of us have been good enough. 

Continuing to use the example of the Fifth Commandment, all of us are guilty of hating 

our neighbors, which to God is the same as murder. When we are driving down the road and we 

have to slam on the breaks because someone suddenly pulls out in front of us without warning, 

we can become angry with them and even use a few choice words to express exactly what we 

think of them at that moment. When a government official does something that we don’t agree 

with, we can start to insult them and make fun of them. If we try to prove that we are good 

enough to enter the kingdom of heaven by showing how we are better than others, we have 

instead proved that we are not good enough, since we have insulted those people in an attempt to 

build ourselves up. We are tempted to focus on our outward appearances, like the scribes and 

Pharisees did, but if we do, then we are deserving of the same criticism that Jesus gave them 

when he said, “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed 

tombs, which outwardly appear beautiful, but within are full of dead people’s bones and all 

uncleanness. So you also outwardly appear righteous to others, but within you are full of 

hypocrisy and lawlessness” (Matthew 23:27–28). 

We try our best to escape hell and earn a place in the kingdom of heaven, but we fail. But 

Jesus, who alone is good enough to enter the kingdom of heaven, willingly endured hell for us. 

As Jesus traveled to the cross, he took all of our sins with him, bearing them on his shoulders. 

Then, when he stood before his Father to receive judgement, the Father judged him as though he 

had committed all of our sins himself. On the cross, Jesus experienced the hell that we rightfully 

deserved, crying out to his Father, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me” (Matthew 
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27:46)? And because Jesus experienced the punishment of hell for us, the gates of heaven have 

been opened to us. 

The forgiveness of sins and eternal life are given to us as a free gift. But we are tempted 

to think that it can’t be that easy. There must be something that we have to do on our end. So, if 

our good deeds aren’t good enough to earn a place in heaven, they must be good enough to serve 

as payment for our sins. Jesus did his part to pay for our sins; now we have to do our part. But if 

we did have to help pay for our sins, then we would be doomed. The only way for us to pay for 

our sins is by being punished in the fires of hell, and the debt that we have built up from our sins 

is so great that we would never be able to get out of hell. We would be stuck there, suffering for 

our sins for all eternity. 

Fortunately, no further payment has to be made for our sins. In order to get us out of hell, 

the payment that was required was blood, and the blood that was used as payment was Jesus’ 

blood. Jesus’ blood was not tainted with sins like ours is. His blood was pure, perfect. So, when 

Jesus’ blood was shed on the cross, our sins were paid in full. No further payment has to be 

made. When Jesus said, “It is finished,” (John 19:30), he meant it. 

Even though we often have no choice but to settle for good enough in this life, God never 

settles for good enough. His standard is perfection, and if we can’t meet that standard, then we 

have no place in the kingdom of heaven. But God doesn’t want us to spend all eternity suffering 

in the fires of hell; he wants us to spend all eternity by his side in heaven. To accomplish this, 

God the Father sent his only-begotten Son to be our substitute. We could never be perfect, so 

Jesus was perfect for us. We could never pay the price for our sins, so Jesus paid the price for us. 

God the Father “made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the 
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righteousness of God” (2 Corinthians 5:21). We don’t have to worry about paying off our sins. 

We don’t have to worry about being good enough. Because Jesus was good enough for us. 


