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Can Anyone Be Sure He’s Going to Heaven?1 
 
Introduction 
 
Martin Luther, who sparked the Protestant Reformation in 1517, said: “Justification is doctrine 
by which the church stands or falls.”2  In particular, the Reformation taught the Biblical doctrine 
of justification by faith alone, apart from works, based on passages such as Romans 3:28, Ephe-
sians 2:8-9, and many others.  But if salvation is based on what we do, then we can never know 
for sure we’re going to Heaven, since we will not know whether we’ve done enough, or well 
enough, until the Judgment.  So, whether one can be sure of Heaven is related to how we’re 
saved, and how we remain saved.  
 
Is Salvation Eternally Secure? 
 
When one comes to Jesus Christ, believing Who He is and what He has done for us, his sins are 
forgiven.  The Bible says: When you were dead in your sins … God made you alive with Christ. 
He forgave us all our sins (Colossians 2:13).  And again, Blessed are those whose transgressions 
are forgiven, whose sins are covered.  Blessed is the one whose sin the Lord will never count 
against them (Romans 4:7-8).  This means that sins committed after we place our faith in Christ 
do NOT end our relationship with Him and so do NOT bar us from Heaven.  Remember: When 
Christ died for our sins, all them were still future! 
 
In addition, when we come to Christ we’re given something called ‘eternal life’: Whoever be-
lieves in Him shall not perish but have eternal life (John 3:16).  By definition, eternal life cannot 
be forfeited once given because eternal life is not eternal life unless it is eternal.  Jesus said, "He 
who believes in the Son has eternal life" (John 3:36, italics added).  But He went on to explain 
that that eternal life begins not when we get to heaven but as soon as we receive Him as our Sav-
ior: Whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be judged 

but has crossed over from death to life (John 5:24).  Now either Jesus was telling the truth or He 
wasn't.  And if He was, then those who receive Him have a salvation that is eternal from that 
point on. 
 
Are We Able To Maintain Our Relationship With God? 
 
Our salvation is based on God's ability, not ours.  "He saved us," Paul told Titus, "not on the ba-
sis of deeds which we have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the washing of 
regeneration (Titus 3:5, italics added).  In other words, God did the saving.  It is not something 
we do anything to get or keep.  We simply receive it. 
 

                                                
1 This material is slightly modified from David Dewitt, Answering the Tough Ones: Common Questions About 
Christianity (Moody, 1980). 
2 The precise quote is “Because if this article [of justification] stands, the church stands; if this article collapses, the 
church collapses.”  It was modified a few years later as a ‘proverb of Luther’ to the above version, and has been at-
tributed to him ever since.  See https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justin-taylor/luthers-saying/. 
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When a child is small she may hold her father’s finger in her hand, but he can hold her whole 
hand with his fingers.  When she falls, as she inevitably will, she cannot hold his finger tightly 
enough to keep herself from falling.  But he can hold onto her hand tightly enough to keep her 
up.  The fact that she does not fall depends her father, not her.  So it is with God.  He keeps us 
from falling out of our eternal relationship with Himself.  When we receive Him, we become 
“children of God” (John 1:12).  God does not disinherit His children: We are children, [and] we 
are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ (Romans 8:17).  The Bible says, He has given 
us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into 
an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade.  This inheritance is kept in heaven for you, 
who through faith are shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to 
be revealed in the last time. (1 Peter 1:3-5) 
 
Isn't It Too Easy For People To Get To Heaven By Simply Receiving Christ? 
 
Since we all know that everything has a price tag, it’s little wonder that many struggle with the 
idea that salvation could be free.  It certainly seems unreasonable that someone like Ted Bundy 
should get off scot-free by just believing in Christ.  They reason that nobody has his sins erased 
by believing.  However, Jesus Christ paid the price for the sins of those who believe in Him, in 
full: God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the right-
eousness of God. (2 Corinthians 5:21).  That was not easy!  How easy would it be for you to send 
your only child to die for someone else's crimes?  It’s true - it takes a lot more than belief.  It re-
quires the extremely costly payment for our sins by Christ on the cross.  All have sinned and fall 
short of the glory of God, and all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that 
came by Christ Jesus (Romans 3:23-24).  The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal 
life in Christ Jesus our Lord (Romans 6:23). 
 
Why Should Very Bad People Go To Heaven As Easily As Good People? 
 
If we’re stuck on the question of wicked people's “so easily” going to Heaven we need to realize 
that we, too, are in need of Christ's payment and that we cannot earn salvation ourselves.  The 
Bible says, “All our righteous deeds are like a filthy garment” (Isaiah 64:6) and, “There is none 
righteous, not even one" (Romans 3:10).  We must realize that we cannot do the work that pays 
the price for our sins.  Some things are like that.  We could not do the work necessary to perform 
our own brain surgery, no matter how much we needed it done.  It would have to be carried out 
by someone else.  The mechanics of signing the paper allowing the surgeon to do it might be 
easy, but that does not mean the surgery would be easy to do or worthless to have done.  At times 
it is not a good idea to reject something just because it is free and easy to receive, and the Bible 
says salvation is like that. 
 
How Do I Get To Be Good? 
 
How good do you have to be to get to Heaven?  How good is good enough?  And why not be-
come a believer, yet live as bad as you can?  Human beings from Socrates to Ghandi have strug-
gle with those questions, but only the Bible has a solution.  As we consider these questions we 
need to keep several facts in mind: 
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How Good Does God Want Me To Be? 
 
God requires perfection.  He told Abraham that he needed to be “blameless” (Genesis 17:1).  
God told Moses to tell Israel, "You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy” (Leviticus 
19:2).  Jesus said, “You are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48).  
The context of Jesus' words is the importance of righteousness (verses 20-28).  Later on, the 
apostle Peter reminded the early church that God said, “YOU SHALL BE HOLY, FOR I AM 
HOLY” (1 Peter 1:16). 
 
God's standard never falls short of complete righteousness and holiness.  Anything less than per-
fection is sin.  Sin causes suffering.  Because Heaven is a place of no suffering, it must also be a 
place of no sin, not just a place of not much sin or a place for people who tried hard not to sin.  If 
suffering is to be done away with, sin must be eliminated, not just minimized.  If we suppose 
God will accept the better people of this world, those with the least amount of sin, we are still 
asking God to accept sin.  An unbroken window is not simply one with some unbroken spots in 
it. 
 
Those who believe God should accept them because they are relatively good have not taken a 
close look at themselves.  Social psychologist Jerald Jellison estimated that the average Ameri-
can outstrips Pinocchio by telling 200 lies a day.1  That is 73,000 lies a year!  How old are you?  
If you are thirty, that's 2,190,000 sins you would have to explain away.  If you are forty, it is 
nearly 3 million - and that is only lies.  Now do the same for gossip, jealousy, outbursts of anger, 
disputes, dissensions, factions and so on - see Galatians 5:19-21 for a start.  No one comes even 
close to being righteous. 
 
How Do I Get To Be Good? 
 
The second crucial factor in this issue is that God made perfection available as a free gift.  By 
dying on the cross, Jesus Christ “perfected for all times those who are sanctified” (Hebrews 
10:14).  As we’ve seen, God “made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, that we might 
become the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Corinthians 5:21).  We swap our sins for Christ's 
perfection.  At that specific time in history, “God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, 
not counting their trespasses against them” (2 Corinthians 5:19).  So whether no matter who we 
are, and how bad we’ve been, our sins are no longer the issue in beginning our relationship with 
God.  The only issue involved is what we do about Jesus Christ. 
 
If a criminal is handed a pardon, the issue is no longer his crime but rather what he will do about 
the pardon.  If he refuses it, he will remain in prison.  The questions, Why is he in prison? and, 
Why is he not out of prison? have two different answers.  He is in prison because he is a con-
victed criminal.  He is not out of prison because he refused the pardon.  In the same way, the an-
swer to the question, Why will a person be in Hell? is, Because he is a sinner, but the answer to 
the question, Why will he not be in heaven? is, because he did not receive Christ. 
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If we are concerned about how relatively good or bad they are, we need to realize that our sins no 
longer have anything whatsoever to do with beginning a relationship with God.  That is what the 
Bible means when it says we are being offered salvation on the basis of “grace” (unmerited fa-
vor, Ephesians 2:8-9), and “mercy” (unmerited noncondemnation, Titus 3:5).  Mankind is being 
offered a pardon.  That pardon, Jesus Christ, is the only issue before us. 
 
Why Not Become A Christian And Live As Bad As You Can? 
 
If Christianity were only a religion made up by people, the question “Why not become a Chris-
tian and then live as bad as you can?” would be a legitimate concern.  Expecting people to get 
better just because they prayed a prayer makes no more sense than pardoning all convicts and ex-
pecting them to become model citizens.  We would certainly ask, “How do we know they won't 
just accept the pardon and live as bad as they can?” 
 
But with salvation there is one big difference: It is from God, not man.  When we receive Christ, 
God comes into us and changes us from the inside out.  The Bible says, “Therefore if any man is 
in Christ, he is a new creature; the old things passed away; behold, new things have come”  
(2 Corinthians 5:17). 
 
Then, too, there is the fact that receiving Christ makes you part of God's family, and God takes 
care of His family.  The author of Hebrews says, “God deals with you as with sons; for what son 
is there whom his father does not discipline?” (Hebrews 12:7).  Also, being in a good family 
generally motivates people to be part of what that family stands for.  So it is with the family of 
God. 
 
 
 
 


