Chapter Three

Righteousness

Matthew 5:20

20. For I say unto you, That except your righteousness shall exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven.

When we see a statement like this, we should make every effort to understand exactly what it means to us. In this case, we must understand what the term “righteousness” means, because entering into heaven depends upon it. Certainly, all of us want to enter into the kingdom of heaven. The truth is, there is a difference of understanding of “righteousness” among Christians. It’s one of the reasons there are so many different denominations considering that all use the same Bible.

What is righteousness?
Philippians 3:9

9. And be found in him, not having mine own righteousness, which is of the law, but (having) that which is through the faith of Christ, the righteousness which is of God by faith:

This scripture tells us that there are two kinds of righteousness:

· my own righteousness which is of the law, and

· righteousness which is of God by faith

Let me suggest by inference, that if the one which is of God is by “faith”, then the one that is of the law is by “obedience?” (to the law). Therefore:

My righteousness = of the law = obedience to the law = behavior

My righteousness = of God = by faith = behavior

Looking at this another way, If my righteousness is of the law, then I must be obedient to the law to be righteous. Therefore, my behavior will focus on being obedient to the law. In this case, I earn my righteousness through my own works of obedience. My righteousness comes as the result of what I do and don’t do. My righteousness is of the law.

On the other hand, if my righteous is of God by faith, then I must have faith in God for my righteous. Therefore, my behavior must focus on the fact that God gave me righteous through the work of Christ on the cross, which I accept by exercising my faith. In the latter case, I cannot focus on being obedient to the law or else I risk obtaining my own righteous, which the verse says is of the law. Another way to say that is “self-righteousness.”

So one kind of righteousness (my own righteousness) is appropriated by obedience and the other is appropriated by faith. One is earned by works (by doing), those works being a behavior which complies with the do’s and don’ts given to man by God whether by the law or by some other means like the teachings of the New Testament scriptures. The other righteousness is not earned at all, but it is accepted by man, through faith (by believing), as a gift from God.

Romans 5:16 -17

16. And not as it was by one that sinned, so is the gift: for the judgment was by one to condemnation, but the free gift is of many offences unto justification.

17. For if by one man’s offense death reigned by one; much more they which receive abundance of grace and of the gift of righteousness shall reign in life by one, Jesus Christ.

Righteousness is a gift from God to those who believe. We obtain righteousness by faith, simply accepting the gift, which is from God through Jesus Christ. It is still my righteousness because I am the beneficiary, but it is a gift from God that explains the meaning of the term “righteousness of God.” He is my righteousness.

There are many more verses in the Bible teaching us the exact same truth.

Romans 3:21

21. But now the righteousness of God without the law is manifested, being witnessed by the law and the prophets;

22. Even the righteousness of God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them that believe; for there is no difference:
Matthew 5:6

6. Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they shall be filled (with the righteousness of God).

Matthew 6:33

33. But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; (by faith) and all these things shall be added unto you.

Romans 1:17

17. For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as it is written, The just shall live by faith.

Romans 4:3

3. For what saith the scripture? Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for righteousness.

Romans 4:13

13. For the promise, that he should be the heir of the world, was not to Abraham, or to his seed, through the law, but through the righteousness of faith.

Romans 4:5-6

5. But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness.
6. Even as David also describeth the blessedness of the man, unto whom God imputeth righteousness without works,

So let’s answer the question of our first point, “What is righteousness?”
True righteousness is a gift from God, which we accept by faith that motivates us to a new behavior.

That brings us to another question: “How does our righteousness affect our behavior?”
Romans 6:16

16. Know ye not, that to whom ye yield yourselves servants to obey, his servants ye are to whom ye obey; whether of sin unto death, or of obedience unto righteousness?

Romans 6:19

19. I speak after the manner of men because of the infirmity of your flesh: for as ye have yielded your members servants to uncleanness and to iniquity unto iniquity; even so now yield your members servants to righteousness unto holiness.

The scripture certainly exhorts us to be obedient unto righteousness. For example, Jesus said, “Keep my commandments.” The Bible constantly encourages us to live a clean and holy lifestyle, being loving, honest, caring, and abstaining from sin. So how can we reconcile this call to “good works” with what we just learned about imputed righteousness?

Righteousness that comes from being obedient to the law depends entirely on our ability to comply with the requirements. If we succeed, we feel good about ourselves and we feel God is pleased with us and loves us. However, if we are not successful being obedient, then we feel guilty and that God is disappointed with us and doesn’t love us. We become insecure in God and we become afraid. Our behavior becomes focused on complying with the letter of the law so we can feel good about ourselves. As we fall short of absolute holiness, we turn to comparing ourselves with others to see how well we’re doing. If we’re doing better than most, then we become confident that we are pleasing God and will enter the kingdom of heaven. This behavior is precisely what is referred to as “self-righteousness” (which is of the law). Our righteousness has now become dependent on our works. This is exactly what the religious leaders of Israel did and which is referred to in our key scripture. The righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees was not sufficient for them to be acceptable to God because it was of their own making. This is very clearly stated in:

