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THE LAW OF RIGHTEOUSNESS
Wayne Jones

INTRODUCTION1

The written Word was carefully and perfectly planned that it might
contain all we need to know regarding God’s plan to bring the Christ,
to exalt Him as our perfect Savior, and to encourage us to be like Christ
in our thoughts and actions. Because of the seriousness of this
revelation, God placed stern and solemn warnings around it. Warnings
about adding to it, taking from it, or altering it in any way are explicit
from the inspired text (Deut. 4:2; Pro. 30:5-6; Rev. 22:18-19). In
addition to these warnings are the commands to handle the Word
correctly. It is possible to honestly misuse Scripture. It is possible to
simply be mistaken in understanding or applying a particular passage
or principle. However, the results of honest misunderstanding and
blatant tampering are one and the same. Both will lead to destruction
if the error is believed and obeyed. Thus, Paul encourages his fellow
evangelist Timothy to give diligence, i.e., “to exert one’s self,”2 in
handling God’s Word correctly and rightly dividing it (2 Tim. 2:15).

The need for these commands is no more clearly seen than when it
comes to the concept of righteousness. Inaccurate teachings surround
this important, Biblical concept. Some of those teachings lean to a more
liberal approach to man’s accountability to God and, thus, man’s ability
to live righteously. Some of those teachings take all of the responsibil-
ity of man and claim that unless the actual righteousness of Jesus is
transferred to him, that man cannot be righteous.

It should be noted that misapplications of the Bible doctrine of
righteousness were present even in Bible times. In fact, our assigned
text (Rom. 9:31) is inspired evidence that men in the first century did
not understand God’s revelation concerning this subject. Their
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misunderstanding of this one subject led to wrong actions and attitudes
in many areas. As proof, consider the constant battle between those
teaching truth and the Judiazing teachers of the first century who were
trying to bind parts of the Old Law (i.e., circumcision) on the Chris-
tians. Many adversely affected by these false teachers were carried
away by their false doctrine. Such is often the case with a false
interpretation of Divine revelation. God has so tightly woven the cords
of Truth that if one thread is broken the remainder will not hold
together. To misunderstand the subject of righteousness is to also
misunderstand the subjects of salvation and Christian responsibility.

Despite the untruths taught and believed about the subject of
righteousness, its importance is quite obvious.

“Righteousness” is a word that seldom makes its way into the
mainstream yet is vastly important in the study of God. The term
itself is found 324 times in the NKJV Bible. The sheer number
of references sheds light on the importance of the concept.3

Therefore, under the heading “The Law Of Righteousness,” it is
our aim to show what God wants us to understand about this extremely
unique and much maligned doctrine. For greater clarity, we will divide
our study into three sections: 1) God’s two-fold view of man’s
righteousness, 2) Israel’s faithless pursuit of righteousness, and 3)
Christ’s weighty warning regarding righteousness.

GOD’S TWO-FOLD VIEW OF MAN’S RIGHTEOUSNESS
When a word has multiple meanings or multiple usages in Holy

Writ, it can be difficult to determine its significance in an isolated text.
This is especially true when inaccurate views of those words already
exist. For example, because the words translated “wine” in our English
Bibles have varied usages, determining their meaning in any specific
passage can sometimes be tricky. Because the doctrine of “social
drinking” is widely accepted, it is believed by many that Jesus made
alcoholic wine in the wedding feast at Cana despite contextual evidence
to the contrary.

Another example of this difficulty is in approaching the word
“faith.” Determining when the Spirit is addressing the system of faith
through which salvation comes or personal faith upon which our
obedience to God is based can be complicated for some. Consequently,
some contend that the doctrine of “faith only” (i.e., salvation apart from
the active obedience of man) is Bible based. Truthfully, such a doctrine
is born out of a misunderstanding of word usages and meanings.
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Like the words “wine” and “faith.” the word “righteousness” is
surrounded by its share of confusion and misunderstanding. When
studying this term the student must first determine who is being
discussed and what is being considered or called to righteousness.
Many times man is not being described or even considered when
righteousness is the subject. By definition, righteousness would not be
something God does, but rather what He is! Plainly, God is righteous
and all His ways are righteous. When God gives a command, it is one
of righteousness (Ps. 119:138). When He speaks, His words are
righteous (Ps. 119:123). When He judges, He does so in complete
righteousness (Ps. 19:9). Righteousness in the ultimate and perfect
sense not only comes from Him, but it is Him. Daniel rightfully
proclaimed: “[T]he Lord our God is righteous” (Dan. 9:14). When He
acts His actions are righteous (1 Sam. 12:7). Those might be acts of
judgment (Ps. 119:160; 1 Pet. 2:23), vengeance (2 Thess. 1:6), or
deliverance (Ps. 71:2). As a result, like the Psalmist, we are compelled
to sing of and tell others about His righteousness (Ps. 51:14; 71:16).

There are also occasions wherein the Bible speaks of the righteous-
ness of man. Certainly, man will never be perfect in all his ways. Man
can never claim that all his words are righteous. Man can never claim
that all his judgments are righteous. Man can never claim that all his
actions are righteous. Still, this does not change the fact that we are
called to live righteously (Tit. 2:12). Despite our imperfections, Paul
declared that sinful man can be made righteous (Rom. 5:19).

Even when the term “righteousness” is used in reference to man, it
has at least two different meanings. One is a practice of righteousness
while the other is a position of righteousness. For the purpose of
definition, legal righteousness is the state of being right with God. It is
standing before Him holy, clean, justified, and perfect. On the other
hand, active righteousness is doing that which is right. It is living
according to God’s standard. Active righteousness is not doing what we
feel is right or what we suppose to be right, but rather what God has
revealed is right. God and His Word view man’s righteousness from
both of the angles. We will give brief consideration to both.
The Declaration Of Legal Righteousness

Legal righteousness is always a declared position by God that man
neither earns nor deserves. Sinners in a lost condition, have no access
to God. In sin’s condemnation, they are like those Paul described in
Ephesians 2 as “dead in trespasses” and in need of a spiritual resurrec-
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tion. In contrast, God is holy and just. Such characteristics will not only
keep man from approaching God, but they will put man in a position to
be punished by God for those sins. These are facts that have been true
in every generation of the human race. Paul makes it clear that Adam
and Eve stood worthy of death because of their sin, as does every
person who has lived and sinned after them (Rom. 5:19; 6:23). The
only way for the punishment for sin to be avoided is to remove the sin
and have man restored to a legally righteous position.

This restoration can never be accomplished through the plans or the
efforts of man. This righteous declaration can only be made through the
justification found in Christ.

But now the righteousness of God without the law is manifested,
being witnessed by the law and the prophets; Even the righteous-
ness of God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon
all them that believe: for there is no difference: For all have
sinned, and come short of the glory of God; Being justified
freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus:
Whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation through faith in his
blood, to declare his righteousness for the remission of sins that
are past, through the forbearance of God; To declare, I say, at
this time his righteousness: that he might be just, and the justifier
of him which believeth in Jesus (Rom. 3:21-26).

When one is justified, he is rendered, pronounced, or declared to be
righteous.4 To justify literally means to “render (that is, show or regard
as) just or innocent.”5 In being our sin sacrifice (2 Cor. 5:21), Christ
paid the price to stay God’s wrath. When man responds to that sacrifice
in faith, he is then declared righteous by justification through faith. It
is at the point of faithful obedience that man is declared righteous
through the mercy, grace and sacrifice of the Christ.

Such a declaration does not, inherently, change one’s personal
behavior or actions. When God declares me righteous through
justification by faith, it is a matter of position, not necessarily a matter
of action. Therefore, we need to give consideration to the other usage
of the term “righteousness” as it relates to man. This time it is not legal
righteousness, but active, practiced righteousness.
The Decision Of Active Righteousness

Being pronounced righteous is merely the beginning of man’s walk
with God and should serve as motivation to live righteously. Once in
the exalted position of being deemed innocent, “we are expected to live
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in such a way as to show our appreciation for it.”6 This motivation
provided through redemption in Christ should override any and all
hindrances we may face in trying to live righteously. Active righteous-
ness should be an outgrowth of legal righteousness. It is true: “We love
him, because he first loved us” (1 Jn. 4:19). In other words, we practice
righteousness because He has made us righteous.

John, in three separate passages, points out man’s responsibility to
practice righteousness. First, he states: “[E]very one that doeth
righteousness is born of him” (1 Jn. 2:29). Next, he warns: “[L]et no
man deceive you: he that doeth righteousness is righteous, even as he
is righteous” (1 Jn. 3:7). Finally, John approaches the issue from a
negative slant, saying: “[W]hosoever doeth not righteousness is not of
God, neither he that loveth not his brother” (1 Jn. 3:10). With each
inspired reference, John gives further evidence that being righteous is
not merely a position, but also a practice.

The decision to practice righteousness is made at the point of
conversion. Through godly sorrow, a sinner is aware that his past
actions have been hurtful and harmful to God. Based on this knowledge
and the desire to be forgiven, a sinner is to bury that old man in the
grave of baptism (Rom. 6:3). At the same time that sinner will be
washed in the blood of Christ that he may be forgiven of his sins and
stand before God legally justified (Eph. 1:7; cf. Rev. 1:5). With this
burial there must also be a resurrection. Every man who is buried with
Christ in baptism is also raised to “walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4).
Every man who forsakes his former master of sin is made a servant to
righteousness (Rom. 6:16-18). Every man who has been raised with
Christ is raised to seek heavenly things (Col. 3:1-2); whereas, before
his conversion the sinner sought after those things that were fleshly
(Eph. 2:2-3).

This decision should be reflected in our daily pursuits and visible
in our daily decisions. Paul would explain it to Timothy with these
words:

But thou, O man of God, flee these things; and follow after
righteousness, godliness, faith, love, patience, meekness ... Flee
also youthful lusts: but follow righteousness, faith, charity,
peace, with them that call on the Lord out of a pure heart (1 Tim.
6:11; 2 Tim. 2:22).

The phrase, “follow after,” in 1 Timothy 6:11, is one word in the Greek
and literally means, “to run swiftly in order to catch” or “to seek after
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eagerly, earnestly endeavor to acquire.”7 A man cleansed of his sins and
reconciled to fellowship with God will make it his purpose in life to
live “soberly, righteously, and godly” (Tit. 2:12, emphasis added).

Despite man’s greatest desires to follow after righteousness, it
could not be accomplished without being able to identify which actions
are righteous and which are not. If ideas such as subjectivism and
situation ethics were true, man could never really practice righteousness
because he would be unable to get a solid grasp on what righteousness
is and what it entails. Thanks be to God that we have His Word! For as
the Psalmist declared: “My tongue shall speak of thy word: for all thy
commandments are righteousness” (Ps. 119:172). Earlier in that same
chapter, the sweet singer of Israel had referred to God’s precepts
(119:40), God’s Word (119:123), and God’s testimonies (119:144) as
being righteous. In the New Testament, we read of similar references.
We learn from Acts 24:25 that when Paul was preaching to Felix about
faith in Christ, he also taught Felix about righteousness. What do you
suppose was Paul’s source for teaching on righteousness? We do not
have to wonder about the answer to that question. Paul, himself, tells
us that the source for “instruction in righteousness” is the verbally
inspired Word of God (2 Tim. 3:16).

In short, if a man wants to practice righteousness because he has
been declared righteous through the blood and mercy of Jesus Christ,
all he has to do is seek and follow after God’s standard of righteous-
ness. If he does, he will not only be declared righteous (in a legal
sense), but he will also work righteousness (Acts 10:35). Greater
teaching and consideration should be given to these two intertwined,
but distinct definitions to the term righteousness. The continuation of
our study depends upon an understanding of God’s two-fold view of
this term as it relates to man.

ISRAEL’S FAITHLESS PURSUIT OF RIGHTEOUSNESS
Paul had used the first 8 chapters of his letter to the Romans to

convince them that all men need salvation or justification through Jesus
Christ. “He has developed his theme that the Gospel is God’s power for
saving men, and has shown that only through obedience to the gospel
can man be saved, whether they be Jews or Gentiles.”8 In chapter 9,
Paul takes into consideration what reactions the Jewish community
would have had to this doctrine. He continues this line of thinking
through the end of chapter 11. Along the way, he makes it abundantly
clear that he is only writing because of the deep abiding love he has for
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his “kinsmen according to the flesh” (Rom. 9:3). He writes about the
sorrow he feels because of their estranged position. Paul even declares
that he would take their place if it would result in their salvation (9:2-
3). As he opens chapter 10, Paul reveals the desire of his heart and his
earnest prayer that Israel might be saved (10:1).

Even though Paul had physical and emotional ties to Israel, even
calling himself an Israelite in chapter 11, he was not shy or timid in
revealing that God had rejected the nation of Israel as His chosen
people. Romans 9 is Paul’s inspired explanation of God’s reasoning.
The truth was, God never intended for fleshly Israel to be His people
forever. They served as a seed line to bring for all the world a Savior.
To insure the Messianic seed line would remain pure and that the world
would have hope of salvation, God took care of and protected the
Israelites. He even gave them a law that would ensure their happiness,
health, and survival while waiting for Him to come. That law contained
promises of a greater prophet (Deut. 18:18), a greater kingdom (Dan.
2:44), and a greater covenant (Jer. 31:30-31). Yet, they ignored these
prophesies and used the special provisions supplied through the law as
a reason to lift up themselves.

Another, obvious reason for God’s rejection of Israel was their
disobedience and continued rebellion. In Romans 9:22, Paul described
Israel as a nation “fitted to destruction” or “prepared for destruction”
(NKJV). It was not that God had prepared them in order to destroy
them, but that through their own choices they had fitted themselves for
God’s wrath. Their sinful actions and stubborn wickedness left our
righteous God with no other recourse, but to destroy them.

The Jewish nation had long been fitted for destruction. Besides
their general corruption and their arrogant self-righteousness,
they had murdered the Son of God. This was a national crime, a
national murder. The authorities hunted down Christians, and
thus became guilty of wholesale murder. Death was and is the
penalty for murder; and the nation was soon to suffer that
penalty.9

For a complete list of their sins and trespasses, just take the time to read
the inspired words of men like Jeremiah, Isaiah, Hosea, and Amos.
Israel’s wicked deeds could be cataloged in numerical or alphabetical
order with ease. God’s patience waited and His wrath was stayed that
He might use them to bring the Christ. However, even before the birth
of the Messiah, Israel was a nation fitted for destruction.
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It was very likely that Paul’s revelation of their rejection and Paul’s
explanation for why God rejected them would cause some to react
negatively. Paul warned the Jews to be careful that their pride not get
the better of them. It was apparent that some would argue that God had
no right to reject them or that Paul had no right to claim such. After all,
they were the seed of Abraham and had used that in the past to justify
themselves (Jn. 8:31-33). The “Abrahamic” defense did not work in
John 8 (see Jesus’ response in verses 34-35), and it would not work in
this context. Paul sternly warns them against reacting in prideful
arrogance:

Thou wilt say then unto me, Why doth he yet find fault? For who
hath resisted his will? Nay but, O man, who art thou that repliest
against God? Shall the thing formed say to him that formed it,
Why hast thou made me thus? Hath not the potter power over the
clay, of the same lump to make one vessel unto honour, and
another unto dishonour (Rom. 9:19-21).

After revealing God’s rejection of Israel and warning those same
Israelites against an arrogant reaction to that rejection, Paul concludes
this collection of thoughts in verses 30-33. He begins his summary with
what would have been a typical Jewish reaction to this teach-
ing—“What shall we say then? That the Gentiles, which followed not
after righteousness, have attained to righteousness, even the righteous-
ness which is of faith” (Rom. 9:30). In other words: “Do you mean to
tell us that the Gentiles who did not even seek to be righteous keepers
of the law have now been made righteous in this new system?” How
could this be? For centuries the Jews had the law and many prided
themselves on keeping the law to the best of their ability. Now, God
was rejecting them and saving people who, historically, were lawless.
Again, how could this be? The answer may be best given by Whiteside
in his commentary on Romans. Whiteside simply stated: “[W]hen a
man is forgiven, when his sins are blotted out, he is righteous.”10 Legal
righteousness was readily available through the perfect sacrifice of
Christ. It was available to the Jews and Gentiles because by that same
sacrifice, Christ broke down the wall of separation and reconciled both
Jew and Gentile into one body (Eph. 2:14-16). Keep in mind, God was
not saving the Gentiles simply because the Jews did not believe. He
was saving the Gentiles because they had accepted the system of
righteous through justification by faith. He would do the same for every
Jew who was willing to submit to His righteousness.
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On the other hand, God did not declare those men righteous who
had been seeking to obtain righteousness through their law (Rom.
9:31). Therein is the title of this chapter, “the law of righteousness.”
Their pursuit of legal righteousness was flawed because they sought it
based on their own active righteousness. As far as they were concerned,
God had little or nothing to do with making them righteous. They
thought if they could keep enough laws, observe enough feasts, and
offer enough sacrifices, they would be able to demand God save them.
They did not trust in God to declare them righteous; they simply
demanded such because, in their minds, they deserved it. In reality they
had substituted the need to be declared legally righteous with their
personal practice of righteousness. They were not acting on faith in this
pursuit because, to them, faith was not necessary. In their minds, the
works of the law would justify them, despite the fact that the blood of
that covenant could not save them (Heb. 10:4). It was with this mind-
set that the rich ruler of Matthew 19 approached Jesus and asked:
“Good Master, what good thing shall I do, that I may have eternal life?”
(v. 16). Their understanding of justification was one-sided—man’s
decision to do righteous things.

Paul makes this abundantly clear by charging them with stumbling
at Christ (Rom. 9:32-33; Isa. 8:14; 1 Pet. 2:6-8). Their attitudes toward
personal righteousness and the law were the very reasons John had to
come and prepare their hearts for the coming of the Savior. Humble,
honest students of the Old Law would have been looking for Christ.
Yet, when He came, they refused to accept Him. Why? They were not
looking for the Lamb of God who would take away their sins (Jn. 1:29)
because (in their minds) they were justified through the law. So, when
Christ came claiming to be their Savior and reprimanding them for
misusing and misunderstanding the law, they stumbled at Him.

Not only was their pursuit for a law of righteousness faithless
because they forgot or were unaware of what it took to make them
legally righteous, it was faithless also because they did not even attempt
to fully keep the law that God had given them. One has to wonder what
they were thinking. They had rejected the provisions of God through
Christ whereby they could have been declared righteous and sought “to
establish their own righteousness” (Rom. 10:3) through law keeping.
Yet, the law they were keeping was merely a shell of the law God had
delivered to them at Sinai. Jesus often made enemies of the Pharisees
by pointing out the discrepancies between God’s law and their version
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of God’s law. Their alterations made it easier to “do right,” but kept
them from actually doing right. They “made the commandment of God
of none effect by” their traditions (Mt. 15:6). Jesus would further
expose their inconsistencies by quoting from Isaiah the prophet: “This
people draweth nigh unto me with their mouth, and honoureth me with
their lips; but their heart is far from me. But in vain they do worship
me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men” (Mt. 15:8-9).

Their pursuit of righteousness through a law that was unable to
make them righteous, which they were also not even willing to keep,
resulted in their own spiritual ruin. Their faithless attempt to stand
before God as righteous through their version of the law just magnified
their sin all the more. Rather than humbling themselves, being thankful
for their role in supplying the seed line of the Christ, and submitting
themselves to the righteousness of God, many continued to hold to the
law that had been abolished. Why? Because they were seeking a law of
righteousness separate from the sacrifice of the loving Savior and
faithful obedience to Him.

CHRIST’S WEIGHTY WARNING
REGARDING RIGHTEOUSNESS

Before we consider this warning, we need to understand that
Christianity is not a competition. It is not as if God has only a certain
number of slots available in heaven and only the top one thousand (or
top one hundred and forty-four thousand) will occupy them. Such a
system is unholy, unrighteousness and illogical. As a college football
fan, the scene in such a system would be like waiting for the BCS
rankings to be released and then having continual argument over
whether or not those selected were worthy. Over and over again, the
Bible stresses that judgment will not be based on any comparison save
the comparison of my life to the Word (Jn. 12:48). I do not have to just
be better than those around me, but I have to measure up to the standard
of righteous living that God prescribed in His word. The race of
Christianity is one of endurance; we are not trying to get there faster or
in grander fashion than others. Every man will be held accountable for
his own actions and judged accordingly (2 Cor. 5:10).

Therefore, when Jesus gives His weighty warning regarding our
practice of righteousness, He is not saying we should be better than the
Pharisees. He is saying we should be different from the Pharisees. He
warned: “[E]xcept your righteousness shall exceed the righteousness of
the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom of
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heaven” (Mt. 5:20). Then one might ask: “Just what was the righteous-
ness of the Pharisees?” Obviously it was not the righteousness of God
they were practicing (Rom. 10:2-3).

Their “righteousness” was hypocritical because it was self-serving.
In the same sermon that Jesus gave the solemn warning, He also
identified the type of righteousness He was warning against. Some gave
alms, thus doing something that was legally right. However, they were
doing so hypocritically and only to be seen of men (Mt. 6:1-4). The
Pharisees used such occasions to their own glory. Yes, they would
often cast in much (Mk. 12:41; Lk. 21:1), but they were doing it from
the wrong motivation. Some engaged in prayers, a righteous act in and
of itself. However, they did so “standing in the synagogues and in the
corners of the streets, that they may be seen of men” (Mt. 6:5). On one
occasion, Jesus even pictured the haughty words that could be heard in
one of these prayers: “The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself,
God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are, extortioners, unjust,
adulterers, or even as this publican” (Lk. 18:11). This “righteous” deed
was encompassed and canceled by the hypocrisy and selfishness with
which it was carried out. Some fasted, thus doing something that was
legally right and practiced by many in Israel’s storied history. However,
Christ again identified the selfish motivations behind such actions.
Jesus warned: “[W]hen ye fast, be not, as the hypocrites, of a sad
countenance: for they disfigure their faces, that they may appear unto
men to fast” (Mt. 6:16).

The reason for Christ wanting those in the kingdom to have a
deeper, more reverent righteousness is actually found at the end of
Matthew 6:16. There, in reference to those practicing hypocritical
righteousness, Jesus states: “They have their reward.” There is nothing
left for them in the next life. Their treasures are all on the earth and
their glory is in what man thinks of their spirituality. God’s assessment
of them and His knowledge of their hearts did not matter. They pursued
righteousness in a legal sense from mere personal righteous acts. There
was no faith, no trust, and no allegiance to the One who created and
sustained them. As a result, God would have nothing with which to
reward them at the end of time.

Christ wants better for His disciples. He wants us to dwell with
Him in the heavenly abode (Jn. 14:1-4). He wants us to be with Him
when He returns (1 Thess. 4:16-17). He wants us to walk with Him in
glory (Rev. 3:4). None of this is possible without being declared legally
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righteous in Christ and practicing righteousness in humility until He
returns. Any other version or brand of righteousness is equal to or no
better than that of the Pharisees.

CONCLUSION
Peter depicts the Christian life and God’s desire for His people

today (spiritual Israel) with very beautiful language. Peter reveals that
God has “given unto us exceeding great and precious promises: that by
these ye might be partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the
corruption that is in the world through lust” (2 Pet. 1:4). Part of the
divine nature is being righteous. Peter would say it this way: “Because
it is written, Be ye holy; for I am holy” (1 Pet. 1:16).

Sharing in this divine nature and being holy means submitting to
God’s plan for righteousness through Christ and adhering to His perfect
plan for righteous living revealed in His word. If that was not enough,
God even came to earth and lived a perfect example of that righteous
life that we might follow Him.

Thanks be to God for His righteousness and that which he offers
us!
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