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The Commands of Our Lord

“Our Righteousness Must Exceed That of the Pharisees”
Past issues of these letters may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful.

Matt 5:20 “For I say to you, that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven.”
I used to explain this quickly by saying that when we become Christians the righteousness of Jesus was imputed to us so indeed that righteousness exceeds that of anyone else.  That explanation is certainly true but it is not the complete story behind this statement of Jesus.  According to most theologians the righteousness discussed in the book of Matthew always means our external righteousness1.  For clarification, I need to first quickly go over the identification of the scribes and Pharisees.

The Pharisees were a major Jewish sect that formerly existed from the 2nd century BC to the 2nd century AD.  They were extremely accurate and detailed in everything pertaining to the Law of Moses (Matt. 9:14; 23:15; Luke 11:39; 18:12). Paul, when brought before the council of Jerusalem, professed that he was a Pharisee (Acts 23:6-8; 26:4, 5). They were very sound in their creed, but their system of religion was only a Hollywood house (one only existing as a front). Their morality was not reflective of their teachings (Matt. 5:20; 15:4, 8; 23:3, 14, 23, 25; John 8:7). Our first exposure of them in the New Testament (Matt. 3:7) tells us that they were ranked by Jesus with the Sadducees as a "generation of vipers." They were noted for their self-righteousness and their pride (Matt. 9:11; Luke 7: 39; 18: 11, 12). They were frequently rebuked by Jesus (Matt. 12:39; 16:1-4) and showed themselves to be bitter and persistent enemies of Him. 
The scribes were not a sect but a profession; they were scholars in the law, who lectured on it in synagogues, taught it in schools, debated it in public and private, and applied it in judgment on specific cases. A few of them were priests, some were Sadducees, but most were Pharisees.  We see then that the scribes and the Pharisees were very knowledgeable of the Law but their practice of the Law was very suspect.  A synonym for Pharisee is hypocrite.  
So what did Jesus mean when He said that our righteousness must be greater than that of the Pharisees and scribes?  There are two kinds of righteousness: internal and external.  As Christians, our internal righteousness is that of Jesus that has been imputed to us by God and is explicitly stated in Gal 2:20.  The external righteousness is our works that we perform in conformity to that taught in the Scriptures (via sanctification).  Our external righteousness develops as we participate in the sanctification process.  Since the scribes and Pharisees possessed very little external righteousness (none, if not a Christian), it would appear that Jesus’ demand is not very onerous except that we also read in Paul’s writings that nobody is righteous:
Romans 3:10 “as it is written, "There is none righteous, not even one;”
Since nobody is righteous in his own works and the Pharisees and scribes are hypocrites in their statements about their works, the Pharisees and scribes do not offer us a high standard!  But since there is no way for us to be righteous in ourselves, we must have first been regenerated with the righteousness of Jesus imputed to us and then we begin the sanctification process during which time we develop some external righteousness based upon what has been given us by God.  So the external righteousness of God’s children will be greater than anyone who is not a Christian because the internal righteousness given us by God will produce acceptable works (external righteousness).  James essentially is saying the same thing as the quotation above of Jesus:
James 2:26”For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so also faith without works is dead.”
Therefore we see that one must have produced external righteousness by virtue of his regeneration and imputed internal righteousness before he can enter heaven.  Do not for one nanosecond think that I am saying that we must have faith in Christ PLUS works to be saved from the wrath of God!  This conclusion is not saying that our works earn us any righteousness at all but that the external righteousness (works) proves that the person’s faith (and internal righteousness) is real.  Is someone who is born again and then immediately dies on his way into heaven?  Yes, because his first and perhaps only work will be that of belief in Jesus.  Faith is a gift of God at our regeneration and it gives us the ability to do the work of believing in Jesus.  Our producing the works of a true faith is also wonderful confirmation to us of our salvation.
As in any study of Scripture, we must read any sentence in its context and so we need to pay attention to the verses above Matt 5:20:
Matt 5:16 “Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven.

Matt 5:17  Do not think that I came to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I did not come to abolish, but to fulfill.

Matt 5:18 For truly I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass away from the Law, until all is accomplished.

Matt 5:19 Whoever then annuls one of the least of these commandments, and so teaches others, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever keeps and teaches them, he shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven.”
Children of God do acceptable works of the Law because we are already justified.  Our light is to glorify the Father, not to earn “points” toward salvation from Him!
1.) “The Gospel of Matthew”, James Montgomery Boice, Baker Books, 2001.
