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If the good news of the Gospel is really true, and it is, why do so many of us never seem to relax in
our relationship with God? Why do the pure in heart always question their standing with God,
doubting its power and validity? Why does so much preaching today sound like this, “you otta, you
betta, you shoulda, and why didn’t ya?” And, oh yeah, “It’s your fault!” There is a common
culprit that we will call the trinity of wrong righteousness. This trinity is a common offender and a
formidable foe that impacts and infects more believers than we have even imagined.

All too often we get lost and tangled up in a Biblical vocabulary without understanding the true
significance of what is being said. Consequently, the personal importance of a Bible term or word is
misinterpreted and misunderstood. One of these words is ‘righteousness’. It is not a word that we,
even as Christians, use in our every day language. Yet, it is a word that, for all, has an eternal
destiny attached to it. If we misconstrue the proper application of righteousness then our
understanding of Jesus Christ will be skewed. Whether we use this term by name or not, most
believers are impacted by the subtle snare of a deceptive, misleading man-created false
righteousness.

Strong’s defines righteousness as the ‘state of him who is as he ought to be, righteousness, the
condition acceptable to God. This could be a very ominous term. If righteousness is the only
acceptable condition to God, man ‘as he ought to be’, then we are required to be perfect, flawless
and without error, mentally, emotionally and physically all of the time! And by the way, there are
no second chances. If we blow it once, it’s over!!! Consider these verses out of the New Living
Translation:

Isaiah 64:6 - We are all infected and impure with sin. When we display our righteous deeds,
they are nothing but filthy rags. Like autumn leaves, we wither and fall, and our sins sweep
us away like the wind.
Romans 3:10 - As the Scriptures say, "No one is righteous—not even one.
Romans 3:23 - For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God's glorious standard.
James 2:10 - For the person who keeps all of the laws except one is as guilty as a person
who has broken all of God's laws.

Sound hopeless? Without a doubt. The 1828 Noah Webster definition of righteousness explains it
further as the ‘remission of sin and the removal of all guilt and punishment; or an act of free grace
by which God pardons the sinner and accepts him as righteous, on account of the atonement of
Christ.’ The apostle Paul stated it clearly in 2 Corinthians 5:21 (GW) God had Christ, who was
sinless; take our sin so that we might receive God's approval through him. The rumblings of hope
now begin to rise up within our souls! However, hope is not without its enemies. Let me introduce
you to three distinct and common enemies to the hope and freedom we have in Jesus Christ.

Comparative Righteousness. When I judge God’s thoughts toward me based upon my life as
compared to those I perceived to be either stronger or weaker than me, it is called comparative
righteousness. We line ourselves up with fellow believers and derive our standing with God based
solely on this premise. We compare vocabulary, marriages and religious practices while using man
as our standard of spirituality instead of the simple gift of God’s grace. We all know people whose
lives we admire and look up to. Adversely, we also know those who we think haven’t quite reached
our social or spiritual standards. Although subtle thoughts, and probably not even on the conscious
level, they quietly program our minds into a distorted mindset. Our thoughts then lead us into a



thinking process that is out of balance with the righteousness God has given us, one we could never
earn. This is not a new phenomenon. The apostle Paul referred to it in 2 Corinthians 10:12 when
he stated, ‘Not that we [have the audacity to] venture to class or [even to] compare ourselves with
some who exalt and furnish testimonials for themselves! However, when they measure themselves
with themselves and compare themselves with one another, they are without understanding
and behave unwisely.’ (Amplified Bible)

It is a grave mistake to compare ourselves with another Christian as our perceived standard of
God’s approval rating of our lives! God does not compare us one to another. His thoughts are
constant toward us as individuals. He is the standard, the only standard, and it cannot be achieved
by any human conformation of behavior or character. It comes only through the transformation we
all find at the Cross. Not only will this false righteousness rob us of real peace with God, it will
also set us up as judges! How can we judge anyone’s life when all we can do as humans is to walk
by sight? It is okay to be inspired by other’s lives. Every believer, however, is a miracle of grace
and cannot be forced through our mold of normal. To sum it all up, don’t wish to be someone else.
God made you to be you and He is pleased. He loves you and accepts you just the way you are.

Relative Righteousness. This erroneous thought process defines itself as my opinion on how I
perceive God views me (my righteousness), which is based on how I am living at any given
moment. Our contentment in our spiritual walk becomes relative to our consistency of behavior or
actions. If I have lived up to all that my own concepts would dictate then I have obtained a false
spiritual contentment. The problem is in the fact that my practical spirituality might not be very
consistent! My life becomes driven by the ‘I shalts’ and the ‘I shalt nots’. If I am measuring up to
the ‘thou shalts’ and abstaining from the ‘thou shalt nots’, then things between me and God are
good. When my spiritual walk, out of weakness or just being a sinner, shifts on a daily or better yet
on a moment to moment basis (and it will), our hearts retreat into the cave of defeat. Relative
righteousness evaluates the Christian’s life by what we do or do not do - not by who we were made
to be by the shed blood of Christ. When my performance is lacking and when “I haven’t prayed
enough, gone to church, didn’t do family devotions, lost my temper; lost my patience, lost my
sanity”— whatever it is, I use these failures as proof once again that I am a lousy Christian! I now
estimate God’s thoughts towards me as the same thoughts I am thinking about myself. Mistakenly, I
see my standing before God is relative to how effectively I perceive I am living this Christian life at
any given moment. Consequently, we are always critiquing our own lives! Our inconsistencies, our
weaknesses and short comings have the danger of becoming our self identity. Some will even beat
themselves up because they can’t seem to live by the grace message! Legalistic grace — go figure.
We must settle this as a core issue in our hearts, our personal righteousness or spirituality has no
bearing on the bestowal of grace and mercy. Consider these verses:

1 Corinthians 4:3 - But [as for me personally] it matters very little to me that I should be put on
trial by you [on this point], and that you or any other human tribunal should investigate and
question and cross-question me. I do not even put myself on trial and judge myself.

1 Corinthians 4:4 - I am not conscious of anything against myself, and I feel blameless; but I am
not vindicated and acquitted before God on that account. It is the Lord [Himself] Who examines and
judges me.

How many of us are driven by comparative or relative righteousness on a regular basis? How many
of us experientially live a life of seeming enmity with God and not one of peace with God?

Self righteousness fairs to be the most dangerous righteousness of all. After mastering comparative
and relative righteousness we graduate to self-righteousness. Believers in this category have
managed to attain and maintain moral and ethical consistency and even seemingly function on an



even keel and pace in their day-to-day Christian walk. As a result, they are most likely well
respected in their life circle of Christian friends. Oftentimes, this is the life that is sought as a model
to be reproduced and duplicated. Believers living in self-righteousness come across as having no
need for the grace of God. They have accomplished everything up to this point in the energy of their
own personality strengths. Behavior modification has replaced true spirituality. This believer
becomes sufficient in life without seeking God’s daily presence. They stop relying on God’s grace
as their ultimate source and standing. At this point, they have not only become self-righteous, but
also self deceived.

Self righteousness is garbed in Christian action, Christian speech and Christian service. It is subtle,
often not even discerned by its owner. We find ourselves feeling good about ourselves based on
how we are doing at any given moment and how well we might match up with others. Self
righteousness promoted from our self sufficiency is usually embraced by one who is out of touch
with his own heart. The result is a life that is content in not needing God’s help anymore. Sadly, this
is a life that is cut off from the power of God. Look who the battle is with now…1 Peter 5:5…and
be clothed with humility: for God resisteth the proud, and giveth grace to the humble (James 4:6).

So what is the solution? How do we escape the ploys and snares of this insidious trinity of wrong
righteousness? The answer is found in a man or woman’s only real righteousness, God’s
righteousness that He imputes to every believer in his Son, Jesus Christ.

Romans 4:5 - But people are counted as righteous, not because of their work, but because of their
faith in God who forgives sinners. (NLT)

The next time the devil points the wiry finger of accusation, remind him that our righteousness is a
non-refundable gift that is not earned by our own labors. When we find ourselves envious or
pompous toward a fellow believer as a result of living in comparative or relative righteousness, we
must be reminded that they possess the same imputed righteousness as ours. When we see another
saint and in our innermost thoughts either envy them or devalue them, remember that their
righteousness is exactly the same as ours - imputed. When we catch ourselves taking a spiritual
inventory of our lives, remember that God does not see us after our own spiritual practices or
inconsistencies, no matter how satisfied or dissatisfied we are with our tally. God has given us the
perfect righteousness of his perfect Son, Jesus Christ! The Cross now becomes the Christian’s
boast. (Galatians 6:14) These truths should not only send our spirits soaring in praise and gratitude,
they should also cause our knees to bow in humble adoration of such a gracious gift, from the God
of all Grace. (1Peter 5:10)

Nothing can for sin atone,
Nothing but the blood of Jesus;
Naught of good that I have done,
Nothing but the blood of Jesus.

This is all my hope and peace,
Nothing but the blood of Jesus;
This is all my righteousness,
Nothing but the blood of Jesus.


