Acceptable Righteousness (Matt 5:20)
The Bible makes it very clear that no one can save himself. “But the Scriptures declare that we are all prisoners of sin” (Gal 3:21 NLT). It is the height of folly to believe, that by your good works or own righteousness, that you can be saved.
Jesus told this parable to demonstrate that even the most religious, by his own righteousness, could not save himself. “Also He spoke this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and despised others: ‘Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, ‘God, I thank You that I am not like other men—extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I possess.’ And the tax collector, standing afar off, would not so much as raise his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’ I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the other; for everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted” (Luke 18:9-14).
Self-righteousness is insufficient in at least three ways. First, it is only external. “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you cleanse the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of extortion and self-indulgence. Blind Pharisee, first cleanse the inside of the cup and dish, that the outside of them may be clean also. Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs which indeed appear beautiful outwardly, but inside are full of dead men's bones and all uncleanness. Even so you also outwardly appear righteous to men, but inside you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness. (Mat 23:25-28). Both inside and outside must be clean for a person to be truly righteous.
Second, self-righteousness is only a partial righteousness. Jesus condemns those who keep the external aspects of the law without obeying the internal aspects. “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you pay tithe of mint and anise and cummin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith. These you ought to have done, without leaving the others undone” (Mat 23:23). True righteousness is complete and full obedience to the moral law of God.
Third, self-righteousness is a self-centered righteousness. To the Pharisees it was all about image. They would have gotten on well with our own politicians. Jesus describes this self-centered righteousness in the Sermon on the Mount. “Take heed that you do not do your charitable deeds before men, to be seen by them. Otherwise you have no reward from your Father in heaven. Therefore, when you do a charitable deed, do not sound a trumpet before you as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may have glory from men. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward. But when you do a charitable deed, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, that your charitable deed may be in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will Himself reward you openly. "And when you pray, you shall not be like the hypocrites. For they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the corners of the streets, that they may be seen by men. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward. But you, when you pray, go into your room, and when you have shut your door, pray to your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you openly” (Mat 6:1-6). Instead of leading to true holiness, self-righteousness leads to pride and pride is sin.
Seeing that all human righteousness is insufficient, and I’m being kind here, what kind of righteousness does God require if one is to be saved? Jesus said it was a righteousness that exceeded the self-righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees.

I.
Required righteousness (Isa 64:6)
First, we see, the required righteousness must exceed the righteousness demonstrated by the scribes and Pharisees. The Greek word translated “exceeds” was used to describe a flooding river. The required righteousness far exceeds our capability. As Isaiah puts it, “But we are all like an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are like filthy rags; We all fade as a leaf, And our iniquities, like the wind, Have taken us away” (Isa 64:6).


A.
Internal (1 Sam 16:4-7; 13:14; Acts 13:22; Mat 5:21-22, 27-29; Rom 7:7-11)
The righteousness required by God is in the first place an internal righteousness. It is not a mask we can wear to church on Sunday morning. It is not a matter of dress, or diet, external adornment. God requires an internal righteousness.

Samuel was charged to anoint the next king of Israel. He went to the house of Jesse to choose one of Jesse’s sons. As the young men stood in formation before Samuel, Samuel was certain of God’s choice. “So Samuel did what the LORD said, and went to Bethlehem. And the elders of the town trembled at his coming, and said, ‘Do you come peaceably?’ And he said, ‘Peaceably; I have come to sacrifice to the LORD. Sanctify yourselves, and come with me to the sacrifice.’ Then he consecrated Jesse and his sons, and invited them to the sacrifice. So it was, when they came, that he looked at Eliab and said, surely the LORD's anointed is before Him (1 Sa 16:4-6).

However, God had a different view, “But the LORD said to Samuel, ‘Do not look at his appearance or at his physical stature, because I have refused him. For the LORD does not see as man sees; for man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart." (1 Sa 16:7). God had chosen David; a man after His own heart (1 Sa 13:14; Acts 13:22). God requires an internal righteousness.
This can also be seen from Jesus’ teaching on the moral law. “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘YOU SHALL NOT MURDER, and whoever murders will be in danger of the judgment.’ But I say to you that whoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment. And whoever says to his brother, ‘Raca!’ shall be in danger of the council. But whoever says, ‘You fool!’ shall be in danger of hell fire.” “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT ADULTERY.’ But I say to you that whoever looks at a woman to lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If your right eye causes you to sin, pluck it out and cast it from you; for it is more profitable for you that one of your members perish, than for your whole body to be cast into hell” (Mat 5:21-22, 27-29).
The Apostle Paul had a dawning awareness that God required an internal righteousness. “What shall we say then? Is the law sin? Certainly not! On the contrary, I would not have known sin except through the law. For I would not have known covetousness unless the law had said, ‘YOU SHALL NOT COVET.’ But sin, taking opportunity by the commandment, produced in me all manner of evil desire. For apart from the law sin was dead. I was alive once without the law, but when the commandment came, sin revived and I died. And the commandment, which was to bring life, I found to bring death. For sin, taking occasion by the commandment, deceived me, and by it killed me” (Rom 7:7-11). Paul could physically, outwardly obey the commands. But the heart was a different matter altogether. He could keep himself from stealing, but desiring what others had, not so much. God requires internal righteousness.

B.
Perfect (Matt 5:48; Jas 2:10; 1Pe 1:15-16)

Not only does God require internal righteousness, He also requires perfect righteousness. “Therefore you shall be perfect, just as your Father in heaven is perfect” (Mat 5:48). It is not enough to be 99.99% righteousness, one has to be perfect. James warns us, “For whoever shall keep the whole law, and yet stumble in one point, he is guilty of all” (Jas 2:10).

The Apostle Peter commands us, “But as He who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, because it is written, ‘BE HOLY, FOR I AM HOLY” (1Pe 1:15-16). We are required to be holy as God is holy. It is required that we be perfectly holy, perfectly righteous, not breaking a single command externally or internally.

II.
Provided righteousness

The natural question is now, “Who can be saved?” The answer is of course no one without the righteousness provided by God. If you want to take your chances with your own righteousness that comes from keeping the moral law of God, good luck to you. God has provided a better way, a perfect way. This perfect righteousness was provided through the perfect obedience of the Lord Jesus.

A.
Righteousness in the Old Testament (Gen 15:1-6; Rom 4:1-8; Heb 11:4-7)
Many have mistakenly believed that Old Testament saints were saved by the keeping of the law. Thankfully, they say, since the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus a person is now saved by faith. But is this belief correct? Let’s look to the Old Testament to obtain the answer. What does the Old Testament say about the father of the faithful—Abraham? “After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision, saying, ‘Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your shield, your exceedingly great reward.’ But Abram said, ‘Lord GOD, what will You give me, seeing I go childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?’ Then Abram said, ‘Look, You have given me no offspring; indeed one born in my house is my heir!’ And behold, the word of the LORD came to him, saying, ‘This one shall not be your heir, but one who will come from your own body shall be your heir.’ Then He brought him outside and said, ‘Look now toward heaven, and count the stars if you are able to number them.’ And He said to him, ‘So shall your descendants be.’ And he believed in the LORD, and He accounted it to him for righteousness” (Gen 15:1-6). Abraham believed God and God declared him righteous.

Commenting on this the Apostle Paul wrote, “What then shall we say that Abraham our father has found according to the flesh? For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before God. For what does the Scripture say? ‘ABRAHAM BELIEVED GOD, AND IT WAS ACCOUNTED TO HIM FOR RIGHTEOUSNESS.’ Now to him who works, the wages are not counted as grace but as debt. But to him who does not work but believes on Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is accounted for righteousness, just as David also describes the blessedness of the man to whom God imputes righteousness apart from works: ‘BLESSED ARE THOSE WHOSE LAWLESS DEEDS ARE FORGIVEN, AND WHOSE SINS ARE COVERED; BLESSED IS THE MAN TO WHOM THE LORD SHALL NOT IMPUTE SIN” (Rom 4:1-8). God provides perfect righteousness through faith. This has always been the way to be accepted by God.

The author of Hebrews informs us that the great heroes of the Old Testament were saved by faith. “By faith Abel offered to God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, through which he obtained witness that he was righteous, God testifying of his gifts; and through it he being dead still speaks. By faith Enoch was taken away so that he did not see death, ‘AND WAS NOT FOUND, BECAUSE GOD HAD TAKEN HIM’; for before he was taken he had this testimony, that he pleased God. But without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him. By faith Noah, being divinely warned of things not yet seen, moved with godly fear, prepared an ark for the saving of his household, by which he condemned the world and became heir of the righteousness which is according to faith” (Heb 11:4-7). From the beginning the only way for a man or woman to be accepted by God is through faith. God gives perfect righteousness to the sinner through faith.

B.
Righteousness in the New Testament (Gal 2:16; Rom 3:21-22)
The doctrine of justification by faith is fully developed in the New Testament. Paul writes, “Being conscious that a man does not get righteousness by the works of the law, but through faith in Jesus Christ, we had faith in Christ Jesus, so that we might get righteousness by faith in Christ, and not by the works of the law: because by the works of the law will no flesh get righteousness.” (Gal 2:16 BBE).

There has been only one way of salvation, in the Old and New Testaments, and that is the way God has provided, “But now the righteousness of God apart from the law is revealed, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, even the righteousness of God, through faith in Jesus Christ, to all and on all who believe” (Rom 3:21-22).

Acceptable righteousness is the righteousness God provides through faith in Jesus Christ. This righteousness is available because Jesus perfectly fulfilled the Law of God. Through faith God credits Christ’s righteousness to us. By His sacrificial death our sin debt is paid. By His righteousness we, through faith, are perfectly righteous. The Apostle put it like this, “Therefore, as through one man's offense judgment came to all men, resulting in condemnation, even so through one Man's righteous act the free gift came to all men, resulting in justification of life. For as by one man's disobedience many were made sinners, so also by one Man's obedience many will be made righteous” (Rom 5:18-19).
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