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Am I Really Righteous?  

As we continue this series on asking di9icult questions, we come to one of the most 
famous questions in all church history, “am I really righteous?” 

On the one hand, there are several passages in the Bible that seem to indicate that we are. 
The person who sent the question noted Hebrews 10:14, “For by one sacrifice he has made 
perfect for ever those who are being made holy.” Or Eph.1:4, “he chose us in him before the 
creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight.” Or even Isaiah 61:10, “he has 
clothed me with garments of salvation and arrayed me in a robe of his righteousness, as a 
bridegroom adorns his head like a priest, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels.” 
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In these verses, we, God’s people, are called righteous, perfect, holy, and blameless. 

These are the kinds of passages we read when we declare God’s pardon for your sin in our 
time of confession and assurance, which we just had. Every week we are called to bring our 
sin to God, and freely receive his forgiveness, declared innocent in his sight.  

But on the other hand, the question remains, am I really righteous? Yes, God has called me 
righteous, holy, a saint, but when I look in my heart honestly, I don’t see that. 

Paul will say in Romans 4:5-6, “Now to the one who works, wages are not credited as a gift 
but as an obligation. 5 However, to the one who does not work but trusts God who justifies 
the ungodly, their faith is credited as righteousness.” Or, in 1 Timothy 1:15, “Christ Jesus 
came into the world to save sinners – of whom I am the worst.” Later in Romans 7:21-24, 
“although I want to do good, evil is right there with me. 22 For in my inner being I delight in 
God’s law; 23 but I see another law at work in me, waging war against the law of my mind 
and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within me. 24 What a wretched man I am! 
Who will rescue me from this body that is subject to death?” 
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So, is the Bible confused? Are we righteous, perfect, holy, and blameless, or are we 
ungodly wretched sinners, constantly battling with sin within us until we are delivered from 
this body of death!? The answer is, yes and no, depending on what you mean by 
“righteous.” 
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To see how these fit together, we will look a little deeper into a central passage of the New 
Testament. Let’s hear Romans 3:21-31: 
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“But now apart from the law the righteousness of God has been made known, to which the 
Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness is given through faith in Jesus Christ to 
all who believe. There is no di9erence between Jew and Gentile, 23 for all have sinned and 
fall short of the glory of God, 24 and all are justified freely by his grace through the 
redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented Christ as a sacrifice of 
atonement, through the shedding of his blood – to be received by faith. He did this to 
demonstrate his righteousness, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed 
beforehand unpunished 26  – he did it to demonstrate his righteousness at the present time, 
so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. 

27 Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. Because of what law? The law that requires 
works? No, because of the ‘law’ that requires faith. 28 For we maintain that a person is 
justified by faith apart from the works of the law. 29 Or is God the God of Jews only? Is he not 
the God of Gentiles too? Yes, of Gentiles too, 30 since there is only one God, who will justify 
the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through that same faith.” 

This is the Word of the Lord.  

This passage is very full. There are many threads we could pull on, and I would love to do 
that sometime and slowly walk through this, but for right now we are going to look at this 
passage to answer the question at hand, am I really righteous?  
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The reason why I chose this passage to answer this question, is because it has been 
described as “the heart of the gospel.” It is the heart of the gospel, but not the whole of it. 
This passage is the heart of the gospel because it clearly teaches the doctrine of 
justification by faith alone, which, just like a heart gets the blood where it needs to go.  

Another analogy would be that the doctrine of justification is the hinge on which the gospel 
door is opened. Without what Paul describes in this passage, being justified by faith, the 
gospel door remains shut. Salvation is closed. We are not able to be righteous.  

The doctrine of justification is very basically, being declared righteous because of what 
Christ has done. Sometimes it is said, “just as if I’d never sinned.” It is how God sees us as 
he looks through the sacrifice of his Son.  

The whole gospel is the good news of Jesus Christ, that the divine Son of God has become 
human, died for our sin, and was raised again to save sinners like you and me to a new life. 
A life that is filled with righteousness, holiness, peace, and justice. But to enter that life, we 
need to first be justified, that is declared “innocent” by our God. The doctrine of 
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justification is not the whole of the gospel, but there is no gospel without it. The blood of 
Christ doesn’t get pumped to us, the door to new life is not opened.  
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A few weeks back we looked at the famous line from Habakkuk, “the righteous will live by 
his faith.”  I claimed that the whole book of Romans could be an extended sermon on that 
verse, and I think this passage is a good example of how that is the case.  

Paul was drawn to this verse in Habakkuk because it helped him understand what God was 
doing in sending Jesus to become human, die for our sin, and be raised from the dead for 
our salvation. This verse from Habakkuk helped Paul see what God was doing with the 
Jewish people as he prepared for the coming of Jesus. All this points to how Jesus solves 
humanity’s biggest problem, how to be right with God, or “righteous.”  
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“Righteous” is primarily a legal term, like an innocent verdict. It is particularly describing 
God’s final judgement of us. But the question remains, this is how we are declared 
righteous, what about actually being really righteous?  
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Before Jesus came, the way God had provided to be declared “righteous” before him was to 
be an Israelite and follow his law. Following God’s Law perfectly would make you actually 
righteous then too. As you can see from the passage we are looking at, this plays large in 
Paul’s mind. Paul was, after all, a Pharisee, and the majority of his life was spent thinking 
about how to best follow God’s law, so he could be righteous in God’s sight. The “works of 
the Law” were a big part of what it meant to be God’s people. 
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“But now,” Paul says, “apart from the law the righteousness of God has been made 
known…” That is, the status of being God’s people, and so “righteous,” “is given through 
faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.”  

Whereas in the Old Covenant the Israelites would present sacrifices to God as he 
commanded them, to cover over their sin and be freed from the wrath of God, now, Paul 
says, “God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of his 
blood—to be received by faith.” Paul is saying, the “works of the Law,” which God himself 
commanded his people to do, are now fulfilled in Christ, and we receive the benefit of that, 
being declared “righteous,” through faith in him, just as an Israelite in the Old Covenant 
would have been declared righteous if they had followed the law perfectly themselves.  
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Paul says that God did this “to demonstrate his righteousness.” God’s righteousness must 
be primary because he had left previous sin unpunished, something that a holy and just 
God cannot do, and so that he can be reunited with his creation, and still keep his perfect 
justice intact. 
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As Paul explains to us how we are declared righteous in Christ in this passage, it is clear 
that God’s righteousness is what we are focusing on, and not our own. That is, we are only 
declared righteous in relation to who God is.  

This should give us pause to ask, what exactly is the “righteousness of God” that Paul 
keeps talking about? 

Paul uses this term in a few di9erent ways over his letter to the Romans.  
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First, Paul says that God’s righteousness is seen in the way he justly gives all people what 
they deserve. He is an impartial and all-knowing judge, the only being that could possibly 
judge perfectly.  
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Second, God is righteous in that he does what he says he’s going to do, he keeps his 
promises, and is faithful to them. Paul mentions God’s righteousness in this way especially  
when he speaks about the promise given to Abraham, that he will make Abraham a great 
nation and bless all the nations through him, which is fulfilled in Christ.  
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Third, God’s righteousness in seen in the way that he himself provided a su9icient sacrifice 
for the sin of his people. Just as God gave Abraham the ram when he was asked to sacrifice 
his son Isaac, so God provided his son as a sacrifice for our sin now, once and for all. 
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All of this is just Paul’s way of saying how God’s righteousness is because of who he is. God 
is righteousness, and could not be otherwise. Everything we see from God confirms this. It 
is impossible to define righteousness apart from God, because he is the standard of it.  

Only God is righteous because he is God. Everything else can only be called righteous 
insofar as it relates to God. As his creation, this then means our righteousness does what 
God created it to do. This is why when Paul is describing how we become right with God, he 
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focuses on who God is. We can only be declared righteous in light of this, doing what God 
created us to do.  

This greatly helps us understand what it means for us to be “really” righteous. 

Think of this example. A rock does exactly what God created it to do, rocks are not more or 
less rocky, they are all examples of rockiness as God created them to be. However, 
humans, and angels, and maybe other things that we aren’t privy to, can lose their 
humanness or angel-ness insofar as they rebel against what God created them to do, i.e. 
sin. In this we see how our sin tears the fabric of creation, and puts us in the sorry place we 
find ourselves.  

The “righteousness of God” is then seen in Romans as a gift given by God to those who 
believe. It is a status that can only be given by God. 
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Imagine you’re checking into a flight, and there is room in first class, and you get bumped 
up. You didn’t buy it, but you are given first class status as seen in where you get to sit and 
what kind of privileges you receive. It has nothing to do with you, you were just selected for 
it.  

In this analogy, the status that is given is something that has to do with then who God is. 
We are being bumped up from “dead in sin” economy class to “righteousness of God” 
airline to heaven status.  

Here’s the issue. When we get bumped to first class, we probably don’t feel like we fit in. I 
know I wouldn’t. I’m not fancy like that. I deserve economy. Squeezing into that middle seat 
beside someone who should have bought two seats and another person who is hacking up 
a lung is a fitting punishment for my sin! 

Here’s the real kicker, the not-fitting-in feeling—the I don’t belong in first class airline to 
heaven—is part of the cure for our sin. It is actually an essential part of becoming really 
righteous, recognizing our humble state.  

Remember, way back in the garden, Adam and Eve took that fruit because of their pride, 
they wanted to be like God, defining good and evil for themselves rather than accepting 
where he has placed them in his creation. And so, if pride is the problem, then the cure 
must be the humility of faith. This is why it is the fitting instrument for God to use to save us.  
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Paul exclaims, “where then is boasting, it is excluded.” There is no boasting because the 
righteousness we receive belongs to God and is only gifted to us because of Christ. Are you 
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really righteous? Not in yourself, it is impossible to be so, only God can be righteous in 
himself, as we saw. That is why Paul puts our righteousness resting on Gods, it could be no 
other way. But, as we in faith turn to God, and through the process kill our pride through 
that faith, we gain God’s righteousness which was always how we were created to live 
anyways. 

What a glorious irony! It is in recognizing that we are unrighteous and need God’s saving, 
that we kill our primary sin of arrogance before God and so receive his righteousness in 
justification being declared righteous and so then become actually righteous in the killing 
of our pride! If we were to then go on to say, yes, I’m righteous in myself, we would fall again 
into that same sin of our original ancestors. To be really righteous is to accept God’s 
righteousness, there can be no other way.  
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While our being declared righteous in Christ is a free gift, based on Christ alone, how that 
works itself out in our lives is something that takes a lifetime. That is why the Bible can say 
we are righteous, perfect, holy, and blameless, and that are we ungodly wretched sinners, 
constantly battling with sin within us until we are delivered from this body of death. As 
Martin Luther said, we are at the same time just and sinner, simul iustus et peccator. 
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Lastly, God’s verdict for us needs to be seen in the light of eternity. To us, being declared 
righteous by God, but actually seeing our sin as we go on day to day, makes us feel like God 
is lying about us. But to God, who makes this declaration knowing what our final state will 
be when he raises us from the dead finally, this is true. It is truly true, because it is an 
eternal truth which exists in eternity.  

Our struggle on earth has a purpose, to free us from our pride, and in this we learn to rest 
on God alone, but God will have the final say. God’s Word creates that which it proclaims. 
What God has declared righteous will be so, rest in his promise.  
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Ok, now that we have seen what it means to be declared righteous, and not actually be 
righteous in ourselves, let’s apply it to a common question. In fact, this is part of the 
question that was sent to us. Namely, am I still counted righteous if I have unconfessed 
sin?  

In this question, there seems to be a confusion with what is required to be declared 
“righteous,” thinking that one must make a list for all their sin. I think it is helpful to go back 
to our friend Martin Luther, who’s wrestling with this problem led to the Reformation.  
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In the Roman Catholic tradition, it is taught that you must bring your sin in confession to 
God through a priest, where he will give you some penance to do, and once this is done, 
you can receive your absolution. The Roman church believes that one is pronounced 
righteous at their baptism, and the baptism actually makes them righteous in themselves. 
But as the person grows and inevitably sins, they use the practice of confession and 
penance to regain that righteousness. 

Luther had a very deep sense of his own sin. He looked into his own heart and saw sin, not 
merely sins that could be confessed and absolved. Luther saw a sinful nature. No amount 
of confession and absolution could convince him that he had gotten to the level that was 
truly righteous, and truly absolved from his sin. He recognized he was a sinner, and the 
system above would not change that, even if it kept him away from some specific sins.  
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And he was right. The Roman system of confession and absolution has a too-small view of 
sin because it needs to make it something that can be confessed adequately, and so given 
a penance to bring the person back into that original state.  

As a young man, 18 or so, I remember trying to keep a record of all the sin I was committing 
for a day, and being really honest with myself. Let me tell you, it didn’t take long to fill a 
whole page of sins. I don’t know if you’re now worried about the pitiful state of the person 
speaking to you, but I can assure you that if you did the same, you would find the same 
heart that is in me and in our brother Martin.  

It wasn’t until Luther was teaching through the book of Romans that he finally understood 
what it meant to be righteous before God, as we have just described. And the doctrine that 
he developed clarified the nature of the gospel better than any who had come before him, 
even if many had described how God exchanges his righteousness for our sin.  

If we were to think that we must name each and every sin we commit and repent of them in 
order to be saved, we would drive ourselves batty. It is impossible to do this. If this were the 
case, we would not be saved by Christ alone, but by our own introspection. This is, in part 
at least, to move back to the Roman view of justification. A too-small view of sin, a too-
small view of Christ and his salvation.  

What God wants from us is to turn to him for our righteousness, not to ourselves, even our 
ability to name our sin, as good as that is for us. We are not saved by our own introspection, 
but saved by Christ alone, who gives us salvation freely through the gift of faith. And faith is 
the fitting instrument for this gift, as it does not a work of our own, but a gift of God that 
shows us how to be humble before him.  
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This is the wonderful gift of the doctrine of justification. It is not a dry and academic thing, 
but a living faith, the hinge of the door of the gospel. Thank God for his declaration, and may 
his word not return void, but accomplish that which he sent it to do. Bringing forth a 
hundred-fold yield. Receive his bump up to first class, and pray that he helps you fit in. 
Praise God for his gift. Amen.  

 

 


