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Am I Under Grace or Under Law 
 

HT-10 2 Lesson 3 Text  
 
The fo l lowing text is t aken from Chap ter  3 in  “The Let ter  W r i ter ”  by T im Hegg: 

 
Righteous and Righteousnes s 
 
In Rabbinic terms, “righteous” describes the status of a covenant member, of every 
Israelite.  He is righteous because he is a member of the covenant people, he 
does not need to become righteous in order to become a covenant member.  
 
This emphasis upon a status of righteous helps us understand Paul’s terminology 
(especially in Romans) when he writes of the “righteousness of God.”  While it is true 
that the Gospel speaks of the righteous nature of God, it seems better to 
understand Paul’s phrase as meaning not that God is Himself righteous, but that 
righteousness comes from God.  
 
Romans 1:16-17: “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for 
salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.  For in it 
the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, but the 
righteous man shall live by faith “  
 
What Paul is clearly telling us here is that in the Gospel (“in it,” v. 17) the method by 
which God makes a sinner righteous is made known. 
 
We may therefore understand Paul’s phrase “the righteousness of God” against this 
backdrop, as speaking to the issue of status and not as describing God’s justice or 
holiness.  Once we are able to see that Paul’s phrase “the righteousness of God” is 
speaking of the method by which God gives a sinner the status of “righteous,” we 
see the significance of his use of Habakkuk 2:4, “the righteous shall live by faith.”   
The sure sign of a status of righteousness is not an ethnic association but a life of 
faith demonstrated in humble obedience to God.  
 
But for Paul, the words “righteous” or “righteousness” do not describe an idea or 
ideal (as they would in Greek) but rather the character of holiness within the 
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confines of a relationship – in this case, the relationship of sinner with God as well 
as with man.  Paul contrasts the “righteousness of God revealed in the Gospel with 
the wrath of God that is revealed against all unrighteousness.  Even as the Gospel 
tells of the means by which God declares sinners righteous (faith in Messiah 
Yeshua), so the exercise of this faith transforms the life of the sinner to live 
righteously – to live out the righteous standards of God’s Torah.  Entrance into the 
covenant (which ascribes the status of righteous) also brings an enablement to live 
within the guidelines of that covenant – to live sensibly, righteously and godly in the 
present age. (Titus 2:12) 
 
Thus, not only do covenant members obtain the status of “righteous” before God, 
but their status before God also affects their lives upon the earth.  For Paul, the 
actions of covenant members, their “walk,” is characterized as “righteous.”  
Likewise, the sinful deeds of the unrighteous prove that they are outside the 
covenant and therefore under God’s wrath.  For Paul, the gospel does double duty: 
it reveals the “righteousness of God”: (the method by which He declares sinners 
righteous) as well as the “wrath of God” (His willingness to punish those who 
disregard His commandments). 
 
In short, the Gospel message reveals God’s ordained plan for making sinners 
righteous.  This plan rests fully upon the work Yeshua accomplished in His death, 
resurrection, ascension, and intercession, and the application of this work to the 
souls of the elect by the Holy Spirit.  
 
Whether Jew or Greek, the only “status” that brings one into a righteous standing 
before God is the status of “in Messiah.”  Any one who is “in Messiah” stands 
uncondemned before the Almighty. 
 
We can now begin to understand how Paul’s perspective changed regarding 
covenant status, and especially the manner by which Gentiles could be admitted 
into the covenant.  This perspective was a challenge to his contemporaries, and a 
thorn in the flesh to the established authorities.  
 
Paul ’s  New Per spective on Genti les 
 
Paul had come to realize that attributing a status of “righteous” on the basis of a 
proselyte ceremony constituted an attempt to gain righteousness by one’s own 
efforts.  But such a teaching overlooked an essential element that the Torah 
emphasized in the scope of Abraham’s covenant status, namely, that his covenant 
status preceded his circumcision.  His “righteous” status was on the basis of faith, 
not on becoming a proselyte.  For if Abraham, God’s chosen, had “believed God 
and it was accounted to him for righteousness,” then the initial message of the 
Gospel to the elect must be one of faith, not ritual.  
 
But this message of the Gospel, which centered upon the exercise of faith in 
Messiah in no way diminished nor negated the Torah.  To Paul’s antagonists, the 
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position that a Gentile could become a covenant member without being 
circumcised sounded as though the Torah had been ignored.  In reality Paul was 
restoring the Torah’s message of salvation by faith.  He understood that a Gentile 
who thought he could actually gain right standing with God through becoming a 
proselyte was trusting in something that could never actually save him.  He may 
feel content in his new social status as a “Jew,” but before the bar of God’s justice 
he was still counted as unrighteous. 
 
Paul realized, then, that he would need to take a very hard-line approach toward 
Gentiles who were being persuaded that becoming a proselyte gained them 
salvation.  In their ill-founded confidence, such Gentiles were doomed.  Thus, 
denying a Gentile the ritual of a proselyte (circumcision) must be read in this 
context and not as a negation of Torah.  Paul needed to teach the Gentiles that the 
first step in their conversion was one of genuine faith in Messiah.  Only after they 
understood that their righteousness was reckoned to them and not earned were 
they in a position to appreciate both the value and necessity of Torah-obedience.  
 
Once again, Abraham becomes the example, for his faith was evidenced by his 
obedience.  God’s sovereign choosing had brought Abraham to the covenant, and 
his faith in God had sealed his membership in it.  But as a chosen covenant 
member, Abraham obeyed God and circumcised both himself and all the males of 
his household.  For Paul the order of events was crucial: faith comes first (gaining 
the status of covenant member), then obedience to God’s commandments (living 
as a covenant member). 
 
This order was no doubt emphasized in Paul’s mind by the arrangement of the 
covenants as well. The Abrahamic covenant precedes the Mosaic covenant.  But 
what is the significance of this order?  For Paul it was that justification, i.e., right 
standing before God (emphasized in the Abrahamic covenant and the faith it 
requires) comes before sanctification, i.e., being set apart unto God in one’s 
actions (the emphasis of the Mosaic covenant with its required obedience).  
Redemption (the exodus from Egypt) comes first and then the Torah (standing at 
Sinai). 
 
This order was crucial for Paul.  The gospel he preached was the same gospel 
given to Abraham, a gospel which first centers upon the blessings in Messiah 
(appropriated through faith) and then effects radical changes in one’s life 
(accomplished through obedience).  
 
The gospel, then, for Paul was that God was continuing in faithfulness to the 
promise He had made to the Fathers, a promise that included the ingathering of 
the Gentiles – a promise which was in all ways centered upon Yeshua.  Through 
the proclamation of Yeshua as Messiah, the elect would be gathered, Israel would 
be provoked to jealousy, and God’s eternal plan to save His people would be 
realized. 
 


