
Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel  
of the ungodly, nor standeth in the way of sinners,  

nor sitteth in the seat of the scornful.  
But his delight is in the law of the Lord;  

and in his law doth he meditate day and night. Psalms 1:1-2

What is Righteousness?
Today, the Biblical terms; ‘righteous’ and ‘unrighteous’, 
are surrounded by much confusion. The apostle John’s 
statement that “all unrighteousness is sin” (1 John 5:17) 
is viewed as a second definition of sin, wherein sin is 
a state. This interpretation is said to be separate from 
“the transgression of the law”; which appears defini-
tively two chapters earlier. This study seeks to examine 
the Biblical usage of ‘righteous’ and ‘unrighteous’ in or-
der to determine their meanings once and for all.

Let us begin with the proposition that unrighteous-
ness (and therefore sin) is a state. 1 John 5:17 reads: 
“All unrighteousness is sin: and there is a sin not unto 
death.” What does John mean in saying that “there is a 
sin not unto death”? The previous verse states: “If any 
man see his brother sin a sin which is not unto death, 
he shall ask, and he shall give him life for them that sin 
not unto death. There is a sin unto death: I do not say 
that he shall pray for it.” 1 John 5:16

Verse 16 is clearly discussing the unpardonable sin; 
the only sin from which there is no turning back. Yet 
verse 17 (the text in question) is speaking about sins 
that are not unto death, or in other words, any sin for 
which you can still be forgiven. As the example of verse 
16 shows, Christ implores us to pray for the repentant 
sinner that God might give “life for them that sin not 
unto death”. 

Yet notice that in verse 16, the sinner is to “ask” for 
forgiveness. The sinner must be repentant of his sin; 
his unrighteousness. This procedure is reflected per-
fectly in 1 John 1:9 where John declares: “If we confess 

our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, 
and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” Here we 
see that in the forgiveness of sins, the sinner is also 
cleansed from unrighteousness. This parallelism is not 
to be ignored. It is in this light that John states “all un-
righteousness is sin”, for to be cleansed from sin is to 
be cleansed from unrighteousness. Moreover, if all un-
righteousness is sin, and sin is the transgression of the 
law, then unrighteousness must also be the transgres-
sion of the law. Are there any Bible verses to support 
this claim? 

Psalm 119:172 states: “My tongue shall speak of thy 
word: for all thy commandments are righteousness.” 
This verse harmonises perfectly with the view that un-
righteousness is the transgression of the law. For to say 
that God’s commandments are righteousness, is also to 
say that the breaking of them is unrighteousness. 

Verse 40 of the same psalm declares: “Behold, I have 
longed after thy precepts: quicken me in thy righteous-
ness.” What a powerful statement! Once again, God’s 
precepts (His law) is paralleled with His righteousness. 
And in longing after the law, David recognises the 
power of God to quicken him in righteousness. In the 
Strong’s Concordance, the word quicken is H2421. It 
is the Greek word ‘chayah’ which means to live. Da-
vid longs after God’s precepts because he views it as 
a channel through which God can enable Him to live 
righteously. Not coin-
cidentally, Psalm 119 
is the longest chapter 
in the Bible and its 
unmistakable theme 
is the law of God. 
All but two of its 176 
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verses include the word ‘law’ or some variation of it, 
such as: ‘righteousness’ ‘testimony’, ‘precepts’, ‘stat-
utes’, ‘commandments’, ‘judgements’, ‘thy word’ or 
‘thy ways’. 

1 John 3:7 is another conclusive text to prove that 
righteousness and unrighteousness are defined as 
the keeping and breaking of the law of God. “Lit-
tle children, let no man deceive you: he that doeth 
righteousness is righteous, even as he is righteous.” 
Little commentary is required to see that righteous-
ness is an action of the will. This point is repeated 
in Ezekiel 33:18 which states: “When the righteous 
turneth from his righteousness, and committeth in-
iquity, he shall even die thereby.” To turn from righ-
teousness is to commit iniquity. The following verse 
explains the opposite condition: “But if the wicked 
turn from his wickedness, and do that which is law-
ful and right, he shall live thereby.” Just as one be-
comes unrighteous by committing sin, one becomes 
righteous by doing that which is lawful and right. 

This same principle is brought out by Paul in the 
book of Romans. Romans 6:18 declares that “Being 
then made free from sin, ye became the servants 
of righteousness.” And by the same token, verse 20 
asserts: “For when ye were the servants of sin, ye 
were free from righteousness.” What was the active 
principle in freeing the man from sin and making 
him a servant of righteousness? Verse 19 states: “as 
ye have yielded your members servants to unclean-
ness and to iniquity unto iniquity; even so now yield 
your members servants to righteousness unto ho-
liness.” Without any doubt, it is the yielding of the 
will to Christ that sparked the change from sin unto 
righteousness. Is Paul promoting a works-based re-
ligion? Certainly not. Paul was fighting against that 
very thing enjoined by the Jews in his day. 

Was he excluding the power of the Holy Spirit in the 
transformation of character? On the contrary, Paul 
prayed that you might be “strengthened with might 
by his Spirit in the inner man” and any transforma-
tion of character is a miracle of God. Yet can Christ 
mould us into His image if we do not give Him our 
will? Can conversion take place if we do not choose 
to accept the prompting of the Holy Spirit when it 
touches our hearts? Your personal experience is evi-
dence enough. Have there not been occasions when 
you have felt the Holy Spirit convicting you of sin 
and righteousness and judgement to come, and yet 
fought against that conviction until it was quieted? 
Could you not have given your will to Christ at that 

moment and accepted His calling in the place of re-
sisting it? There were indeed times when you did 
that very thing. Return to that moment. Accepting 
Christ’s call was not a matter of force. You still had 
the option to resist His prompting. You could have 
turned the conviction aside. Yet what did you do? 
You chose to pray. You said “Lord, I am weak and 
tainted with sin. I lay my will in your hands. Create 
in me a clean heart, and renew a right spirit within 
me.”

This is what it means to yield your members to 
be servants of righteousness. It is to give your will 
to God. What happens next? The counsel is this: 
“Speak and act in harmony with your prayers. It will 
make an infinite difference with you whether trial 
shall prove your faith to be genuine, or show that 
your prayers are only a form”. (COL 146). 

Is your faith genuine? We have been told that “None 
need to expect that God will do the work of pre-
paring and fitting them up, without their efforts. 
It is for them to work the works of righteousness, 
and crowd all the right-doing they can into the lit-
tle space of time allotted to them before probation 
closes, that they may have a clean record in Heav-
en.” (ApM 33.2)

Through this brief study, we have seen that there is 
only one definition of sin given to us in the Holy Bi-
ble; that is the transgression of the law. Unrighteous-
ness is the breaking of the law, and righteousness is 
the fulfilling of the law. It is by choosing to accept 
the conviction Christ places upon our hearts, and 
surrendering our will to His, “that the righteousness 
of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not af-
ter the flesh, but after the Spirit.” Romans 8:4.

Indeed, we have seen that unrighteousness is not 
another definition of sin, but simply the transgres-
sion of the law. Those who teach that babies are 
born unrighteous and therefore sinners contradict 
the Bible’s only definition of sin and have no choice 
but to include fallen nature as sin itself. However, 
we have seen that righteousness and unrighteous-
ness is your response to the law; not your nature or 
your birth. We must be careful not to confuse na-
ture with character. They are two separate entities. 
Our nature is what we receive by inheritance. Our 
character (righteous or unrighteous) is what we de-
velop through obedience or disobedience to God. 

May ours be the experience of the man whose  
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delight is in the law, and who meditates on the law 
day and night.

Psalm 1

1 Blessed is the man that 
walketh not in the counsel of 

the ungodly, nor standeth in the 
way of sinners, nor sitteth in 

the seat of the scornful.

2 But his delight is in the law of 
the Lord; and in his law doth he 

meditate day and night.

3 And he shall be like a tree 
planted by the rivers of water, 
that bringeth forth his fruit in 
his season; his leaf also shall 

not wither; and whatsoever he 
doeth shall prosper.

4 The ungodly are not so: but 
are like the chaff which the 

wind driveth away.

5 Therefore the ungodly shall 
not stand in the judgment, nor 
sinners in the congregation of 

the righteous.

6 For the Lord knoweth the way 
of the righteous: but the way of 

the ungodly shall perish.


