John 1:1
Matthew 5:20



 is the explanatory use of the postpositive conjunction GAR, meaning “For” plus the first person singular present active indicative from the verb LEGW, which means “to say: I say.”


The present tense is a descriptive present of what is now occurring.


The active voice indicates that Jesus is producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Next we have the dative indirect object from second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “to you” and referring to the disciples and crowds.

“For I say to you”
 is the explanatory use of the conjunction HOTI, which is used after verbs of speaking to introduce or indicate the content of that speaking.  It is translated “that.”  Then we have the indefinite particle EAN (a variation on the form AN) plus the negative MĒ, which together means “unless.”  This is followed by the third person singular aorist active subjunctive from the verb PERISSEUW, which means “to exceed, surpass.”


The aorist tense is a constative/futuristic aorist, which views the action in its entirety as a fact.


The active voice indicates that the righteousness of the people listening to Jesus produces the action.


The subjunctive mood is a potential subjunctive used to indicate possibility.

Next we have the possessive genitive from the second person plural persona pronoun SU plus the nominative subject from the feminine singular article and noun DIKAIOSUNĒ, which means “your righteousness.”  This is followed by the comparative use of the adverb of degree POLUS, meaning “more, in greater measure, to a greater degree Lk 7:42; with a genitive of comparison Mt 5:20.”
  With this we have the ablative of comparison from the masculine plural article and noun GRAMMATEUS with an additive use of the conjunction KAI plus the masculine plural noun PHARISAIOS, meaning “than the scribes and Pharisees.”
“that unless your righteousness surpasses to a greater degree than the scribes and Pharisees,”
 is the strong double negative OU and MĒ, meaning “absolutely not.”  With this we have the second person plural aorist active subjunctive from the verb EISERCHOMAI, which means “to enter.”


The aorist tense is a futuristic aorist, which views the future action in its entirety as a fact.  This is translated like a future tense with the word “will.”


The active voice indicates that the believers to whom Jesus is speaking will produce the action of not entering.


The subjunctive mood is a subjunctive of emphatic negation.

Finally, we have the preposition EIS plus the accusative of place from the feminine singular article and noun BASILEIA with the genitive of identity from the masculine plural article and noun OURANOS, meaning “into the kingdom of the heavens.”

“you will absolutely not enter into the kingdom of the heavens.”
Mt 5:20 corrected translation
“For I say to you that unless your righteousness surpasses to a greater degree than the scribes and Pharisees, you will absolutely not enter into the kingdom of the heavens.”
Explanation:
1.  “For I say to you”

a.  Our Lord continues with a simple explanation of why it is so important for a believer to continue to obey and observe the very least of the commandments of God.


b.  Our Lord’s explanation is another dogmatic statement of truth, which means it cannot be ignored by the believers listening to Him.  The object “you” still refers to the disciples, but also to the crowds.


c.  Since our Lord is about to state another dogmatic, absolute truth, we too must carefully consider what He says and make it applicable to our own lives.

2.  “that unless your righteousness surpasses to a greater degree than the scribes and Pharisees,”

a.  Jesus’ disciples had to be shocked by this statement, because it was a well-known and accepted fact that no one could surpass the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees.


b.  Every person has a righteousness.  There are three kinds of righteousness that exist in the world:



(1)  There is the imputed righteousness of God, which is the free gift of God, given to any person that believes in Christ.  This righteousness is not attained by works of righteousness which we have done, but is a gift of God, so no man can boast before God about how good they are.  Those who believe in Christ must be given this righteousness by God, so they are qualified to live with God forever.



(2)  There is the self-righteousness exhibited by both believers and unbelievers, who think that they have to do all manner of good works in order to be saved or in order to maintain their salvation.  These are also called ‘dead works’.  All the human good done in the world to please self or others produces an attitude of self-righteousness that is abhorrent to God.  The Pharisees were the classical example of this self-righteousness.



(3)  There is the true righteousness of the believer under the influence of the word of God and the Holy Spirit, who obeys God with a genuine humility and unconditional love of others.  This person produces divine good (anything done under the influence and motivation of the word of God and/or Holy Spirit).  This righteousness is the righteousness of which Jesus speaks in this verse.


c.  Notice that there are degrees of righteousness.  The more one learns and obeys the word of God, the more they will produce the righteousness demanded by God.  Every believer begins life with no degree of what we might call ‘production righteousness’.  As we learn what God wants us to think, say, and do, we begin to do these things and develop increasing levels of production righteousness.  We do what God wants and produce divine good.  That divine good is our production of the righteousness God requires of us.  As we grow in grace and the knowledge of our Lord and Savior this righteousness increases.


d.  The scribes and Pharisees generally had neither imputed divine righteousness or production righteousness (there were exceptions).  So in order for the disciples of the Lord to have a righteousness exceeding the scribes and Pharisees, the person had to first make sure they believed in Jesus as the Messiah and their Savior, and then they had to be willing to obey the Law and the Prophets as intended by God rather than as twisted by the manmade regulations of the scribes and Pharisees.


e.  The scribes and Pharisees had zero degrees of production righteousness.  They had neither the imputation of divine righteousness nor the production of true righteousness.  Therefore, it would not be hard to surpass their accumulation of nothing but self-righteousness.  So in effect, Jesus is telling His disciples that what you see in the beliefs and behavior of the scribes and Pharisees is wrong and has nothing to do with obeying the real intent of God’s law.  It would be no problem surpassing them to a greater degree.

3.  “you will absolutely not enter into the kingdom of the heavens.”

a.  Then our Lord gives His dire warning.  If the followers of Jesus do not have a righteousness which is greater than the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, they will absolutely not enter into the Lord’s kingdom.  The single requirement for entering the kingdom is having the divine righteousness, which only God can give, and which He gives at the moment of salvation with the imputation of His very own righteousness to the person who has believed in Christ.


b.  Imputed divine righteousness is the pass to get into the kingdom.  The self-righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees won’t get you in.  And the production of righteousness apart from the imputation of divine righteousness won’t get you in.  Entry into the kingdom requires faith in Christ, which God the Father and God the Holy Spirit consider at the only right thing worthy of considering a person righteous before God.


c.  Unbelievers cannot produce the divine good of production righteousness.  They can do good things, but these good deeds are meaningless before God, because the person performing them has rejected Jesus as their God, Savior, King, and Messiah.  Therefore, no matter how good they are or how much good they do, they are still unrighteous in the eyes of God.


d.  The believer is automatically righteous in the eyes of God the moment they believe in Christ.  And from then on, everything they do in the power and influence of the word of God (Old Testament believers) and the Holy Spirit (Church Age believers) is the added production of divine good or the production of spiritual righteousness.


e.  The unbeliever with self-righteousness will absolutely not enter the kingdom.  The believer with imputed divine righteousness and the production of spiritual righteousness absolutely will enter.

4.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “The responsibility of the people was made clear.  The righteousness they were currently seeking—that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law—was insufficient for entrance into the kingdom Jesus was offering.  The righteousness He demanded was not merely external; it was a true inner righteousness based on faith in God’s Word (Rom 3:21–22).  This is clear from what follows.”


b.  “Jesus did not relax the requirements of God’s law as such, nor did He recommend a lower standard of righteousness than the Pharisees and the scribes required.  On the contrary, He insisted that admittance to the kingdom of heaven called for righteousness exceeding that of the scribes and Pharisees.”


c.  “This verse dispels any suspicion of legalism.  The scribes (professional students and teachers of the law) and Pharisees (members of a largely lay movement devoted to scrupulous observance both of the Old Testament law and of the still developing legal traditions), whose obedience to ‘the least of these commandments’ could not be faulted, do not thereby qualify for the kingdom of heaven (whereas the disciple who relaxes the commandments does belong to it, though as the ‘least’).  What is required is a greater righteousness, a relationship of love and obedience to God which is more than a literal observance of regulations.  It is such a ‘righteousness’ which fulfils the law and the prophets, and which will be illustrated in verses 21–48 (in contrast with the legalism of the scribes) and in 6:1–18 (in contrast with the superficial ‘piety’ of the Pharisees).  This passage does not state that every Old Testament regulation is eternally valid.  This view is not found anywhere in the New Testament, which consistently sees Jesus as introducing a new situation, for which the law prepared (Gal 3:24), but which now transcends it.  The focus is now on Jesus and His teaching, and in this light the validity of Old Testament rules must now be examined.  Some will be found to have fulfilled their role and be no longer applicable (see especially Hebrews on the ritual laws, and Jesus’ teaching on uncleanness, Mk 7:19), others will be reinterpreted.  Matthew 5:21ff will be dealing with this reinterpretation.  To assert, as these verses do, that every detail of the Old Testament is God-given and unalterable, is not to pre-empt the question of its proper application.  If the law pointed forward to a new situation which has now arrived, that question arises with new urgency, and verses 21ff will go on to indicate some answers to it.  Their answers will be the opposite of legalism.”


d.  “Jesus next introduces a new category of individuals, those who are not currently in the kingdom at all.  He mentions the Pharisees and scribes precisely because they were a paradigm of the greatest righteousness imaginable within Judaism.  Here He does not challenge their scrupulous attention to the law; but as the subsequent antitheses will illustrate, He simply observes that now, with the coming of a new age, more is required to be in fellowship with God and in conformity to His will.  People must follow Jesus in discipleship [this isn’t about discipleship; it is about faith in Christ], which for the most part [no, for the whole part] these Jewish leaders refuse to do.”


e.  “Jesus calls for His followers to have a righteousness that exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees.  He is surely using the term righteousness in a sense different from that which the scribes and Pharisees attached to it.  They looked for strict legal correctness, whereas Jesus looked for love.  They stressed the keeping of the law, and from the standpoint of the law-keeper it is not easy to see how anyone could exceed their righteousness.  But Jesus has already spoken of a different kind of righteousness (Mt 3:15), and it is central to the Christian gospel that Jesus would fulfil all that Scripture means in making a new way, a way in which He would bring those who believe in Him to salvation.  This does not mean cheap grace; for the words of this verse bring out the truth that those who have been touched by Jesus live on a new plane, a plane in which the keeping of God’s commandments is important.  Their righteousness is a given righteousness.  Nowhere do we get the idea that the servant of God achieves in his own strength the kind of living that gives him standing before God.  But when he is given that standing, Jesus looks to him to live in accordance with that standing.  Later in this sermon Jesus will emphasize the spirit rather than the letter of the law.  The Pharisees put a tremendous emphasis on the letter of the law, but Jesus was looking for something very different from the Pharisaic standard.  For them it was a matter of observing regulations (and softening them where possible), but for Him it was keeping the commandments in depth; He taught a radical obedience.  The scribes were the experts in the law, scholars who spent their time on learning more and more about Scripture.  They had their place in the Sanhedrin.  They were not necessarily Pharisees (and Pharisees were not necessarily scribes), but many of them did belong to that party.  Both had a great knowledge of trivia (such as the number of letters or words in a given book), which was sometimes coupled with a lack of insight into the real meaning of what was written.  When He says you certainly will not enter the kingdom, Jesus uses an emphatic negative.  This verse makes it clear that the commandments of God are very important and that there are wrong ways of viewing them.  The Pharisees were almost universally praised in Jesus’ day and were regarded as outstanding examples of people who lived by the law of God.  Jesus warns His hearers that the Pharisaic way is the wrong way.  If they are to enter the kingdom of God they must come by a different way. He does not say at this point how the Messiah will produce this righteousness in His people, only that it must be produced.  The Pharisaic way is the wrong way.”


f.  “No fulfillment of the law which even the best of Christ’s disciples may attain admits them to the kingdom.  The kingdom is not acquired by our good works.  The righteousness of which Christ speaks is not the righteousness of life over against the righteousness of faith, but the righteousness of life as manifesting the righteousness of faith.  The Sermon on the Mount sets forth the genuine works [work, singular, the single act of faith in Christ] of faith in Christ in contrast with all other so-called works.”
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