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"But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be 

added to you.” Matthew 6:33 

 

Introduction 

 As Christians, righteousness is a very familiar word to us. We read many verses, 

books and articles, as well as hear many sermons, all dedicated to the theme of 

righteousness. In Matthew six Jesus tells us that as his followers, we are to pursue, to 

seek first, righteousness. Christians are to be dedicated to the pursuit of righteousness.  

 But what does this word righteousness really mean? What is righteousness and 

how do we go about being righteous people? Many would answer that righteousness is 

godliness, that is, the righteous person is the one who has a right relationship with God. 

In our modern terms we might say that the person who has a daily quiet time and prays 

often is a righteous person. We would say that the pursuit of righteousness is the pursuit 

of God, knowing him more, and falling more in love with him. In essence, we tend to 

believe that righteousness is living in a right relationship with God.  

 An investigation into the usage of the word righteousness in the Old Testament, 

however, leads me to believe that we have erred significantly in our definition of 

righteousness. While we may not have a completely wrong definition, we definitely have 

a very incomplete one. The concept of righteousness in the Old Testament is linked 

inseparably to the concept of justice.  

 The scope of this paper will be the concept of justice/righteousness as it is found 

in the Old Testament. What we will see through this is that justice/righteousness is a 

single concept expressed by means of two words, and it is a concept that demands true 
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righteousness and godliness to include, not only our vertical relationship with God, but 

also our horizontal relationship with our fellow man.  

 

Two Big Words… 

 Christopher Wright notes, and rightly so, that justice and righteousness are two of 

the biggest words in the Old Testament.
1
 Each word individually appears hundreds of 

times,
2
 and the roots of the two words, spt and sdq are used in close conjunction with 

each other over 100 times.
3
 At the onset of this study, some lexical data is in order.  

 

Righteousness 

 The words translated as righteousness in our English Bibles come from the root 

sdq. Its two common noun forms are ƒedeq and ƒ®d¹qâ. For all practical purposes these 

two terms are virtually synonymous. The root meaning is something straight, which is 

fixed and fully what it should be. It is used in Lev. 19:15 in regards to the truthfulness 

and impartiality of judges and in Lev. 19:36 for accurate weights and measures. It meant 

a norm or a standard, something by which other things are measured.
4
 For the Israelites 

this meant the ethical and moral standard that was found in the person and nature of 

                                                 
1
Wright, Christopher J.H., Old Testament Ethics for the People of God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 

2004), 255. 
2
 In fact, Stassen and Gushee point out that the four words for justice (two in Hebrew and two in Greek) are 

used over 1,060 times in the Bible. By comparison, the main words for sexual sins appear only about 90 

times. 

 Stassen, Glen H. and David P. Gushee, Kingdom Ethics: Following Jesus in Contemporary Context 

(Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2003), 345.  
3
Schultz, Richard, “Justice”, in Willem VanGemeren (ed.), New International Dictionary of Old Testament 

Theology and Exegesis (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), 838. 
4
 Wright, 255. 



 4 

Yahweh (Psalm 145:17).
5
 In fact, it is actually translated as justice in many instances by 

the NASB (Deut. 16:20; 33:21; 2 Sam. 15:4; Ps. 82:3; Prov. 8:15).  

 As Wright states, ƒedeq and ƒ®d¹qâ are highly relational words. Righteousness is 

only demonstrated in the context of relationships, and the righteous man is the one who 

responds correctly to the values of the relationship (whether that be friend, spouse, 

parent, judge, worker or slave).
6
  According to The Theological Wordbook of the Old 

Testament, (TWOT), these words have implications for three areas of personal 

relationship: ethical, forensic and theocratic.
7
  These three areas will be fleshed out as the 

paper develops, but a brief description of each is due.  

 The ethical aspect refers to the behavior of humans with one another. “The man 

who is righteous tries to preserve the peace and prosperity of the community by fulfilling 

the commands of God in regard to others.”
8
 

Psalm 112:9 says, “He has given freely to the poor, His righteousness endures forever; 

His horn will be exalted in honor.” 

 

In the forensic sense, righteousness deals with the fact that all are equal before the 

law, both the rich and the poor. Righteousness demands that the widow, orphan and alien 

receive just verdicts from those who judge. In Job’s defense of his righteousness he says,  

“Because I delivered the poor who cried for help, And the orphan who had no helper. 

"The blessing of the one ready to perish came upon me, And I made the widow's heart 

sing for joy. "I put on righteousness, and it clothed me; My justice was like a robe and 

a turban. "I was eyes to the blind And feet to the lame. "I was a father to the needy, 

And I investigated the case which I did not know.” (Job 29:12-16) 

 

                                                 
5
 Hartley, John, “tsedeqah”, in Harris, R. Laird, Archer Jr., Gleason L. and Waltke, Bruce K (eds.), 

Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament (Chicago: Moody, 1980), 753. 
6
 Wright, 256 

7
 Hartley, 754.  

8
 Ibid., 754. 



 5 

Finally, the theocratic angle speaks to the covenant that God made with Israel. 

Israel was to be a righteous nation, that is, as one people they were to live in accordance 

with God’s ordinances.  

"It will be righteousness for us if we are careful to observe all this 

commandment before the LORD our God, just as He commanded us.” 

(Deuteronomy 6:25) 

 

 As we understand the concept of Old Testament righteousness, we begin to see 

that righteousness is not merely personal piety or devotion to God. A love and a devotion 

for God is where righteousness begins, but by no means does it end there. Righteousness 

implies, or rather demands that one be responsible towards his neighbor, and look out for 

the rights of the downtrodden of society. Righteousness alone speaks of this matter, but 

even more so when coupled with another Hebrew word, mishp¹‰.  

 

Justice 

 The second root we must look at is spt, which refers to judicial activity at every 

level. It involves the establishment and preservation of order. The verb sh¹pa‰ is a verb 

denoting legal action. About this verb Wright states,  

“It can mean to act as a lawgiver; to act as a judge by arbitrating 

between parties in a dispute; to pronounce judgment by declaring who 

is guilty and who is innocent respectively; to execute judgment in 

carrying out the legal consequences of such a verdict. In the widest 

sense, it means to ‘put things right’, to intervene in a situation that is 

wrong, oppressive or out of control and to ‘fix’ it. This may include 

confronting wrongdoers, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, 

vindicating and delivering those who have been wronged.”
9
 

 

The noun derived from this root is mishp¹‰. This word refers primarily to the act or 

consequences of doing that which spt entails. Schultz notes, 

                                                 
9
 Wright, 256.  
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 “Thus it can refer both to divinely given laws or instructions, to various 

aspects of the juridical process (court, case, judgment, verdict, sentence) 

or other authoritative actions that are necessary to restore and maintain 

order, and to the intended results of such actions (justice, defended 

rights).”
10
 

 

 This word, mishp¹‰ is usually translated as judgment or justice in English. 

However, Schultz points out that in the Old Testament judgment and justice are 

inseparable concepts and the separation of the two is cause for divine wrath (Deut. 

27:19).
11
 When combined with the verb ‘sh, the phrase means to perform righteous or just 

deeds, not only to pronounce a righteous or just decision. Justice can be divine, in the 

sense that God is just and loves justice, as well as human, for He expects those he places 

in authority to rule with justice.  

Schultz also says that justice involves more than legal activity, and therefore all 

people, even those outside of the power structure are held to God’s expectations for 

justice.
12
 Amos 6:8 states, “He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the 

LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your 

God.” From Job, who claimed to be just in all his ways (Job 29:14), we learn that justice 

involves sharing generously with the poor and providing for the needy.  

 

…Form One Powerful Phrase 

 By looking at the lexical data we see how righteousness and justice individually 

have related meanings and are used with a considerable degree of overlap. However, 

when they are used together to form the phrase ‘justice and righteousness’ or 

‘righteousness and justice’ they provide us with a concept so powerful we simply cannot 

                                                 
10
 Schultz, 838.  

11
 Ibid., 839. 

12
 Ibid. 840. 
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afford to ignore. Over fifty times the nouns mishp¹‰ and ƒ®d¹qâ  are paired to form what 

scholars refer to as a hendiadys, that is, a single complex idea expressed by means of two 

words.
13
  

 The closest English phrase that we have to accurately describe what is meant by 

justice and righteousness is social justice, but even that phrase is far too abstract and falls 

short of the full meaning of this dynamic hendiadys. Wright says, “The Hebrew words 

are concrete nouns, unlike the abstract nouns which English normally uses to translate 

them. That is, they are actual things you do, not concepts that you reflect upon.”
14
 

Although it does not accurately express the correct concept (languages very rarely have 

one-to-one correlations) the phrase social justice will be used in reference to justice and 

righteousness. As the usage of this phrase is further understood, one will be able to better 

grasp its full meaning.  

 Social justice was both a theological and a moral value for the Israelites. Mays 

says, “Because it was for them such a moral value, its absence would disclose a radical 

flaw in the whole character of a person or institution of people. It was not a separable 

item that could be isolated from total existence.”
15
 

 Let us now explore the three dimensions of social justice as portrayed in the Old 

Testament Scriptures: Social justice as exemplified by God, social justice as commanded 

by God and social justice as promised by God.  

 

                                                 
13
Weinfeld, Moshe, “Justice and Righteousness: The Expression and its Meaning”, in Henning Graf 

Reventlow and Yair Hoffman (eds.), Justice and Righteousness: Biblical Themes and their Influence 

(Sheffield: JSOT, 1992), 228. 
14
 Wright, 257. 

15
Mays, James L., “Justice: Perspectives from the Prophetic Tradition”, in David L. Petersen (ed.), 

Prophecy in Israel: Search for an Identity (London: SPCK; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 147. 
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Social Justice as Expressed by God 

 The first dimension of social justice in the Old Testament is social justice as a 

component of the nature and character of God himself. In these Psalms we learn that 

justice and righteousness is something that God loves, and is even the very foundation of 

His throne. The Psalmist is saying that social justice is the very bedrock of God’s deity, a 

significant part of what makes Him God. 

He loves righteousness and justice; The earth is full of the lovingkindness of the 

LORD. (Psalm 33:5) 

 

Righteousness and justice are the foundation of Your throne; Lovingkindness and 

truth go before You. (Psalm 89:14) 

 

Clouds and thick darkness surround Him; Righteousness and justice are the 

foundation of His throne. (Psalm 97:2) 

 

 The question we must now ask is “If social justice in the Old Testament is not 

merely an abstract but just and righteous action, how does God display social justice?” 

God is concerned with the poor and downtrodden of society. Time and time again in the 

Old Testament we see his love and concern for the widow, orphan, alien (or immigrant, 

to put it in our modern terms), oppressed, poor, hungry and naked.  

For the LORD your God is the God of gods and the Lord of lords, the great, the 

mighty, and the awesome God who does not show partiality nor take a bribe. He 

executes justice for the orphan and the widow, and shows His love for the alien by 

giving him food and clothing. (Deut. 10:17-18) 

 

How blessed is he whose help is the God of Jacob, Whose hope is in the LORD his 

God, Who made heaven and earth, The sea and all that is in them; Who keeps faith 

forever; Who executes justice for the oppressed; Who gives food to the hungry. The 

LORD sets the prisoners free. The LORD opens the eyes of the blind; The LORD 

raises up those who are bowed down; The LORD loves the righteous; The LORD 

protects the strangers; He supports the fatherless and the widow, But He thwarts 

the way of the wicked. (Ps. 146:5-9) 
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Social Justice as Commanded by God 

 Because social justice is an intricate part of His nature, God commands His 

people to be concerned with it as well. In the Old Testament this consisted of God 

commanding the Israelites to order their lives and relationships around this powerful 

concept of social justice, mishp¹‰ and ƒ®d¹qâ, justice and righteousness. In Deut. 16:20 

He says, “Justice, and only justice, you shall pursue, that you may live and possess the 

land which the LORD your God is giving you.”  

God demanded no less of His people than what His nature and character demanded 

of Himself. Therefore, as God’s people, the Israelites were to show the same care and 

concern for the downtrodden that God shows. God’s command to pursue justice and 

righteousness meant more than reflecting on an abstract concept: it demanded action on 

behalf of the needy. John Willis writes,  

“If God is so concerned that social justice be done, the idea that social 

justice is not ‘religious’ is erroneous. It also follows that one cannot be 

‘like God’ in his attitude unless he advocates and promotes social justice 

and does all he can to stop social injustices.”
16
 

 

In the Law, God provided many stipulations for the care of those who did not have 

the means to take care of themselves. It is interesting to note that what was to motivate 

the Israelites was the fact that God had freed them from their oppression. God’s display 

of justice on their behalf was to be translated into their display of justice for others in 

need.  

"You shall not pervert the justice due an alien or an orphan, nor take a widow's 

garment in pledge. "But you shall remember that you were a slave in Egypt, and 

that the LORD your God redeemed you from there; therefore I am commanding 

you to do this thing. "When you reap your harvest in your field and have forgotten 

a sheaf in the field, you shall not go back to get it; it shall be for the alien, for the 

                                                 
16
 Willis, John T., “Old Testament Foundations of Social Justice”, in Perry C. Cotham (ed.), Christian 

Social Ethics: Perspectives and Problems (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979), 26.  
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orphan, and for the widow, in order that the LORD your God may bless you in all 

the work of your hands. "When you beat your olive tree, you shall not go over the 

boughs again; it shall be for the alien, for the orphan, and for the widow. "When 

you gather the grapes of your vineyard, you shall not go over it again; it shall be 

for the alien, for the orphan, and for the widow. "You shall remember that you were 

a slave in the land of Egypt; therefore I am commanding you to do this thing. 

(Deuteronomy 24:17-22) 

 

 So concerned with social justice is God that one of the reasons he chose Abraham 

was so that Abraham would teach his children to care for social justice, what Genesis 

calls the way of the LORD. From the beginning it was God’s intention that His chosen 

people be concerned with social justice.  

"For I have chosen him, so that he may command his children and his 

household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing righteousness and 

justice, so that the LORD may bring upon Abraham what He has spoken about 

him." (Genesis 18:19) 

 

 However, as much as God commanded social justice in the Law he gave Israel, 

they failed. It is in the writings of the prophets that we read God’s disappointment with 

Israel for their failure to follow in His ways. One of the sins that the prophets rebuke the 

people most for is the lack of justice and righteousness, the lack of social justice. While 

lamenting the devastation in Jerusalem caused by the Assyrian army “Isaiah (like Amos 

and Micah) blames what has happened on the absence of justice and righteousness among 

his own people. The temple still stands and worship continues as usual, without concern 

for the plight of a suffering people.”
17
 

Learn to do good; Seek justice, Reprove the ruthless, Defend the orphan, Plead for 

the widow. 
 
How the faithful city has become a harlot, She who was full of justice! 

Righteousness once lodged in her, But now murderers. (Isaiah 1:17, 21) 

 

"Roam to and fro through the streets of Jerusalem, And look now and take note. 

And seek in her open squares, If you can find a man, If there is one who does 

justice, who seeks truth, Then I will pardon her. (Jeremiah 5:1) 

                                                 
17
Gowan, Donald E., Theology of the Prophetic Books: The Death and Resurrection of Israel (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox, 1998), 66. 
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'Thus says the LORD, "Do justice and righteousness, and deliver the one who has 

been robbed from the power of his oppressor. Also do not mistreat or do violence 

to the stranger, the orphan, or the widow; and do not shed innocent blood in this 

place. (Jeremiah 22:3) 

 

 Lest we place all the responsibility for upholding and the blame for denying social 

justice on those involved in the legal system we would do well to listen to the words of 

Moshe Weinfeld.  

“If we look for exactly what it was that the prophets opposed, we see that 

the main wrongdoing is not the perversion of the judicial process, but 

oppression perpetrated by the rich landowners and the ruling circles who 

control the socioeconomic order.”
18
  

 

Mays states that the cause of these injustices in Israel was really a form of “early 

capitalism,” where the land, the primary social good, had shifted from being a means of 

support to a means of capital gain. Social goals were reoriented toward economic profit 

instead of personal values and the judicial process had been subordinated to the interests 

of the rich and entrepreneurial while the interests of the widows, orphans and immigrants 

were ignored. What had resulted from this was a growing differentiation between the rich 

and the poor.
19
 

Israel’s religion had also become focused on the externals of the Law: the special 

feasts and assemblies, the days of fasting, the songs in the temple and the sacrifices. This, 

however, was not what God truly wanted. Through the prophets we are able to 

understand God’s heart in regard to justice and righteousness. It is as Solomon said, “To 

do righteousness and justice is desired by the LORD more than sacrifice.” (Prov. 21:3) 

The prophets echo him and cry out,  

 

                                                 
18
 Weinfeld, 238. 

19
 Mays, 148. 
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"I hate, I reject your festivals, Nor do I delight in your solemn assemblies. Even 

though you offer up to Me burnt offerings and your grain offerings, I will not 

accept them; And I will not even look at the peace offerings of your fatlings. Take 

away from Me the noise of your songs; I will not even listen to the sound of your 

harps. But let justice roll down like waters And righteousness like an ever-flowing 

stream.” (Amos 5:21-24) 

 

"Is this not the fast which I choose, To loosen the bonds of wickedness, To undo the 

bands of the yoke, And to let the oppressed go free And break every yoke? Is it not 

to divide your bread with the hungry And bring the homeless poor into the house; 

When you see the naked, to cover him; And not to hide yourself from your own 

flesh? Then your light will break out like the dawn, And your recovery will speedily 

spring forth; And your righteousness will go before you; The glory of the LORD 

will be your rear guard. Then you will call, and the LORD will answer; You will 

cry, and He will say, 'Here I am.' If you remove the yoke from your midst, The 

pointing of the finger and speaking wickedness, And if you give yourself to the 

hungry And satisfy the desire of the afflicted, Then your light will rise in darkness 

And your gloom will become like midday.” (Isaiah 58:6-10) 

 

Jeremiah says to Shallum, the son of Josiah, king of Judah,  

“Woe to him who builds his house without righteousness And his upper rooms 

without justice, Who uses his neighbor's services without pay And does not give him 

his wages, Who says, 'I will build myself a roomy house With spacious upper 

rooms, And cut out its windows, Paneling it with cedar and painting it bright red.' 

"Do you become a king because you are competing in cedar? Did not your father 

eat and drink And do justice and righteousness? Then it was well with him. "He 

pled the cause of the afflicted and needy; Then it was well. Is not that what it means 

to know Me?" Declares the LORD. (Jer. 22:13-16) 

 

 The prophets tell us that God is much more concerned with social justice than 

with organized worship consisting of songs, assemblies, offerings and sacrifices. They 

tell us that to know God is to take care of the afflicted and the needy. Most importantly 

they point out to us that righteousness is not only personal piety, but rather the 

righteousness that God demands of us is concern for and action toward social justice. 

Mays says that “Righteousness expressed in justice is the indispensable qualification for 
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worship—no justice, no acceptable public religion.” (Italics mine)
20
 What might the 

prophets be saying to our North American churches today?  

 

Social Justice as Promised by God 

 There is a third dimension of social justice displayed in the Old Testament and 

that is a justice that is yet to come. Because of fallen humanity, true justice cannot exist 

on this earth. There is hope, however. The promised Messiah will come to install a just 

and righteous government. Isaiah speaks often of the promised justice that the coming 

Davidic King will bring.  

There will be no end to the increase of His government or of peace, On the throne 

of David and over his kingdom, To establish it and to uphold it with justice and 

righteousness From then on and forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will 

accomplish this. (Isaiah 9:7) 

 

A throne will even be established in lovingkindness, and a judge will sit on 

it in faithfulness in the tent of David; Moreover, he will seek justice And be prompt 

in righteousness. (Isaiah 16:5) 

 

 There will come a day when social justice finally will prevail. In that day, as 

Isaiah says, “Justice will dwell in the wilderness and righteousness will abide in the 

fertile field.” (32:16) What a glorious day that will be! 

  

So What?  

 We arrive now at the crucial part of the discussion, the part where we must ask 

ourselves, “So what?” What does this have to do with me? What does this have to do 

with the church and my role in it? Admittedly, there is much more work that needs done 

on this topic. We must look at what the New Testament says about social justice and 

                                                 
20
 Mays, 146.  
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must analyze the concept of righteousness in that context. In the line of good theology 

and good philosophy, this paper has produced many more questions than answers. Some 

of these questions include the following:  

 

� Does dikaiosune carry the same meaning as mishp¹‰ and ƒ®d¹qâ ? 

� Who are God’s people today? 

� In what sense do Old Testament regulations apply today? 

� In what sense did Jesus come to fulfill the Messianic prophecies regarding justice 

and in what sense is justice still to come? 

� What is the role of the Church in the world? Is it to transform and effect change 

upon society or to be a new and just society? 

� What are we as Christians to do about oppression, poverty and injustice in the 

world today? 

 

 As many questions have been raised, one thing is certain. Righteousness is much 

more than quiet times, prayer journals and worship songs (even if we do sing them with 

our eyes closed and hands raised). Righteousness demands action. The God we serve 

today is still the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. He is still the God who cares for the 

poor, the defenseless and the oppressed. Seeking His kingdom and His righteousness 

requires that we be concerned with what concerns Him. Righteousness demands social 

justice. 
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