
Sermon 180: Romans 13:8: Paying our debts 
 
OUTLINE 
 
Financial debts 
Love debts 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Debt is a familiar concept to us and today in Romans 13:8 Paul is going to speak to us about 
paying our debts.  Stott points out that the idea of debt is mentioned several times in 
Romans already.  In Romans 1:14 Paul spoke of his debt to preach the gospel to all peoples; 
in Romans 8:12 how we are not debtors to the flesh but the Spirit; in Romans 13:6 of how 
we must fulfil our debts of honour and taxes and once again in Romans 13:8.  ‘Owe no one 
anything, except to love each other, for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law.’  
There are two important debts that we need to reckon with in this verse.  Firstly, there is 
the whole question of financial debt.  There are some Christians who believe that debt is 
sinful, and that Christians are morally obligated to only work with cash.  We want to look at 
this question and address the matter of financial debt.  But the second matter is the one of 
our love debt and in particular the relationship of love to law.  We live in an age where some 
even like this verse because it appears to be saying that love is the law, and there are many 
things justified in the name of love.  So as we look at this verse today we need to clarify 
what Paul means in relation to our financial debt and what he means that love fulfils the 
law.   
 
Financial debts 
 
At first blush Paul’s statement, owe no one anything, appears to be saying what many have 
made it out to say, never incur debt.  But this is not possible.  Firstly, in the context Paul 
uses the same word ‘owe’ in verse 7 with regards to what we owe in honour and taxes.  As 
Paul moves into verse 8 he makes a general statement about fulfilling our obligations not 
singling our financial loans in particular. 
  Secondly, as we look at what the rest of the Bible says about loaning money we realise 
that the Bible does allow for it both in the NT and the OT.  Ex. 22:25, ‘If you lend money to 
any of my people with you who is poor, you shall not be like a moneylender to him, and you 
shall not exact interest from him.’  Here we see God allows the idea of loaning but forbids 
one Israelite charging interest against another.  Psalm 37:26, ‘He is ever lending generously, 
and his children become a blessing.’  Here we see David describing the righteous man, and 
we see he is one who generously loans money.  Even Jesus speaks of moneylending, Matt. 
5:42, ‘Give to the one who begs from you, and do not refuse the one who would borrow 
from you.’  A flat literalism makes a liar of God and forces the bible to contradict itself.  
Thirdly, the command is in the present imperative so Leon Morris offers this as an accurate 
paraphrase, ‘don’t continue owing, pay your debts.’  The emphasis then is not on incurring 
necessary debts, but fulfilling all of our obligations.  So the emphasis is on paying back all 
we owe, not a blanket prohibition on lending. 
Boice illustrates it in the following way: ‘Suppose you are renting a house.  You are only 
benefitting from it through the willingness of the owner to rent it to you.  All you owe is the 
rent.  In this case, the words of our text, ‘let no debt remain outstanding,’ (NIV) mean that 
you are to pay your rent on time.  Suppose now you need to borrow capital for a business.  
The situation is exactly the same.  You do not own the capital.  All you are doing is renting it 
through the willingness of the owner to loan it to you.  What you owe is the interest—plus 
the repayment of the capital on whatever schedule has been agreed upon between you and 



the lender.  There is no sin in borrowing the money as long as you are able to pay the 
interest and premiums according to that schedule.’1   
 
Some people have a problem with the idea of lending on account that it is not living by faith, 
but this sort of thinking is usually attached to a worldview that despises God using natural 
means and demands miracles as God’s ordinary way of working.  Others are against 
borrowing because of the idea that charging interest is sinful.  In some instances exorbitant 
interest rates are sinful and subjecting ourselves to them is like a type of slavery.  But the 
principle of interest is not sinful in itself.  Think of it as the price charged for services 
rendered.  If someone hires out to you a lawnmower, in the charges are things like wear 
and tear, necessary profit to pay staff and premises, insurance, etc.  Money like a 
lawnmower is an asset that can have a charge for use applied.  Add to that the losses 
incurred through inflation which would not have been a thing in the Ancient Near East and 
we can see why the principle of interest is not in itself evil but reasonable and just.  
 
In the twenty first century we are a people saddled with debt.  Some of it is the 
understandable and reasonable debt of student loans, business debt, property debt and 
debt on larger items like cars.  But in our 21st century consumerist culture many have debt 
from things they do not need.  The call in this command to owe no one anything is to be 
responsible stewards who do not break the eighth commandment by not honouring our 
debts.  Debt although not sinful in itself can be sinful when it is incurred due to our greed 
for things that we do not need driven by envy or covetousness.  Or if it is due to a lack of 
self-control.  If we are in debt due to irresponsibility, a lack of proper planning and 
diligence.  When we so overspend that we have nothing to help our brothers and sisters in 
Christ and to promote the gospel.  These are the times that our debt is sinful and we let 
down the name of Christ by not fulfilling our obligations.  How many bank managers think 
so little of Christians because they see where their money goes? 
 
Here are some basic guidelines to getting out of and staying out of debt.  Firstly, put away 
stupid ideas about winning the lottery or God miraculously multiplying your money.  God has 
appointed that through working and diligence you should not only succeed but grow in 
character, the bible warns against easy money, and we should not desire it.   
 
Secondly, address your hearts.  If you are getting into money troubles it may be because 
your heart of greed, envy, discontentment is in the driving seat.  We must remind our hearts 
that things do not satisfy only God does.  Learning contentment through the Lord being our 
portion, and the hope we have in Christ is essential to overcoming the sins that get us into 
debt.   
 
Thirdly, and here is the obvious part, stop overspending, and live within your means.  This 
will involve drawing up a budget where you look at how much you bring in, and match it to 
your expenses.  And then stick to the budget. The trick with budgets is that you should 
never account for every cent but leave a little extra for those unplanned expenses.   
 
Fourthly, it is often the case that our debts are a vicious cycle, it is a case of having a credit 
card and incurring the debt every month and adding to it incrementally and never getting 
out the hole.  The key is to consolidate the debt in one loan that does not have a loaning 
facility and then cut up the credit cards.  Businesses need credit cards but you don’t.  Aim to 
save and buy as much as you can with cash. 
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Fifthly, get rid of the excess assets you don’t need like the second or third car.  And cut out 
the luxury items like expensive foods, drinking, smoking, expensive holidays etc.   
 
Sometimes involving a third party to advice and be accountable is also helpful.   
 
Love debts 
 
Paul moves from debts we can fulfil to a debt we can never fulfil in this life, ‘Owe no one 
anything, except to love each other, for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law.’  
The Church father Origen put it this way, ‘Let your only debt that is unpaid be that of love—
a debt which you should always be attempting to discharge in full, but will never succeed in 
discharging.’  Paul had been talking about loving ones enemy before he started speaking 
about our responsibilities towards the state.  Paul returns to this theme, and it is probably 
also an anticipation of the chapter 14 which speaks about matters of conscience and weaker 
and stronger brothers.  Chapter 14 will be all about issues relating to the law, this appears 
to be a pre-emptive move to emphasize love towards one another with regards to these 
differences. 
 
This is a very important verse as it echoes Christ’s own teaching in Matt. 22:36-40, 
‘"Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?"37 And he said to him, "You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.38 

This is the great and first commandment.39 And a second is like it: You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.40 On these two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets."’  
Jesus sums up all the law in two love commands, and Paul says something similar when he 
says that ‘the one who loves another has fulfilled the law.’  This brings us to the important 
matter of what principle governs the life of a Christian, by what rule do we live?   
 
The answers to this question have been manifold, some of the main answers have been 
things like utilitarianism, in other words, what does the most good for the largest amount of 
people, that is the right thing to do.  In our verse we have two of the traditional opponents 
of each other.  Traditionally love and law have been seen as opposing principles for the 
Christian ethic.  Law has often gotten a bad rap as people have spoken of law being rule 
based instead of people based.  But this is why this verse is so important because Paul 
brings two things together that a lot of people, including Christians would see as mutually 
exclusive.   
 
How do you determine what the right thing to do today is?  We live in an age of 
multiculturalism and pluralism, we live in an age of political correctness and minority groups 
having the right to insist on equal rights for their self-identifications.  You will hear many 
today embracing the notion that love is the new law.  Whether it is homosexual marriage, 
premarital sex, being unequally yolked with unbelievers, adultery, and many other sinful 
things, they are all justified in the name of love.  We see today that subjective feeling has 
trumped objective principle, that personal truth has replaced universal truth.  How do we 
know how to live in a time of what seems pure subjective madness?  Paul gives us clear 
light showing us that love fulfils the law. 
 
Now let us stress the nuance that Paul is making.  He did not say that love replaces the law 
as if the obligation to keep the ten commandments is no longer placed upon all people.  No 
he said that love fulfils the law.  What does he mean by fulfil?  It does not mean that the 
law is now made redundant as some of the OT ceremonial laws are, but rather that love 
obeys all that the law demands, it completes it, perfectly fulfils by fully obeying it.   
 



Nor did Paul say that love is the new law.  Paul believes that the Law is good and spiritual, 
the law in toto is not cast off and replaced with love as the new law.  Some think that where 
once the primitive mind needed rules to help it steer its way through life, well now that 
modern man has come of age and entered into an age of freedom, we can put away childish 
things like rules and just be governed by love.  In the second half of the twentieth century 
the Liberals introduced what is called the ‘New Morality’/ ‘situational ethics’ where love not 
law is the new law.  The way to know whether something is right or wrong is to decide 
whether it is loving or not.  If it is loving it is right.  Here is a quote from Jospeh Fletcher the 
foremost spokesperson for this view, ‘Jesus said nothing about birth control, large or small 
families, childlessness, homosexuality, masturbation, fornication, premarital intercourse, 
sterilization, artificial insemination, abortion, sex foreplay, petting and courtship. Whether 
any form of sex, (hetero, homo, or auto) is good or evil depends on whether love is fully 
served.’2  This liberal is trying to convince us that Jesus as a first century Jew did not 
determine what was right or wrong on the basis of whether it conformed to God’s law, but 
that love wrote the law.  Sadly this is the way many people are thinking today.  It is clear 
from the next few verses that Paul does not see the law jettisoned by love as if the two did 
not fully agree.   
 
Here are some important points as we try to understand the biblical explanation of the 
relationship between law and love.3   
 
Firstly, Paul tells us that love fulfils the law.  God by virtue of His authority over us requires 
certain things of us.  He governs us by His law.  This is the voice of His authority in our 
lives.  And we are told here that love is what fulfils it.  A mere external obedience that has 
no love is not what fulfils the law.  Empty religious action that is done for any other motive 
than love does not fulfil the law and is rejected.  Paul is telling us that God is not merely 
concerned with right action but right action flowing from the proper motive and feeling.  
Without this heartfelt obedience where the heart goes out to obey there is no obedience.  
John Murray uses this picture, ‘love fills to the brim the cup which the law puts into our 
hands.  Love is the first drop; it is the last drop; and it is all the drops in between.’4 
 
Secondly, we must remember that love itself is in fact a command.  Since it is itself a 
command it cannot be an enemy to law.  Some think that love cannot be commanded or 
else it is not love.  This is not true, love cannot be coerced but it can be rightly commanded.  
To force an external action of love through threats or mechanical force would deny the 
freely given nature of love.  But to command one to love God who we are made to love and 
who is supremely worthy of love, who is more natural to love than anything else; and to 
command us to love like God and therefore all others who are also made in His image in 
imitation of Him.  It is no less wrong to command love than it is to feed the poor, the 
command does not create the disposition, but truth demands that our duty can rightly be 
commanded of us.  If we will be so silly as to claim that law is intrinsically wrong then we 
will have to claim love is wrong because God commands it.   
 
Thirdly, we must not confuse law and love but keep them distinct.  This is probably the 
biggest problem in ethics today.   Law defines love and gives it boundaries, love is not a 
lawmaker but rather a law fulfiller.  Love is not another authority for good apart from law 
but in total agreement with it.  Stott put it this way, ‘love needs the law for its direction; 
while law needs love for its inspiration.’   
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Fourthly, we must stress that love which is the summary of the NT ethic is also described as 
the law written on our hearts as part of the promise of the New Covenant in Jer. 31:33, ‘But 
this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the 
LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be their 
God, and they shall be my people.’  Law is what the Spirit writes upon our hearts, law is 
what love performs.  Law is a negative thing if we are trusting in it for righteousness, if we 
treat it as a stair way to heaven and trust in our observance in it to make us righteous 
enough to get into heaven.  Then law becomes an enemy.  But this is the abuse of the law, 
for Paul tells us that it was given to make sin apparent, not to deceive us into thinking we 
can do it on our own.  But in and of itself the law is good, it is something that is written on 
everyone’s heart as part of the image of God in us, Rom. 2:14-15, and it is rewritten in bold 
in the hearts of the believer when we are born again.   
 
There are some in the Charismatic church who think that the law and Spirit are opposed and 
therefore law and love are opposed, but this too is naïve.  Adam who was perfect had law in 
a positive form and not only written on his heart.  One day when we get to heaven, we will 
be able to follow our consciences and be totally subjective about how we go about doing 
good.  But for now while we are still sinners, while we still contend with hearts that are 
deceitful above all things in order to accommodate sins, the law is an objective norm that 
we need to remind us of God’s will and the way of love.  The revelation God has given us in 
His law will always be more reliable than the truth we have within by the Spirit and 
therefore cannot simply be dispensed with.    
 
Another false dichotomy that Paul avoids is the choice between legalism and 
libertarianism/antinomianism.  There are those who think rules are wrong on principle and 
those who judge any who don’t keep all the rules they do.  Here Paul cuts through the false 
dichotomy to remind us that love and law are friends, love needs the law and the law needs 
love.  One without the other would be legalism or libertarianism.   
 
Paul’s double emphasis on paying our debts are needed emphases in the our day.  We need 
to be reminded about being responsible with our money and being a good witness by not 
being in debt and not breaking the 8th commandment by not paying back our debts on time.  
And we need to be reminded in a day when love is thought to replace or be the new law, 
that true love fulfils the law, it is holy and not a law unto itself.  As Christians we resist the 
tide of what people call doing the right thing by seeing love as fulfilling the law and all other 
so called loves as false and not worthy of the name.              
         
   
 


