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INTRODUCTION

When I say the words ‘living by faith’ what comes to mind?   What immediately comes to my
mind is George Muller.  He was a Calvinistic Baptist who lived in the 1800s who is most 
famous for supporting orphanages through nothing but prayer.  At the time he began his 
orphanage work only 3600 orphans were accommodated in all England, in his life time he 
supported just over 10000 orphans.  He never asked anyone directly for money to support 
the orphans.  On top of that he was convinced that he should not be supported by the 
church he was pastoring and so turned down the church stipend and looked to the Lord to 
provide for the last 68 years of his pastoral ministry.  He never took out a loan or went into 
debt, and he and his orphans were always provided for.  His life is a tremendous testimony 
to the faithfulness of God to those who look to Him in trusting prayer.  

So many who have a similar understanding of living by faith come to the verse we want to 
consider this morning Romans 14:23, and it leaves a certain impression, ‘For whatever does 
not proceed from faith is sin.’  The impression is this: if I am not imitating George Muller in 
the same way I am sinning.  Is this what this verse means?  No!  Romans 14 is Paul 
addressing a divided church where people who are called strong have informed consciences 
and are able to eat certain meats, drink wine and not observe days which the OT Jew would
have, because Christ has come and fulfilled the law.  But by their eating, drinking and not 
observing they were being a stumbling block to the weak Jewish Christian who still thought 
these things ought to be observed.  The Jewish converts emboldened by the example of the
strong were going against their consciences, imitating the strong and sinning.
  Our verse about faith comes in verse 23 where Paul is telling the church that the 
uninformed conscience can be a sin factory, it can create sins out of things that are not sin. 
When we think God has said something is a command, even if He has not, we sin when we 
go against that perceived command.  In our present context Paul brings in the word faith to 
speak of those who have an informed conscience, and act in light of the truth, they have a 
confident assurance of what is required of them and they do it.  In this context the words 
doubt and faith are opposites and help us to understand what it meant by faith.  To doubt, 
is to be unsure, and this on account of not being fully informed by the authoritative word of 
God.  Faith is to be sure of somethings rightness or wrongness on the basis of a biblically 
informed conscience.  Confidence, a biblically informed confidence which is one of the 
aspects of faith is the thing that is in the foreground and the meaning of faith in this verse . 

How does this square with the view that those who don’t live like George Muller are sinning, 
because everything that does not come from faith is sin?  We have to push back and say 
that those who use the verse in that way have not used it in the way Paul did.  This 
highlights one of the great problems for Christians who love the word of God and want to 
study it and know its truth.  If your walk is anything like mine this was the advice you were 
given as a young Christian.  You don’t need bible college or a theologian to help you 
misunderstand the bible, all you need is the word of God, a Strong’s concordance and a 
Vine’s dictionary.  So as a young Christian when I wanted to understand the word faith, 



what would I do?  I would pull out my concordance and look up every reference to faith.  
And instead of recognising that each context will stress different aspects of the word faith, I 
would have a uniform meaning and begin to insert it in wherever the word faith was found. 
This is a very unnatural use of language.  For example imagine we used the word love and 
made it to mean the same thing whenever we used it.  I love my dog; l love my wife, this 
would be an insult to my wife if the word meant the exact same thing.  But we all recognise 
that a words meaning is defined primarily by its context.  The first rule of all good bible 
interpretation is to understand a thing in its context.  If you do not you will impose what you
think it means instead of understanding what it actually says.

As a result of this I would like to deal with a number of issues that have arisen due to a 
false conception of faith.  

Paying pastors

Pastors not drawing a salary, never taking out insurance, not having a pension scheme, not 
claiming ACC, not going on the benefit, not owning property and never taking out a loan or 
going into debt, money and faith have traditionally been seen as the two sides in the war 
between the flesh and the Spirit, leaning on man or God, walking by faith and not by sight.  
Many have insisted that this is how the Christian ought to live and to live any other way is 
sin because, whatever does not proceed from faith is sin.

A sermon could be preached on each of these topics but let me make some short responses 
to some of these.  Can a pastor get a salary, is this a lack of faith?  In 1 Cor. 9 Paul is 
encouraging the Corinthians to give up their rights to serve the weaker brother, for example
eating meat offered to idols.  In order to give them some motivation to give up their rights 
Paul talks about the rights he has which he has given up so that he can offer the gospel 
without being a burden or accused of being greedy.  He and Barnabas remain single and do 
not demand what they can rightfully expect.  In v7-14 Paul gives 7 arguments for why a 
minister of the gospel can get his provisions for living from those he is ministering to.  
Soldiers serve and are supported, viticulturists eat of the fruit they produce, a shepherd gets
milk from the flock, the ox that treads the grain is allowed to eat of it, the priest eats from 
the altar, the ploughman and the thresher are entitled to partake of the crop.  Paul himself 
does not use this right, but he does establish it.  Once again George Muller’s view that a 
pastor must not take a salary is not required.  And here is one of the troubles with faith.  
Faith needs a warrant, it needs to be based on the authority of God’s word not merely man’s
ideas.  To just believe God for something without the bible justifying that belief is 
presumptuous.

Incurring debt

A common verse that comes into living by faith is Romans 13:8, ‘Owe no one anything, 
except to love each other, for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law.’  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.  I hope you can see that this verse in context 
is not forbidding the Christian from taking out certain types of loans, rather it is insisting 
that when you do loan that you honour those repayments.

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.  But Jesus 
does not think so, look with me at Matthew 25:27, ‘Then you ought to have invested my 
money with the bankers, and at my coming I should have received what was my own with 
interest.’  Here is the parable of the wicked servant.  The wicked servant was given one 
talent and did nothing with it.  Jesus tells the wicked servant that he ought to have at least 
put it in the bank to gain interest.  Would you say that Jesus is using a sin as an illustration, 
I don’t think so.  The bible condemns us becoming personal loan sharks against our 
brethren but does not condemn the principle of interest outright.    

We must also say that not all debt is equal.  In some instances exorbitant interest rates are 
sinful and subjecting ourselves to them is like a type of slavery.  When the bible speaks out 
against interest it is because of the oppressive nature of it, and how it further impoverishes 
the poor.  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.

Lets apply this to the issue of buying a house.  A house is a very expensive item, is it sinful 
to go into debt in order to buy one, is the Christian doomed to rent for the rest of their 
lives?  Houses and property in general should be put in a distinct category of their own 
when it comes to debt.  You must remember that the property that you are seeking to buy 
becomes security against the loan you are taking to buy it.  In other words, if something 
goes wrong, like you lose your job or there is a recession, the property can then be sold to 
recover the debt.  This is an important thing to note because it is not a form of debt that will
enslave or destroy you if things go wrong.  It is recoverable debt.  This is why when buying 
a house you have to buy a modest house, a longstanding formula for how much debt you 
should incur to buy a house is 2 and half times the gross annual income of the family.  If 
you over reach and the bank is willing for you to overreach and something goes wrong then 
the debt will become bondage.   

If we go into debt on account of a lack of discipline, an unwillingness to work or because of 
greed then we are indeed sinning, but some items like a house are expensive and there is a 
form of debt for necessities that is not sin.  One of the great problems with those who have 
too high a view of living by faith is that they end up despising the ordinary means that God 



has given us to use to make things happen.  God has given each of us the gift of work, and 
God has established the principle that we must work in order to eat.  Paul even tells the 
Thessalonian church that those who do not work should not eat, that the church’s charity is 
not for lazy people but for those who are genuinely disadvantaged, 2 Thess. 3:10-12, ‘For 
even when we were with you, we would give you this command: If anyone is not willing to 
work, let him not eat.11 For we hear that some among you walk in idleness, not busy at 
work, but busybodies.12 Now such persons we command and encourage in the Lord Jesus 
Christ to do their work quietly and to earn their own living.’  A person must not live by faith 
if he is not doing his ordinary duty of working.  Some have had the idea that they can do 
nothing and expect God to provide, there is no warrant for this in the bible.  Secondly, God 
has given us minds and promises us wisdom.  Some think that they do not have to plan and
budget and think about the future.  They refuse to take responsibility for their provision and 
the provision of their family and in the name of living by faith are just neglectful of their 
responsibilities.  Sadly some forms of debt are the result of Christians not working and not 
thinking as they ought, and these would be sinful forms of debt.  

Before incurring any form of debt we must always ask whether this is to satisfy a need or a 
greed?  If a businessman needs to purchase some stock that he needs in order to process 
and sell and make a reasonable profit.  To incur the temporary debt of buying the stock in 
order to sell it to pay off the debt is not greed but a need.  Sadly too many forms of debt 
are just indulging greeds. 

Taking out insurance

Let’s talk about insurance for a moment.  Firstly, life insurance.  This is insurance for the 
benefit of your families when you die.  Is it sinful for a Christian husband to ensure that 
when he dies that the house gets paid off so that his wife can continue to live in it?  I think 
the answer is no.  This is part of the husband’s way of providing for his family.  This could 
be argued as part of every husband’s responsibility, to provide for his family, or he is worse 
than an unbeliever.  However, if you have ever sat down with someone who is trying to sell 
you insurance they will talk to you about how you should make provision for your family’s 
needs to the nth degree.  I know people who have taken out policies that would make their 
families instant millionaires.  It is ok if your family like any other Christian needs some help 
from your extended family, the Church and other Christians after you die.  Some provision is
responsible, but to make instant millionaires of your family is not a good thing, the bible 
warns us off easy money.  Also train your children to take responsibility for aging parents.  
It is not our place to play God and try to provide for every possible scenario.

Randy Alcorn, a Christian author who has written several books on Christians and money 
says this, ‘because no parallels to the kinds of insurance policies we buy today are 
mentioned in Scripture, it’s impossible to prove that life insurance is right or wrong.  Some 
would consider insurance as a legitimate way of providing for their family.  Others see it as 
a lack dependence upon God.  The sin of presumption could be committed in either case.’1   

Leaving space for God

I had a great struggle this week with this message because great men like George Muller 
who have set a wonderful example of faith and faithfulness but have used verses like 
Romans 13:8, and 14:23 in a wrong fashion.  And yet he accomplished so much, much 
more than I will in my life time.  God blessed him immensely.  I can imagine someone 

1 https://www.epm.org/blog/2014/Mar/31/life-insurance



coming to me and saying, ‘But since God blessed him doesn’t that prove that his 
interpretation was correct?’  The answer is no.  There is a dangerous assumption behind 
that question.  The assumption is that someone’s experience is a better interpreter of the 
bible than the context that the verse comes in.  The bible must be its own interpreter, the 
context of any verse must determine its meaning not man’s experience.  I hope I have 
stressed this sufficiently for you.  Then someone might ask, ‘Why then did God honour his 
faith if it was based on wrong interpretations.’  Firstly, I understand people like George 
Muller to have the gift of faith, it is a unique gift that is not given to all and it seems to be 
exercised primarily in prayer.  The Lord had a very particular calling for George Muller, and it
would be wrong to make his experience the measure for every Christian.  We do not all 
have the same gifts.  Secondly, the Lord loves faith in His people.  I see faith like an empty 
bowl and no matter how big a bowl you have the Lord is able to, and loves to fill it.  The 
picture I have in my mind is of a father standing under a tree and his child has climbed up 
and cant get down, he calls to the child to jump and he will catch them, and the child knows
that the father loves that child, is trustworthy and strong enough to catch them and jumps.  
The father takes great delight in knowing he has the confidence of his child.  Our faith puts 
the glory of God on display.  When we look to Him as a loving and generous Father who 
gladly provides and this is reflected in our prayers and expectations.  This gives an accurate 
rendering of God’s character to outsiders and God is magnified.  

So there are two things I want to do by stopping and looking at Romans 14:23.  Firstly, I 
want to free you from false interpretations which bind your consciences to certain types of 
living by faith that the Bible does not command.  Even when it comes from good men like 
Muller I am jealous that the correctly interpreted word of God should be the only thing that 
binds your conscience.  Secondly, I want to encourage you to have a true and informed 
faith in God.  Yes consider reasonable life insurance as part of providing for your family, 
don’t feel guilty about a necessary loan for your business, be free to take out a reasonable 
loan to buy a house, but in all things leave room for God.  I don’t want to make us a dead 
and intellectual people who have no bold faith in God.  God has given Christ for us, how will 
He not with Him gladly give us all things.  Think on some of the promises of the Bible, they 
should give us immense faith in a good God who is willing to answer prayer, especially since
we come in the name of His Son, John 14:12-14, ‘"Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever 
believes in me will also do the works that I do; and greater works than these will he do, 
because I am going to the Father.13 Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the 
Father may be glorified in the Son.14 If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.’  
When we act in accordance with God’s will we should expect much.  William Carey put it this
way when he spoke about the taking the gospel to the world, ‘attempt great things, expect 
great things.’  When we are doing the will of God we can expect all the power and 
provisions and faithfulness of God to attend it.  

It was not planned but the announcement to buy a new church and this message on faith 
are providential.  We are seeking to be a church that is faithful in making disciples and 
fulfilling the great commission.  We are outgrowing our present building.  Buildings are a 
tool to the end of preaching the gospel.  We can expect God to provide where we are active
in His service.  I want to use this sermon to encourage your faith, to attempt great things 
and to expect great things as we seek to do His will together.       


