THE CHRISTIAN AND HIS DEBTS
Romans 13:8‑10
How much do you owe? The debt sheet for the American public indicates that our debts run into the billions. According to most estimates our own government will go into debt something like sixty billion dollars this year. That means the debt of our country is growing at the rate of over one billion dollars per week. Does that make your debt seem smaller?

Being a Christian has an impact on your relationship to your debts. In our text the Apostle confronts us with two forms of debts with which the Christian is concerned. There are material debts and spiritual debts. The first can be paid in full, but while you can pay on the second, you can never pay it off. it is like some of these revolving charge accounts, though you pay on it every month, at the end of the month you owe more than you did in the beginning.

Since this is an area that involves each of us, let us look at this portion of Scripture carefully.

THE CHRISTIAN SHOULD CAREFULLY MEET ALL MATERIAL OBLIGATIONS
The verse bluntly says, "Owe no man anything". On the surface the meaning of this would seem to be clear. We know what it means to "owe". This means to be in debt, to be under obligation. The lexicon tells us that we should take the word in its broadest sense here. The word is a present tense imperative which makes it the continuous duty of the Christian.

''No man'' needs little explanation. We are not to be under material obligation to anyone. "Nothing" or "anything" means just that ‑‑‑ no thing. In the context the Apostle has just been admonishing us to faithfully pay our debts in taxation. Now he expands it to the broadest kind of application, the Christian is not to have any unpaid debts anywhere.

How are we to understand this? Does this forbid the Christian from incurring any material indebtedness? While it should be taken as a real caution against incurring indebtedness, it does not have to be understood in that kind of strong prohibition. However if you choose to interpret the verse in such a narrow sense, and live by it, you would probably be the richer materially and spiritually ‑‑‑ especially as it relates to your personal life. Without doubt the abuse of indebtedness is one of the curses that has fallen upon our modern society.

Basically this text would remind us that we are responsible for fulfilling all of our material obligations ‑‑‑ whatever they may be. Being aware of this should make us very cautious about going into debt, about assuming obligations. If I must pay the indebtedness faithfully, then as a Christian I must be absolutely certain that there will be a way to pay. If my ability to pay is dependent upon the development of certain circumstances over which I have no control, then I should probably refuse to assume the obligation.

Do you know that a major cause of people getting into debt is something that the Bible forcefully condemns? We call it "keeping up with the Jones'", but the Bible calls it "emulation’s". It is listed as a work of the flesh right along with adultery, murder, hatred, drunkenness, and witchcraft. Did you ever think of it belonging in that category?

This is the first word about our debts. We are to faithfully meet every material obligation that we may have.

THE CHRISTIAN MUST CONTINUE TO PAY ON HIS LOVE DEBT
The word concerning material debts serve as an introductory word to the obligation which each of us have which we can never fully meet. We are in debt to every human being on this globe to give him love. As we so pay our debt of love to him, we are fulfilling that which was demanded in the law of God.

"But to love one another". By this statement, the Apostle confronts us with this awesome debt. Our material debts shrink in significance when compared with this indebtedness and obligation. The Apostle chose the word for God's love in setting forth this love. It means that we are to do more than like the fellowman, we are to do more than feel warmly toward him, we are to act in a positive way to meet his needs. We are to respond to him like God has responded to us in Jesus Christ. In seeking to understand this, let me just ask a series of questions of this text.

First, what is the basis of this obligation? As far as I know, I never signed up to love my fellowman. Who signed me up, and on what basis? The answer is clear ‑‑‑‑ God signed me up; God made me responsible for loving my fellowman. As the sovereign creator, He established the obligation in the law that He gave. He said, "Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself." As the sovereign creator, He had every right to hand me such an obligation. But in light of the New Testament, there is another dimension to this obligation. God's love bestowed upon me in Jesus Christ makes me responsible. If God so loved me, then I must love my fellowman. Surely no Christian would deny the fairness of such an obligation, especially if he understands the character of the love he has received.

Second, to whom do we owe this love? These verses put it in the most general terms. First, it says simply "one another". This is a Biblical expression that places us in the human family with mutual obligations. But then he begins to use the familiar word "neighbor". Anyone familiar with the teachings of our Lord knows that He made this to mean any fellow human being your life may touch. It is a word that includes all regardless of national background, religion, or race. What this means is that every human being you have met this day, or will meet tomorrow, regardless of where you meet them, you will owe to them love. You will be in debt to them. This will cause you to begin to look at some of the people in this world differently if you will be mindful that you have a God‑given responsibility to love them as you love yourself.

Another question ‑ ‑ ‑ how do we pay this love‑debt? A helpful suggestion is made in the text. In illustrating how such love fulfills the law, the Apostle quotes some of the words of the second table of the law. Then he says, "Love worketh no ill to his neighbor'' How does love pay its debts? First, love restrains a man from doing any evil to his neighbor. Such love will keep him from stealing his neighbors wife through adultery. Such love will keep him from taking his neighbors life. Such love will keep him from swiping his neighbors property. Such love will make him careful of his neighbors good name. Such love will keep him from desiring his neighbors property. Love will always have first concern about the welfare of its object, and will be willing to do whatever may be necessary to secure the best for its object.

However, it would be a serious mistake to interpret this in a totally negative fashion. Love will do more than restrain a man from doing evil, it will constrain him to do good. It will constrain the good Samaritan to get down into the ditch and to minister to his needy neighbor. You repay this debt of love by carefully looking for ways to minister to the needs of your fellowman. You seek ways to do him good, to enrich his life, to meet his needs. This means that you must ask yourself of every person you meet tomorrow, is there some way I can help this person: is there a word I can speak or a deed I can do that will make life better for him? My what a debt!

Yet another question ‑ ‑ ‑ where do we get the love with which we are to pay this debt? This is a serious matter. Obviously if you owe a man ten dollars, you can earn the ten dollars with which to pay him, but if you owe him love, where do you get the love? Any man who knows himself very deeply knows that he is bankrupt in himself when it comes to love. He just does not have the kind of love that will be necessary to pay off this kind of debt.

But the Christian does have access to the necessary love. We must always keep in mind that this word comes in chapter thirteen of Romans ‑‑‑ not the first chapter. The first eight chapters of this book tells of how man has been made the object of God's love, and how in love God has filled those he justifies with His Holy Spirit of love, who is able to impart to us and express through us God's love for our neighbor. This means that we get the love with which we pay this awesome debt from God Himself through His Holy Spirit who is dwelling in our hearts. 

Interestingly the greatest thing ever written about love by any man is found right in the midst of a passage that is discussing the work of the Holy Spirit. I Corinthians 13 is between chapters 12 and 14 which discuss spiritual gifts. The same Holy Spirit who endows men with spiritual gifts also enriches them with love for their fellowman. In yet another passage, we are instructed to view love as a fruit of the Holy Spirit. Apart from his ministry we are bankrupt of love, but through Him we are able to love.

The glorious result of all this is that by so meeting our love debt we fulfill the law of God. How pleasing this must be in the eyes of our God. What we could never do in and of ourselves, we are now able to do through the working of His love in us. Blessed be His name!

However we must keep this in context. No matter how much you love, how much you give, you will never get out of debt. Every new day will confront you with as much obligation as the day before. Love every person you meet through God's love tomorrow, but on Tuesday, your debt will not have diminished the least. This is the important thing set forth in the passage.

What do you owe the world? Whatever you owe you should pay fully and faithfully. All of your material debts must be paid promptly and honestly. However your debt of love can not be paid so fully, though the obligation is just as real. You must approach it with all soberness, and all dependence upon God.

In closing I want to focus on a very practical thing. As you meet your fellow man tomorrow, your neighbor, what will be his greatest need? Will it not be to know of God's love and grace? The greatest thing we can ever do for another human being is to introduce him to God's love in Christ. Let me urge you to commit yourself to pay this love debt off in a faithful witness to God's love in Jesus Christ.

