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Who Do You Owe? 

Romans 13:8-14 

At my ordination service in 1977, the bishop ask me and the other 

‘ordinands, the “historical questions” that John Wesley asked over 200 years ago. 

The only one that made me swallow was this one, “Are you in debt so much as to 

embarrass you in your work?” Those present giggled politely, but they giggled. 

 

The founder of Methodism asked this question afore the student loan era. To 

someone who had racked up college and seminary loans, the question seemed 

absurd. The meat of the question is ‘so much as to embarrass you.’ 

 

 St Paul speaks of obligation and confrontation in verse 13 of our Epistle 

lesson, regarding our relationships: Don’t be in debt to anyone, “except for the 

obligation to love each other.” (CEB) This verse does not concern debt as we 

understand it in today’s American credit culture. Its focus is on how we live our lives. 

Jesus dares us, nay, he commands us, to love each other. Loving is never optional. 

 

 You might be tempted to reply, “Poppycock,” or “that is ludicrous. No one can 

order you to love someone! How is that possible?” The answer is you cannot. It is not 

enforceable.  

  

 But here, St. Paul is discussing actions not emotions, and the sense of 

command might be better translated, “do loving things.” Or, we could allow verse 

10 to make the definition: “love does not do anything wrong to a neighbor.”  

               

  Some think the 13th chapter of 1st Corinthians is the best definition of romantic 

love. But that is not St. Paul’s intention. In that chapter and with our text, acting 

lovingly, being kind and generous while expecting nothing in return, is both the 

definition and fulfillment of this command. 

 

 It has always been passing strange to me, that this commandment is never 

seen on the walls of courthouses, while you often find the Ten Commandments on 



 

display there, and on other government buildings across our country. This is bizarre 

because a defendable case may be made that the Big Ten are not commandments, if 

you read them in the original Hebrew language. 

 

 It is peculiar because a simple sign “Love one another,” would do it. 

 

 When we love each other we want for them what we want for ourselves: 

safety, respect, integrity, and sacrifice. We therefore, make decisions that benefit 

others and do not produce negative effects. And, as the Bard said, “Aye, there’s the 

rub.” 

 

If we return to the Ten Commandments, we may note an unbending or 

bluntness about them. Or so we sometimes think. For example, “Thou shall not kill.” 

What if this was more correctly translated “You are not to murder” instead? I have 

discovered that ‘Open hearts, open minds, open doors’ may mean we are free to view 

Holy Scripture from differing viewpoints. And this is an incredible blessing, because 

from this often comes conversation, occasional argument, and God encounters.  

 

 I sometimes wonder what would happen if we measured our obedience to law 

and rule, by God’s greatest commandment to “Love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, with all your being, and with all your mind, this is the first and greatest 

commandment. And the second is like it: you must love your neighbor as 

yourself.” (St. Matthew 22:37-40) 

   

 If this was the standard by which we lived, I believe that both our relationships 

and our lives would be amazingly richer, and more substantial. 

   

 And yet, life is never simple or black and white, as much as we desire it to be 

so. We live in a world of greys, even in our reading of Holy Scripture.  

 

 ‘Bumper Sticker’ theology is always of interest to me. But, when I see one that 

reads, “God said it. I believe it. That settles it,” I sigh. Not because that is false, but 

because there is enough contradiction in Holy Scripture, not counting aspects of our 



 

reality, that one cannot honestly be a Biblical literalist, as much as we may wish to 

be. 

  

 And this is perhaps the reason why today’s passage of Scripture is so 

important. It forces us from our comfort zones that we so frequently search for, and 

reminds us that our world is a messy, blurred, and ambiguous place, full of shades 

of grey. No sermon, no book, no professor is going to change this. 

  

 Therefore, an invitation has been issued, and we have been invited, indeed, 

challenged, to face life in an intriguing and fascinating manner. If we honestly desire 

to be and do what God loves, we will stop looking for the simple way, and employ 

Mr. Frost’s instruction to, ‘take the road less travelled,’ and love each other.  

 

  year old posted on ‘The Eagle’ Radio station 97.3’ entitled, “The Reason Why 

Dogs Don’t Live as Long as people.” ‘People are born so that they can learn how to live 

a good life. Like loving everybody all the time, and being nice. Well, dogs already know 

how to do that, so they don’t have to stay as long.’ 

  

 In our world of easy credit, the only debt we owe is to be Christ Jesus to one 

another. To live so that love is all anyone sees in us. So let it be. Alleluia. Amen. 

 

  

 


