
The Debt of Love
Romans 13:8-10

It is very good advice to make every effort to get out of debt 
and to stay out of debt.  It is biblical advice to seek to free yourself 
from the slavery of debt, for as we read in,

Prov. 22:7  “…the borrower is servant to the lender.”

It is a worthy goal and a proper objective to live your life within 
the means which you posses, to spend less than you make.  The 
goal of life, actually, is to give money away rather than borrow it.  
So with reference to the sixth commandment, the thief is told not 
simply to stop stealing, but to work hard so that he can share the 
wealth he has earned with others.

Eph. 4:28  “Let him who stole steal no longer, but rather let 
him labor, working with his hands what is good, that he may have 
something to give him who has need.”

There are many rewards to such a commitment to the wise 
use of money, even very practical, personal financial rewards.  
Although circumstances are different from person to person, God 
certainly blesses those who manage their money well.  And 
without question, the inability to manage your debt is a recipe for 
disaster.

Our sermon this morning is not about money, but it is about 
debt.  But not a debt to be avoided or eliminated.  Rather, our 
focus today is a debt that we should have, a debt that we ought 
not think is ever paid off in full.  Namely, 

I. THE DEBT OF LOVE.
v.8  “Owe no one anything except to love one another.”

Owe no one anything.  That’s the goal.  It’s not sinful per se to 

incur monetary debt, sometimes it is necessary.  There are 
certainly occasions in the Bible where debt is identified.  But the 
goal of debt always remains to pay it off.  But not this debt, not 
the debt of love.

I really appreciate that expression, and I use it frequently.  
There are any number of people in my life who have proven 
themselves to be good friends, faithful friends.  There are a 
number of people who have expressed that friendship in very 
specific and particular ways, by doing something for me as an act 
of love, an act of true friendship.  There have been the particularly 
difficult times of my life when such acts of love, acts of friendship 
were especially needed.  And appreciated.  And there are some 
specific examples in which I still consider myself very much 
indebted to certain friends, a debt of love.  I owe someone a 
repayment of love, a repayment of friendship, for that which was 
shown to me. To those sorts of friends, I am extremely loyal.  It is 
a loyalty based upon this idea of a debt of love.

Now, as I introduce this subject, I don’t want to give you the 
wrong impression, as if I am really stressing the hardships and 
difficulties inherent in the word debt.  I am not wanting to give you 
the impression that my desires to repay the debts of love I have 
incurred are at all similar to the way in which I make our monthly 
mortgage payment.  That is the only financial debt Sharon and I 
have, and we are paying it back faithfully, as it comes due every 
month.  I have never missed a payment.  And yet, the debt of love 
is different.

I don’t want to use this idea of a debt of love to emphasize that 
you are enslaved to the lender, like I am enslaved to my mortgage 
company.  I don’t want to use this idea of a debt of love to impose 
upon you some burdensome sense of being beholden to others, 
to owe them in any kind of unhealthy or oppressive way.  Rather, I 
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want to use this ordinarily negative concept of debt to express 
something good and righteous and holy.  So nothing I am saying 
here, nothing Paul is saying or implying, has any suggestion of 
the sort of unhealthy thoughts we might be prone to have about 
the duty of obligations to others.  I don’t ever want to think of this 
debt of love as a MERE obligation, like those times we think to 
ourselves, with some measure of hesitation and frustration, that 
since so-and-so did this for me I have do this for him.  It is not a 
MERE duty, a mere obligation.  It is not a burdensome duty, nor a 
slavish one in any negative sense of that word whatsoever.  But it 
is an obligation.  And to say it bluntly and clearly, it is an ongoing 
obligation.

A. Love is an ongoing obligation.
Unlike financial obligations, the principle balance is never 

really reduced.  On my mortgage payment, while some of that 
money goes to pay interest each month, most of it is applied to 
the principle, the amount I borrowed to purchase the house, the 
amount I owe.  Each month, that amount goes down a little bit.  In 
several years, that principle balance will be down to zero.  That’s 
how bank loans work.  That’s the financial goal.  You pay them off.

But not so with love.  You can’t think of it that way, as a 
decreasing principle to be paid off in a number of installments 
over time.  You can’t think of this debt in those temporary terms.  
It is very dangerous to do so, because as soon as you think in 
those terms, you have really lost the sense of true love.  Love is 
an ongoing obligation.  That debt is not a set amount that you 
repay.  It does not have a set interest rate.  It is not a business 
transaction.  Nor is it a duty which you can repay as the fulfillment 
of a bare obligation.

Since it is Mother’s Day, let me put it this way, how can you 
ever repay your debt to your mother?  How can you measure 

what you owe?  How can you put some tangible measure of value 
on what your mother did for you, especially through pregnancy 
and infancy, and all through childhood?  Day after day.  Year after 
year.  Hopefully even, through your own adulthood.   How can you 
measure that debt in such a way that you somehow think that you 
can come up some form of corresponding repayment to discharge 
the debt.  You can’t, of course.  And no healthy or mature mother 
would ever think of quantifying their love in such a way as to 
expect any repayment at all.  That is the nature of a mother’s 
love.  And those who benefit from such love do, indeed, incur a 
debt of love that can never be repaid. 

In the best of relationships, of course, you continue to do what 
is good for your mother, and your father, throughout the 
remainder of their lives.  Several of you here are doing that very 
thing in very specific ways, and surely, God is honored by that 
willingness as adults to serve our parents according to their 
needs, especially as they get older.  The point here is that that 
debt of love is not reduced a little bit every time you do something 
good for one of your parents.  Rather, it is an ongoing, continuing 
obligation.  So pay off all your other debts.  Pay your bills as they 
come due.  But don’t ever think of your love for one another in 
that same category.

Related to that ongoing nature of our debt of love is its extent.
B. Love is a comprehensive obligation. 
There is no limit.  No extent of an obligation that you can 

define.  That’s the nature of love, isn’t it?  You can’t quantify it, or 
put a number on it to measure it.  When it comes to loving God, 
that comprehensive quality of love is defined with such familiar 
words, such comprehensive words.  You are to “love the LORD 
your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your 
mind.”  In other words, with everything.  That’s as comprehensive 
as it can possibly be.
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So I don’t want you to define the obligation of your debt of love 
in a way that you place a limit upon it.  You can’t quantify it such 
that you can complete the obligation and fulfill all your duty.  You 
can’t quantify that, but you can illustrate it.  

John 15:13  “Greater love has no one than this, than to lay 
down one’s life for his friends.”

Jesus uses himself as the example in that very passage,
John 15:12  “This is My commandment, that you love one 

another as I have loved you.”

This is the comprehensive quality of that love, for example, for 
husbands,

Eph. 5:25  “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also 
loved the church and gave Himself for her.”

Men, don’t ever think that you can ever finally and completely 
fulfill that duty and consider it a task that has been accomplished.  
It never ends.  It never ceases.  Prophecy and tongues will cease.  
That’s Paul’s point if you remember that chapter.  God’s inspired 
prophetic revelation will cease, it will be completed with the 
completion of the written Bible.  But love never ceases.  It is 
comprehensive, ongoing obligation on one to another.  

“Love is patient,” we read in 1 Corinthians 13.  Please don’t 
think that you could ever complete that task of patience, in order 
to consider the obligation completed.  Love is kind.  Surely you 
can never complete that duty and obligation either.  “Love bears 
all things…endures all things…Love never fails.”

And that, as Paul explains, is what the law is all about.  So we 
come to,

II. THE LAW OF LOVE.

v.8

Now, many people try to create a wedge between love and the 
law, as if the one would exclude the other, or that one would 
contradict the other.  And it goes both ways.  Some people break 
the law, they disobey the commandments of God, and they do so 
in the name of love.  So many people today so completely the 
laws of God regarding sexual morality and the sanctity of the 
marriage bed, and they call it love.  Or they lie, thinking that might 
make things easier, to protect someone else, as an example of 
love.  Or in the name of love, the steal.  Even kill.  Many people 
confuse love with jealousy, envy, covetousness, or selfishness.  
And none of those things have anything to do with true love.

But other people keep those outward and external regulations 
of the law and think that law-keeping can substitute for the 
personal, heartfelt expressions of true and genuine love.  They 
are cold-hearted, even callous, self-righteous and insensitive.  
And they use the law to claim the way of love.

Both groups of people fail, those who excuse their law-
breaking in the name of love; and those who use the law to cover 
up a heart where love is truly absent.  I make that point this 
morning with those two sub-points on my outline.  Love is defined 
by the law.  And the law is defined by love.  It has to be both.  A 
100% combination of both, in perfect harmony with each other.  
First,

A. Love is defined by the law. 
This is a pretty easy place to start.  I’ve already done so this 

morning in the sermon thus far.  Love is not some nebulous, 
undefined, sentimental, emotionally-based experience that just 
happens to you.  At it’s root level, love is not something you fall 
into, it is not something beyond your control.  It is, rather, a 
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decision.  A decision to obey the law.

So this is love, in the most pointed and fundamental way, 
when expressed between a husband and a wife.  This is love—
You shall not commit adultery.

This is love, that you not murder.  You do not injure or harm 
anyone, even in the thoughts and desires of your mind, even with 
your anger.  You do not murder.  And you do not steal.  Period.  
That’s how you love.  You keep the commandments of God.  You 
do not lie, but always, earnestly tell the truth.  That’s love.  You 
can learn how to do that.  You can choose to do that with the 
intention and commitment of your will.  You can practice that sort 
of love, you can grow in it, and increase and mature in it.  It is 
objectively defined.  

And that is why Jesus gives that summary of the law in this 
context.  He was asked,

Mat. 22:36  “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the 
law?”  37 Jesus said to him, “‘You shall love the LORD your God 
with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 38 
This is the first and great commandment. 39 And the second is 
like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 40 On these two 
commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.”

Love is defined by the law, thus,
v.9  “…if there is any other commandment, are all summed up 

in this saying, namely, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

This is God’s law, that you love one another.  And it is that law 
which defines what that love is all about.  AND, let me stress 
again, AND,

B. The law is defined by love.

So don’t think you can get by being a Pharisee, thinking that 
your outward appearance of law-keeping is actually true law-
keeping.  If you keep the law in its outward form, but do not have 
love?  Well, Paul has answer for that, too.

1 Cor. 13:2  “And though I have the gift of prophecy, and 
understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and though I have all 
faith, so that I could remove mountains, but have not love, I am 
nothing. 3 And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and 
though I give my body to be burned, but have not love, it profits 
me nothing.”

It’s worthless!  An outward show, pretending to be love or even 
claiming to be love, with no sincerity of heart is worthless.  “…
though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, but have 
not love, I am nothing.”

So for all its useful and helpful provisions, still the law is 
defined by love.

v.8  “…for he who loves another has fulfilled the law.”

John 13:34  “A new commandment I give to you, that you love 
one another; as I have loved you, that you also love one another. 
35 By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love 
for one another.”

One of the best things I ever hear about this church from 
people who are new is the observation of love for one another.  
We’re far from perfect, and I am not prone to flattery, but beloved, 
that is the best testimony we could possibly give.  That’s how 
Jesus says we show ourselves to be his disciples.  We love one 
another.  I am very glad when someone makes that observation.

I hope people think we are biblically faithful, too.  I hope they 
think we take what we believe seriously.  If you want to use the 
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common words, I hope they think we are reformed in our doctrine.  
That’s important.  But that’s not at the top of Jesus’ list for 
identifying his disciples.  That list begins with our love for one 
another.

In the context of impending trouble, Peter writes this to the 
churches of his day in Asia Minor,

1 Peter 4:7  “But the end of all things is at hand; therefore be 
serious and watchful in your prayers. 8 And above all things have 
fervent love for one another, for “love will cover a multitude of 
sins.”

Also, 1 Peter 1:10  “…love one another fervently with a pure 
heart.”

Didn’t we just see that same emphasis in the previous chapter 
of Romans?

Rom. 12:9  “Let love be without hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil. 
Cling to what is good. 10 Be kindly affectionate to one another 
with brotherly love, in honor giving preference to one another.”

Phil. 2:1  “Therefore if there is any consolation in Christ, if any 
comfort of love, if any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and 
mercy, 2 fulfill my joy by being like-minded, having the same love, 
being of one accord, of one mind. 3 Let nothing be done through 
selfish ambition or conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each 
esteem others better than himself. 4 Let each of you look out not 
only for his own interests, but also for the interests of others.”

“Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or conceit, but in 
lowliness of mind let each esteem others better than himself.”  
Beloved, that’s love.  And that very thought brings us to what I 
call,

III. THE PRINCIPLE OF LOVE.
The fundamental principle of love.  The essential principle of 

love.  That which makes love, love.  And that principle is this,

A. Love focus upon the other person.
I have never liked the phrase “self-love.”  I think it is an 

inherent contradiction.  When the phrase is used carefully and 
rightly, I understand the point.  We ought not to endure the 
psychological affliction of an intense personal self-hatred that is 
characterized by any number of legitimate psychological 
maladies.  But the problem I have with that phrase, self-love, is 
that it clouds over the true solution that many people long for.  In 
fact, it hides the real solution that is so much the key to our well-
being in every way, emotional, psychological and spiritual.  That 
solution, that key is to realize that love, the love which God works 
in us as his people, is by definition focused on the other person.

And as soon as you try to focus upon yourself, you are all but 
doomed to miss the main point.  Love focuses upon another 
person.  Love is something you do, you show, to someone else.  
You love them as if they were yourself.  You do for them as you 
would wish for them to do for you.  You care for them as you 
would wish to be cared for yourself.  That’s love.

The “other person” in the language of the Bible is “your 
neighbor.”  Love is to be focused on your neighbor.  The second 
great commandment, Jesus said, is that “you shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.”

And if you have to ask, “Who is my neighbor?”, you have 
missed the whole point.  Isn’t that the meaning of the parable of 
the Good Samaritan?  That is the question that lawyer asked 
Jesus, “wanting to justify himself,” we are told in Luke 10.  And 
the point of that parable is not so that you can identify who is your 
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neighbor, so that you can identify those whom you are supposed 
to love.  No, the point of that parable is that you are to be that 
neighbor, in showing love yourself.

Luke 10:36  “So which of these three do you think was 
neighbor to him who fell among the thieves?” 37 And he said, “He 
who showed mercy on him.”  Then Jesus said to him, “Go and do 
likewise.”

Such a simply concept.  And so life-changing.  Love means 
your attention, your commitment is given to the other person.  

Rom. 12:10  “Be kindly affectionate to one another with 
brotherly love, in honor giving preference to one another.”

Eph. 4:1  “I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, beseech you to 
walk worthy of the calling with which you were called, 2 with all 
lowliness and gentleness, with longsuffering, bearing with one 
another in love.”

I just can’t say it often enough, nor stress too frequently this 
priority.  I am very eager to preserve the doctrine of my faith.  I am 
very eager to grasp well to communicate effectively good 
theology.  I am very eager to preserve the integrity of my 
commitment to that which is right and true according to the Bible.  
I am very eager to this church to reflect those same priorities.  But 
I have to say this, the principle of love is the first priority, a love 
that focuses upon the other person, not upon myself.  And then, 
as Paul explains it,

B.  Love focuses upon causing the other person no harm.
v.10

It never ceases to amaze me how people can be totally 
oblivious to the harm they cause others.  Physical harm, to be 

sure.  And spiritual harm.  Personal harm.  Emotional harm.  
Harm to the heart, harm to the soul.  Harm that comes from 
unkindness and rudeness, things which Paul identifies as the very 
opposite of love in 1 Corinthians 13.  Harm that comes when 
people think evil of others, wrongly so.  When they are easily 
provoked, or puffed up with a sense of their own importance, all 
things coming from that same chapter.

This priority of love is quite simple, though as I’ve already 
emphasized, it is an ongoing and comprehensive obligation.  It is 
a debt you will never repay, and yet it is a debt you ought always 
to rejoice to possess.  A debt of love, the love shown you by 
others.  And even more so, a debt incurred by the love shown you 
by God through his son Jesus.  

Greater love has never been shown that when Jesus suffered 
and died upon that cross.  And you and I have incurred that debt, 
a debt we will never repay.  But a debt which ought to bring great 
joy and purpose in life as we do, indeed, make payments every 
day of our lives, which we do when we love one another, knowing 
that God has first loved us.  That is the great commandment in 
the law.

So work hard in this life to be debt free.  
v.8  “Owe no one anything except to love one another, for he 

who loves another has fulfilled the law.”
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