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ACT YOUR WAGE 
Dealing With Debt 
Text: Romans 13:6-14 

 
Allen and Jeanne 

 
It can be hard for any of us to act our wage.  For Allen and Jeanne Hitchcock, however, 
their inability to do so had nearly ruined their lives and cost them their marriage.1  It 
didn’t start out that way, of course.  The Hitchcock’s had begun life together the way 
most couples do.  It was amazing how happy they were with their simple nest, mostly 
furnished with second-hand things.  When they could finally afford to buy a couch that 
they could sit on together in the evenings without being poked by the springs, it was a 
big deal.  That used car, ugly as it was, was a big thing because they’d worked and 
saved up together to get it.  At the beginning, they were living on barely more than what 
college kids own.  They were just making ends meet, putting a little bit away for a rainy 
day.  But they were content. 
 
How they had gotten from there to the point they now were was almost a mystery.  
Jeanne had grown up in affluent home where money just never seemed to be a 
constraint.  It felt natural to her to buy certain things and replace them after awhile.  
Allen too had expectations.  When their best friends moved to this very nice town, Allen 
set his sights on doing the same, even when that meant signing for a stomach-dropping 
loan.  From there on out, they were on the conveyer belt.  Kids came along and the 
impulse to provide them with what everyone else seemed to be affording, pushed them 
further and further beyond their means.   
 
The marketing agencies made it clear that paying $5 for the venti triple-frapa-goose-me 
or upgrading to the now-you-can-see their-nose-hairs screen was not only normal, it 
was sort of an entitlement for how hard you worked.  The credit card companies were 
enormously supportive.  They offered such a wide range of cards.  They kept upping the 
credit limit and only asked you to pay off this little bit a month.  But now Jeanne and 
Allen were in hock.  They faced two huge loans from the bank, a tax bill they hadn’t 
been able to pay off last year, and whopping balances on an assortment of credit cards 
in which they could somehow never make a dent.  They lived under a pile of debts so 
heavy that it had almost completely squeezed the life out of them and their marriage.  
“How can you have so much and feel so miserable, trapped, oppressed, and empty” 
they wondered? 
 

The Will to Excess 
 
Jeanne and Allen are not alone, are they?  The details of our lives may be different in 
various ways.  The things they spent their money on may not be what you or I spend it 
on.  There may be extenuating circumstances – an illness, a sudden financial reversal, 
or something else.  You may not be quite ready to pick up the phone and call one of 
those debt consolidation services you see on late-night TV, but can you recognize – on 
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a personal level – any of the same themes?  You need to have that.  You’re worthy of 
that.  You can buy it now and pay later.  You can have what you want, what everyone 
else as successful as you are is getting or already has, it just takes these easy 
payments. 
 
Although he lived in a different time, the Apostle Paul was concerned about this 
phenomenon.  He was addressing followers of Jesus in Rome, the trendiest city of the 
most affluent nation on the earth in his time.  And Paul was concerned about the way 
that even the disciples of Jesus had gotten sucked into the whirlpool of a consuming 
culture and were racking up a tab.  If we allow them to, says Paul, “the desires of the 
sinful nature” will utterly dominate us.  He goes on to question the believers’ 
“jealousy” and their participation in the “orgies, drunkenness, sexual immorality 
and debauchery” of the day.   
 
Now, on the surface, Paul’s words sound awfully Victorian, don’t they?  They sound 
like Rome was one big Playboy mansion, or like the Church threw some pretty 
amazing fellowship events back then.  But what Paul is concerned about is how 
Christians have gotten caught up in patterns of excess and don’t even recognize it 
anymore.  He has to use dramatic terms like “orgies” to get their attention, because 
the way they’re living looks “Normal.”  They are caught up in this mania to satisfy 
themselves through excessive acquisition and consumption and they won’t see the 
problem till they are deep in the hole. 
 
And this is not a new problem.  Do you remember reading about those two people 
who stood in this really good Garden with a good God, with a good partner by their 
side, and good food to eat and good work to  do?  Do you remember what the serpent 
in that story said:  “I know you think you have it good, but would you like me to 
Supersize it for you?  Trust me, you’ll be happier with more.”  This will to allow the 
fool’s gold of excessive consumption take the place of the true gold of actual 
communion, of contentment with relationships and simpler things, is what Paul means 
by “the desires of the sinful nature.”  Elsewhere, the Bible calls the issue “idolatry.”  

Wake-Up from Slumber 
 
So, what do we do about this?  Paul says, FIRST of all, you folks have got to wake up 
to what is going on.  I quote him in Romans 13:11 - “Understanding the time… the 
hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber.”  We need a vision of 
what’s going on.  Do you realize that the average person today spends one out of 
every five dollars of take-home pay on personal debts NOT including the home 
mortgage?  How are we going to tithe to the temple, much less use the other 90% in 
God-honoring ways, when many of us are double-tithing, giving 20%, to credit 
companies?   
 
Assume for a moment that you carried about $5500 in credit card debt.  At 18% that 
would have you paying about $1000 in interest per year.  Assume that the company 
turns around and invest those funds at about an 18% return.  40 years later, you are 
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out $40,000.  Through the miracle of compounding, however, the creditor has made 
$4,000,000 off your money.  Do you see why these cards come in the mail?2  
 
King Solomon of Israel understood how this works.  In Proverbs 22:7, he said: “The 
rich rule over the poor, and the borrower is servant to the lender.”  If you’d been 
able to save the money and invest it yourself and earned just 12% over that 40 years, 
you would have $770,000 to invest.  You’d have been free to be a steward of the 
kingdom instead of a servant of the thingdom.  I want to remember that, next time I’m 
tempted to run the credit card up on something I really do not need.  In 1 Corinthians 
7:23, Paul writes: “You have been bought with a price; don’t make yourselves 
slaves to men.”   
 
The Bible frequently describes debt as a curse.  It puts us in a position of helplessness 
and bondage, instead of the freedom to pursue God’s will and honor his purposes.  Go 
home and read Deuteronomy 28 and you’ll see how pointedly God commanded Israel 
not to get into debt for this very reason. In our text for today, Paul says: “Let no debt 
remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another.”   
 
Does that mean that there is no place for borrowing or owing money?  Howard 
Dayton, one of the world’s wisest Christian financial counselors, says NO.  You can 
live by biblical guidelines and still appropriately owe money on a home mortgage, for 
your business or vocation, or for other modest purposes.  Dayton simply suggests that 
we ask the following three stewardship questions before proceeding: 1. Is the item 
purchased an asset with the likely potential to appreciate or produce and income that 
can be used to honor God’s purposes?  2. Does the value of the item equal or exceed 
the amount owed against it?  And 3. Is the debt small enough that it does not put 
undue strain on your budget or capacity to continue to honor God with your 
resources?  If one or more of your answers is a clear “Yes,” then you’re likely on safe 
ground. 
 

Resolve to Live in the Light 
 
As the story of Jeanne and Allen I told earlier, and maybe some of our own stories 
reveal, sometimes we’re not.  That’s why the first key God challenges us with here is 
the call to wake-up from our slumber.  Raise your hand if you’d be pleased to have the 
idolatrous will to excess all around us, and sometimes in us, come to dominate you 
spiritually and enslave you to debt financially?  I didn’t think so!  Christ came to set us 
free, not see us slip back into slavery of any kind and in our clearer moments we know 
this.   
 
If we’re going to deal with debt more creatively than we sometime have, however, 
then there’s a SECOND key we have to take hold of.  Paul puts it this way in Romans 
13:12.  “The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the 
deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light.”   
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What Paul is saying is that it won’t be enough to catch a vision of the past problem or 
a preferred future.  We’ve got to have the intention to make some changes.  What 
about you?  Are you tired enough of the slavery to resolve to do something about it?  
Will you resolve to live in the light as God gives you light?  Do you want it badly 
enough to make some concrete changes?  Dallas Willard says that God helps us 
make meaningful changes in our lives by giving us a vision, inspiring in us an intention 
to pursue that vision, and strengthening us with his grace as we take hold of some 
means.     
 

Clothe Yourself in Christ 
 
Assuming you’ve got the vision and the intention, then, let me pass on a THIRD key 
by offering you in closing three practical means for learning to act our wage.  First, 
pick up a copy of this book by Howard Dayton.  It’s called Your Money Counts: The 
Biblical Guide to Earning, Spending, Saving, Investing, Giving, and Getting Out of 
Debt.  In it, Dayton offers a 10-point plan for dealing with debt that can really make a 
difference.  I know many people for whom it truly has.  Our bookstore carries the book 
and many others.  You’ll find there such simple, rich, and practical help. 
 
Secondly, sign up to be part of one of the Financial Freedom seminars or studies 
we’re offering at the close of this sermon series.  You’ll find a complete list on the 
back of SEEDS guide, can more information about the options at the Stewardship 
Table in the Narthex, or can call the church anytime to explore the possibilities.   
These seminars will offer you loads of practical helps for restoring sanity, spirituality, 
and solvency to your life where you may hunger for it.  You may be in great shape in 
all of those departments and will still find these offerings to be of huge value.  If 
nothing else, taking one of these will equip you to be a wiser counselor to family 
members and friends. 
 
Finally, wrap yourself in Christ.  At the end of his address to the Romans about debt, 
Paul says to them: “clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ.”  It’s as if Paul 
understands how completely vulnerable they are – all of us are – to the simply 
insidious message of the serpent that will hiss at us through a thousand voices and 
images this week.  Ask Jesus to be your armor as you go out into the world, to keep 
you safe and strong and seeing what is best.  He’ll answer that prayer. 
 
Let me close with this reflection from St. Erma Bombeck.  “If I had my life to live over 
again, I would have talked less and listened more.  I would have invited friends over to 
dinner even if the carpet was stained and the sofa faded. I would have eaten the 
popcorn in the 'good' living room and worried much less about the dirt when someone 
wanted to light a fire in the fireplace.  I would never have insisted the car windows be 
rolled up on a summer day because my hair had just been teased and sprayed.  I would 
have burned the pink candle sculpted like a rose before it melted in storage.  I would 
have sat on the lawn with my children and not worried about grass stains.  I would have 
cried and laughed less while watching television - and more while watching life.  I would 
have shared more of the responsibility carried by my husband.  I would have gone to 
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bed when I was sick instead of pretending the earth would go into a holding pattern if I 
weren't there for the day.  When my kids kissed me impetuously, I would never have 
said, "Later. Now go get washed up for dinner." There would have been more "I love 
you’s"… more "I'm sorry’s"... but mostly, given another shot at life, I would seize every 
minute...  look at it and really see it... live it...  and never give it back.”  And not a single 
one of those treasures, life’s most important treasures, would have cost a dollar.  They 
would have simply fulfilled the debt to love that each one of us has been given. 
 
Please pray with me…Lord God, you are the Owner and we are the Stewards of this 
life and earth.  Give us your vision for life as it is meant to be lived.  Fuel our intention 
to actually live that life.  Inspire us to take hold of the means of change. And work the 
miracle of your grace in us and through us, in the power of your Spirit and the name of 
Jesus.  Amen. 
                                                 
1 This story is an imaginary extension of one told by Howard Dayton in his book, Your Money Counts, Crown 
Financial Ministries, 1996. 
2 Dayton, pp. 35-36. 


