

3

“Owe Nothing” — September 10, 2017
Ezekiel 33:8, 11, 14-16

8I say to the wicked, “O wicked ones, you shall surely die. . . .” 11Say to the house of Israel, “As I live,” says the Lord God, “I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from their ways and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways. . . .”

14Though I say to the wicked, “You shall surely die”, yet if they turn from their sin and do what is lawful and right— 15if the wicked restore the pledge, give back what they have taken by robbery, and walk in the statutes of life, committing no iniquity—they shall surely live, they shall not die. 16None of the sins that they have committed shall be remembered against them.


Rom 13:8–10

8 Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law. 9The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery; You shall not murder; You shall not steal; You shall not covet”; and any other commandment, are summed up in this word, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”

10Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law. 

Ezekiel here is emphasizing the free will of the individual, his or her power to turn away from sin, or to choose not to turn away from sin. This was not always obvious to everybody, so it is an important truth that he is teaching. Everything depends upon people’s actions and on their decisions, and they are free to decide, Ezekiel says.

His second point is more obvious, that is, more commonly heard: the teaching of the law of consequences: that there were bad consequences to bad actions. But notice that he speaks only of a this-worldly penalty: death—physical death. There is no afterlife teaching here, nor in most of the prophetic writings. They were focused on reward or punishment in this world. Ezekiel wants to emphasize that God is both fair and merciful. Even more, God eagerly wants all people to repent and to be in good standing.

And we would find in the Apostle Paul the same teaching about God’s eagerness to save, although Paul is writing about a different subject. His opening remark is complex. “Owe no one anything, except to love one another.” His main point is about love; he is saying that if you owe someone, whether it is money or loyalty or favors, this tends to block love, because your actions toward that person are the payment of a debt, and not really love. Love is not a payment. Love must be free.

In the Corinthian correspondence, Paul made it clear that he did not want to accept anything from the Corinthians (1 Cor 9:11–15, 18; 2 Cor 12:13–17). Because they were power hungry and bossy, he considered it dangerous to accept anything from them, and then to be in obligation to them. But Paul had no problem accepting things from the Philippians, whose intentions were pure, and who were not trying to control him. Their gifts did not come with strings attached.

So this business of not owing has to do with being free, not being in any way controlled by power-hungry people. Then one is free to love. One can even love power-hungry people, but should avoid being obligated to them. In the end, this has to do with healthy relationships and a needed independence.

Paul wants Christians to be free from the patronage system, which is all about being under obligation, or placing others under obligation. Christians should be free from unhealthy control relationships, power trips, either controlling or being controlled.  

What Paul says is beautiful and deceptively simple, but we needed to do this groundwork first. Paul puts the emphasis on the moral commandments, then says they are summed up in the command “‘love your neighbor as yourself.’ Love does no wrong to a neighbor, therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law” (Rom 13:9–10). Why does he bother to say that love does no wrong? He may be implying that love is gentle, while the strict followers of the Law can sometimes be cold and cruel, thus wrongdoing. One can be legally right, yet emotionally wrong and cruel.

But love does something that no commandment can do. The Law moves us to behave morally, but it doesn’t actually build relationships and create trust. Even after one follows all the commandments, love needs to be added. Love brings a fullness of life that the law, even if followed perfectly, cannot bring. 

Further, there is an element of fear in the Law. The important North African church father, Augustine, said Jesus “came to fulfill the law . . . so that charity might accomplish what fear could not” (Romans; Gerald Bray, ed.; Ancient Christian Commentary Series; InterVarsity Press; 330). 

Parallel to this idea of love being able to do what the Law cannot, is the fact that Jesus brings something that the entire Old Testament cannot, even if followed perfectly. Jesus brings perfect love and simple clarity, clarity about the love of God, and clarity about how to emulate that love in our lives here.

Just as the Law is limited and its contribution to life incomplete without love, so our lives are limited and incomplete without Jesus, who is the embodiment of love, and also of truth. It’s not a squishy love that is indifferent to right and wrong. But it is a love that shocks us into withholding our judgments about right and wrong until we have first tested them in the light of love. It is a love that persuades us to be humble about our judgments, to not always be sure about our own righteousness, but to have some humility about our perceptions and opinions, knowing that we can make big errors of judgment. Sometimes we think we are doing right, but our judgments are wrong, and hurtful.

We need to trust God to be the final arbiter of all things. Part of love is humility about one’s own wisdom, and deciding instead to trust God. I say instead because I think there is a real decision one has to make, a choosing to be humble and to trust. 

To sum up, I’ll start with the point taken from Ezekiel: that God is both fair and merciful. Then, from Paul we learn that love tends to be blocked if we owe money or favors to someone; love thrives only if it is freely given.

As much as possible, Christians should be free from unhealthy control relationships.  

Further, Christians should be loving enough not to hurt others. “Love does no wrong to a neighbor.” Love supports and builds up; love forgives; love refrains from judgmentalism; love is not cocky or self-righteous. Even a perfectly moral person can sometimes be self-righteous and judgmental. Many of Jesus’ sayings and parables are aimed at those people, and they are at least as numerous in the Christian church as they were in the Jewish community. 

Hand everything over to God, trusting in God’s judgment, retaining humility about your own views and judgments. We don’t want to be fussy and self-righteous, like the older brother who complained about the father’s kindness to the Prodigal Son. 

When we remember the ancient proverb, “Man proposes but God disposes” (based on Prov 19:21) it is easier to be humble. But we should also seek to emulate the humility of Jesus, who had humility even though he knew he was the Son of God. What is comparable to the humility of God?

