


IS IT A SIN TO BORROW MONEY?
THE MEANING OF ROMANS 13:8

(Lead Pastor Mark Hartman)

“Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another; for he who loves 
his neighbor has fulfilled the law.”   Romans 13:8 - NASB  

“Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love 
one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law.” 
Romans 13:8 - NIV

How should we interpret Paul’s intent in the first phrase of Romans 
13:8?   Some scholars suggest Paul forbade believers to borrow anything, 
including money.  Others suggest that view fails to consider the verse in 
its natural context, resulting in an entirely different interpretation than Paul 
intended.   

So let’s consider the entire passage in its context:  
“Therefore it is necessary to be in subjection (to the government), not 
only because of wrath, but also for conscience’ sake. For because 
of this you also pay taxes, for rulers are servants of God, devoting 
themselves to this very thing. Render to all what is due them: tax 
to whom tax is due; custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; 
honor to whom honor. Owe nothing to anyone except to love one 
another; for he who loves his neighbor has fulfilled the law. For this, 
“You shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal, you shall not 
covet,” and if there is any other commandment, it is summed up in 
this saying, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does 
no wrong to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.”  
Romans 13:5-10 - NASB    

The key phrase that helps us interpret the entire passage is found in verse 
seven, “Render to all what is due them.”  The rest of the passage simply 
clarifies this concept.  The vast majority of Biblical scholars believe Paul 
is saying, “Fully pay what is due – taxes, custom, fear, honor, everything.  
The only thing that can never be fully paid is love.”  This interpretation 
concurs with the NIV rendering, “Let no debt remain outstanding…”   This 
rendering responds to the original question, “Is it a sin to borrow money?” 
with the answer, “No. Borrowing money is not a sin.”  Instead, it is a sin to 
borrow and not pay back what is owed.  
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WHAT ARE THE REASONS THAT THE PROPER INTERPRETATION OF 
ROMANS 13:8 IS THAT IT DOES NOT DECLARE BORROWING TO BE 
SINFUL AS SOME SUGGEST?  

1. THE CORRECT GREEK TRANSLATION OF THE VERSE “OWE 
NOTHING TO ANYONE.” IS “LET NO DEBT REMAIN OUTSTANDING.” 

The pivotal word is “owe” and the key to understanding its use is to identify 
its verb tense.  The verb “to owe” is found in the present tense imperative 
mood of the Greek language.  The present tense usually implies “continuous 
action”  or an ongoing process.  By applying the imperative mood to the 
present tense, the phrase should be interpreted, “Don’t continue owing.  
Pay your debts.”  

Dr. John Murray – Professor of Systematic Theology, Westminster 
Seminary, Philadelphia, PA , wrote the commentary series, New 
International Commentary. Regarding Romans 13:8, he writes: “It is 
necessary to take (the verb form) “owe” as an imperative. The force of 
the imperative is that we are to have no unpaid debts... In accord with the 
analogy of Scripture this cannot be taken to mean that we may never incur 
financial obligations, that we may not borrow from others in case of need 
(cf. Exod. 22:25; Psalm 37:26; Matt. 5:42; Luke 6:35)”. 

The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures by 
Dallas Seminary Faculty reads,  “In Romans 13:8 Paul commanded: 
Let no debt remain outstanding (literally, “Do not keep on owing anyone 
anything”) except the continuing debt to love one another (literally, “except 
loving one another”). This is not a prohibition against a proper use of credit; 
it is an underscoring of a Christian’s obligation to express divine love in all 
interpersonal relationships. A Christian should never fall short, and so be 
“in debt,” in loving others (John 13:34-35; 1 Cor. 16:14; Eph. 5:2; Col. 3:14; 
1 John 3:14, 23; 4:7, 11, 21).”

Dr. Leon Morris was a distinguished New Testament scholar at Trinity 
Evangelical Divinity School.  In his Tyndale Commentary on Romans 
he stated:  “To “owe” in Romans 13:8 is a present imperative, the verb 
even has a continuous force and means: “Don’t continue owing. Pay your 
debts.” 

Summary:  Romans 13:8 uses the present imperative tense of “to owe” 
and it actually is better translated:  Do not continue owing. Pay your debts.  
This interpretation is more in line with the rest of the scripture about 
borrowing and lending.  
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2. RESPONSIBLE BORROWING IS NOT FORBIDDEN IN THE OLD OR 
NEW TESTAMENT.  

John MacArthur, in his book MacArthur New Testament Commentary, 
Romans 9-16 wrote about Romans 13:8:  

“That phrase is sometimes interpreted to mean that a Christian is never 
justified in going into debt of any sort. But neither the Old nor New 
Testament categorically forbids borrowing or lending.

The Mosaic law did require that, “If you lend money to My people, to 
the poor among you, you are not to act as a creditor to him; you shall 
not charge him interest” (Ex. 22:25; cf. Ps. 15:5). It is obvious from this 
verse that if lending was permitted, so was borrowing. The moral issue 
involved is charging interest (or “usury” kjv) to the poor.” 

MacArthur then addresses the other major passages related to debt in 
the Old Testament.  He summarizes his findings by writing:  “From those 
passages and many others, it is obvious that lending, and therefore 
borrowing, were common and legitimate practices in ancient Israel. The 
Law carefully regulated lending by prohibiting charging interest to those 
who were destitute, but it did not forbid lending with honest and reasonable 
interest.”

In reference to the New Testament MacArthur adds:  “In the Sermon on the 
Mount, Jesus gives tacit approval of borrowing and commands potential 
lenders: ‘Give to him who asks of you, and do not turn away from him 
who wants to borrow from you’ (Matt. 5:42).”

MacArthur concludes by saying:  “Both the old and new testaments, 
therefore, justify borrowing by those who are in serious need and have no 
other recourse, and both testaments command believers who are able to 
do so to lend to their needy brethren without taking advantage.

MacArthur’s conclusion:  When borrowing is truly necessary, the money 
should be repaid as agreed upon with the lender, promptly and fully. 
But Scripture nowhere justifies borrowing for the purpose of buying 
unnecessary things, especially luxuries, which cannot be afforded. 
And whatever is owed must be paid on time and in full. Those financial 
principles are the essence of Paul’s admonition to owe nothing to anyone.”
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According to James Montgomery Boice, An Expositional Commentary – 
Romans, Volume 4: The New Humanity (Romans 12-16):  

“The New International Version is closer to the actual meaning when it 
says, “Let no debt remain outstanding,” because the Bible does not forbid 
borrowing. Jesus assumed the right to borrow in Matthew 5:42, when he 
said, “Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the 
one who wants to borrow from you.” Other texts assume this also (see 
Exod. 22:25; Ps. 37:26; Luke 6:35). The point of Romans 13:8 is not that 
Christians should never borrow, but that they should never leave their 
debts unpaid.” 

Summary:  Borrowing and lending are both approved practices in the Bible 
as long as interest rates are reasonable, no interest is imposed upon the 
poor and the money is paid back in a responsible and timely fashion.  If 
someone cannot fulfill these principles, it would be sinful to borrow.  

3. THE REFERENCE IN ROMANS 13:8 IS SIMPLY AN ASIDE COMMENT 
ABOUT FINANCIAL RESPONSIBILITY WITHIN THE LARGER 
CONTEXT OF PAYING WHAT IS DUE THE GOVERNMENT AND THE 
LAW OF LOVE.  

Charles Swindoll, Swindoll’s New Testament Insights: Insights on Romans:  

“Paul’s point is simple. Be a person of honor. Fulfill your obligations.  Don’t 
make creditors track you down; seek them out, be completely honest and 
forthright, pursue arrangements to pay off what you owe. If someone holds 
a particular position that is due respect, give it freely and with enthusiasm. 
If you have committed your time or given your promise, be all there. The 
reward for living this way is freedom. The less we must do out of obligation, 
the more we are able to give freely. Keeping our list of obligations short 
allows us more room to give grace.”

Warren Wiersbe, (BE Series) - The Bible Exposition Commentary – New 
Testament, Volume 1:  

 “Some people believe that Romans 13:8 does not allow for borrowing and 
that it is a sin to have a debt.  However, the Bible does not forbid borrowing 
or legal financial transactions that involve interest. What the Bible does 
forbid is the charging of high interest, robbing the brethren, and failing 
to pay honest debts indicates that banking and investing for gain are not 
wrong. 
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(See Ex. 22:25-27; Neh. 5:1-11, Matthew 25:27 and Luke 19:23)  Certainly 
no one should get into unnecessary debt, or sign contracts he cannot 
maintain. “Thou shalt not steal.” But to make Romans 13:8 apply to all 
kinds of legal obligations involving money is, to me, stretching a point.”

Summary:  The Life Application New Testament Commentary brings 
together this issue by stating:  Is Paul against home mortgages and school 
loans?  Paul is not teaching against borrowing, except as it applies to 
borrowing things or money that we cannot hope to repay. 

CONCLUSION

The Bible says in Psalms: “The wicked borrows, and pays not again.” - 
Psalm 37:21  

If it was intended to communicate that the very act of borrowing is a sin the 
verse would have a period after the word borrows.  By Divine inspiration, 
the verse did not end there, because borrowing is not a sin.  Irresponsible 
borrowing is the sin.  

And Romans 13:8 was not intended to be interpreted: “no debt ever”.  

May a no debt position be held  as a philosophical or personal conviction 
by anyone or any group?  Absolutely!  Why would someone take that 
position?  Because debt is binding.  It limits freedom.  This is the point of 
Proverbs 22:7 “The rich rules over the poor, and the borrower is slave 
to the lender.”  This verse is stating a fact of economics:  In society, those 
who are rich tend to have control over those who are poor and when a 
person enters into a debt, they accept a level of servitude until the debt is 
fully paid. Proverbs 22:7 doesn’t declare such a position to be sinful but 
says it is limiting.

A no-debt policy is a perfectly good philosophical position to take but it is 
not a theologically binding conclusion to the Bible’s overall teaching about 
the subject.  The correct theological interpretation is, “No irresponsible 
debt.”  
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