
May 31, 2015 Holy Trinity
Romans 8:12-17 Pastor Jeff Laustsen

“Grateful Debtors”

“So then, brothers and sisters, we are debtors …”

A part of my daily routine is to check my account balances online.  This began a few years ago, when on
two occasions someone hacked into my chequing accounts and withdrew large sums of money.  While
my banks immediately restored these stolen funds, it led to a great deal of complications as I had to
close these accounts and open new ones, which also meant that I had to contact everyone with whom I
had automatic deposits and/or withdrawals – to say nothing of the sense of violation I felt over someone
gaining access to my money.  Ever since this happened, I make a point of going online to check all of my
accounts to make certain that no one has tried to take away the money that we need to live on.

At my current bank’s website, there is a great deal of information that I can access in my daily visits.  Not
only does it give me an accurate accounting of my current balance, but it also lists all of my transactions
and my average daily balance.  But since we also have our mortgage with this bank, it also reminds me
every day that I am not only a customer of the bank but also a debtor; along with this daily report of how
much money we have in our chequing and savings accounts is the report of our status as debtors, as
people under an obligation to pay back the money that was loaned to us when we bought our home last
year.

Being a debtor is a fact of life for most of us.  There are very few people who have enough money to pay
cash for a new home, or to buy a car without taking out a loan, or to pay for their children’s university
education out of their own pockets.  Acquiring a manageable amount of debt and making regular
payments is a good way to establish a credit rating that is used not only to access future loans but also
for getting a better rate on insurance and even a better job.  But there is also a danger that comes along
with accumulating debt: the same debts that give us access to homes, cars, education, and other things
we cannot afford outright can also become a tremendous weight around our shoulders.  This year, the
consumer debt ratio in Canada, which compares household debt to disposable income, hit a record of
163.3%; for many people, their debt load has become so great that there is very little hope of their ever
getting out from under this burden.  The debt that can enrich our lives can also become a burden that
can weigh us down and lead us into bankruptcy and other difficult circumstances.

As severe as the consequences of debt may be in our modern world, being a debtor could lead to even
more dire circumstances in the past.  Persons unable to pay their obligations were often incarcerated in
debtors’ prisons, where they would be held until their debts were settled.  Other debtors were either sold
into slavery or became indentured servants, forced to work until they paid off what they owed.  Jesus’
parable of the Unforgiving Servant is grounded in this practice of selling off a debtor into slavery, with the
warning to those who do not forgive each other’s debts as the king who had forgiven the debt of his
ungrateful servant that “so my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your
brother or sister from your heart.” (Matthew 18:35).

The debt that is at the heart of this parable is not a monetary obligation, for “debt” in the Bible often
refers to the burden of sin that serves as a debt that weighs us down and can prevent us from living as
the free people that God created us to be.  “Debt” is often used figuratively in the New Testament in
referring to the “debt” a person has contracted by offending one’s neighbor and sinning against him. 
One translation of the Lord’s Prayer includes the petition that we ask God to “forgive us our debts as we
forgive our debtors,” that as God has taken away the burden of the debt that our sins have accumulated
that we too must be willing to forgive those whose sins against us has placed a burden upon them. 
Martin Luther explains the meaning of this petition in the Small Catechism that “we ask that God would
give us all things by grace, for we sin daily and indeed deserve nothing but punishment.”  While our
debts do become a burden that prevent us from fulfilling God’s expectations of God’s people, this burden



has been lifted off of our shoulders through God’s great love for us in Jesus Christ.  Paul speaks of this
debt forgiveness in his letter to the Romans, which formed the basis for Luther’s understanding of the
grace of God which inspired him to question practices in the Church of his era that led to the Lutheran
Reformation:

· “For there is no distinction, since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are not
justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put
forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood effective through faith.  He did this to show his
righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over the sins previously
committed; it was to prove at the present time that he himself is righteous and that he justifies the
one who has faith in him… For we hold that a person is justified by faith apart from works
prescribed by the law.” – Romans 3:22-28.

Luther’s objection to the sale of indulgences, which were a method of “paying off” the debt of sin for
oneself or another person, was based on this teaching that the burden of our sinfulness is forgiven not by
any actions on our part but solely through God’s gracious love that is ours in the death and resurrection
of our Lord Jesus Christ.

· “The indulgences, which the merchants extol as the greatest of favours, are seen to be, in fact, a
favourite means for money-getting; nevertheless, they are not to be compared with the grace of
God and the compassion shown on the Cross.” – The Ninety-Five Theses #67 & 68.

Our faith is rooted in the sure and certain knowledge that our Lord Jesus Christ “has purchased and
freed me from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil, not with gold or silver but with his
holy, precious blood and his innocent suffering and death.”  We no longer live under the burden of sin,
because it is “for freedom [that] Christ has set us free.  Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to
a yoke of slavery.” (Galatians 5:1).

So it may come as a surprise that he same apostle who encourages us to believe that we have been
freed from our debts through our Lord Jesus Christ is now informing us in today’s second lesson that “we
are debtors” (Romans 8:12).  A “debtor” (opheiletes) is “someone who is under an obligation” (the New
International Version translate this phrase as “we have an obligation”).  But what is interesting here is
that Paul never actually finishes his sentence, but breaks off to say what we are not indebted to, leaving
his readers to work out from the way his argument proceeds to whom they are in fact indebted.  We are
not debtors “to the flesh, to live according to the flesh – for if you live according to the flesh, you will die”
(8:12-13).  Earlier in this chapter, Paul explains the difference between the “flesh,” which is the manner in
which we once lived apart from God, and life in the “Spirit,” which is the manner in which we now live as
redeemed children of God:

· “For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who
live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit.  To set the mind on the flesh
is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace.  For this reason the mind that is set on
the flesh is hostile to God; it does not submit to God’s law – indeed it cannot, and those who are
in the flesh cannot please God.  But you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit
of God dwells in you.” – 8:5-9.

Paul warns his readers against going back to their former way of life which will lead to death; as New
Testament scholar N.T. Wright translates his words, “we are indebted, not to the flesh; live that way, and
you will die.”

Paul’s alternative is to see the death-bound inclinations of our present bodies for what they are, and to
anticipate the verdict of the grave by putting them to death here and now.  There are styles of behavior
that, like weeds left to grow unchecked, have the capacity to take over a garden and choke all the



flowers; it is these behaviors that are a sign that a person is still living “according to the flesh” and not as
a reborn child of God:

· “Put to death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and
greed (which is idolatry).  On account of these the wrath of God is coming on those who are
disobedient.  These are the ways you also once followed, when you were living that life.  But now
you must get rid of all such things – anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive language from
your mouth.  Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self with its
practices and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge
according to the image of its creator.  In that renewal, there is no longer Greek and Jew,
circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all in all!” –
Colossians 3:5-11.

As children of God, we are now “led by the Spirit of God,” who now leads God’s people as the
tabernacling presence of God led the people of Israel in the wilderness, assuring them of divine adoption
and leading them forward to their inheritance.  The idea of Christians as God’s son and daughters is
rooted in the Exodus narrative in which the Lord declares to Pharaoh that “Israel is my firstborn son.”
(Exodus 4:22).  The God who sent his Son how sends the Spirit in order to adopt as sons and daughters
all those in whom the Spirit dwells, those “who are led by the Spirit.” 

The Exodus theme continues as Paul reminds his readers that “you did not receive a spirit of slavery to
fall back into fear” (as N.T. Wright phrases it, “the pillar of cloud and fire is not leading you back to
Egypt!”).  If one is known by God, how can you embrace what is simply a new form of slavery?

· “Formerly, when you did not know God, you were enslaved to beings that by nature are not gods. 
Now, however, that you have come to know God, or rather to be known by God, how can you turn
back again to the weak and beggarly elemental spirits?  How can you want to be enslaved by
them again?  You are observing special days, and months, and seasons, and years.  I am afraid
that my work for you may have been wasted.” – Galatians 4:8-11.

Instead of being drawn back into bondage through a spirit of slavery, those who are led by the Spirit of
God have received a Spirit of adoption, one that will prompt them to call God “Abba! Father!” as Jesus
himself addressed God in his prayer at Gethsemane (“Abba, Father, for you all things are possible;
remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want.” – Mark 14:36).  Having been adopted
as children of God, we are also God’s heirs, those who have been given a “new birth into a living hope
through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that is imperishable,
undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, who are being protected by the power of God through
faith for a salvation ready to be revealed to you in the last time.” (1 Peter 1:3-5).  This is the real reason
why Christians are indebted to God: they will share in God’s sovereign and saving love, bringing
redemption to the world that longs for it.  But there is a cost involved: the road to inheritance, the path to
glory, lies along the road of suffering; for we are “heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ – if, in fact, we
suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him.” (8:17).

· “[Jesus] called the crowd with his disciples and said to them, ‘If any want to become my followers,
let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.  For those who want to save
their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will
save it.  For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life?  Indeed, what can
they give in return for their life?  Those who are ashamed of my and of my words in this
adulterous and sinful generation, of them the Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in
the glory of his Father with the holy angels.’” – Mark 8:34-38.

We are indebted to God because the grace that frees us from “sin, death and the power of the devil,” is,
in the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a “costly grace,” the grace that cost Jesus his life and is “the call of
Jesus Christ at which the disciple leaves his nets and follows him.” (The Cost of Discipleship).  We are



debtors to our Lord because when we survey “the wondrous cross on which the prince of glory died …
love so amazing, so divine demands my soul, my life, my all.”  We owe a debt of gratitude for all that God
has given and continues to provide for us: “For all this I owe it to God to thank and praise, serve and
obey him.  This is most certainly true.” (Small Catechism).  We live as grateful debtors of our Lord
because it reminds us every day that “your life is not your own.  For you were bought with a price;
therefore glorify God in your body.” (1 Corinthians 6:19-20).

An example of how one might live as a grateful debtor is in today’s First Lesson, where Isaiah reacts to
the glorious appearance of the Lord by confessing his own unworthiness: “Woe is me!  I am lost, for I am
a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people with unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the king, the
Lord of hosts!” (Isaiah 6:5).  But the seraph, and angel of the Lord, takes a live coal from the altar,
touches Isaiah’s lips with it in an act of symbolic cleansing, and declares to him that “now that this has
touched your lips, your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted out.” (6:7).  Having been liberated from
what had prevented him from understanding his place in the presence of the Lord, Isaiah is now able to
both hear God’s call and to respond with gladness as a grateful debtor ready to love and serve the Lord
as a prophet: “Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?’ 
And I said, ‘Here am I; send me!’” (6:8).

· “Costly grace confronts us with the gracious call to follow Jesus, it comes as a word of
forgiveness to the broken spirit and the contrite heart.  Grace is costly because it compels a man
to submit to the yoke of Christ and follow him; it is grace because Jesus says: ‘My yoke is easy
and my burden is light.’” – Bonhoeffer.

Debt can be a blessing or a curse; it can bring us the opportunity to purchase what we cannot afford to
pay at one time and thereby enhance our quality of life.  Careful debt management can lead to a good
credit rating that comes with a wide assortment of advantages.  On the other hand, debt can become a
burden that can weigh us down, destroy our lives, and lead us into bankruptcy and poverty.  We need to
discern what kind of debts we are taking on and the impact they may have in our lives before we take on
such obligations.  As grateful debtors of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, we must also count the cost
of being a disciple, recognizing what it will mean for us to live a debtors to the one who has given so
much for us.  As a person intending to build a tower must first “sit down and estimate the cost, to see
whether he has enough to complete it” (Luke 14:28), we need to have an understanding what the cost of
our lives as grateful debtors might be.  But even if the cost appears at first to be substantial, what we will
gain is of far greater value: the blessing of knowing that we are children of God, joint heirs of Christ,
looking to the day when we will be gathered into our eternal home where the only debt that will be placed
upon us is the debt of gratitude in which, along with saints and angels, sing out in praise of our holy Lord
God Almighty, who works shall praise God’s name in earth and sky and sea.  

We are debtors – grateful debtors, living every day in grateful indebtedness to the God who gives us all
things, who loves us so much that he gave his only Son, so that we and all who believe in him may not
perish but have eternal life.  Such love demands all – but gives us infinitely more! Amen.


