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INTRODUCTION 
As our church moves closer to deciding whether to renovate the building, it seems wise to 

spend some time considering together how Scripture speaks to incurring debt.  
This memorandum takes as a given that the elders would prefer to avoid debt if possible.  

We all would love to be in the situation that Moses faced when building the tabernacle’s 
sanctuary—God’s people contributed so much that they had to be “restrained from bringing” 
further contributions!  Exod. 36:6-7.  Regardless of what we decide on the debt issue, let us pray 
that God would provide abundantly for the building and the work of the ministry here.  If He 
chooses, He is able to provide enough money to complete the full project debt-free. 

But what if He doesn’t?  Should we incur debt and continue forward with the project?  
How much debt is too much?  These are the questions this memorandum seeks to tee up.  This 
memo focuses on two overarching issues:  

(I) Does the Bible categorically prohibit Christians from incurring debt?  
(II)   Is incurring debt a prudent decision?  More specifically, what are the biblical 

principles that should inform debt-related decisions, and how do those principles 
apply to Del Ray Baptist Church?   

To the first question, I conclude that debt is not categorically prohibited by Scripture, but 
that Christians are required to pay back any debt we incur—and thus that we are prohibited from 
incurring more debt than we reasonably expect to be able to repay.  Accordingly, I would suggest 
that we need not consider the second set of questions (which relate to the prudence of incurring 
debt) unless we conclude that we are able to repay the debt that we are contemplating.   

As to the second set of questions, the Bible contains numerous warnings about debt, and 
also a number of warnings and instructions about overseeing the church, managing finances, and 
pursuing God’s glory.  I have endeavored to set out those principles without much commentary, 
and then listed some questions for us to think through together in light of those principles. 

Let us pray for the Lord’s guidance us as we consider these important matters. 
DISCUSSION 

I. Does the Bible Categorically Forbid Christians from Incurring Debt? 
The Bible recognizes that debtor-creditor relationships are common and, in some 

instances, even necessary.  The Israelites were expected to lend to their brothers who fell on hard 
times.  See Deut. 15:7-18.  The Law also contains numerous provisions governing debt-
collection practices1 and debt relief.2  Indeed, the ability to lend money to others was part of the 
blessing that God promised the Israelites for obedience.  See Deut. 15:6; Deut. 28:12.  Moreover, 

                                                 
1 For example, creditors were forbidden from taking certain items as pledges, such as a “widow’s garment,” Deut. 
24:17; cf. Exod. 22:25-27, or “a mill or an upper millstone,” which would amount to “taking a life in pledge,” Deut. 
24:6; see also Job 24:3; Job 24:9.  God also forbade creditors from going into a home to collect a pledge, and 
required that poor people’s pledges be restored.  See Deut. 24:10-13.  Interest was forbidden as to fellow Israelites.  
See Deut. 23:19-20.  More generally, God is said to judge creditors’ treatment of debtors.  See Ezek. 18:5-13. 
2 See Deut. 15:1-2 (sabbatical year); Lev. 25:8-22 (year of jubilee).  God also provided debt relief in more 
miraculous ways, as with Elisha and the indebted widow in 2 Kings 4:1-7.  
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Christ Himself instructed his followers not to “refuse the one who would borrow from you.”  
Matt. 5:42.   

Although lending and borrowing are recognized realities in the Bible, several passages 
could be read to prohibit voluntarily incurring debt.  We as elders ought to settle on a collective 
understanding of these passages before recommending that the church incur debt for the building 
project.  For discussion purposes, this memorandum focuses on two passages in particular: 
Romans 13:8 and Proverbs 22:7.  There are certainly many other passages that speak to debt-
related issues, but these two strike me as the closest to being outright prohibitions on voluntarily 
incurring debt.  The other passages speak more to prudential issues and thus will be discussed in 
Part II.  

For the reasons that follow, I conclude that the Bible does not categorically forbid 
Christians from incurring debt.  It does, however, prohibit Christians from borrowing more than 
they reasonably expect to be able to repay.  Thus, I would recommend that before deciding to 
move forward with the construction project, we ensure that we are comfortable with our ability 
to repay the loan we are contemplating. 

A. Romans 13:8 
Romans 13:5-9 reads as follows: 

5 Therefore one must be in subjection, not only to avoid God’s wrath but 
also for the sake of conscience. 6 For because of this you also pay taxes, for the 
authorities are ministers of God, attending to this very thing. 7 Pay to all what is owed 
to them: taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed, respect 
to whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed.  

8 Owe no one anything, except to love each other, for the one who loves 
another has fulfilled the law. 9 For the 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: “You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.” 10 Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfilling of the 
law. 

The underlined admonition in v.8—to “[o]we no one anything”—has sometimes been taken to 
mean that one should never voluntarily assume a debt.   

Read in context, I do not believe that Romans 13:8 should be understood as a categorical 
prohibition against Christians incurring debt.  I read the beginning of v.8 to state a general rule:  
Christians should pay debts of all kinds as they become due (including, but not limited to, 
financial debts).  Verse 8 thus requires that debts be paid; it does not prohibit incurring debts.  
(The second half of the verse is also a reminder that, as a church, we are constantly called to love 
one another—love is a debt that we will never pay off!)   

I acknowledge that it is linguistically possible for the word “owe” to apply to any kind of 
borrowing for any period of time.  But that’s not the point of this passage.  This passage is 
primarily about relationships—relationships with governing authorities, and relationships with 
each other.  Christians should relate to governing authorities in part by paying taxes and showing 
respect.  Thus, the verse that immediately precedes v.8 instructs Christians to “[p]ay to all what 
is owed to them,” whether “taxes,” “revenue,” “respect,” or “honor” (v.7).  In the same way, 
Christians relate to one another in love by timely rendering to them what we owe them and doing 
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“no wrong to a neighbor.”  If v.8 were intended to prevent Christians from ever owing money to 
anyone, it would be an odd fit in this passage, especially since v.7 assumes that Christians will 
owe “taxes” and “revenue.”  This may explain why the NIV (1984) translates v.8, “Let no debt 
remain outstanding ….”   

Insofar as Romans 13:8 relates to financial debts, then, I interpret it to mean that we 
should not allow debts to remain outstanding beyond the relevant due dates, at least where we 
are able to pay the debt.  And because we are directed to timely repay debt, I believe that an 
important corollary of this verse is that we should not incur debts that we do not reasonably 
expect to be able to repay.  See Ps. 37:21 (“The wicked borrows but does not pay back ….”).  
Romans 13:8 does not, however, categorically prohibit Christians from borrowing funds. 

B. Proverbs 22:7 
Proverbs 22:7 reads: 

The rich rules over the poor,  
and the borrower is the slave of the lender.  

This verse does not directly prohibit borrowing money, but where the borrower is the church, 
one may well wonder whether a church should be made the “slave” of anyone other than “God,” 
Rom. 6:22, or of anything other than “righteousness,” see Rom. 6:18.  Indeed, if the borrower is 
the slave of a lender, does taking on a debt mean that a church is attempting to “serve God and 
money”?  Matt. 6:24. 

I conclude that this passage in Proverbs serves as a warning against incurring debt, but 
that it does not categorically forbid it.  A responsible amount of debt does not necessarily prevent 
the church from being a “slave” to Christ and to righteousness, and does not necessarily mean 
that the church is attempting to “serve … money.”  As with much of the book of Proverbs, I 
understand this statement as articulating a general truth rather than a rigid decree.  In light of this 
passage, we certainly ought to be cautious in considering how much debt we take on, but I would 
not read this verse as an outright prohibition against all debt. 

C. Application to DRBC 
The passages discussed above do not categorically prohibit our church from incurring 

debt.  In stating that Christians should “owe no one anything,” though, Romans 13:8 does 
prohibit our church from taking on more debt than we could reasonably expect to be able to 
repay.  This view is reinforced by Psalm 37:21, which states that “[t]he wicked borrows but does 
not pay back.” 

The threshold question we ought to consider, then, is whether we believe that we will 
have the ability to pay back the building loan that we are contemplating.  If so, we can proceed to 
consider whether incurring this debt is prudent.  If not, then in my view we should not borrow 
the money (and thus should not proceed with the current version building project) until our 
financial situation changes. 

Below I have compiled some DRBC-specific financial information that may help to 
inform our discussion of incurring debt for the building project. 

Current numbers.  The architect’s estimated cost for the current version of building 
project is $7-11 million.  My understanding is that we have not yet set aside money for this 
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project, and that the architect’s schedule assumes that we intend to break ground in 2023 (with 
many preparatory steps occurring between now and then). 

Let’s suppose that, before we break ground, we are able to set aside $1 million for the 
building project, and that we thus incur $10 million in debt to finance the rest.  (I am using the 
$10 million number primarily because it is a round number that provides an easily-divisible 
reference point, and also because it seems wise to plan on the higher end.)  What percentage of 
the budget would go toward the loan under this scenario?   

Assuming we have 20 years to pay off the loan, our church would need to pay $41,666.67 
per month on the loan to pay off the principal—not including interest.3  That amounts to an 
average of $500,000 per year on the principal alone, which is more than 55% of last year’s 
budget (just shy of $900,000).  If I recall correctly, our missions spending last year was in the 
ballpark of $100,000, and staff salaries alone exceeded $500,000.   

Given those numbers, we would not have been able to afford a $10 million loan on last 
year’s budget.  When added to our missions spending and staff salaries, principal payments on 
the loan (again, not including interest) would have put us $200,000 over budget, to say nothing 
of other ministry-related expenses.   

Future growth.  By God’s grace, our church has been growing numerically, and as a 
result we now have more resources to steward than we did a few years ago.  Praise God for the 
work He has been doing at DRBC!  Our long-term budget attempts to account for this growth as 
we consider financial priorities.  Cf. Prov. 21:5 (“The plans of the diligent lead surely to 
abundance, but everyone who is hasty comes only to poverty.”). 

As we consider how the building and the possibility of debt fits into this planning 
process, I think it is helpful to consider how much our church would need to grow in order to 
make a $10 million loan financially feasible.  This depends in part on what percentage of our 
budget we are willing to devote to loan payments.  Suppose that, on average, our membership 
has annually contributed, and will continue to contribute, 10% of its income to the church each 
year.  Suppose further that we would be willing to devote up to 25% of our annual budget toward 
paying off the principal for a $10 million loan over 20 years.  (Again, this does not include 
interest.) 

In order to pay off the principal under these conditions, our congregation would need to 
more-than-double in size when compared to last year’s membership, and would need to remain 
at that size for the entire 20-year life of the loan.  Put differently, our annual budget would need 
to remain at or above $2 million in order to avoid devoting more than 25% of our budget to 
repaying principal on the loan.4   

What if we were willing to devote up to 40% of the budget to loan payments?  Under that 
scenario, our church would need a $1.25 million budget, which would mean a congregation at 
                                                 
3 If we have 20 years to pay off the $10 million loan, that gives us 240 monthly payments.  $10 million / 240 months 
= $41,666,67 per month in principal alone. 
4 As noted above, the principal payments on a 20-year, $10 million loan would average out to $500,000 per year.  
$500,000 is 25% of a $2 million budget.  Last year, our budget was less than half of that amount (roughly 
$900,000), so if we assume that our congregation’s giving will remain constant as we grow, we would need to 
double last year’s membership size (for 20 years) in order to devote no more than 25% of our budget to the loan. 
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least 39% larger than last year’s congregation for the entire life of the loan.  That budget would 
leave $750,000 each year to cover the rest of the church’s expenses, including salaries 
($500,000+ last year), missions (presumably $150,000+ based on our current percentage-based 
practice), utilities, and everything else.  

As we consider whether we can realistically pay back the loan based on future growth, I 
would recommend that we pay careful attention to timing.  In order to produce a lower payment 
spread out over a longer period of time, the numbers above are all based on a 20-year loan.  
Presumably, we would take out that loan in 2023, meaning that we would not pay it off until 25 
years from now.  On the one hand, that leaves plenty of time for growth.  On the other hand, that 
leaves plenty of time for change.  A number of the elders now serving will likely be grandparents 
when we pay off the loan 25 years from now.  Some of us may have moved away by then, and—
who knows?—some of us could be dead or imprisoned for preaching the Gospel.  Unless Jesus 
comes back, the only thing we can know for sure is that Del Ray Baptist Church will owe an 
average of $500,000 in principal each year from 2023 until 2043.   

In thinking this far into the future, I cannot help but be reminded of the warning against 
boasting about tomorrow found in James 4:13-17: 

13 Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go into such and 
such a town and spend a year there and trade and make a profit”— 14 yet you do not 
know what tomorrow will bring. What is your life? For you are a mist that appears for 
a little time and then vanishes. 15 Instead you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will 
live and do this or that.” 16 As it is, you boast in your arrogance. All such boasting is 
evil. 17 So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin. 

One last point before concluding this section.  The numbers above are based on a 
20-year, $10 million loan.  They would be half the size if we took out a $5 million loan, and 30% 
of that size if we were able to get by on a $3 million loan.  The numbers would not change, if we 
were to take on a 10-year, $5 million loan, except that we would only need to plan for 10 years 
instead of 20.  I mention these numbers just as examples of how the financial picture changes as 
the assumptions change. 

For discussion … 

x Do you agree that the Bible does not categorically prohibit incurring debt?  Are 
there any other passages that we should consider in addressing that question? 

x Do you agree that the Bible requires Christians to timely pay the debts they owe, 
so far as they are able?  If so, do you agree that a corollary of this rule is that 
Christians are prohibited from taking on more debt than they reasonably expect to 
be able to repay? 

x What size of a loan are we considering taking on?  Is Del Ray Baptist Church 
likely going to be able to repay that loan? 

x What, if anything, about our master plan for the building should change in light of 
this discussion? 
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II. Is Incurring Debt Prudent? 

That something is “lawful” does not mean it is “helpful.”  1 Cor. 10:23a.  If we conclude 
that taking on a particular debt is not categorically off-limits, then we should proceed to consider 
whether incurring the debt is prudent.  This memo considers that question in two parts:  First, 
what does the Bible have to say about the wisdom of incurring debt, and second, how do we 
apply those principles? 

A. Biblical Principles 
In preparing this memo, I was struck by the fact that, to the best of my knowledge, the 

Bible never encourages anyone to go into debt, and never views incurring debt favorably.  
Instead, both the Old and New Testaments warn of the dangers of debt.   

Perhaps the main reason that debt is so dangerous is that it commandeers our priorities.  
As discussed in Part I, Christians are obligated by God and by man to repay the debts they incur.  
See Rom. 13:8; see also Ps. 37:21.  Thus, once a Christian goes into debt, he or she is no longer 
free to devote those debt payments to other things—the Bible does not authorize God’s people to 
become deadbeat debtors for the sake of the Gospel.  For this reason, Proverbs 22:7 is not 
exaggerating when it says that “the borrower is the slave of the lender.”   

Proverbs 24:27 encourages people to first secure a source of income before engaging in 
activities that will require financial expenditures:  

Prepare your work outside;  
get everything ready for yourself in the field,  
and after that build your house. 

The book of Proverbs also warns, repeatedly, against serving as a surety for another 
person’s debt: 

26 Be not one of those who give pledges,  
who put up security for debts. 

27 If you have nothing with which to pay,  
why should your bed be taken from under you? 

Prov. 22:26-27; see also, e.g., Prov. 11:15 (“Whoever puts up security for a stranger will surely 
suffer harm, but he who hates striking hands in pledge is secure.”); Prov. 17:18 (“One who lacks 
sense gives a pledge and puts up security in the presence of his neighbor.”).  

Initially, the surety passages struck me as irrelevant—after all, we are not considering 
securing another church’s loan.  But on reflection, I think they actually could be relevant.  A 
church is a body of individual believers.  If the church as a whole takes on a debt, then each 
individual member of the body could find themselves, in effect, “securing” the church’s debt.  To 
be sure, the individual members would not be legally obligated to pay the debt if the church 
defaults,5 but they would be practically obligated to do so if they wanted to remain in fellowship 
in this building.  The situation thus bears notable similarities to a surety relationship:  Each 

                                                 
5 Not legal advice! 
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member would be taking a risk that other members may be unable to contribute money to the 
church at the level necessary to maintain the debt burden. 

In addition to these debt-specific warnings, God has given us instructions on how the 
church’s resources ought to be managed.  First, as elders, we are called to “care for God’s 
church,” similar to the way we manage our own households.  1 Tim. 3:5.  And the money we 
manage is not our own—these are contributions given by the saints, “a fragrant offering, a 
sacrifice acceptable and pleasing to God.”  Phil. 4:18.  The money belongs to the “‘church of 
God, which he obtained with his own blood,’” Acts 20:28, and thus belongs to Christ’s “body,” 
Eph. 1:22, and His bride, see Eph. 5:32; Rev. 21:1-2.  God intends that the church be active; it is 
His plan that “through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the 
rulers and authorities in the heavenly places,” Eph. 3:10, and that the church serve as a “pillar 
and buttress of the truth,” 1 Tim. 3:15. 

More generally, Christians should not serve money, see Matt. 6:24; Luke 16:13, nor be in 
love with it, as the “love of money is a root of all kinds of evils,” see 1 Tim. 6:10.  We can be 
content with what we have because God has promised not to leave or forsake us.  See Heb. 
13:5-6.  Where our treasure is, there our heart will be also.  See Luke 12:34.  Thus, God 
condemns the rich fool who decided to tear down his old barns in order to hoard his abundance 
in new ones—by spending this money on himself, he “la[id] up treasure for himself” but was 
“not rich toward God.”  Luke 12:13-21.   

As noted already, we ought always to recognize that the Lord can interrupt our plans.  See 
James 4:13-17.  More than that, He is necessary to their success, for “[u]nless the Lord builds the 
house, those who build it labor in vain.”  Ps. 127:1.  At the same time, God expects us to be 
faithful and fruitful with the resources He has given us, so none of these warnings is intended to 
excuse laziness.  See Matt. 25:14-30; Luke 19:11-27.   

When we commit our work to the Lord, our plans will be established.  Prov. 16:3; see 
also Prov. 16:9; Prov. 19:21.  The Psalmist observes, “I have been young, and now am old, yet I 
have not seen the righteous forsaken or his children begging for bread.  He is ever lending 
generously, and his children become a blessing.”  Ps. 37:25.  God will supply “every need” of 
His people “according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus.”  Phil. 4:19.  Yet we are commanded 
not to “put the Lord your God to the test.”  Deut. 6:16; see Matt. 4:7.   

This list of principles is by no means comprehensive, but hopefully it is enough to spur 
productive conversation.  Ultimately, the resources we have are God’s resources, and our goal 
should be to use them for His glory.  As Romans 11:33-36 puts it: 

33 Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How 
unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!  

34 “For who has known the mind of the Lord,  
or who has been his counselor?”  

35 “Or who has given a gift to him  
that he might be repaid?”  

36 For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen. 
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B. Application to DRBC 
As the biblical principles set forth above make clear, prudential questions about incurring 

debt ultimately require a biblical cost-benefit analysis, with Scripture setting the values and 
otherwise undergirding and guiding the discussion.  With those principles in mind, the following 
questions may assist us in determining whether incurring debt is prudent. 

For discussion … 

x Why are we going into debt?  In other words, what benefits do we hope to gain, or 
what problems do we hope to address, by going into debt? 

x Is it necessary to go into debt to address these issues, or can we adequately 
address them via alternative means?   

x What are the opportunity costs associated with the debt—that is, to what extent 
will we need to put off or forego other Kingdom-focused decisions in order to pay 
down the loan?  

x In light of these considerations and the full counsel of Scripture, do our actions 
reflect an overarching concern for the glory of God, trust in His provision, and 
alignment with His priorities? 

 


