racking it up until we come to a crisis point: a serious illness, the loss of a job, or a change in life circumstances. When we choose to live without seeing everything we are and everything we have as belonging to God, then we suddenly and tragically realize that we’ve sold ourselves into slavery to sin. Given that reality, “bill me later” is not good financial strategy, nor is it good spiritual practice. You never know when God is going to collect! 

The truth is that we are all in debt to God because of our sinfulness. It is a debt so deep that we cannot possibly pay it off through our good deeds or righteous living. Knowing that, it would be easy for us to simply throw up our hands and stop trying. When you are enslaved to the debt of sin, it seems easier to just keep running up the tab. When you do not believe you are worth anything, that you have nothing and are nothing, then why bother to change?

Sin puts us in a tough spot but Paul, acting like an enthusiastic first-century debt counselor, offers some good news to spiritual debtors. Imagine that someone paid off all your financial debts in full, that your credit report went from 500 to 850 in an instant. That is essentially what Paul says happened to our spiritual debts with the coming of Jesus. Through his death on the cross on our behalf, we are a new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17). The old life of sin and death has passed away and our debt is paid. In Jesus, God reconciled us to God’s Self, erasing the balance of sin against us and offering us a new beginning.

The debt-relieving work that God did in Jesus is work that still needs to be appreciated. God gave notice to all the debtors that this debt consolidation is accomplished in Jesus. Getting that word out fell to the disciples and apostles, to Paul and his companions. They were sent by God not as judgmental bill collectors, but as ambassadors of the good news that in Jesus, sin is forgiven (5:18-20a). God entrusted Paul and all Christians with the ministry of reconciliation (5:18). With Jesus’ death on the cross, our debt is paid, and we are restored to God’s good credit.

In much of the ancient world, people cowered in fear before the anger of the gods. Paul came with a different message: that the One True Creator God is renewing God’s good creation and wants to be in better relationship with humanity. The separation between God and humanity is bridged in the person of Jesus. God came among us to do for us what we could not do for ourselves: cancelling our debt of sin, achieving reconciliation with us, and forming us anew. I imagine the Corinthian Christians thought Paul was a little strange, because he proclaimed a whole new world very different from the one they were used to! Paul proclaimed the grace of God to all who believe in Jesus, over and against the credit and debit system of the world.

Isaac Newton’s third law of motion says that for every action there must be an equal and opposite reaction. Thus, just as something new happened with the coming of Jesus to take away our sin, something new must happen in our response to this spiritual debt relief. 

God offers us a free gift of grace, a release from our spiritual debts, a new life debt-free, sin-free. Since we could not earn God’s grace, God made Jesus to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God (5:21). This is a gift God invites us to accept, for God’s reconciling act in Christ Jesus requires our response. God reconciled us to God’s Self, now we must be reconciled to God (5:20b). 

Accepting God’s grace is not just an exercise in belief alone or an excuse to start running up more debt; that would mean the gift was in vain (6:1). Rather, Paul urges Christians to hold up their end of the deal by accepting God’s gracious gift, claiming our get-out-of-spiritual-debt-free card, and living into the future as new creations. Hurry, says Paul, no time to lose; do it now, don’t wait until sometime later. Now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of salvation! (6:2). The sooner we accept the gift of grace that God offers, the sooner we begin to live the life of the “new creation.”

Paul and his companions carried this message of debt-free living to the world at great cost to themselves (6:4-9), yet the change that their message wrought on a debt-laden world was dramatic. Paul’s missionary team may have been “poor” themselves in terms of coinage, but their message was designed to make many “rich” in God’s grace, proving that it was possible to have “nothing” according to the world’s standards, yet “possessing everything” in a right relationship with a generous and self-sacrificing God (6:10). 

On Ash Wednesday we recognize that when it comes to the world’s standards, we too, really have nothing, are nothing. The ashes on our foreheads remind us that “we are dust, and to dust we shall return.” All the stuff that we collect in our lives will eventually go to someone else. We come into the world with nothing, and we leave with nothing. But we are so much more than simply frail human creatures destined for the dust bin. We are loved by an infinite God who desires to be in relationship with us, and who came personally to make it happen.

The more we recognize the depth of our spiritual indebtedness, the more we begin to realize the incredible gift God gives us in Jesus, who releases us from sin through his sacrifice on our behalf. Our debt is stamped “Paid in Full” in his own blood. When we sign off on that with our own signature of acceptance, we begin to see the “new creation” breaking in all around us. 

We love it when we finally pay off a financial debt, like a last car payment, or the last student loan payment, or the last mortgage payment; there is a finality to seeing that “paid in full” stamp on the loan document. That kind of finality can be helpful for our sins, too. Christ paid them in full. Thanks be to God! 

Prayer: Thank You, Merciful God, for Your gracious-kindness, loving-mercy, and long-suffering toward humanity. Thank You for reconciling the world back to Yourself, through Your only begotten Son. Help us to be worthy witnesses of the truth of Your Word and to boldly declare the message of reconciliation to all with whom we come into contact. This we pray in Jesus' name, Amen.
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Bill Me Later
Ash Wednesday, March 5, 2025	2 Corinthians 5:20b–6:10
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It’s been said that Christmas is the season when you buy this year’s gifts with next year’s money. Buying stuff on credit, enjoying it now and paying for it later, seems to be the American way. The average American carries four different credit cards in their wallet and owes a median of $2,200. In fact, the average American consumer has 13 current credit obligations listed on their official credit report, owing money on everything from cars to furniture to vacations to whatever.  

Even if you don’t have a credit card (and roughly 25% of Americans do not), it is possible to have instant gratification with delayed remuneration. In other words, get it now and pay for it later. “Bill Me Later” allows consumers to purchase items now and then receive an old-fashioned bill in the mail a few weeks later. 

The problem with a “bill-me-later” mentality is that it puts the consumer in a serious bind. As credit bills mount, consumers find themselves locked deeper and deeper in the crushing grip of debt. The actual cost of that $10 movie you went to and charged with plastic six months ago can now cost exponentially more than $10 as interest rates ratchet up the financial pressure. Faced with mounting debts and no ability to pay them, many consumers are forced to file for bankruptcy. If you are in debt, somebody else owns your assets. Rack up enough debt and you can reach a point where it hardly seems worth it to try and dig yourself out.

Fortunately, many people are waking up to the fact that debt is something to be avoided. Consumers who take the radical step of performing “plastic surgery” by cutting up their credit cards can live below their means and find a new sense of freedom. Sometimes it takes a crisis to force us to act responsibly and view our needs and wants differently than before. Release from debt opens new opportunities and a new way of life. 

Release from financial debt is something we all desire, but release from spiritual debt is even more liberating. Spiritual debt is incurred by sin, by self-indulgent living, by conforming to the hyper-consumptive and self-centered lifestyle of the world. Spiritual debt is even more insidious than credit card debt because we often fail to realize we are
