
Loving God and Mammon
Economic Justice and the New Testament



“

”

No one can serve two 
masters. He will either hate one 
and love the other, or be devoted 
to one and despise the other. You 
cannot serve God and mammon.

Matthew, 6:24 and Luke 16:13 (NABRE)

Issues of money and debt appear throughout the scriptures, but the Gospels reveal 
that this was a particular focus in the preaching of Jesus. Distanced by time, culture, 
traditions, and translations, we can easily miss the radical import of his teachings. 
Tonight’s session is in no way a full exploration of this topic but we will consider a few 
examples and then apply our understanding to a current issue: Student Debt. 



Target Scriptures
Matthew 6:9-15
Luke 11:2-4

Matthew 5:40-42
Luke 6:27-36

Acts 2:44-45
Acts 4:32-35
Acts 20:35

Matthew 19:23-24
Mark 12:41-44
1 Timothy 6:9-10
Hebrew 13:5

Luke 6:21-22
Luke 6:24-25



u What is striking about these two 
versions of the Lord’s Prayer?

u How do these translations differ from 
how we pray this prayer the liturgy?

u Does considering these translations 
change your perception or attitude 
about praying the Lord’s Prayer?

u What do you think these passages 
reveal about Jesus’ approach to 
economic justice?

Matthew 6:9-15

“This is how you are to pray: 
Our Father in heaven, 
hallowed be your name,
your kingdom come, 
your will be done, 
on earth as in heaven. 

Give us today our daily bread;
and forgive us our debts, 
as we forgive our debtors; 

and do not subject us to the final test, 
but deliver us from the evil one. 

If you forgive others their transgressions, 
your heavenly Father will forgive you. 

But if you do not forgive others, 
neither will your Father forgive your 
transgressions.” 

Luke 11:2-4

He said to them, “When you pray, say:

Father, hallowed be your name, 
your kingdom come.
Give us each day our daily bread*

and forgive us our sins, 
for we ourselves forgive everyone in debt to us,
and do not subject us to the final test.”

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/luke/11


u What is Jesus telling his disciples?

u Do these passages suggest action 
ethics or virtue ethics, or both? If 
there is a virtue ethic, what is it?

u Do you find these passages 
challenging? How so?

Matthew 5:40-42

“If anyone wants to go to law with you over your tunic, hand 
him your cloak as well. Should anyone press you into service 
for one mile, go with him for two miles. Give to the one who 
asks of you, and do not turn your back on one who wants to 
borrow.”

Luke 6:27-36

“But to you who hear I say, love your enemies, do good to 
those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for 
those who mistreat you. 

To the person who strikes you on one cheek, offer the other 
one as well, and from the person who takes your cloak, do 
not withhold even your tunic.

Give to everyone who asks of you, and from the one who 
takes what is yours do not demand it back. 

Do to others as you would have them do to you. 

For if you love those who love you, what credit is that to 
you? Even sinners love those who love them. 

And if you do good to those who do good to you, what credit 
is that to you? Even sinners do the same.

If you lend money to those from whom you expect 
repayment, what credit [is] that to you? Even sinners lend to 
sinners, and get back the same amount. 

But rather, love your enemies and do good to them, and 
lend expecting nothing back; then your reward will be great 
and you will be children of the Most High, for he himself is 
kind to the ungrateful and the wicked. 

Be merciful, just as [also] your Father is merciful.



u How are these passages an example of 
economic justice?

u Are there any modern equivalents to 
the ideal of the early Christian 
community presented in these 
passages?

Acts 2:44-45

All who believed were together and had all 
things in common; they would sell their property 
and possessions and divide them among all 
according to each one’s need.

Acts 4:32-35

The community of believers was of one heart and 
mind, and no one claimed that any of his 
possessions was his own, but they had everything 
in common.

With great power the apostles bore witness to 
the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great 
favor was accorded them all.

There was no needy person among them, for 
those who owned property or houses would sell 
them, bring the proceeds of the sale, and put 
them at the feet of the apostles, and they were 
distributed to each according to need.

Acts 20:35

(Paul) “In every way I have shown you that by 
hard work of that sort we must help the weak, 
and keep in mind the words of the Lord Jesus 
who himself said, ‘It is more blessed to give than 
to receive.’” 



u In the first two examples from the 
Gospels, how would you characterize 
Jesus’ attitude toward the rich?

u What is the distinction between Jesus’ 
attitude toward wealth in the Gospels 
and the example from the pastoral 
epistles and Hebrews?

Matthew 19:23-24

Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Amen, I say to you, it 
will be hard for one who is rich to enter the kingdom of 
heaven. Again I say to you, it is easier for a camel to pass 
through the eye of a needle than for one who is rich to 
enter the kingdom of God.”

Mark 12:41-44

He sat down opposite the treasury and observed how the 
crowd put money into the treasury. Many rich people put 
in large sums. A poor widow also came and put in two 
small coins worth a few cents.

Calling his disciples to himself, he said to them, “Amen, 
I say to you, this poor widow put in more than all the 
other contributors to the treasury. For they have all 
contributed from their surplus wealth, but she, 
from her poverty, has contributed all she had, 
her whole livelihood.”

1 Timothy 6:9-10

Those who want to be rich are falling into temptation and 
into a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires, 
which plunge them into ruin and destruction. 

For the love of money is the root of all evils, and some 
people in their desire for it have strayed from the faith 
and have pierced themselves with many pains.

Hebrews 13:5

Let your life be free from love of money but be content 
with what you have, for he has said, “I will never forsake 
you or abandon you.”



u Most of us are more familiar with the 
spiritualized version of the Beatitudes 
found in Matthew (Blessed are the 
poor in spirit, blessed are those who 
hunger and thirst for 
righteousness…no woe to you).

u How do we measure up in Luke’s 
version? 

u What does this call you to consider in 
your own life?

Luke 6:20-21

And raising his eyes toward his disciples he 
said:

“Blessed are you who are poor, for the 
kingdom of God is yours.

Blessed are you who are now hungry, for you 
will be satisfied.

Blessed are you who are now weeping, for 
you will laugh. 

Luke 6:24-25

But woe to you who are rich, for you have 
received your consolation. 

But woe to you who are filled now, for you 
will be hungry.

Woe to you who laugh now, for you will 
grieve and weep. 



Problem Scriptures

u How do these scriptures counter the 
attitude toward wealth and debt 
presented thus far?

u What are the virtues indicated by 
these passages?

u Do these passages alter your 
fundamental opinion?

Matthew 5:25-26

“Settle with your opponent quickly while on 
the way to court with him. Otherwise, your 
opponent will hand you over to the judge, 
and the judge will hand you over to the 
guard, and you will be thrown into prison. 
Amen, I say to you, you will not be released 
until you have paid the last penny.”

Luke 12:58-59

“If you are to go with your opponent before a 
magistrate, make an effort to settle the 
matter on the way; otherwise, your opponent 
will turn you over to the judge, and the 
judge hand you over to the constable, and 
the constable throw you into prison. I say to 
you, you will not be released until you have 
paid the last penny.”

Mark 12:16

“Repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and 
to God what belongs to God.” 

Romans 13:8

Owe nothing to anyone, except to love one 
another; for the one who loves another has 
fulfilled the law. 



Challenging parables for 
further consideration

u The Parable of the Unforgiving Servant

u Matthew 18:23-34

u The Parable of the Dishonest Servant

u Luke 16:1-8

u The Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus

u Luke 16:19-31



So What?

Contemporary Question:

Should student debt be forgiven?



Background Information
Higher Education in the United States



Demographics

just over 12 million undergraduate students
•Total US population 226.5 million
•Population ages 18 - 25 = approx. 30 million (13.2% of US 
total)

•Approximately 40% of high school graduates went to 
college then

1980–1981

nearly 22 million undergraduate students
•Total US population 331 million
•Population ages 18 – 25 = approx. 32 mil (9.6% of US 
total)

•Approximately 69% of high school graduates go to college 
now

2020–2021



How much does college cost?

u 1980 average cost for 4-year bachelor’s degree: $32,140 (adjusted to current dollars)

u 2020 average cost for 4-year bachelor’s degree: $101,584

u Only 39% of students finish in four years.

u From 1989 to 2016, college costs increased 8 times faster than wages.

u While tuition has increased dramatically, scholarship values have not kept pace.

u This means that students need to borrow more.

u Source: educationdata.org

u Why has college gotten so expensive? Some of the data surprised  me, but 
that’s a topic for another event!



Student Loans

u Average student loan debt is $39, 351

u Average monthly student loan payment is $393.00

u The average student loan accrues an additional $26,000 in interest over 20 years.

u 53% of persons ages 25 - 45 responded that they have not bought a home because 
student loan debt either disqualified them or made it impossible to afford a mortgage.

u While there is a limit on how much students can borrow, there is not a limit for their 
parents.

u Average borrowing by parents has tripled since 1995.

u Parent PLUS loans now account for nearly 25% of total federal lending for undergraduates.

u Deferred retirement?



Scope and Perspective

u The Federal Reserve estimated in the third quarter of 2020 that Americans 
owed more than $1.7 trillion in student loans.
u In the third quarter of 2010, Americans owed roughly $845 billion in student 
loans which means that U.S. student debt has increased by approximately 102% in 
the past ten years.



Action Ethics

u Deontological: 

u What steps comprise the act? 

u Is each step ethically 
permissible?

u Teleological: 

u What are the possible 
outcomes of the act? 

u What result is most likely? 

u Who benefits? 

u Who is harmed?

Deontology: Focus on the 
nature of the act

Teleology: Focus on the 
probable result of the act.



Virtue Ethics

u Who do I wish to become?” Or in the 
case of a systemic issue “Who do we 
wish to become?”

u What are some of the key virtues that 
are needed to address the question of 
student debt forgiveness?

u If Jesus were here, what do you think 
he would do?

u What do you think our response should 
be?

Focus on character 
development

Focus on imitation of Christ

--What would Jesus do?

-- Who does Jesus call us to 
become?



NEXT WEEK:
“Me, too!” and the New Testament
Sexual and Gender Ethics


