On the Morality of Loans and Interests:
A Biblical Examination of the Ethic of
Loaning Resources and Charging Interest

Position Paper Presented
to the

North American Mission Board
of the
Southern Baptist Convention

Jeffrey B. Riley, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor of Ethics
New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary

April 2005



Introduction

A Christian living in the United States in the Twenty-First Century might find an
ethics position paper on loans and interest to be at best not very interesting or at worst
simply irrelevant in the modern world. Loans and interest are a fact of modern economic
life. Though the average citizen might complain about lending practices and ever-present
interest rates, few would lobby for the abolition of lending practices and the shutting
down of lending institutions. Regulate lending practices, yes; but do not take away the
access to capital or the opportunity for private and public gains that the lending industry
provides.

A Christian, however, does not have the luxury of simply accepting a widespread
practice without bringing that practice under the authority and scrutiny of the word of
God. Just because loans and interest are common does not necessarily mean that lending
money and charging interest are ethical practices for Christians or Christian institutions.
There is a sense in which each generation of Christians must examine and respond to the
various cultures of the world by looking at the peculiar practices of each culture through
a Christian worldview. A Christian worldview is simply a way of seeing or ordering the
world through the lenses that Scripture provides: sound doctrine, truthful worship, and
faithful moral instruction, reflection, and application. Lending practices and charging
interest are no exceptions.

In his study tracing the dramatic shift in thought during the Protestant

Reformation regarding the morality of the practice of usury, David Jones concludes in



part that the modern evangelical Church, including Southern Baptists, “must begin to
view economic issues such as lending money at interest, as topics for moral discussion.”
Southern Baptists must not fall victim to a moral tunnel-vision that focuses on a few
relatively well defined ethical issues while losing sight of what appears to be more
ambiguous or marginal issues that might, under honest scrutiny, be profoundly significant
for understanding life in the kingdom of God. Jones goes on to state, regarding the
morality of interest on loans, that the “Church’s lack of concern with economic matters
comes despite the fact that a number of financial issues, including usury, are addressed
repeatedly in Scripture and have been debated by the Church in past centuries. The first
step toward the formulation of the modern evangelical Church’s ethics of usury, then, is
for the Church . . . to view the practice of lending money at interest as a subject worthy of
ethical discussion.”*

This paper is written because administrators and trustees of the North American
Mission Board, who should be commended for their biblical and moral discernment, view
the practice of lending money at interest as a subject worthy of ethical discussion. The
primary purpose of this paper is to be a resource for moral reflection by NAMB trustees
and personnel. To fulfill this primary purpose, four topics will be addressed. First, the
important terms for the issue of lending and interest are defined in order to help establish
the limits of inquiry for the topic. Second, the primary biblical materials on lending
resources and charging interest are carefully examined in light of the important terms and
summarized for the purpose of understanding and faithfully applying Scripture to the

issue of usury for Southern Baptists today. Historical and theological resources will add
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Reformers (Dallas: University Press of America, 2004), 134.



substance to the application of a biblical morality. Third, a general framework or matrix
of biblical ethical principles will be submitted to help apply the will and wisdom of God
regarding the issue of usury. Fourth, specific recommendations will be made to the North
American Mission Board regarding the practices of the Church Finance Ministry

department.

Defining the Terms to Establish the Limits of Ethical Inquiry

Several terms need to be delineated in order to insure an accurate communication
of biblical truth. In the history of the Church, usury is the primary term employed to
refer to the practice of charging interest on loaned resources. An ethic of usury,
therefore, generally refers both to the practice of lending and the interest charged on
those loaned resources. In current English, however, the term usury refers to an unjust,
excessive, ruinous, illegal, or immoral rate of interest on loans. The term interest simply
refers to an acceptable or legal charge paid for using borrowed resources. This modern
distinction between the terms usury and inferest is important to remember when reading
passages of Scripture that deal with the ethic of usury because no such distinctions adhere
to the original Hebrew and Greek terms per se. In other words, the Hebrew and Greek
terms that are most often translated as usury or inferest do not necessarily in and of
themselves carry the modern moral feature regarding excessive or illegal gain.’
According to R. C. Chewing, the word interest or usury as translated in the Bible “does
not embody in itself the idea that a specific interest charge, when it moves from say 6%

to 8%, suddenly crossed an ethical line that thereafter places interest in a negative

* Ibid., 134-35. Ttalics added.
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category.”® Any implications of immorality whether tied to excess in the rate of interest
or not must be gleaned from historical and biblical contexts.

Three Hebrew root terms, nesek, marbit, and tarbit, and their cognates are the words
most often involved in the passages that address the issues of interest or usury. The most
important of these terms, nesek (Ex. 22:25; Lev.25:36f, Dt.23:19, 20; Ps.15:5; Prov.28:8;
Ezk 18:8, 13, 17, 22:12), literally means “to bite.” The terms marbit (Lev.25:37) and
tarbit (Lev.25:36, Ps.15:5; Prov.28:8; Ezk.18:8, 13, 17, 22:12), which are often translated
synonymously, literally mean greatness, larger, increase, or interest and increase, usury,
interest, or profit, respectively. An important biblical issue involves understanding how
and why neSek is used in parallel with marbit, and particularly tarbit.

Knowledge about the historical context promises to help the interpreter to understand
the nuances of the biblical terms. Scholars, however, disagree on the implication of “to
bite” on the practice of lending in the ancient world. Robert Gnuse represents the view
that nesek “refers to the sum extracted from the loan by the creditor before the borrower

”> Gnuse further

receives it. When the debt is due, the borrower pays the full amount.
asserts that farbit, when used with nesek, “refers to the increased amount the debtor has
to repay when the loan is due.”® Extra-biblical documents in the ancient world which
describe the practice of usury might provide some insight into ancient Israel’s lending

practices. Milton Fisher asserts that the terms nesek and marbit find excellent parallels in

extra-biblical descriptions where,

*R. C. Chewing, “Interest,” in New Dictionary of Christian Ethics & Pastoral Theology, ed. David J.
Atkinson, et al. (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1995).
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Loans were made with the interest discounted at the start. A debtor might get
only 80 shekels on a 100 shekel loan. . . . When the loan came due, the man, if he
could not pay, was seized. However, according to the surrounding practice and also
according to Lev, no further interest or increase (nesek or marbit) could be charged.
If a second interest as well as slavery were exacted, the debtor could likely never
work off the loan. The Levitical code further enjoined humane treatment of the
brother thus enslaved. This was not a feature of the legislation of the surrounding
countries. In short, interest was allowed, but unreasonable interest (usury) was not.’”

Fisher concludes that the prohibitory statements in Scripture regarding interest on money
or other items refer to “any excessive increase made in the repayment of a debt,” where a
“bite” has already and legally been taken out of the principle loaned.® William White
comes to similar conclusions concerning the important connection in Scripture between
neSek and tarbit, stating that the association of the two suggests “oppressive or exorbitant
interest.” As such, the practice forbidden is the “charging of additional interest after a
defaulting debtor was taken into bondage. The primary interest was deducted in advance
(discounted).””

The amount taken out in advance is not, according to this view, addressed in
Scripture. Duane Christensen describes the customary interest rates in the ancient Near
East as “ruinous: 20-25 percent for silver and 30-50 percent for grain, and sometimes
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higher.”™” In fact, these high rates of interest remained unchanged until the Roman

Empire exerted its mastery and forbade interest rates higher than 12 percent, with 6
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percent being the most common rate.'" Perhaps this could account for the relative silence
of the New Testament of the ethic of usury.

Not all interpreters connect the Hebrew terms to common ancient practices in
lending but rather connect the terms to that which is loaned. Robert Wyatt judges that
context, the proximity of nesek to marbit, and tarbit in Old Testament passages, indicates
that “nesek probably denotes interest on money, and marbit, and farbit denote interest on

12 1f such is the

grain or other produce. Akkadian documents make a similar distinction.
case, then nesek, marbit, and farbit do not combine to give a fuller view of the way
interest was received and paid according to ancient lending practices but rather these
terms simply show what types of items were loaned in a relatively primitive economy.
As such, neither, nesek, marbit, nor farbit make any reference to excessive interest.

One final term need mention at this point. 70kos (Mt. 25:27; Lk. 19:23) is the Greek
term translated as “interest” in the New Testament. 76kos literally means to “bear,”
“breed,” or “give birth.” The word picture painted by 70kos is one of money breeding or
multiplying. The concept of an inert object breeding was expressly rejected by Greek
philosophers, including Plato and Aristotle. The influence of the philosophers was to a
large extent a unified view carried forward in the philosophical polemic against usury by
Christian thinkers until the Reformation. Once again, however, the term itself does not
carry the ethical or moral implications inherent to an excessive or larcenous amount of

interest. Furthermore, as will be seen, the New Testament is essentially silent about the

morality of usury.
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What are some implications of the simple translations of the Hebrew and Greek terms
normally rendered usury or interest in English texts? First and most importantly for
understanding the moral application of Scripture, context must be kept in mind to
determine the meaning and therefore the proper application of a particular text. If context
is ignored, then one sage’s warning comes true: the biblical text, taken out of context,
becomes a proof-text for a pretext. Second, if the relationship between the Hebrew
terms is tied to lending practices, then context might allow for legitimate but not
excessive interest, which would give support to modern lending practices. Third, if the
relationship between the Hebrew terms is tied to the category of ifems loaned, then one
might conclude that any or all cases of charging interest are condemned, at least those
cases expressed by particular laws. Fourth, ignorance of context and confusion about the
meaning of the terms in the original languages has made the ethic of usury a controversial

topic throughout most of the history of the church.

Reflections on the Biblical Practice of Lending and Charging Interest

Biblical context is the key to understanding an ethic of usury and the most important
context or genre addressing lending and interest is the Pentateuch or the books of the
Law. All other references to the ethic of usury, including those found in the gospels,
make sense only in light of the language of and a relationship to the Law of Moses. For
this reason, a proper interpretation of the laws of lending and interest is indispensable.

The issue of lending and interest is found in the three major law codes of the
Pentateuch: the Covenant Code (Ex. 20:22-23:33), Holiness Code (Lev. 17-26), and the

Deuteronomic Code (Deut. 12-26). Following are the relevant passages:"

13 Scripture references are quoted from 7he Holman Christian Standard Bible.






