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Pentecost 18C – Luke 16: 1-13 

 Have you ever seen a show on TV where they give you a warning something like, “the 

scenes you are about to see involve trained professionals…..do not try this at home.”  The show 

called “Myth Busters” has this warning.  If you have never seen it, these two guys try all kinds of 

crazy stunts to prove or disprove myths.  They try to find out things like, how hard is it to find a 

needle in a haystack anyway, or can water dripping on your forehead really drive you crazy?  

This show always has a warning at the beginning which also says, “do not try this at home!”  

 The parable that we just heard from Luke 16 is probably the most difficult parable to 

preach on in the Bible.  For the pastors all over the world who will be tackling this parable today, 

I wish them luck.  For the pastors who decided to preach on one of the other readings, I think 

they are probably smarter!  Most of Jesus’ parables have a hidden meaning…..a message that is 

not readily obvious until you do give it a closer look.  Most people can see what Jesus is up to 

and figuring out his “hidden” message is not that hard…..but not so for this parable.  This is one 

of the most debated parables in the whole New Testament.  For this parable, without a trained 

professional, you interpret at your own peril…..do not try this at home!   

 Okay, so here is the parable once again in a nutshell:  A wealthy landowner calls in his 

business manager to give him the heads up that there have been rumors going around that the 

business manager was being careless with his property.  Perhaps the rich man accused his 

manager of stealing or cheating him.   Whatever words the rich man really used, he threatens to 

fire his manager.  So the business manager thinks to himself, "this isn’t very good.  I can't lose 

my job and I'm not in the mood for manual labor and begging doesn’t suit me, so I'd better come 

up with a Plan B.  At least, then, I'll have a place to crash.”  So, he calls in his boss's biggest 

debtors and forgives them a portion of what they owe the landowner.  The manager doesn’t do 
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this so that the debtors  will feel gratitude towards the rich man……he does this thinking about 

himself…..so that he will be well thought of in the minds of the debtors…..so that it looks like 

he is doing them a favor.           

 But when the landowner finds out about how his scheming business manager reduced the 

bills of his debtors behind his back, instead of firing him on the spot and getting understandably 

angry at him, he commends him because he acted shrewdly.  And just to add to the confusion, 

Jesus says, "and I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of dishonest wealth so that 

when it is gone, they may welcome you into the eternal homes."  The end.  Wait…..what?  Did 

Jesus just say something about making friends by acting dishonestly?  Like I said, this is one of 

those parables that you may not want to try and unravel at home……at least if you don’t want a 

headache!           

 It might help us a bit to understand what is going on here if we knew that in biblical 

times, it was not uncommon for powerful men, like the rich landowner, to manipulate their books 

to make it appear as though their debtors owed more than they actually did.  And in order for a 

wealthy businessman to pad his pockets for an extra profit here or there, he would need a 

business manager that acted a little less than scrupulous as well.  So, the business manager was 

padding the books for his boss.  And, of course, with all that padding going on, a less-than-

honest manager of your less-than-honest land owner might be inclined to do a little padding for 

himself as well.          

 So when the rich landowner finds out that the manager that he was about to fire acted in a 

very shrewd manner, he actually respects him for it…..one shady businessman to another.  After 

all, the landowner's coffers are now full, his accounts receivable are at zero, his customers are 

happy because they got some debt relief; the landowner's clients have now bonded to his 
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manager, and the very guy he hired to be shrewd in business turns out to be even shrewder than 

he thought.  I mean, at the end of the day, the guy is a keeper, the perfect guy to run this type of 

operation, somebody who is both a "dishonest steward" and a "shrewd manager" at the same 

time.             

 But the question that is more relevant to us here this morning is, why does this earn such 

high praise from Jesus?  Why is all this dishonesty praised by our Savior?  Or is it?  Earlier we 

heard from Psalm 113 which reminds us to praise the name of the Lord, to bless God’s name.  

Why?  Because the Lord is high above all nations, God’s glory is above the heavens.  Sometimes 

we forget that God is almighty, all-powerful and above even the heavens.  Sometimes it helps us 

to recall the amazing power of our God who created all that there is.  Sometimes we make our 

God too small…...we make him a friend, an advisor, or a companion in our journeys through life.  

True, God is a friend, an advisor and a companion, but that is not all he is.  When we remember 

that God is enthroned on high and that he is worthy of our praise and adoration, only then can 

our neighbor find a place in our hearts.         

 This is what is taught to our confirmation students…..that if we remember and fulfill the 

first commandment, where God says “to have no other gods before him”, we will satisfy all ten 

of them.  If our God is made too small then how much smaller will our neighbors become to us?  

Small enough to ignore?  Small enough to exploit and cheat?  Small enough to exclude and 

oppress?  Sadly, yes.  Remember that the cross has two pieces to it.  A vertical part that 

represents Christ coming down to earth which opens the way for us to heaven.  But the cross is 

more than that…..the cross also has a horizontal crosspiece which represents the love and care of 

our neighbors.            

 Focusing on self-gain and on personal prosperity shrinks your world to include only 
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yourself and the horizontal crosspiece of the cross is forgotten.  Using the vulnerability of the 

poor ones for your own self-gain is not something that God holds dear.  This is very clearly 

stated in the reading from Amos which you also heard earlier, “hear this, you that trample on the 

needy, and bring to ruin the poor of the land…..the Lord has sworn by the pride of Jacob: surely 

I will never forget any of their deeds.”         

 In the parable, at first, the manager was using dishonesty for his own benefit…..his 

actions were only to pad his own pockets.  Later on, when he went to plan B by reducing the debt 

owed to the landowner, his actions went to help others…..his actions included the horizontal 

piece of the cross.  Yes, he was acting out of desperation and fear for his job…..and yes, he was 

still acting a little less than honest, but he used money to help other people who were already in 

debt.  He used money to help, not to exploit.  After all, one cannot serve two masters.  You 

cannot serve God and wealth.          

 And this is what I think the message is for us here today.  The parable isn’t saying that it 

is bad to have a lot of money…..it is saying that it is our attitude towards that money that 

counts…..it is the way we connect money and our neighbors that attracts attention from God.  If 

we serve money…..if we exploit others to acquire more of it, then we cannot serve God.  

Remembering that God is almighty and enthroned in the heavens…..remembering that God is 

also nearby and personal will help us to keep our neighbors in our hearts and our minds…..if 

God is at the top of your priority list, then so will your neighbors be…..for to be close to God is 

to be close to your neighbor.  Jesus even overlooks a little dishonesty as long as it goes to a good 

purpose.  For how can one love God and yet exploit the ones whom he has great compassion for.  

Yes, the cross has two parts to it.  Jesus wants us to always remember that…..and this is 

definitely something that I would recommend you try at home.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.     
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