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The Parable of the Dishonest Manager 

By Dave Neale, Ph.D. 

The discussion of material possessions is a parMcular interest for Jesus. In Luke 9-19, the central Samarian secMon of his 
gospel, 40% of the material has something to do with money/wealth/poverty. Of the 15 secMons that deal with it, 66% is 
unique to Luke’s gospel.  Clearly, we are on to an important topic to Jesus, and to us. 1

Our passage today is what we call in the teaching pastor business a “problem passage.” Usually, we all run for cover to 
some more digesMble, comforMng passage as a text for the day. 

But I think it is instrucMve and even kind of fun to tackle a difficult passage and see what lessons it holds for us – perhaps 
it will take us to some path less travelled today. I say, so many problem-passages, so li^le Mme. 

The meaning of the first 8 verses is clear. The manager is fired and sets about seeing to his own self-interest, at the 
expense of the owner who has just fired him. 

It is, ulMmately I think, a parody of overriding self-interest. This manager guy is good at self-interest – he discounts the 
bills of the owner’s debtors by 20-50%!  

Everyone is smiling as Jesus teaches. They love the parody of the selfish manager; they nod knowingly. In the story even 
the owner has a grudging, good-natured admiraMon for the fellow’s shrewd ability to take care of himself first. 

There are at least three things to guide the consideraMon of a problem passage. I know this sounds a bit bookish, but we 
need to remark these things genre, context and the Creed. “How does the Creed guide us in our reading of the text?” 
(keeps us in the lane) 

Genre. The genre is a parable, which is a narraMve ficMon told by Jesus to teach a moral or spiritual lesson. Parables come 
in all kinds. Serious. Comical. Ironic. Teasing. Bernard Brandon Sco^ calls this parable a “picaresque comedy,” which is a 
comedic story built on a roguish character. The manager is like a jester who always gets the best of his audience. 

Context.  Everything that we are given in the Word has a context. So in order to avoid the error of taking something out 2

of context, which is an unhealthy habit in all of life, we start with… context. 

• Before this passage we have the Parable of the Prodigal Son, followed immediately by the Parable of the 
Dishonest Steward. Both are men who “squander” the wealth of another, even using the same word (15:13 and 
16:1, diaskorizō). 

• Both have a dramaMc confrontaMon with the one they have wronged, with very different results. Is part of the 
teaching power of this secMon the contrast between the prodigal and his repentance and the manager and his 
self-interest? 

• In both we hear the inner thoughts of the prodigal and the manager. In the first case the desperaMon and in the 
second the shrewd machinaMons. 

These are two diametrically opposed characters! Is the Lord trying to teach us that the manager reacts to his rebuke in 
exactly the wrong way, overriding self-interest, and the prodigal in exactly the right way, humble repentance? 

But verse 9 is another ma^er. Klyne Snodgrass in his majesMc book on the parables, calls it one of the NT’s most 
enigmaMc passages. 

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. 

Mamōnas. Mammon. It’s only Jesus who uses this word. Mammon; such a muscular word. “It denotes ‘earthly 
goods’ but always with a stress on their materialistic character.”  The meaning of the word here “worldly wealth.” 3
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So here we favour the NIV because “dishonest wealth” is a poor rendering of mammon 

…make friends for yourselves by means of worldly wealth… 

The difficulty of the passage evaporates if we follow the NIV. Christians are not being encouraged by Jesus to use 
ill-gotten gains. That’s not the point. Our Creed disallows such a reading. God is just. 

The point is worldly wealth is a tool. It is morally neutral. 

I’ve always favoured reading it to mean the “children of light” should exercise vigilance and prudence in matters of 
money.  4

I was grappling with this and it seemed so wooden, so depressingly moralistic - so flat and uninspiring. 

And then I read Eugene Peterson’s translation and had the Ah Ha moment.  

I want you to be smart in the same way [as the streetwise manager]- but for what is right – using every adversity 
to stimulate you to creative survival, to concentrate your attention on the bare essentials, so you’ll live, really 
live, and not complacently just get by on good behavior. 

For me this translation took Jesus’ meaning to a new place. The passage is transformed from a dry moralism to an 
amazing, dynamic spiritual adventure in life. 

We should use money to accomplish good and so reap an eternal reward (…so that when it is gone, they may 
welcome you into the eternal homes). 

The “children of light” are called to be a relentlessly creaMve people for Christ and the common good.  

Brief sidebar… at a recent meeMng a dozen local churches were described as “in transiMon” because of leadership 
changes. I understand what they were saying. 

But we aren’t in transiMon. This is actual life. We carry on each and every day, a relentlessly creaMve people for Christ. 
There is no other place but here. 

Walter Brueggemann is known as a great OT scholar and theologian. He once wrote an influenMal arMcle enMtled The 
Liturgy of Abundance and the Myth of Scarcity. 

“The profane [mammon] is the opposite of the sacramental. ‘Profane’ means flat, empty, one-dimensional, exhausted. 
The market ideology wants us to believe that the world is profane–life consists of buying and selling, weighing, 
measuring and trading, and then finally sinking down into death and nothingness. 

“But Jesus presents an enMrely different kind of economy, one infused with the mystery of abundance and a cruciform 
kind of generosity. Five thousand are fed and 12 baskets of food are let over–one for every tribe of Israel. Jesus 
transforms the economy by blessing it and breaking it beyond self-interest. From broken Friday bread comes Sunday 
abundance. In this… people do not grasp, hoard, resent, or act selfishly; they watch as the juices of heaven mulMply the 
bread of earth. 

“When people forget that Jesus is the bread of the world, they start eaMng junk food–the food of the Pharisees and of 
Herod, the bread of moralism and of power. Too oten the church forgets the true bread and is tempted by junk food. 
Our faith is not just about spiritual ma^ers; it is about the transformaMon of the world. The closer we stay to Jesus, the 
more we will bring a new economy of abundance to the world.”  5

In Christ, it doesn’t ma^er what we don’t have. What ma^ers is what we do with what we do have. The quesMon for us 
today is ‘with what have we been blessed and how do we mulMply it for the common good?’ 
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Dr. David Busic is one of the six General Superintendents of the Nazarene Church and I heard him speak at the recent 
District Assembly (h^ps://youtu.be/SwVm-wzZACA?t=3748).  

He told the story about Aids/HIV in Swaziland, now known as EswaMni. In 1986 AIDS appeared in Swaziland and 40% of 
the populaMon became ill from AIDS, one of the highest rates of infecMon in the world. Life expectancy dropped from 61 
in 2000 to 32 in 2009. I was there in the mid-90s and it was the strangest thing… nobody would talk about it.  

Dr. Busic tells the story of how, having become burdened as the pastor of his church in Bethany Oklahoma, to do 
something for Swaziland, he took a fact-finding trip there and was taken to a remote outpost called the Sitzawanee 
Valley. They were looking for ways to support a clinic the church had there. The Nazarene Church had a hospital and 17 
health clinics in the country. The problem was water.  

And when a pracMcal-minded engineer from his congregaMon, Fred Evans, he had brought along saw a broken-down old 
windmill that had once operated a well there. When things break in sub-Saharan Africa they oten stay broken for want 
of money and trained people to do the work.  

He remarked that he thought he could use a solar panel to drive a pump for a well. It had never been done at that Mme. 
Withing a few months of returning, Fred Evans had built a proto-type with $25,000 that had been raised by the church. 
Fred travelled to Swaziland, installed it, and it worked beyond every expectaMon. The valley blossomed. 

Coca Cola (long invested in providing clean water to the communiMes it serves) heard about it and approached Fred to 
buy the patent for $1,000,000. He sold it with this proviso: They must use that $1,000,000 to put solar-powered wells at 
the Nazarene Church’s hospital and seventeen sites in the region. What were parched, starving regions sprang back to 
life. Coca-Cola went on to install the equipment all around Africa.  

As Eugene Peterson translates Luke 16:13 so colourfully: You can’t serve both God and the Bank.” 

Never were more powerful words spoken than when Jesus said: 

I want you to be smart in the same way [as the streetwise manager]- but for what is right – using every adversity 
to stimulate you to creative survival, to concentrate your attention on the bare essentials, so you’ll live, really 
live, and not complacently just get by on good behavior. 

In Christ, it doesn’t ma^er what we don’t have. What ma^ers is what we do with what we do have. The quesMon for us 
today is ‘with what have we been blessed and how do we mulMply it for the common good?’ 

Is God calling you to build creaMvely on an adversity in your life? Are you focussing on what you don’t have instead of 
what you do? Allow your creaMve powers in Christ to transform a desert into a green valley of abundance. 

Thanks be to God. Amen. 

 See Luke 10:1-7, 35-37; 12:13-21, 22-34, 41-48; 14:15-24, 25-33; 15:1-10, 11-32; 16:1-9, 10-13, 14-15, 19-31; 19:1-10, 11-28)1

 From Klyne Snodgrass, Stories with Intent: A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus, 2008, pp. 94, 124.2

 Ki^el (the li^le one), p. 552. It four occurrences are Ma^ 6:24; Luke 16:9, 11, 13.3

 This was my choice in commenMng on this passage in my commentary, Other views are that it is a commendaMon of prudence in 4

dealing with wealth (Fitzmyer); comedic absurdity (Snodgrass); Jesus leaves us to struggle with the obscurity as a way to deconstruct 
our prideful reliance on money (Bernard Brandon Sco^). See my Luke 9-24, p. 146 ff. 

 The ChrisKan Century, March 24-31, 1999: 342-3475
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