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(Lk 16:1-13) 

 By means of parables which always contain a surprising twist, Jesus 
explains the Kingdom of God, whose wisdom turns that of the world upside-down.  
In this parable, the “twist” comes when the master praises the steward who is about 
to be fired, for his self-serving shrewdness.  Jesus teaches that the children of God 
need to become more self-servingly shrewd with regard to money – the way 
worldly businessmen are – in order to make friends who will welcome them into 
heaven.   

 It is a difficult parable to understand at first, especially because our 
lectionary is based on a very poor and misleading translation.  Our version says, 
“The master commended that dishonest1 steward for acting prudently2” (Lk 16:8a).  
It should read, “The master commended that unholy3 (in the sense of “worldly,” 
“secular,” “non religious”) steward for acting shrewdly4.”  Jesus is specifically 
highlighting the characteristic of politically shrewd businessmen, who know how 
to use money to ingratiate themselves with others in order to make more money for 
themselves, and to make friends.  The steward is not therefore being “dishonest”; 
he is being truly and perfectly worldly the way shrewd business managers must be.  
If only the children of God were as shrewd in their business! 

 Jesus’ ultimate goal in this parable is to teach his followers the correct (i.e. 
spiritually wise, spiritually shrewd) use of money, which in itself is an 
“unrighteous” (i.e. “worldly”) thing.  We must learn how to use that which is 
unimportant and worldly in God’s eyes (money, possessions, wealth – i.e., 
“mammon”), in a way that is holy and righteous, and serves us for salvation.   
                                                 
1 Greek: adikia 
2 Greek: phronimos 
3 Adikia means “unholy” or “unrighteous,” in the sense of “worldly,” that which is not blessed and cannot be 
blessed.  The word adikia doesn’t really mean dishonest, which conveys a moral violation of the law.  The steward 
is not being dishonest per se, he is being a smart businessman.  Adikia is used again in the very next verse, when 
Jesus uses it to describe money: “I tell you, make friends for yourselves with dishonest wealth” (Lk 16:9).  What the 
Greek actually says is “mamona tes adikias,” “unholy mammon.”  Money is in itself a worldly, secular thing, and by 
definition “unholy.”  Money is “dirty business,” but that is the nature of business.  By using the word twice, Jesus is 
emphasizing the secular – as opposed to religious – nature of money and business management, which the steward is 
engaged in, and which he is very good at.    
4 Phronimos can mean prudent, but in the sense of clever or sensible, not in the sense of doing the morally right 
thing in a situation, and certainly not in the sense of being cautious.  Jesus is not seeking to highlight the man’s 
moral righteousness  (the usual sense of prudence), but his shrewd and self-serving business sense.  Hence “shrewd” 
would be a much better English word to use.  As with the word adikia, the word phronimos is repeated again in the 
second half of verse 8: “For the children of this world [i.e. worldly people] are more shrewd [clever, smart] in 
dealing with their own generation [their own kind] than are the children of light [in dealing with their kind]” (Lk 
16:8b).  In other words, worldly businessmen are much more successful in cultivating clients through the use of 
discounts and other business techniques, than God’s children are at cultivating the kind of clients/friends they need 
for success in the “business” of their salvation.   
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 We must never worship and serve mammon as our god, the way worldly 
people do.  Rather, we must worship and serve God alone, placing all mammon in 
His service, and being extremely shrewd about it.  Thus, just as the non-religious 
secular businessman gave away great discounts – not because he wanted to lose 
money – but in order to foster business relationships, the children of God must 
learn how to give away money and forgive debts in order to foster the relationships 
that will win us heaven.  We must use money and possessions in a way that causes 
people to bless us, pray to God for us, and remember us well before the heavenly 
throne.   

 Both secular businessmen and Christians will give away money and forgive 
debts.  Secular businessmen will do so in a cleverly calculated way to make even 
more money; Christians will do so to gain heaven.   

 Thus, from an earthly example (that of a shrewd business manager who 
knows how to line up his next lucrative job after being fired from this one), Jesus 
urges us to line up people who will be there to help us on the day of our “audit,” on 
the day of judgment.   

 And thus we come to the heart of what the parable teaches: God is the 
master (we say “owner” today), and we are the steward (we say “manager” today).  
The “business” of which we are the “managers,” is our life.  Just as an owner 
entrusts a portion of his assets to a manager or steward, leaving him to make the 
day-to-day operational decisions as he sees fit within certain parameters, God 
entrusts a portion of life to each person, leaving each individual to conduct his life 
freely, as he sees fit, within certain parameters (the 10 Commandments).   

 God is not a micro-manager.  We are free to follow our creativity, ingenuity, 
and preferences.  However, there are parameters we are expected to stay within, 
and there is an ultimate goal of producing profit for the Master, a harvest of 
goodness.  We will have to render an account of our life to God.   

 God is a trusting and generous master.  It is a great treasure of divine 
resources he entrusts to our human stewardship, beginning with our intellect and 
will, but also extending to the dexterity and capabilities of the physical body and 
the world around us.  But God is in fact the Master (Owner) and we are in fact the 
Stewards (“managers”).  We do not “own” our lives, they belong to God.  We 
didn’t earn or purchase our life, and we cannot turn it on or off from one day to the 
next.  It is given to us for a time, all we can do is live and run it to the best of our 
ability as long as it pleases God to allow us to keep it.  Worldly people always 
think of it as “my life, my body, to do with as I please.”  Christians must only think 
of it as “life from God, entrusted to me for a time, for His glory” (cf. 1 Cor 6:20).  
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 The steward in the parable got in trouble because he forgot that he should 
have been working for his master instead of himself.  And it was doubly offensive 
because he had a very generous and trusting master, who gave him an excellent 
position.  Many people complained to the master about his poor stewardship.  We 
too, often fail in our stewardship of the life God gave us, so generously and 
excellently.  We regularly violate the parameters, using our good gifts for evil 
purposes, unable to be content with the abundant blessings of our nature but 
seeking selfish pleasures in violation of the law.  We regularly fall into laziness, 
forgetting that we should be working heard to produce a harvest of goodness.  Our 
sins too, and the people we have hurt, “cry out to heaven” for justice.  The audit is 
coming, and we are in trouble.  And when we are “fired” for our mismanagement, 
we will be “fired” indeed!   

 What will judgment day be like, when all the co-workers of our life, and 
people entrusted to our oversight, curse and complain about us, instead of bless and 
praise us?  What will judgment day be like, when upon news of our death, people 
are happy to have us dead and buried, or indifferent?  What will judgment be like, 
when no one on earth even remembers us enough to offer Masses, or pray at our 
graves for God to have mercy?   

 Jesus urges us, like the steward of the parable, to wise up quickly and 
recognize our precipitous situation.  We must immediately start forgiving those 
debts, settling our accounts, and giving those discounts that will help us on the day 
of judgment.  And yes, Jesus says give away freely and generous any of the 
material resources God may have blessed us with in this life – to Him these are 
quite unimportant and useless beyond this world.   

 Use mammon, says Jesus, to make friends who will bless you, remember 
you to God, and thus welcome you into the eternal habitations on the day of 
judgment.  Be shrewd with money and all the wealth of your life; let it be your 
salvation, not your downfall.   

 


