
1 Timothy 2.1-7; Luke 16.1-13 

 

This is one of the most bewildering stories that Jesus told.  A rich man praising his 

dishonest manager for cheating him out of oil and wheat owed to him? Have you ever 

heard of such a thing? What is Jesus doing, telling this story to his disciples? 

More ink has been spilled about this passage than about any other parable. Numerous 

commentators have twisted and turned the text to wring meaning from it. It is thought 

that Luke himself was puzzled enough to tack on the verses 10-13, some teachings 

about money that are straightforward and easy to understand but which don’t really 

explain why a rich man would praise someone who stole from him. 

Perhaps we are too used to reading the Bible as a set of rules to live by, and expect 

parables to be morality tales. But sometimes they are not, and this one certainly 

isn’t…at least not at first glance.  

Through parables, Jesus invited his hearers into a world they knew – with familiar 

characters and activities. Sowing seeds, watching a flock of sheep, living in a 

conflicted family…. people recognised these settings as their own and knew what they 

would do in the circumstance of which Jesus speaks. Yet, particularly in Luke, the 

story often includes an uncomfortable twist. The sower is overly generous with the 

seeds; the shepherd is negligent of the ninety-nine; the father forgives more readily 

than humanly imaginable. Jesus pulls back the veil on our ordinary lives and reveals 

a divine potential that gives us a glimmer of God. 

The first hearers of this story would have recognised the absentee landlord as a not 

very desirable character, and they would understand the fear struck in the manager’s 

heart when his master came and called for an accounting. The situation is urgent, with 

serious consequences. What am I to do? he asks, and then quickly sets about securing 

his future with available resources. Whether he does that by lopping off unlawful 

interest, as some commentators suggest, or securing otherwise uncollectable loans 

by reducing them, as others say, is unknown. Perhaps he just continued the 

dishonesty that got him into trouble in the first place, as still others believe. However, 

and whatever he did, he acted quickly and shrewdly. It is this responsiveness that 

Jesus praises: the children of this age are much more shrewd in handling their affairs 

than the children who belong to the light. And he encourages his disciples: make 

friends for yourselves by means of mammon, so that when it is gone, they may 

welcome you into the eternal homes. 

What is Jesus saying here? Is he suggesting that the situation before us is an urgent 

one, requiring shrewd thinking and decisive action? Does how we use our wealth have 

eternal consequences?  

The right use of wealth and good news for the poor are primary concerns in Luke’s 

gospel. After all, it is Luke who gives us the Magnificat and introduces us to Zaccheus 

and the rich ruler, Luke who hears John the Baptist bark commands at tax collectors 

and soldiers to be satisfied with their due, and Luke who reports the conversation 

between the rich man and Abraham over Lazarus. Luke understood these issues to 



be intimately related to the gospel: through the good news of Jesus Christ, the rich are 

set free from enslavement to mammon and the poor get what they need. 

But is it an urgent matter? I suspect it depends on where, or on what, you sit. To those 

of us who sit comfortably, on upholstered settees with more than enough food and 

clothing and other goods, it doesn’t feel urgent in the least. But read the gospel of Luke 

in a poor community – sit on a mat in a favela in Brazil or a refugee camp in Syria, or 

on a rickety chair in an inner city slum in Berlin or London —and the urgency is 

palpable. Is Luke’s Jesus trying to awaken us to the reality of the urgency of how we 

use our wealth? What decisive action is Jesus urging us towards? 

What am I to do? we may ask. Be shrewd with your wealth, for the kingdom, Jesus 

says.  

The dictionary says that shrewdness is marked by practical cleverness and judgment, 

discernment, or acute perception. A person who is shrewd thinks through the situation 

carefully, considers the options and chooses the one that will get her what she wants 

or needs. 

John Wesley was shrewd with his wealth for the kingdom.  When he was a young man, 

he calculated that 28 pounds a year would care for his own needs. At the time, his 

income was 30 pounds a year. He decided that he would keep the same level of 

expenditure throughout his life, which was possible as prices were stable in those 

times.  In his later years, sales from his books would often earn him 1400 pounds a 

year. He still lived on 28 pounds, and gave the rest away. He didn’t limit his giving to 

the Biblical requirement of a tithe, 10%. In the years when his income was quite high, 

he gave over 97%. Can you imagine? 

Perhaps not, I know I can’t. For the contemporary experience is that the more money 

one has, the more one keeps it to oneself. Ask any minister or church treasurer who 

the most generous people in the congregation are. Often, those with the least give a 

greater percentage of their income than the wealthiest.  The story is told of the man 

who began tithing early in his career, only to balk at giving the full 10% once he started 

to make serious money. He went to his minister to ask if he really must give the full 

10% and to pray about the matter. The minister wisely suggested that they pray for 

God to reduce his income to match the amount he wanted to give. 

Wealth is addictive. Mammon means, literally, ‘that in which one puts one’s trust’. The 

more we have of it, the more we think it is the source of our security and the more we 

believe we deserve what we have. Jesus spoke five times as often about money and 

earthly possessions as he did about prayer.  He wanted us to understand both its 

allure and its potential. Luke’s Jesus admonishes: You cannot serve God and wealth. 

Choose.  

What are we to do? Choose. It’s that simple and that difficult. We can serve ourselves 

with our wealth, or we can serve God. Our chequebooks testify to our most deeply 

held values. Our discipleship is not complete if it exempts our use of money. Let us 

not fool ourselves: how we handle our money has both earthly and eternal 

consequences. Do you struggle with that? I know I do. 



Here is the divine potential, the glimmer of God that Jesus flashes before us in this 

perplexing parable, perhaps just as He does when he places the almost impossible 

ways of living that he does in the Sermon on the Mount; he draws the picture of a world 

where the urgency of starving children is met with decisive action. A world where the 

people of the light are freed from idolatry and are shrewd for the kingdom. A world in 

which everyone has what they need, where the rich share with the poor and no one 

goes to bed hungry at night. A world which is a choice away…..your choice, my choice, 

the choice of all who claim to love the Lord. I will pray for you in your decision making 

- if you will pray for me! 


