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Text: Luke 16: 1-9
Sermon: The Unjust Steward

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN.



Last week our lesson ended with the Parable of the Prodigal Son.  In 

that parable a young man takes his inheritance and squanders it on riotous 

living.  He throws it away foolishly, without a thought to the future.  This 

morning we come to the Parable of the Unjust Steward or, as some have 

called it, the Parable of the Shrewd Man of the World.  Both parables are 

similar in that the main characters are sinful men lacking integrity.  They 

differ in that the steward or manager is wise about money.  He makes 

provision for his future.  He is determined that when his sin finds him out he 

is not going to wind up in the pig pen hoping to eat a few pods from the 

trough.  

The story begins as Jesus introduces us to the manager of a rich man’s 

estate.  He was the sort of manager Eliezer had been for Abraham, or Joseph 

had been for Potiphar.  As such, he had held a position of great authority.  To 

get an idea of that we just have to look at the 39th chapter of Genesis.  

Listen to this:
Potiphar put him [Joseph] in charge of his household, and 

he entrusted to his care everything he owned.  From the time he 
put him in charge of his household and of all that he owned, the 
Lord blessed the household of the Egyptian because of Joseph.  
The blessing of the Lord was on everything Potiphar had, both 
in the house and in the field.  So he left in Joseph’s care 
everything he had; with Joseph in charge he did not concern 
himself with anything except the food he ate.



 

But unlike Joseph or Eliezer, who were men of immense personal integrity, 

this steward was a crook.  He had cheated his master; he had cooked the 

books for his own gain.  And the master found out about it.  “What is this I 

hear about you?  Give an account of your management, because you cannot 

be manager any longer.”

The steward was faced with a crisis.  He was about to lose his job.  He 

took stock of his situation and realized he was too old and weak to do 

manual labour and too proud to beg.  And as for getting another steward’s 

job--that would prove difficult considering he would have no references.  

And so he came up with a scheme to befriend many of his master’s 

customers by reducing their debt loads.  One owed eight hundred gallons of 

olive oil.  The steward said, “Let’s make it four hundred.”  Another owed 

one thousand bushels of wheat.  “Let’s make it eight hundred instead.”  He 

did this with every customer his former boss had.  By doing so he would 

both endear himself to those who owed his master and he would implicate 

them in his own dishonesty.  When he was tossed out onto the streets, as he 

was sure to be, he figured he would be welcomed into their homes.  

Now here’s the point of the parable.  Jesus said, 
The master commended the dishonest manager because he had 

acted shrewdly.  For the people of this world are more shrewd in 
dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light.  I tell you, 



use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is 
gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.

Now a lot of people have had a problem with this parable because they think 

that in our Lord is in some way commending dishonesty.  That is not what is 

going on here.  Jesus is not suggesting that if we deal falsely with someone 

and get caught, the best thing to do is to multiply our crooked dealings to try 

to get out of it.  The Lord does lift up a crook and thief as an example for us, 

but only in one way.  The crooked manager had the ability to see what was 

coming and to plan for it.  In this he would prove himself wiser than many 

others who, while not thieves, had never given any thought to that moment, 

sure to come, when they would find themselves forced to render an account 

of their stewardship to God.  Let me suggest four ways in which the manager 

was wise and commend this wisdom to you.

First, the manager was wise in that he was able to see the issues that 

faced him clearly.  This is vital.  Without this first step there can be no wise 

action.  You must be able to see and define the problems that confront you.  

Think of it this way.  This manager, when confronted by his boss, could have 

done a number of things.  He could have said to himself, “I’ve been in 

troubles before and have always managed to charm my way out of whatever 

fixes have come my way with my silver tongue and my good looks.  I’ll do 



the same again this time.”  Or he could have said, “I’ve been cooking the 

books for a long time and I can rely on my deceptions.  The boss will never 

be able to figure out what I have done.  It's too clever a scheme.  I am safe.”  

Or he could have gone to bed and pulled the covers over his head and stayed 

there until the problem went away.  "If I ignore it, it is sure to go away," 

could have been his motto.  He didn’t do any of those things.  Why?  

Because he had properly assessed the issues and he knew those strategies 

would not work.  He had acted deceitfully.  He had been caught.  There was 

no getting around it.  The jig was up.  He could not hide his dishonest ways; 

he cold not turn back the past; the only thing left for him to do was to plan 

his future as best he could.

Beloved, it is extremely important to think things through properly as 

the steward did.  We are to love God with all our hearts, it is true, but we are 

also to love God with our minds and it is God-honouring when we think 

with precision and logic.  This is not an age when clear thinking is 

widespread.  There is a remarkable amount of nonsense being spouted day 

after day by people who should know better.  Let me give you a number of 

examples of bad thinking which can lead to serious consequences.  You have 

all heard the expression, “Governments can’t legislate morality.”  The first 

time somebody said that he meant something like this: “Just because you 



have laws in place doesn’t mean people won’t go around breaking them 

anyway.  They will.  Laws themselves will not produce obedience.”  But 

after this saying had been repeated often enough it underwent a radical 

change.  The expression “Governments can’t legislate morality” has now 

come to mean “Governments must not legislate on matters of morality.”  As 

a result, to the great detriment of society, the government has more and more 

withdrawn from upholding legal standards concerning things like abortion, 

marriage and divorce, sexual exploitation of children, pornography, drug use 

(except for tobacco) and so on.”  This is what R. C. Sproul had to say about 

it:
If we take this kind of thinking to its logical conclusion, 

we leave the government with little to do.  If the government 
may not legislate morality, its activities will be restricted to 
determining the colours of the state flag, the state flower, and 
perhaps the state bird.  (But even questions of flowers and birds 
may be deemed “moral” as they touch on ecological issues, 
which are ultimately moral in character.)  The vast majority of 
matters that concern legislation are, in fact, decidedly moral in 
character.  The regulation of murder, theft, and civil rights are 
moral matters.  How a person operates his automobile on the 
highway is a moral issue since it touches on the well-being of 
fellow travelers.

Let me give you another example of this sort of fuzzy thinking that 

can lead to terrible consequences.  For some time now it has been popular in 

certain circles to assert that Christianity is simply one way to God among 

many.  Jesus is a fine Saviour if you are a Christian, but for the Buddhist it is 

Buddha who saves and for the Moslem it is Allah who saves and for the 



follower of witchcraft it is the mother earth goddess who saves.  In the end 

all religions are essentially one and the same and the thing that matters most 

is sincerity.  Here’s the problem.  If you believe that, when you die you will 

go to hell forever.  Christianity specifically and repeatedly asserts that all 

other religions are false.  More than that, it asserts that followers of other 

religions are not sincere seekers after God; they are running away from God 

because they hate him and don’t want to acknowledge that he is sovereign.  

Beloved, see the issues that confront you clearly.  The big issue for you is 

this: a day is coming when you will have to give God an account of your 

stewardship of everything that he has given you.  A day of crisis is coming.  

On that day, will you be prepared?  Will you be able to "present yourself to 

God as one approved--a workman who does not need to be ashamed?"  Or 

will you not?  Hear me: It will be one or the other.  So be wise.

The second aspect of the steward’s shrewdness is this: he cared deeply 

about his future.  This you might think that this is simply a natural reflex but 

it is surprising how often that is not the case.  Many thieves, robbers and 

assorted crooks, before they are caught, accept the inevitability of their 

capture, imprisonment or even death at the hands of police or other 

criminals.  Many on being caught will simply say, “I did the crime, I’ll do 

the time.  So what?  I’ve had my innings and now for all intents and 



purposes my life is over.  It wasn't worth much anyway.  Small loss.”  In the 

same way many drug addicts will accept the inevitability of overdosing on a 

bad batch of drugs, many promiscuous homosexuals will accept the 

inevitability of AIDS and many secular people will look at death with the 

same tragic philosophy as that of the Frank Sinatra song and claim defiantly, 

“I did it my way.”  

How foolish.  They don’t see that they have been made in the image 

of God and that in spite of their sins and the layer of moral dirt that has 

covered them, they still reflect something of that divine image.   They have 

not heard David confess,
For you created my inmost being;

You knit me together in my mother's womb.
I praise you because I am fearfully and 

Wonderfully made;
Your works are wonderful,

I know that full well.

They missed the good news Peter proclaimed.  
For you know that it was not with perishable things such as 

silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life 
handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious 
blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.

They did not receive the message:

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a 
people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who 
called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.  Once you were 
not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not 



received mercy, but now you have received mercy.

Make sure you understand that eternity awaits you after you leave this 

world.  Because it does, what you do today matters forever.  

The unjust steward cared deeply about what was going to happen to 

him in the future and that brings us to the third aspect of the steward’s 

shrewdness: he made provision for what he knew was coming.  He got 

ready.  He called in all his master’s debtors.  Each one.  He cut deals with 

them all.  He left no avenue of possible help unexplored.  In spiritual terms 

we could say that the person who has awakened to the truth that he must 

meet God and who knows himself to be unready for the encounter should 

make every effort to get ready.  As James Boice has said, “He should seek 

out Christian teaching, learn what God has done for his salvation, and then 

believe on the Lord Jesus Christ as his Saviour--for salvation rests on what 

Jesus has done.”  

One of the greatest examples for us of such an effort is seen in the life 

of Martin Luther.  God awakened him to his peril and Luther came to 

understand that he stood before God as a sinner clothed in unrighteousness.  

He stood before God condemned.  He knew that if he were not to perish the 

situation would have to change.  He tried everything he could think of.  Over 



the objections of his father he gave up a promising career as a legal student 

to become a monk.  He joined the Augustinians, who were the strictest order 

of monks.  And once there, he became the strictest of the Augustinians.  He 

fasted to the point of ruining his digestion.  He confessed his sins to the 

point of wearing out his confessors.  He did penance to the point of wearing 

out his knees.  He made pilgrimage to Rome.  He became a priest and a 

professor of theology.  Everything he could think of he tried, not because he 

was morbidly obsessed with sin but because he knew he had been caught, 

just like the unjust steward.  He knew that if he were to meet God in his 

condition he would be condemned eternally.  

But God is merciful and Luther's spiritual trials were from God and 

were for a reason.  After he had exhausted himself, Luther read these words 

from Paul's Letter to the Romans.  "For in the gospel righteousness from 

God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is 

written: The righteous will live by faith."  And at that moment God opened 

Luther's mind and heart to understand.  Through faith alone in Christ's 

atoning work, the perfect righteousness of Christ is freely given to the 

believer.  It is a gift.  No work of man can ever earn forgiveness.  But it can 

be received as a simple gift from God.  And with the rebirth of Luther 

eventually came the reformation of the church and the publication of the 



gospel that has long been obscured.  Salvation is by grace alone through 

faith alone in Christ alone and to the glory of God alone.  With this provision 

we cannot fail.

The last thing for us to take note of is this: the steward acted quickly.  

He didn’t wait for some more convenient day for he knew there was no more 

convenient day.  He had to act quickly for he did not know how much time 

he had left.  Again, spiritually speaking, the lesson is clear.  Don’t put off   

faith and repentance until you have had your fill of sin: do it now.  Don’t 

imagine that it will get easier the longer you put it off; the truth of the matter 

is the longer we delay our return to the Father’s house the more hardened we 

become and the more difficult it is.  Don’t imagine that you have all the time 

in the world; you don’t.  The clock is ticking and you are one day closer to 

the end than you were yesterday.

 Let me make one last point.  When Jesus finishes the parable he says, 

“I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it 

is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.”  This does not mean 

that we are to “buy” friends.  In any event that is an impossibility, because if 

they are bought they are not friends.   Nor does it mean that we are to buy 

God’s favour.  That too is an impossibility, because when you get right down 



to it, all things belong to God so we have nothing of our own to make any 

purchase with.  No.  When you get down to it Jesus is urging upon us our 

using money in a God-honouring way.  He is saying, use your resources in 

the same way as those wise folk in Matthew 25.  They used it in such a way 

as to be ready when the ledger books had to be balanced.  Let me read that 

passage:
When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the 

angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory.  All 
the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the 
people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from 
the goats.  He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on 
his left.

Then the King will say to those on his right, “Come, you 
who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the 
kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world.  For I 
was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and 
you have me something to drink, I was a stranger and you 
invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick 
and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit 
me.”

Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when did we 
see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something 
to drink?  When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or 
needing clothes and clothe you?  When did we see you sick or 
in prison and go to visit you?”

The King will reply, “I tell you the truth, whatever you 
did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for 
me.”

Be wise and prepare to meet your Maker.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.


