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Bible passage: Luke 16:1-9.

Message summary:

Rudolf Bultmann (a leading Biblical commentator on the 20th century) said this parable is “incomprehensible.” If not incomprehensible, then it certainly seems odd! In verses 8b-9 Jesus tells us to be more like the world and use what we have to gain friends. In verse 8a the manager cheats his boss out of what is rightly his and is commended for it.

This isn’t the prodigal son (which it comes immediately after). It is the most ignored of Jesus’ parable. Does Jesus just have an off day here? Why does Jesus tell this story?

The master accuses his manager of wasting his possessions (1-2): The master is a rich man as is our God. Notice that the story doesn’t draw on moral achievement or goad us into good works. The manager wasted (squandered or scattered) the masters possessions and he is fired on the spot. He doesn’t contest his innocence; his silence is an admission of guilt. He doesn’t try to get his job back but works out what to do next. I think that in his silence he experiences two aspects of his master’s nature: justice (he is judged fairly) and mercy (the master is generous and doesn’t put him in jail).

The manager tries to cover himself with the people who owe the rich man money (3-7): He can’t dig ditches and won’t beg. His reputation is in ruins as a manager, so what will he do? The manager’s plan is to risk everything on the mercy he has already experienced from his master. If he fails he’ll go to jail, but if he succeeds he’ll be a hero in the community. Nobody as yet knows that he has been fired so he calls the debtors one by one and chats with them about their rental plan. The debtors would have known and respected the master, and, therefore, would have seen these bill changes not as dodgy dealings but, rather, as a bonus from the master to them for their honest service.

The master finds out about the dishonest manager and commends his action (8a): The word shrewdly can sound stodgy, smug and dull – language changes with time. At that time it meant to have prudence or to have done something wisely. The Hebrew version of the word (chokmah) means wisdom in the Psalms and Proverbs. Jesus portrays the manager as shrewd/wise for relying on his master’s mercy. Eugene Peterson writes: “This story that has been worked over endlessly by men & women trying desperately to find some edifying moral lesson here, in order to save Jesus from commending a crook for being a very clever crook, becomes a story of embracing salvation, the kind of story that is at the very core of Jesus’ good news.”
The action of manager is a kind of backhanded compliment to the master. The master has two choices when he hears what the master has done: 1: Expose the manager on it and get the money back from the debtors, who would then think he is stingy instead of generous. 2: Just let it go and let the manager have the plaudits. As he is a generous man, he goes for the latter decision. The master pays the full price for the manager’s salvation. The manager experiences “amazing grace”; he isn’t jailed.

Why does Jesus tell this story? Because our world needs to hear it. I meet so many people who are thinking about Christianity but will only accept Jesus when they’ve “got their act together”. But that is why we come to Jesus – because we can’t get our act together. It is sad but, I believe, true that our culture doesn’t see God as gracious. But then again do we, do I, do you? Do I see God as gracious and merciful? Do we risk everything on this aspect of God? Do we rely on God’s grace? Let’s place grace first in our lives every morning.

A question:

Have I risked everything on the mercy and grace of God?
A prayer:

Jesus, thank you for showing us how just and merciful God is. Amen.
