
THE UNJUST STEWARD 

Luke 16:1-13 

Jesus also said to His disciples: “There was a certain rich man who had a steward, and an accusation 

was brought to him that this man was wasting his goods. So, he called him and said to him, ‘What is this 

I hear about you? Give an account of your stewardship, for you can no longer be steward.’ “Then the 

steward said within himself, ‘What shall I do? For my master is taking the stewardship away from me. I 

cannot dig; I am ashamed to beg. I have resolved what to do, that when I am put out of the stewardship, 

they may receive me into their houses.’ “So, he called every one of his master’s debtors to him, and said 

to the first, ‘How much do you owe my master?’  And he said, ‘A hundred measures of oil.’ So, he said to 

him, ‘Take your bill, and sit down quickly and write fifty.’ Then he said to another, ‘And how much do 

you owe?’ So, he said, ‘A hundred measures of wheat.’ And he said to him, ‘Take your bill, and write 

eighty.’   

 

So, the master/Master (Kurios) commended the unjust steward because he had dealt shrewdly. For the 

sons of this world are more shrewd in their generation than the sons of light. “And I say to you, make 

friends for yourselves by unrighteous mammon, that when you fail, they may receive you into an 

everlasting home.   

 

He who is faithful in what is least is faithful also in much; and he who is unjust in what is least is unjust 

also in much.  Therefore, if you have not been faithful in the unrighteous mammon, who will commit to 

your trust the true riches?  And if you have not been faithful in what is another man’s, who will give you 

what is your own? “No servant can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, 

or else he will be loyal to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon.” 

I’m not sure if you have noticed, but I have been trying to pick the hardest and the most least 

accessible parables for us to consider each week. None fits this description better than our parable this 

evening. It would be no understatement to say that this particular parable has caused centuries of confusion 

for pastors and theologians, alike. As I’ve done in weeks past, what I propose to do this evening is to give 

you the most common interpretation, and then consider whether this interpretation is satisfactory. Before 

I do that, though, a word about the translation. If you look at your bulletin, you will notice the second 

paragraph of the reading is in italics. My reason for doing this is because I believe this paragraph is the 

key to unlocking the parable’s meaning. At the center of the parable is the word, ‘master’. In Greek, this 

word is Kurios, which is translated ‘Lord’ in our English language. The question we must answer is: 

should ‘master’ be lowercase or uppercase? If lowercase, then the ‘master’ refers to the rich lord of the 

parable, who commends his steward for his dishonest dealings. If, on the other hand, it is uppercase, then 

it refers to Jesus.  The reason this choice is so important should be obvious. If ‘master’ is a referent to the 



rich man then Jesus is simply recounting the parable without any real personal involvement in the story 

itself. If ‘Master’ is a referent to Jesus then it is He who is commending the dishonest practice, which 

raises a host of other questions. Despite the hard questions it raises, I believe we should translate ‘Master’ 

in the uppercase, which means that the ‘Master’ is none other than Christ the Lord.  

With that in mind, let’s turn now to the most common interpretation of the parable. This won’t 

take very long because much of the parable is glossed over in an effort to provide a palatable meaning. By 

and large, most commentators understand the parable in the same way John Calvin interpreted it. Here’s 

Calvin’s summary: “How stupid it is to want to interpret the parable in every detail! Christ simply meant 

that the children of this world are more diligent in their concern for their own fleeting interests than the 

sons of light for their eternal well-being.” So, the parable is an admonition to the effect that if we were as 

eager and ingenious in our attempts to gain eternal reward, as the unjust steward was to gain earthly 

wealth, then the world would reflect God’s goodness much more than it does now. Furthermore, if only 

we would give as much attention to things which concern our souls as we do to the things which concern 

our bank accounts, we would be much closer to God’s own heart. Resolved: we should observe the 

constant scheming of the wicked, and while not following them in their violation of God’s Word, we 

should match their intensity and shrewdness in seeking after God’s Kingdom. 

Highly practical, I grant you, but is that all there is to the parable? While none of the conclusions 

reached are wrong in and of themselves, I believe there is a better way to interpret it. Instead of trying to 

spin every detail of the parable in order to make it more agreeable or, worse still, ignoring the troubling 

parts of the story, I suggest we think of the italicized paragraph as being spoken ironically. It is hard in a 

written text to detect the subtle nuances of speech, but we would do well to hear Jesus speaking in an 

ironical tone to his audience. Parables were originally stories meant to be heard. They formed part of the 

oral tradition, which was passed down by word of mouth. As such, the message of Christ lives in the 



proclamation, preaching and teaching of the Church. We lose something when speech is reduced to mere 

words on a page. So, the whole parable turns on Jesus’ inflection and the modulation of His voice. Heard 

in this way, Jesus’ irony is meant to shock, for He is not endorsing the unjust steward or his shrewdness. 

Quite the opposite. He is using the unjust steward as a negative example of what not to do. To that end, 

the sons of the world are cunning; they are sharp and clever in a way which the sons of light (i.e., 

Christians) should never envy or emulate. You cannot keep pace with such craftiness, which is so admired 

in our world, and still be a citizen of the kingdom of God.  When we read the second paragraph ironically 

the third paragraph makes more sense. Christ, the ‘Master’, is indeed commending the shrewdness of the 

unjust steward, but He is doing so ironically to emphasize the impossibility of serving both God and 

mammon. The whole second paragraph is a taunt, where Jesus says, “Go on, then, imitate the example of 

the steward; use the unrighteous mammon, surround yourselves with the type of insincere, self-interested 

friendship it can buy; go on and hide your true motive of greed behind a thin veil of philanthropy and 

charity, see how far this will carry you when the End finally comes? Because when it matters, those so-

called “friends” of yours, the ones you made by being dishonest, will betray you and exploit you to their 

advantage. What comes around goes around, and eventually such scheming catches up with you. But 

God’s ways are refreshingly different. Christ calls us away from a life of wheeling and dealing, where we 

are constantly trying to gain an advantage by deceiving people, to a life totally set apart. The world can 

never teach us the things of God, they must be revealed to us. We mustn’t look to the world to interpret 

God; we must look to God to interpret the world. For the world plays by its own rules, but to God honesty 

is everything, our word is our bond, truth is sought above all else, and genuine mercy and charity are 

practiced not for personal gain, but for the sake of Christ, who gives without any thought of return. Amen.   


