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On acting shrewdly 

 

Jeremiah 8:18—9:1 

Psalm 79:1–9 

1 Timothy 2:1–7 

Luke 16:1–13 

 

Text: Luke 16:8 

And his master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly; 

for the children of this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation 

than are the children of light. 

 

Introduction 

In an article by Carl Truman, a professor of biblical and religious studies, on 

standing firm in our faith in Jesus Christ amid the currents of culture that 

undermine faith, he wrote, “If our imaginations are not fired by the greatness of the 

eternal communion with our glorious God that will be consummated at the end of 

time, then the problems of this present age will loom large and always threaten to 

overwhelm us.”   

 

1. The gospel, the good news that is Jesus Christ, is inherently eschatological.  I 

know that is a big theological word, yet it has a very simple meaning.  The Greek 

word ‘eskhatos’ means ‘last.’  Eschatology is the study of last things. It may have a 

simple meaning but the implications are profound.  Where is human history 

headed, if in fact it is headed anywhere at all?  How a person perceives where 

things are headed has implications for how you live in the present moment.  In the 

early 1980’s my wife and I sold a home and bought another.  In hindsight we 

should have bought two homes because within four years house prices doubled.  

The prudent (shrewd) thing to be done was to have anticipated the increasing home 

prices and have the courage to act accordingly.  This is the kind of thing Jesus is 

talking about in his parable of the dishonest manager.  How you see the future is at 

the heart of the matter. 

 

The dishonest manager acted shrewdly having recognized that he was headed for a 

bleak future and he did something about it.  The word translated shrewdly 

(φρονίμως,) means intelligent, wise or prudent, i.e. mindful of one's interests.   It is 

a word which is often used in the gospels (Luke 12:42) of the attitude which 

disciples should adopt in regard to the coming of the Son of Man. The steward had 

seen the urgency of the situation and reacted sensibly towards it; so too, it is 

implied, should humans react to the impending judgment of God.  Jesus’ comment 
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was that “the children of this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own 

generation than often is the case for the children of light.”  

 

Perhaps, like me, you hear this from Jesus and wonder if your own priorities in life 

are aligned with kingdom priorities; I supposedly have the light of the gospel, but 

does my life reflect that light.  I find it very easy to get immersed in our acquisitive 

culture and want more things.  Most of our banking institutions now offer apps that 

instantly organize the bank record of our expenditures into categories, presumably 

to make it easier for budgeting and wise money management.  A look at the 

spending categories of my banking software is quite telling.  What is the story it 

tells?  Does it reflect gospel priorities?  Does it reflect the attitude of a person who 

thinks this world is all there is or a person who knows of the world to come? 

 

This parable has been one of the most difficult parables to understand and interpret 

because it looks like the steward is being commended for his dishonesty.  That the 

steward was dishonest was stated from the start—it is the reason he is going to lose 

his employment.  Some have suggested that when he summoned his master’s 

debtors and significantly discounted their bills that he was simply forgiving his 

commission on the deals.  But there is nothing in the way Jesus tells the story or 

first-century employment arrangements to substantiate this sort of reading.   And 

the reason for such readings is so we get out from under the charge that Jesus 

commends dishonesty. 

 

Most agree that this parable is a crisis parable.  The dishonest steward faces a 

crisis.  Jesus’ eschatological preaching—that is, his preaching of God’s judgement 

of sin and the world to come—presented a crisis to his hearers generally and to his 

disciples in particular.  It was preaching that calls for a decision.  Like Jesus’ 

parables of the friend who comes at midnight and the woman who persists before 

an unjust judge this is a how-much-more parable that makes its point by a contrast.  

Just as the steward acted in his world to safeguard his well-being, how much more 

in this eschatological crisis should Jesus’ hearers act to safeguard their own eternal 

well-being.  Dishonesty is no more endorsed in the dishonest steward parable than 

is rudeness in the friend at midnight parable or lack of respect for God and people 

in the unjust judge parable. 

 

What is commended is action born of wisdom in view of the crisis.  The point is 

indeed the ability of the steward to deal with the crisis, but specifically ability in 

dealing with money.  The parable is about the use of possessions in view of the 

eschatological crisis.  In other words, money is to be used wisely, given kingdom 

economics, rather than for self-centered purposes. 
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Jesus tells his disciples the point he is making with the parable.  “And I tell you, 

make friends for yourselves by means of dishonest wealth so that when it is gone, 

they may welcome you into the eternal homes.”  One theologian offered the 

following paraphrase of Jesus’ point; “put yourself in a good position through your 

use of money, which so easily leads you astray, so that when this age is over God 

will receive you into his eternal dwelling.”1 

 

2. The gospel writer Luke understands this parable to have addressed the subject of 

money and a believer’s relationship to wealth in light of the gospel.  This is clear 

from his placement of some of Jesus’ sayings about wealth immediately following 

the parable culminating in the pronouncement, “No slave can serve two masters; 

for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and 

despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.” Further, Jesus’ hearers 

understand his parable to be about wealth; in the next sentence in Luke’s story we 

are told that “The Pharisees, who were lovers of money, heard all this, and they 

ridiculed him.” 

 

Jesus has a lot to say about wealth and the spiritual danger that lurks.  “You cannot 

serve God and wealth.”  Jesus implies, in the assertion, that allegiance to wealth’s 

demands is idolatry.  Wealth’s demand for allegiance and servitude leads away 

from God. “If riches increase,” writes the Psalmist, “do not set your hearts on 

them,” because power and steadfast love belong to God. (Psalm 62:10-12) 

 

We read today a section from the preaching of the prophet Jeremiah where the 

prophet mourns for the people.  For some time Jeremiah has been warning those in 

Judea of their pending overthrow by the Babylonians.  He sees this crisis on the 

horizon and has been calling the people to return to the Lord.  Yet they persist in 

their corrupt ways though God has announced his judgement on the nation—a 

nation of his people.   One of the charges God announces through his prophet is 

this—"from the least to the greatest everyone is greedy for unjust gain; from 

prophet to priest everyone deals falsely.  They have treated the wound of my 

people carelessly, saying, ‘Peace, peace’, when there is no peace.” (Jeremiah 8:10-

11)  All is well, don’t worry God won’t abandon his temple, leaders said to the 

people (and themselves). 

 

In the midst of Jeremiah’s mournful lament, “Is there no balm in Gilead?  Is there 

no physician there?  Why then has the health of my poor people not been restored?; 

 
1 Klyne R. Snodgrass, Stories With Intent, Second Edition, Eerdmaans, 2018. p. 415. 
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in the midst of this lament another voice is heard, a sentence from the broken heart 

of God, ‘Why have they provoked me to anger with their images, with their foreign 

idols?’  You notice that idolatry is considered to be anything but benign.  It is to 

tell God, ‘you are not God, something else is.’  It is, according to Jesus, to deny 

reality.   

 

The Psalmist declares that “Those who choose another god multiply their sorrows” 

(Psalm 16:4) and that “those who make them (idols) are like them; so are all who 

trust in them.”  (Psalm 115:8)  In the scriptures it is assumed that everyone 

worships something and in that worship takes on the character of that something.  

In a commencement address the novelist (the late) David Foster Wallace said 

“There is no such thing as not worshipping.  Everybody worships.  The only choice 

we get is what to worship.”  

 

Foster, who did not profess to be a Christian, further notes that “If you worship 

money and things, if they are where you tap real meaning in life, then you will 

never have enough, never feel you have enough.”  Foster thought that such worship 

would ‘eat you alive;’ another way of saying you become like the idol you 

worship.  Think for a moment—how does money regard human life?  When 

someone worships money what becomes of their regard for others?  Everything 

and everyone gets reduced to dollar value.  People are valued according to the 

amount of money one has.  It isn’t much wonder that the Apostle Paul says that 

greed is idolatry. (Colossians 3:5) 

 

When you read the gospels you will discover that Jesus had a lot to say about the 

spiritual danger that wealth poses; he was coming constantly to this theme and his 

parable of the dishonest steward is one such occasion.  I notice that Jesus says 

little, in a direct way, about the idols of Rome or of the pagan world.  It isn’t 

because he is unaware of them.  The reality is that money or wealth pervades 

across cultures and time offering to any generation to be all that you really need.  

Given the fact that you take on the character of the object of your worship can you 

not understand why Jesus might have a lot to say about this pervasive idol in 

particular?  

 

Can we not also understand why he calls us to shrewdness on our part as we 

endeavour to live the values of his kingdom in the economic realities of our world?  

The gospel instructs us on the importance of proclamation of the gospel, promoting 

faith in one another, love for one another fostered in the community of believers, 

and care for the destitute.  Recall Jesus’ parable of the sheep and the goats and how 

he commended feeding the hungry and clothing the naked and care for the sick and 
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welcome of the stranger.  Paul said faith, hope and love endure—as we live out 

these things here in this world they are preparation for the next.  In this parable 

Jesus taught his followers to “put yourself in a good position through your use of 

money, which so easily leads you astray, with a view to this age being over and 

God receiving you into his eternal dwelling.” 

 

3. I invite you to return with me to the crisis aspect of this parable.  Jesus’ 

preaching always elicited a response, a decision, a yes or no.  Recall the surprise of 

Jesus’ hearers that he spoke with authority.  In today’s world we think authority is 

whatever makes people obey.  True authority doesn’t make people do anything.  

Authority rests in the truth of God.  That is why submission is no loss of freedom.  

When Jesus preached hearers realize the spiritual peril he spoke of was real.  This 

is why the Pharisees resort to ridicule to reject Jesus.  

 

The crisis in the parable corresponds to a spiritual crisis we all face.  The dishonest 

steward knew his future was bleak.  The spiritual crisis is that the human is dead or 

lost, alienated from God facing a future of being eternally cut off from God.  No 

human in this world, whatever the difficulty they face, is ever godforsaken.  The 

danger is that unless this alienation from God, this spiritual inertness, this lost 

condition is remedied a frightful future awaits. 

 

You will note that Jesus doesn’t try to argue for this pronouncement to make it 

reasonable or try to defend it.  He simply states it.  His parable is told to make the 

point clear.  Jesus expects us to agree with him that rescue is needed, remedy is 

essential. 

 

Jeremiah lamented, is there no balm in Gilead?  It is a rhetorical question that 

implies an answer of ‘no’, depicting the desperate situation of the people with no 

way out of the crisis.  The Balm of Gilead was a rare perfume used medicinally 

and named for the region of Gilead, where it was produced.  Some of you will 

know the hymn, ‘There is a balm in Gilead.’  It originated from the slave 

experience of American black peoples.  Those who have sung it will know the 

chorus, There is a balm in Gilead To make the wounded whole; There is a balm in 

Gilead To heal the sin-sick soul.  The balm of Gilead was used as a metaphor for 

Jesus Christ. He is the one who can heal the sin-sick soul. 

 

“Truly,” declares the Psalmist, “no ransom avails for one’s life, there is no price 

one can give to God for it. For the ransom of life is costly, and can never suffice, 

that one should live on for ever    and never see the grave.” (Psalm 49:7-9)  Money 
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will never save you.  Yet the gospel proclaims there is a ransom.  For there is one 

God; there is also one mediator between God and humankind, 

Christ Jesus, himself human, who gave himself a ransom for all—this was attested 

at the right time. 

 

It is prudent, ever shrewd, is it not, to worship the one true God who gave his life a 

ransom for us all. 
 


