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So, the parable of the “dishonest manager.” That's the way the footnote in my bible names it. 
Sometimes it's called the parable of the “unjust steward.”  It’s all the same thing really, and all 
equally wrong! So, I want to propose a different name for this parable. I propose we call it the 
parable of the Prodigal Steward. You remember what the word prodigal means, right? Prodigal 
means “characterized by profuse or wasteful expenditure,” you know “recklessly spendthrift!”  
 
You know, the word used to describe this steward, this manager, is the same word used to 
describe the younger son in the parable of the prodigal son! In both cases it's said that he 
“squandered” or “was squandering” his property! It doesn't say this steward was engaged in 
fraud or skimming or anything dishonest. It's that he was wasteful and reckless! And as far as 
that other part later in the parable, where you think the steward is dishonest, well yes, and 
definitely self-interested, but we'll get to that. 
 
So, stay with me. Lets call this the parable of the Prodigal Steward. As I said, it's the same 
word, “squandered”...  and we call the other parable the parable of the Prodigal Son! And, 
besides they're right next to each other and there are lots of other similarities between them as 
well. But, here's the deal. Luke says that Jesus tells this to the disciples, but it's also still the 
same context as that of the parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin and the prodigal son, back in 
chapter 15. And that context is that the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling about and 
disparaging Jesus for welcoming tax collectors, prostitutes and other sinners and sharing a table 
with them. 
 
Well, you remember the scribes and the Pharisees. They were the moral police of the day. They 
thought, being religious leaders and all, that their job was to protect God's honor by keeping sin 
and loose morals under control. They knew that God was about good morals and living right. 
God had to be! If God was a pure and holy and righteous God, then God had to draw the line 
and deal with sin! Right? And anyone who didn't do that (like Jesus) was dishonoring God! 
That's the context into which Jesus tells this parable. 
 
The story goes like this. There was once this very rich man, an absentee landlord (weren't they 
all?) who was living up in Jerusalem where all his jet-set friends also lived. That was, of 
course, so they could throw lavish parties and invite each other over to show off all their bling: 
you know, the diamond pendant and the metallic blue Jaguar convertible, not to mention the 
latest addition to their house. So, there's this very rich man and he has this vineyard, one of 
many, out in the hinterlands, where a whole bunch of the local peasants work for him for not 
enough money to make a decent living, so they have to buy things on credit from the company 
store (also owned by him, of course) and they end up getting deeper and deeper in debt... to 
him. 
 
The steward, of course, comes from the local peasantry, but he has some management skills, 
maybe a little more education, so he runs the company store for the rich man and generally 
oversees things. So, as the story goes, someone shows up one night at one of the rich man's 
parties talking all about how this steward, this company store manager was squandering all the 
man's property. It's alarming to the man to hear that being said. But, here's what we usually 
miss in this story, coming from our culture and not theirs... it's alarming not because of the 
money the rich man may be losing in all of the steward's reckless, spendthrift ways, but because 
the rich man's honor is soiled by these accusations! 
 
If it were about the money, why doesn't the rich man demand repayment, or take the steward to 
court? You see, it's not about the money. He dismisses the steward before he even has an 



accounting (and in fact assumes that the man is honest in even asking him to hand over the 
books) because the word is out that the man is recklessly spending, wasting out of control! It's 
about the rich man's honor and status in the community, you see, because in that honor/shame 
based culture, the man's honor was threatened by a public perception that he didn't have control 
over his employees and his property. 
 
What's such a man to do? Well, he must do just what this rich man does in the beginning here. 
He must dismiss this steward right away and try to minimize the damage to his reputation! 
Now, so far of course in the parable, that's right where the scribes and the Pharisees, and the 
disciples, and most likely most of Luke's church would have been. Right there with what must 
be done by the rich man.  
 
And since life is all of one piece anyway, as we know, religiously speaking that's also where 
the scribes and Pharisees were. That is, you remember, they had to believe that God would, 
sooner or later, exert authority and control over sin and punish sinners, or God would be seen 
as morally lax and would be dishonored. So, what were they to do with Jesus who, in the name 
of God, was consorting with sinners and all the most morally lax people in the culture? They 
had to protect God's honor! 
 
Well, it remains a dilemma for the church. It remains a dilemma whenever we think we’re in 
the morals business. Because, if we're honest we know that Jesus still makes us uneasy. We still 
don't quite know what to do with certain people. I mean, what are we supposed to do with the 
alcoholic in church? What are we supposed to do with adulterers in church. What are we 
supposed to do with illegal immigrants? What are we supposed to do with homosexuals? Or, 
for that matter, what are we supposed to do with our own continuing sin, all the ways we, each 
one of us, you and I, continue to miss the mark? 
 
See, one thing we continue to believe is that somewhere, sometime God will deal with our own 
and everyone else's sin. One formula we've come up with is to say: God loves the sinner but 
hates the sin. But, all of that leaves us in a predicament. How will I ever really act 
altruistically? How will I ever really get my motives pure and straight? But, we still think God 
has to deal with sin, don't we? Otherwise, God can't be God. And so, we still think we in the 
church need also to be concerned with protecting God's honor. 
 
Well, listen to the rest of how this parable goes. We left off, you remember, with the rich man 
(and all the listeners) knowing that he must dismiss this steward for hi honor's sake. So, the 
steward's in a predicament! He says to himself, “What am I going to do?” “I'm going to be in a 
bad way when I lose this job!” And he has a pretty honest accounting of himself. He says, “I'm 
not strong enough to dig, and I'm ashamed to beg.” “What am I going to do?!” So, he comes up 
with a plan. Now, to be honest it is a completely self-interested plan to try to get himself out of 
very quickly impending trouble. 
 
But, having said that, you need to know that although the amounts that these people owe to the 
rich man are large, they are not large enough, even if they were marked paid in full, much less 
the actual amounts that they are marked down, for people to then invite this man to live in their 
homes gratis indefinitely! The steward doesn't want to be received and knows he couldn't be 
received into people’s homes as a freeloader. That's not what his plan's about. His plan, very 
shrewd and clever indeed, is about how to save and restore his Master's honor, and save his 
own reputation as a steward at the same time. So, that if he is fired, (hopefully if the plan really 
works, he's thinking he won't be) maybe he can still be received into another's home as a 
steward. 
 
See, what Luke's and Jesus' hearers knew, and what we don't realize is the Jewish Law of 
Agency. It's three things: 



1. A man's agent is like himself. 
2. There is no agency for wrongdoing. 
3. It is assumed that an agent executes his commission. 
 

All that means one thing. The debtors in the parable would have assumed that the marking 
down of their bills was done at the rich man's order! You see, that's why the rich man 
commended the manager's shrewd plan! The rich man showed up that day at the vineyard to get 
the books from the manager and all these peasant employees come out dancing in the road to 
greet him, saying what a fine Joe this man is! What a great guy! His status and honor is restored 
and then some! He can either take the credit being given him, or he can say, “oh, no that's a 
mistake, and fire the steward. Well, that's a no-brainer! 
 
Look, the parable is very simple. What had the steward done? He forgave debts. Here's Jesus 
saying, “look, this self-centered, spendthrift, gets it right even in his self-centeredness.” “Look, 
what in fact honors God is forgiving debts.” And for Luke, who's always concerned about the 
poor and the “dishonest” wealth that's made off of their backs, it's all the same, whether debts 
people owe you because of some wrong they've done you, or literal monetary debts. It's all the 
same. It's Luke, you remember, who in his version of the Lord's prayer, (unlike Matthew and 
most of our constructions who maintain a parallelism “forgive us our debts as we forgive our 
debtors,”) it's Luke who actually links the two, so we know it's all the same. Luke says, 
“forgive us our sins, as we forgive our debtors.” You can look it up. What in fact honors God is 
forgiving debts. 
 
Friends, how can we, who have a cross as the central symbol of our faith think that God still 
has to deal with sin? In the cross of Christ, God dealt with and shows how he continues to deal 
with sin. God forgives it. Period. God takes the hurtful result of it into himself and forgives it. 
So, says Jesus to us, it's just this simple. If we are to be stewards of our Lord, truly honoring 
God, we forgive. It doesn't matter that we're self-centered a lot of times, or that we're inept 
prodigal, wasteful, whatever. If we are to get it right, we forgive.  
 
As Sarah Breuer has written: we forgive “things (we have) no right to forgive.” We forgive, 
like this steward, “for all the wrong reasons, for personal gain... to compensate for past 
misconduct,” but we forgive. Forgive for any reason you want, or no reason at all, but forgive. 
As Nike says: “Just do it!” In the cross of Christ, God isn't concerned with protecting his honor, 
only with dealing with all or our miscues and missing the mark, all of our sin in the same 
way...forgiveness. As Breuer eloquently says: “It boils down to the same thing: deluded or 
sane, selfish and/or unselfish, there is no bad reason to forgive.  
 
Extending the kind of grace God shows us, in every possible arena – financial or moral – can 
only put us more deeply in touch with God's grace.” How will we ever get our motives pure 
and altruistic? We won't, but don't worry about it. Just forgive. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


