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OUTLINE 
 
The parable of the dishonest steward 

The principles for faithful stewardship 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
‘Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich 
person to enter the kingdom of God.” (Matt. 19:24) ‘Take care, and be on your guard 

against all covetousness, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of his 
possessions.” (Luke 12:15) ‘As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears 
the word, but the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and it 

proves unfruitful.’ (Matt. 13:22) ‘Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual 
immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.’ (Col. 3:5) ‘But 
those who desire to be rich fall into temptation, into a snare, into many senseless and 
harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. 10 For the love of money is a 

root of all kinds of evils. It is through this craving that some have wandered away from the 
faith and pierced themselves with many pangs.’ (1 Tim. 6:9-10).  The Bible has a lot to say 
about our love of money.  One commentator points out that nearly 1/3 of the parables deal 

with money. The parable that we are dealing with today, the parable of the unfaithful 
steward/manager is one of those, Luke 16:1-13.   
 

This has been said to be one of the most difficult parables to understand.  Ordinarily 
parables are easy to grasp as they speak through familiar images about spiritual truths.  
This one stands out as being different in that Jesus appears to be condoning the dishonesty 

of the steward.  At first it sounds like He is encouraging the pursuit of unrighteous 
mammon, and appears to speak approvingly of shady business dealings.  I remember as a 
young Christian really struggling with this parable.  But be at peace Jesus is not condoning 

or encouraging any form of greed or corruption.  He is comparing the wise and dedicated 
pursuit of the greedy for the things of this life to the half-hearted desire that we have and 
the preparations we make for our own spiritual futures.  It is not the dishonesty but the 

dedication and commitment that are being highlighted.  It is often the case that we who 
walk by faith are put to shame by those who walk by sight and according to the flesh.  We 
who have the truth are often outdone by those who believe lies. 

 
It appears that a large part of chapter 16 has money in mind.  V1-13 is the parable of the 
unjust steward and principles around faithfulness with possessions.  In v14-17, those who 

love money ridicule Christ to which He responds, and then the parable of Lazarus and the 
rich man is a commentary on the sins and punishments of the rich 
 

The portion before us divides into 2 sections.  First, we have the parable itself calling us to 
be more dedicated in our pursuit and preparation of spiritual things.  Secondly, we have a 
number of principles which outline some ways to be faithful stewards.   

 
The parable of the dishonest steward 
 
V1, ‘He also said to the disciples, “There was a rich man who had a manager, and charges 

were brought to him that this man was wasting his possessions.’  Please note that the 
primary audience is the disciples.  Jesus has been addressing the Pharisees, and will do so 



again in v14-17, but the main audience of this next section is you, the believer.  The main 
person who should be applying this parable is the disciple of Christ.   

 
The parable is set in a familiar set of circumstances.  We have a rich man, who is portrayed 
as an absent rich landowner with his finger in a lot of pies and economic ventures.  Over his 

interests he has set a manager, literally a steward.  This man however is not a faithful 
steward, the master calls him a ‘dishonest manager’ in v8 and the v1 highlights that he has 
been wasting the master’s possessions.  That word wasting is the same used to describe the 

prodigal son who ‘squandered his property.’  And now there are formal charges laid against 
him.  Was he guilty of neglect, of dishonesty, of severe mismanagement, we are not told.  
Whatever the issue is the master believes he is guilty and worthy of being fired.  V2, ‘And he 

called him and said to him, ‘What is this that I hear about you? Turn in the account of your 
management, for you can no longer be manager.’  This man is told that he must balance the 
books, hand over the accounts and then he is fired.  It has been pointed out that he is silent 

which confirms his guilt.   
 
V3, ‘And the manager said to himself, ‘What shall I do, since my master is taking the 
management away from me? I am not strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed to beg.’  

The steward now has to make a plan for his future.  He is too weak to work and too proud 
to beg.  He is a white collar worker unfit for physical labor and being from the more 
privileged classes cannot see himself begging.  V4, ‘I have decided what to do, so that when 

I am removed from management, people may receive me into their houses.’  So he comes 
up with a dishonest scheme where using the time that he has left he will win favor with 
people that they will take him into their houses.  The reference to taking him into their 

house is likely a reference to a live in job like he has now rather than take him on as a 
charity case. 
 

Let’s take a look at what he cooks up: v5-7, ‘So, summoning his master’s debtors one by 
one, he said to the first, ‘How much do you owe my master?’ 6 He said, ‘A hundred 
measures of oil.’ He said to him, ‘Take your bill, and sit down quickly and write fifty.’ 7 Then 

he said to another, ‘And how much do you owe?’ He said, ‘A hundred measures of wheat.’ 
He said to him, ‘Take your bill, and write eighty.’  Now there have been various ways to 
understand the steward’s actions.  Some uncomfortable with the fact that Jesus is using a 

wicked man to make a positive point have tried to whitewash the man’s actions.  So some 
have suggested that the rewriting of the bills is the steward giving a more fair price because 
the original price he set was too high.  Some have suggested that the steward was 

removing the interest rates he had put on it, in order that things might agree with the OT 
principle of not charging interest against a fellow Jew.  Some have suggested that he is 
removing his personal cut that he was taking off the top of every transaction.  The problem 

with all of these explanations is that Jesus records that the man is applauded by the master 
despite his dishonesty, v8.  So what do we make of the steward’s actions.  I believe that he 
is exchanging favors for favors.  He has been accused of squandering the master’s resources 

and mismanaging things.  So the steward doubles down on it.  The master hasn’t seen the 
books yet, and the master is expecting to see that things have been done badly, for 
example things being sold at a loss.  So the steward rigs the books to give the master what 

he expects to see and by doing this is able to do some favors for others who he is hoping 
will do some favors for him in return.  This was a culture that a favor was as good as todays 
business contracts, everyone returned favors.  
 

Let’s look at the details: we are told that he did not put all his eggs in one basket but that 
he brought in those who owed his master money one by one.  We are given two large 
clients who owe the master some big amounts.  The first owes 100 measures of oil.  1 



measure of oil would be about 33 liters of oil, this would be olive oil.  The cost for the 100 
measures would be about 1000 denarii.  That is approximately 3 years’ salary.  So take a 

regular working man’s wage over three years and that is the size of the debt.  The steward 
cuts the debt in half, and gets the man to write it in his own handwriting so that it looks like 
the original bill.  The second example is a man who owes 100 measures of wheat.  1 

measure of wheat would be about 400 liters of wheat, all up you are looking at nearly 40 
000 liters of what, that is the yield from 100 acres of wheat farming.  The value would be 
huge, about 8-10 years’ worth of salary.  In this instance taking off a half would look 

incredible so he slices off 1/5 of the debt about 2 years’ worth of salary.   
 
Somehow the master hears about this, perhaps these men were so grateful they thanked 

the master not knowing about the scheme, we are not told, v8, ‘The master commended the 
dishonest manager for his shrewdness. For the sons of this world are more shrewd in 
dealing with their own generation than the sons of light.’  We see that the master 

commends the steward and does not hide the fact that he is dishonest.  I don’t know if he 
kept his job, the parable doesn’t tie up all the loose ends for us, but leaves us with a lesson.  
Jesus highlights that the sons of this world, in other words unbelievers, are more shrewd 
than the sons of light.  He adds, v9, ‘And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of 

unrighteous wealth, so that when it fails they may receive you into the eternal dwellings.’   
 
Now it must be admitted that the wording of these sayings is difficult, but here is what I 

think the thrust of them is: unbelievers, driven by sinful motives, plan for their worldly 
futures utilizing their possessions in such a way to win friends and gain security for 
themselves.  Believers should be more committed because we have the truth to using the 

things of this life to serve God and ensure a healthy spiritual future.  At first these sayings 
can sound like Jesus is saying, buy your way into heaven by selling your possessions and 
giving it to the poor.  Jesus is not advocating a salvation by works program through the 

faithful stewardship of money.  The Bible does teach however that through the faithful use 
of money and possessions we can store up treasure in heaven, Matt. 6:19-21, ‘Do not lay up 
for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in 

and steal, 20 but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust 
destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21 For where your treasure is, there 
your heart will be also.’  This is a call to remember what is most important, to remember 

what we are living for, to remember that our wealth and possessions are not an end in 
themselves but a means to an end, for serving God.  This is a reminder that there is an 
eternity that must be planned for and lived in light of.  There is a reminder here as well 

about the nature of this world’s things, Jesus says, ‘they fail.’  There is a reminder here that 
things that do fail and will fade or rust or get stolen can be invested in a way that brings 
about and eternal gain.  Who wouldn’t want to exchange broken and failing things for an 

inheritance undefiled, unfading and kept in heaven for us.   
 
Jesus challenge to the disciples reminds me of William Carey’s challenge in his now famous 

book, ‘An Enquiry into the obligation of Christians to use means for the conversion of the 
heathen’.  This book rallied the church in the UK to get involved in missions.  It laid out 
arguments about the need of the lost, the responsibility of the church and laid out an action 

plan.  One of the arguments that stood out to me was when he was encouraging the church 
to overcome the many difficulties that would hinder the mission.  In those days it would 
take 5 months to get there, one would have to learn the language, difficult conditions would 
have to be endured, sickness and diseases risked, bad weather, the animosity of the natives 

and many other difficulties.  But he made the point that the traders like the Dutch East India 
Company endured these things and all for worldly treasure, cannot the church endure these 
things for the treasure of souls?  It is this sort of challenge that Christ is laying before us.  



Do we serve God like we serve sin; does our passion for the things of this world outshine 
our passion for God; do things that fade and deceive us with false promises garner a higher 

level of devotion than the things that are eternal and true?   
 
The principles of faithful stewardship 

 
Having brought up the topic of stewardship and using our money for eternal reward Christ 
adds further principles on the heels of this parable which encourage good stewardship.  

V10-12, ‘“One who is faithful in a very little is also faithful in much, and one who is 
dishonest in a very little is also dishonest in much. 11 If then you have not been faithful in 
the unrighteous wealth, who will entrust to you the true riches? 12 And if you have not been 

faithful in that which is another’s, who will give you that which is your own?’  Paul says in 1 
Cor. 4:2, ‘Moreover, it is required of stewards that they be found faithful.’  Christ assumes in 
his teachings here that we all fulfil the role of steward and outlines what faithful stewarding 

looks like.  Being a steward means not owning anything but overseeing all things according 
to the masters will.  We are not the Lords of the manor we are the servants who execute 
another’s will.  This is a role that recognizes everything is on loan and another’s and should 
be treated accordingly.  This is a fitting picture for us to remember as we see ourselves in 

this world.  God gave us life and all things to enjoy, but all things are ultimately His and are 
to be used for His glory.   
 

In v10-12 Christ talks about faithfulness.  There are many ways in which a steward must be 
faithful but Christ picks out three areas of faithfulness, faithfulness in little, faithfulness with 
wealth, faithfulness with what is another’s.  Faithfulness in little: many Christians have an 

idealized view of the Christian life where the imagine themselves as martyrs before a large 
crowd giving in big and grand gestures a show of their faithfulness.  True faithfulness is 
faithful in the small things.  When no one else is watching, when there is no glory to be 

gained, when something is done well for no applause or recognition.  It is willing to serve in 
humble ways not only in the big ways, it will commit itself to doing every job with all their 
strength and attention.  They will be faithful in loving the well loved and those who are 

more difficult to love.  There will be a consistency in their service across all categories.  
Some people say this: I would give more if only I was a millionaire.  True faithfulness is a 
poor person giving within their ability to help others out of their little.  

 
There is a challenge for every Christian here which drives us towards a good and consistent 
character.  Are there little pockets of unfaithfulness in our lives?  Are there small lies that we 

tell?  Are their small attempts at flirting and unfaithful thoughts?  Are their small thefts of 
time and work supplies?  Are there small sinful indulgences we think we are in control of?  
The trouble is if we do not watch ourselves in the little things, we will only be ourselves 

when it comes to the big things.  When Christians fall into big sins it is usually because of 
there has been no faithfulness in the little things. 
 

Faithfulness in our money says a lot about our hearts.  Jesus tells us that those who are not 
faithful with money are not entrusted with true riches.  Jesus is either talking about 
Christians receiving rewards or unbelievers who pretend to be believers but who show 

themselves not to be by how money has gripped their hearts not going to heaven.   
 
When Jesus talks about being faithful with that which is not our own he is talking about the 
things of this life that are given into our trust as stewards and how we are to use them for 

God’s purposes.  These include providing for your family, giving to the needy, supporting the 
work of the gospel, being self-controlled in your spending, etc.   
 



So how are we doing as stewards, in particular how are we doing in the area of money.  The 
words of John Wesley are wise words for us here: ‘Earn all you can, save all you can, give 

all you can.’ 
 
Jesus has a last challenge for us in this area, v13, ‘No servant can serve two masters, for 

either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise 
the other. You cannot serve God and money.”  In those days being a bondservant/slave was 
a full time thing.  You could not be the slave of two masters it was physically impossible.  

Jesus drawing on that reality helps us to see that it is not only physically but it is also 
spiritually and emotionally impossible to serve God and money.  You don’t have to be rich to 
have money as your God, it is the love of money, the dependence upon money, the 

constant desiring of money, the sacrificial service in order to obtain money, your trusting in 
money for happiness, security, identity and purpose which makes money your idol.  You will 
know that money is an idol if you are angry at God for not making you rich; when you are 

angry at your husband for not having a better job; when you demand your wife work so you 
can have your wish list fulfilled; when you cannot part with a luxury to fulfil another’s need; 
when you have lived in an imaginary world of spending and have already allocated your 
money long before you have earned it; when you are involved in immoral schemes to get 

quick and easy money like gambling, lotto, stealing, tax evasion, etc.  When the thought of 
gaining money gives you more joy than gaining a soul for the kingdom.  Children can have 
money as an idol when they are consumed with their next acquisition, be it a device, a 

fashion item, or something to entertain themselves with.   
 
Harry Ironside gives this test: ‘If you are afraid that perhaps the love of money is getting a 

grip upon you just try giving away some of it, and if you feel more cheerful and happy than 
before, then love of money has not gotten hold of you. But if you find that it hurts to give, 
then you may well be fearful lest covetousness is getting a grip on your soul. The world 

admires the man who does well for himself; the world admires him who becomes wealthy 
and can live in a beautiful mansion. But God estimates true greatness in an altogether 
different way. God’s heart goes out in loving appreciation to the man who lives for the 

benefit of others and uses that which is entrusted to him in the light of eternity.’1  Another 
popular test on the internet is answering the question: what would you be willing to do for 
10 million dollars?  In one survey, ‘1 of 4 respondents would abandon their entire family, 23 

percent said they would become a prostitute for a week, 16 percent noted they would leave 
their spouse, and 3 percent confided they would put their children up for adoption.’2  The 
heart that loves God would not break one law for God for one cent.   

 
How do we get our hearts to love God more than money?  There are several ways.  Firstly, 
think about the fact that money will perish but eternal riches will never perish.  Secondly, 

consider that money cannot buy happiness, eternal life, love, good character and many 
other things that are ultimately important.  Thirdly, look at the harm many others have 
brought into their lives through the love of money.  These things are helpful but the thing 

that will help us love God more than money is considering God’s love for us when money 
cannot love it is merely a tool, God’s giving to us on the basis of His grace, God’s pursuit of 
us, God’s paying of our sin debt and adopting us into His family.  When we see the life of 

pursuing God’s will is wat we are made for; it is the way of holiness and happiness; where 
the love of money enslaves us, destroys us, pushes our loved ones aside, and fails to deliver 

                                                             
1 Ironside, H. A. (1947). Addresses on the Gospel of Luke. (pp. 505–506). Neptune, NJ: Loizeaux 

Brothers. 

2 https://www.sermoncentral.com/sermon-illustrations/27424/money-by-dennis-cocks 

https://ref.ly/logosres/ironside63lu?ref=Bible.Lk16.1-18&off=11278&ctx=y+at+the+same+time.+~If+you+are+afraid+th


anything permanent.  God is truly worthy of our love, our service, our sacrifice, and to be 
our single-minded life pursuit, money is not. 

 
So what do we take away from this section?  From the parable of the unfaithful steward we 
are challenged to live for the things of God in a way that puts the unbeliever who is 

pursuing the things of this world to shame.  We are being challenged, especially in the area 
of money to utilize it for eternal good.  In the principles that follow we have been challenged 
in the area of faithfulness, faithfulness in little, with wealth and with what is another’s.  but 

most importantly, we have been challenged to make sure that our hearts love God more 
than they love money, for if God has our hearts, He will have our praise, our service, our 
sacrifice, and our life-long commitment.     

 
 
 

        


