
 

 

Sunday,  September 18, 2022 

  Sermon                                      “Payback”                   Pastor Rhonda 

Scripture:  Luke 16:1-13  
 
One of the reasons I like following the lectionary scripture readings 

throughout its three year cycle is because this discipline can be 

humbling.  Every once in a while we are presented with a passage that 

is somewhat baffling. Yes, the lectionary offers several passages each 

week for potential preaching texts, so these challenging ones could 

simply be bypassed. But I believe that wrestling with the difficult 

passages of scripture actually deepens our faith; while running from the 

challenging portions of our sacred texts would sidestep a growth 

opportunity. 

 

The challenge for us today comes in the form of this parable from the 

Gospel According to Luke. It is challenging because it talks about a 

subject that many of us consider private - financial decision making. It 

is challenging because the solution to the Manager’s dilemma is 

cheating his Boss, and his decision to cheat is praised as “shrewd” even 

though we know that cheating is wrong. So what are we supposed to do 

with this story? What lesson could it possibly hold for us? Let’s see if 

we can sort it out together this morning.   

 



 

 

We can get into trouble anytime we take scripture out of context, 

because context gives us some of our best tools for understanding. The 

first context we want to consider is the time and place this story was 

told.  Secondly, we’ll look at where this story fits into the larger Gospel 

message. 

 

In the four Gospels, the four books that record all that we know about 

the life and teachings of Jesus, Jesus talks about money more than he 

talks about heaven and hell combined. In fact money (or wealth) is his 

second most popular topic; the only thing he talks about more is the 

coming Kingdom of God; which, when it arrives, will marshal in a 

reversal of our understanding of wealth, or a new economy based on 

God’s guidelines of love and care.  

 

Jesus was talking and teaching during a time with extreme disparity 

between the rich and the poor. We hear talk today about how 1 or 2% 

of the US population controls so much of our nation’s wealth, and how 

the other 98% of us have much less power because of that fact. The few 

can use their wealth to influence government (quite legally, through 

paid professional lobbying, and with campaign contributions to 

candidates who support their interests). While most of us don’t have 

the financial resources to exert that kind of influence.   

 

Jesus was not speaking to people living in a social / political system 

like ours, but to subjects of the Roman Empire. But in that 1st century 

setting the disparity between rich and poor was even worse than it is for 

us today. For people who could not afford to sustain their own lives, 

the only safety nets were family and faith. And the Hebrew faith was 

clear on how people should treat their neighbors, and how they should 

respond to the needs of widows and orphans (who had no family as a 

safety net), and the needs of  immigrants (who had no land, which 

meant they could not even grow their own food to avoid starving). 

 

Luke’s gospel in particular speaks very strongly in favor of caring for 

the poor. Remember it is the shepherds - working class and 

marginalized - who show up for Jesus’ birth in Luke’s telling of the 

Christmas story (while Kings’ decrees and wise men’s visits are the 

focus of Matthew’s version). 
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The economic system of Imperial Rome that was based on patronage 

is evident in this morning’s story about the Dishonest Manager. 

There is a clear hierarchy of wealth and work among the characters. 

The Manger worked for the Boss. This was a pretty good job in the 

scheme of things. It was a step above manual labor which in turn was 

a step above begging on the street. Based on the items his debtors 

owed him, the Boss was likely a land owner. He was patron to the 

Manager, and all those who worked on his property, but it is likely 

that the Boss owed possession of that property to the Roman 

conquerors and occupiers. In fact it is possible that he gained some of 

the land because of his loyalty to the Empire, at the expense of 

neighbors who were dispossessed of their family’s land by excessive 

taxation or other unscrupulous means.   

 

Family land was an inheritance dating back to the Israelites’ arrival in 

the Promised Land after fleeing slavery in Egypt. We must not gloss 

over the violence visited on the previous inhabitants of this land by 

the Israelites in order to acquire it. Neither should we ignore the 

tactics used by the colonizers of the Americas to acquire the 

resources of the so called New World. Both of these actions were 

religiously sanctioned. But as the African proverb says, “Until the 

lion learns to write, every story will glorify the hunter.” 

 

Regardless of the method of acquisition, in ancient Israel to be 

separated from the family’s land was to be cut off from a source of 

life in the present, and to lose the family’s source of livelihood for the 

future. So even though the Boss had power to fire the Dishonest 

Manager for disappointing him, the Romans had the power to take 

the land away from the Boss, should he displease or disappoint them 

in some way. This kind of power structure placed everyone in 

competition to retain their place in it. It fostered self preservation 

above concern for others. 

 

In addition to the political and historical context, it is helpful to see 

where this story fits in the flow of Luke’s narrative arc.  We find the 

parable of the Dishonest Manager sandwiched between two other 

stories that also talk about wealth, or money.   
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The Prodigal Son story precedes the Dishonest Manager. This is the 

familiar story about the younger son who compels his father to 

liquidate half of his land and holdings so the son can have his 

inheritance before the father dies. The young man then goes off to 

another country and squanders all of it on wild living and gambling. 

Still the father welcomes and even celebrates the son’s return home 

because, to the father, the relationship with his son was more 

important, more valuable, than the money the young man had 

squandered. 
 

The Dishonest Manager’s story is followed by the story about an 

unnamed wealthy man and a poor man named Lazarus. One of them 

had wealth on earth, but the other was wretched on earth. The 

wealthy one never noticed the suffering of the poor man, even though 

the poor man waited outside the wealthy man’s door in hopes of 

getting even a few scraps. Suffice it to say, there will be a reversal of 

fortune for these two in the coming Kingdom of God. 
 

None of these three stories pretends to describe actual events.  Rather, 

all three are parables. Most of us are probably familiar with parables 

because we’ve heard about the ones that Jesus told. But the parabolic 

tradition is older than Jesus, and not unique to him. So it may be 

helpful to ask two questions: 

 What are parables?   

 What is their purpose? 

 

A parable is a teaching story, that is not literally true, but points 

toward some truth. Although they can be confusing, they are not like 

a Dan Brown novel, with some encrypted secret that only a select few 

are able to decode. The question we want to ask in response to this 

parable about the Dishonest Manager is not, “What does it mean?” 

The question we want to ask is “What does it teach us?” 

 

To recap the story: the Manager was cheating his boss; The 

Manager’s coworkers ratted him out; knowing he was about to lose 

his job, he used his position - while he still had it - to secure a 

relationship with his Boss’s debtors; For this dishonest action, the 

Boss praised the Manager as “shrewd.”  Perhaps the verses that 

follow the parable can help us understand its lesson for us.   
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Following this parable, Jesus reminds his listeners that people cannot 

serve two masters. Or does he? Some Biblical scholars question 

whether the closing explanatory statements at the end of this scripture 

passage originated from Jesus. These scholars speculate that maybe 

the sentences that follow the Boss’s praise of the corrupt Manager 

were added by the Gospel writer in an attempt to explain this difficult 

parable. This idea resonates with my image of Jesus. I can easily 

imagine Jesus dropping this puzzling story into the teachable 

moment, then dropping the mic and walking away. The whole point 

of using parables instead of giving a straight answer, is to let people 

figure out what to do or how to respond, on our own. The choice is 

then based on our own reasoning and is authentically ours. Because 

remember, transformation is not just changed behavior, it involves a 

change of heart, which requires internalizing the “why” of our 

changed behavior.  

 

Whether they are authentic or not, these closing sentences make a 

valid point in reminding us we must choose between serving God and 

serving wealth. Clearly, the Manager of the parable’s “master” was 

wealth, not his Boss. He was even willing to cheat the person he 

worked for in order to gain more wealth for himself. But the turn of 

events that undermined his financial security, caused him to turn as 

well. He turned his attention from gaining wealth for himself to using 

wealth - even if it was not his own - to build relationships with his 

Boss’s debtors. He turned from the top to bottom structure of power 

and wealth, to a relationship of mutuality with his community 

members. Rather than being a co-dependent in the patronage system, 

he opted for an interdependent relationship with his neighbors. 

 

As I mentioned a few minutes ago, Jesus talked about money a lot in 

the Bible, but never in a good way. When Jesus talked about wealth 

he was usually revealing how it could be a hindrance to our faith. 

People preoccupied with wealth are in danger of prioritizing material 

gain over their relationship with God, and over their relationship with 

the people in their lives - their family, friends, and community. In 

other words, being wealthy is not the problem. It’s what we do with 

our wealth that can be a problem. No matter how much or how little 

wealth we have, we need to use it faithfully. 
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Wealth is not a worthy goal in itself. No one will be leaving this 

world with the dollars or any of the stuff that dollars allow us to 

accumulate.  Wealth is a tool which can be used to dominate and 

control, or it can be used to support and liberate. One use is 

selfish, the other is faithful. 

 

My prayer is that we are grateful for all that we have, and all that 

we will receive in our lifetimes, and that we faithfully use all that 

we have to forward the interdependent and honest relationship of 

neighbors that mirrors the Kingdom of God, the only kind of 

payback worthy of the people of God.  

Amen. 

 

Pastor Rhonda 
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