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Introduction 
 
 A few weeks ago there was a story in the newspapers that told of an Orlando, FL 
resident who noticed that the neighbor’s kids were mysteriously nowhere to be seen.  
Having a spare key to the house he let himself in only to find the whole family of six 
dead in their beds.  The cause – carbon monoxide poisoning. 
 Called the ‘silent killer’ or the ‘invisible threat’ carbon monoxide is a gas without 
color, smell, or taste.  When it’s present in the air and inhaled it prevents oxygen from 
getting to the blood stream and thus to key organs and tissues.  If it’s present in high 
amounts it can cause someone to suffocate unsuspectingly.  One source I found said this: 
“Carbon monoxide poisoning is insidious – the person affected usually does not know 
anything is wrong.”1  You can be breathing in this stuff and not even realize you’re 
killing yourself. 
 Now if I had a carbon monoxide detector and told you that right now you were 
surrounded by carbon monoxide gas and it was cutting off your oxygen supply and could 
kill you, you would open a window or get outside to breathe in fresh air, would you not?  
You don’t mess around with this lethal gas.  Well, I’m here to tell you today that you are 
surrounded by a poison 100x more lethal than carbon monoxide, it permeates the air we 
breathe in this culture, it’s everywhere and it is slowly asphyxiating our souls; it’s 
deadly!  To most people, however, it is undetectable, there’s no pungent odor, it just 
creeps in unannounced and begins to suffocate us.  What I’m talking about is one of the 
most deadly toxins there is.  It’s called materialism and today’s passage warns us to get 
out of it. 

The message of today’s text is meant to be a carbon monoxide detector of sorts, 
showing us the danger that we are in and it’s supposed to point us to fresh, pure air for 
our souls.  The message is just this: money is a tool and a trust, not a thing to be 
treasured – God is to be treasured. 
 
Before we get into this text, let’s pray… 
 
(1) Money is a Tool 
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 Have you ever looked at a section of the Bible and said to yourself, “What in the 
world is this saying!!??”  Well, if you were at my desk with me last Monday you could 
have overheard me saying those very words with regards to this passage of Scripture that 
J.T. just read.  Let me tell you, parts of the Bible that initially seem unintelligible are 
even more frustrating when you are expected to stand up and tell everyone else what they 
mean.  Now I knew the sermon would deal somehow with money and the last half is 
somewhat straightforward, but this first parable… what is going on here?  Some of you 
may be thinking the same right now, “I wonder what he’s going to say about this one.” 
 It’s a little bit comforting to know that other people have had a hard time 
understanding this parable.  Listen to what Leon Morris admits: “This is notoriously one 
of the most difficult of all the parables to interpret.”2  With a similar tone I. Howard 
Marshall states: “Few passages in the Gospel can have given rise to so many different 
interpretations as the parable of the prudent steward.”3  So discerning the best approach 
to understanding what Jesus and Luke are trying to tell us with this parable has been a bit 
more difficult than usual, but after weighing the evidence I’ve come down on what I 
think is a fairly plausible explanation, so let me walk you through it. 
 The first thing to notice, however, right off the bat is that this is addressed to 
Jesus’ disciples; it’s a teaching of Jesus for those who follow Jesus; whatever it is that 
he’s saying, he’s saying it directly to us.  Again, just like last week, we have Jesus 
starting off with the words, “A certain man…”  This time it’s a certain rich man – a detail 
that tips us off immediately to what the theme of the subsequent discussion will be. 

This rich man had a manager in charge of his estate.  Think of Donald Trump’s 
apprentice overseeing the project here in Chicago.  This was a man of large means, who 
had legally entrusted his business affairs to a manager or steward.  But it was reported to 
the rich man that this steward of his was squandering his possessions.  He was doing a 
really bad job as manager.  Interestingly, this is the same word used last week to describe 
what the lost son did with all his possessions when he went belly up from wild living.  
The financial affairs of the rich man were being mis-managed. 

So the boss called the manager into the office and said, “What is this I hear about 
you?  Give an account of your management, because you cannot be manager any longer.”  
In effect, he says, “Give me all your records, and clean out your desk.  You’re fired!”  
There’s nothing in the story that would give us any reason to assume that the charges 
were false.  He was guilty and his employment is all but finished.  But he’s still supposed 
to turn in one last, final report or audit. 

I was talking with some of you recently and learned that when people get the ax 
nowadays at work in some jobs, they’re not even allowed to go back to their desk and 
computer.  They have to leave immediately for fear that they may sabotage the company 
somehow.  All their personal belongings are boxed up and shipped to them.  Maybe such 
a policy would have been needed here to prevent what happened next, but then again 
maybe what happened next wasn’t anything bad at all – such is the key question 
concerning this parable.  Let’s look even more closely at what happens next. 

“The manager said to himself, ‘What shall I do now?  My master is taking away 
my job.  [I’ll have nothing.]  I’m not strong enough to dig, and I’m ashamed to beg – 
[I’ve got it!]  I know what I’ll do so that, when I lose my job here, people will welcome 
me into their houses.”  He’s facing the reality of where his previous mishandling of 
things has gotten him and as he looks ahead he realizes he has very few options.  Nobody 
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else will now hire him as a steward, since he doesn’t have any good references.  He has 
no other marketable skills.  So he comes up with what is indeed a clever plan. 

In v. 5 we see his plan acted out.  Calling in each one of the debtors of his master, 
“he asked the first, ‘How much do you owe my master?’  ‘Eight hundred gallons of olive 
oil,’ he replied.  The manager told him, ‘Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it 
four hundred.’”  Now the amount of 100 baths, what the text literally says, has been 
estimated at approximately 800 gallons (so NIV) and is the yield of 146 olive trees.4  So 
we’re talking about fairly well off people; these are high-powered business deals for the 
1st century Palestinian markets.  And to have 50% of a bill this size wiped out would have 
been a much appreciated gesture. 

“Then he asked the second, ‘And how much do you owe?’  ‘A thousand bushels 
of wheat,’ he replied.  He told him, ‘Take your bill and make it eight hundred.’”  Again, 
100 kor, or approximately 1000 bushels (so NIV) is a lot of debt and to have 20% of it 
knocked off was extremely elating.  There were most likely more instances of this kind of 
thing happening.  We just get two examples, but it’s enough to show us the tactic of this 
lame-duck steward.  He’s using his financial power now to make friends so that in the 
future he will be taken care of.  You see, these debtors would forever remember the 
kindness this manager showed to them and culturally would owe him a favor. 

The interpretive problem becomes clearer with the next verse – “The master 
commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly.  For the people of this 
world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light.”  
We see here that the master commended the actions of the manager, the dishonest 
manager.  This causes us to go back and try to figure out what exactly he was doing with 
all those debtors of his master in order to earn his praise. 

There are several explanations, but I’m just going to deal with the two major ones 
that garnish the most support; others are either far-fetched or variations of these two.  The 
traditional, and I have to admit most obvious, understanding of what this manager was 
doing is that he was ripping off his master to get in good with other people.  This is what 
appears to be happening, right?  He appears to be forging documents that will 
shortchange what’s due to his master and let off the debtors with less so as to obtain their 
favor.  If you take such an approach then the word “dishonest” in v. 8 is describing the 
entire dealings of the manager.  The master overlooks the fact that he just got worked 
over and has to hand it to the wily manager for acting so shrewdly.  To me that seems a 
little silly and nonsensical, although not outside the realm of possibility.  Why would the 
master commend such actions and why would Jesus use this as an example for his 
disciples?  So this reading is certainly possible, but I’d like to argue that it’s not probable. 

I think there’s a better approach based upon a more detailed investigation into the 
cultural backgrounds surrounding commerce at the time; things that Luke’s readers 
would have assumed.  This view essentially argues that what the manager was cutting out 
was simply his own hefty commissions.  He wasn’t shortchanging his rich master; he still 
got what he deserved.  Instead he was forgiving the markup/the profits that would have 
been his.5  If you take this approach then the word “dishonest” in v. 8 is describing only 
the first actions of the manager that got him in trouble in the first place.  He’s branded as 
a dishonest manager for his track record of incompetence and corruption, but his master 
praises him for acting so wisely given his present circumstances.  He gave up his share in 
order to indebt others to himself. 
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The word translated ‘shrewdly’ and ‘shrewd’ is translated in most other places in 
the NT as ‘wise’ or ‘wisely’, even earlier in Luke.6  I say that because I think the choice 
of word itself colors how we understand the passage.  When I hear the word ‘shrewd’ I 
think of underhanded; I think of some weasel twisting things around to get his way.  
Perhaps it’s tied in my head somehow with the animal, shrew, which makes me think of a 
rodent.  But substitute the word wise and think about it from this angle and see if it 
doesn’t make better sense. 

Understanding that the manager is simply cutting out his own commission also 
gets us around the sticky issue of Jesus basing his point on an example of complete 
dishonesty.  He could be, but I just don’t think Jesus is using an example of conniving 
and thievery as the model for his disciples’ use of money.  Now he is using a worldly 
example.  He says in the second half of v. 8 – “For the people of this world are more 
[wise] in dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light.”  But that just 
means Jesus is taking a common everyday example of how the world works and saying 
that if they can approach money this way, then how much more should you, ‘people of 
the light.’  In other words Jesus was saying, “This manager made a prudent, well-
thought-out, generous move with his money from simply a common sense, worldly 
perspective – he would win human approval and be taken care of physically.  But 
followers of me should make a spiritual application of this mindset concerning money.” 

So here’s what I think Jesus is saying by telling this story and what Luke wants us 
to learn by including it in his Gospel: money should be seen as a tool in serving God.  
We, disciples of Christ/children of the light, know there’s more than just this existence.  
Life’s about more than what ordinary people think it is – making money and maintaining 
material comfort.  Money will eventually run out; we will die someday.  Therefore, use 
your money with an eternal perspective in mind.  Therefore, v. 9, “I tell you, use worldly 
wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into 
eternal dwellings.” 

Just like this worldly steward used his money in such a way as to make friends 
that would let him come stay at their house after his job was gone, so Jesus is telling us 
that we should use our money here on earth in such a way as to please the One who can 
welcome us into eternity after this age has passed.  Money is a tool to be used to serve 
other people and thereby to serve God.  That’s all it is.  Luke’s made this point before in 
even more explicit terms – “Sell your possessions and give to the poor.  Provide purses 
for yourselves that will not wear out, a treasure in heaven that will not be exhausted, 
where no thief comes near and no moth destroys” (12:33). 

Just like this manager used his money (remember what he eliminated from the 
bills were probably his commission) in such a way as to think ahead and be generous, so 
should we use our money with complete generosity/liberality, not really to get 
recognition here, but in heaven.  Remember, Jesus said elsewhere that “when you give to 
the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your 
giving may be in secret.  Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward 
you” (Mt. 6:3-4).  And remember how all throughout Luke he’s been telling us to invest 
in those who cannot repay us – the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind and how he 
said, “love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return; and your 
reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High” (6:35). 
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This is the perspective Jesus wanted his disciples to have toward money.  
Whatever money we have is simply a tool to be used generously to help others, to fund 
those who carry the good news to foreign fields, to support the church, to save the lives 
of the unborn, to help others.  Listen to what Ephesians 4:28 says the purpose of earning 
money is: “Let him who steals steal no longer; but rather let him labor, performing with 
his own hands what is good, in order that he may have something to share with him who 
has need.”  That’s why you get up and go to work in the morning and come home and go 
to bed and get up and go to work again in the morning – ultimately so you can have 
money to give away.  Not so you can buy a new iPod or a nice house.  Sure, money is 
also a means for you to live off of and it’s okay to buy a steak dinner every once and 
awhile instead of bologna sandwiches on white bread all the time if you eat that steak as a 
worship experience to the giver of all good things, but a major, major use of money is as 
a tool for service to God. 

To not view money this way is like a nurse who uses all the syringe needles in the 
hospital for her drug habit and doesn’t give the patients their shots, or a boy who’s 
supposed to be helping his dad re-side the house but he’s using a power drill as a make-
believe machine gun, or a maintenance guy who uses the riding lawnmower as an off-
road vehicle and doesn’t cut the grass, or a… well I think you get the picture.  Jesus tells 
us that money is a tool to be used for the kingdom work, not to be wasted on oneself. 
 
(2) Money is a Trust 
 

Now I want you to make this even more personal.  I want you to close your eyes 
and try to picture in your head the front page of your last bank statement or the bottom 
line on your checkbook register.  Do you see it?  Now how much money is there to your 
name?  Don’t say it out loud, but how much do you have?  How much money is yours?  
Aha, gotcha!  NOTHING!  It’s a trick question.  NONE OF IT’S YOURS!  It’s all 
God’s!!!  You don’t own anything.  Whatever money is in your bank account right now, 
whatever possessions are in your house all really belong to God.  “The earth is the Lord’s 
and everything in it” (Ps. 24:1).  Therefore, all money is a trust. 

It’s a trust from God.  In other words, it’s given to you and you are responsible to 
take care of it, but it’s really God’s.  We are all stewards in a sense.  Do you look at 
things this way?  Do you view whatever you have materially as a tool to be used in your 
service to God and do you look at whatever you have as having been given to you 
entirely as a gift or a loan from God?  That’s what Jesus goes on to say in vv. 10-12.  
“Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much, and whoever is 
dishonest with very little will also be dishonest with much.  So if you have not been 
trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches?  And if you 
have not been trustworthy with someone else’s property, who will give you property of 
your own?” 
 Everyone here has been entrusted with money and God is watching how you use 
it.  You see, God is testing us right now in this life.  Whatever money we have has been 
given to us and he wants to know how we’ll respond.  We’re like the kid who is given 
10¢ per week by her parents in order to see how she handles the money and if she’s ready 
to be given more.  If she is wise with it and loves to put it into the offering plate at 
church, then she would be responsible with dollar bills.  On the other hand, if she blows it 
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all on bubble gum machines, then there’s no way she can be trusted to act responsibly 
with a larger allowance. 
 Therefore, Jesus infers if someone here on earth does not use his or her material 
blessings/worldly wealth wisely as a tool to serve others and pursues money with greed 
and selfishness then that person will not be given spiritual blessings/true riches/treasure 
in heaven.  How we use our money here on earth is a litmus test for where our spiritual 
lives are at.  That’s a bold statement, but it’s true.  How are you doing with what you 
have?  Do you act like it’s God’s?  Are you using it in a manner that he would be pleased 
with or are you wasting it like the dishonest manager in the parable?  Whatever money 
you have is a trust. 

Some of you may feel like you barely have any money right now and you’re kind 
of tuning out this sermon.  You think it doesn’t really apply to you; it’s only for those 
who have lots of money to do stuff with.  Not so fast.  I have a few things to say to that: 
 
1.) You will never have lots of money.  You could keep that mindset forever.  Have you 
ever noticed that there’s this tendency among people from all income levels to think 
they’re strapped for money?  I use to work at a law firm and these people were making 
triple figure salaries and I kid you not I would hear them complaining about things being 
tight or costing too much!  You’ll always feel like you have too little money to be 
generous with.  Don’t wait until you have a steady income to start tithing and giving. 
2.) Remember the story of the widow’s mite.  Jesus is watching people put their offerings 
in at the temple.  Rich people put in large amounts and felt good about themselves (Bill 
Gates gives millions to charity each year), “but a poor widow came and put in two very 
small copper coins, worth only a fraction of a penny… Jesus said, ‘I tell you the truth, 
this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others.  They all gave out of 
their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything – all she had to live on” (Mk. 
12:42-44).  Sacrificial gifts from people who have little money is the kind of giving that 
Jesus loves!  
3.) Have a mindset of generosity.  You can always be characterized as generous, no 
matter how much money you have.  Maybe it’s just buying someone a meal or loaning 
your car or filling up the gas tank when you borrow someone’s car.  There’s no dollar 
amount on generosity.  Anyone can be generous. 
4.) Even very little is still a trust.  The one who is faithful in little is the one who is 
faithful in much.  God is still watching to see if you will be faithful, even if you have 
very little. 
 
 And if you do have money, that is if you’re not barely making it, what are you 
spending your money on?  Everyone to whom much is given, of him much will be 
required.  Someday we will all have to give an account for every purchase made or credit 
card transaction recorded.  Money is a tool and a trust… 
 
(3) Money is Not to be Treasured 
 

…and v. 13 tells us it is not to be treasured.  This verse wraps it all up and gets at 
the crux of the whole matter.  In chapter 12 we saw that “where your treasure is, there 
your heart will be also” (v. 34).  Here we’re told plainly, “No servant can serve two 
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masters.  Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one 
and despise the other.  [In other words], you cannot serve both God and Money.”  This 
really gets at the heart of the matter – who or what do you love? 

You cannot successfully work for both the CIA and the KGB.  That’s called a 
double agent and a double agent is a traitor.  It means you really love the ways and 
customs of one civilization and have a grudge against the other.  In the same way you 
cannot serve both God and money.  Jesus demands all of us, all of our affections, he must 
be our treasure.  If you treasure earthly goods you cannot follow Christ.  Remember what 
we looked at a few weeks ago when we saw the cost of discipleship?  Jesus takes first 
place and anyone who cannot say bye-bye to all his possessions cannot be his disciple 
(14:33).  This is why Col. 3:5 calls greed idolatry.  The infinite value of Christ deserves 
all of our heart. 

If you love God and treasure him above all things then money will not have your 
heart, you will use your means wisely with a mind toward heaven and generously as a 
tool to serve him and you will be faithful with the trust he has given you because he is 
your Lord.  You simply cannot be a whole-hearted follower of Christ and be wrapped up 
in all the pursuits and preoccupations with money that the rest of the world has. 

But when I say money that sounds so antiseptic, so vague, so easy to just kind of 
ignore.  After all you don’t read the Wall Street Journal or even the Chicago Tribune 
Business section.  But it’s not just figures and numbers, but it’s more accurately the 
things that money can buy – houses in nice neighborhoods, college educations, new 
outfits every month, new computers, designer bedroom suites,…  This stuff comes at us 
on billboards, in the magazines you flip through when you’re waiting to get your hair cut, 
and in the peer pressure we face, yes even at church.  It’s in the air we breathe and I’m 
telling you it’s poison!  It can kill your soul. 
 The fact that Jesus talks about it here and the Bible talks about it everywhere 
shows that this is not a new problem.  It’s a timeless issue.  But I think money is one of 
the most common weapons in Satan’s arsenal today to suffocate our desires for Christ 
and poison us.  Materialism is insidious – the person affected usually does not know 
anything is wrong.  In our grossly affluent culture the love of money and the things 
money can buy is the biggest rival to the love of God.  Following Christ means prizing 
him above all else; treasuring him above wealth; being loyal to him and not to Mammon.  
And how can you tell if you love God or money?  Do you use money as a tool and do you 
view money as a trust? 
 
Conclusion 
 

I think vv. 14 and 15 are included by Luke as a conclusion to this teaching on 
money.  Here we see the Pharisees’ response to this counter-cultural view towards things 
and they’re meant to provide a foil for the attitude we, Jesus’ disciples, should have.  It 
says, “The Pharisees, who loved money, heard all this and were sneering at Jesus.”  These 
religious types listened to Jesus’ radical views on money and thought they were 
humorous or ridiculous.  They ridiculed him for it – “He’s just an idealistic liberal.  How 
unrealistic, I mean come on it’s okay to appreciate fine things and be wealthy and spend 
what you earn on yourself and still be pious.”  They thought Jesus’ warnings about the 
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dangers of materialism were too alarmist, way over-exaggerated.  Do you think that way?  
Is he making too big a deal out of nothing? 

Therefore, Jesus “said to them, ‘You are the ones who justify yourselves in the 
eyes of men, but God knows your hearts.  [He knows they’re evil.  He knows they’re not 
entirely devoted to him.  Because] what is highly valued among men is detestable in 
God’s sight.”  That is, those things you think are so great, those material things that you 
yearn for are false gods to the God of the universe.  God is not impressed with the things 
that men are impressed with – chandeliers, home entertainment systems, designer 
clothing, expensive jewelry, yuppie cars.  God is not impressed; in fact he detests them… 
if they are what you serve. 

Friends, don’t mess around.  Don’t be a Pharisee who loves money.  Let’s help 
each other fight with every fiber of our being.  Let’s not get sucked into thinking we can 
serve both God and money.  Let’s get some fresh air before it’s too late.  Let’s live 
counter-culturally.  Who can you give something to this week?  Who needs money?  How 
can we apply this text’s view of money to our lives in the decisions we are making right 
now?  God is watching us to see what we’ll do. 
 
Benediction 
May you use the money and possessions that have been entrusted to you in such a way 
that though the world cannot repay you, you will be repaid at the resurrection of the 
righteous. – cf. Lk. 14:14. 
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