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Jesus: the Parable of Divine Love

A Study of the Parables – Lesson 9
The Parable of the Dishonest Manager, Luke 16: 1-12
Luke 16:1 Then Jesus said to the disciples. “There was once a rich man who had a manager, and he heard complaints [or charges] that this man was squandering his property.  2 He called him in and said, ‘What is this I hear about you? Draw up for me or give an account of your management, for you can no longer be manager here.’  
3 
The manager said to himself, ‘What am I going to do? My master is taking my job away from me. I cannot dig (I am not strong to dig); I am ashamed to beg.  4 I know what I shall do so that, when I am removed from management, people will welcome me into their homes.’  
5 
He summoned each of his master’s debtors. 
He said to the first, ‘How much do you owe my master?’ 

6 
‘One hundred measure of olive oil,’ he answered.  He said to the man, ‘Here, take your bill, sit down and – hurry – write it for fifty.’
7 
He said to another, ‘You, how much do you owe?’
He answered, ‘A hundred bushels of wheat.’ 
To him he said, ‘Here, take your bill and write it for eighty.’ 

8 
And the master praised that dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly; for the children of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than the children of light.  9 And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of the mammon (adikias = “worldly,” and in old Coptic and Arabic translations, “unjust wealth”) so that when it is gone, they may welcome you into the eternal dwellings. 

10 The one who is faithful in the smallest thing is also faithful in something great and the one who is unfaithful in the smallest thing is also unfaithful in something great. 11 If then, you have not been faithful in (use of) unrighteous mammon, will entrust to you that which is of true value? 12 If you have not been faithful (in use of) what belongs to another who will give you what is (to be) your own. 
13 “No servant is able to give slave service to 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 give slave service to God and to mammon.”

How to Read this Parable
Jesus was on his journey to Jerusalem. This parable seems to be addressed to his disciples.  The audience was no longer the grumbling Pharisees and the Scribes who were there earlier in Luke 15:2, but they appear later in verse 14.  They may have been also among listeners.

Jesus pointed before to the “rich man.”  This time the rich man has a “manager;” in Greek, oikonomos.  This was often, but not necessarily, a slave born in the household  and is called in Hebrew ben bayit, “a son of the house” (Gen 15:3)] or yëlld bayit, “born of the house” (Gen 14:14).  This manger must have been the caretaker of a large estate. This was common in the whole Roman World.  It was familiar.
The Beginning of the Conflict: A Slander 

The master heard complaints.  Literally “and he (the manager] was accused to him (the rich man) as one squandering …” i.e., accusations were made to the master.  The verb diaballein is used to carry the connotation of “bringing charges with hostile intent,” i.e. either falsely or slanderously (see 4 Macc 4:1; Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 7.11, 3). The Coptic and the old 8th century Arabic translations is, “he was slandered.”
It is hard to dwell too much on this point.

The Son of the House Who Lived in a Controlled Environment

The main point is that the manger was squandering, diaskorpizein, which is the same verb used in the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:13) to describe the kind of wasteful use of the property.  Because of this squandering, the manager was called a “dishonest manager” or literally “wicked.”  This kind of behavior can’t go on for a long time undetected and “rumors” will spread gradually.
The Expected End of Squandering

The master asked, literally, “what is this I am hearing about you,” this question is similar to Genesis 12:18; 20:9; 42:28 (LXX).  We are not told whether there was an investigation of the slander but immediately, the master asked for an account.   
The master said, literally, “render a word of your management.” The Greek expression apodidonai (ton) logon is clear, and it is used elsewhere(Matthew 12:36; Acts 19:40; Heb 13:17).  The meaning is, “what you say about your management,” or “say something about the inventory” or “give me an account.”  This means, “you are no longer going to work for me.” The master has decided to dismiss him and to replace him.
Planning for the Future
We reap what we plant.  The manager seems to have had a comfortable life and is not capable of hard labor.  Here we must see what the manager says about himself:

a.
I cannot dig.   Literally “I am unable to dig,” i.e. not physically strong enough to dig, since he has been trained to a white-collar job and is unprepared for hard, physical labor.

b. 
I am ashamed to beg.  His physical inability, his job and the kind of life he had in his master’s house created a psychological obstacle.

c. 
I know the account and the bills; I will change them, so that . . . people will welcome me into their homes.  Literally, “they will receive me,”

Here the manger has looked at his future security.

The Mind of Jesus

1. 
Jesus told his disciples that a plan for the future is a mark of being a disciple.  Jesus told three parables about planning the future: The Wise and Foolish Builders (Luke 6:47-49, and the combined second and third (Luke 14:28-30 and 14:25-33) about the Cost of Being a Disciple.  We read in Luke 14:25: Many crowds of people were traveling along with Jesus, and once he turned and said to them,  26 anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and his mother, his wife and his children, his brothers and his sisters—yes, even his own life cannot be a disciple of mine.  27 whoever  does not carry his own cross and walk behind me cannot be a disciple of mine.  

28 which one of you would plan to build a tower and would not first sit down to reckon whether one has enough to complete it?  29 Otherwise one might lay the foundation and never be able to finish; then all who notice this might begin to ridicule him, 30 is someone who began to build but could not finish!’  31 Or what king would march forth to engage another king in battle and would not first sit down and deliberate whether with ten thousand troops he could meet him who comes against him with twenty thousand?  32 If he could not, he would send a delegation to ask for terms of peace, while the other is still afar off.   33 Similarly, then, every one of you who does not say good-bye to all, he cannot be a disciple of mine.”  We shall deal with these next Wednesday, but what is necessary for us is to learn is the basic Jewish way of life. It teaches the Jews to look ahead. This comes from two sources: 

a. The prophetic vision of life.

b. The expected Messiah.

2. 
The secure life of that wicked manager now depends not on fate but on what he can have and can do.  To have and to do what you actually have is basic in the OT Wisdom books.  Here Jesus does not appeal to the crooked behavior but to what is attainable.
The Debts   
The debtors owed the master and the debt is documented.  The question now is not how much the debt is but what the manager was about to do with the records:

1.
How much do you owe my master?  One hundred measure of olive oil.  Literally, “a hundred baths of olive oil.”  The bath Greek name is batos, a liquid measure which Josephus equates with seventy-two Greek xestai or Roman sextarii (Antiquates 8.2,9 § 57).  Each bath was equivalent to about nine gallons.  Hence one hundred “baths” would be roughly nine hundred gallons of oil.
2. 
Then comes the change of the bill.  From Josephus (Ant. 18.6,3 § 156), the “bill” was a document written by hand.  It will have the right amount of the debt but would not have had any mention of the “interest.”  This does not mean that interest was not demanded, but only that no interest was explicitly expressed in the bill.
3. 
Putting the number to half, that is, “fifty,” according to J. Jeremias (The Parables, 1955, p 181), fifty does not mean a cancellation of half the debt but it means that the debtor actually owed the master only fifty “baths” of oil, and that the other fifty were the manager’s commission.  The amount of interest (100%) seems extremely high.   
Loans of consumer goods (grain, wine, salt, oil, beer, etc.) were made at especially high interest rates.  For instance, a loan of wheat is recorded in Egyptian Papyrus (Oxy P 1040), in which four measures were lent and were to be returned, “with an addition of one-half,” in all, six measures of wheat.  So adding almost 50 percent was known.
4. 
A hundred bushels of wheat.  A bushel is kor that is “a hundred koros of grain.”  The Greek kor, was a measure which Josephus equates with ten Attic medimnoi (Ant. 15.9,2 , 314).  The medimnos was about one and a half bushels.  So one hundred kors of grain might actually be considerably more than “a hundred bushels.”  It was reduced to 80.  This was the commission of the manger of about 25 percent.

Who is the Master in the Parable?  
In verse 8 the master literally “approved of the manager of dishonesty.”  The Greek word kyrios can mean lord or master.  Here in the Parable the lord is not Jesus but the Owner of the property.  This is obvious from the parable; the “master” (verses 3, 5) is the lord of the mansion. 
What has been Approved or Commended?

The Greek verb epênesen directly commends the prudent action taken by the manager.  It may also indirectly reflect the master’s official approval or ratification of his agent’s reduction of the amounts; but this is not a necessary part of the story.  In any case, it does not mean that the master approved of the dishonesty.
It is a farfetched attempt to translate epënesen as an ironic way of expressing the master’s surprise at the shrewdness of the manager, but the text does not allow us that interpretation.
Is it Shrewdness or Dishonesty? 

Literally “the manager of dishonesty.” This kind of quality is found in the OT (see Ezek 14:4; 44:12, LXX); it is the Hebraic way of expressing two things connected but contrasted: the mammon the wealth, the adikias is the contrast of the  “mammon of dishonesty” (verse 9) with “dishonest mammon” (verse 11).  Compare “that dishonest judge” (Luke 18:6) because he had prudently sized up the urgency of the situation facing him; in this he becomes a model for the Christian disciple who can behave wisely.  

The ‘children of this age’ and the ‘children of light’ 
1. Children of light (John 12:36; 1Thess 5:5; Eph 5:8) are less wise and less shrewd than the children of the world.  This is a rebuke to the naïve kind of those who don’t see the success of the children of the world.
2. The world has many good things such as: 

a.
Good organizations

b.
Clear cut ways for dealing with crisis and tools for solving problems 

c.
The world looks for the best and for development 

3. But the world has failed:
a. It creates tall and great buildings but can’t create good relationship between nations and ethic groups
b. It has the best systems but life and good intentions are not a by-product of any system
c. Freedom is in constant demand, but inner freedom of the human heart has a very low score throughout our history.

Where Does the Parable End?

1. 
What is “mammon?  The word is assumed to derive from Late Latin 'mammon', from Greek μαμμωνάς, Syriac mámóna (riches) and was an Aramaic word loaned to  Hebrew meaning “wealth” although it may also have meant “that in which one trusts.”  The word was translated in an early English translation by John Wycliffe (14th century) as “richness.”  It appears also in the sermon of our Lord on the Mount (Matt 6:19-24) where our Lord says: “No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other; or else he will be devoted to one and despise the other. You can not serve both God and Mammon.”  (See, also Luke 16:9; 16:13; 16:11).  During the Middle Ages, Mammon was commonly personified as the demon of avarice, richness and injustice.  Thus Peter Lombard (II, dist. 6) says, "Riches are called by the name of a devil, namely Mammon, for Mammon is the name of a devil, by which name riches are called according to the Syrian tongue." This later development was not known before. 

2. 
Some NT scholars think that the parable ends with verse 8.  But this end makes the parable obscure.  Our Lord did not speak in general terms against richness.  Rather wealth or richness as a means of security and surrender for our whole being to the present world system that has its seductive qualities.  Jesus is keen and emphatic in his warning against [the world’s seduction].  In this sense we have to see the “mammon” as the seductive part of unrighteousness of the social system.
3. 
The failure of the “mammon” comes not at the moment when we have run out of it but rather at the moment of death.  The point is that we can’t take anything with us.
4. 
The eternal “tents/dwellings” in verse 9 is a counterpart to the “houses” of verse 4. Here the “eternal dwelling” is not the temporary house.  That expression is used in the same chapter the parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man. 

The Quality Not the Quantity

In verse 10-13, we have two parallels:

1. Who is faithful in the smallest thing is also faithful in something great, and the one who is unfaithful in the smallest thing is also unfaithful in something great. 

2. Who is unfaithful in (the use of) unrighteous mammon, who will entrust to you that which is of true value?  If you have not been faithful (in use of) what belongs to another who will give you what is (to be) your own? 
The key to that call to faithfulness is the service of one master in verse 13: “No servant is able to give slave service to 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 give slave service to God and to mammon.”
A Letter from Abba Philemon

May the peace of God dwell in your heart beloved of God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.
Knowledge is good, it is like the “mammon” of the world.  If knowledge makes you faithful to the love of Jesus, you will inherit the kingdom of God the Father. Unfaithfulness has one root in our heart and that is when we regard every thing in the world as ours and as ours alone.  There in this state of being, we become the law of good and evil and leave (exit) the Law of God.  The Law of God is the Law of Love because “God is love” and this Law does not measure things by their quantity but by their quality.  This why our Lord said that whoever gives a glass of cold water for God’s sake, his reward will be that he come close to the generosity of God who gives freely to all.  Guard your heart by the love of God for this is the root of faithfulness.

Philemon a sinner

Pray for me

No date.

The Wisdom of Jesus 
1. The human person is higher than the Law, forms of worship, customs, traditions, or any other “means,” because life is what God redeemed and assigned the eternal kingdom as inheritance.  This means:

a. 
Means must remain just means; when any means (worship, customs, etc.) becomes a goal, humans fall into the pit of slavery.
b.
Love is the highest and the final revelation.  Love should be the creative power in life.  When love becomes secondary in our life we lose both our life and also God.
c.
Freedom is the fruit of love, God acted freely to save us and God wants us to come to Him freely.  This is why an integral part of our redemption is our liberation.  A mind that is not free cannot love.  Freedom is the other side of our creative love. 

CAN YOU FILL IN THESE ABOVE POINTS: 1, A, B, C FROM YOUR BIBLE STUDY?
The Parable in Some Ancient Commentaries

Origen of Alexandria:
“What the Gospel of “the unjust steward” says is also an image of this life.  He says to the debtor (of one hundred measures of wheat), ”Take your bill, sit down, and write eighty,” and the other things that are related.  You see that he said to each man, “Take your bill.” It is evident from this that the documents of sin are ours, but God writes documents of justice.  The apostle says, For you are an epistle written not with ink, but with the Spirit of the living God; not in tablets of stone, but in the fleshly tablets of the heart, (2 Cor 3:2-3).  You have in yourselves documents of God and documents of the Holy Spirit.  If you transgress you yourself write in yourselves the handwriting of sin. Notice that at any time when you have approached the cross of Christ and of the baptism, your handwriting is fastened to it; he crossed and blotted out in the fountain of baptism. Do not rewrite later what has been blotted out or repair what has been destroyed.  Preserve only the documents of God in yourself.  Let only the scripture of the Holy Spirit remain in you.” (Homilies on Genesis 13:4)

Augustine:
“Why did the Lord Jesus Christ present this parable to us?  He surely did not approve of that cheat of a servant who cheated his master, stole from him and did not make it up from his own pocket.  On top of that, he also did some extra pilfering.  He caused his master further loss in order to prepare a little nest of quiet and security for himself after he lost his job.  Why did the Lord set this before us?  It is not because that servant cheated but because he exercised foresight for the future.  When even a cheat is praised for his ingenuity, Christians who make no such provision blush, I mean, this is what he added, “Behold, the children of this age are more prudent than the children of light.” They perpetrate frauds in order to secure their future.  In what life, after all, did that steward insure himself like that?  What one was he going to quit when he bowed to his master’s decision?  He was insuring himself for a life that was going to end.  Would you not insure yourself for eternal life?
“Mammon is the Hebrew word for riches … What are we to do?  What did the Lord command?  “Make yourselves friends with the mammon of iniquity, so that they too, when you begin to fail, may receive you into eternal shelters.”  It is easy, of course, to understand that we must give alms and a helping hand to the needy, because Christ receives it in them. … We can understand that we have to give alms and that we must not really pick and choose to whom we give them, because we are unable to sift through people’s hearts.  When you give alms to all different types of people, then you will reach a few who deserve them.  You are hospitable, and you keep your house ready for strangers.  Let in the unworthy, in case the worthy might be excluded.  You cannot be a judge and sifter of hearts.”

(Sermon 395a, 10 -11, vol, III/10 page 216)

Ephrem the Syrian:
“He told another parable of the steward, who was accused in the presence of his master. The shrewdness of this unjust steward was praised in the presence of his master.  He unjustly wasted the initial treasures and then unjustly and cunningly cancelled the later debts.  He was praised because he acquired what was to be his by what was not his, namely, his friends and supporters.  Through what was not his, Adam got something that was not his, namely, thorns and pains.  O children of Adam, buy for yourselves those things that do not pass away, by means of those temporary things that are not yours.” 

Commentary on the Diatessaron that is the Four Gospels / Canonical Gospels put together into one Gospel by Tatian the Syrian around 3rd century and was known as the Gospel, 14:21

Cyril of Alexandria:
“Anyone may readily learn the meaning and view of the Savior’s words from what follows.  He said, "you have not been faithful in what is another’s, who will give you what is your own?”  We again say that what is another’s is the wealth we possess.  We were not born with riches, but on the contrary, naked.  We can truly affirm in the words of Scripture that we neither “brought anything into the world, nor can carry anything out.” (1 Tim 6:7)

Let those of us who possess earthly wealth open our hearts to those who are in need.  Let us show ourselves faithful and obedient to the laws of God.  Let us be followers of our Lord’s will in those things that are from the outside and not our own.  Let us do this so that we may receive what is our own, that holy and admirable beauty that God forms in people’s souls, making them like himself, according to what we originally were.”

(Commentary on Luke, Homily 109) 

Ambrose of Milan:
“No servant can serve two masters,” not because there are two, but the Lord is One. Although there are those who serve mammon, he still does not possess any rights to sovereignty, but they impose on themselves the chains of slavery.  Power is not just, but slavery is unjust.  He says, “Make for yourself friends of the mammon of iniquity,” so that by giving to the poor, we may match the grace of the angels and all the saints for ourselves.  He does not rebuke the steward.  By this we learn that he does not belong to the Lord himself but to the riches of others.  Although he has sinned, he is praised because he sought help for himself in the future through the Lord’s mercy.  He fittingly mentions the mammon of iniquity, because greed tempted our dispositions with different enticements of wealth, so be we were willing to be the slaves of riches.”

 Exposition of the Gospel of Luke, 7:44-45)
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