St Paul’s Lutheran Church (Latimer, I1A)
Trinity 9 — August 17, 2025
Luke 16:1-13 — The Shrewd Manager
Rev Peter Wagner

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ! Amen.

Today we have before us a difficult parable, the most difficult of all the parables of Jesus. The shrewd
manager, the unjust steward. How can we make any sense of this story? What could possibly be commendable
about an unfaithful steward who cheats his own master in order to curry favor with potential new employers?

And even more troubling, what are the theological implications of this parable? What does Jesus mean
when he tells us, “Make friends for yourselves by means of unrighteous wealth, so that when it fails they may
receive you into the eternal dwellings™?

Is our Lord saying that there is some sort of connection, between what we do with our money here on
earth, between that and getting into heaven, into the eternal dwellings? That would be heresy. As if we could buy
salvation and earn God’s favor by anything we do in this life.

We can be sure of this: We have nothing to offer God. We cannot buy our way into heaven by our
generosity, or by any other good works we might do, however pious. We are justified and saved by grace alone
through faith alone, in Christ alone, not by our works, so that no one can boast. We are saved entirely by God’s
work. All the glory and all the credit belongs to him.

Only by faith in Jesus and his atoning death can we ever be received into the eternal dwellings.

Just this week on Wednesday afternoon, our sister Maria died and entered the eternal dwellings, and she
was received there with great joy into the arms of Jesus. She was received by the angels, and by all the saints who
have gone before.

Oh what joy there is in heaven, when a believer dies a Christian death, when God keeps one of his children
faithful, down to the final breath. Then God sends his angels to carry that precious son or daughter into his eternal
dwellings, to abide with him forever. And God even promises to raise them again in perfect, glorious bodies on
the final day, just as Jesus is risen already.

We know that Maria is there today, in the eternal dwellings. As soon as she closed her eyes in this life,
she opened them immediately in heaven.

And it was not because of anything she had done, certainly not from her own good works. She was saved
by grace through faith, faith in what Jesus did for her by his death on the cross, to pay for all her sins and redeem
her.

Now, we know that Maria was a generous and loving Christian. Truly a servant, she never sought attention
for herself. She constantly cooked food and gave generously, to my family and many others. She also listened to
God’s word and prayed for her family and for the whole church.

Yet none of these good things she did earned her a place in the eternal dwellings of heaven. Only what
Jesus did for her, only his works — not hers — earned salvation for her.

So in this parable, Jesus is not telling us to buy our way into heaven with good deeds or righteous living.
That’s not what he means. But what does he mean? How can we understand him rightly?

As with many of the parables of Jesus, there are multiple layers of meaning to this one. At least three.
First, there’s the surface meaning, and then a deeper meaning, and the finally deepest layer.

So let’s look at each layer. First, on the surface, in this parable Jesus is teaching about money, and earthly
possessions. He’s teaching how Christians should put money to use. “Make friends for yourselves by means of
unrighteous mammon.” That literally means: put your money to work shrewdly. Be generous, and give money,
along with your time and whatever else you have, in order to make friends for yourself, in order to win brothers
and sisters in Christ for the kingdom of God.

Do not to hoard up possessions for yourself, but give generously to the needly, not letting your right hand
know what your left hand is doing. Give liberally with an eye to eternity. “Go, sell all you have and give to the
poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.”

Be liberal, because you cannot bring any of your possessions with you into eternity. And yet, your fellow
saints in the church, you will enter paradise with them. So buy friends for yourself for eternity, even with earthly
mammon. Use money to help draw others into the church. Give shrewdly to the best possible missions and
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charities, and to those who need help, so they may see your generosity and glorify your Father who is in heaven.
And then, if by faith in him, after they die and you die, then they will one day receive you into the eternal
dwellings, as your friends in Christ. And what joy there will be!

That is the top layer, the surface meaning of the parable. But it goes deeper. At a deeper level, Jesus wants
you to learn a broader truth about the Christian life. Why did the master commend the dishonest manager? What
was so good about his shrewdness? Well, he commended him, because of his determination. Because he refused
to go down without a fight. The unjust steward was ready to do anything, whatever it might take to find himself
a good new job, not merely digging or begging. His motives and methods were bad, but at least he’s an example
to us Christians of zeal, an example of how the sons of light ought to strive zealously for the eternal things of
God.

Eternal life is worth it. Heaven is worth it. So do whatever it takes. Strive to enter through the narrow gate.
Fight the good fight. Leave no stone unturned; seek Jesus and his mercy with all your heart.

If obtaining forgiveness and eternal life from Jesus means cancelling your Sunday morning plans and
going to church, then do it. If hearing the word of God means pausing your busy schedule to read the Bible and
pray with your children, or if it means saying no to some of the sports and activities you want to do, or even if it
means looking for a different job with better hours so you have adequate time for your family, then do it.

Or, if turning away from sin and wasted time means getting rid of your cell phone, then do it. Or, if turning
away from greed means giving away your money, then do it. As Jesus said, “If your right eye causes you to sin,
tear it out. If your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off.” Eternal life is worth it. Do whatever it takes — not to
earn salvation, but to keep yourself from falling away. Ours is a radical religion requiring radical commitment.
There are no moderate Christians.

So these are the first two layers of the parable, and both of them are law, what to do and how to live as
sons of the light. How shameful to us that we are often more apathetic in our pursuit of eternal blessings and the
kingdom of heaven than the sons of this world are about mammon. How shameful that we are slower to take
action for the name of Jesus, than unbelievers to pursue earthly gain.

But now, let us turn to the deepest, third layer of the parable. This last bottom layer is the hardest to
perceive, the most hidden. But here, at the heart of this difficult parable, here at last we find the gospel. Now we
come not to what we must do, but to what God does for us.

And the key is the identity of the steward. Who is the unjust steward? As long as you compare him to
yourself, you will get only law. But if you compare the steward to Jesus himself, then at last you will find gospel.
Because the unjust steward, he’s unfaithful, very unfaithful. But the Lord Jesus Christ, he is faithful. He alone is
faithful in all God’s house, not as a mere steward, but as a Son.

And the faithful Son does not act slyly, apart from his Father’s wishes. Unlike the steward mishandling
his master’s goods, unlike us who squander what God has given in selfish, apathetic living, Christ acts with his
Father’s full authority and blessing, not for his own gain, but for yours.

At the deepest layer, you are not the steward in the parable. You are actually the debtors. The debtors the
steward took and cancelled all their debts. And the debt you owe your master is far greater than a mere hundred
measures of oil or eighty measures of wheat. The debt you owe for your sin and disobedience is everything you
have. Your life is forfeit to him.

And yet, in his great love and mercy, your Master sent his Son, acting on his full behalf, to slash down
your debts, not partially, but fully. The Son cancelled everything, he cancelled all your sin.

And just as the Master honored his unfaithful steward’s word and allowed the cancelled debts to stand,
God also honors the debts his faithful Son has cancelled. His forgiveness stands. In fact, the Father even honors
the stewards of the mysteries sent by Christ, stewards sent to liberally spend the treasures of heaven, pastors to
speak to you in the stead and by the command of Christ and freely forgive all your sins. When God’s stewards
forgive you, God lets their absolution stand, just as valid and certain, even in heaven, as if Christ your dear Lord
dealt with you himself.

And just as the Master in the parable suffered financial loss, in order to let those cancelled debts stand,
our Triune God bears the loss for you, he suffers so that your debts might be forgiven. God bears the death of his
only-begotten Son. The Son is sacrificed in your place, in order that your debts might be paid for, and you might
be justified.
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This, dear saints, this is the only way for you to be received into the eternal dwellings. Not by anything
you might do, but only by God’s grace, what Jesus has done for you. He paid your debt. He paid it all, he forfeited
his life, to cancel all your debt to God.

So thank and praise him forever, your highest treasure! Love and pursue him, Jesus, above all things, for
he is the one thing needful. Cast everything else aside, in pursuit of him who loved you and gave himself for you.
Amen.

Now may the peace of God which passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus,
unto life everlasting. Amen.



