“The Shrewd Shall Survive but the Honorable Will Thrive”

The Parable of the Unjust Steward or as it is called nowadays, the Parable
of Shrewd Manager, is one of the most challenging texts in the New
Testament. It is often avoided by preachers and commentators because of
its seemingly contradictory nature: a dishonest steward or estate manager
appears to be commended for his actions, leaving readers perplexed.

Years ago, there was a preacher and his wife who attended our
congregation for a while because he had an argument with the minister at
his own church here in Jackson. He was a strange one. His hame was
Loyal Hire—really! Loyal and his wife Wanda also had a cat. Against
Wanda’s wishes, Loyal named the cat Parable. | asked Loyal once, “Why
did you name this cat Parable?”

With a wry smile, Loyal said to me, “Brother Jim, | never know where this
cat is, he can be in any number of places around the house. Parable just
seemed like a good name because like the parables of Jesus sometimes
you just can’t nail him down!—Today’s parable is certainly like this...

The 4th-century Roman emperor Julian sought to restore paganism in the
Roman Empire. Julian pointed to this parable as evidence of Christianity’s
supposed moral inferiority, accusing Jesus of teaching dishonesty and
theft. Julian argued that such teachings threatened the Roman ideals of
morality and justice, making this parable a centerpiece in his attack on
Christian values.

In the Middle Eastern society of the 1st century, every action and decision
was shaped by the community not the individual. Reputation, honor, and
relationships were important even more than profit. They are just as

important to us today.

This is a complicated story. The accusations against the steward do not
come from the master, but from the members of the community. These

accusations reflect the community’s concern for the master’s reputation
and their loyalty to him.



The swift dismissal of the Unjust Steward is not only addressing his
mismanagement, but it is also about preserving the master’s standing in
the community. By dismissing the steward without immediate punitive
action, the master preserves his standing within the community as well as
balance within the community. The master shows mercy to his estate
manager rather than throwing him to the wolves. The master depends on
the steward to manage his estate efficiently, trusting him to oversee leases,
collect rents and maintain the financial health of the property.

It must have been 20 years ago when the Session and | needed to dismiss
two long-term employees from our church staff. It was awful but it had to
be done. The Session met in a special private executive session and the
action was taken. We decided to be under a seal of silence so that the two
employees would be able find new places of employment even in another
church situation if possible. This was the honorable action to do so that
their names would not be besmirched. Their dismissal was immediate. |
might add that the cause of dismissal was NOT financial malfeasance. This
rocked the congregation but in the long run it was the right thing to do.

Living in Christian communities can be complicated, but they are holy
and precious in the sight of the Lord. Individuals can be complicated
and flawed, but they too are also holy and precious. Balancing personal
integrity and honor with protecting community is so important whether it is
our church community or our larger communities.

Here in the story of the unjust steward becomes a shrewd manager. He
makes a plan, not to get even, because after all, this was still his
community t0o. He is too old to do manual labor and must find a way to
survive. Shrewdness is the ability to discern reality, consider your options,
and act upon them.

Before the master’s agent was discovered to have been dismissed by the
master, he shrewdly reduces the indebtedness of those who owe the
master agricultural goods to curry favor for both the master and himself as
he seeks another home in the community to live.



He reduces the debts of several debtors, 100 measures of oil to 50; 100
measures of wheat to 80. 100 measures of olive oil just over 8 gallons
(about 30 liters). This is a large debt—about 875 gallons (3000 liters) of
olive oil, worth 1000 denarii, over three year’s pay for a daily worker. This is
significant.

The steward’s reductions by halving the amount of oil owed and reducing
wheat debts represent considerable alterations to agricultural rents. By
reducing the quantities owed the steward appeals directly to the tenants.
These reductions would have been perceived as an extraordinary act of
generosity attributed to the master due to the steward’s apparent authority.

The shrewd may survive but the honorable will thrive and their
actions will live long after they do...

In the end the master commends the manager’s shrewdness—not his
dishonesty. Jesus says that worldly people are often more shrewd than
spiritual. He concludes with a stark choice: no one can serve two masters
—God and money are mutually exclusive loyalties.

Though the manager was dishonest, he is still praised. Jesus is NOT
endorsing his dishonesty. He is highlighting the clever foresight of the
shrewd manager and urging believers to be just as intentional in spiritual
matters as worldly people are in business.

One of the most iconic examples of honorable shrewdness in history is
Abraham Lincoln’s political strategy during the Civil War. Lincoln’s
Emancipation Proclamation (1863) wasn't just a moral stance—it was a
masterstroke of political shrewdness. By framing the abolition of slavery as
a wartime necessity, Lincoln:

« Kept European powers (especially Britain and France) from supporting
the Confederacy, since their populations were largely anti-slavery.

» Reframed the war’s purpose, giving the Union a moral high ground and
energizing abolitionist support.

- Strategically timed the proclamation after the Union victory at Antietam,
ensuring it didn’'t appear desperate or weak.



He didn’t rush into it. He waited, calculated, and then acted with precision—
balancing moral conviction with tactical brilliance. That's shrewdness in
action. This is what Jesus calls us to do.

...a well chosen word spoken at the right time, an encouraging note, or
withholding a harsh word spoken in anger goes a long way to strengthen
and honor others. | wish that people in the media and those who use social
media would take heed to this...

The moral of the story here is that the success of the dishonest, but shrewd
estate manager’s plan to survive relies solely on the master’s mercy. Like
the master, God is merciful while at the same time God is just. How much
the more is our Master’s mercy given to us in our own lives in the face of
our own shortcomings.
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