
Sermon for Proper 20C 
Sunday, September 18, 2016 

“God’s Unchanging Hand” 

Text: Luke 16:1-13 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. Amen. 

Do you find today’s Gospel reading somewhat disturbing?  Does it 
bother you that Jesus told a parable that seems to advocate dishonesty 
and cheating?  It isn’t the kind of message that we expect to hear coming 
from Jesus, is it?  This is the kind of scripture passage that preachers 
would rather not preach on.  Indeed, I could have avoided it and preached 
on any of the other lessons, the psalm, or the collect, but that would still 
leave you hanging—you and me both.  Wealth isn’t an easy subject to deal 
with, and Jesus’s use of it in this passage seems to confuse us, but Jesus 
was not trying to confuse his hearers; he was making a point.  We are 
quite familiar with Jesus and the way he told parables, and often his 
parables contained statements that were meant to make us do a double-
take, wake us up and take notice, and pique our interest as to what Jesus 
was really up to.  This passage is one of those.  But before attempting to 
explain what this pericope, or scriptural passage, is trying to teach us, 
we should always ask the question, “Why is Jesus giving this parable in 
the first place?”  So, let me first give a little background and context. 

“There was a rich man who had a manager,” so begins the parable.  
And the rich man brought charges against the manager that he was 
squandering his property, so he brought him into his office and said, 
“You’re messin’ with my bottom line; you’re stealing from under my nose.  
You’re fired!”  What’s a guy gonna do?  Whatever it was he did, he 
probably didn’t get his hands dirty much; he was likely some kind of 
pencil-pusher, as it were, and so he had to figure out an alternative 
means of surviving.  Now it would be helpful for us to be aware of some 
cultural and historical information.  First, we need to be aware that rich 
landlords in Roman-occupied Galilee were loan-sharks, and they charged 
exorbitant interest rates to amass more land and disinherit peasants of 
their family land.  The manager would have been the guy who collected 
the debt; he himself would have charged extra interest, which he would 
keep as a kick back, but often extra interest took the form of hidden 
charges.  It’s kinda like when we buy an airline ticket and the taxes and 
fees are almost as much as the actual fare!  The people who were listening 
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to Jesus and the audience to whom Luke was writing would have 
presumed this to be the case.  As Jews, they would have understood this 
scenario to be in direct violation Deuteronomy 23:19, which says, “You 
shall not charge interest on loans to another Israelite, interest on money, 
interest on provisions, interest on anything that is lent.”  The landlord 
and his manager were violating the Torah.  They were making money off 
of poor peasants by charging high-interest loans and mortgages. 

The manager, likely aware of what he and his boss were doing, 
feared losing everything, including his reputation, so he went around to 
the folks who owed him money and cancelled their extra debts.  Then, in 
a strange twist, the landlord found out about what his manager had done, 
and he commended him for acting shrewdly.  We don’t know if the 
manager or landlord were Gentiles or Jews, but I suspect to the ears of 
those who knew the Torah, the relief of debt served as a sign that some 
sort of restitution or restoration had taken place. 

Then, Jesus, went on to advise that one make friends even by means 
of dishonest wealth, because those who are faithful in little will be 
faithful in much.  There are those who are more shrewd in the world than 
the children of light.  It is not clear just who Jesus was talking about, but 
you might interested to know that at the end of this parable, Luke wrote 
an important comment, which we didn’t hear today.  Luke wrote, “The 
Pharisees, who were lovers of money, heard all this, and they ridiculed 
Jesus. So he said to them, ‘You are those who justify yourselves in the 
sight of others; but God knows your hearts; for what is prized by human 
beings is an abomination in the sight of God.’”  There’s the why.  There’s 
the reason why Jesus told this parable.  Though at times Jesus seems to 
be defending wealth, I don’t think he is saying wealth is a bad thing; 
rather, he is admonishing those who idolize material things, placing 
transient earthly goods before God and heavenly treasures, both of which 
are eternal.  The bottom line of this teaching seems to have something to 
do with faithfulness and priorities.   

There are three points that I think the Parable of the Dishonest 
Manager can teach us.  First, is that wealth isn’t necessarily a bad thing.  
Many churches who focus on social justice seem to decry wealth, but I 
don’t think Jesus was saying wealth was a bad thing.  A few years ago, I 
went on a mission trip to Honduras with the parish where I was a priest 
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at the time.  It was a large parish located in an extremely wealthy 
community in Virginia.  We were on this week-long trip to help do 
construction at a school for poor, disadvantaged children living in 
Tegucigalpa. Many of the children lived with their parents, grandparents, 
and siblings in a one-room shelter about the size of some of our church 
members’ walk-in closets.  Every evening our group would reflect on the 
day, and often some folks in our group would express their guilt over 
being well-off, when there was so much poverty in the world.  I would 
remind them that having wealth isn’t a bad thing, what matters is what 
you do with it.  Our money allowed us to travel to Honduras to offer aid.  
Our donations helped pay for the tools that we used for the project and 
for the local workers who supervised us.  Our gifts could buy books and 
school supplies and maintain the facility for the kids, so that they could 
receive an education that would be otherwise impossible without 
somebody’s money.  Wealth doesn’t always mean money, either; perhaps 
you have a special gift or talent or some special training that could benefit 
others.  Today’s parable reminds us that however God has enriched your 
life and your being, use that for a good purpose, for the benefit of God’s 
people and to his glory. 

Second, this parable reminds us that things in life are fleeting:  jobs, 
wealth, health, relationships, shelter, status, power, privilege, and so on.  
We would do well to make good in our relationships.  The manager in the 
story knew that the bottom was about to fall underneath him, and it 
would be wise to have some friends to help catch him.  We, too, should 
foster and nurture relationships with those to whom we might turn when 
a crisis or sudden change occurs in our lives.  Our human relationships 
are part of the tangible gifts God provides us with on this earth to get us 
from day to day.  But even these are fleeting. 

Finally, this parable reminds us, like so many other stories in 
scripture, that in the midst of crisis, God meets us there.  That theme 
runs throughout Luke’s entire Gospel from Jesus’s birth to death.  God 
shows up even in the unexpected places.  In the midst of life’s 
changefulness, the Gospel lesson reminds us that we can always depend 
on God’s changelessness, and he always shows up.  And, that’s the most 
important relationship we should be concerned with, because even our 
friends are human.  Material goods will come and go, but God will always 
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be there.  We need to keep our priorities straight, which is what Jesus 
was trying to say through this parable. 

Jesus focused on money in this parable, but there are many things 
that we idolize and prioritize in our own time:  money, careers, cars, the 
internet, other people.  We have many things that distract us away from 
God, but those things might disappear in an instant.  The lesson for today 
is not to let those things be our god.  Let God be our God, because he will 
never abandon us.*  This reminds me of a hymn. You may know the words. 

Time is filled with swift transition. 
Naught of earth unmoved can stand. 
Build your hopes on things eternal. 
Hold to God’s unchanging hand. 

Trust in Him who will not leave you. 
Whatsoever years may bring. 
If by earthly friends forsaken, 
Still more closely to Him cling. [Refrain] 

Covet not this world’s vain riches 
That so rapidly decay. 
Seek to gain the heav’nly treasures. 
They will never pass away. [Refrain].   

Hold to His hand, God's unchanging hand. 
Hold to His hand, God's unchanging hand. 
Build your hopes on things eternal. 
Hold to God’s unchanging hand. 

Amen. 
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