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I. Introduction 

A. A new year brings a new start, clean slate, fresh beginnings. We enter 
January with the hope that things will be different this year. Better. That we will 
be different this year – better. We’re going to eat right and get in shape. We’re 
going to be more thoughtful and disciplined. We’re going to quit smoking, keep 
the car clean, start every day in prayer and set new standards for being thankful, 
encouraging and kind. Many of us want to take ground on numerous fronts. 

B. I want to leverage that desire today – I want to lean into the energy and 
hope that comes with a clean start, which (by the way) is one of the wonderful 
blessings God gives us. He offers fresh starts – second, third, fourth and four-
hundreth chances. In the book of Lamentations we are told that “His mercies are 
new every morning.” I love fresh starts.  

C. But I want to challenge you to frame this correctly.  The goal is not a great 
start to 2016, or even a great end to 2016.  We need to shine our headlights further 
down the road. We need to live today in light of eternity.  You need to live today 
in light of the fact that you are going to live forever.  And eternity changes things. 

D. We are in Luke 16, and here (and for the next few chapters) we will be 
challenged to be generous – with our time, our emotions, our friendships, our 
forgiveness and our money.   

E. This focus on generosity starts with money and that’s not very surprising 
because one of the ideas Scripture develops is that, while it’s possible to be 
technically generous with our money without having the generous heart we’re 
called to. It is not possible to have a generous heart and not be generous with our 
money.  Money is a bellwether, an objective gauge that helps us see how we are 
doing.  

II. Let me back up for a moment and frame this topic.  

A. In the book of Genesis, Essau famously sells his birthright for a cup of 
soup. It was a bad move. He was an idiot. He was the oldest male, and during that 
era that meant he got most of the money and power. There were all kinds of 
upsides to his position. But he traded all of them for a hot lunch one day when he 
was hungry because he had no impulse control and he “wanted what he wanted 
when he wanted it,” and he wasn’t willing to be hungry for another ten minutes. 
He was – to use biblical language – a fool. And here’s the big idea today: many of 
us are following in his footsteps. We are living for the moment rather than making 
provision for eternity.  
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B. We see this mindset in all kinds of ways, such as debt – which is generally 
a decision to mortgage the future for the moment. The average family owes 
$129.5K dollars, with $15.3K of that on credit cards. Both our state and our 
country are in debt at levels that, quite honestly, are hard to comprehend. And 
along side that, there is very little savings. One-third of all adults have less than 
$1K saved, with the average amount saved for retirement by people between 55 
and 64 years of age is $12K. 

C. Please understand, my goal is not to depress you or stress you out. My 
point – the point Jesus is making in Luke 16 – is not about retirement. It’s about 
storing up treasure in heaven. His admonition to us is to think ahead. And the 
specific focus in this parable is that being selfish with the things God has 
entrusted to us is a bad plan.  

D. Men and women, we are accountable for what we do with what we are 
given. And most in this room have been given a lot: a lot of talent and opportunity 
and money. Jesus is encouraging us to use what we have in ways that advance his 
agenda not our comfort.  

E. Let me start reading. This is Luke 16. Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem. 
And he is talking to his disciples as they walk along: 

III. Jesus told his disciples: “There was a rich man whose manager1 was accused 
of wasting his possessions. So he called him in and asked him, ‘What is this I hear 
about you? Give an account of your management, because you cannot be manager 
any longer.’ 

A. There are three groups in this parable: a rich guy who represents us; a 
manager or steward – some sort of bookkeeper or portfolio manager – who 
represents us, and then everyone else.  

B. Please note, the suggestion here is that we are not owners – the stuff we 
have is not ours, it’s just temporarily entrusted to us. If you do not buy this 
assumption then little that follows will make sense. If you do, well it changes 
everything. Just know that in God’s eye’s, everything everywhere belongs to Him. 
He made it and He retains all rights. We are managers, temporarily entrusted with 
his stuff, and expected to invest it in ways that reflect his objectives.2  

																																																								
1	The	Greek	word	–	oikonomos	–	means	“steward.”		It’s	not	entirely	clear	if	we	should	
frame	our	thinking	here	around	a	banking	or	farming	metaphor,	but	ultimately	it	
doesn’t	matter.	The	manager	is	a	sort	of	COO	and	CFO	combined.		
	
2	Christianity is disruptive at the foundational levels. It’s not the 301 or 401 ideas where 
things got wild. It’s right out of the blocks. Some of the hardest, most unsettling, 
disorienting ideas are found at this point.  
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C. This is a radical idea. Most people – especially most Americans – assume 
that what is ours is, well, ours. We talk about “working hard” and being “self-
made.”  The Bible says, “No. Nice try, but not a chance.”  

1. In Psalm 24 we are told that “the earth is the Lord’s and all it 
contains.” 

2. In I Chronicles 29, David – who is praying at the dedication of the 
Temple – assumes this point by noting that while he is glad to be able to 
donate things to the Temple,  it’s not his stuff to start with. “Everything 
comes from you; we have given you only what comes from your hand.” 

D. Sure, some of us have more than we started with because we have worked 
hard. But: 

1. We started with something. God is the only one who creates things 
out of nothing. We just rearrange stuff.  

2. And many of us started with a lot: We started with life – it is very 
hard to make money if you are dead. And we started with opportunity. 
Had we been born in 11th century Siberia we could have worked hard and 
still starved. Had we been born in one of the slums of Nairobi or Rio today 
– or increasingly in the urban core of our own cities – we could work hard 
and still not have much. 

E. At the end of the day, the only thing that is ultimately ours is our sin.  God 
owns everything and retains all rights. He temporarily entrusts things to our care 
but we are expected to use them in the ways he has laid out; and… we will be 
judged accordingly. And in today’s parable he makes this point in a shocking, 
disruptive, you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me way.  

IV. OK, reading on. “There was a rich man whose manager was accused of 
wasting his possessions. So he called him in and asked him, ‘What is this I hear 
about you? Give an account of your management, because you cannot be manager 
any longer.’ 

A. Somehow the rich owner hears that the person he has hired to manage his 
assets is not doing a good job. We are not told how he knows, but it’s pretty clear 
that he does, and that the question he asks is just rhetorical. For what it’s worth, 
most scholars believe that the manager is being less than honest. 3 As a result, the 
rich man is going to fire him. “You cannot be manager any longer.” 

																																																								
3 Some, such as Keller, think he was just charging his own fees, which he is now willing 
to take off.  He argues that the Bible’s dim view of charging interest – especially to the 
needy – is what suggests that he is dishonest. But I think Keller is wrong here and favor 
the view developed by Ken Bailey.	
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B. So what does the manager do? I mean, other than update his LinkedIn 
account; find his old copy of What Color is Your Parachute; and stop by HR to 
talk about Cobra payments?   

V. V3: “The manager said to himself, ‘What shall I do now? My master is 
taking away my job. I’m not strong enough to dig, and I’m ashamed to beg.’” 

A. Some of us can relate to this. My marketable skills are not what they once 
were.  

B. For all this guy’s faults, he apparently understands his situation fairly 
clearly.  He’s not going to get a job like this again.   

VI. V3: “The manager said to himself, ‘What shall I do now? My master is 
taking away my job. I’m not strong enough to dig, and I’m ashamed to beg— I 
know what I’ll do so that, when I lose my job here, people will welcome me into 
their houses.’ (This is an idiom for “get another job as a manager of someone else’s 
estate.”4) V5:  “So he called in each one of his master’s debtors. He asked the first, 
‘How much do you owe my master?’ 

A. Let’s pause here to note a few things – starting with what he doesn’t do. 
He doesn’t say anything in his own defense – which in a culture based on honor is 
odd. The people hearing this would expect a spirited defense and long discussions 
before there is any parting of ways. (“My father worked for your father. You were 
best man at my wedding. You cannot just do this rash thing.”) The fact that that 
guy does not do this suggests that he is guilty and knows it. It may also be an 
indicator that how is wily. After all, he doesn’t know what his master knows, so 
say nothing may be his best legal strategy.   

B. So, he doesn’t protest, instead he makes provision for his future. Pay 
attention, because what he does is dishonest and illegal, but clever. He has been 
fired, which means he is no longer able to represent his boss.  But he still has the 
books. He needs to turn them in right away. But there is a brief window of time 
during which he still has them and no one knows that he’s been fired. During this 
time he acts in a dishonest way that sets him up for the future, and Jesus is going 
to applaud this.  

																																																								
	
4	See	Epicetus,	“Concerning	Those	Who	Are	in	Dread	of	Want,”	Discourses	25.2,	The	
Book	of	Epictetus,	ed.	T.	W.	Robinson,	trans.	Elizabeth	Carter	(London:	Ballantyne	
Press,	n.d.),	pp.	207-8	
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VII. “So he called in each one of his master’s debtors. He asked the first, ‘How 
much do you owe my master?’ “‘Nine hundred gallons of olive oil,’ he replied. “The 
manager told him, ‘Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it four hundred and 
fifty.’ “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.’ 

A. These are substantial sums of money5 – they are big debts and big write-
downs. The implication is we are talking about eighteen months wages each time.  

B. And here comes the surprise.  

VIII. V8 “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. I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for 
yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings. 

A. What?  “I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so 
that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.” If we are 
not careful, this sounds like crazy talk. This sounds like Jesus is saying “good job 
with the embezzlement.” 

B. What the man should do is repent. What he does is find a way to rip off 
the owner again and Jesus says, “Good work?” 

C. No. Something else is going on here. Jesus does not commend the guy for 
being dishonest but for thinking ahead.  Many have misunderstood this passage. 
Such as Julian the Apostate, a fourth century troublemaker who argued that Jesus 
wanted his followers to be liars and thieves.6  

D. Jesus is not encouraging us to steal from our bosses or suggesting that we 
can buy our way into heaven if we have enough money.  He calls the manger a 
“child of darkness.”  Which is not how you want God thinking of you.    

																																																								
5	Fifty	measures	of	oil	was	worth	about	500	denarii,	which	was	the	wage	for	a	farm	
worker	for	a	year	and	a	half.	(Bailey,	p.	339)	
	
6	This	passage	would	likely	have	been	understood	differently	had	a	chapter	division	
not	been	dropped	between	this	parable	and	the	Prodigal	Son.	There	are	many	
parallels	between	the	two	and	its	easier	to	see	that	Jesus	was	talking	more	about	
God,	sin	and	grace	than	money.	(See	Bailey,	p.	332).		
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E. What he is affirming is the fact that this man is looking ahead and making 
provision for the future. There is a big difference between applauding a dishonest 
man for acting cleverly and applauding a clever man for acting dishonestly.7  Let 
me repeat that. There is a big difference between applauding a clever man for 
being dishonest and affirming a dishonest man for being clever.  

F. Let me keep reading and then we’ll double back. 

IX. 10 “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.  

A. Right here we would expect Jesus to say something negative about the 
manager. But He doesn’t. Instead he turns to his disciples – and in turn to us – and 
says: 

X. 11 So if you have not been trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will 
trust you with true riches? 12 And if you have not been trustworthy with someone 
else’s property, who will give you property of your own. “No one can serve two 
masters. Either you will hate the one and love the other, or you will be devoted to 
the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money.” V14:  The 
Pharisees, who loved money, heard all this and were sneering at Jesus. 15 He said to 
them, “You are the ones who justify yourselves in the eyes of others, but God knows 
your hearts. What people value highly is detestable in God’s sight. 

XI. What gives? What are we supposed to understand from this?  Here it is:  Mr. 
Money Manager has been caught with his hand in the cookie jar and as a result he’s been 
fired. Realizing that he’s unlikely to get a gig like this again, he starts setting up 
appointments and cutting deals. 

A. He calls up Jane and says, “Happy New Year Jane. Hey, I’m a bit rushed 
so let me get right to it. I’m calling for two reasons: first to say, I’m going to be 
leaving soon so I am calling all of my friends and asking them to keep an eye out 
for any openings I might fill.  And second to say, on my way out the door, I am 
cleaning up some loose ends. Wink. Wink. My notes tell me that you still owe us 
$100K. Why don’t we make that $50K. I hope that makes you smile. And by the 
way, don’t forget, I’m looking for a job.”  

XII. Stop for a moment and think about how this will play out. This plan is pretty 
ingenious. 

A. For starters, the people in debt win. Their balance sheet improves a lot. 

																																																								
7	This	is	a	point	made	by	T.W.	Manson	in	Sayings	of	Jesus,	p.	292.	(See	Bailey,	p.	341).		
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B. Secondly, the manager wins. For starters, he comes off like Robin Hood. 
I’m going to take a bit from my really rich boss and share it among those of us 
who are struggling. Additionally, this plan makes him look clever. It positions 
him as a guy you would not trust, but you might want him on your team working 
for you not for them.  

C. Third, if he suggests that the boss is in on this, the deal make the boss look 
good.  He looks very generous. Which we have reason to believe he already was. 
After all, he doesn’t have the manager thrown in jail which he probably could do. 
He seems to be a nice guy.  This makes him look even nicer. And it sort of ties his 
hands, because in order to take it back he is going to create a lot of ill will.  

D. The manager’s plan works at a lot of different levels.   

XIII. There is more here.  There are a handful of secondary matters in play.   

A. We could dig into Jesus’s statement that lots of Christians are naïve when 
it comes to doing business, especially when they are doing business with other 
Christians. And then things blow up and I get pulled in to straighten them out.  

B. We could explore the suggestion that in the end, money will fail to do 
what we want – no matter how much we have.   

C. We could focus on the fact that there is always a day of reckoning  

D. Or that one sin leads to another. Stealing once led this guy to steal twice.  

E. We could even drill down on the way the manager leans into his boss’s 
good nature.   

F. But those are not the main point. The main point of this parable is that 
Jesus encourages us to make provision for our future – not the 25 years between 
65 and 90.  But the 20,000 years – 20 million years – that come after that. And he 
is willing to commend a bad man to make this point. He says, “Look, this guy is a 
conniving rascal, but at least he’s thinking ahead. I wish you’d learn from that.” 

G. Are you thinking ahead? Are you making provision for eternity?  Are you 
“storing up treasure in heaven where moth and rust cannot destroy and thieves 
cannot break in and steal.” Let me be clear – in this parable Jesus is encouraging 
you to do so.  And not just in this parable.  

XIV. Please understand a few things as I begin to wrap up.  

A. First, we are accountable for what we do with this life. Salvation is by 
grace, but eternity doesn’t get described in the binary way that some think. We’ll 
see a bit more about this next week.  For now let me simply say, there are degrees 
of reward and affirmation in Heaven that pivot around the life we live.  
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B. Second, we are never expected to act outside our own best interest. But we 
often misunderstand what’s in our best interest. Jesus – who knows best – says, be 
a good steward of what has been entrusted to you.  

1. This is a key point and one where I think many are confused. I 
think a lot of people suspect that we are expected to act against our own 
interest. “Mike, we are told to die to self, to go to the end of the line, to 
forgive those who wrong us, to put the needs of others ahead of our own, 
to care for the poor, to give our money away. These are just some of the 
ways that we are expected to act against our own best interest.  

2. That is not how Jesus sees it. For starters, those actions make us 
more like Jesus – they make us better people. But secondly, while those 
actions make little sense if what we see is all there is. They make great 
sense if we will be rewarded for doing so.  What do you want, eight 
percent interest for the next twenty years or a return that is “immeasurably 
more than we can ask or think” for eternity? 

3. We are never expected to act outside our own best interest. But we 
are encouraged – and that is what this parable is about – to make 
provisions for the future.  To put our time and energy and money 
someplace where it is going to pay out in a big way.  

C. One of the things about money is that it tells us some things about our 
soul.  

1. When it comes to money, you can’t really lie. Numbers don’t work 
that way. There is the amount you keep and there is the amount you give.  
I’ve gone this far – I’ve already made some of you mad, confirmed your 
worst fears about pastors – let me push even further. Some of you are 
holding on to way too much.  You are living for today. If you are living 
for today, Jesus is not a great one to look to for advice.  

2. These are challenging lessons to learn.  I get that. I grew up with a 
tight fist because my parents both grew up poor so I breathed in a scarcity 
mindset that said, “Save, save, save. Keep as much money as you can. Do 
not give any away.” But I married a woman with a gift for giving. And so 
we give a lot. And I have learned to find real joy in that. And we give 
away at a significantly higher percentage than the ten percent I’m 
suggesting is a reasonable goal.  

3. Some of you think this is crazy talk. I suppose it is if what you see 
is all you get.  But: if money has power that we have to be on guard 
against; and if we are going to live forever; and if we managers not owners 
– and if we are going to be held accountable for what we do with what 
been entrusted to us, then it’s not crazy to be as generous as possible, 
especially when we’ve been entrusted with so much.  
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4. By the way, while giving away ten percent may strike you as 
crazy, I would suggest it’s a deal no one else offers. Those of you who are 
working in the world of finance know that no one offers that deal: “Here is 
the money I want you to invest this year. I’m willing to let you keep 90% 
in fees.  I only ask for ten percent back!” 

5. That is the deal God offers.  But make no mistake, he is pretty 
serious about the ten percent. In fact, he has very harsh things to say to 
those who try to keep it. He doesn’t suggest that those who give less than 
ten percent lack compassion, he says they are stealing.  

6. Men and women, I think CS Lewis is right when he calls on us to 
live below our means so we can give more money away.  

XV. So what am I calling on you to do?  Let me suggest two things 

A. First, if you’ve not taken a Financial Peace or Crown Financial class, you 
really should.  

1. Millions of people have.  This January we are offering Financial 
Peace on Tuesdays at the Crossroads campus. It’s a great course that 
introduces good ideas and discipline. It deals with everything from: 
401Ks, college funds and Life insurance to what money is and how to 
make sure you use it in light of eternity – the very thing Jesus talks about 
in this parable.  

B. Second, take a next step. For some of you this will be a first step.  

1. Giving around here is pretty confidential so I don’t have exact 
numbers, but I know that at most churches about half the people do not 
give anything. If that is you, let me encourage you to jump in.  Break the 
strangle hold money has on you.  Take a first step. Try giving one percent 
of your income.  

2. For some of you the challenge is to increase what you are giving 
by one percent. Make a conscious decision to be more generous and invest 
in eternity.  Let me be clear, if your giving does not impact you in some 
way, you are not giving enough.  

3. By the say, some of you give generously and if you do I’m not 
trying to suggest otherwise or stack up guilt. Thank you. You are doing 
the right thing.  And this past year with your money we have been able to 
fund the work inside these walls and do so much more: 
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a) Last month alone we collectively helped over 1,200 kids 
celebrate Christmas with gift packs that included all kinds of fun 
and also necessary things; we helped 85 families locally who were 
going to have a difficult Christmas through Angel Tree; we sent 
money to help with the flooding in Chennai, India (where I am 
going next month to visit the site where they would like us to build 
a small school for the children of women who are being sexually 
trafficked).  Last month we also held the dedication for the second 
Matthew Home in North Chicago. Out of the money you gave we 
bought a home for $21K, put another $25K into it, 120 of you 
volunteered time and we fixed it up and sold it to a single Mom, 
financing it with a no-interest loan. This year I’d like us to do five 
more homes.  There are teams of people working with justice 
issues, tutoring children and doing outreach in the local jail.  Your 
giving helps make this happen.  

4. Men and women, this is the way God’s economy is supposed to 
work. There is so much more that we can and should do. By the way, there 
is a lot more that we are doing: our work in India includes efforts to rescue 
the women being trafficked, help them get counseling and job training and 
micro-loans; and the work in North Chicago includes more than homes, 
we have a team that is piloting a job creation plan.  We are working hard 
on all of this and it’s exciting.   

5. I could say more. Right now what I want to be sure you have heard 
what Jesus is saying in this parable. We need to look ahead and make 
provisions for our future – our eternal future.  I want to encourage you to 
take a big step in that direction this year. Take FPU; give at least one 
percent more of you income away; get involved.   

6. Everyone wins when you give –starting with you. 

XVI. Closing Prayer 

XVII. Transition to Communion – done by CP:  

A. In the parable we just explored, Jesus encouraged us to use our riches to 
help others thereby securing a better future for ourselves. Let’s not miss the fact 
that he did this as well. Once again, he is our perfect example.  

B. Jesus was God in heaven. There He had all glory and honor – He was rich. 
But He gave all of that up and became poor – even to the point of dying in our 
place – in order to serve us.  In so doing He secured for himself an eternity of 
glory.  



	

	

11	

	
Mike	Woodruff	©	Dec.	2015	

	
	 	

C. No one has given up more for the benefit of others that Jesus.  He is 
not asking us to go someplace he hasn’t already gone.  

  


