
Gospel :  

Luke 16: 1-13  
 

The parable of the dishonest servant 
 

This parable is acknowledged to be one of the most difficult to interpret.  
There is dispute about where the parable ends and the commentary begins; 
whether verse 8 (see below) refers to the master or to Jesus, and whether 
the verses that follow are comment or appended sayings. 
There isn’t room here to explore all possibilities thoroughly. 
 

The steward was responsible for managing his master’s estate, possibly in 
his absence, which was usual in Palestine.  He was accused of being 
wasteful with his master’s resources, seemingly tantamount to 
embezzlement.  As a result he lost his job and was asked to produce 
accounts for his master.   
 

The steward didn’t want to labour or beg, so came up with a plan to reduce 
the amount owed by each of his master’s debtors, thus putting them in his 
debt in the hope that they would welcome him into their homes.  The 
debtors were also dishonest in agreeing to this.  

 

The master praised the dishonest steward for his astuteness 
These are the opening words of verse 8 which has proved particularly 
difficult to interpret. 
The master also appears to be dishonest by commending the steward’s 
actions.  Some scholars think that he was not commending the man’s 
dishonesty but his determination to secure support in time of crisis. 
 

A further interpretation argues that the steward’s action in reducing the 
worker’s debts was legal and praiseworthy.  
Jewish law forbade usury and helped to protect the poor from exploitation. 
However, the Pharisees had managed to find a way round this, saying that if 
the transaction was beneficial to both parties, interest could be added.   
If a man had a little of whatever it was he was borrowing, he could not be 
seen as destitute.   
As most people would certainly have had a little wheat or oil, the bond was 
made out in terms of these items and interest added.  
Therefore the steward was giving back the interest that should not have 
been charged in the first place. 
Furthermore the interest on usurious loans would have been the steward’s 
commission, and his to forfeit. 

BACKGROUND NOTES: 

25TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME 

1ST READING: AMOS 8: 4-7 
 

Amos is a prophet who lived 8 centuries before Christ.  He is the 
first whose writings have come to us in the form of a book.  He 
lived at a time of great material prosperity but also of widespread 
social and religious corruption.  

It is this social injustice which shocked the prophet and which  he 
addresses in the passage we are given today. 

He finds the difference between the way they adhere strictly to 
religious practices and the way they swindle the people totally 
unacceptable. 

As the book of Leviticus indicated, no work was allowed once a 
month on the day of the New Moon (23: 24).  This practice 
continued right into the 1st century AD as Paul mentions it in his 
letter to the Colossians (2: 16).  Of course, as mentioned in the 
same verse, no one worked on the Sabbath either. 

In the ancient world, units of weight were not standardised, so for 
example, a shekel might not have the same weight in Jerusalem or 
in Damascus; archaeological research has found different sets of 
weights used in different markets, so the temptation  to cheat was 
clear. 

A bushel would hold somewhere around 20 litres and it was easy to 
make it hold less: lowering the bushel.  Similarly, the shekel could 
be weighted in the seller’s favour: raising the shekel.  Originally, 
one shekel corresponded to about 180 grains of barley or about 11 
grams. 

It was also common practice to enslave people in debt, even if the 
amount owed was only a pair of sandals. 

As for the sweepings of the wheat, the chaff, it was forbidden to 
sell them as they were reserved for the poor. 

 


