
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 not only about where the parable ends and the 
commentary begins, but also 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 the 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.  
The steward was therefore 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. 
 

Psalm 112 (113) 
 

This psalm is the first of the so called 'Egyptian Hallel' psalms. They are 
hymns of praise (the word Hallel is the root of the word of praise 
'Hallelujah'). These psalms are used to this day during the Jewish 
Passover.  

Psalm 112 (113) is sung at the beginning of the meal, at the blessing of 
the first cup of wine. The first stanza is an invitation by a cantor (or if sung 
in the Temple, by a Levite), and the others are responses, possibly sung 
antiphonally by the assembly. They give two reasons for praising the Lord: 
for who he is 'high above the nations...above the heavens' ; and for what 
he does: 'he lifts up the lowly...he raises the poor' . 

Jesus himself will have sung this psalm on Holy Thursday. 

The psalmist invites us to praise the name of the Lord. Names played an 
important role in the ancient Near East. They reflect a person’s nature 
and character, their very essence. Naming someone brings them into 
existence as is reflected in the story of creation (Genesis 2: 19). 

There are many instances in the Bible when someone’s name changes 
after an important event in their lives: Jacob becomes Israel, Levi 
becomes Matthew, Simon becomes Peter, Saul becomes Paul. 

The centre line of the psalm is 'Who is like the Lord our God'?  The implied 
answer is of course, 'No-one'. A line such as this, reinforcing a belief in 
only one God, makes scholars think that this psalm was written after the 
exile to Babylon; confronted with the many Babylonian deities and idols, 
the Israelites clung to their monotheistic beliefs.  

The other reason they mention is the attention to the poor: in the post 
exilic period the Israelites saw themselves as 'the poor', as they were now 
only tenant farmers on their own land and heavily taxed.  

In terms so reminiscent of the song of Hannah and the Magnificat, the 
psalmist’s words gave the people hope. 

Prego Plus: Background Notes 

Twenty-Fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year C 


