
Gospel  Luke 16: 1–13  
 

The parable of the dishonest servant 
 

This parable is acknowledged to be one of the most difficult to interpret in 
the Gospels. 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.  

The following notes offer a summary of some of the main points. 

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 did not 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 (v.8) 

The opening of v. 8 has proved particularly difficult to interpret. The master 
also appears to be dishonest by commending the steward’s actions, though 
some scholars argue he was in fact praising his determination to secure 
support in time of crisis. Yet another interpretation suggests 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. 

But the wider importance of this parable is perhaps that Jesus is 
emphasising that we live in the real world and should always try to make 
the best of things. Here the context is money: whatever we think of it, it has 
a vital place in our lives and we must consider how to use it for the good of 
others. 

Prego Plus: Background Notes 

Twenty-Fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year C 

Second Reading  1 Timothy 2: 1–8 

General background on 1 Timothy is given in the Prego Plus for last week 
(Sunday 24 OTC). 

Peter Edmonds SJ considers that this letter suggests a Church ‘settling down 
for the long haul in the world’: it therefore needed to evade the hostility of 
state authorities and avoid becoming a threat to public order. In the verses we 
read today, the writer advises Christians to pray for everyone (particularly 
kings, emperors and those in positions of authority): in this way they can live 
‘religious and reverent lives in peace and quiet’, as any good citizen.  

In practice, both Christians and Jews were sometimes regarded with suspicion 
by the authorities, since their belief in the one true God meant that they 
refused to worship other gods publicly. However, the injunction to pray for 
those in power is not simply for political correctness, but so that all should 
reach ‘full knowledge of the truth’: God wants everyone to be saved. 

Verses 5–6: ‘For there is only one God ’: probably part of an early creed. Christ 
in his humanity gave his life ‘as a ransom’ for all peoples: the ransom was a 
payment to free people from slavery, in this case the slavery of sin.  
As also emphasised in Romans (9: 1), the author here is clear that he speaks 
the truth, as ‘a herald, apostle [and] teacher’ of Christ’s values. 

Verse 8: the ‘lifting of the hands in prayer’ is attested in early Christian art. 
People would pray standing, hands raised towards heaven and palms turned 
upwards as a sign of readiness to accept God’s gifts. Today, this stance (known 
as ‘orans’: ‘praying’), is used by the celebrant 
during the Eucharist. 


