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Luke 16:1-15 (ESV)

He also said to the disciples, "There was a rich man who had a manager, and charges were brought to him that this man was wasting his possessions.  [2] And he called him and said to him, 'What is this that I hear about you? Turn in the account of your management, for you can no longer be manager.'  [3] And the manager said to himself, 'What shall I do, since my master is taking the management away from me? I am not strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed to beg.  [4] I have decided what to do, so that when I am removed from management, people may receive me into their houses.'  [5] So, summoning his master's debtors one by one, he said to the first, 'How much do you owe my master?'  [6] He said, 'A hundred measures of oil.' He said to him, 'Take your bill, and sit down quickly and write fifty.'  [7] Then he said to another, 'And how much do you owe?' He said, 'A hundred measures of wheat.' He said to him, 'Take your bill, and write eighty.'  [8] The master commended the dishonest manager for his shrewdness. For the sons of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than the sons of light.  [9] And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of unrighteous wealth, so that when it fails they may receive you into the eternal dwellings. [10] "One who is faithful in a very little is also faithful in much, and one who is dishonest in a very little is also dishonest in much.  [11] If then you have not been faithful in the unrighteous wealth, who will entrust to you the true riches?  [12] And if you have not been faithful in that which is another's, who will give you that which is your own?  [13] No servant can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money." [14] The Pharisees, who were lovers of money, heard all these things, and they ridiculed him.  [15] And he said to them, "You are those who justify yourselves before men, but God knows your hearts. For what is exalted among men is an abomination in the sight of God.

“Slashing Prices”

Grace, mercy, and peace be unto you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, Amen. If Americans still collectively judge one thing a grave sin even today, it would have to be the act of embezzlement. How much of the present situation in our society has to deal with exposing public fraud. No one likes to be ripped off. Everyone wants to see a properly balanced budget. Everything else can slide when it comes to sin, but crooks are to go to the courts. Any law-abiding citizen who cares about the stability of their country will not put up with such criminal acts. 


Then again, the gospel reading is not addressing outright greed the kind that hated the tax collectors in Jesus’ time. Last week the Savior sought to explain the joy of repentance when finding the utterly lost. Now the disciples were to hear about those who do give to others. We can relate with that in our own society. Americans are known as a giving people. Yet, Jesus always takes the godliness of men and fills it with His better glory of the Gospel. In other words, as CFW Walther writes of the shrewd manager, “As godless prudence was praiseworthy before the world, so is true prudence praiseworthy before God” (God Grant It 620). How merciful is our Lord Jesus Christ for He grants His baptized to have mercy toward others.


Three words best summarize today's parable: wasting, willing, and wisdom. The manager was looking good until he faced charges brought by another. He was finally caught wasting possessions that were not his own. It must have been a shock to the employer to find this out about his employee. However, the accusation was not enough. There had to be evidence and no better place to find that out then in the record books. It was time for an audit. The first person to speak in the parable was the owner stating, “What is this that I hear about you? Turn in the account of your management, for you can no longer be manager.” It would not merely be a single action or bad day for the manager, but finding out about his complete trail of carelessness.


If there is one thing that people have in common, it is being wasteful. Just remember, the pristine look of shopping malls or a school is only as good as the humblest janitor in them. Messes are always made in this world, both in our life with what we have and how we use it. None can hide from the trail of sin and death created by the sinful nature. As the wisdom of Proverbs teaches, “Those of crooked heart are an abomination to the Lord, but those of blameless ways are his delight” (11:20). Who can make the claim of being blameless but Christ? Born of the Virgin Mary, God’s Son saw every person wrongly use what His Father graciously gave for family, church, and state. As the Psalmist prophetically spoke of the coming Christ, “My zeal consumes me, because my foes forget your words.” The sinless Jesus was involved with the mess of what sinful humanity made. God calls us to account for the injustice and selfish wastefulness saying, “Surely I will never forget any of their deeds.” 


Such a threatening charge against the manager quickly made the unwilling willing. The manger was desperate. In view of his removal he said, “I am not strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed to beg. I have decided what to do, so that when I am removed from management, people may receive me into their houses.” You have to give it to a person who can think on their feet. The law drives a person to fear over loss or towards selfish gain for more. Unfortunately, in this parable, it was all going to be at the expense of the owner. The manager started to slash prices for the debtors hoping to secure his place. They surely would not forget the merciful act he made. He was relying on the fact that what he did would pay off. If anyone was going to look out for number one, it was going to be him.


Christ creates His people for acts of mercy because He is the merciful Lord of sacrifice. In order properly to understand today's text, it must come with the article of justification. As the Lutheran Father’s declared in The Augsburg Confession, “Our love does not free us from shame when God judges and accuses us, but faith in Christ frees us in the midst of these fears because we know that for Christ's sake we are forgiven.” Baptism calls out for all to turn to what the Father gave by His Son. Acts of kindness on their own will never calm fears against the Law or get rid of self-seeking interests for more. As St. Paul said, “For there is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all, which is the testimony given at the proper time.” To confess our mismanagement of life in faith before Jesus is how He manages to change our hearts and minds by the promise of His Word. Our merciful Lord calls the baptized to acts of mercy not for an investment at the present, but as the witness of being “received into the eternal dwelling” already prepared for us. 


In response to the dishonest manager’s actions, the master had to commend him for his shrewdness. If he were to denounce him, it would hurt those that were his debtors. On the other hand, if the master were to praise the dishonest manager, it would hold up his good reputation as the owner. Our 3rd word, shrewdness or wisdom is what Jesus makes to be the big deal about this manager. Everything else in the parable with his dishonesty and selfishness falls into what Jesus said, “For the sons of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than the sons of light.” Bending the rules, trying to beat the system, or being sneaky in order to accomplish goals is not in accordance with the Gospel. The disciples would learn to follow the light of Christ’s hidden glory in the cross. They too would be merciful, but it was because their savior gave the true riches found in His suffering, death, and resurrection for them. 


The baptized are to be wise in what we have been given by God. Material possessions are part of it, but there is much more to be considered. Where this world glorifies mammon, which is money and all forms of possessions. These turn out to be the lowest spoken about in the Kingdom of God. Jesus said, “If then you have not been faithful in the unrighteous wealth, who will entrust to you the true riches?  And if you have not been faithful in that which is another's, who will give you that which is your own?” As the baptized, the wealth of worldly glory cannot compare to what Christ our Lord mercifully gives us. It is the richness to proclaim the promise by water and the word so all may be kings and queens. It is the right to have the bottomless treasure chest of casting forgiveness before the poor and broken in spirit. It is the privilege to participate in the priceless gift of Christ’s body and blood as the feast of victory. At whose expense, whose sacrifice, whose merciful service? It is only the savior and owner of all sinners Jesus Christ our Lord, the promised redeemer for the world.

I wish to conclude with a recent experience last month. A man stepped into my office at Trinity. It took me by surprise hearing a knock at the door, things like that do not usually happen. After introductions, I had him sit in a chair and found the reason for why he came. It seems that very morning; he lost his job as a taxicab driver from Sioux City, Iowa. Sounds strange I know, but he started pulling out identification cards one after another. As he went on, his goal was to head home to a place in northern Minnesota because he had nothing left. What happened next was a miracle more for me than for him. Trinity has a new fund recently created called “Helping Hands.” I reached for the checkbook telling him we would help him out. His response was hard to forget, “I appreciate the money, but what I really wanted pastor was to hear your hopeful words.” Few have ever said such a statement in my 6 years of ministry. I found nothing better to say then, “I can do that for you.” The Gospel was preached, I forgave any doubts over losing his job, read hopeful words from scripture for the future, and ended with a prayer. 

Before he left I found online an LC-MS congregation in the town he was going to and printed off the information. The last thing I did was sign my name to the paper with a phone number. I told him, “These people will help you and if there are problems they can call me as a witness for you.” The man was born and raised Lutheran, but like others left the church a long time ago. He needed to be part of the baptized again and it is my hope in God’s merciful kindness that it was brought to completion. Either way, what I gave in money or in the message of the Gospel, was not personal, but the public witness of Christ’s Church. May you as the people of God direct more people unto this place so the true riches of the Gospel be proclaimed to the poor and needy. How merciful is our Lord Jesus Christ for He grants His baptized to have mercy toward others. Amen. Now may the peace of God which passes all understanding be with your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus to life everlasting, Amen. 
