
Lakeside Sermons
Lakeside Baptist Church • Rocky Mount, North Carolina

Jody C. Wright, Senior Minister

SEPTEMBER 22, 2013
THE EIGHTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Strange Wisdom
I Timothy 2:1-7; Luke 16:1-13

What in the world was Jesus thinking?  He was a pretty good storyteller
and came up with a lot of great stories that hit the nail on the head and drove
his message home, stories like the one that preceded this one about a
prodigal son.  We may not think the older son gets a fair shake considering
that he stayed on the farm and helped his daddy while his little brother
squandered his inheritance in a foreign land, but we know what it is like to be
foolish and to have to come dragging home, tail tucked between our legs, hat
in hand, asking for forgiveness and a second chance.  Most of Jesus’
parables are straightforward like that.

This story of the dishonest manager, however, sounds, well–dishonest. 
The master commends the thieving employee for being shrewd and Jesus
commends the same kind of shrewdness to his disciples.  Does he really want
us to use “dishonest wealth” to make friends on earth so that we will
eventually get into an “eternal home”?  Can heaven be bought?  Should
friends be purchased?  It certainly sounds as if Jesus is encouraging such
practices.

Of course you could rip this story right out of the morning paper or
download it from your favorite online news source.  People are forever getting
caught with their hand in the till, embezzling money or cheating the company
out of funds one way or another.  In Jesus’ story, whistle blowers tell the
master that this manager is “squandering his property.”  We don’t know
exactly what he was doing.  Maybe he was skimming off the top, charging
extra interest for his own profit, or speculating on risky deals and losing the
boss’s money.  We don’t know precisely what he did, but we know it ticked off
the boss and he fired the manager.  The manager knew he faced two
possibilities:  he could start begging or he could dig ditches.  Certainly no one
else would hire him to manage their business since he had cheated his boss,
so he would have to resort to begging or back-breaking menial labor.

After thinking on it for a few minutes, he had an idea!  He called in all of
the people who owed a debt to the master and reduced their debt.  It was a
“going out of business–thirty to fifty percent off” sales event.  It is telling that



he had to ask each debtor what he owed the master.  Obviously he was not
a good record keeper.  He was a quick-thinking, underhanded thief, however. 
He offered every debtor the chance to slash what he owed to the master, and
apparently everyone took him up on the offer.  When the master found out
what he had done (perhaps again through whistle blowers), he laughed at the
man’s savvy and congratulated him on his shrewdness at making friends of
these people so that they might take him in when he is put out on the streets. 
And Jesus essentially urges his disciples to go and do likewise.  What was
Jesus thinking?

Jesus is talking to the disciples, but the Pharisees (who were known to
be “lovers of money”) were within earshot.  Luke uses this parable to bridge
the parable of the Prodigal Son who squandered his inheritance and the
parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus in which the rich man hoards all of his
money and does nothing with it–including helping the beggar at his gate.1

Professor David Lose suggests that the parable has to do with our
relationship to wealth.2  I agree, but I do not think it is entirely about monetary
wealth.  Jesus points out to his disciples that their contemporaries are much
more savvy in how they conduct business and form alliances than are most
people who are seeking the Kingdom of God.  In those days the Pharisees
and the Roman officials often colluded, keeping alive the age-old practice of
“I’ll scratch your back if you’ll scratch mine.”  We know that in business,
politics, and practically every other form of human interaction, people grease
the wheels of self-preservation by peddling favors.  That practice in and of
itself is not wrong, except where it creates a system of injustice.

Although Jesus is quoted as saying, “make friends for yourselves by
means of dishonest wealth so that when it is gone, they may welcome you
into the eternal homes” (Luke 16:9), I do not think he intended for us to try
and buy our way into heaven.  In the first place, it cannot be done.  In the
second place, if you could buy your way into heaven, it would amount to a
means of exploiting other people–and God–for personal gain.  No, I think that
Jesus was pointing out again that when God’s kingdom becomes evident
around us, it turns life upside down.  Belligerent, ungrateful, and wasteful

1Lois Malcolm, “Commentary on Luke 16:1-13,” Working Preacher (September 22, 2013); available
online at: http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1783.

2David Lose, “Money, Relationships, and Jesus' Most Confusing Parable,” Working Preacher
(September 15, 2013); available at: http://www.workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?m=4377&rp=blog53&post=
2746.
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children are forgiven and welcomed home.   The last ones to show up for
work are paid the same wages as the people who have worked all day.  The
rich become poor and the poor become rich.  In God’s economy, almost
nothing remains as it first appears.

What if God’s people used unrighteous wealth, this “filthy lucre” that we
carry in our pockets, to reverse some of the injustices that exist in the world? 
What if people in developing nations were trusted with loans that could help
them begin cottage industries that might begin to lift them out of poverty? 
What if poor farmers or artisans were given an opportunity to sell their
products directly to large markets instead of allowing a middle agent to make
the bulk of the profit?  What if one country offered financial aid to another one
simply to help the people of that nation overcome a natural disaster, economic
hardship, or persistent inequities between the rich and the poor?

Or, what if instead of offering a handout to people in need, we taught
them some sort of skill or trade and helped develop jobs to provide
sustainable incomes and inestimable self worth?  What if, instead of worrying
about how much every group in town wants to get hold of our money, we
started investing our skills and talents in acts of goodwill?  What if, instead of
being a naysayer and projecting a negative attitude, we began to look for the
good in life and to affirm the positive opportunities that are abundant all
around us?  What if, like the dishonest manager, we began to give other
people a break but for their sake and not for our own selfish needs?

Walk down Alžbetina Street toward St. Elisabeth Cathedral in downtown
Košice, Slovakia and just where the street widens into a pedestrian walkway
you will see a bronze figure, slightly bowed over, looking in your direction.  It
is the Beggar of Košice, subject of an important legend.  As the story goes,
a very poor man lived in the city and begged day by day for money from his
fellow citizens.  He was in such a miserable state and such a likeable fellow
that the people of the city generously gave him money and other things.  This
fellow, however, was wise and did not immediately go and spend his money. 
He saved it and eventually built one of the finest homes on the main street. 
On the facade of the roof, he had made a statue of a beggar with arms
outstretched greeting anyone who walks by, a thank you to his neighbors and
friends who were so kind and generous to him.

I believe this is the kind of shrewdness Jesus had in mind.  The people
of Košice generously helped one of their own.  Out of respect for their
kindness and in appreciation of their generosity, the beggar saved the money
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until he could build a home worthy of the city.  As a gesture of gratitude, he
added the statue of himself as a perpetual reminder of the way in which an act
of kindness can change a life.  He used common, corruptible money for good. 
Everyone was blessed by what became of the beggar.

We are, all of us, at our core, beggars at the mercy of God.  We ask for
what we need, and God provides what we can use.  For some of us, that
might well be wealth that can be shared to help in a variety of ways.  For
others of us it may be an artistic talent, an athletic gift, a skill in business or
teaching or customer relations.  We may possess the gift of encouragement
or the ability to listen and discern.  We may be a visionary and planner or
someone who can take ideas and bring them to reality.  We may simply have
the ability to free up the gifts and talents that other people possess so that
they can use them for good.

“There was a rich man . . . or woman . . . or girl . . . or boy . . . .”  The
story of any of our lives could begin that way because God has richly blessed
us with a wealth of gifts and abilities.  How will you use those gifts?  What will
you do with them?  Will they serve only your best interests?  Or will you use
them to turn the world around you upside down in order that all of God’s
children might share in the bounty of God’s graciousness toward us?
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September 22, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Eternal God, in whom we live and move and have our being, you formed
us from the dust of the earth and enlivened us with the breath of your Spirit. 
You have called us to be your people and continue to show us grace and
blessings beyond measure.  You have given us one another for community
and encouragement, prospered our work that it might provide for our needs
and give our lives purpose, and invited us to participate in your work of
redemption and reconciliation in our service to one another.  We are grateful
for your many blessings to us, so abundant that we cannot number them. 
Receive now these prayers of thanksgiving offered with humble and grateful
hearts.

Hear also the  petitions of your children as we pray with confidence
because we believe and trust in your promises.  We are often overwhelmed
by the state of our world and the problems that we see all around us.  Help us
not to become paralyzed or indifferent because of the enormity of these
needs.  Move us to act with compassion and mercy toward those in our
community and around the world who seem so far removed from our own
circumstances yet are bound to us as part of the human family.  Teach us to
offer healing to the wounded, to bring comfort where there is pain, to be
present where there is loneliness, to be agents of peace in the midst of
violence, to take hope and light to the dark places of our world.  Give us
wisdom and courage for the living of our days, that we might speak for those
without a voice and stand against injustice wherever it exists.  Grant to us the
grace to show your love more fully and to share the Good News of your
salvation with all who are longing to hear it.  In the name of Christ our Lord
and by the power of your Holy Spirit we offer these and all our prayers. 
Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Association Minister


