FAIR OAKS PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

Gospel of Luke:  Lesson 25
Luke 16: 1-31
This next section is a culmination of a theme that Luke has presented over several chapters—in what ways does wealth get in the way of responding to the good news? It contains the parable of the “Dishonest Steward” and is considered one of the most difficult of the parables that Jesus told. In fact Byrne calls this man the “Rogue Manager” and says this parable has caused difficulty for interpreters from the moment it left Jesus’ mouth!  Two things help us understand the correct interpretation of this story.  The first is that a parable is not an allegory.  We do not assign a meaning to each and every point of the story—instead we look for the main point.  Jesus often used startling examples, like commending a dishonest man or a hard-hearted judge (Luke 18), to shock us into seeing the main lesson.  

Jesus begins by describing a rich man who had a steward administrating his estate.   How would you describe this steward?  Why do you think Jesus picked this kind of person for His story?  Read through the next verses and list as many positive things about the steward as you can find.

The second point in interpretation:  A significant barrier in understanding Jesus’ parable is that we do not completely understand the historical context.  This would have been much clearer to those to whom the story was initially told.  For example, it may be that the steward, in reducing the bills owed to his master, was really taking away the interest on the debt.  Since the Old Testament forbade the practice of charging interest (Exodus 22:25, Deuteronomy 23:20) he may have actually been doing a lawful or righteous thing.  Other commentaries suggest that the sum reduced from the bill represented his commission on the transaction and that he had a right to forgo collecting this money.  Whatever the case, the master commends him for one thing:  his shrewdness.  What comes to mind when you consider the quality of shrewdness?  Why is it often associated with the people of this world?  Why might Jesus challenge his own disciples (“people of the light”) to have this quality?

Jesus then gives 3 principles about the use of “Mammon”.  Mammon in an Aramaic word which is better translated “wealth” and does not refer just to money but to all the things that we value: talents, possessions, control, comfort, etc.  Read through these verses and write out the principle about the use of our worldly possessions that you see there:

Up to this point Jesus has been specifically addressing His disciples (verse 1) but clearly the Pharisees had overheard and it is likely that Jesus intended this.  Why do they begin to sneer at Jesus?  (Hint:  who had more worldly wealth, Jesus and His disciples or the Pharisees?  What conclusion do you think the Pharisees drew from this fact?)

Read through the next section and list 3 arguments that Jesus uses to confront the Pharisees.

· verse 15

· verses 16-17

· verse 18

In many ways the key principle is found in verse 16:  “the kingdom of God is being preached and everyone is forcing his way into it.”  What do you suppose Jesus meant by this statement?  (See also his similar statement in Matthew 11:12)  What “force” is required today?
The final story presents two very different men, both in life and after death.  The first is “a certain rich man”—he is sometimes called Dives, which is Latin for “rich” but this name probably originated in medieval times.  The name Lazarus is short for Eleazar and means “One whom God helps”.  Contrast these 2 men as they are described here. How would the world have judged these two men?  Imagine how their obituaries would have read.

Now the story shifts to contrast the lives of these two men after death.  Commentaries warn not to make too much of the descriptions of the after-life here—the point of Jesus’ story is not to teach us the details of heaven or hell.  What things does Jesus want us to see about these two men and their respective fates?

What reasons does Abraham give for leaving the rich man as he is?  What is the chasm between Abraham/Lazarus and the rich man?  Is Abraham correct in stating that it cannot be crossed?

At this point the heart of the rich man begins, perhaps, to soften a little.  Instead of being concerned about his own fate he seeks to warn his brothers who are still living.  The rich man believes if his brothers see someone raised from the dead they will repent.  Abraham replies that if his brothers do not believe Scripture they will not believe even if someone were raised from the dead.  What is the best proof of this?  (Hint: see John 12:41-53, 13:9-11)
How we treat wealth reveals what our heart is really like.  We can say that we believe in the Bible, but if it does not change our life how do we really know if we have believed?  The Jews knew the Scriptures and could quote it freely, but their heart was hardened before God.  (See John 5:38-40)  How can we be sure our heart is right before God?
