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Abstract

The understanding of the parable of the shrewd steward in Luke 16:1-9 has been problematic
throughout its interpretive history. The main challenge is Jesus’ praise and commendation of
the dishonest acts of the steward therein. In Nigeria, if not in most African societies, where
there is a need for faithful stewards, one is left confused about how to understand that a master
would praise the dishonest act of his steward in a context in which corruption has become a
way of life. This study was undertaken on the assumption that, of the different genres used by
Jesus during his earthly ministry, the most familiar and striking are the parables, which
comprise one third of Jesus’ teaching. The importance of the parables in terms of understanding
Jesus’ history, ethics and self-understanding cannot be overemphasised. The parables challenge
their readers because, despite their superficial simplicity, they convey key insights into the
nature of the Kingdom of God. In this study, the parables are understood in line with the
meaning of the Hebrew Mashal and the Greek parabole, as referring to a proverb, a riddle or a
metaphor used to convince and persuade hearers. In this study, the literary context of the
parable of the shrewd steward was examined, as well as its demarcation. The study suggests
that, even if the parable told by the historical Jesus may have ended in v. 8a, Luke has added a
number of sayings that reveal his understanding of the parable as being about the correct use
of wealth and possessions in the light of the coming Kingdom of God. An annotated translation

of Luke 16:1-9 is also provided.

Using a social scientific method in order to understand the text in terms of its social context,
the parable was read verse by verse and the function of stewards in the first century was
clarified. It is argued that a steward was an estate manager and thus someone in the position of
a considerable amount of authority and trust. The steward in the parable under consideration
was the responsible agent to whom the absentee master had entrusted a great deal. It thus is
clear that a steward like the one in Luke 16 was highly placed in the household bureaucracy of
the rich and powerful elite. The theological perspective of the text in question was also brought
to light. The words of Jesus in v. 9, on the use of worldly possessions to make friends,
necessitated considering Luke’s concept of wealth and possessions in the light of the coming
Kingdom of God. It was argued that, in this parable, Luke intended to criticise the wrong use
of wealth and possessions. The social system suggested in the text, which includes honour and

shame, the patron-client relationships, benefaction, hospitality and the economic situation in
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the first century, was also investigated as explaining key values in the first-century Greco-

Roman world.

The application of the text in question to the contemporary Nigeria, and southern Kaduna in
particular, was furthermore surveyed. The survey revealed that African scholars, like scholars
on other continents, are also struggling with the interpretative problems posed by the parable
under consideration. The African scholars also agreed with their counterparts on other
continents that the focus of the parable is not on the dishonest acts of the steward, but on his
shrewdness. The parable stresses that believers should be faithful stewards by responding

appropriately to the coming kingdom of God by using their possessions to care for the poor.
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Opsomming

Ons begrip van die gelykenis van die oneerlike bestuurder in Lukas 16:1-9 is reeds dwarsdeur
die verklarende geskiedenis daarvan problematies. Die vernaamste uitdaging is Jesus se lof en
aanbeveling van die oneerlike dade van die bestuurder daarin. In Nigerié, net soos in die meeste
samelewings in Afrika, waar daar ’n behoefte aan betroubare bestuurders is, word ons verward
gelaat oor hoe om te verstaan dat 'n meester die oneerlike daad van sy bestuurder sal loof in ’n
konteks waarbinne korrupsie ’n bestaanswyse geword het. Hierdie studie is onderneem op die
aanname dat, onder die verskillende genres wat deur Jesus tydens sy bediening op aarde
gebruik is, die bekendstes en treffendste die gelykenisse is, wat een derde van Jesus se leer
uitmaak. Die belangrikheid van gelykenisse in terme van ’n begrip van Jesus se geskiedenis,
etiek en selfbegrip kan nie oorbeklemtoon word nie. Die gelykenisse daag hulle lesers uit omdat
hulle, ten spyte van hulle oppervlakkige eenvoudigheid, sleutel-insigte in die aard van die
Koninkryk van God verskaf. In hierdie studie is die gelykenisse verstaan in lyn met die
betekenis van die Hebreeuse Mashal en die Griekse parabole, as verwysing na ’n spreuk, 'n
raaisel of ’n metafoor wat gebruik word om hoorders te oortuig. In hierdie studie is die literére
konteks van die gelykenis van die oneerlike bestuurder ondersoek, sowel as die afbakening
daarvan. Die studie stel voor dat, selfs al het die gelykenis soos deur die historiese Jesus vertel
inv. 8a geéindig, Lukas "n aantal spreuke bygevoeg het wat sy begrip van die gelykenis —as ’n
vertelling oor die korrekte gebruik van rykdom en besittings in die lig van die komende

Koninkryk van God — vertoon. ’'n Geannoteerde vertaling van Lukas 16:1-9 word ook verskaf.

’n Sosiaalwetenskaplike metode is gebruik om die teks te begryp in terme van sy sosiale inhoud,
die gelykenis is vers vir vers gelees en die funksie van bestuurders in die eerste eeu is uitgeklaar.
Daar is voorgehou dat ’n bestuurder ’n landgoedbestuurder is en dus iemand in ’n posisie wat
noemenswaardige gesag en vertroue vereis. Die bestuurder in die gelykenis wat hier oorweeg
word, was die agent wat deur die afwesige meester met heelwat vertrou is. Dit is dus duidelik
dat "n bestuurder soos die een in Lukas 16 hooggeplaas was in die huishoudelike burokrasie
van die ryk en magtige elite. Die teologiese perspektief van die betrokke teks is ook aan die lig
gebring. Die woorde van Jesus in v. 9, oor die gebruik van aardse besittings om vriende te
maak, het dit nodig gemaak om Lukas se konsep van rykdom en besittings in die lig van die
komende Koninkryk van God te oorweeg. Daar word voorgehou dat Lukas in hierdie gelykenis

van plan was om die verkeerde gebruik van rykdom en besittings te kritiseer. Die maatskaplike
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stelsel wat in die teks voorgestel word, wat eer en skande, beskermheer-kliént verhoudings,
weldade, gasvryheid en die ekonomiese toestand in die eerste eeu insluit, is ook ondersoek as

verklaring van sleutelwaardes in die eerste-eeuse Grieks-Romeinse wéreld.

Die toepassing van die spesifieke teks in die moderne Nigerié, en in suidelike Kaduna in die
besonder, is ook ondersoek. Hierdie opname het getoon dat Afrika-geleerdes, soos geleerdes
op ander vastelande, ook sukkel met die verklarende probleme wat deur die betrokke gelykenis
opgelewer word. Die Afrika-geleerdes was dit ook eens met hulle eweknieé op ander
vastelande dat die fokus van hierdie gelykenis nie die oneerlike dade van die bestuurder was
nie, maar sy uitgeslapenheid. Die gelykenis benadruk dat gelowiges getroue bestuurders moet
wees deur gepas te reageer op die komende Koninkryk van God deur hulle besittings te gebruik

om na die armes om te sien.
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Chapter 1

The interpretation of the Parable in Luke

1.1. Introduction

This study investigates how a social-scientific reading of Luke 16:1-9 may inform the
understanding of the parable of the shrewd steward and the lessons that can be derived from a
close reading of the parable for the benefit of the church in Nigeria. This is, however, no easy
task, as scholars like Ford (2000:10) and Herzog (1994:233) have previously stated that, of all
the parables that are attributed to Jesus, the parable of the shrewd steward in Luke 16:1-9 is

widely held to be among the most difficult to comprehend.

In his interpretation of the parable of the shrewd steward, Scott (1989:255) notes that “[t]he
Master’s praise for his unjust steward has created confusion, controversy, and embarrassment
in the interpretation of the parable,” for how could the master praise the servant for such an

unjust act?! This is, however, not the only interpretative problem posed by the parable.

! Reinstorf (2013:3-4) has enumerated other instances in the Lucan text in which Jesus used
questionable characters and states that the use of such characters by Jesus in the Gospel of Luke
in particular is not unusual. An example of this is to be found in Luke 10:25-37 (the parable of
the Good Samaritan). The Good Samaritan is used diaphorically as the one who does exactly
what the Law demands. This, however, was not expected by an Israelite audience. Another
example is the parable of the tax collector and the Pharisee (Lk 18:9-14). In this parable, the
Pharisee and the tax collector are also used diaphorically as the ones whose prayer was heard
and answered and who go home justified before God. In both parables, unacceptable characters
for 1%-century Palestine are used as positive examples of life within the kingdom of God,
thereby challenging the predictable worldviews of the ancient Mediterranean world. Unlikely
and unexpected as he may be, the hated Samaritan is a neighbour to the man who fell amongst
the robbers, and he does what the Law commands. And the equally despised tax collector, who

cheats God’s own people, humbles himself before God. Although these characters were viewed
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According to Stein (1981:106), it presents numerous problems, which include: (a) the boundary
thereof, (b) the question of why the master praised the steward, and (c) to what kind of audience
did Jesus addressed this parable?. Landry and May (2000:287) add another interpretative
problem: who is the kurios of Luke 16:8a? Is he the master of the parable, or Jesus himself?3
While some of the interpretative challenges posed by the parable may arise because of an
uncertainty about the meaning of “steward” and the financial and contractual relations involved
in the concept in the first-century economy, for most contemporary readers the story is
troubling simply because it appears to condone dishonesty. It is also this issue that has

dominated previous attempts to interpret it.

1.2. Previous interpretations

Numerous attempts have been made in the past to interpret the parable of the shrewd steward,
of which the following are the most common.

1.2.1. Allegorical interpretations

Stein (1981:42-43), who traces the history of the interpretation of parables back to the period
of the early church, states that, in this period, the “allegorical method” was the dominant

method used in interpreting the parables. According to him, the church fathers were greatly

by the Israelite populace (especially the religious leaders) as deplorable, their actions within

the parables of Jesus are not viewed in this way.

2 These questions shed light on the interpretive challenge surrounding the text and will be
addressed directly or indirectly in the study.

% In Luke 18:6, a change of subject is suggested, but that does do not occur in 16:1-8. Stein
(1981:107) says, "Unless there is good reason to distinguish the use of ‘master’ in v.8a from
v.3 and v.5, we should assume that they refer to the same person”. If the parable does not end
in v.7, then it is believed to end after v.8a, with v.8b a commentary on the parable (Scott 1989:
256-257). If v.8a is part of the parable, then one may say that, the “master” in v.8 is the same

“master” as in v.3 and v.5.
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influenced by this method for centuries, and that before them it was popular to allegorise the
heroes of Homer and their actions in order to satisfy the scruples of the morally sensitive. The
church fathers applied the allegorical method of interpretation to passages in the Old Testament
that appeared unacceptable to them, so that a “deeper more acceptable meaning could be found
that was Christian”.* It is the method that was also used by Jewish scholars, like Philo, as a
means of demonstrating that the teachings of the Old Testament were in perfect harmony with
the teachings of the Greek philosophers. This method of interpretation was at times challenged.
Stein (1981:52) confirms:

To be sure there were occasional protests raised against this methodology by the
Antiochene School and by Luther and Calvin. The latter especially had a most
perceptive grasp of how the parables should be interpreted, but Calvin, Luther, and the
Antiochene School did not succeed in overturning the predominant use of allegory in
interpreting the parable.

According to Snodgrass (2008:406-407), the parable of the shrewd steward was specifically
read allegorically® as an argument for giving alms. In this regard, Williams (1964:293) asserts

% One of the earliest examples of the use of allegories, according to Stein (1981:43), is found
in the writing of Marcion. Marcion says the Good Samaritan in Luke 10:30-35 was actually
Jesus, who appeared for the first time in history as the Good Samaritan between Jerusalem and
Jericho. Stein remarks that such an interpretation fits well with his docetic teachings, because
it permitted him to deny the incarnation and true humanity of Jesus. And it is important to note
that the earliest known reference to the parable of the Good Samaritan treated the parable
allegorically, as teaching a Christological doctrine, rather than literally, as teaching an ethical
attitude (Stein 1981:43)

® Kim (1998:160), who does not read the parable allegorically, comes to a similar conclusion,
asserting that “...although the action itself is unjust, both the prudent mode of the action and
its final result, the relief of people in need, might be understood by Luke as a model for
believers to follow in handling wealth entrusted by God. And for that it is reasonable that the
master applauded the steward’s way of using the possession for the purpose of almsgiving, and

Jesus himself recommended it as a way that Christian believers as stewards should follow in
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that most allegorical interpretations of the parable appealed to the “eschatological self-interest”
of its readers to give as much as possible in order to gain an eternal dwelling in the world to

come.

1.2.2. Praise for the steward for being wise and not unjust

The steward’s wisdom, particularly his wisdom in using money, and not his acts of dishonesty,
is understood to be what is praised. According to this interpretation, the steward is a less than
commendable figure who has, in this instance, acted in a commendable way. Reid (2000:194),
for example, suggests that one way to solve the problem posed by the parable condoning
dishonesty is to see the master’s praise not as an affirmation of his wrongdoing, but as an
approval of the steward’s wise conduct in a crisis. His response on being informed of his
dismissal by his master to secure himself a future is to be admired and emulated (Schumacher
2012:275). Ireland (1989:255) agrees that, “until at least the middle of the twentieth century,
the most common interpretation of the parable is that which views the actions of the steward
toward the debtors as fraudulent but nevertheless draws from those actions a positive lesson
about prudence or wisdom in the use of material possession.” This line of interpretation does
not deny the dishonest act of the steward, but stresses that this is not what is being praised.

1.2.3. Praise for the remittance of unlawful financial gain

Another interpretation, which is closely connected to the abovementioned one, has to do with
the suggestion that the steward got his master’s favour by deducting either unlawful penalties,
or his own commission, from the debts owed to the master. According to Stein (1981:108-109),
the steward was simply deducting or eliminating his own interest, which he had added to that
his master was collecting on the principal. In view of this, the steward’s dishonest acts can be
viewed as legal, since the charging of interest, legally forbidden by the Torah (Deut. 23:19-20)
was now remitted by him. Otherwise the steward was simply eliminating or removing his

personal interest and implying that the master of the steward lost nothing himself.

managing wealth given and entrusted to them by God. As such, it is suggested that that is an

exhortation of how a steward uses his possessions rightly...”.
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This line of interpretation for understanding the steward as acting in a financially responsible
manner has its own problems, since (a) the action of the steward would have been an unlawful
reduction since the money did not belong to him, as the parable clearly states that the entire
sum was owed to the master (v. 5); and (b) Kloppenborg (1989:474) has shown that, while
Jewish landowners often assigned unlawful interest rates in their contracts, the percentages
subtracted by the steward do not correlate with those normally added as commission.
Additionally, these explanations assume familiarity with legal customs that neither Jesus’ nor
Luke’s audience probably observed. Gagnon (1998:3) has also argued that the manager is
depicted as a despicable character in the entire parable base on his dishonest act. The owner
tells him to clear out his desk and to give him a final report of his financial dealings, because
he had anonymously received information that the manager had been “squandering his property”
(vs. 1-2). The steward, however, is too lazy to do manual labour and too proud to beg for money
(v. 3), therefore he decides to use his master’s money as a means by which to make friends
among his master’s debtors by going to each and unilaterally discounting their debts by twenty
to fifty percent. The reason given for his remittance of the debts of the debtors is thus his
laziness and fear, and not his respect for the Torah or concern for the poor.

1.2.4. Praise for restoring the honour of the master

According to this interpretation, the steward’s actions were deceitful, but were nevertheless
worthy of praise on account of his gaining of public appreciation for the master, who received
honour for appearing to concede to such generous benefaction towards his debtors. In this
regard, Landry and May (2000:298) have stated that the question of what is at stake for the
master in a situation in which he is told by others that his steward is squandering his property
IS not as obvious as it may first appear. While most modern readers simply assume that the
owner is upset by the decrease in the value of his assets, caused either by the failure of the
steward to bring a sufficiently high return on his investments, or by the steward’s
misappropriation of the master’s funds for personal gain, the owner may have a different

understanding of what had transpired.

According to Landry and May (2000:298), in the Jewish and first-century world of the New
Testament time, honour was just as important as wealth, if not more. The social status and

honour of a male head of a household, like the rich man in the parable under consideration,
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was tied to power, which was understood in the ancient world as the ability to exercise control
over the behaviour of others. It was not only a matter of having control over employees, but
also about being seen as being in control of your affairs. So, having a steward who squandered
his property would make the master dishonourable among his peers as the master will be seen

as not being able to control his affairs.

1.2.5. Praise for finding a new home

In view of the text in question, one might be right in saying that, while the steward’s actions
were unrighteous in the eyes of both the master and Jesus, he might have received praise
specifically for his inspired attempt to find a new home. However, the passage does not
distinguish between the steward’s foresight and the ethical nature of the actions performed.
Furthermore, if the steward’s actions were indeed fraudulent, then it is unlikely that he would
have successfully found a new home (or future employment) with the master’s debtors, since
they would have every reason to believe that the steward would commit similar crimes against

them.

1.3. The interpretation of parables in general

As can be seen from the brief survey of the interpretation of the parable of the shrewd steward
(section 1.1), numerous interpretative difficulties have been presented to interpreters and thus
warrant careful study. In order to interpret the parable in question correctly, it is necessary to
first understand the genre of parables. This chapter therefore will give a brief overview of the
genre of the parable before stating the research problem, the methodology and the scope of the

study.

Stein (1981:17) has stated that, of all the forms of all genres attributed to Jesus, by far the most
familiar and striking is that of the parable — “[t]he amount of parabolic material contained in
our Gospels is quite impressive, for it is estimated that over one third of the teachings of Jesus
found in the first three Gospels is to be found in parables”. In agreement with Stein, Anderson
(2013:651) claims that there is no generally accepted characteristic feature of the proclamation
attributed to Jesus, other than that he spoke in parables, and no aspect of his teaching is more

memorable and influential than these unassuming similes and vivid stories.
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The parables of Jesus have been the source of both fascination and perplexity, ever since they
were first pronounced almost two millennia ago (Ireland 1992:1). The parables challenge, and
even disturb, the reader or the hearer because, for all their superficial simplicity, the impression
remains that something more is involved than meets the eye or ear, and that there is a depth of
meaning which one may not have completely grasped (lreland 1992:1). It therefore is not
surprising that they have been the subject of much rigorous analysis, hermeneutical
experimentation and controversy. This is to be expected, since the parables are regarded by
some scholars, if not most of the critical era, as the strand of the Jesus tradition that, more than
any other, sheds light on Jesus’ history, aims, ethics and even self-understanding (Anderson
2013:65).

According to Hedrick (2009:373), early Christians viewed the parables in a variety of ways. In
some instances they regarded them as elaborate allegories.® For example, the sower in Mark
4:3-8 appears to be a narrative about farming, but Mark explains it as referring to evangelism.
The elements of the narrative are thus, according to him, not what they appear to be on the
surface. The sower is not a farmer, but a preacher. The birds are not birds, but the evil one. The
seed is not seed, but God’s word. The different soils are not dirt, but kinds of hearers, the
hazards faced by the seeds are difficulties facing the first-century evangelists. The various

elements in the parable are thus representing different things entirely.

® An allegory is a deliberately composed narrative whose various elements are created by the
author to signify something different from what they are (Hedrick 2009:373). Hedrick
(2009:373) states that, besides the parable of the sower, only two other narrative parables
recorded in the Gospel of Mathew are given extensive allegorical interpretations. They are the
“Good Seed and Weeds” (Mt 13:24-30, 37-43) and “A Net Thrown Into the Sea” (Mt 13:47-
50). Apart from these there are other narrative parables and literary types that include simile
and similitude (a brief comparison using “like” or “as”), in which the behaviour in the story
should be emulated, and exhortations, which teach morality and practice. Many of the narrative

parables are comparisons to the Kingdom of God/Heaven/Father.
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In this study below an attempt will be made to discern the literary function of parables (1.2.1)

in order to determine the approach by which to interpret Luke 16:1-9 (1.2.2).

1.3.1. The literary function of parables

In our church’s Sunday school we were told by our teachers that a parable is simply an “earthly
story with a heavenly meaning”, while the Longman Dictionary (2009) defines a parable as a
“simple story used to illustrate a moral or spiritual lesson”, or as “a short simple story that
teaches a moral or religious lesson, especially one of the stories told by Jesus in the Bible.”
However, these definitions, which view a parable as a story that aims to convey a moral or
spiritual principle, explain only what a parable means to a modern English speaker. Since the
New Testament was originally not written in English, or in the twenty-first century, it is
important to look at the term parable in Greek, as it was used in the time of Jesus. The
etymology of the Greek word parable,” according to Anderson (2013:65), comes from para
(“beside™) and bolle (“to cast”), meaning “to create the image of something else”. Similarly,
Scott (1989:19) states that “parable means literally ‘to set beside’, ‘to throw beside’, and thus
functions as a comprehensive term, indicating similarity or parallelism. The notion of being
thrown beside or of parallelism in the signified of parabole makes it an appropriate translation
for mashal, which also implies a comparative notion in the sense of parallel”. According to
Hedrick (2009:368), the LXX (Septuagint) regularly uses the term parabole in order to
translate the term mashal, which is used in the Hebrew Testament for literary units whose
meaning is not immediately clear or easily understood. These literary units can be a narrative,

a brief figure, a traditional proverb, a lament cast as a brief narrative, or even a riddle.® Stein

" A parabole was the Greek term for an illustration, a comparison, or an analogy, usually in
story form, using common events of daily life to teach or reveal a moral or spiritual truth
(Anderson 2013:65).

8 Psalm 49:4; Psalm 49:5, 78:2; Proverbs 1:6; Ezekiel 17:2-10, 24:3-5, 24:13; 18:2, 19:1-9;
Micah 2:4; Habakuk 2:5-6. Habakuk 2:6 is also a type of obscure or enigmatic speech (Hedrick
2009:368).
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(1981:16-18) adds that a parable is “a simple proverb, byword, satire, or a word of derision or

even to a story parable or allegory as further examples”.®

It is clear from the above discussion that the literal form of a mashal includes a much wider
variety of concepts than simply stories that contain moral or spiritual truths. Parables in the
ancient world were much more than illustrations, and although some were concerned with
future eschatology, they were not about heaven. They were directed to life on this earth
(Snodgrass 2008:7). In the New Testament, the term parable is also used in a variety of ways,
as in the Old Testament. As in the Old Testament, it can be a reference to a proverb, a metaphor

or figurative saying. Other possibilities include similitude, story parable and allegory.

1.3.2. Luke’s use of parables

In terms of the discussion above, the understanding of the function of the parables in Luke
should not be undertaken from the perspective of a modern definition of what a parable is but
from the tradition that shaped the New Testament. In this regard, Scott (1989:27) has stated
that, among the Synoptic Gospels, only Luke employs a range of usages of parables that begin
to correspond to that of the mashal in the Old Testament. Luke also diverges from the other
Synoptic Gospels in having no collection or groups of parables. Luke normally structures his
parable around a single individual.'® In view of this, Scott defines a mashal (or parable) in

Luke as a story that employs a short narrative fiction to reference a transcendent symbol.

% Ezekiel 18:2-3; 1 Samuel 24:13, 10:12; Ezekiel, 12:22-23; 16:14; Isaiah 14:3-4; Habakuk 2:6;
Ezekiel 17:2-10 and 20:49 to 21:5. There are three other examples in the Old Testament of this
kind of mashal where the term itself is not used. Despite the absence of the term in these
instances, however, it is quite clear that they are examples of mashalim. The most famous of
these is the well-known parable of Nathan in 2 Samuel 12:1-4. The two terms are used in 2
Samuel 14:1-11 and Isaiah 5:1-7 (Stein 1981:16-18).

10) uke 8:4-18 and Mark 8:4, 9; 20:9, 19.
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Hedrick (2009:373) furthermore states that, in the Synoptic Gospels, narrative proverbs, simple
forthright discourse and other sayings with a proverbial character are designated “parables” by
the Evangelists,! which generally means that they have a deeper religious meaning for them.
Thus early Christian literature appears to designate as a “parable” any saying of Jesus whose
meaning is not immediately clear in terms of Christian faith and theology. The reason for this
view was that Jesus, being who he was according to the faith of the church, was assumed not
to speak superficially about everyday occurrences. Therefore, what appears to be predictable,
ordinary language is judged by them to be figurative or comparative discourse with a deeper
significance. If the stories they tell are read for themselves, rather than for an underlying
religious or moral significance, they are found to present ordinary matters, for example, such
as the hiring and paying of day labourers, dishonest employees and two men praying in the
temple. 2 According to Hedrick (2009:373), the parables realistically portray first-century
village life in Palestine. But, since the second half of the first century, the practicality of the
stories has generally been ignored in favour of pursuing the religious meaning of these
essentially secular stories. Hedrick (2009:368), for example, has described the parables as a
type of speech that carries a representation from one thing to another and that is used in an
argument to clarify, attest or vivify. For him, a parable functions as a short story with a moral
meaning, in that it is an example of proper or inappropriate behaviour. In the same vein, Scott
(1989:28) observes that, in the simplest way, a parable can be seen as a metaphor or simile that
is drawn from nature or common day-to-day life in order to capture the hearer’s attention by

its vividness or strangeness.

According to Gaechter (1950:121), parables were a favourite means of teaching among the
rabbis in Israel at the time of Jesus, so much so that they developed a standard form. However,
this form alone does not make a good parable. A good parable, if judged by literary or
aesthetical standards, has not only to be shaped after the standard form, but its metaphoric part

also has to be true to life so as to be clearly distinguishable from a fable. In this respect, the

11 Mathew, Mark and Luke.

2] uke 15:11-32; 15:8-9.

10
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parables of Jesus are tools or methods of teaching that he apparently used during his earthly
life and ministry. While the parables of Jesus can clearly be understood in terms of Jewish
mashalim, they also have unique features. For example, they are generally less judgemental
and more provocative, more self-referential, and more eschatological than their rabbinic
counterparts (Gaechter 1950:121),

From the discussion above it can be concluded that the Lukan understanding of a parable is
more than “an earthly story with a heavenly meaning”. In both the Old and New Testament as
earlier observed reflected in the use of the word in Luke, mashal or parable can refer to a
proverb, a simile, a riddle or a metaphor, as well as to various kinds of story types. It can be
described as an expanded analogy used to convince and persuade hearers. This is the way the
ancient Greeks used the term, and this description is sufficiently broad to cover the majority of
the ways the Evangelists (Luke) used the word (Snodgrass 2008:9).

1.4. Methodology for Interpreting the Parables

Snodgrass (2008:24), who outlined eleven points on how a parable should be interpreted, states
that “parables are not lists of information; they are stories, but they may not be the stories we
think they are. Each must be approached and dealt with on its own grounds, not with some
predetermined view as to what parables must be like and do”. In view of this, he emphasises
that the interpreter should cultivate a “willingness to hear and respond appropriately”.

Snodgrass’ eleven points that outline how to interpret a parable are the following:
1. Analyse each parable thoroughly.
2. Listen to the parable without presupposition as to its form or meaning.
3. Remember that Jesus’ parables were oral instruments in a largely oral culture.

4. If we are after the intent of Jesus, we must seek to hear a parable as Jesus’ Palestinian

hearers would have heard it.

5. Note how each parable and its redactional shaping fit with the purpose and plan of each

Evangelist.

11
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6. Determine specifically the function of the story in the teaching of Jesus.

7. Interpret what is given, not what is omitted. Any attempt to interpret a parable based on

what is not there is almost certainly wrong.

8. Do not impose real time on parable time.

9. Pay particular attention to the rule of end stress.

10. Note where the teaching of the parables intersects with the teaching of Jesus elsewhere.

11. Determine the theological intent and significance of the parable.

Stein (1981:72-79) has enumerated four ways of interpreting the parables for today.

1. Seek the one main point of the parable.

N

Seek to understand the Sitz im Leben in which the parable was uttered.

w

Seek to understand how the Evangelist interpreted the parable.

4. Seek what God is saying to us through the parable today.

Looking at the two scholars cited above, one could say that they seem to be saying the same
thing. In view of the social-scientific methodology applied in this study, these suggestions
should not be taken as a fixed methodology, but rather as critical points of considerations in
the reading of a parable. As such they will be addressed as part of the social-scientific approach
employed in this study. For example, Snodgrass’s points 1, 2,3, 10, 11 and Stein’s points 1, 2

and 4 are relevant for this study and therefore will be addressed as they occur.

1.5. Research question, methodology and the scope of the study

As already stated, understanding the praise bestowed on a dishonest and shrewd steward as
presented in the parable in Luke 16:1-9 has been problematic for interpreters. In light of this,
the primary research question of this study is: Why is the dishonest steward praised in Luke

16:1-9 and can a social-scientific study of the parable of the dishonest steward result in a better

12
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understanding thereof? On a personal note, my interest in this parable stems from my African,
specifically Nigerian, background and the need for faithful stewards in Nigerian society, if not

in most African societies.

The scope of the research to be undertaken entails an interpretation of Luke 16:1-9 by using a
combination of two methodological approaches: a verse-by-verse analysis of the text (i.e. a
close reading of the text), combined with a social-scientific approach. The social-scientific
reading of the text that will be carried out in chapter three will thus be based on a close reading
of the text. According to Van Eck (2009:1), the social-scientific method is an exegetical method
that analyses texts in terms of their strategy (the pragmatic and rhetorical dimensions of the
text) and situation, i.e. the social circumstances in which the text was produced. According to
Barton (1995:76), this method includes sociological, social or cultural anthropological and
psychological insights, since the disciplines of sociology, anthropology and psychology have
the potential for shedding new light on the world behind the text (the world of the author), the
world within the text (the narrated world of the characters), intentions and events and, lastly,

the world in front of the text (the world of the reader).

In the past, social-scientific studies have created models with which to understand the first-
century Mediterranean world. According to Herzog (1994:2), his social-scientific approach,
which this study utilises, specifically involves the study of the so-called macrosociology of
advanced agrarian societies, and the way economics was practised in the first-century
Mediterranean world. The research is also complemented by work in cognate areas, such as
patron-client relations (3.2.2) and the role of hospitality (3.2.4) in antiquity. In view of the
definition from the scholars above, the insight of Herzog alongside that of Combrink and Scott
will be used in the social-scientific reading of the parable. This is not only because of their
knowledge on the social-scientific method, but because they have also applied the same method
in their study of the parable (or others) and their work. The researcher also incorporated insights
of other scholars in the field of social-science and thus follows an eclectic approach to social-

scientific studies instead of following a particular model of a specific scholar.

The concept of the “steward” is one that occurs in a variety of contexts in both the Old and
New Testaments. While reference will be made to other instances of the use of the concept

(3.3.1), this will be done only insofar as this may explain its use and meaning in Luke 16:1-9.~
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Luke 16:1-31 contains two parables. According to the NIV, vs.1-15 can be demarcated as “The
Parable of the Shrewd Manager”, while vs. 16-18 is d