
Flim Flam Blessings 
 

Genesis 27: 18-29  Luke 16: 1-13 
 
 I don’t know about you, but I enjoy trickster movies like The Flim Flam Man, The 
Sting, Ocean’s Eleven (and Twelve and whatever) where tricksters are running scams on 
the suspicious as well as the unsuspecting, and cleverly manage to succeed. Ethically, 
they’re all wrong, of course. But as entertainment, I find it quite fun. Yes, I find myself 
rooting for the scammers to pull it off, often in some surprising way. 
 
 One of my favorite movies, made in the late 60s, is The Flim Flam Man. George 
C. Scott plays the title character who meets up with a young man who is AWOL from Ft. 
Bragg, North Carolina. Both are on the run and find common cause in their hunted, 
fugitive status. But the young man believes he’s got principles despite his troubles. 
When he learns how the old man runs scams, he refuses to share in the schemes, 
claiming it’s wrong to cheat people. The Flim Flam Man replies with the movie’s theme; 
“You can’t cheat an honest man.” Well, you can cheat an honest man. However, I would 
say that you can’t cheat someone who isn’t greedy. 
 
 As the story progresses, the two become an accomplished team, picking their 
marks and making their scores. Each target is an average, ordinary neighbor who finds 
they can sidestep their proud ethics for the sake of fattening their wallets. They believe 
they can indeed get something for nothing and cannot resist a tempting opportunity to 
score big and easy. The young man gets thoroughly disillusioned, witnessing each 
targeted person sacrifice their principles, get into the game for a quick buck, only to get 
taken to the cleaners in the end. He declares that he doesn’t want to end up like the flim 
flam man. He wants a different life, a different future, but for the time being, he is where 
is – a capable and successful accomplice to the flim flam man. 
 
 Flim flammery may be very entertaining, and it may be very revealing about basic 
contradictions in the human character, but like all upstanding citizens, we believe our 
principles have value and form a core identity in our lives. We want scammers to have 
the book thrown at them. We want to see justice served on the scoundrels. We want our 
values reaffirmed and our sense of righteousness upheld. 
 
 One of the places where our demands for justice and fairness get confounded is in 
scripture. This week, we have two stories that have pained the ethically minded forever. 
Over the centuries, there have been some truly amazing contortions in thinking. These 
gymnastics of logic seek to redeem these stories from their obvious conclusions. The 
stories cannot possibly mean that the flim flammer gains a blessing. Yet it seems so. 
 
 In Genesis, Jacob proves himself to be quite the scoundrel more than once in his 
early years. You’ll recall the story of how he got his brother Esau to give up his birthright 
as first born – primogeniture! – for the sake of a bowl of porridge. That whole story was 
pretty slimy all around; Jacob exploiting his brother’s hunger and perhaps knowing his 
impulsiveness as well, plus his brother’s willingness to treat his birthright with such 



contempt as to surrender it. But it gives us early insight into Jacob’s shady, 
manipulative character. 
 
 Bible readers want to make apologies for Jacob’s behavior, but let’s face it – 
Jacob is a weasel.  
 

Bible students will also recall that God had a clear preference for the second born 
of the twins. From the beginning of the tale of the twin brothers, at their birth, God has 
declared a willingness to upset the traditional rules, to do what would be considered 
unacceptable to God’s people. The first born gets the birthright, not the second born, 
says the tradition of primogeniture, except God has decided it should be otherwise. All 
that follows is based on that premise, that primogeniture will be overturned by God in 
this case where the covenant itself is at stake. 

 
In the beginning of the chapter, prior to our reading, we find an old man, Isaac, 

having gone blind at this point, thinking that his death is near. He instructs his eldest 
son Esau to hunt as he does so very well, bring back game to be prepared as a kind of 
last supper for father Isaac who will then seal the blessing on his eldest son. Their 
planning together is not so much a scheme as it is the fulfillment of expectations that 
both of them have about who would receive Isaac’s blessing. They have no suspicion that 
anything could possibly go wrong. They have no inkling that a massive fraud and 
deception might occur about this. Primogeniture was a given; nothing could change 
that, right? 

 
But mother Rebekah overhears what’s afoot and plots with her other son Jacob. 
 
After Esau has been gone for a while, Jacob prepares some tasty meat, dons his 

brother’s clothes, and puts goatskins on his arms to simulate the hairy arms of his 
brother. He comes to Isaac in total deceit, seeking to trick him into believing it is eldest 
twin Esau who is before him. The scam works and a full and generous blessing gets 
conferred upon Jacob by his blind, unsuspecting father. We sense that Isaac has 
suspicions, but he still can’t truly imagine that his own family was conniving against his 
wishes. The blessing full, rich, and true comes to Jacob, not the eldest. It comes to him 
by trickery and deceit. 

 
The story continues as Esau returns almost as soon as Jacob has departed Isaac – 

a nice dramatic flair in the storytelling. Both Esau and father Isaac are shocked, 
appalled, and broken when they realize the deception that’s occurred. Esau is left 
pleading, “Bless me – me, too – my father!” He manages to get a blessing from Isaac, 
but it is puny in comparison, a weak gift for the one who was entitled. 

 
And so it is that God’s will is fulfilled, and the accepted, traditional, and expected 

is denied value and importance. To the reader, the blessing seems to go to the one who 
is undeserving. And this sentiment may easily have been shared by both Isaac and Esau, 
but the blessing went to the one whom God chose to receive it. Still, our sense of justice, 
fairness, and righteousness is violated. Our resentment of the outcome reflects our 
resentment toward the God who acts as God will act, blessing whom God will bless, and 



raising up whom God will raise up. Further, we don’t like when our traditions are made 
irrelevant. We like our traditions, and our traditions expect that God is just like we’re 
just, and God upholds our cherished views. Guess what? That’s a really flawed way of 
thinking. I know: you still don’t like it. 

 
Jesus is going to take us down a similar path with conflicted ethics and broken 

measures of fairness that should disqualify blessing as we reckon with the parable of the 
dishonest steward.  

 
The stories before and after this one also deal with wealth; the story of the 

prodigal son comes first, and then after our parable comes the story of the rich man and 
Lazarus. Wealth and stewardship are easily identifiable as the thread of this teaching. 
Let’s also be mindful that the messages in these stories are about far more than wealth. 

 
This parable of the dishonest steward is another head-banging, mind-blowing 

disruption of our sense of justice and fairness.  
 
The manager or steward for a rich man is accused of squandering the rich man’s 

possessions – “squandering” here is the same word used in the prodigal son story where 
the son squanders his inheritance.  

 
The steward can see the handwriting on the wall; he’s going to lose his job. 

Knowing that his reputation will be trashed, and being unfit for manual labor or skills, 
the steward sets out to complete a self-serving scheme.  

 
He goes to his master’s debtors, shows them their bills, and tells them to change 

their bills to much lesser amounts. One gets cut by 50% and the other by 20%. What 
remains unanswered is how does this newly created discrepancy get reconciled? Where 
does the money come from that the debtors are benefitting from? It seems odd and very 
unlikely that the rich man is going to commend the dishonest steward if the money is 
coming out of the rich man’s pocket; that was the master’s complaint.  

 
The best explanation is that this is an inflated amount on the bills, but it 

represents the commission or padding created by the dishonest steward to reward 
himself, a quite normal practice for the time. If the amounts reduced represented the 
steward’s cut of the action, then the master isn’t going to care much at all. 

 
Let’s look at the action of the steward which gets interpreted by the rich man; I 

tell you, make friends for yourselves with the mammon of unrighteousness (or 
worldly wealth) so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into the eternal homes. 
Those last two words, eternal homes, gives us a clue that the security being sought by 
the steward is not simply job security, but eternal life security. 

 
On the surface, it seems like the scam of the dishonest steward has brought him 

some security. But we should know that parables are never what they offer on the 
surface. The parable of the prodigal son is about grace and salvation for the 
undeserving. The rich man and Lazarus is more straightforward, but still makes it clear 



that the blessing falls to the socially undeserving by the grace and salvation of God. Both 
of those stories are about reversal of expectation, like the reversal of primogeniture in 
the prodigal son. And in the Lazarus story, the rich man who was blessed so richly in 
this life expected the blessing of God to continue into the next, and – surprise, surprise! 
– there was a reversal. 

 
The reversal here focuses on “eternal homes,” eternal life by God’s grace and 

Jesus’ salvation. The dishonest steward is facing the end; the master is going to render 
judgment on his sinfulness. Yes, the end is fast approaching for the steward. The master 
announced the coming final judgment. The steward decides to act with the worldly 
wealth still at his disposal to address his dire position in sinfulness. He seeks at the last 
minute to make a clean accounting, to give up his claims to wealth, to give his resources 
to those deep in (sinful) debt to the master, both alleviating their condition and 
improving his own. 

 
By his actions, the shrewd steward proves himself trustworthy of the riches of the 

Kingdom by having proven that his eternal well-being, his salvation, comes from 
commitment to the master, not to himself and his own enrichment by the hand of 
worldly wealth, the mammon of unrighteousness. Standing for the Kingdom, the 
steward cut his ties to worldly wealth, preparing himself for the blessing of the Kingdom 
of new life in Jesus. 

 
We should relax if we think that these flim flam blessings are an affront to our 

senses of justice, fairness, and righteousness. Of course, they were meant to get your 
attention. They were also meant to get you to realize that God reverses our expectations 
and turns our customary thinking on its head. The purpose is to recognize the complete 
sovereignty of God to act as God desires, and to contrast the Kingdom of God with the 
world of mortal humanity. If we understand the reversal, then we can act faithfully and 
reflect the blessings of our God – flim flam or not – and direct those blessings in a richly 
generous way to the work of the Kingdom of healing and new life. 

 
In the movie, The Flim Flam Man, the young man ends up making a choice. He 

breaks his partner out of jail but stays behind to get the girl. The choice made by the 
young man is for love, not gain. In the same way, the shrewd steward exchanges gain for 
love of God and the Kingdom. May we also have such high regard for God and Kingdom 
that we’re led into love that sets us apart from worldly bonds and claims, reflecting the 
love and grace of our Lord and Savior. 


