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I still remember those final days of preparation before my first summer camp. I was 10 years old and about to venture 
out of state for six weeks of romping in the woods. For months we had been in accumulation mode: toothpaste--check; 
stamps--check; extra socks--oops. 

We gathered everything in the family room, where it waited to be stuffed into my big trunk.
Before packing, however, each item had to be labeled. My Kodak Instamatic, my swimming suits, my flip-flops, my 
towels, my baseball glove--everything. 

I recall with fondness the labels my mother sewed into my clothes. And how the labeling machine endlessly cranked out 
my name: D. Henderson, D. Henderson, D. Henderson. Getting all this new booty was special enough. But to have my 
name affixed to it--now that was a thrill. Those labels somehow validated me: These things were mine. 

Though that experience was more than 30 years ago, it cemented an understanding of stuff that still vies for my 
allegiance today: the paradigm of ownership. Ownership is rooted in the idea of possession, a word formed from two 
other words that mean “able to occupy.” Essentially, it means that my possessions are an extension of the kingdom of 
me. They are things over which I rule--under my dominion, existing for my satisfaction.

They are mine.

Ownership is introduced in the first pages of Scripture. Genesis tells us God created all that is (Gen. 1:1), giving Him 
rightful claim to everything. David wrote: “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it; for 
he founded it” (Ps. 24:1-2). Douglas John Hall writes in his book The Steward: What is established here, once and for all, 
is that ownership, mastery, ultimacy of authority, and sovereignty are attributable to God alone.

He made it.
He owns it.
It belongs to Him.

When God created Adam and Eve, He placed on them a mantle of responsibility for the world He had created. First, in 
obedience to God’s intentions for them, they were to multiply their influence throughout the world: “Be fruitful and 
increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it” (Gen. 1:28). Second, in imitation of God’s rule over them, they were to 
exercise responsible leadership over the rest of creation: “Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over 
every living creature” (Gen. 1:28). Finally, in honor of God’s ownership over them, they were to render service to the 
created order: “Work it and take care of it” (Gen. 2:15). 

The word for “work” in this passage suggests the quality of loving devotion.
Behind the expression “take care of” is a Hebrew word meaning “to pay careful attention to something in one’s charge,” 
in the same way a guard might keep careful watch over his city or a mother over her young child. Every stream from 
which they drank, every tree under which they found rest, was theirs to care for with loving devotion.

But Adam and Eve’s mutiny changed their relationship with the world. Before, they understood themselves to be 
caretakers of creation. Now they began to think of themselves as owners who--like the God they sought to usurp--had a 
legitimate claim on everything.

Isn’t this part of what it means to presume to be like God? We say to all of the world: Mine to possess. Mine to control. 
Mine to rule. Mine. How tempting it is to think of the resources in our hands as belonging to us . . . and how wrong.
In the final book of the trilogy The Lord of the Rings, J. R. R. Tolkien introduces the tragic figure of Lord Denethor, chief 
steward of the kingdom of Gondor. Denethor has ordered Gondor’s affairs for years while awaiting the coming king. But 
as he waited, he grew comfortable on the throne--and reluctant to relinquish it. When the new king arrives, Denethor 
refuses to step down. In the film version, the wise counselor Gandalf rebukes him: “Authority is not given you to deny the 
rule of the king, Steward.” Denethor shouts back: “Rule of Gondor is mine and no other’s!”

Desperate to cling to what was not his own, Denethor lost sight of his rightful place. His life is symbolic of the small and 
pathetic existence of those who forget they are caretakers and think themselves--like God--owners.



Our desire to possess runs so deeply that we assume it’s how God made us. It isn’t. God doesn’t say to humanity, “All 
this is yours.” Instead, He says, “All this is mine. But I am entrusting it to you. Use it to honor and serve Me.” God speaks  
of Adam and Eve’s relationship to their world not in terms of ownership, but stewardship.

Among the associations that come to mind when we hear the word stewardship is something equivalent to “turn your 
wallet upside down over the offering basket and shake.” That image is unfortunate. It inclines us to think stewardship 
has only to do with money, a dreary duty born of guilt and obligation. In fact, the role of the steward is one of the richest 
word pictures in Scripture.

Throughout biblical history, the wealthy had retinues of servants. From among them, the most trustworthy were elevated 
to a unique position of responsibility: the steward. Joseph’s role in Potiphar’s house exemplifies good stewardship. When 
his master saw how capable and effective Joseph was,

“Potiphar put him in charge of his household, and he entrusted to his care everything he owned. . . . With Joseph in 
charge, he did not concern himself with anything except the food he ate.”
Gen. 39:4, 6

From that short description, three essential features of the steward’s role become obvious.
1. Nothing he puts his hands on belongs to him. Yet, while owning nothing, he is entrusted with great wealth. All that 
belongs to his master has been placed under his control.
2. He has no stature or significance, yet he is charged with great responsibility. Every aspect of running the house falls to 
him.
3. As a slave he has no freedom or rights. Yet, as chief steward, he is free to make use of the master’s property and to 
manage his affairs as he sees fit. No one but the master has greater power. 

In the Old Testament, the steward was found most often in the king’s palace or in the home of a wealthy royal official. 
Such was the case in the households of Potiphar (Genesis 39), Joseph (Genesis 43), David (1 Chronicles 27), Hezekiah 
(Isaiah 22), and Nebuchadnezzar (Daniel 1).

During New Testament times, stewards became more common outside royal dwellings. Especially around Galilee, 
stewards were so common that Jesus frequently made them the focus of His stories. Wealthy private citizens maintained 
large country manors--complexes that encompassed residences, storehouses, fields, vineyards, guard towers, olive and 
grape presses, and a staff of 50 or more servants--all under the charge of the household steward. 

How great, then, is the steward’s capacity to serve his master! And how great is his ability to misuse what has been 
entrusted to him, to exploit the master’s resources for selfish purposes. 

When Potiphar’s wife scoots too close to Joseph, his response is shaped by a right understanding of stewardship:
“With me in charge . . . my master does not concern himself with anything in the house; everything he owns he has 
entrusted to my care. . . . My master has withheld nothing from me except you, because you are his wife. How then 
could I do such a wicked thing and sin against God?”
Gen. 39:8-9

The defining quality of the good steward, implicit in Joseph’s words, is trust. Proving worthy of the confidence placed in 
you, being faithful to your task, resisting opportunities to take advantage of your position-- such is the stuff of 
trustworthiness, the essential quality of the steward.
Writing about his own role as a steward, the Apostle Paul reiterates this truth: “Now it is required that those who have 
been given a trust must prove faithful” (1 Cor. 4:2).

Stewardship is always carried out under the master’s watchful eye; thus the steward can be called to account at any 
time. In Jesus’ parable of the shrewd steward, a rich man learns that his household manager has been accused of 
wasting his possessions. The first thing he does is ask his steward, “What is this I hear about you? Give an account of 
your management” (Lk. 16:2).

If the master is pleased, the steward will be entrusted with more (Lk. 16:10-11). But the converse is also true: When trust 
is broken, the steward will likely be stripped of his position. Jesus makes it painfully clear in the parable of the faithful 
servant that stewards rise or fall on the quality of their trustworthiness.



“Who then is the faithful and wise servant, whom the master has put in charge of the servants in his household to give 
them their food at the proper time? It will be good for that servant whose master finds him doing so when he returns.”
Mt. 24:45-51

As men and women called upon to make faithful use of our Lord’s resources, we, too, have been given a trust.

The trusts given us take many forms. In the ancient Near East, buildings, supplies, and staff were all at the steward’s 
disposal. The supplies in our spiritual storehouses are equally varied. 

In the parable of the talents (Mt. 25:15), money is entrusted to the steward. (A “talent” was a standard monetary unit, a 
huge sum worth several years’ wages.) Similarly, the parable of the faithful steward focuses on the master’s possessions 
(Mt. 24:45). And other resources spill out of the steward’s storehouse as well.

Biblical authors use stewardship language to describe our use of time.
Psalm 90:12 says, “Teach us to number our days aright, that we may gain a heart of wisdom.” The expression “to 
number” was taken straight from the steward’s lexicon; it described a royal official allocating rations or assigning duties 
to specific individuals.

Peter chose stewardly words to describe what we are to do with our abilities: “Each one should use whatever gift he has 
received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms. If anyone speaks, he should do it as 
one speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves, he should do it with all the strength God provides” (1 Pet. 
4:10-11).

Finally, our God-given opportunities must be viewed through the lens of a steward. Paul writes, “Be wise in the way you 
act toward outsiders; make the most of every opportunity. Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with 
salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone” (Col. 4:5-6).

We cannot reduce stewardship to money matters alone. Anything that could be used for God’s purposes--time, 
relationships, possessions, influence, opportunities, personality, experiences, and money--is a resource in the steward’s 
storehouse. Now we must consider how our faithfulness as stewards will be assessed.The measure, of course, is the will 
of the Master. If I do with His resources what He intends, I have proven worthy of the trust I’ve received. Anything else is 
mismanagement. How, exactly, does He measure the trustworthy use of our resources?

A study of the various stewardship passages reveals that we are called to two crucial practices, each of which reflects an 
important aspect of God’s heart toward His creation.

Safeguarding. First, those with resources at their disposal are cautioned to safeguard what they have. Proverbs 21:20 
says: “In the house of the wise are stores of choice food and oil, but a foolish man devours all he has.” Wise, God-
honoring living will manifest itself in protecting what we have rather than wasting it. We safeguard what has been given 
to us, rather than squander precious trusts of time, wealth, or opportunity.

Distributing. A second principle governs biblical stewardship. It’s captured in Jesus’ parable of the talents, in which the 
owner of the estate entrusts his wealth to three stewards, giving five talents to one, two to another, and one to the third 
(Mt. 25:14â€“30). Then the owner goes on a journey. Upon his return, he is delighted to discover that the man given five 
talents has gained five more. “Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you 
in charge of many things. Come and share in your master’s happiness” (v. 23). The second steward, who has likewise 
doubled his share, receives the same praise.

The third steward, anxious to protect his talent, buries it in the ground. To his surprise, the master is not pleased. 
Because the third steward has merely preserved what he was given instead of multiplying it, his talent is taken from him 
and given to one of the others. 

God wants us to use what we’ve been given. As stewards, our job is to distribute resources. God doesn’t want us to 
shelter what He’s entrusted to us but to risk those gifts on His intended ends. He put them in our hands so that we 
would put them to use. 

God wants us to use what we have been given to fulfill His two great ends: to love Him and to love people (Mt. 
22:37-39). That’s why He sometimes scorns what we might consider wise money management and applauds what might 
strike us as frivolous or wasteful.



Think, for instance, of the rich farmer in Luke 12. When this man builds bigger barns to store his bumper crop, he could 
argue he is simply following Solomon’s wise counsel. But Jesus calls the man a fool because the only thing the farmer 
plans to do with his wealth is store it, rather than putting it to good use (vv. 16-21).

In contrast, when a woman pours a jar of perfume worth more than a year’s wages on Jesus’ head, He commends her. 
Others denounce the act a waste, but Jesus says what she has done is a beautiful act of devotion (Mk. 14:3-9). And 
when a poor widow places everything she has in the temple treasury, Jesus holds her up as an example worthy of 
imitation (Lk. 21:1-4).

Jesus also praises shrewd ventures calculated to reach the lost for Him. “I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for 
yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings” (Lk.16:9).

There is one other unexpected way that we are encouraged to use God’s resources: for our pleasure (1 Tim. 6:17). We 
have a rare, wonderful word in our English language, “usufruct,” that comes from two Latin words meaning “to use and 
enjoy.” Referring to the legal right of enjoying the fruits or profits of something that belongs to another, usufruct is the 
steward’s privilege: an openhanded enjoyment that stands in contrast to an owner’s gripping possessiveness.
In God’s economy, profit and loss, gain and waste, are determined by altogether different measures from those of the 
world. God has entrusted us with resources so that we will faithfully employ them for the sake of the kingdom He cares 
about most.

Shortly before his death, King David and his officials offered gifts to the Lord for a new temple. Then David prayed: “O 
Lord our God, as for all this abundance that we have provided . . . it comes from your hand, and all of it belongs to 
you” (1 Chron. 29:16).

It all belongs to Him. Sewn into every moment of time, stuck onto every penny and possession and person, is a label 
that reads “Property of the King of the Universe.” It was His before we had it, it is His as we hold it, and it will remain His 
when we give it to others. “I have no mine,” wrote George MacDonald, “that is not Thine.”

Stewardship, then, is not the begrudging business of prying loose our grip from what is rightfully ours. Rather, it is the 
joyful relinquishment of what never belonged to us in the first place.
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