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Serving or Sitting November 24 2019 Luke 10:38-42 

Prayer: Heavenly Father, by Your grace through the Gospel be 
thou our vision. We ask it in Jesus' name. Amen  

Ding Dong - the doorbell rings. Play Sound! When you answer 
it, there stands the mayor of Petrolia. What would you do? 

And what if you opened the door and found that Jesus Christ 
wanted to come in and spend some time with you? What would 
you do then?  

That’s what happened one day to two sisters who had an 
unexpected visit from the Son of God. 

Both Martha and Mary evidently knew who Jesus was, and were 
glad to welcome him into their home. It’s obvious that they were 
delighted to have such a visitor, even if he caught them completely 
by surprise. 

It’s soon clear that the two sisters were very different in 
temperament. Their ways of making Jesus feel at home could not 
have been more different. 

Jesus comes to the home, Martha reacts one way, Mary another, 
and Jesus comments on the difference. That’s all there is. Yet this 
simple story has confused and sometimes frustrated people.  

Perhaps because of its simplicity, the urge to take sides is almost 
irresistible. Which sister was right? Was Martha justified in what 
she said? Should Mary have done more than sit at Jesus’ feet?  

Okay, I know that many women when we come to this passage in 
secret want to say, “Okay Jesus, go ahead, fine, be all spiritual with 
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Mary. You’re not going to eat tonight! And hey, I’m expecting you 
and the disciples to do the dishes!”  

That's why it's important for us to understand that in the end, this 
passage is really not about Martha, it's about you and me. This is 
one of the great passages in the Bible about discipleship, and Jesus 
is not making a snarky comment to Martha here.  

What he says to Martha is just as applicable to his male disciples 
as it is to a female disciple.  

So I would like you to look at this passage through the lenses of a 
disciple today, and understand it's a passage about discipleship. It's 
not about Martha. It's about us.  

What kind of a woman was Martha? She’s bighearted, generous, 
hospitable, hard-working, a big-project person, a giver.  

She’s also a born leader who knows how to do many things at the 
same time and how to do them well. If she’s demanding, she 
demands nothing of others that she doesn’t also demand of herself.  

She’s also somewhat quick-tempered. In short, she’s a classic Type 
A personality: gifted, driven, demanding, and capable of 
accomplishing a great deal. 

Regardless of what else we may think, it’s clear that what she does, 
she does out of love and not obligation.  

She respects Jesus so much that without hesitation she wants to use 
her gifts to prepare a meal in his honour. Her motives are pure, 
even if her attitude is not quite right. 
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As Jesus comes in, Martha goes to the kitchen to begin preparing 
the meal, while Mary stays in the living room listening as Jesus 
speaks.  

Can you picture Martha putting together a meal from her favourite 
recipes? She’s thinking, I wonder if the Lord would like this one. 
She has a servant’s heart and doesn’t begrudge the time or the 
effort. It’s a gift of love to Jesus.  

Preparing a big meal is a big job and requires time and 
commitment. Meals don’t cook themselves. Not everyone can sit 
in the living room listening to the guest of honour. Someone has to 
be in the kitchen.  

I think women understand this better than most men do. After all, 
since most men rarely make a big meal, the mysteries of the 
kitchen are just that - mysteries to us. 

When I think about this text and all the Martha’s I’ve known, I 
have to admit, I truly admire them. And it occurred to me that 
almost everyone I know is more like Martha than like Mary.  

I thought about my wife and all the meals I’ve watched her prepare 
over the last many years. She’s a gifted cook, and knows how to 
prepare a meal for two or three people or for a much larger crowd.  

Often I’ve seen her work in the kitchen, calmly moving between 
the stove and the sink and the counter and the kitchen table, 
preparing four or five things at a time. How she does it all is a 
mystery to me.  

And if a guest comes in, she’ll start a conversation with that person 
and still somehow keeps all the various preparations on track. 



Page 4 of 10 
 

Eventually, the moment comes when she announces that the meal 
is ready.  

We gather around the table to see everything perfectly prepared 
and presented. Somehow it has come together at just the right 
moment. 

I can think of only one word to describe this: Magic. It’s 
magical and amazing to me. 

It’s at this point in our text that the true differences between 
Martha and Mary come into focus. Martha felt responsible to 
ensure that the meal was properly prepared and served. Mary 
didn’t join her in the kitchen. She chose to sit at Jesus’ feet, a 
posture that eventually got under Martha’s skin. 

When verse 40 says that Martha “came to Jesus,” the translation 
means something like, “Martha exploded out of the kitchen.”  

Can you see her marching up to Jesus, rolling pin in one hand, and 
saying, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left all the work to 
me. Tell her to help me.”  

It’s hard not to smile when we read those words because all of us 
have been there at one time or another. And we’ve all said 
something similar when we’ve felt let down and abandoned by 
those we thought were going to help us. 

When Martha says, “Lord, don’t you care?” it’s as if she is saying, 
“Lord, you don’t care at all, because if you did, you would have 
told Mary to go to the kitchen and help me.” 

To say it another way, she finds herself in a position many 
believers are in today, busy but not blessed. Doing all kinds of 
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stuff for Jesus but not blessed. They’re so stressed out that the 
joy of service has been replaced by frustration and anger.  

Jesus has come to Martha’s home, and amazingly, her desire to 
serve the Lord actually pulls her away from time with Him. So 
busy but not blessed! 

Most of us sympathize with Martha. Here are 13 hungry men 
who have dropped by for supper. There’s lots of work to be done! 
The food must be prepared, cooked, arranged, served, and then 
everything must be cleaned up afterwards.  

At a minimum, this involved several hours of hard work.  

And every person - man or woman - who has ever ventured to 
prepare a meal like this knows one irrefutable truth:  

Food doesn’t cook itself! Someone has to watch the roast and 
someone has to mash the potatoes. Viewed from one perspective, 
Martha is just being a responsible hostess. 

Evidently Mary never said a word when her sister confronted 
Jesus. Oops! Not a good idea Mary. What could she say that 
would have satisfied Martha anyway? 

Mary only appears three times in the gospels. In all three places, 
she’s always in the same place - at the feet of Jesus. We never see 
her anywhere else. In our text, she’s at Jesus’ feet listening to his 
words.  

Listening is hard work.  

It’s not easy to sit in a church sanctuary and listen carefully for 20 
or 30 or 40 minutes.  
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Sooner or later, the mind tends to drift off, and hey folks, I see the 
nodders. 

Did Mary know about Martha’s frustration? How could she miss 
it? She couldn’t have been totally surprised when Martha burst 
from the kitchen into the living room.  

But her desire to be with the Lord far outweighed any desire she 
felt to help her sister.  

On this day, she would choose to listen to every word Jesus spoke. 

And that raises two interesting questions. Who is serving the 
Lord - Martha or Mary? Is it the one serving or the one 
sitting? The answer is, both are serving the Lord. Martha is 
serving him by preparing the meal, and Mary is serving him by 
listening quietly at his feet.  

But who’s in the better place at this moment in time? Mary is. 
She’s able to hear what her Master says, and is ready to respond at 
a moment’s notice. Martha is so distracted that she can’t hear 
anything Jesus is saying. 

How simple it is to sit at Jesus’ feet. Even a child can do it. A 
mother can do it. A father can do it. A single adult can do it. A 
widow can do it. A teenager can do it. Anyone with a heart for 
Christ can sit at his feet.  

If you can’t sing or preach or speak or teach, you can still sit at 
Jesus’ feet. If you don’t have money or an abundance of outward 
talents, you can still sit quietly at his feet.  

“Martha, Martha,” the Lord says. 
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“You’re worried and upset about many things, but only one thing 
is needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken 
away from her.” 10:41-42 

Jesus knows Martha’s name and he repeats it twice to assure her of 
his love. He knows how she feels and he understands her 
frustration. Even in his words of reproof, there’s warmth and 
compassion in his voice. 

Verse 40 also says she was burdened by all the “preparations” 
that had to be made. Her massive preparations were part of her 
service to the Lord. Yet those very preparations had become a 
snare to her. 

Note the contrast between “many things” and “one thing.” 
Here’s the heart of the problem. Martha was so pulled in every 
direction that she forgot the reason for it all: Jesus had come to her 
home that day! The “many things” had overwhelmed the “one 
thing” that really mattered. 

Jesus is saying something like this: “Martha, you’re so busy 
serving me, that you’ve no time for me to serve you.   

Martha, I want to be at the centre of everything for you. That’s far 
more important than preparing a fancy meal in my honour.” 

How did it happen that Mary was in the “better” place? 
Answer: She chose it. Given the same opportunity that Martha 
had, she chose to go to the living room and sit at Jesus’ feet. It 
didn’t happen by chance; it never does. You’ll never end up at 
Jesus’ feet by accident.  

You must choose to go there or it will never happen.  
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Mary didn’t know when or if Jesus would return to her home 
again. She wanted to spend time with him while he was there. She 
knew there would always be other meals to prepare, but she might 
never have another chance to sit and hear His words. 

That’s why she was willing to leave some things undone in order 
to be with Jesus. She chose the important over the urgent, the 
better over the good. And that’s why the Lord commended her.  

This passage is about the divided life verses the focused life, a life 
of hectic activity versus a life centred on knowing Christ. 

Let me suggest what this means in a practical sense. There will 
always be plenty of work for us to do. The work set before us will 
never totally be done. We’ll work all our days, and when we die, 
the work will continue after we’re gone.  

Good work, righteous work, even holy work, even preparing a 
meal for Jesus, can become a distraction if we’re not centred upon 
Him. Knowing Christ must come before serving Him or else our 
service will be barren and our hearts will be frustrated. 

Must we then choose between Martha and Mary? The answer 
is no. Both have their strengths. Both have their weaknesses. If you 
were on a sinking ship with Mary, she’d say, “I’ll pray.” Martha 
would say, “I’ll find the lifeboats.” Both are necessary. 

I love the final phrase of the text where Jesus declares that what 
Mary has gained “will not be taken from her.” What she gained, 
she would have forever. Meals come and go.  

Time with Jesus is yours forever. I’m sure Mary never forgot that 
wonderful day when she sat at Jesus’ feet drinking in every word. 
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In the end, this story is about the danger of distraction while 
doing good things. But what about the meal? Someone has to go 
to the kitchen. We can’t all be dreamy-eyed mystics like Mary. 
True, but Martha could have set aside the meal, or she could have 
prepared something more simple.  

Or she could have rejoiced that her sister had such an opportunity, 
and that she had the privilege of preparing a meal for Jesus. Martha 
wanted Mary to be like her.  

But her attitude under pressure was wrong and that’s what Jesus 
confronted. 

One thing is needful: To sit at Jesus’ feet. How happy we will be 
if we find a way (and the time) to do it, and not let the good crowd 
out the best.  

No amount of service for Christ, no matter how busy, can 
substitute for the value of spending time at his feet.  

What one thing is necessary? You know what the answer is? 
Fellowship with Me Jesus is saying to Martha. ‘The most 
important thing in this world is fellowship with Me.’  

Everything else pales in comparison. ‘Martha,’ Mary has chosen 
fellowship with Me.’ No one will take that away from her. The 
soul's communion with Christ is the one necessary thing.  

Everything else passes away.  

Your wealth here will pass away, your vocation here will pass 
away, and your family here will pass away. Your relationships will 
pass away.  
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The institutions that you invest your life in will pass away, the 
communities that you invest yourselves in will be gone, but the 
soul's communion with Jesus will never end.  

It’s the one necessary thing.  

Hear again the words of the old hymn; 

Sitting at the feet of Jesus, 

Oh, what words I hear Him say! 

Happy place! so near, so precious! 

May it find me there each day; 

Sitting at the feet of Jesus, 

I would look upon the past; 

For His love has been so gracious, 

It has won my heart at last. 

Let’s all covenant to take time to sit at Jesus’ feet. 

 


