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A time to sit and a time to serve * Luke 10:38-42, John 11:1-27 

March 18, 2018 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

I know you think you know what I’m going to say about this passage – it’s a lesson that we learned years 

ago in Sunday school, isn’t it?  Jesus scolded Martha for being a busy-body and applauded Mary for her 

devotion and in the end, Jesus told Martha to be more like Mary.  Therefore, we should all be more like 

Mary and less like Martha. 

 

Here’s the thing though – I’m not really sure that that’s the lesson we should take away from Martha’s 

life.  I’m not really sure that Martha was wrong to want to serve Jesus?  And I’m not sure that sitting and 

listening to Jesus is necessarily important than serving Him.  Because that’s not really a contrast that the 

rest of the New Testament makes.  Sitting and serving kind of go hand in hand.  And so, does Martha 

really deserve the ‘misguided busy-body’ label that she’s often saddled with?  And what if you’re the 

kind of person who naturally gravitates more towards service and less towards contemplation?     

 

Those are the questions that I want to look at with you this morning as we look at this little passage 

from Luke 10.  Join me there, Luke 10, verse 38. 

 

Now Jesus and His disciples have spent a lot of time crisscrossing the countryside, haven’t they?  We’ve 

spent ten weeks here in Luke now and time and again we get this note that Jesus travelled somewhere 

and then taught and did miraculous things wherever He was.  What we haven’t heard though was where 

He stayed – like where did He sleep?  Where did He eat?  I guess in terms of storytelling – those details 

aren’t really that interesting – you know, as a kid, I loved watching He-man – that was the first cartoon 

that I really remembered enjoying – but I distinctly remember thinking – when do they eat?  When do 

they go to the bathroom?  (Shows you what kind of kid I was).  You know, they’re always busy jumping 

from one conflict to the next, beating up bad guys and solving problems – but what about that mundane 

stuff, like eating and sleeping? 

 

Normally we don’t get those details in narratives, but here in chapter 10, we do.  When Jesus and His 

disciples came to town, they didn’t check in at the Super 8 – they stayed with people who opened their 

homes to them. 

 

And on this particular occasion, the people who welcomed Him were sisters named Mary and Martha.  

Martha, it seems, owns the house – that’s the implication from Luke’s statement in verse 38 that 

“Martha opened HER home to Him.”  I’ve seen scholars speculate that Martha may have been widowed 

at this point, which explains in this cultural context how she would have the resources available to host 

Jesus and His crew and how she might be a homeowner.  We don’t know that for sure, but certainly, we 

see Martha as the autonomous, well-to-do woman in charge.  In fact, her Aramaic name literally means 

‘sovereign lady’ or ‘ruling lady’ and her actions kind of reflect that (Africa Bible Commentary, 1252) – she 

has an all-business, oldest child kind of vibe to her, doesn’t she?   

 

So when she commits to hosting Jesus, she goes all out, doesn’t she?  She prepares a place for Him and 

His disciples to sleep; she goes to the market to fill the pantry with the food that she will need to feed 
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this small army of people.  She cleans and sweeps and tends the fire and tries to get everything just right 

– I mean, this is JESUS that is coming to her house.   

 

Jesus is coming and her instinct is to serve Him. 

 

Now Martha had a little sister, too, and her name was Mary.  If Martha was the typical type A OCD 

person, Mary was the quintessential opposite – patient, easy going, and deeply emotional.   

 

When she learned that Jesus was coming, HER instinct was to sit at His feet and listen.   

 

And the fact that He welcomed her is a pretty incredible thing for this time and place.  Generally 

speaking, listening to the rabbis was reserved for men and women were kept away from learning all 

together.  In fact, later rabbis wrote it was better to burn the Scriptures (the Torah) than to let women 

read it.  "May the words of the Torah be burned, they should not be handed over to women" (j. Sota, 

10a, 8) (PTW, v39-40).  But Jesus understood that grace was for all, regardless of gender, and so He was 

happy to have her learn from Him. 

 

Martha, on the other hand, was not.  Sure, it’s great that she was learning and all, but by being at Jesus’ 

feet, Mary was not in the kitchen, helping her.  And that drove her crazy.   

 

So she dried her dishpan hands and went to Jesus and said "Lord, don't you care that my sister has left 

me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!"    

 

Now Jesus knew Martha’s heart.  He could see that her intentions were good – she genuinely wanted to 

serve Him by preparing a place for Him and time and again, that kind of service is applauded throughout 

the NT.  In Acts 6 for example, there’s a conflict over food distribution and the disciples appoint people 

who will SERVE and make sure everyone is taken care of and that’s exactly the language that Luke uses 

to describe what Martha was doing.  So there was nothing wrong with her desire to serve… 

 

But Jesus could also see that 40 … Martha was distracted by all the preparations that had to be made.  

She wanted very genuinely to serve Jesus, and yet her service was distancing her from Jesus, rather than 

drawing her closer to Him. 

 

One scholar writes: “Martha is making a mistake common to hosts: she is in danger of getting so bogged 

down in the details of hospitality that she forgets the point of the whole exercise, which is to enjoy the 

company of your guest” (Loveday Alexander, in Garland, 454).   

 

41[And so] the Lord answered "Martha, Martha," "you are worried and upset about many things or [you 

are anxious and troubled about many things], 42 but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is 

better, and it will not be taken away from her."   

 

Martha’s impulse to serve is totally appropriate and Mary’s impulse to serve is totally appropriate too.   
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Martha though is serving in a way that actually draws her away from Jesus, which is the ONE thing, the 

BETTER thing that Jesus says Mary is doing.   

 

Maybe Martha was making a five star gourmet meal and fussing around with centerpieces and flower 

arrangements and feng shui - but all that extra stuff was keeping her from actually spending time with 

Jesus. 

 

She’s so worried about the ‘many things’ – the food, the drinks, the table – that she is missing out on the 

‘one thing’ – growing in relationship with Him.   

 

And that’s what Mary is doing – by sitting at Jesus’ feet, listening to His teaching, she is growing closer to 

Him.  And so, she comes off looking pretty good.  And so, we often leave this passage thinking – sitting 

at Jesus feet – good, serving, bad and Mary = good; Martha = bad.   

 

But I don’t think that’s fair to Martha, because her actions later in the Bible show that she is not some 

one-dimensional busy body, but someone who has developed tremendous insight into who Jesus is.   

 

Mary and Martha appear again in John’s Gospel and Martha there makes one of the most profound 

statements of faith in the entire Bible.   

 

Turn with me over to John 11 – we’ll move quickly through this to get to the main point of comparison.   

 

What happens here in John happens sometime after our encounter back in Luke and for whatever 

reason, Luke has neglected to mention that the sisters also had a brother.  Chances are good that he 

would have been one of those extraneous details back in Luke so he got left out, but he’s central to the 

story in John, so that’s why we hear about him in John.  Mary and Martha had a brother named Lazarus 

and Lazarus got very sick.  So sick in fact that they called for Jesus to come and help. 

 

When Jesus heard the news, He stayed away for another couple of days, not because He wasn’t 

concerned about them, but because He knew that this was no ordinary sickness, but an object lesion 

through which His glory and power would be revealed.   

 

In the meantime, Lazarus died.  And by the time Jesus arrived, Lazarus had already been in the tomb for 

four days…  

 

20 When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went out to meet him… 

 21 "Lord," Martha said to Jesus, "if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 

 22 But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask." 

 

 23 Jesus said to her, "Your brother will rise again." 

 24 Martha answered, "I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day." 

 25 Jesus said to her, "I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he 

dies; 26 and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?" 

 



4 
 

Now those words on their own are a spiritual treasure.  Jesus lays out the hope that we stand on every 

time we lay another loved one to rest.  This is the hope at the heart of a funeral.  This person will live 

again, even though they have died, and we who remain alive will never truly die either, because Jesus 

has broken the power of death by His resurrection after He died in our place on the Cross.  Notice that 

Jesus has done all the work – our hope for eternal life is not our own goodness or our own mountain of 

good deeds – we have only to believe that Christ did this for us.  When we believe in Jesus – His life 

becomes our life; His resurrection becomes our resurrection – and we build our hope for eternity on 

that, even when death casts its dark shadows over our lives.   

 

That’s powerful on its own as a summary of the Gospel, but then Martha – Martha - follows it up with an 

equally profound observation. 

 

25 Jesus says, "I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; 

26 and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?" 

 

 27 And she says: "Yes, Lord," "I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into 

the world." 

 

Now think about that for a minute.  We’ve been looking at Luke together for a while now and all along 

people have been struggling to figure out who this Jesus was.  Time and again, people see Jesus at work, 

they hear His teaching and then they say – ‘who IS this??’  And they come up with their own answers, so 

that Jesus says eventually – ‘who do the crowds say I am?’ and then ‘who do YOU say I am?’ and all of 

that is building up towards Peter making this tremendous confession of faith: You are the Christ – the 

one anointed to redeem God’s people.  That’s a REALLY BIG moment in the life of the disciples, when 

they finally put two and two together and realize that Jesus is THE CHRIST that God has promised.  And 

then at the Transfiguration, a voice comes from the cloud saying ‘This is my Son, whom I have chosen.’  

These are treated as tremendous, life altering revelations in Luke.  

 

And now here, we find those very words on Martha’s lips – MARTHA’S LIPS! – ‘Jesus, you are the Christ, 

the Son of God, who was come into the world.’ 

 

If any sister was going to figure out who Jesus was, surely it would be Mary, right?  Sit at Jesus’ feet, 

contemplative, emotional Mary?  Surely not Martha, the busy body!  But it IS Martha.  She’s the one 

with this incredible insight – Jesus, I believe that you CAN give my brother life because I believe that You 

ARE the son of God. 

 

How does she know that?  How does she know that Jesus is the Christ?  She wasn’t with Peter when he 

proclaimed that Jesus was the Christ.  She wasn’t on the mountain when God announced that this was 

His Son.  And yet she knows that He is both of those – He is the Messiah and the Son of God.   

 

Martha has spent time at Jesus’ feet, listening to His teaching, thinking about who He is.  She’s not some 

one dimensional character who shows up once in the Bible to be the bad example in one of Jesus’ 

teachings – she is a real person who learns and grows and ultimately draws nearer and nearer to Jesus. 
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I don’t know if she ever literally ‘sat at His feet’ to learn – I can picture her still quietly working away at 

something in the background with her full attention on Jesus – but she has clearly ‘sat at His feet’ to 

grow closer to Him.   

 

But here’s the thing - does that mean that sitting at Jesus’ feet is inherently more important than 

serving?  Martha has clearly spent time with Jesus, reflecting on who He is, but does that mean she’ll 

never serve again?   

 

No, of course not.  There was nothing inherently wrong with her service in the first place – the problem 

was that she was distracted and so her efforts were drawing her away from Jesus rather than closer to 

Him.  That doesn’t mean though that serving Jesus is any less important that sitting at His feet. 

 

And so I think that the big take away for us is this -  

 

There’s a time to sit and a time to serve and a faithful believer does both. 

 

There’s a time to sit at Jesus’ feet and a time to serve and a faithful believer does both. 

 

Given Luke chapter 10, there’s no question that sitting at Jesus’ feet to grow in relationship with Him is 

crucial for all believers.  In fact, Jesus calls that ‘the one thing’ – the better thing that Mary has chosen – 

and sitting at Jesus’ feet is no less important for us.  When we read the Bible, when we sit and pray or go 

for a walk and pray, when we spend devotional time with Him, we are sitting at Jesus’ feet, growing in 

relationship with Him and that really is the “ONE THING” that we need. 

 

But a faith that does nothing other than sit at Jesus’ feet will atrophy.  Our sitting is meant to propel us 

outwards into the world to serve others, to serve Jesus’ purposes in this world.  We can’t make Jesus a 

dinner the way that Martha did, but what did Jesus say in Matthew?  Whatever you do for the least of 

these my brothers, you are doing for ME.  And do you realize what comes just before the story of Mary 

and Martha in Luke’s Gospel?  The Good Samaritan parable – which just screams – followers of Jesus will 

serve one another and in so doing, serve the Lord.   

 

There IS a time to sit and a time to serve and a faithful believer does both. 

 

That last part’s important.  You know, some people want to say ‘oh, well, the only way to really follow 

Christ is by a mystic contemplation of His person and being’ and then on the other end you have 

someone saying ‘the only way to follow Christ is by serving the least of these His people and 

contemplation is just a waste of time.’  But the truth is a faithful believer, a healthy believer will do both.   

 

So let’s work out the implications.   

 

Are you intentional about sitting at Jesus’ feet to learn more about Him?  Martha’s experience back in 

Luke shows us that we can’t just buzz around the periphery and hope to pick up something about who 

Jesus is while we’re doing other stuff – we need to intentionally focus in on Him to listen to Him.  We 

need to set aside time to give Him our full attention.  Every Sunday morning we do that.  Every time you 
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open your Bible and invest in your relationship with God you do that.  Make time to sit at Jesus’ feet to 

grow in relationship with Him.   

 

But let’s not imagine that the Christian life is strictly an inwardly focused, contemplative faith – no, Jesus 

calls us to serve Him too.  He calls us to give our time and our energy and our money for the benefit of 

His Kingdom.  Look for opportunities to serve Him and when you do, learn a lesson from Martha and 

serve with a devoted heart rather than a distracted heart.  Sometimes I think we serve a little like 

Martha did, thinking more about the details of the work than about the God whom we’re serving.  I 

went with the youth group this week to Friendship House and all I could think was – am I serving in a 

way that draws me closer to God, or distracts me from Him?  The trick I think is to serve with a sitting 

heart.  Do you see what I mean?  We need to serve with a heart that is more focused on Him, than it is 

on the task at hand.  I mean absolutely, pay 100% attention to what you’re doing – but doing it for the 

glory of God. 

 

Jesus is the Christ; Jesus is the Son of God – He is the one anointed by God to give us life, even if we die 

– it just makes sense that we would want to grow closer in relationship with Him.  It just makes sense 

that we would spend our lives serving Him. 

 

And that’s why I’ve grown to appreciate Martha.  She is clearly a service oriented person and yet her 

confession of faith in Jesus as the Christ shows that she has clearly spent time with Him, growing in 

relationship with Him.  So if you’re naturally kind of a Martha, that’s ok!  Just don’t forget to spend time 

at Jesus’ feet, growing in relationship with Him.  And if you’re naturally a Mary, that’s ok too; just don’t 

forget to serve.  Jesus, the Son of God who gives us life deserves both. 

 

There’s a time to sit and a time to serve and faithful believers do both.    

 

 

 

 

 

Heb. 13:20-21 - Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great 

shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, equip you with everything good that you 

may do his will, working in us that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory 

forever and ever. Amen. 


