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In today’s gospel reading from Luke, Jesus has stopped for the night in the home 
of two friends, Martha and her sister Mary.  Martha, we are told, is overburdened 
with preparations.  She is anxious about doing the right thing for Jesus, ensuring 
that the hospitality of her house is perfect.  You’ve probably encountered that kind 
of hostess – the ones whose house is spotless, whose meal is a triumph, and 
whose table is just beautiful, but who is working so hard that you don’t get to say 
three words to her during your visit.  That’s the picture that Luke paints for us of 
Martha. 

Mary, on the other hand, is not lifting a finger to help.  She sits on the floor at 
Jesus’ feet, just listening to him.  Martha apparently is getting more and more 
upset with Mary.  Rather than confronting her sister, Martha confronts Jesus.  She 
says, “Lord, don't you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? 
Tell her to help me!" (Luke 10:40) 

Jesus resolves the conflict, but not the way Martha wanted.  He does not chide 
Mary, as Martha has demanded.  Instead, he says this: "Martha, Martha… you are 
worried and upset about many things, but only one thing is needed. Mary has 
chosen the better part….” (Luke 10:41-42) So, it seems that Martha has been 
doing everything except the one thing she should have been doing.  What Mary 
has chosen to do is the better way.  In what seems on its face to be a simple 
contest between personal piety and service, service is the loser. 

But let’s think about that for a minute.  Could Jesus possibly mean that?  Of 
course, sitting and listening to Jesus is important, but throughout the scriptures, 
doesn’t Jesus call us to serve – to be the servants of all?  Doesn’t he say that the 
Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve?  The Apostle James said in a 
letter we read together a few weeks ago that “faith without works is dead. “ The 
Apostle Paul even says in one of his letters that those who don’t work shouldn’t 
eat!  But here Jesus doesn’t seem to be too concerned about seeing that the work 
of hospitality gets done. 

This story is all the more puzzling when we look at its placement in Luke’s gospel. 
It comes right after Jesus tells a story you all know, about a Good Samaritan.  
There, Jesus not only puts the importance of service to neighbor front-and-center, 
but makes it abundantly clear that everyone is our neighbor.  What sense does it 
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make that several verses after affirming that we must act on our love of God and 
neighbor, Jesus commends Mary for her devoted attention but condemns Martha 
for her hard work?  What’s going on here? 

Some people think that this story is really a commentary by Luke on his views of 
the place of women in the church.  And people have differing opinions about what 
Luke is trying to convey.  Some have said that Luke is in fact concerned that 
women are taking too active a role in the work of the church.  They think that when 
Jesus tells Martha that she should be more like Mary, he is delivering the veiled 
message that women aren’t supposed to be taking a lead role – any lead role.  
They’re supposed to be sitting quietly and listening. 

This view really doesn’t square with the overall message about women delivered 
in the gospel of Luke, who is in fact, the most pro-women of all the gospel writers.  
Also, if you look at what Martha and Mary are both doing in the context of their 
culture, Martha is the one fulfilling a woman’s assigned role, that of taking care of 
the house and offering hospitality to the men.  What Mary is doing, sitting at the 
feet of the Rabbi, listening and learning, is something that would normally be 
reserved for the men.  So in affirming what Mary is doing, Jesus is actually to be 
repudiating traditional gender roles.  

That’s an interesting question, I think, but I don’t think this is primarily a lesson 
about appropriate gender roles.  And it’s not a story about the preferability in God’s 
eyes of a life of faith-filled reflection versus a life of practical activity.  But if that’s 
the case, just what is this story all about? 

This story is paired in the lectionary today with a section of Paul’s beautiful letter to 
the Colossians, and I think we find the key to the answer there.  In this letter Paul 
is writing to a church that has lost its moorings.  The Colossians have taken their 
eye off the reason for their existence.  They have become occupied with things 
that have nothing to do with Christ.  Paul does not start right out telling the 
Colossians what they are doing wrong.  He first reminds them of exactly whom 
they are following, and why.  Paul begins the letter by presenting his personal 
Christology – his beliefs about just who Christ is.  Listen again to what Paul says: 

“He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation.  For by him all 
things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether 
thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for 
him.  He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.  And he is the 
head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the 
dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy.  For God was pleased to 
have all his fullness dwell in him,  and through him to reconcile to himself all 
things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his 
blood, shed on the cross.“ (Colossians 1:15-20)   
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There’s a lot there.  There’s a lot there that’s really hard to understand.  There’s 
also much that has been studied, discussed and debated by theologians through 
the ages.  But that’s the point.  Jesus is far too big, too wonderful, and too 
expansive for us to even comprehend.  He was before the beginning and will be 
forever.  Everything was created by him and for him.  Everything that was and is 
and will be derives both its existence and meaning through him.  He shed his 
blood on the cross so that all things, all of humanity and all of creation, might be 
reconciled to God. 

It is a lot to wrap your mind around.  But whatever we may or may not understand 
about the immensity of Christ, it is summed up by Paul near the end when he says 
this: “To [us] God has chosen to make known… the glorious riches of this mystery, 
which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.” (Colossians 1:27) You see, Jesus, the 
supreme power in history, the one in whom God chose to have all His fullness 
dwell – that Jesus – has chosen to dwell… in us.  We have been invited by our 
creator to do nothing less than to share life with him – to be made complete 
beings, in him. 

What Paul has written to the Colossians gives a context for them, and for us, to 
think about our relationship with Christ.  You’ve probably all seen the bumper 
stickers that say, “Christ is the answer.”  A professor of mine in seminary once 
gave his own take on that.  “Jesus Christ is not the answer,” he said.  “Jesus 
Christ is the question.”  And here it is.  If we truly believe in this Jesus Christ, can 
we conceive of anything – anything – that could possibly be as important as 
coming to know him, and making sure that our lives are rooted in him?  That’s the 
point Jesus is making to Mary and Martha. 

Jesus isn’t saying that Mary is right and Martha is wrong; that sitting at the feet of 
the master is good, and working is bad.  Jesus is saying that being a follower of 
Christ is first and foremost about knowing Christ.  It is about having a mature, 
personal, intimate relationship with him.  Jesus isn’t saying that working for the 
kingdom is wrong.  Jesus is saying, “Put the first thing first.” 

What James said in his letter is absolutely true.  Faith without works is dead.  But 
works without faith is dead, too – or at least, is constantly on life-support.  If we 
have no faith that God intends to heal and reconcile the world around us, and no 
vision of how God plans to do that, then the work we try to do for him will ultimately 
leave us feeling like Martha: filled with good intentions, but directionless, and 
eventually frustrated, overworked, and burned out.  You see, the lesson of Martha 
is that true discipleship can never grow out of guilt, or obligation, or concern about 
what others think about us or how clean our house is.  That seems to be what is 
really motivating Martha.   

The central question of discipleship is never, “What am I supposed to do?”  It isn’t 
even, as some people like to ask, “WWJD – what would Jesus do?”  The question 
is, “What does Christ, who lives in me, want to do through me?”  And we can’t 



 4

have the first clue how to answer that, if we spend all of our time working for him, 
and none of our time listening for him. 

But, unfortunately, we can’t sit at Jesus’ feet today, can we?  Can’t we?  Can’t we 
make time to spend with him?  We can pray, alone and with our families.  We can 
diligently seek him in the pages of Scripture.  And perhaps most importantly, we 
can take advantage of every opportunity to commune with each other in learning, 
and worshiping, and fellowship.  As Paul says throughout his letters, and in today’s 
reading from the epistle to the Colossians, we are called to be a body – the body 
of which Christ is the head.  And it is through the body that Christ’s purpose for us 
is most powerfully revealed. 

Authors Frank Viola and Leonard Sweet gave this beautiful insight in their book, 
Jesus Manifesto.  “Jesus Christ is like a vast ocean.  He is too immense to fully 
explore, too rich to fathom.  You are like a bottle.  The wonder of the gospel is that 
the bottle is in the ocean, and the ocean is in the bottle.”1 
 
But only if we take time out to let him fill us. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 Frank Viola and Leonard Sweet, Jesus Manifesto (Thomas Nelson, 2010) p. 34. 

                                                 


