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Having blessed His disciples for seeing and hearing in verses 23-24, Jesus now 
encounters two people who do not at all get the point of what Jesus is about or what 
the reign of God means. One is a lawyer, that is, an expert in the laws of Moses, and 
the other is a woman named Martha. Their situations, the obstacles to their hearing and 
doing of Jesus’ words, and His responses to them are quite different, but Luke placed 
them together and in doing so contrasted needs and remedies. One is to “go and do” and 
the other is to “sit and listen.” Jesus’ word is not the same to everyone in every situation. 
That Jesus wrote prescriptions rather than offer hasty generalizations could and should 
caution all of us about hasty generalizations and uncritical transfers of Jesus’ words to 
new situations.

Read the passage from Luke 10:38-42.

Last week I preached about a man that Jesus met who was skilled in Scripture but has 
trouble doing the word of God and Jesus offers him an example, a Samaritan. Now Jesus 
visits with a woman so busy doing she does not hear the word, and Jesus offers her an 
example, her sister. To the man, Jesus said to go and do; to the woman, Jesus said to come 
and sit—listen and learn.

We know from John’s gospel that Jesus knows Mary and Martha, sisters of Lazarus. 
In John 11 we see Martha going out to meet Jesus while Mary sits in the house, and at 
dinner Martha serves while Mary anoints the feet of Jesus. Here in Luke, it is Martha’s 
house, she receives Jesus into the home, and the story centers on her and Jesus. Her sister 
Mary is described, but she never speaks or otherwise enters the action. The radical nature 
of the story should not be missed: Jesus is received into a woman’s home (no mention is 
made of Lazarus as the brother) and Jesus teaches a woman. Rabbis did not allow women 
to “sit at their feet,” that is to be for disciples.

Martha has extended hospitality and is in line for the blessings that go to those who 
receive Jesus or His disciples. Her complaint is reasonable, but Jesus’ response to her 
anxiety is not fully clear. Some ancient manuscripts differ on verse 42. Some read “One 
thing is needful.” While others read, “Few things are needful or only one.” Is Jesus saying 
that Martha is preparing too many dishes; only a few, in fact, only one is needed?

We must not allow ourselves to make a cartoon of the scene: Martha up to her eyeballs 



in soapsuds, Mary pensively on a stool in the den, and Jesus giving scriptural warrant for 
letting dishes pile high in the sink. If we criticize Martha too harshly, she may abandon 
serving altogether (just the opposite of what Jesus has told the lawyer to go and do 
when He tells him the parable of the merciful Samaritan). And, if we commend Mary 
too profusely, she may sit there forever. There is a time to go and do; there is a time to 
listen and reflect. Knowing which and when is a matter of spiritual discernment. If we 
were to ask Jesus which example applies to us, the Samaritan or Mary, His answer would 
probably be, “Yes!”

Pastor Bruce Larson tells a story about a friend of his who was building a home in the 
mountains of Vermont in a place where it is very difficult to get water. He asked an old 
Vermonter to come over and divine the source of water on his property with a stick. 
Sure enough, the old-timer found the appropriate spot. “Just dig fourteen feet straight 
down here and you’ll find an underground river,” he told Larson’s friend. “When you hit 
the water, pump it out every day.” Larson’s friend followed the instructions and found 
the river. He pumped it out the first day and more water came in. In the next few days, 
the water rose to four feet, then six feet. At eight feet it seemed stationary, so he left it. 
Returning some months later when the house was finished, he immediately turned on the 
water. The first day there seemed to be plenty, but by the next day there was none at all. 
The well was empty. In spite of his efforts to revive it, Larson’s friend ended up having to 
dig an new well at a cost of many thousands of dollars.

Much later he ran into the old Vermonter in town and told him the disappointing story. 
“Did you pump it out every day?” was the question. “No,” said Larson’s friend. The 
Vermonter shook his head. “You fool! An underground river is made up of thousands 
of little capillaries running underground. As you pump the water you enlarge those 
capillaries and more water comes. Once you stop, the water backs up, the capillaries close 
and the river is formed somewhere else.”

Our life in Jesus is like that. As we give our time, our love, our money, the well is always 
filled. When we begin to believe “What’s mine is mine” somehow our lives dry up and 
we’ve lost the source to everything.

I’ve always regretted all the controversy over Mary and Martha, the sisters who were 
Jesus’ beloved friends. People can hardly help themselves from taking sides on which one 
is more admirable, the spiritual learner type or the spiritual serving type. But they both 
have excellent qualities, and I thank God for the “Marthas” and “Marys”, then and now. It 
seems to me that the story really deals with our goals in life. What has our attention most 
of the time? Martha is focused on her goal. She is so busy being gracious and polite and 
a good hostess that she has no time to be with the Lord. We may say that all we have—
time, life, money—is the Lord’s, but does He have our attention? We may be too busy 
doing good works.



The priest and the Levite in the story of the Good Samaritan were doing the right 
things. This injured man might possibly be dead, and touching him would render them 
ceremonially unclean. They would be unable to enter the synagogue to teach and preach. 
Theological propriety kept them from acting in love. Martha’s social proprieties kept her 
from focusing her attention on Jesus and His agenda for her life.

We can lose sight of who we are and whose we are very easily. The good things in life—
family, job, community service, even good works—can begin to choke out God’s life in 
us. As we make God and His presence in our lives our primary focus, we find He is the 
never-ending source.


