
1 
 

Call Me Martha 
Luke 10:38-42 

16th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Rev. Don Best 

Bethel Presbyterian Church 
West Union, Iowa 

July 21, 2019 

Last Sunday, in our reading from Luke, a lawyer asked Jesus a question, “What 
must I do to inherit eternal life?” When Jesus turned the question on the 
Lawyer, he answered from the Law: “You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your 
mind; and your neighbor as yourself.”  Then, using the story of the Good 
Samaritan, Jesus showed us who our neighbors are, and how to love our 
neighbor. In the end Jesus told the lawyer, and us, “Go and do likewise.”  

This week we continue to read in Luke chapter 10, and we hear about Martha 
and her sister Mary. Although it may not seem so, this week’s reading is linked 
to the text from last week. The link is the original question, “What must I do 
to inherit eternal life,” and the answer to love God, and love our neighbor. 
Listen now to Luke, chapter 10, verses 38 through 42: 

38 Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman 
named Martha welcomed him into her home. 
39 She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord's feet and listened to 
what he was saying. 
40 But Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to him and 
asked, "Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by 
myself? Tell her then to help me." 
41 But the Lord answered her, "Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted 
by many things; 42 there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the 
better part, which will not be taken away from her." 

This is the Word of the Lord. 
Thanks be to God. 

Sermon  

Jesus, on his journey toward Jerusalem, comes to a village, and is invited by 
Martha into her home where, it appears, she lives with her sister Mary. Martha 
gets busy with the domestic tasks that must be done: preparing the extra 
room, tidying up a little bit here and there, planning and preparing a meal for 
their guest, or guests, we are not told if the disciples are with Jesus at the 
time. 
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When I hear this story, I am reminded of family dinners at Thanksgiving and 
Christmas. As the years passed, hosting the family meals fell on our 
household. Lissa did the planning, setting the menu, assigning what to bring 
to those who would join us: salad, vegetable, dessert, and getting everything 
ready for what we would provide: turkey, of course, deep fried in the 
driveway, dressing, mashed potatoes, and so on. When the day came, we all 
worked in the kitchen to get everything ready by mealtime. Which, as I recall, 
never happened. Most often, when the guests would be arriving, we would still 
be working to get things ready for the big meal. Some would join in and help 
in the kitchen, or watch and visit, but inevitably some of our guests would be 
sitting on their own, while the hosts, busied themselves with meal 
preparations. 

The simple truth is that I can identify with Martha, and I think some of you 
can as well. Hosting someone in your home, takes a lot of work. For that 
reason, one shouldn’t be too hard on Martha. Martha was doing exactly what 
was expected of her in her society. Mary, on the other hand, was sitting at the 
feet of Jesus, listening to him speak. Mary was breaking the rule of proper 
behavior. By sitting and listing to Jesus, Mary was assuming the role of a 
student, or disciple of a Rabbi. This was a traditionally male role. By doing so, 
Mary was breaking barriers, and bringing disgrace to the family. By every 
social norm, Martha was doing the right things; Mary was not. Does this mean 
that Martha was justified in trying to get Mary to help her? 

Well it seems Martha thought so. So much so that she approached Jesus, her 
guest, and put him on the spot to tell Mary to help in the kitchen. Luke says, 
“she came to [Jesus] and asked, ‘Lord, do you not care that my sister has left 
me to do all the work by myself? Tell her then to help me.’” Martha, not only 
puts Jesus on the spot, but she also assumes his answer to her question, “do 
you not care,” was yes and tells Jesus, her Lord, what to do about it! 
But instead of doing as Martha wants, Jesus tells her that Mary has made the 
better choice. 

Can’t you hear the thoughts going through Martha’ head?  

But, the turkey, and the dressing, and the potatoes. What about setting the 
table… 

The lesson of the Good Samaritan, and Jesus’ instruction to the lawyer to, “go 
and do likewise,” lend support to Martha’s cause. Martha is after all being the 
good neighbor. She opened her house to the travelers and is doing what is 
necessary to be a good host. But, the lesson of the Good Samaritan only 
covers the second part of the answer to the lawyer’s original question. “What 
must I do to inherit eternal life?” That answer was love God, and love your 
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neighbor. The dual commandment in the law shows us that discipleship, being 
a complete disciple of Jesus takes more than being a good neighbor, it also 
requires loving God with your whole being: heart, soul, strength, and mind. 

Martha and Mary welcomed the Lord into their home, but Martha was 
distracted by her many tasks. Mary was focused on Jesus and listening to his 
teaching. Mary was focused on the very word of God, incarnate in the Son. 
Being a disciple takes both doing the work of the church and listening to and 
learning from the Word of God. 

We all know that a church survives on its members doing things. Working in 
the church and in the world. Caring for one another and reaching out to those 
in our community who need help. The mission of the church is the mission of 
God in the world. The church is a body that does the work of God.  

But it is not enough to go about doing the work of the church. Working in the 
kitchen. Making and serving coffee after worship, during potlucks, and funeral 
luncheons. Yes, we need ushers, worship leaders, musicians, and communion 
servers. The outreach of the congregation needs people to plan and lead 
projects and give assistance to members of the community. We need people to 
repair and maintain the building. We need elders to serve on session, and 
members of the Diaconate to serve our members. All of these people in service 
to the church and the community are a big part of what it means to be a 
Christian and a disciple of Jesus Christ. But, doing without listening and 
learning can easily denigrate into simple busyness. Busyness that losses its 
purpose and reason.  

The church is also a group of people who worship, study, and learn together. 
In our worship, we hear the word of God read and proclaimed. We sing songs 
in praise and thanksgiving to God. We are fed at the table of our Lord, and we 
bring offerings of our wealth to serve the Lord.  We confess our sins before a 
merciful God, and we pray to the God Most High for each other and for the 
world. We study together; listening to one another and to God for new 
meaning and understanding about God, the community that is called to be 
Bethel Presbyterian, and the world around us.  But listening without doing 
soon becomes no more than a mockery of the word of God. The gospel 
message is a clear message of social justice and concern for the less fortunate 
and oppressed members of our society. Studying the truth of the gospel 
without action only shows a lack of understanding. 

The lesson of the Good Samaritan and Jesus’ answer to Martha shows us that 
it takes a balance of doing for our neighbor and listening to God. “You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.” 
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Let us pray: 

Loving and merciful God, we know your commands to us. You command us to 
love you and to love our neighbor. Help us when get busy with the work of 
the church and forget to listen, listen to your word and guidance. Or when we 
are lost in listening and hearing your word and neglect your call to love our 
neighbor. Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, show us your ways in the world, and 
guide us down a balanced path of loving you and loving our neighbors. Amen. 


