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Scripture: Luke 10:38-42 
 

“Martha or Mary, pt. 1” 
 

This is a story we all know, right? We have all heard this scripture many times. There were 2 
sisters, Martha and Mary, and their brother Lazarus (although Lazarus does not play an active 
part in this scripture). 
 Just out of curiosity, by a show of hands, how many of you grew up with a sister? Alright, 
men, put down your hands, and ladies, keep yours up for a minute. So, you probably have a good 
understanding of the sister dynamic. Thank you for participating in my survey. 

The scripture says, in verse 38, “Martha welcomed him into her home.”  So, chances are, 
Martha was the oldest sibling in the family, and therefore, in charge of the household. In Jesus’ 
time, the societal expectation would be that Mary, as a woman, should be in the kitchen helping 
Martha. Yet, there she is, sitting at Jesus’ feet, listening to him teach. She does not do what 
society expected of her. In this scripture, there is no mention of other people involved, but we 
know, Jesus rarely traveled alone. So, chances are, there were at least a few others traveling with 
Jesus. And like Martha, they probably thought, why is that woman not in the kitchen helping?! As a 
woman, in that day, Mary would be expected, like Martha, to take care of guests in their home. 
Mary does not do what social norms said she should do. A woman would not sit with the men 
around the feet of a teacher. 

Jesus tells Martha, in verses 41-42 “you are worried and distracted by many things; there is 
need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her.” 
Martha was doing what social norms said she should have been doing! And yet, here she is, being 
scolded by Jesus. 
 

Remember earlier when I had you raise your hand if you grew up with a sister? Did you ever 
have something happen like this in your home growing up? Well, I don’t mean with Jesus…  I 
wonder how Mary felt hearing that “she had chosen the better part.” She might have felt pretty 
good about that! 

And on the other hand, I can imagine that Jesus’ comments had to sting Martha a little bit. I 
think if I had been Martha, I might have been sore about that for a while… 

 
Now, I must admit, while contemplating this message, another Bible story came to mind. The 

Parable of the Prodigal Son. Like this scripture, I am sure we have all heard that story many times. 
Also with 3 main characters: A Father, the Prodigal, and the older son. Once I heard a sermon on 
that parable that asked, “Who are you, the father, the prodigal, or the older brother?”  To be 
honest, I did not find that a satisfying analysis. And while pondering today’s message, I considered 
taking a similar approach. But again, I found it disappointing. While speaking with a friend at Calvin 
a few Sundays ago, we discussed this scripture and how neither one of us felt that the story alone 
presented a satisfying ending. However, unlike the Parable of the Prodigal Son, there is more to 
tell…  

 
So, I have another scripture story to share with you today… 

 
Gospel John 11:1, 17-27 
 



“Martha or Mary, pt. 2” – The Rest of the Story 
 
So, here we have another story we are all familiar with…again, involving Martha and Mary, 

and their brother Lazarus. 
Let’s look at what happens in this scripture… “When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, 

she went and met him, while Mary stayed at home.” 
I told you that I thought if I had been Martha, I would have been sore about what Jesus had 

said to me. But, I think after a while, after playing the scene over and over in my mind, that I would 
have realized, that Jesus was right. Well, of course he was right, he was Jesus after all. I’d like to 
think that Martha would have come around and while she did have an obligation to her guests, she 
also had an opportunity to listen to Jesus, and that was important. And I would say that Martha did 
listen to Jesus. Look at what she says in this scripture. 

“Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the 
world.” 

                             Let’s hear that again… 
 
“Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the 

world.” 
 
Martha has made a strong profession of the Christian faith here. Martha went to Jesus. 

Martha said, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into 
the world. And where was Mary? She stayed at home. 

 
My point is not that one sister is better than the other, but that there is always an opportunity 

to grow. We all struggle at times with situations in our lives. Martha had an opportunity to reflect on 
the words of Jesus. Martha grew in her faith and Martha spoke the truth to Jesus. 

 
We all have our own strengths and weaknesses. As we said in the Prayer of Confession, 

“we see ourselves for who we are and are not.”  We might be like Martha, busy with tasks and 
distracted by worry. But Martha heard the words of Jesus, and took them to heart, and began to 
live a more balanced life. Let us attempt to do the same. 


