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Choices 07/17/2022 
Luke 10:38-42 Jim Monk 
 
 
OK, let's set the picture. Here we are in Bethany, a small, almost commuter-like 
suburb of Jerusalem. Jesus and His disciples are headed towards the big town for 
the big showdown. Tonight, they have stopped in Bethany to visit some folks near 
and dear to Jesus' heart– Martha and Mary. These two sisters have invited Jesus 
into their home to share a meal. The words we read in Luke are pretty spare and 
dive right into the story at hand while not giving us much of the "rest of the story." 
 
To get that, we can look to the Gospel of John, which tells us a whole lot more 
about why Jesus was at Martha and Mary's for a meal. First, they are the sisters of 
Lazarus, whom Jesus raised from the dead. Mary is the Mary of Bethany who took 
a pound of costly nard, slathered it on Jesus' feet, and then wiped them with her 
hair. That story is mentioned in John 11 and then told in detail in John 12, which 
also gives us an important calendar clue that Jesus' visit to Mary and Martha 
occurred six days before Passover. On the very next day, Jesus made His triumphal 
entry into Jerusalem—on His way to the cross. These weren't just “anybodies.” 
John 11:5 says, "Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus." Essentially, 
all of John's Chapter 11 is devoted to Jesus' dealings with Lazarus, Martha, and 
Mary. Their story even spills over into Chapter 12– about Mary and the nard– so it 
might be reasonable to say this family has more coverage in our New Testament 
than any other– call them the First Family of the New Testament? That suggests 
Jesus indeed loved them and had a very close and intimate relationship with the 
family, which was well known to His disciples and those who wrote our New 
Testament. 
 
But Luke is focused on a very different matter than what is found in John. Lazarus 
isn't mentioned at all, and where they lived isn't told. All we know is that "as they 
went on their way, Jesus entered a village; and a woman named Martha received 
Him into her house." It doesn't say that all the disciples were included in the 
invitation, but I think there certainly were more than just Jesus, Martha, and Mary 
in that house because the following line says Mary sat at the Lord's feet and 
listened to His teaching. It would be unlikely He would be teaching to only one or 
two people. So, it's likely the house was pretty full of folks. 
 
The Gospel of John tells us Jesus had His feet washed by Mary six days before 
Passover, which is about a week, so I can suspect Jesus and His followers have 
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stopped in at Martha and Mary's for a Friday or Saturday night dinner after sunset– 
a perfectly ordinary thing to do for all concerned– at that time. 
 
Another observation I want to make is about Mary sitting at Jesus' feet, listening to 
His teaching. Sounds perfectly normal, doesn't it? Well, let's put it in the context of 
the times back around 32 AD. At that time, women were rarely educated in 
schools, and rabbis didn't spend time with women sitting at their feet in the temple. 
Women were expected to cook, clean, bear children, and sit quietly in the back of 
the temple in a shut-off area. So, what Mary did was quite out of character for the 
times. It was not business as usual. 
 
A number of years ago, I attended Friday night services at the main synagogue in 
Bratislava, Slovakia, with a business companion. The synagogue was quite old and 
different from any I had seen in the U.S. After we had been in the service for a 
while, I noticed sounds coming from above and looked up. There was a balcony 
level to the sanctuary with thin curtains covering it all the way around. That was 
when I realized all the women who were attending the service were sitting up 
there– not one was down where we men were. Even today, old traditions are still 
alive. 
 
Mary sitting at Jesus' feet was not a normal thing for a woman to do. And her 
sister, Martha, didn't like her choice. So, she complained to Jesus. "Lord, don't you 
care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her then to help me." But 
instead of being a normal Jewish guy and telling Mary to get back to what she was 
expected to do, Jesus got after Martha, saying, "you are anxious and troubled 
about many things; one thing is needful. Mary has chosen the good portion, which 
shall not be taken away from her." 
 
Jesus defended Mary's choice of taking time to sit quietly and listen to what He 
was telling those around them. We don't know the topic of His talking, but if you 
look at the very next passage after this one, you find Him educating the disciples 
on how to pray– and that is the Lord's Prayer we still say to this day. So, He could 
well have been discoursing about prayer, about morals, about upcoming events. 
And Mary had made a choice to listen. 
 
But Martha was too busy to listen. "Mary has chosen what is better." "And," as 
Jesus puts it, "it will not be taken from her." It is Mary's right to listen to Jesus. 
Neither Martha nor anyone else can take this right from her. 
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It is also our right to know Jesus and to listen to Him. No one and not a thing has 
the right to demand so much of us that we no longer are able to do that. No job, no 
person, no possession, no activity should have the right to keep us from listening to 
Jesus. We must always keep the right choice in front of us. 
 
To a large extent, the art of living right is simply a matter of getting priorities 
straight. If we really believe Christ when He says, "only one thing is needed," then 
we can realize life doesn't have to be a rat race. If we really believe and practice 
what Christ says, then life is already simpler, far less hectic, and far more 
enjoyable. I personally moved to Hawaii for just that purpose– I wanted to make 
my life simpler and focus on living more simply. I would confess I have not 
achieved all my goals:  I have a problem with "just saying no" when some 
organization asks me to help, but I'm working on it! So, I think I've made personal 
progress in seeing that "only one thing is needed." 
 
Jesus said to Martha, "Only one thing is needed." Let us make that one thing 
spending time getting to know and to listen to Jesus. And, if we do, then, like 
Mary, we will have chosen "what is better." 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 


