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Please, oh please do not turn this Gospel lesson into a Myers Briggs personality test!  Are you a 

Mary or a Martha?  Are you a pious, diligent, follower or are you better at serving others and 

getting the job done?  Do you forget to help others out or are you controlling and anxious about 

your work?  If that is all we do, then the lesson will be all about our work and not about Christ.   

 

Our text says that Martha was “distracted with much serving.”  The Greek word for 

“distracted” means to be pulled around by things you have to do, but in a way that distracts you 

from what you need to do or want to do.  Don’t you hate it when that happens?  Like, you’re in 

the zone, getting housework done or fixing dinner, and the kids run up to you and start pulling on 

your leg, demanding help with something.  Or perhaps you are at work getting a particular 

project done and the phone rings.  Something more pressing needs your attention.  There is a 

burst of anxiety that comes from being pulled from one thing to another.  There are timetables, 

deadlines to meet!  Things need to get done!  You might begin to resent your work and anyone 

who is not helping you with it or perhaps burdening you with more. 

 

Why are we so uptight and anxious about our work?  What is the root cause of all of our anxiety?  

We put too much stock in our works.  They are what we rely on and what use to define 

ourselves.  Our lives, reputations, security, happiness, and success are all wrapped up in what we 

do.  One of the first things a person might ask you when they are meeting you is, “What do you 

do?”  We’ll probably answer with what we feel to be our most important or impressive work, by 
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the world’s standards.  You might respond, “I am a construction worker” or “I am a teacher” or 

“I am a retired….” and so forth.  How many times would we answer this question with our job 

before we say, “I am a father” or “a mother”?  Anyone can become a father pretty easily (after 

all, aren’t children a gift from God?), but how many people can be a pastor or teacher and so 

forth?  We identify ourselves by our works.   

 

We also rely on our works.  Our daily bread is earned by our works; our happiness by our 

activities; our success by how well we do them.  And so it’s very important to be always doing 

something and doing it best!  We frantically rush from one activity to the other.  Often times I 

barely pull into the driveway for one minute before I take off again.  We hurry through our 

breakfast, job, chores, dinner, chores, sleep, and repeat.  If we take a day off, we are still in 

constant motion, planning the best possible activities, striving to make the most of every 

moment.  Heaven forbid we waste a moment not doing something!  Sometimes the only way the 

Lord can help us is by causing some kind of severe injury so that we come screeching to a halt! 

 

Martha was certainly being dragged around by her serving.  She had graciously invited Jesus into 

her house and in He came with all His disciples, probably both the 12 and the 72 and perhaps 

others.  Martha was running in circles, cleaning, serving drinks, preparing food, and so on.  And 

there was her sister, sitting and doing nothing!  Finally, she had had it.  She got Jesus involved.  

She said, in a sense, “Don’t you care that my sister is doing nothing, leaving me to run around 

like a chicken with its head cut off?  You’re distracting Mary from helping me!  Tell her to come 

help me.”  Do you see what Martha was asking Jesus?  Instead of telling Mary the Gospel, 

Martha wanted Jesus to tell her to serve, as if that were the more important need. 
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But it was Martha and not Mary who was distracted, not that her serving Jesus and His disciples 

was a bad thing, but that it became more important than the Gospel.  Her works had dragged her 

away from recognizing Christ’s saving work.  The peace and joy that come as a gift in the 

forgiveness of sins was replaced with anger and anxiety.  Martha was indeed serving alone, not 

only because Mary wasn’t with her, but because she had isolated her works from Christ.  She 

saw herself and her work apart from the gift of God in Jesus Christ.  

 

We often have the same attitude.  That’s why we let ourselves get dragged around by our work.  

It’s why we are stressed and angry toward others.  We live as if our works matter most and the 

Gospel does not.  If you want to be defined and judged by your works, watch out!  Scripture says 

even our righteous works are like filthy rags.  To identify ourselves by our works and rely on 

them is to return to how we once were before we received the Gospel.  Paul writes, “You were 

once alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds.”  Imagine if someone asked you, “What 

do you do?” and you responded, “I am a sinner.”  They’d probably look at you like you’re crazy 

or something! 

 

And yet that is true of who we are and what we do!  But that is not the only truth.  Paul writes, 

“Christ has now reconciled you in His body of flesh by His death, in order to present you 

holy and blameless and above reproach before the Father.”  Jesus came to serve and not to 

be served.  Jesus would allow Himself to be dragged around, beaten down, and killed by our 

selfish works and anxieties.  He would fully pay for our joyless, loveless works so that we would 

not be identified by them any longer.  Instead, through the forgiveness of sins, we are presented 
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to the Father as holy and blameless and above reproach as Christ is Himself.  We are Christians, 

identify with Christ our Savior. 

 

Like Martha, we are hosting Christ today.  In this Divine Service, we believe that Christ is truly 

present for us and He has brought all His friends.  Joined with us are all the saints of heaven.  

But don’t worry!  Your job is not to serve them or impress them; it is to be served by Jesus 

Christ.  Christ comes to serve us with the Gospel, the truth that all life, peace, righteousness, joy, 

and victory is found in His work alone.  Our reputation and security rely only on Christ who 

gives Himself to us.  This is our good portion, not the food that we could make and serve, but the 

food served to us, Jesus’ true body and blood. 

 

You see, Martha had it mixed up.  She thought she was the host!  We sometimes get the idea that 

we are in charge also.  But in actuality Christ was, giving the good news of the kingdom.  If 

Martha was to find any satisfaction, it would be in His work accomplished for us and given to us.  

How light her work and ours would be if we saw that everything necessary for our life is already 

accomplished without our works.  It would surely lighten our load and slow us down, if we 

would realize that the greatest work we can ever do is to stop… and receive the gift of God in 

Jesus Christ.  Amen. 


