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In the middle of the first book of Chronicles we find a list of those who went out 

to join David in his battle against Saul, and in that list we find a comment which 

seems almost insignificant, but which in fact indicates the depth of the wisdom 

and insight with which God had blessed those of whom it speaks. In 1 Chronicles 

12:32  we  read  that  among  those  who  went  out  to  join  David  were  men of  

Issachar, who undertood the times and knew what Israel should do. Their insight 

meant that they saw that it was God who had raised up David to sit on the throne  

of Israel to replace Saul, and that they should join with him. They recognised 

what God was doing, and to their credit they became part of the redemptive work 

of God in bringing salvation to the nation through the kingship of David. This 

wisdom is essential for living the Christian life, as if  we are unable to discern 

what it is that God is doing in bringing redemption to all humankind, then we will  

possibly find ourselves fighting against God, as the great majority of the Jews did  

at the time of Christ. Or at the very least, we may find ourselves looking on in 

bewilderment  at  what  is  happening  elsewhere  in  the  body  of  Christ,  not 

understanding what is going on or comprehending that it is God that is doing it.  

Thus  the  wisdom  to  discern  the  times  and  to  understand  the  redemptive 

purposes of God is essential for us.

One person in  Scripture  who initially failed  to  discern the  times was Martha, 

whose story is told in Luke 10:38-42.

The story of Martha and Mary in Luke 10 has often been seen as an example of  

the priority which should be given to the devotional life as opposed to merely  

worldly labour. The story begins with Jesus visiting Martha and Mary. Notice the 

order: it is Martha who invites Jesus into her home for a meal, and Luke adds 
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that this Martha, who showed hospitality to Jesus, had a sister called Mary. This 

is Martha's story: Mary does not say anything or have an active part in any way. 

While Mary sits at the feet of Jesus and listens to him, Martha bustles around 

preparing a meal. When eventually she finds that the work is being left to her 

and that Mary is not showing any inclination to assist, Martha complains to Jesus 

and asks whether he thinks this is right and fair. The reply Jesus gives indicates 

something of the tension in the situation: "Martha, you are troubled about many 

things, but Mary has chosen the better part which will not be taken away from 

her." In the usual interpretation of this situation, Jesus is seen to rebuke the one 

with  worldly  concerns  and  to  commend  the  one  with  spiritual  concerns,  an 

interpretation which thereby assumes that there is a divorce between life and 

faith, or at the very least a certain priority of one over the other.

There is an evident denigration of "women's work" in this interpretation, which 

contrasts caring for bodily needs, that is, preparing meals, with contemplation, or 

caring for the needs of the spirit and the things of God. This negative evaluation 

of work such as preparing meals is not consistent with the creation- and life-

affirming perspective of Scripture as a whole, but is an imposition arising from a 

dualistic  and creation-denying worldview. Scripture  nowhere  denigrates  life  in 

this world, or considers our daily activities as unspiritual or unimportant to God. 

What  it  does  condemn  is  carrying  out  such  activities  as  though  God  was 

irrelevant to them. As Paul says in his letter to the Corinthians, "So whether you 

eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God." And in Proverbs 31  

we read of  the wise woman, who was commended for her faith:  that  is,  she 

understood what it meant to live obediently before God, and her wisdom and 

faith is expressed in providing food and clothing for her family, for her skill  in 

agriculture and in land dealings, and her ability to turn a profit from her business 

activities. This is the woman who fears the Lord and who is to be praised: a 

woman skilled  in  preparing meals,  in  managing a farm,  and in  conducting  a 

business.  These  activities  of  hers are  spiritual,  because they are carried  out 

through the insight and strength which the Holy Spirit gives. 
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But Martha is not commended in the story in Luke 10, not because she was busy  

with so-called unspiritual work like cooking a meal, in contrast to her so-called 

spiritual sister who was engaged in listening to the Lord. Rather, she failed to  

see that it was not the proper time to be busy at work. She ought to have been 

listening to the Lord at that time. Christ told her not to be worried about food, not 

because he wanted her to be idle, but because he wanted her to listen to him.  

He rebuked Martha not because of the "inferior" activities she was busy with, but  

because her priorities were wrong. 

The emphasis in the interpretations which contrast the "practical" Martha with the 

"spiritual" Mary is the devotion of Mary, not the redemptive work of Christ. The 

focus of the passage is on the faith of Mary, and not the person of Christ and the 

mission on which he was engaged. However examining this passage from the 

perspective of redemptive history leads us to different conclusions. Jesus had 

come not as a teacher of piety and devotion, but to proclaim the coming of the  

kingdom of God, the destruction of all Satan's works and the setting free of all  

those who were in bondage. He came to die as a sacrifice for sin and to destroy 

death for evermore. His visit to Mary and Martha should be seen in this light. His 

conversation with Mary, and his commendation of  her choice to listen to him 

rather than bustle around preparing a meal was not a choice for the spiritual over 

against the worldly, but a choice for the significant over the insignificant in terms 

of God's redemptive plan. It is not that personal devotion is more important than 

preparing meals, for that is a necessary and truly spiritual function if carried out  

in service to the Lord. The point is that Mary recognised the immediacy of the  

situation with the presence of Jesus that Martha completely missed. 

The Messiah was on his way to Jerusalem to die to secure redemption for all  

humankind. In Luke 9:51-53 we read, "As the time approached for him to be 

taken  up  into  heaven,  Jesus  resolutely  set  out  for  Jerusalem.  And  he  sent 

messengers on ahead, who went into a Samaritan village to get things ready for 

him; but the people there did not welcome him, because he was heading for  

Jerusalem." And not long after commencing his journey towards Jerusalem to 

die, he calls on Martha and her sister Mary. However, Martha failed to discern 
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the times: she was not aware that this was the climax of the redemptive work of 

God throughout all of human history, from the first promise of the Messiah to 

Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden, to the exodus of Israel from Egypt, and the 

coming of the prophets to foretell his advent. Jesus had announced his intention 

to go to Jerusalem, which is why the Samaritans refused to receive him. He had 

also sent out the seventy-two disciples to announce the coming of the kingdom 

of God. It was common knowledge that Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem; but 

Martha ignored all this, and bustled around preparing an elaborate meal.

Mary sensed that Jesus would not be around for long, and gave her attention to  

him while he was still with them. It was her recognition that this was a unique 

moment in the history of God's redemptive acts that was commended, not her 

choice of one activity over another. Martha was busy with many things, but Mary 

had seen the one thing that (at that stage in history) was most important: to learn  

from Jesus about the task which he had come to fulfill.

Seeing  this  story  as  an  illustration  of  the  priority  of  personal  devotion  over 

against housework misses the point  entirely.  The presence of  Jesus was not 

some mystical experience which can be repeated in our own devotional lives, so 

that  "just  as Mary spent  time with  Jesus,  so we too  should spend time with 

Jesus." No, it was a recognition that for a few brief years, Jesus was present,  

God incarnated in human form living among his people, and that Mary should in 

that  situation,  give  her  entire  attention  to  that  unique,  unrepeatable  and 

historically significant event. 

If we focus on the spiritual devotion of Mary as the meaning of the story, then we 

have missed the thrust of the passage. It is not an illustration of the superiority of 

the spiritual life over against the material life, or the superiority of one person's 

devotion over against another's. It is the recognition that here was Jesus, who 

would not be present for long, and that all focus should be on him rather than on 

the busyness of housework.
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An interpretation which puts the emphasis on the spiritual devotion of Mary to her 

Lord  actually  moves  the  thrust  of  the  story  away from  Jesus  to  Mary.  It 

establishes the importance of human devotion rather than the work of Jesus. It  

makes the focus of Scripture "the faith of the people of God" rather than the faith  

which we ought to have in God. It makes the centre of attention the response of 

people to God rather than the revelation by God of himself to his people. In this  

sense, it  is comparable to one of  the most  destructive tendencies in modern 

theology: centring on human faith rather than divine revelation. A concentration 

on  the  devotion  of  Mary  rather  than  on  the  presence  of  Jesus  in  a  unique 

unrepeatable stage in God's redemptive plan makes the Scriptures a human-

centred book which reveals more about us than it does about God. It removes 

God from the centre, focusing on human faith, and thereby leaves a void which 

will be filled not by the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,  but by any 

conception of God we care to produce. Thus the God worshipped by the people 

of God may be nothing more than their own conception of God, rather than the 

God who revealed himself uniquely in Christ.

As a result,  the shift  of focus in this story from the presence of Jesus as the  

incarnation of God in a unique unrepeatable historical way, to the devotion of  

one of his followers, eventually leaves us destitute of  a relationship with God 

altogether, the exact opposite of the intention of that interpretation, but the result  

nevertheless.

But the story does not end there. Martha appears again in the Biblical record in 

the account of the raising of Lazarus, John 11:1-39. There we read that "Jesus 

loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus." If Mary is the spiritual one, why is it  

that she is not mentioned by name, while Martha is? Surely because Jesus loved 

Martha even though at an earlier point she had been oblivious to the importance 

of his coming. But it is apparent that she was no mere housewife, concerned  

with nothing more important than the cooking. She was a witness to the faith with 

a depth and insight which is not evident in Mary. When Jesus arrived at their  

home after the death of Lazarus, Martha says to him, "Lord, if  you had been 

here, my brother would not have died. But I know that even now God will give 
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you whatever you ask." She then goes on to confess her faith in the resurrection 

at the last day, and that  it  is  in Christ  that  we will  find our resurrection.  She 

confesses that Christ is the Messiah, the son of God, who was promised in ages 

past. She put her faith firmly in Christ and knew precisely the significance of his 

presence. Mary on the other hand, says to him, "Lord, if you had been here, my 

brother would not have died." That is all. Mary only wept when she said this, but 

Martha confessed her faith in Christ and his authority over death, both here and 

now, and in the resurrection to come.  

We  meet  Martha  again in  John 12:2.  It  is  this  latter  passage which has the 

strongest  correlation  with  Luke  10:38-42,  since there  Martha  is  described as 

serving Jesus with the meal in which he was so uninterested at the earlier date. 

Six  days  before  the  Passover,  Jesus  came  to  Bethany,  where  

Lazarus was, whom Jesus had raised from the dead. There they  

made him a supper; Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those  

at table with him.

It was at this point that Mary entered with the costly ointment and poured it over 

the feet of Jesus and wiped them with her hair. This action on the part of Mary 

was also  condemned,  not  this  time by her  sister  Martha,  but  by Judas,  who 

would have preferred to  have sold the ointment  and used the money for  the 

poor. The gospel adds that he was not concerned for the poor, but he was a thief 

and used to take the money from the box it was kept in, the box which was in his 

care. Jesus again commends the action which had been performed, since it was 

an anointing for his burial [John 12:1-8]. But we tend to overlook the part played 

here by Martha: she had now recognised the times, she had learned her lesson 

from her earlier discussion with Jesus, but it was apparent to her now that it was 

an appropriate time to serve a meal. Here she is commended, since her earlier 

action  had  created  problems,  but  now  it  is  mentioned  almost  as  an  aside: 

"Martha served." This is the stamp of approval on what she was doing; Jesus 

accepted her ministry on his behalf, since both Martha and Jesus knew that this 

was the right thing to do at that time. She had become a woman of wisdom and 
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insight, one who was able to discern the times, and to know what it was that she 

had to do. 

We  too  need  to  learn  to  discern  the  times,  to  understand  the  redemptive 

purposes of  God,  and to receive the commendation of  the Lord on our daily  

labours, whatever they are, as labours unto the Lord, carried out in obedience 

and faith, so that all can see the renewal of all things that is accomplished by 

Christ. Our cooking and eating, our sporting activities and our employment, our 

learning and our leisure, must all display the renewal of life which is the work of  

Christ in us, so that all that we do, whatever it is. 

Only if the Spirit of God is working through us in our cooking, our learning, our 

games and our employment,  will we receive the commendation and stamp of 

approval that was given to Martha in those few seemingly insignificant words: 

Martha served. Whom did she serve? The Lord himself, the Messiah, the son of 

God come to bring redemption.  She discerned the times:  she recognised the 

Messiah: she knew what she had to do: 

Martha served.
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