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Introduction.

Theme: What does Jesus want?8 Our full loyalty and obedience to him, rather than to what the world wants8 Full devotion to him 8 Being fully commited followers or disciples8 Devoting our full attention and time to him 

Main passage: Luke 10:38-42
Related passage: John 12:1-11 (where Mary anoints and worships Jesus – optional, for background, so if  you want
to, just look at it briefly for more insight into Mary's character)
Suggested worship song: Heart of worship 

Notes. If this seems like it might be a short study (at least the passage is short), it is deliberately so. You can use the
extra time for a more in-depth time of prayer at the end to pray over the points of this study. 

Background and commentary.

Jesus and the disciples are on their way to Jerusalem for the Passover before he is to be arrested. On their way
they stop at Bethany, a village located a couple of km east of Jerusalem, and stay at the home of Mary and Martha,
the sisters of Lazarus (who was raised from the dead in John 11). This stopover in Bethany is recorded in Luke 10 and
John 12. This is where Mary, who anointed Jesus with expensive perfume, and where we read the story of Mary and
Martha for this week's study.

Martha opened their home to him (Greek 9 :�;=<?>�@�AB<DCFE=G , hupodechomai = 'receive, welcome, entertain as a guest').
Though Jesus apparently knew Lazarus better, it was Martha who invited him, and this is her home, not Lazarus'
(who also lived in Bethany). It was often his modus operandi in ministry to find and stay with people who would
receive him; in this way his followers supported his ministry. There is no mention of a husband, so she may have been
widowed or single.  Martha's name means 'lady or mistress of the house' in Aramaic, while Mary is a popular name
that  goes  back  to  Moses'  sister  Miriam. Martha's  taking  the lead in  inviting  Jesus  seems to  show that  she  was
interested in spiritual things and in honoring Jesus as a guest. While Martha is working hard, Mary is sitting at his feet
(;=EIHJE=KLENMJ@ O�PQ<FCFE=G ,  parakathezomai = 'sit down beside', related to  cathedra 'chair', as in 'cathedral', the local seat of
ecclesiastical power). This indicates not only that Mary shows humility and attention, but is listening as a disciple. A
disciple (from Latin discipulus [masc.] / discupula [fem.] = 'student')1 in ancient times was a student, apprentice, and
follower of a rabbi or religious teacher (or in Roman culture, of a secular or religious teacher). No seminaries or
religious schools existed back then for Jewish rabbis, so one generally became trained as a rabbi by attaching himself

1 And yes, we're all disciples. I believe that all Christians are by definition disciples, because we are all called to follow Jesus, and obey
him and his teachings. The question is whether we are good or poor disciples. For example, most of us are undergrad or grad students,
but we can choose to be bad students. (Taking the extreme example, a freshman who never attends classes and parties all the time is
still a student, but a poor one, at least for a while.) Of course, there are consequences for being faithful or lazy or wrongly motivated
disciples.
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to a known rabbi and learning as his disciple for several years. This was how rabbis trained new rabbis, and likewise
for other religious officials; St. Paul for example was trained by Gemaliel, a famous Pharisee scholar. (Even formal
secular schools in ancient times used a discipleship style model.) We see this expression of sitting at someone's feet
mentioned in similar contexts in Acts 22:3 and Luke 8:35.

Notice I said 'attaching himself'. Back then, disciples and thus all religious leaders were male only. Society back
then was very sexist, and religious groups like the Pharisees, or any such religious group, considered women second-
class citizens and would have never allowed women to be disciples – they would have considered the idea repugnant,
even scandalous2. This was one reason the Pharisees were offended by Jesus' ministry. Jesus was quite radical for his
day, gladly and openly allowing female disciples and female supporters among his regular followers, such as Mary
Magdalene and Mary & Martha. In fact, Jesus' appeal for discipleship was universal, not to just a select group. We're
all called to be disciples, learners, and apprentices of Jesus.  In the parallel passage in John 12, we also see more of
Jesus' attitude toward women when he responds to the disciples' criticism of Mary for anointing Jesus with expensive
perfume. 

While Mary is taking her discipleship seriously, Martha is upset, and views her sister as lazy and irresponsible.
Martha was feeling “distracted” (;I@�H�G/RF;SEUT , perispaō = 'be pulled or dragged away; distracted, busy, overburdened',
similar in meaning to the Latin roots of the English word 'distracted'). That is, she was distracted from what was really
important – listening to and spending time with Jesus – by mundane things like meal preparation. She is so upset that
she complains to Jesus, rather than directly to Mary. In doing so, she is being at least somewhat rude or inconsiderate
toward Jesus, almost blaming him for Mary's behavior, when she commands him, “tell her to help me!” 

Jesus' response is interesting, because he is very gentle in admonishing and correcting Martha. He affirms her
feelings in v41 (“I understand how you feel, but...”) and then instructs her gently. He tells her that “only one thing is
needed”, which is probably deliberately a bit vague in meaning. But clearly he's contrasting Mary's focus on what is
really important spiritually with Martha's distractions – being too focused on busy things such that she loses her focus
on Jesus. He thus affirms Mary's choice to listen to Jesus' teaching. In doing so, Jesus is deliberately going against
cultural attitudes about women and women's roles, and not only because he allows Mary to listen to him teach. In the
culture,  meal  preparation  was  considered  a  woman's  responsibility,  so  Mary  would  have  been  expected  to  help
Martha. The other disciples probably would have expected Jesus to take Martha's side and ask Mary to help her. So
Jesus' response is even more surprising, especially to a conservative Jewish audience. He even affirms Mary's right to
do so when he says that this “won't be taken away from her” (EFVSEIGWHX@ O(T , aphaire  = 'take away, remove, depriveō
someone of something, rob').

Jesus does so not only because he views women as equal, but also because (1) his call to discipleship is meant
equally for all people, and the obligations of discipleship are required for everyone, not optional; and (2) because
loyalty to Jesus is the most important thing. It supersedes secular, worldly, or cultural values; it supersedes all worldly
obligations and all other religious obligations. So he deliberately violates some cultural attitudes when these customs
go against God's will, like when people try to exalt cultural values and other obligations above allegiance to Christ
and to kingdom values.  At  other  times he goes against  an excessive priority placed on so-called family values,
especially when they are used as mere excuses to avoid true spiritual responsibilities:

8 A man said he needed to bury his father before coming to follow Jesus, to which Jesus replied, "Let the dead bury
their own dead." (9:59-60). 8 Another man wanted to say good-bye to his family before following Jesus; Jesus talked about the importance of
putting one's hand to the plow and not looking back. (9:61-62) 8 His mother and brothers once came to take him away (they though he was crazy), but he replied to his disciples,
"My mother and brothers are those who hear God's word and put it into practice." (8: 21) 8 Jesus promised blessing to his followers who have "left home or wife or brothers or parents or children for the
sake of the kingdom of God." (18:29-30)

While family values are important in God's eyes, people and cultures sometimes take them to an unbiblical extreme,
such that they conflict with biblical or kingdom values, and conflict with our primary and absolute loyalty to the Lord.
Even  worse,  religious  people  may  adopt  worldly  cultural  values  and  blend  them  with  biblical  teachings  or
Christianize them. In some cultures, this can include not only gender roles, but respect for ancestors and elders,
parental authority, authority in general, or even pressure to get married. 

2 Ancient Jewish writings from around this time show a disdain for women among religious leaders. The Mishnah (a large collection of
commentaries on the Old Testament by rabbis and scholars. They discouraged or forbade women from learning or receiving religious
education, and it was considered disgraceful for a rabbi to teach a woman or to be seen teaching a woman. The Mishnah states, "May
the words of the Torah be burned, they should not be handed over to women”. Rabbi Eliezer (c. AD 90) said, "If a man gives his
daughter a knowledge of the Law it is as though he taught her lechery. At the temple in Jerusalem, an outer court (the sabbateion)
where liturgical services took place was open to all including women, but an inner part (the andron) where scribes and teachers taught
was only open to men and boys.
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Some East Asian Christians, for example, face pressure from their families and culture to go into successful
careers, worship ancestors, or hurry to get married when it's not God's will. In American culture, I've seen Christians
put an unhealthy emphasis on otherwise good or neutral things like patriotism, career, authority, gender roles, and
marriage  to  an  unbiblical  degree.  Sometimes Christians  have  to  be  counter-cultural,  not  for  the  sake  of  starting
arguments, showing off, or being self-righteous, but out of obedience to Christ. Sometimes this leads to difficulties, as
others don't like us going against accepted cultural and religious values, and sometimes it leads to persecution in some
countries. For example, Christianity in Korea has clashed with the strong, traditional Confucianism in the culture,
particularly  its  extreme  emphasis  on  authority  and  family-centric  values.  The  first  Christian  martyrs  in  Korea
(beginning I think in the late 1700's) and throughout the 19th century were killed because they refused to participate in
ancestor worship or otherwise went against Confucianist cultural values. This witness of “the blood of the martyrs” is
cited as one reason for why Christianity is so strong today in Korea3. 

Application.
Possible discussion topics, types of discussion questions, and applications seem straightforward. Sometimes our

allegiance to seemingly good or neutral things get out of hand, and then come between us and God – “the good
becomes the enemy of the best”. This can include the obligations and busyness of our daily lives, which can interfere
with our spiritual walk if we allow it. But the obligations and busyness of our religious lives can also interfere with
our relationship with God. We get so focused on activities and programs in the church or fellowship, on things we do,
that we lose sight of who God is and how to have an intimate relationship with him. Remember, God wants our hearts
more than anything else. So it's good to reflect on the quality of our intimacy and relationship with God, including
how much quality time we spend with him. 

And of course, there's the quality of our discipleship, which is directly related to a proper relational focus on
God. Mary chose to be a good disciple, sitting at the master's feet to listen to him and spend time with him.  To be
good disciples, we must spend time with Christ and put aside other things. We must develop an absolute loyalty to
him, rather than to religious programs, cultural values, worldly things, or others' expectations. So in the study, we
want to raise questions to probe and evaluate how things stand in our lives, and where we are tempted to compromise
in our devotion and discipleship. 

 

Discussion questions.

Observation questions.8  Who invited Jesus? Who are Mary and Martha? Why do you think Martha invited Jesus to her home?8  Why was Mary listening to Jesus? In what manner? What is  significant  about  “sitting at  his  feet” and
listening? 8  Why wasn't she helping Martha?8  It says that Martha was “distracted”.  What was she distracted by? What was she distracted from? 8  What would have normally been expected of women like Mary in those days? 8  Is Jesus' response surprising? What kind of response would the disciples and others have expected from
Jesus? (How would you have responded?)8  Why does Jesus go against people's natural expectations here? Does he violate any cultural values? If so,
why would he do that?

 

Discipleship.8  Why does Mary sit at his feet and listen?  In ancient times, what does this mean? Who would usually sit at
someone's feet? 

3 I suspect the Christian opposition to such deeply ingrained cultural ideals is also why many Christians were martyred in Japan (I believe
in the 1500's) and Christianity was brutally suppressed thereafter. Mainland China is another obvious example, where the government
persecutes Christians because they believe in placing their primary allegiance in Christ rather than to a government that demands full
allegiance. This is basically a form of idolatry when people give their primary allegiance to the state or cultural values rather than to
God. This is one reason the Romans persecuted Christians so brutally – they refused to participate in emperor worship (the state
religion, in which the emperor was to be worshipped as a descendant of the gods, and primary allegiance was to be given to Rome)
and were killed for it. In fact, it's probably not hard to find examples of persecution, antagonism, or social pressure against this aspect
of the Christian worldview in any culture. 
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8  Why does Jesus defend Mary? What do you think he means that “this will not be taken from her”? 8  What does discipleship mean? Are all Christians disciples? 8  What distinguishes a good disciple from a poor one? (Or by analogy, a good student from a bad one?) 8  What does a good disciple do? 8  What does it mean to worship God in spirit and truth? (John 4:23-24)8  How does Jesus admonish Martha? What does that say about how God teaches and corrects us? 

Allegiance and loyalty.8  When does being a faithful disciple of Jesus conflict with cultural attitudes? Expectations of friends and
family members? When is it difficult to go against them? What does Jesus expect? 8  Think of some areas where we face conflicting loyalties between the world and the kingdom of God. 8  Discuss how some neutral or even good things, religious and secular, can come between us and God?8  What are some seemingly good values that can be taken to extremes by secular culture or in the church? 8  What are some specific examples in areas like...Y  importance of school, work and careerY  gender rolesY  parental authority;  honoring and obeying parentsY  religious authority; religious dutyY  secular and governmental authorityY  marriage (e.g., “When are you going to get married? Why don't you marry so-and-so?”)4

Y  patriotism and national loyalty 

8  How do these compete with our loyalty for Christ? What does it mean to give Christ absolute and primary
allegiance in our lives?8  What are our motives to be in doing so? Can we do so out of religious pride or self-righteousness? With an
antagonistic attitude? To start arguments?8  Why is giving in, yielding our primary allegiance to something other than the Lord, something that God
doesn't like? (1 John 1:15-17)

Devotion.8  In what ways is a faithful disciple devoted to his/her master? 8  By analogy, how would a husband and wife (or boyfriend and girlfriend) express devotion to each other?
Now how to you show devotion and loyalty to the Lord?8  What does it mean to spend time with the Lord? What constitutes real quality time with God? 8  In what ways do we listen to Jesus? 8  Do you spend enough quality time with the Lord?  Enough time listening? -- For example, Y  in prayerY  quiet times or daily devotionalsY  in reading the BibleY  meditation on God's word Y  studying the BibleY  worshipping God 

8  Does the time you spend reflect a full allegiance and commitment to Christ?  Can others tell from your
lifestyle that you're a faithful disciple? 8  What does it mean to have intimacy with God? How is such a thing possible? How can we achieve this?

4 Believe me, when I was single, I got sick of hearing this :(~  This comes from non-believers, but also some Christians who tend to look
down on Christian singles, which is sadly an attitude one finds in the church. (In my case, I knew it was God's will to stay single at that
stage of my life, and this was like a test of my spiritual loyalty.)
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8  Is prayer all about talking to God? How can you also listen to God in prayer? 

Heart motives.8  What is significant about Mary sitting at his feet and listening?  Why was this more important to her than
helping Martha?8  Why was Martha upset? Do you think the way she talked to Jesus was appropriate? Why? What does it say
about her attitude? 8  What do you think was her motivation in hosting Jesus? Were her motives all good? All bad? 8  What were Mary's motivations and attitudes like? 8  Explain the following expression: “the good becomes the enemy of the best”. How can this happen in our
lives?

The active life vs. the contemplative life. 8  This story contrasts two Christian lifestyles: the active life and the contemplative life.  Discuss how you
would define and characterize these lifestyles. Which one is yours? 8  Why is an active religious life not necessarily healthy? 

8  Are all  types  of  worship  equal  in  God's  eyes?  What  is  true  worship?  Why does  God care?  Why isn't
Martha's “worship” just as worthy as Mary's? 8  Think back to the story of Cain and Abel. Why did God prefer one's offering and reject the other's? 

8  How can being active in churchy things distract you from God? 8  Do you think there such a thing as religious addiction? Is it healthy – after all, it's better than other kinds of
addictions, right? 

8  What does it mean to offer God your talents and abilities? Your time and effort in Christian service? 8  Is it good to base the quality of your spiritual life on all the things you are doing? -- i.e., to evaluate your
spiritual life based mainly on these things, or to depend on these as the basis for your spiritual walk with
God?8  What do you need to always do before doing these things? What is more important? What does God want
you to do first? 8  Why is it important for us to worship before doing any kind of service? What are the dangers of not doing
so?  

Further discussion.8  Do you find yourself too busy to spend quality time with God?  8  In what way is your life improperly focused like Martha?8  How can you change your lifestyle? 

 

Final prayer time.

First, spend some quality time with God in personal prayer, in worship – including confession, thanksgiving,
adoration, etc., and then spending some time in worshipful silence and listening to him in prayer. Pray for specific
areas in which you find yourself lacking in personal discipleship, devotion,  loyalty,  and lifestyle, and pray for a
deeper moment-by-moment, day-by-day communion with God. Finally, exchange prayer requests and pray for each
other verbally.  
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