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JESUS HAD DINNER WITH MARTHA AND MARY                                LUKE 10:38-42 

 

Has a famous quote, a powerful statement, or a great insight ever gotten permanently 
lodged in your heart and mind?  Let me explain.  Back in 1954 President Dwight 
Eisenhower visited the campus of Northwestern University in the suburbs of Chicago to 
deliver an address to the Second Assembly of the World Council of Churches.  In that 
speech he said something that he actually attributed to someone else who he never 
identified.  Variations of what President Eisenhower said that day have evolved since 
then, and even become part of business and time management training.  Here are two 
variations of the statement both of which make the same point.  “What is important is 
seldom urgent and what is urgent is seldom important.”  Or to put it another way, “Most 
things which are urgent are not important, and most things which are important are not 
urgent.”  That’s been a very powerful insight for me personally. It’s come back to me on 
many, many occasions.   
 
We are in the Christian season of Lent – a forty day period of time leading up to Holy 
Week when we focus on the suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus.  This Lenten 
season we’re considering seven stories in the Gospel of Luke that share one thing in 
common.  In each story, Jesus had dinner with one or more persons.  What would it be 
like to have dinner with Jesus?  Today’s story involves two sisters, Martha and Mary, 
who hosted Jesus for dinner at their home.  Now, the most important story about Martha 
and Mary involved their brother, Lazarus, who Jesus raised from the dead on another 
occasion.  That great story is told in John 11.  The Bible never tells us how Martha, 
Mary, and Lazarus got acquainted with Jesus, but it appears they became some of His 
closest friends.  Bible scholars speculate that Martha was probably the older sister, and 
that Mary and Lazarus were living in Martha’s home as a part of Martha’s household.  It 
just seems like Martha is kind of the lead person in this family of three siblings who lived 
together in the town of Bethany – a suburb of the city of Jerusalem. What is important is 
seldom urgent and what is urgent is seldom important.  I believe our Scripture text this 
morning is an example of its truth.  Let’s read it together just now.   
 
So, why did Luke, the Gospel writer, include this little story in his version of the big story 
about Jesus?  After all, Jesus didn’t perform a miracle here.  He didn’t share a parable 
here.  Jesus didn’t present a major teaching here.   Why was it important to Luke to 
include it?  It’s definitely not some kind of a put down of women in general who get 
caught up in the busy work of tending a home.  The characters in this story could have 
just as easily been men as women.  The point of the story isn’t even that Martha’s 
activity in the kitchen or her home was somehow inherently wrong or bad.  The story is 
about priorities and choices.  The choice Jesus discussed with Martha that day was 
between something good and something better.   It’s really a story about discipleship – 
about what it means to follow Jesus well every day of our lives.  It underlines the truth 
that life is full of tough choices, and that every day we have to discern between the 
urgent and the important.  Martha is an example of something that happens often to all 
of us. She succumbed to… 
 
MARTHA:  THE TRYANNY OF THE URGENT. 
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You gotta love Martha!  I picture her today as organized, efficient, a little bossy, but with 
a heart as big and sincere as the all outdoors.  She was sincerely concerned about 
Jesus’ well-being.  She wanted to meet a legitimate need in His life.  He needed food 
and she could prepare it.  But she needed help.  Now, the story doesn’t say so, but I 
have to believe that along with Jesus came His twelve disciples.  So it probably wasn’t 
just feeding Jesus that Martha was concerned about here, but providing hospitality to a 
pretty sizeable group of hungry men.   You can easily picture Martha bustling around 
her kitchen - her pots and pans getting slammed around a little more noisily than usual.  
You can appreciate her getting increasingly annoyed with her sister, Mary.  Maybe you 
can see the proverbial steam starting to emerge from Martha’s ears as Mary delayed 
her appearance in the kitchen.   
 
Can you imagine Martha’s thoughts?  “That Mary – always hard to find when there’s a 
bit of work to be done.  Doesn’t she realize the man needs a meal?  Thinks she’s so 
spiritual sitting in there.  Well, I’m not about to let her get away with that nonsense!”  At 
some point, Martha must have left the kitchen and entered the room where Mary just sat 
listening to Jesus with rapt attention.  Can you see Martha standing there:  hands on 
hips, giving her sister a long, piercing look, making a crisp request, “Mary, could I speak 
with you for a moment?”  Whatever did happen, Mary apparently didn’t get the hint.  
Martha’s frustration finally exploded, “‘Master, don’t you care that my sister has 
abandoned the kitchen to me? Tell her to lend me a hand.’”   (Lk 10:40 MSG)   
 
What is important is seldom urgent and what is urgent is seldom important.  But the 
urgent demands of life have this kind of weird pull on us, don’t they?  We end up 
focusing most of our time and energy addressing urgent demands coming at us from 
every direction.  Many times we never stop long enough to even evaluate the 
importance of all that urgent stuff.   Urgent stuff can tyrannize you and me – our time, 
our energy, our attention.  One sad result is that we never get around to the important 
because the urgent has used up all of our time and energy.  That’s a truth that applies 
to so much of life.  Think about marriage.  It’s important to learn how to communicate 
better with your spouse, but because it’s not urgent we don’t do it.  It’s important to work 
intentionally at a marriage relationship to improve it, but because it’s not urgent we don’t 
do it.  Because we’re tyrannized by the urgent, important issues in a marriage can get 
ignored until it’s irreparably harmed.   
 
Think about parenting.  It’s important to spend quality time with a child, important to 
instill values, important to share spiritual truths and insights, and important to discipline 
wisely and sensitively, but is it ever urgent?  Rarely.  Important, yes, but never urgent.  
So, for a parent who is tyrannized by the urgent, important issues never get addressed.  
Important conversations never happen.  Important experiences are never shared.  The 
urgent crowds out the important.  The pace of life today can so easily lead all of us to 
get enslaved to the tyranny of the urgent.  We can end up living such busy, breathless, 
and demanding lives.  It often seems that the very best we can do is just react to all the 
urgent demands on our time and energy.  We can get so caught up on the treadmill of 
the urgent that we fail to reflect on – much less do – what’s truly important.   
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Do you know why animal trainers used to carry a stool when they went into a cage of 
lions?  They had their whips, of course, and their pistols were at their sides.  But 
invariably they also carried a stool. The stool was the most important tool of the lion 
trainer.  He held the stool by the back and thrust the legs toward the face of the lion.  
Trainers learned that the animal tried to focus on all four legs at once.  In attempting to 
focus on all four stool legs, a kind of paralysis overwhelmed the lion and it became 
tame, weak, and essentially disabled because its attention was fragmented.  Hmmm.  I 
wonder if all those urgent demands on your life and mine have much the same effect.  
We end up getting essentially paralyzed by the urgent so much so that we can no 
longer recognize or respond to the important. 

What is important is seldom urgent and what is urgent is seldom important.  I don’t know 
of any dimension of life that insight is truer of than our relationship to God.  The 
urgencies of life can be so demanding that the truly important stuff gets lost.  So much 
of a relationship with God falls into the important, but non-urgent arena of life.  Is it 
important to receive Jesus as your personal Lord and Savior?  Sure.  But is it ever 
urgent?  Probably not. There’s always next week, next month, or next year.  Is it ever 
important to get baptized or join a local church?  Sure, but if you’re only motivated by 
urgency, it will never happen.  Is it important to meditate on Scripture?  Is it important to 
spend a regular or daily time in prayer to God?  Is it ever important to come alongside 
another person intentionally to help him or her develop his or her relationship with God?  
Is it important to worship God?  Is it important to tithe your income to the Lord?  Is it 
important to serve the Lord in a ministry of this church somewhere on a Sunday 
morning or on another day of the week?  Is it important to develop a friendship with a 
lost person in the hope that it will lead someday to a witnessing opportunity?   
 
Most of us here today will quickly and honestly agree those kind of spiritual activities are 
very important.  We’re all nodding!  But do the urgent demands of life compromise 
them?  I struggle in all those same areas, too.  I can always think of a hundred other 
things to do than spend time in prayer.  I can always find lots of tasks here or at home to 
fill my time that might seem very urgent but have questionable importance over the long 
haul.  To be honest, none of them really do anything to build the kingdom of God or help 
me follow Jesus better.   Here’s the risk.  You and I can get so busy with life’s urgencies 
that we can miss out on God.  We can miss encounters with God.  We can miss out on 
experiences with God.  We can miss out on people God sends to us who will deepen 
our experience of God.  We can succumb to the tyranny of the urgent and miss out on 
the important entirely. 
 
For Martha, feeding Jesus a meal was terribly urgent.  But was it important?  Imagine 
Jesus – the Son of God Incarnate, the Light of the World, the Resurrection and the Life, 
the Alpha and the Omega – sitting right there in the next room of your home, but you’ve 
stuck yourself in the kitchen instead!  Mary got it right that day.  She made the right 
choice.  Her priorities were in the right place.  She had focused on what was important – 
listening to every word that Jesus spoke - and no urgency was going to get in the way.   
Jesus turned to Martha and said, “‘My dear Martha, you are worried and upset over all 
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these details!   There is only one thing worth being concerned about.  Mary has 
discovered it, and it will not be taken away from her.’”  (Lk 10:41-42 NLT)   
 
Let’s face it – developing a relationship with God, following Jesus better as His disciple, 
becoming what God has called you to be – will never seem very urgent.  Just about 
everything else in life will appear to be more deserving of your attention, your time, and 
your energy than God.  Is there anything inherently wrong about developing your 
career, enjoying your retirement, taking care of your family, buying a few more things for 
the home, enjoying success, or pursuing fun, leisure activities?  No!  But here’s the 
thing to watch out for.  I’m still discovering that good, worthwhile things in my life can 
become the biggest obstacles to pursuing the best, most important things in my life.  
Let’s learn how to be very sensitive to the Holy Spirit who always wants us to pursue 
what’s eternal and what’s important.  How much we need His constant discernment!   
Martha, bless her heart, was tyrannized by the urgent.  We’ve all been there.  I want to 
try and be more like Martha’s sister, Mary.  She just seemed to understand… 
 
MARY:  THE ETERNAL VALUE OF THE IMPORTANT. 

Mary just couldn’t get enough of Jesus.  Listening to what He said.  Personal interacting 
with Him.  Hanging on to His every word.  There was always something more about 
God to be learned from and experienced in this man of God.  Dinner could wait!  When 
Moses was leading the people of Israel out of Egypt, he looked back on the miracle of 
the manna that literally fell from the sky – a kind of supernatural bread like substance 
God provided to nourish the people for forty years.  What was God really teaching them, 
Moses wondered?  He said, “‘Yes, he humbled you by letting you go hungry and then 
feeding you with manna, a food previously unknown to you and your ancestors. He did it 
to teach you that people do not live by bread alone; rather, we live by every word that 
comes from the mouth of the LORD.’”  (Dt 8:3 NLT)   Mary lived out that truth years later 
listening to every word that came out of the Lord Jesus’ mouth.  Spiritual nourishment is 
even more important than physical nourishment. 

When Stuart Sacks was serving as a missionary in Paraguay, he worked among a 
group of native people knows as the Maka Indians  One day, a Maka Indian man named 
Rafael came to sit on Stuart’s porch.  Stuart was eating and went out to see what Rafael 
wanted.  He responded, "Ham, henek met."  Stuart understood the language, but not its 
significance.  “Ham, henek met” means "I don't want anything; I have just come near."  
Again Stuart asked what he could do for Rafael, but the answer was the same.  Stuart 
later shared the incident with a local veteran missionary.  The older man explained that 
it was Rafael's way of honoring Stuart.  He really didn't want anything; he just wanted to 
sit on Stuart’s porch.  He found satisfaction and pleasure just being near his friend, 
Stuart.  I think Mary was saying the same thing to Jesus by her actions that day in her 
home in Bethany. “I don’t want anything.  I don’t even want to give you anything, Jesus. 
I have just come near.” 

There was a spiritual hunger and thirst deep in Mary’s heart that reflected the words of 
the psalmist, “As the deer longs for streams of water, so I long for you, O God.  I thirst 
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for God, the living God.  When can I go and stand before him?” (Ps 42:1-2 NLT)  That 
hunger and thirst was a blessing to Jesus – even more wonderful to Him than a great 
meal prepared by Martha!   That’s why Jesus says to Martha, “‘One thing only is 
essential, and Mary has chosen it—it’s the main course, and won’t be taken from her.”  
(Luke 10:42 MSG)  There was a little humor right there.  He loved Martha.  That’s why 
the rebuke here is ever so gentle.  It’s as if Jesus says, “Martha, there are main dishes 
and there are main dishes.  Your sister, Mary, has chosen the most important main dish 
that anyone could ever select.  Me.  I’m not about to take that away from her!”   

I’m personally challenged by what Mary did in this story.  What was it she did here that 
seemed to so bless and encourage Jesus?  “Her sister, Mary, sat at the Lord’s feet, 
listening to what he taught.” (Lk 10:39 NLT)  How many of you are learning that prayer 
might be more about listening to God than talking to God?  Of course, God wants us to 
talk to Him, but are you learning how to listen to Him?  You listen when you read 
Scripture and ask the question, “Lord, is there a takeaway in those verses for me?”  You 
listen when you discern leadings of the Holy Spirit as they come to you through the 
course of your life – gentle nudges to do this or do that.  You listen when a man of God 
or a woman of God speaks a message of grace or direction into your life and you realize 
God sent him or her to you.  God does speak.  We can listen.  And the ability to listen to 
God has a lot to do with resisting the tyranny of the urgent and living out the important. 

How easy it is to forget that God is a Person who desires a personal relationship with 
you for all eternity!  Because of Jesus, you are now able to enter into that relationship.  
Through the Holy Spirit living in you, you can cultivate and grow that relationship 
throughout your entire life.  And that’s just the beginning.  Death makes it possible for 
you to enjoy that relationship with God at a completely new and better level.  Sure, that 
relationship will have its ups and downs.  Every relationship has its ups and downs.  
Sometimes your relationship with God will be blissful.  At other times it will be rocky.  
But your relationship with God needs to be the consuming passion of your life, my life, 
and the life of every disciple of Jesus.  God Himself.  You’ve been created for fellowship 
and interaction with the God of the Universe.  It’s in Him that you will always find what 
your heart seeks.  He is the one pursuit that is of any real significance or importance in 
this life or the next.  This is the message of the Bible from cover to cover.  There is 
nothing more important than knowing God through His Son, Jesus, and pursuing that 
knowledge of Him at any and every opportunity.  Don’t give your best to anything less!  
Don’t let the urgent demands of life rob you of what is truly important and significant.   

In a few moments we’re going share the Lord’s Supper together.  As we come forward 
to share the bread and the cup, listen for the voice of the Holy Spirit.  We all allow the 
urgent to obscure the important in our lives.  I want to provide several moments before 
we receive the bread and the cup to allow the Holy Spirit to speak to you and to me 
about important things.  Is it important to confess sin?  Always, but are you putting it off 
because it’s not urgent?  Is it important to make something right with another person?  
Yes, but are you putting it off because it’s not urgent.  Is it important to make a painful 
but necessary decision, or meet the need of someone God has brought into your life? 
Of course, but are you putting it off because it’s not urgent?  Is it important to speak the 



6 

 

message of Jesus’ saving grace into the life of a lost friend?  Absolutely, but are you 
putting it off, because it’s not urgent?   Is it important to finally surrender your life to 
Jesus and invite Him to be the Lord of your life?  Nothing is more important, but are you 
putting it off today, because it’s not urgent?  Please grasp the opportunity to do 
something important today as we receive Communion.   

What is important is seldom urgent and what is urgent is seldom important.  The story of 
Jesus having dinner at the home of Martha and Mary is about priorities and choices – 
not between what was bad or good, but between something good and something better.   
It’s about discipleship – about what it means to follow Jesus well every day of our lives.  
Life is full of tough choices, and every day we have to discern between the urgent and 
the important.  Martha was tyrannized by the urgent.  Mary saw the eternal value of the 
important.  Jesus revealed what’s necessary.  May God help you, help me, and help 
every disciple of Jesus here today perceive the difference between the merely urgent 
and the eternally important.   

There’s a true story about a mother and her son who had a very unique relationship.  
The father had died when the boy was young. This was back in the day before 
television when people would spend evenings listening to the radio or reading to one 
another. The mother and her son both enjoyed listening to good music. Theirs was a 
special relationship.  In his early twenties, the son met a young woman at church, fell in 
love with her, and they decided to get married.  Back then, during World War II, housing 
in our large cities was very difficult to get. The mother, knowing they wanted to be 
married, said, "We have a two-story house.  I can make an apartment for myself in the 
second story.  You and your bride can live in the first story. The only thing I ask is that 
we get a chance to spend some time together because I'm going to miss the reading 
and the music."    

Her son said, "Mother, you can be sure of that.  It's too important to me."  The couple 
married.  For a while, life continued with the son stopping by a couple of times a week to 
spend some time.  He was busy, however, and eventually days and actually weeks 
went by with only a call from downstairs or a brief glimpse.  The relationship was not 
what it had been.  On the mother's birthday one year, the young man bought his mother 
a lovely dress, brought it to her, and said, "Happy birthday, Mother." She opened the 
package and looked at the dress. "Oh, Son, thank you. I appreciate so much what 
you've done."  He said, "Mother, you don't like it."  She said, "Oh, yes, I do. It's my color. 
Thank you."  He said, "Mother, I have the sales slip. They tell me I can take it back."  
She said, "No, it is a lovely dress."  He said, "Mother, you don't fool me. We've been 
together too long. What's wrong?"  The woman turned and opened her closet. She said, 
"Son, I have enough dresses there to last me for the rest of my life. I guess all I want to 
say is that I don't want your dress.  I want you." 

Do you hear God saying that to you today?  God wants you.  Always has and always 
will.  In the midst of all of life’s busy and urgent demands, have you forgotten what’s 
really important?  Communion is an opportunity to celebrate what’s eternally important.  
What is important is seldom urgent and what is urgent is seldom important.   


