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Learn to Sit (at Jesus’ Feet) Before You 
Serve  
Luke 10:38-42 
This morning I have my “grandpa hat” on again.  And I 
could regale you for many hours with photos of my 
granddaughter and stories of her.  Indeed, I would love 
to do so.  She’s now 18 months old, and in my case of 
being a first-up grandpa, I can honestly say (as the saying 
goes), “time flies when you’re having fun”.  Being a 
grandpa really is so good.

It’s been fascinating to watch this little human grow.  The 
psalmist is surely right in Psalm 139 when she or he says, 
“I praise you for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.  
Wonderful are your works; that I know well.”

I’ve been especially captivated as Evie learns things (and 
she seems to learn so much so quickly); and particularly 
as she’s learned to walk, and the speed with which she 
takes off to explore now.  She’s born to run, it now 
seems.  But she first had to learn to walk before she 
could run.

The saying “you need to learn to walk before you can 
run” can reflect life well.  It means something like “get the basics first before you go on to the next 
stage, the advanced stage to which you might be called.” 

Good advice?  Many would say so.

Well, today I want to explore what that might mean for you and me spiritually as disciples of Jesus.  
And particularly as we are blessed to visit with Jesus at the home of Martha and are welcomed by 

her, what does Jesus say about this to Martha and to 
Mary, and to you and me?

Today we’ll explore the theme, “Learn to sit (at Jesus’ 
feet) before you serve”.  But first, let’s pray…

The story of Jesus’ visit to Martha’s home at her 
invitation 
is one of 
the best 
known, but 

also the 
deepest 5 verses in the whole of the Scriptures.  And 
often we ask, “Are you… am I a Mary or a Martha?”  
That is to say, “Are you someone who does the one 
thing needed, and that is to sit at Jesus’ feet; or are you 
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someone who runs around doing?” 

Well, dear friends, I want to say from the outset that we are called to be both Mary and Martha, 
and that we do well to learn to “sit before we serve”; to sit at Jesus’ feet before we run off serving 
others.  For spiritually, this is what it is to learn to walk before we can run.

Let’s unpack this.

At the end of Luke 10, Jesus and his crew of disciples are on the road.  And we know exactly 
where this road is taking Jesus, and taking us with him:

When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem.
Luke 9:51  

Jesus is on the road to one place: Jerusalem, where he 
will be taken up on the cross.  Jesus is on the road to 
serve the world, as truly a human and truly God, who 
will give his life to serve the world.  “He set his face…” 
is another beautiful turn of phrase from Luke.  I picture 
Jesus heading down the road with a strong wind 
blowing against him, trying to knock him off course.  
But his face is set!  Nothing will deter him in his 
mission of serving the world with his very life.

And at the beginning of chapter 10 (as we heard a few 
weeks back), Jesus prepares his disciples and sends them with same mission: to serve the world 
with the good news of God.  To go and to enter homes, and stay where they are welcomed.

Well, that’s just what happens today in our reading.  Did you hear?  

Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named 
Martha welcomed him into her home.

Luke 9:38

This is not just a “so what” event.  The act of Martha 
welcoming Jesus is the first port of call in learning to 
serve.  It’s the first port of call in learning to walk 
spiritually, because Jesus will come, and he will be the 
one who serves the people in the home of people who 
welcome him.  And it’s no different today.

Martha, in the simple but oh so profound act of 
welcoming Jesus, does what faith calls her and us to do.  
To welcome Jesus, no matter what the society around 

us says about this.  For a rabbi to enter the home of a 
woman was unheard of!  But inviting Jesus in is what Martha does.  It’s an act of wonderful 
hospitality, but it is also an act of strong faith.  Do you welcome Jesus daily to your home?  Do we, 
in our daily lives, actually welcome Jesus; or does he 
struggle to be received in our homes and in our lives?  
Maybe because we’re already too busy?

And Martha not only welcomes Jesus, but then goes on 
to serve him.  It seems she wants to do the very best 
serving she can, in preparing a meal for him.

But as Jesus enters Martha’s home, Luke tells us 
something very important first:  she had a sister named 
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Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying.

Mary sits at the feet of her Lord and listens to what Jesus says.  It sounds oh so simple and basic, 
but there is so much more going on here.  

Mary doesn’t speak in this whole story.  Rather she sits at Jesus’ feet and she listens to him.  
There’s something very loud and clear here in the fact that Mary doesn’t speak.  The act of 
welcoming Jesus into our homes and into lives as disciples is not complete by the things we do or 
the things we say.  Rather, as disciples, we welcome Jesus by sitting and by listening.  This radical 
non-action by Mary is the whole point of both Jesus’ visit (for he comes to serve), and completes 
what Martha began with her welcome.  

Jesus says this is the ONE thing needed:  to sit at his feet and to listen to him.  ‘”This is my beloved 
Son.  LISTEN to him!”

So whilst Martha busily goes about preparing the human meal, it’s actually Jesus who is the host 
with the most.  And it’s important that Martha and you and I recognise this.  It’s no different here in 

this house, today and every time we worship:  Jesus is the host.  And this is what we are called to 
together: weekly worship hosted by Jesus.  Daily sitting at his feet in Scripture.

But what does this say about Martha, and what does this say about serving?  Well, before we 
condemn Martha lets unpack this a bit more.

There is a contrast God makes between the “one thing needed” and the “many things” which 
worried Martha as she serves.  Jesus gently, lovingly, but clearly, shows Martha that to attend to the 
many things, she must first learn the one — that is, to sit at his feet.  It’s radical.  It goes against our 
inclination so often.  Perhaps we think we are judged by what we do.  Dear friends in Christ, get 
this and be very clear:

Jesus would have you freed from that nagging thing in society, and perhaps in your head, which says, 
“I’m nothing unless I do a lot, and achieve a whole lot more”, and we strive harder and harder, and 
become angrier and more anxious.  Lord, I’ve got so much to do and no one to help!  Where are 
you?
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If and when you come to this place with Martha, Jesus calls to you and says, “Neville, Neville, you’re 
anxious and worried about many things.  I can see that.  I can see how you’re striving.  But learn 
and hear me well: just one thing is needed for you to serve in the world as you ought (just like the 
Merciful Samaritan, for example).  Stop, sit, and listen.

Learn from me, Jesus says, to sit before you serve.

For Martha and Neville and people at St Paul’s, you are called to serve.  You are my good  and 
merciful Samaritans in the world.  But in order to serve and to love your neighbour — the one 
sitting near you today, and the one you may spend time with in your home, in your family and your 
community, and in my world where I call you — first 
learn to sit at my feet before you serve.

The two most important aspects for us coming out of 
COVID are, in my view:

1. To regather as a worshipping community, and a 
community of Marys and Marthas, as disciples in 
community life

2. To learn how to reach out from Riversdale Road to 
serve and welcome. 

In these few verses, we are met by our Lord, who comes 
to our house and seeks our welcome in receiving from 
him for us.  That’s the whole gospel story.  Nothing in my 
hand I bring.  Simply to your cross I cling.

And from there to go to the many people in our lives 
and our world, to bring love and hope and life through 
the same Jesus who comes for all.  Who are you called 
to walk and run with in your life?  Sit anew at Jesus’ feet, 
to be prepared to walk with them with Jesus.  Amen.  

Video of the service including the above address: https://youtu.be/bvkvACu-OPY   
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