A Teacher Like No Other #15

“When Work Becomes Wrong”

Luke 10:38-42
We celebrate a holiday this weekend: Labor Day. Many nations honor work and workers on the first day of May, but in our country we set aside the first Monday of September for the occasion. And we honor work by…not working.

Some might question whether America ought to celebrate Labor Day any more. After all, computers and robots have taken much of the labor out of our jobs, and what person over the age of 40 hasn’t complained about the work ethic (more specifically, the lack thereof) displayed by the younger generation?

Ask those complainers to give you the antonym for “labor” and most will give another “L” word in response: “lazy.” We give the impression that if someone is not hard at work, they’re goofing off somewhere. “This nation was built by hard work,” they will proudly affirm, “and what we need to do is get back to work!”

But is it possible to take that too far? Can we picture a scenario when work becomes wrong? The Bible does. Our text for this morning is Luke 10:38-42,

As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village where a woman named Martha opened her home to him. She had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet listening to what he said. But Martha was distracted by all the preparations that had to be made. She came to him and asked, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!” 
“Martha, Martha,” the Lord answered, “you are worried and upset about many things, but only one thing is needed.﻿﻿ Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her.” 

This story, found nowhere else in the Gospels,
 provides an intimate encounter between Jesus and two of His closest friends on earth. It also provides valuable lessons for all who follow Christ.
The Dedication to Work

Jesus and His disciples arrive in the village of Bethany, a tiny village less than two miles from Jerusalem.
 Luke does not name Bethany in this text, but we know from John 11 that Martha, Mary, and their brother Lazarus hailed from this town. The house is said to be Martha’s and the impression we get is that she was the elder of the two sisters and the hostess.
 Luke uses a technical term for hospitality to describe Martha’s reception of Jesus into her home, and otherwise presents her as prosperous, independent, and ready to host this traveler, in accordance with ancient culture’s high priority of hospitality.

Max Lucado describes Martha as “a dear soul given to hospitality and organization. More frugal than frivolous, more practical than pensive, her household is a tight ship and she is a stern captain.”
 I can’t help but think of Martha Stewart when I read this passage! Perhaps you think of someone else, maybe a bit closer to home (as in the person you saw in the mirror this morning!)

Now there is nothing wrong with Martha’s dedication to work. Man was created by God to work. (No, work was not part of the curse of sin. Work became more difficult because of sin, but the divine intention for mankind to work happened before the first sin.) The word “work” appears some 400 times in the Bible. Solomon concludes in Ecclesiastes 5:18-20,

Then I realized that it is good and proper for a man to eat and drink, and to find satisfaction in his toilsome labor under the sun during the few days of life God has given him—for this is his lot. Moreover, when God gives any man wealth and possessions, and enables him to enjoy them, to accept his lot and be happy in his work—this is a gift of God.
In the New Testament, Paul instructs in Colossians 3:23, “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men,” and in 1 Thessalonians 4:11-12,

Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just as we told you, so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependent on anybody. 

Dedication to work is a good thing. Yes, our culture could probably use more of it. But something else was present with Martha that caused her work to become wrong.

The Distraction of Worry

Luke points out the problem in Luke 10:40, “But Martha was distracted by all the preparations that had to be made.” The Greek verb periespato implies that her attention was drawn away by the burden of her duties.
 We get the impression that she wanted to do something special for Jesus. The result was unnecessarily elaborate provision and “much serving.” Hardworking Martha was distracted. 
 Distracted from what? From Jesus! What caused her attention to be distracted from Jesus? Serving Him!
 

I love how Lucado envisions the scene:

Let’s say we quietly step in the back door of Martha’s kitchen and I’ll show you what I mean. Shhh, there she is. Over by the table. The one wearing the apron. My, look at her work! I told you this lady knows how to run a kitchen. How does she do that? Stirring with one hand, cracking eggs with the other. And nothing spills. She knows what she’s doing.

Must be a big crowd. There’s lots of food. That’s them laughing in the next room. Sounds like they’re having fun.

But Martha isn’t. One look at the flour-covered scowl will tell you that.

“Stupid sister.”

What? Did you hear her mumble something?

“That Mary. Here I am alone in the kitchen while she’s out there.”

Hmm. Seems the oven isn’t the only thing hot in here.

“Wouldn’t have invited Jesus over if I’d known he was gonna bring the whole army. Those guys eat like horses, and that Peter always belches.”

Oh boy. She’s miffed. Look at her glaring over her shoulder through the doorway. That’s Mary she’s staring at. The one seated on the floor, listening to Jesus.

“Little sweet sister … always ready to listen and never ready to work. I wouldn’t mind sitting down myself. But all I do is cook and sew, cook and sew. Well, enough is enough!”

Watch out! There she goes. Someone’s about to get it.

“Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me alone to do all the work? Tell her to help me!”

Suddenly the room goes silent, deathly silent except for the tap-tap-tapping of Martha’s foot on the stone floor and the slapping of a wooden spoon in her palm. She looms above the others—flour on her cheeks and fire in her eyes.

We have to chuckle at the expression on the faces of the disciples. They stare wide-eyed at this fury that hell hath not known. And poor Mary, flushed red with embarrassment, sighs and sinks lower to the floor.

Wow! The disciples must have thought, “I didn’t see that coming!” In one quick moment, Martha Stewart turns into Tony Stewart! (Okay, the three NASCAR fans in the room caught that one.) Hospitality turns to hostility. How can that be?

Steve McVey observes in his book, Grace Walk, 

Martha was stressed out while Mary was resting. People for whom Christian living is strictly service-oriented often get impatient with those whose level of measurable activity is not as intense.
 

He goes on to add, “Being preoccupied with serving Christ more than with Jesus Himself is a subtle threat to every Christian.” Why is it subtle? Because serving Christ is good—there’s nothing sinful about it. Work is good…until it becomes wrong.
How can that be? How can work—something God created and commanded—be wrong? Jesus reveals the truth in His response in Luke 10:41-42,

“Martha, Martha, you are worried and upset about many things, but only one thing is needed.﻿﻿ Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her.”
Can’t you hear the sigh in Jesus words? “Martha, Martha, oh dear Martha!” I don’t think He is scolding her; I believe He is saddened to see something so noble, so good be turned around into something bad.
Two words hold the key. The first is “worried.” In the original the word used is the Greek term merimnao. It is a combination of two smaller words, merizo, meaning “to divide,” and nous, meaning “the mind.” In other words, a person who worries suffers from a divided mind, leaving him or her disquieted and distracted.
 Literally it means to be “pulled in two” or “pulled apart.”
 Ever felt that way? We all have.

You see, Martha loved the Lord. She, too, wanted to hear Him, but she also wanted to serve Him and make this a grand occasion. But because she couldn’t be in two places at the same time, she neither served well nor listened well. Her distraction dragged her into the bondage of worry, and she found herself torn in two.

That’s what happens when urgent tasks isolate us from the Lord. Little things gain a life of their own. They loom large in our minds, seemingly uncontrollable, distorting our perspective on what is really important. At that point, we, like Martha, must choose the little things or choose Jesus.

Sadly, when we take our focus off of Jesus, we eventually focus on ourselves. In Martha’s case, it began as something good. She’s literally serving God. Her aim was to please Jesus. But she made a common, yet dangerous mistake. As she began to work for him, her work became more important than her Lord. What began as a way to serve Jesus, slowly and subtly became a way to serve self.
 Notice her complaint to Jesus in verse 40: “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!” (emphasis added). Three times in that short outburst she mentions “me” and “myself.”
 

If we are not careful, we can allow our work—even our service for God—to become an idol in our lives. In his book Gods at War Kyle Idleman refers to this as “the god of achievement.” Allow me to share a portion from that chapter:

The god of achievement distracts us from following Jesus by distracting us with all the things that need to be done. How often do we live with good intentions of spending time with Jesus and turning our heart toward him only to find at the end of the day that’s the one thing on our checklist that we never got around to?

There are a few reasons why the god of achievement so often wins the daily battle for our hearts. The god of achievement offers a method of measurement. For many of us it’s much easier to give our time to the tangible. We like to see what we got done. I can see that the house got cleaned, or the grass got mowed, or the con​tract got finished, or the budget got balanced, or the groceries got bought. When I get through spending time with Jesus, I don’t see immediate results, but when I paint a room, the change is obvious. When I spend time in prayer and worship there isn’t immediate visual evidence that I’ve accomplished something, but when I bal​ance the budget, I’ve got something to show for it.

Martha was distracted by the preparations. This is the tyranny of the urgent. It’s the list of things that need to be done right now. Notice that what Martha was doing wasn’t evil or sinful. In fact what she was doing was good because she was doing it for Jesus. But Jesus says that what Mary had chosen was better. What we are doing may be good, but the good is bad when there is something better….

Martha demonstrates another characteristic of someone who strug​gles with the god of achievement. She compares herself and seems to be keeping score. Martha makes a point of how much more she has done than Mary. High achievers will turn almost anything into a competition. There are two related symptoms that indicate that the god of achievement has gained some ground in your life: 1)  A constant frustration with people in your life who, from your perspective, aren’t getting it done… [and] … 2)  a constant sense of discontentment with yourself for not getting done what you hoped you would….

When we worship the god of achievement, getting things done and getting things done right becomes more important than almost anything or anyone else. In Psalm 46:10 the Lord reminds us to “be still, and know that I am God.” It’s hard to worship the god of achievement and be still and worship the Lord God at the same time.

Whenever we criticize others and pity ourselves because we feel overworked, we had better take time to examine our lives. Perhaps in all of our busyness, we have been ignoring the Lord. Martha’s problem was not that she had too much work to do, but that she allowed her work to distract her and pull her apart. If serving Christ makes us difficult to live with, then something is terribly wrong with our service!

The point is not the serving Christ is wrong. There’s just something missing…

The Devotion of Worship

This leads us to the devotion of worship. This was the choice Mary made, to sit at the feet of Jesus, taking full advantage of her opportunity.
 You may be surprised to know that Mary’s action in this passage is what “worship” is all about. No, it did not take place in a temple, synagogue, or church. There was no order of service—no hymns were sung, no Scripture read, not even an offering was taken! But this is true worship.

Worship is at the heart of all that we are and all that we do in the Christian life. What we do with Christ is far more important than what we do for Christ. Few things are as damaging to the Christian life as trying to work for Christ without taking time to commune with Christ.  

The key is to have the right priorities: Jesus Christ first, then others, then ourselves. It is vitally important that we spend time “at the feet of Jesus” every single day, letting Him share His Word with us. The most important part of the Christian life is the part that only God sees. Unless we meet Christ personally and privately each day, we will soon end up like Martha: busy but not blessed.

Mary and Martha are often contrasted as though each believer must make a choice: be a worker like Martha or a worshiper like Mary. Certainly our personalities and gifts are different, but that does not mean that the Christian life is an either/or situation. Charles Wesley said it perfectly in one of his hymns:

Faithful to my Lord’s commands,

I still would choose the better part;

Serve with careful Martha’s hands,

And loving Mary’s heart.

It seems evident that the Lord wants each of us to imitate Mary in our worship and Martha in our work. Blessed are the balanced!

Life is molded by the choices we make. Martha had made a good choice in de​ciding to prepare a meal. Jesus said that Mary had made a better choice by sitting at His feet and listening to His words. The spiritual food would last much longer! But the best choice of all would be to combine the two, to be both a worshiper and a worker, and to do our work empowered by the strength found in the Word of God. Had Martha taken time to fellowship with the Lord, she would have stopped feeling sorry for herself and being critical of Mary and Jesus, and she would have been at peace. There is always time for the will of God and strength for the work of God.

Perhaps we need a spiritual Labor Day in our lives…by not working. I am not suggesting that we will never work again, but maybe we need to take a break from our work and spend some time in worship. Regain the balance that is so needed in our lives. Don’t settle for what is good at the expense of what is best. That is when work becomes wrong.
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