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38As they went on their way, Jesus came into a village, and a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. 39She had a 
sister named Mary, who was sitting at the Lord’s feet and was listening to his word. 40But Martha was distracted with all her 
serving. She came over and said, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her to help me.” 41The 
Lord answered and told her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and upset about many things, 42but one thing is needed. In 
fact, Mary has chosen that better part, which will not be taken away from her.”  

 
I would like you to think of all of the choices you make every day in caring for your body. We all 

understand our bodies have basic needs: food, clothing, shelter. Yet we also recognize that when it comes 
to providing for those basic needs some choices are better than others. If we want to be healthy, we 
recognize eating junk food is not as good a choice as eating fruits and vegetables. If we want to protect 
our bodies, we realize living in a brick house with a steel roof will give us better protection from the 
elements than living in a cardboard box. The choices we make in caring for our bodily needs have a big 
impact on how long we will live and the quality of life we will have. 

Making good choices is certainly important in caring for our bodies, yet making good choices is even 
more important when it comes to caring for our souls. As Jesus speaks to Martha and Mary, he teaches 
them, and us, this very important lesson: 

Theme: Choose carefully how you fill your needs. 
        I. Martha’s choice did not fill her needs. 
       II. Mary’s choice was better. 

Our text starts out, “As they went on their way, Jesus came into a village, and a woman named 
Martha welcomed him into her home” (v. 38). Jesus and his disciples were heading to Jerusalem when 
they went through the village of Bethany. It was there that Martha invited Jesus and his disciples into her 
home. Jesus uses this opportunity to do some teaching with his disciples. As he does Mary, Martha’s 
sister, sits and listens to him. When Martha comes to Jesus asking Mary to help her, Jesus speaks to them 
about the “one thing” that is needed. Is there really only one thing that we need? Don’t we need food, 
clothing and shelter to stay alive? 

Jesus is not speaking about physical needs; he is speaking about spiritual needs. Every person has a 
soul that is going to live on after their body dies. And the question everyone needs to ask is, “Where will 
my soul end up when my body dies? Will my soul end up with God in heaven, or away from God in hell?” 
God says, “The soul who sins is the one who will die” (Ezekiel 18:20), and God is speaking about 
eternal death in hell. God’s word makes it clear that all people have sinned, and every sin brings with it 
the eternal punishment of hell. So the one thing that all people truly “need” is forgiveness for their sins. 
The need for forgiveness is like a gap in a bridge. That gap needs something to fill it. If something is not 
put into the gap, the result is death. People need God’s forgiveness to fill that gap. 

As Jesus taught his disciples, Mary chose to sit and listen to him. “But Martha was distracted with 
all her serving” (v. 40a). Martha had a choice: she could also listen to Jesus, or she could continue 
preparations for serving a meal. Serving to care for the needs of others is certainly a good thing, but the 
Gospel writer Luke tells us Martha was “distracted.” The word Luke used here literally means “pulled 
away.” Martha’s sinful nature used her desire to serve to pull her away from what she really needed. 
Instead of desiring Jesus’ forgiveness, Martha seems to desire the recognition of being a good server, 
wanting people to think or speak well of her. What started out as loving service to Jesus became a 
distraction. Martha was distracted to the point where she was obsessing over the things that needed to 
be done. This “distraction” was leaving Martha’s real need unfulfilled. This caused Martha to become 
worried and upset. Instead of showing love, Martha lashes out in anger: “Lord, don’t you care that my 
sister has left me to serve alone?” (v. 40). The things that distracted Martha only made her sin worse. 
Instead of fulfilling her need for forgiveness those distractions caused Martha to sin even more. 

We also have choices to make. The choices we make are not always a choice between good and bad. 
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Often those choices are between good and good. I can choose to spend my time either listening to Jesus in 
the scriptures or showing my love for God by helping my neighbor. I can choose between reading God’s 
word or doing my best at school or work. None of these things are bad in and of themselves. 

The problem comes when our “service to God” distracts us, when it pulls us away from something 
more important. That service starts out with good intentions. We want to give our time to church and 
our fellow Christians to show God’s love to others. We want to thank God by doing our best at school 
and work. We want to take care of the things God has blessed us with: our bodies, our material 
possessions, our families and friends. But as it is with all things in this world, nothing is perfect. Our 
fellow Christians don’t always treat us the way we want them to. Things don’t always go right at school 
and work. The material things God blesses us with break, including our bodies, our stuff, our 
relationships. We become worried that we haven’t done enough. So we do more, we try harder, our 
schedules become fuller. We put in more hours and effort. But it only leads to more trouble, more 
frustration. The more we do the more we worry. The more we worry the more upset we become until, 
like Martha, we start lashing out at others. We may even lash out at God! How easy to be, like Martha, in 
allowing the service we do to become more important than the forgiveness that we need. 

Choosing the distraction of serving to try and deal with our sin is like trying to get to the other side 
of the Grand Canyon by shoveling dirt into it. When it comes to filling the hole in our hearts that’s 
caused by sin, no matter how hard we try can never fill that hole by serving God. We will always be left 
feeling empty because serving God and others does not bring us any closer to God and his forgiveness. So, 
don’t choose what Martha chose, because Martha’s choice did not fill her need. 

One thing we as Christians often forget is that we have the power to make God pleasing choices, and 
that power comes from God. Working through God’s Word, it’s God’s Holy Spirit who gives us that 
power. When we hear the good news of how Jesus saved us from our sins, the Holy Spirit uses that good 
news to create faith. Faith is spiritual life, and just like our bodies that life needs to be fed and exercised. 
While exercise is good for our bodies, we realize how much more important food is for keeping our 
bodies alive. You will die far more quickly without food than without exercise. But we also realize 
exercise is a good thing. So we make choices. We choose when and what to eat, and when and how much 
to exercise, understanding that eating is more important and will have a greater impact on our lives.  

This same truth applies to our spiritual lives. We see that truth playing out between Mary and 
Martha. Both of these sisters had faith, which means both had the knowledge and ability to make God 
pleasing choices. Martha had that “power”, but she did not use it wisely. On the other hand Mary’s choice 
was better. 

What made Mary’s choice better? Was it better because she had more ability or information? Was 
Mary’s choice better because she was more in tune with her needs? No, what made Mary’s choice better 
was Jesus and the words he was speaking. 

Jesus once said to a crowd of people, “The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life” 
(John 6:63b). Both Mary and Martha heard Jesus speaking, and through Jesus’ words the Holy Spirit 
worked faith in their hearts. That faith gave them the power to choose. It gave them the power to decide 
how they would express their faith. Martha expressed her faith by serving Jesus and his disciples. Mary 
expressed her faith by feeding her faith; by listening to Jesus and letting his words fill up the emptiness 
inside of her. Mary seems to understand, to stay alive spiritually eating is more important than exercise. If 
you are going to “exercise” you need to “fuel up” first. 

What Martha did was not bad. What Martha did started out as something good, but it became a 
distraction. Martha’s service was pulling her away from something better. It caused Martha to become 
upset to the point where Martha knew she needed help, she just didn’t realize what kind of help she 
needed: She came over and said, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell 
her to help me” (v. 40b). 

It was good for Martha to ask for help, but notice who she is asking for help from. She wants her 
sister to help her. Martha was so distracted that she asked for help from the wrong person. In a very 
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gentle and loving way Jesus points this out to her. “Martha, Martha, you are worried and upset about 
many things, but one thing is needed. In fact, Mary has chosen that better part, which will not be 
taken away from her” (vs. 41, 42). Martha wanted her sister’s help. Jesus lets her see that what she really 
needs is his help. Only Jesus can fill her real need.  

Jesus is the only one who can fill the need that each one of us has: the need for God’s mercy over all 
the sins that we commit. Jesus was making this visit to Martha and Mary’s house on his final, and most 
important, trip to Jerusalem. He was on his way to Jerusalem to pay for sin. Our Lord was making this 
trip to fill that gap in the bridge that separates us from a holy God. Jesus was going to Jerusalem to 
sacrifice his perfect life to pay for all our sins. Our Lord did that to keep us from falling off that bridge and 
straight into hell. 

Exercising our faith is a good, but when that service distracts us and cause us to become worried and 
upset, that is when we need to realize that we are sinfully focusing on the wrong need. Our service to 
God should never be more important than his service to us, as he feeds and nourishes our souls with his 
life-giving word. 

When we start to get distracted we have a choice to make. We can choose to continue to go down 
that same path that Martha followed, grumbling and complaining and demanding the wrong kind of 
help. Or, like Mary, we can choose what is better. Remember, God has given you the power to make that 
choice. You can choose to sit at our Savior’s feet and listen to his saving words. We can sit and listen to 
Jesus as he opens our eyes to the sins we have committed against God, and to the forgiveness he has won 
for those sins. 

You have made the choice to come here to church today to sit at Jesus’ feet and be fed by his word. 
That’s good, but like our bodies we need to feed our faith every day. You can make the choice to feed your 
faith by coming to Bible class after church today. You can let Jesus feed your faith every day by reading 
his word in the Bible, or by reading a good devotion book that shares and explains Jesus’ words. And once 
our Lord makes our need clear, that is when we go from sitting at his feet to standing at the foot of his 
cross. It’s there at the cross we see the payment Christ made. It’s there at the cross that we leave our sins. 
We leave our worry, our anger, our wrong choices there and let Jesus’ blood wash them all away. In 
Christ alone we find our need fulfilled: Our need for forgiveness. Once that need is fulfilled, then we will 
have the knowledge and strength to correctly exercise our faith. Ultimately, Mary’s choice was better 
because Mary chose to listen to the words of eternal life. 

Choices: our lives are full of them. But when it comes to fulfilling our need for God’s forgiveness there 
is really only one choice. That choice is Jesus. Jesus made a choice to come into this world and live in your 
place under God’s law. Jesus made a choice to sacrifice his perfect life for the sins of all people. Jesus 
made a choice: he chose you to hear his life saving message so that your need could be filled, so you can 
have eternal life in heaven. Amen. 

 


