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Worship or Service? 
 

Luke 10:38-42 
 

By Chris R. Losey 

 

Introduction 
When a person comes to Christ, he often has a strong desire to serve 
the Lord. If you are a Christian, did you have that desire when you first 
asked Christ into your life?  If so, it is totally understandable. When 
people receive Christ as Savior and Lord they feel clean, forgiven, and 
often experience a spiritual high. They have a new purpose, a new 
sense of joy, and a new inner peace. With so many good things 
happening it is no wonder that many new Christians are highly 
motivated to serve God. They serve out of sheer gratitude for all He has 
done for them.   
 
In the same way many new Christians desire to spend time with God.  
They have a hunger for His Word and prayer.  They can’t wait to get up 
in the morning to read the Bible and to pray.  Many go after Bible study 
like a thirsty man goes after water!  
 
As Christians begin their new life there is a balancing act that takes 
place.  Amidst all their other responsibilities of work, school or home, 
they need to spend time with God building their personal relationship 
with Him, and they need to spend time serving others in ministry.  This 
tension might be called the tension between PERSONAL WORSHIP 
(spending time with God) and SERVICE (spending time serving others).   
 
Personal worship means sitting at Christ’s feet learning from Him.  
Christians do this by spending time in God’s Word reading, studying and 
meditating.  They do it by spending time in prayer praising God and 
asking for guidance and direction.  They do it by being quiet before Him 
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and listening for His inner promptings. Personal worship has to do with 
one’s vertical relationship with God. Serving, on the other hand, has to 
do with a person’s horizontal relationship with his fellow man, which 
entails giving of oneself to others for the cause of the kingdom. It can 
be lived out in hundreds of different ways from taking meals to a sick 
friend to singing in the choir.   
 
In your opinion which one of these two responsibilities, personal 
worship or service, do most Christians do best? If you say service, you 
would be right. Many Christians today are busy serving, but fail to 
spend much time building intimacy with God. Some even have the 
impression that it is OK to sacrifice time alone with God in order to 
serve their fellow man. Certainly, God wants us involved in ministry, but 
never at the expense of our relationship with Him.   
 
This balance between time with God and serving others is much like 
what happens in a marriage relationship as spouses try to balance the 
demands of work with the need to spend personal time with each 
other. The husband who spends all his time at work and gives his wife 
the leftovers will find that his relationship with her may fall apart.   
 
The passage of Scripture that is the focus of this message addresses the 
tension between personal worship and service, and gives some 
powerful principles for believers to follow in balancing these two 
critical aspects of the Christian life.  If you have a Bible I invite you turn 
to Luke 10:38-42 or simply read the text as printed below. 
 

38  Now as they were traveling along, He entered a certain 
village; and a woman named Martha welcomed Him into her 
home.  39  And she had a sister called Mary, who moreover 
was listening to the Lord's word, seated at His feet.  40  But 
Martha was distracted with all her preparations; and she 
came up {to Him,} and said, "Lord, do You not care that my 
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sister has left me to do all the serving alone? Then tell her to 
help me."  41  But the Lord answered and said to her, 
"Martha, Martha, you are worried and bothered about so 
many things;  42  but only a few things are necessary, really 
only one, for Mary has chosen the good part, which shall not 
be taken away from her." 

 
The passage begins with Jesus and His disciples arriving in the village of 
Bethany located about two miles east of Jerusalem.  Verse 38 states, 
“Now as they were traveling along, He entered a certain village; and a 
woman named Martha welcomed Him into her home.”  Martha, her 
sister, Mary, and their brother, Lazarus, were friends of Jesus. Lazarus 
was the one who Jesus raised from the dead (John 11:1-46). We don’t 
know if Jesus went straight to the home of Martha, Mary and Lazarus 
or if they heard He was in town and invited Him. Perhaps since they 
were friends, Jesus and His disciples had an open invitation to stop by 
at any time. Whatever the case, Martha welcomed Jesus into her home. 
It is interesting that the home is referred to as Martha’s home.  Perhaps 
she was a widow and inherited the home from her husband. 
 
Verses 39 and 40 continue the story, 
 

39  And she had a sister called Mary, who moreover was 
listening to the Lord's word, seated at His feet.  40  But 
Martha was distracted with all her preparations; and she 
came up to Him, and said, "Lord, do You not care that my 
sister has left me to do all the serving alone? Then tell her to 
help me."   

 
After arriving, Jesus may have been sitting with His disciples talking 
about ministry or the events of the day. Mary, Martha’s sister was 
enthralled with the conversation and sat at Jesus’ feet soaking it all in. 
Martha, on the other hand, busied herself with preparations; probably 
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straightening up the house and preparing a meal for her guests.  
Martha could have used Mary’s help and she began to feel quite 
perturbed with her younger sister’s apparent lack of sensitivity.   
 
Martha’s frustration with Mary finally bubbled to the surface. Rather 
than addressing Mary directly, Martha spoke to Jesus, “Lord, do you not 
care that my sister has left me to do all the serving alone?  Then tell her 
to help me.”   
 
It is not clear why Martha spoke to Jesus rather than her sister.   Maybe 
Mary and Martha didn’t get along that well, or maybe Mary had the 
habit of ignoring Martha’s instructions when it came to helping around 
the house. In any event, Martha believed that Mary would listen to 
Jesus.   
 
But rather than correcting Mary, Jesus replied to Martha, “Martha, 
Martha, you are worried and bothered about so many things;  but only 
one thing is necessary, for Mary has chosen the good part, which shall 
not be taken from her.”  With that statement the story ends.   
 
Although this account takes place in the span of four short verses, the 
passage is packed with important principles that all Christians can apply 
to their own lives, especially in the area of personal worship and 
service. Let’s look at them one at a time. 
 
1.  It is important to allow one’s home to be used for ministry 
Luke 20:38 states, “Now as they were traveling along, He entered a 
certain village; and a woman named Martha welcomed Him into her 
home.”     
 
Martha opened her home to Jesus and His disciples, and it was likely a 
spur-of-the-moment invitation. With no telephones it is likely that 
Martha didn’t have much advance warning of Jesus’ arrival. She may 
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have had other plans for the day. Since Lazarus is not mentioned in the 
account, he may have been out of town and thus unable to help care 
for Jesus and His entourage of disciples. In addition Martha may not 
have gone grocery shopping in recent days, making the supply of food 
inadequate to feed Jesus and His disciples. In other words, having Jesus 
in her home, as special as it was, may also have been a major 
inconvenience. But Martha did it anyway, and did it with joy; she 
welcomed them! 
 
It is special when folks open their homes for ministry.  When they do, it 
will cost them something; more dirt on the carpet, less time to 
themselves, extra work, and a larger food bill. But the rewards always 
outweigh the costs. People will be encouraged and lives will be 
changed. In Martha’s case she learned some truth that hopefully 
changed her life forever.   
 
Often when a person opens his home or uses his possessions for God’s 
work, it is he (as in the case of Martha), not his guests, who is the 
greatest beneficiary. 
 
Some people don’t open their homes because they think they don’t 
have the time or feel their homes are not big enough or nice enough.  
There are so many ways to use our homes for ministry that everyone 
can participate. From hosting a Bible study or Care Group, to having 
folks over for dessert, everyone can do something. 
 
Is Jesus a welcome guest in your home, in that you allow your home to 
be used for ministry?  That is God’s desire, and He will bless you for it! 
 
As important as it is to use one’s home for ministry, that is not the main 
thrust of this passage. The point that must be focused on involves the 
tension in the Christian life between spending personal time with God, 
and serving others in ministry. 
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2.  Worship must have priority over service 
When Martha asked Jesus to reprimand her sister Mary, she was 
hoping for Jesus’ support. She probably expected Him to give Mary a 
lecture on sensitivity, service and listening to one’s elders. Instead, 
Martha got quite the contrary; Jesus told her that she was overly 
worried and bothered about many things. In addition He told her that 
Mary had chosen the good part which was to sit at His feet and listen to 
His teaching. 
 
Upon hearing Jesus’ words, Martha’s jaw may have dropped like a rock.  
Wasn’t she supposed to be a good hostess? Didn’t someone need to fix 
a meal? Didn’t someone need to straighten up the house? Certainly all 
of these things were important, but Jesus was saying that sitting and 
listening to Him was more important. 
 
When Jesus said that Martha was worried and bothered about so many 
things, He gives a hint as to the nature of Martha’s problem. It wasn’t 
that serving was wrong. It was that service had become the consuming 
focus of Martha’s life. She was on a service treadmill. She found herself 
getting wound around the axle worrying about all sorts of things. The 
peace of God was probably non-existent in her life. She didn’t have a 
clue about what it meant to stop and smell the roses. Sitting at Jesus’ 
feet and listening to His teaching held little or no value when there 
were things to do. Devotion to service rather than devotion to Jesus 
had become Martha’s passion.   
 
How many Christians today get caught in the same rut?  Unfortunately, 
far too many! When the alarm goes off in the morning they hit the 
ground running or at most give God a token glance, rather than taking 
extended time to draw close to Him in study and prayer.  Rather than 
spending time asking God what He would have them do with their day, 
they already have their own agenda. Rather than seeking His plans, 
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they basically ask God to bless theirs. This is putting the cart before the 
horse. It is very possible as a Christian to be involved in all sorts of 
service that seems good, but in fact misses God’s best.    
 
In Martha’s case it wasn’t that dinner didn’t need to be made, but that 
sitting and listening to Jesus’ should have been a higher priority. Dinner 
could wait a bit.  She had the King of the universe in her home giving 
out eternal truth, and all she could think about was what was for 
dinner. 
 
When a person sits at Jesus’ feet and hears from Him, then the serving 
that follows will flow naturally and calmly out of that relationship.  On 
the other hand, service that does not flow out of extended personal 
time with God may be little more than busyness, and it will often be 
done amidst a hurried, flustered, and unhappy countenance. 
 
Someone put it this way, “God-directed service must flow out of a close 
personal relationship with Him.  If service is made a higher priority than 
personal worship, that service will likely become mechanical, lifeless 
and frustrating.”  God wants Christians to drink first from the well of His 
boundless grace as they sit at His feet in study and prayer, before they 
step onto the path of service. They must go first to the well and then to 
the path. If they simply stay on the path and neglect the rejuvenation 
that can only be found at the well, their service will become drudgery 
rather than joy, and they will walk in the power of the flesh rather than 
in the power of the Spirit. 
 
Why else is spending time with God important? It is there where God 
can use His Word to speak to us and show us areas that need attention.  
It is there that we can lift our petitions to God and listen for His 
promptings. It is there that He can show us things and direct us in ways 
that would not happen if we did not take time to be with Him. It is in 
that quiet place that we can regroup and re-center our lives on Him. It 
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is there we can feel His calming presence, joy and peace well-up within 
us! It is there we can start fresh each new day! Awesome!!! With all of 
this in mind, who would want to put service before sitting at Jesus feet?  
Hopefully no one! 
 
In regard to your Christian life, is personal worship or service the higher 
priority?  It is not a question which you think should be the priority, but 
which actually is. To answer the question, a person need only evaluate 
how he has lived in recent days.  If your actions indicate that you spend 
little personal time with God, but are involved in ongoing service, there 
is something wrong. Reset your priorities and give personal worship it’s 
rightful place. If you take time with God each day before launching out 
to serve Him, “Well done!” 
 
Would Jesus say to you what he said to Martha, “You are worried and 
bothered about many things,” or would He say, “You have chosen the 
good part, to sit at My feet!” 
 
3.  It is easy for committed Christians to lose the proper focus 
It is clear that both Martha and Mary loved Jesus and probably even 
acknowledged Him as the Messiah. John 11 records a later account 
where Martha and Mary sent for Jesus because Lazarus was sick. Jesus 
delayed His coming and Lazarus died. When Jesus finally arrived at 
Bethany, Martha met Him.  John 11:21-27 records the meeting.  
 

21  Martha therefore said to Jesus, "Lord, if You had been 
here, my brother would not have died.  22  "Even now I know 
that whatever You ask of God, God will give You."  23  Jesus 
said to her, "Your brother shall rise again."  24  Martha said 
to Him, "I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on 
the last day."  25  Jesus said to her, "I am the resurrection and 
the life; he who believes in Me shall live even if he dies,  26  
and everyone who lives and believes in Me shall never die. 
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Do you believe this?"  27  She said to Him, "Yes, Lord; I have 
believed that You are the Christ, the Son of God, even He 
who comes into the world." 

 
Martha’s testimony of Jesus’ identity is clear; Jesus is the Messiah.  
Whether she knew this when Jesus stopped by her home in Luke 10 is 
unclear but likely.   
 
Soon after talking with Martha in John 11, Jesus was met by Mary.  Her 
response to Jesus was essentially the same as her sister’s.  John 11:32 
records, “Therefore, when Mary came where Jesus was, she saw Him, 
and fell at His feet, saying to Him, ‘Lord, if You had been here, my 
brother would not have died.’" 
 
You may be asking yourself, what is the significance of both Martha and 
Mary being believers? The significance is that two believers living under 
the same roof had two separate views of the balance between personal 
worship and service. Mary by her actions indicated that personal 
worship was most important. Martha by her actions voted for service.  
If there was confusion in their home, it is probable that there is 
confusion with many believers today. Through this account, Jesus has 
set the record straight! Personal worship is primary!   
 
If you have these two out of balance, don’t be ashamed or frustrated, 
simply make the necessary adjustments in your life! 
 
4.  Believers must avoid the comparison game 
Instead of focusing on herself, Martha was worried about Mary. Even 
mature Christians can get caught up in the comparison game. Although 
we are to exhort each other, it is important to focus on ourselves rather 
than trying to be spiritual policeman in our families or the church.  
Those who seek to control others have obviously lost their focus on 
God. 
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Another time in Jesus ministry He encountered this same problem. In 
John 21 Jesus was asking Peter if he really loved Him and would be 
willing to minister to those who believed the gospel. Jesus then hinted 
to Peter that he (Peter) would die a martyr’s death. Peter then turned 
around and saw John and asked about Jesus’ plans for him.  In essence 
Peter was going through a type of comparison game.  Jesus then 
informed Peter not to worry about John’s ministry, but instead to focus 
on his own. John 21:18-22 picks up where Jesus is telling Peter that he 
(Peter) will be a martyr. 

 
18  "Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were younger, you 
used to gird yourself, and walk wherever you wished; but 
when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, and 
someone else will gird you, and bring you where you do not 
wish to go."  19  Now this He said, signifying by what kind of 
death he would glorify God. And when He had spoken this, 
He said to him, "Follow me!"  20  Peter, turning around, saw 
the disciple whom Jesus loved following them; the one who 
also had leaned back on His breast at the supper, and said, 
"Lord, who is the one who betrays You?"  21  Peter therefore 
seeing him said to Jesus, "Lord, and what about this man?"  
22  Jesus said to him, "If I want him to remain until I come, 
what {is that} to you? You follow Me!" 

 
The point is clear. People need to focus on their own walk with God and 
let God deal with others. Martha needed to adopt this same wisdom. 
 
5.  It is important for Christians to let God’s Word correct them 
It is probable that Martha asked publicly for Jesus to correct her sister.  
Again, instead of receiving the desired response from Jesus, Martha 
was the one who got the reprimand. After Jesus corrected Martha the 
story ends. We are not told whether or not Martha acknowledged her 
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error or stormed off in a huff. Hopefully she received correction 
gracefully and even joined her sister and the others. 
 
Sometimes when Christians are shown their error they still won’t 
change because it becomes a matter of pride. It is vital that those who 
say they love the Lord be willing to swallow their pride and bring their 
lives in line with biblical truth. 
 
Some of the things that Christians try to wrongfully defend either have 
to do with their pre-conceived notions or their traditions. If a person’s 
pre-conceived notions don’t measure up with Scripture, he needs to 
change. The same is true regarding traditions. Traditions are fine and 
even helpful as long as they don’t become sacred to the holder.   
Examples of traditions are: 
 
a. The time of Sunday morning worship 
Try to change that in some churches and you are playing with your life. 
 
b.  Style of worship and music 
Some people say that only hymns are valid. Others will only accept 
praise choruses. Some churches only allow instrumental music. Some 
churches only want piano and organ music. The fact is all of these 
things are just tradition. God can use all of them but people who like a 
certain tradition must not say that it is the only way to do things. 
 
Jesus, Himself, ran into the problem of tradition in His ministry. One 
quick example worth mentioning is Matthew 15:1-9.  
 

1  Then some Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from 
Jerusalem, saying,  2  "Why do Your disciples transgress the 
tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands 
when they eat bread."  3  And He answered and said to them, 
"And why do you yourselves transgress the commandment of 
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God for the sake of your tradition?  4  "For God said, 'Honor 
your father and mother,' and, 'He who speaks evil of father 
or mother, let him be put to death.'  5  "But you say, 
'Whoever shall say to {his} father or mother, "Anything of 
mine you might have been helped by has been given {to 
God,}   6  he is not to honor his father or his mother.' And 
{thus} you invalidated the word of God for the sake of your 
tradition.  7  "You hypocrites, rightly did Isaiah prophesy of 
you, saying,  8  'This people honors Me with their lips, but 
their heart is far away from me.  9  'But in vain do they 
worship me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.'" 

 
Jesus was accused of violating the tradition of the elders in that His 
disciples did not wash their hands before they ate. Washing ones hands 
before eating is a commendable act, but it is not mandatory. To say 
that it is, is to elevate it to a level God never intended. No matter how 
noble a tradition is, it still is not equivalent to the inerrant Word of 
God! 
 
With all the traveling that Jesus and His disciples did, it was not always 
practical or perhaps even possible to wash before eating. They probably 
washed when they could, but not washing was not a sin. 
 
What was worse was that the Pharisees had adopted a tradition that 
went counter to the God’s Word. They had a tradition that Pharisees 
could dedicate their possessions to God. In doing so, these possessions 
became unavailable to help aging parents. So, if a Pharisee’s parents 
needed his help, the Pharisee could say, “I’d really like to help you, but 
all I have has been dedicated to God so I can’t give any of it to you.”   
 
Since the Bible states that children are to honor their parents, which 
includes helping them when they are old, the Pharisees actually 
violated Scripture in creating such a tradition. In reality they may have 
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created the tradition so they could selfishly keep everything for 
themselves. No wonder Jesus condemned them when He said in 
Matthew 15:6-9 
 

“6 And thus you invalidated the word of God for the sake of 
your tradition.  7  You hypocrites, rightly did Isaiah prophesy 
of you, saying,  8  'This people honors Me with their lips, but 
their heart is far away from me.  9  'But in vain do they 
worship me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.'" 

 
Anyone who holds onto their tradition and places it higher than 
Scripture is doing the same thing as the Pharisees. They are teaching as 
doctrine the precepts of men. We must never forget that doctrine is 
God-made, and tradition is only man-made. 
 
6.  Believers need to work at maintaining unity 
Here is one final principle. With the Lord of lords in one’s midst it seems 
rather juvenile for people to be at odds with each other, yet that is 
precisely what was happening in Martha’s home. And no doubt the 
forces of darkness were capitalizing on the sibling rivalry. The point is, 
Christians in the same home or in the same church need to do all they 
can to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace, rather than 
causing disunity by demanding what they believe to be their personal 
rights. In Ephesians 4:1-3 Paul makes this point clear. He says, 
 

1  I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, entreat you to walk in 
a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been 
called,  2  with all humility and gentleness, with patience, 
showing forbearance to one another in love,  3  being diligent 
to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 

 
Are you one who seeks to preserve the unity in the church and home?  
It doesn’t take much to destroy it. When doctrinal or moral issues are 
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at stake it may be necessary to stir the waters, but most of the time 
disunity arises out of pettiness, as in the case of Martha and Mary.  
Rather than stirring up trouble, God tells us to be humble, gentle and 
patient with one another, as we strive diligently to maintain unity in the 
bond of peace. 
 

Summary and Conclusion 
The story of Martha, Mary and Jesus is a powerful one. It teaches us 
many vital principles including: 
 
- we need to open our homes for ministry 
- worship must have priority over service 
- we must not lose this proper focus 
- we should avoid the comparison game 
- we should let God’s Word correct us 
- we need to work at maintaining unity 
 
These truths give all of us plenty to work on.  May God bless us as we 
do so! 
 
 
 


