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“Now it happened as they went that He entered a certain village; and a certain woman named Martha 

welcomed Him into her house. And she had a sister called Mary, who also sat at Jesus’ feet and heard 

His word. But Martha was distracted with much serving, and she approached Him and said, “Lord, do 

You not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Therefore tell her to help me.” And Jesus 

answered and said to her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and troubled about many things. But one 

thing is needed, and Mary has chosen that good part, which will not be taken away from her.””  

(Luke 10:38–42, NKJV) 
___________________________________________________________ 

 

At the end of year, during what we affectionately call the ‘Holiday season” extra demands are made upon 

our resources – especially our time. It really should be called the season of rushing, going, doing, eating, 

cooking and giving.  

 

Joanna Weaver, writing especially to women in her book titled, “Having a Mary Heart in a Martha 

World” writing about our shared struggle wrote, “we want to worship like Mary but the Martha inside 

keeps bossing us around.”  

 

Every properly functioning teetertotter or scale needs two things – opposing seats on an even plain and a 

fulcrum between the two. In Luke’s account of Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem and His cross we encounter 

two women, actually the sisters of Lazarus; each one had placed value on knowing and serving the Lord 

and their response to His unexpected visit to their home. Martha was a very practical woman, she knew 

that her guests would need to be fed, she was driven by hospitality but the fact that it was the Lord she 

was to serve intensified the urgency she felt to perform. Mary, on the other hand was focused on 

devotion; after all, it wasn’t every day that the Lord came over to visit and so she sat at His feet with a 

deep desire to learn from Him. On the one side was working for the Lord on the other was worshipping at 

the feet of the Lord and in the middle was the Lord Himself. 

 

Martha – The Distracted… 

 

[v.40] “Martha was distracted with much serving, and she approached Him and said, “Lord, do You 

not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Therefore, tell her to help me.” 

 

Many of us, as a general rule, are like Martha: so work driven; so bent on being responsible – especially 

concerning serving others in the name of the Lord or going through the grind of our daily routine whether 

our working routine involves feeding and caring for children or livestock that if and when we sit down to 

read the word of God and even if and when we go to prayer, we can’t really hear what God is saying 

because our minds are locked onto our “left to do list.”  

 

In this section, Dr. Luke diagnoses Martha with a case of distraction.  

 

You might be too if Jesus came over to your house today. 

 

No pressure, it was only Jesus, the Son of God and His disciples sitting in your house that you were 

preparing a meal for – wouldn’t your preoccupation with getting it right overwhelm you?  It’s like that 

when I prepare to preach and I’m sure for most other preachers as well; “I’m about to stand before my 

Lord and His people to declare His Holy word in the hopes that someone might hear the word and trust 

the Author.”  
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Those preparations take different people a varying amount of time; time for many which is already 

stretched thin by secular work and the various demands of ministry during the week – sometimes the 

pastor even becomes “distracted.” 

 

Often we recall the verse in which Jesus says, “For without me you can do nothing” (John 15:5) to be a 

statement solely regarding an absence of relationship with the risen Lord such that a would be minister in 

His name yet apart from His indwelling would be absolutely unable to minister effectively but what about 

the one who is so duty bound to the “work” of the Lord that they fail to spend much needed time at the 

Lord’s feet in worship and devotion – I can tell you that they are as unable to accomplish the will of God 

as the one who doesn’t know Him at all. 

 

In [v.41] the Lord Jesus pointed out that Martha’s distraction actually stemmed from an unnecessary 

preoccupation with performance and perfection. He said,  

 

“Martha, Martha, you are worried and troubled about many things.” 

 

Martha was serving the King of kings and Lord of lords on this day – and as we’ve established, you 

would have wanted to get that right too and yet the Lord Himself didn’t seem very concerned with the 

minutia of the dinner table; He was looking deeper. 

 

This is important when we consider the verse (1 Cor. 10:31) which says, ““Therefore, whether you eat or 

drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.” We should do our job well, perform above board, 

work with integrity whether the boss can see us or not (Col. 3:22) but we should do it with a right heart as 

well. 

 

Martha wasn’t merely distracted, she was disturbed because her sister had not joined her in her frantic 

pursuit of culinary perfection and she complained to the Lord as if it was His fault she wasn’t helping 

because rather than discourage Mary He encouraged her (in teaching her) that she was fine where she 

was. One man, commenting on Martha’s complaint said, “The fact that Martha complained to Jesus 

about her sister’s lack of help in preparing the meal indicates that her ‘work,’ or ‘service’ had become a 

burden, lacking in joy and fulfillment. Her hospitality had become a source of anxiety and trouble, 

distracting her from paying personal attention to the guest of honor, Jesus.i” Don’t we do that as well 

(complain, I mean) when people don’t see the importance of and join with us in our obsessive efforts to 

do this or that in the name of the Lord?  

 

The reality is that in one area or another in our lives most of us are – duty driven, performance oriented 

and ruled by a strong sense of responsibility. 

 

The problem for those of us who are trusting in the Lord is that “When we put work – even work for the 

Lord ahead of worship we are essentially putting the cart before the horse.” 

 

Martha was focused on Jesus, she cared about Him and wanted to serve Him but she like we needed to be 

at His feet. 

 

Mary – The Devoted… 

 

[v 39] And she (Martha) had a sister called Mary, who also sat at Jesus’ feet and heard His word. 
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Since all of us, both women and men KNOW what it is like to be like Martha; to be so focused on duty, 

performance, responsibility that we tend to tune out the “one thing” that matters most in our shared life as 

believers; and because we KNOW what it is like to be so focused on finishing well what we started – let’s 

take a look at something which may be less familiar to many of us – Mary’s worship. 

 

Mary sat at the Lord feet and heard His word. 

 

For the most part this passage isn’t a commentary on the role of women in society and in the church as 

some have thought; the word of the Lord stands on the unique roles which men and women are assigned 

by their Creator (see 1 Tim 2:8-15. But the picture we have here does show the fact that Lord Jesus in His 

role as a “Rabbi” did not restrict the place of learning to men only –  

 

 

He came for all people; that a woman was at His feet in the living room, worshipping and learning from 

Him was not acceptable in the culture of that day but to Him before whom [Gal. 3:28] “There is neither 

Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in 

Christ Jesus” it was as it should be. 

 

That “one thing” which Jesus mentioned to Martha in (v.42) is our focus on and worship of Jesus.  

 

The instance described in Luke’s gospel isn’t the only instance of Mary’s worship of the Lord identified 

in the scriptures; John alludes to the second (John 11:1-3) that we read about in [Matt. 26:6-13]: 

 

“And when Jesus was in Bethany at the house of Simon the leper, a woman came to Him having an 

alabaster flask of very costly fragrant oil, and she poured it on His head as He sat at the table. But 

when His disciples saw it, they were indignant, saying, “Why this waste? For this fragrant oil might 

have been sold for much and given to the poor.” But when Jesus was aware of it, He said to them, 

“Why do you trouble the woman? For she has done a good work for Me. For you have the poor with 

you always, but Me you do not have always. For in pouring this fragrant oil on My body, she did it for 

My burial. Assuredly, I say to you, wherever this gospel is preached in the whole world, what this 

woman has done will also be told as a memorial to her.”” 

 

I’d like to call attention to the fragrance associated with Mary’s worship of the Lord in Simon’s house; it 

reminds me of what Paul said about the Lord Jesus in [Eph. 5:2]: “And walk in love, as Christ also has 

loved us and given Himself for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God for a sweet-smelling aroma.” (see 

also Ex. 29:18)  

 

Paul said in [2 Cor. 2:14-16]: 

 

“Now thanks be to God who always leads us in triumph in Christ, and through us diffuses the 

fragrance of His knowledge in every place. For we are to God the fragrance of Christ among those 

who are being saved and among those who are perishing. To the one we are the aroma of death 

leading to death, and to the other the aroma of life leading to life. And who is sufficient for these 

things?” 

 

When we worship. When we declare the truth about the Lord and the gospel in His name God is using us 

to diffuse the fragrance of His knowledge in every place – the fragrance of Christ among those being 

saved and those who are perishing. 
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That fragrance of worship is the one thing that Martha’s service lacked. 

 

Finding the Balance… 

 

In the narrative found only in Luke’s gospel which we’re reviewing this morning we read of the two 

sisters of Lazarus. Mary and Martha are often contrasted as types of believers – on the one hand is team 

Martha – these are the dutiful workers, always in the kitchen or nursery or wherever else they may be 

needed; they might be pastors, teachers, missionaries – these are the workers. On the other hand, is team 

Mary – these are the devoted worshippers of the Lord hands and hearts always lifted to the Lord in 

worship, praise and prayer.  

 

But is this the intent of the Lord’s teaching? Simply to contrast the two?  

 

The reality is that our personalities and giftings in the Lord ARE different but that in no way implies that 

the Christian life is either one of service or of worship. Charles Wesley makes the issue plain in the lyrics 

of 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.ii 

 

 

What we need is to find a balance in our lives somewhere between Mary and Martha – the reality is that 

the fragrance of our worship needs to accompany everything, “whatever our hands find to do.” There 

should be a synchronicity – a balance and simultaneous occurrence in our lives between the “whatever we 

do” and the worship of our Savior.  

 

Sometimes… 

 

Worry gets in the way of worship. 

Performance gets in the way of praise. 

Duty gets in the way of devotion. 

 

If there is to be an unevenness in the plain of the scale between works and worship in our lives let the 

scale always lean heavier to worship – if we worship Him well whatever we do will have a result which 

honors Him. [Psl.27:4-6]: 

 

“One thing I have desired of the LORD, That will I seek: That I may dwell in the house of the LORD All 

the days of my life, To behold the beauty of the LORD, And to inquire in His temple. For in the time of 

trouble He shall hide me in His pavilion; In the secret place of His tabernacle He shall hide me; He 

shall set me high upon a rock. And now my head shall be lifted up above my enemies all around me; 

Therefore, I will offer sacrifices of joy in His tabernacle; I will sing, yes, I will sing praises to the 

LORD.” 

 

 

i Leon Morris  
ii Wiersbe, W. W. (1996). The Bible exposition commentary (Vol. 1, p. 213). Wheaton, IL: Victor Books. 
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