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Message #50                                                                                                              Luke 10:38-42

There was a faithful woman in a church who was always active.  She was always at church and 
always involved in everything.  She was on just about every committee you could think of and 
she was constantly busy doing something.  Some wondered how she even took care of her home 
and family.  One day a person asked her, have you ever read through the entire Bible from 
Genesis to Revelation?  Her answer was “no.”  Another person asked her a very basic doctrine 
question that she could not answer.  Finally, a very wise person said, “I think you need to be less 
of a worker and more of a student.”  This woman did not need to be more active; what she 
needed was more knowledge of the word of God.  She was a good woman, but she needed to sit 
down and be quiet and listen and learn.

There was a man who dropped his car off at a shop to have some work done.  They had the car 
for almost an entire day.  When he picked up the car and started down the road, he realized 
nothing had been fixed.  All of the activity surrounding his car meant nothing, because they 
missed the key issue.

I am afraid that we have to watch out for that same kind of thing in our own lives.  There will be 
many in eternity who will discover the same thing.  They will have spent their Christian lives in 
constant motion and commotion running back and forth to church, and then they will get into 
eternity and discover they missed the most significant matter in the mind of God – a careful 
understanding of God’s word.

That almost happened to a woman named Martha when Jesus Christ was actually here teaching.  
Martha was a woman who loved Christ, but she became very worried and bothered about so 
many things that she was missing what was truly important.  Jesus did not want that happening, 
so He used this moment as an opportunity to teach her something very important:

IT IS POSSIBLE TO BECOME SO CAUGHT UP WITH RELIGIOUS ACTIVITY AND 
WORK THAT ONE MISSES THE MOST IMPORTANT THING TO GOD AND THAT 
IS TO CAREFULLY LISTEN TO HIS WORD TAUGHT, WHICH IS THE KEY TO 
HAVING A CLOSE RELATIONSHIP WITH JESUS CHRIST.

Listen carefully.  There is no higher priority that one may have in the Christian life than 
sitting under the word of God and listening to it being taught accurately.

This focus is what God wants for His people.  Martha was a very active and busy person.  She 
was literally involved in serving Jesus Christ.  She was a believer.  She was not a bad person. 
She was wrong in her focus and priorities.  Jesus Christ wanted Martha to understand the 
importance of hearing the word of God taught.  With all of her activity she was missing what 
was really important in the mind of God.

We must analyze ourselves, because it is too easy for any of us to become a Martha type around 
church.  Both men and women can get running around in their own ministry and forget the most 
important thing is for them to take in the word of God and apply it to their lives.
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Typically you will find Martha types busy.  Martha types are not lazy.  What you don’t find them
doing is coming to hear the word of God as often as they can.  They get distracted and they miss 
out on many things God really wants for their lives.

Jesus and His team were travelling and He entered a village.  Luke does not name the village 
because he really wants to zero in on what happened.  It is possible and probable that it is 
Bethany.

This is a most interesting text written by Dr. Luke and we want to make five observations from 
what he wrote:

OBSERVATION #1 – Martha welcomed Jesus Christ into her home. 10:38

The word “welcomed” is one that means Martha, herself, hospitably received Jesus Christ into 
her home.  This is a very positive word that not only indicates she made Him feel welcome; she 
was happy and excited to have Jesus Christ in her home.    

The language seems to suggest that this was Martha’s home and not her sister’s home.  She 
apparently had her own home and she was thrilled that Jesus was in her home.

Now the obvious implication of this is that one may welcome Christ into one’s life and yet be 
completely misguided in priorities.  One can be happy Jesus is in the life and be very active and 
yet be very lacking.  Many believers go to church, few go to listen and learn.

OBSERVATION #2 – Martha’s sister Mary was listening to the word of God at her home. 
     10:39

Mary was Martha’s sister.  She was in the home.  She was not saying anything or doing anything
she was just sitting and listening.  This is the Mary who was the sinful woman who had anointed 
the feet of Jesus and had wiped them with her hair (John 11:1-2 / Lk.7:37-38).  

John informs us that both Martha and Mary and their brother Lazarus lived in Bethany (John 
11:1-2), which was a city located about two miles from Jerusalem (John 11:18).  Now this being 
Martha’s house may mean it was in a different location other than Bethany.

Once again we find Mary at the feet of Jesus.  This time she was seated as His feet intensely 
listening to the word of God being taught.  Notice the word of God is called the “Lord’s word,” 
which clearly indicates that Jesus Christ is God and He is the Lord and the word of God is His 
word.  Think of this.  You have God, in Person, in your house teaching God’s word.  What a 
moment.

Now Mary had previously been a notorious sinner, who had experienced the grace and 
forgiveness of God (Lk.7:48).  She loved the Lord and she loved being taught the word of God.  
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She loved to listen and learn.  Some of the best students of Scripture are those who have been 
saved out of a rugged past.  Augustine is one.  C.I. Scofield is another.  J. Vernon McGee is 
another.  These were saved and fell in love with the Lord and became serious students of God’s 
word.  That is exactly what happened to Mary.

So often, those who come to faith in Christ are challenged to get busy and get active.  What they 
should be challenged to do is come and sit and listen and learn the word of God.  

Mr. Miles used to say the best thing that parents and children can do to grow is to come and hear 
the word of God accurately taught at church every time it is taught.  He said those who do that 
will become strong and those who don’t will be undernourished and their diet will be lacking.

OBSERVATION #3 – Martha was distracted from hearing God’s word. 10:40

Notice that verse 40 begins with a sharp contrasting conjunction “but.”  In sharp contrast to 
Mary, who was sitting at the feet of Jesus and listening to the word of God, Martha was 
“distracted.” 

That word means that Martha was drawn away or drawn off from this focus of hearing the word 
of God (G. Abbott-Smith, Greek Lexicon, p.357).  She was distracted away from the teaching 
ministry of Jesus Christ.  She was drawn away from hearing the word of God taught by Jesus 
Christ, Himself.

Now Martha was not doing something bad.  She was preparing things to “serve” to Jesus and the 
others.  In fact, the infinitive translated “serving” is one that means to do ministerial service.  It is
the word from which we get our English word “deacon.”  Martha viewed her serving as a 
ministry for the Lord, which it was.

So here in the same house you have two ministry philosophies of Martha and Mary:
1) Martha believes it is more important to get the meal ready.
2) Mary believes it is more important to hear the word of God. 

There are times when people connected to a church fall into the Martha syndrome.  Haven’t we 
all known of those who have stayed home from church because they wanted to get the house 
ready for company?  That is the same point here.

Well, Martha was watching Mary and was frustrated.  So she went directly to the Lord with her 
complaint and said “Tell her to help me.”  She is so frustrated that she even asks the Lord if He 
cares.  What a ridiculous thing to say to Jesus Christ, “do You not care.”  The fact that Jesus is 
on earth, in her home, while heading to Jerusalem to die on a cross so that she and millions of 
others may have a relationship with God, shows the folly of her statement.

There was a man who was faithful to his wife and worked hard to provide what he could for his 
family.  He made many personal sacrifices of himself and his goals and ambitions for her.  One
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day she asked, “don’t you care about me.”  How ridiculous a question is this?  It is just as 
ridiculous as what Martha asked Jesus.

The mistake Martha is making is that she assumes that her ministry of serving was vitally 
more important than Mary’s ministry of listening.  She is wrong, and Jesus Christ is about to 
clearly point that out.

The primary emphasis of the church should be to gather the sheep together so they may be 
accurately fed God’s word.  It is not entertainment.  It is not food.  It is not coffee.  It is not fun 
and fellowship.  The most important thing is accurately communicating God’s word.

William Barclay really captured the mood of this scene when he wrote:

“Some people are naturally dynamos of activity; others are naturally quiet.  It is hard for the 
active person to understand the person who sits and contemplates.  And the person who is 
devoted to quiet times and meditation is apt to look down on the person who would rather be 
active.”  (The Gospel of Luke, p. 141)

Martha should have realized the word of God is being taught by the Son of God in my living 
room.  Had she considered this, she would have been in the living room rather than the kitchen.  

The thing that is fascinating about this is that, not only was Martha drawn away from hearing the
word of God, but she tried to draw Mary away as well.  This very often happens in a family.
One person is ill or has something to do and it pulls everyone away from hearing the word of 
God.  It may not be something bad, but it keeps people from going to church to hear God’s word.
Other family members will often try to draw away another member from a church where they are
being taught the word of God.  We have the same problem today.

The moment we make anything more of a priority than hearing God’s word, we are wrong. 
Before we invite people to do what we are doing, even in ministry, we had better make sure that 
what we are doing is not pulling people away from learning and hearing God’s word, or we will 
end up being rebuked like Martha.  

Years ago there was a man who wanted to have a little group in his home.  He had a video series 
on a certain subject and convinced people to attend.  He held his little home group on Sunday 
evening and actually led some people away from hearing God’s word taught at church.  Now 
what he was doing was wrong, and I am certain one day he will not be praised by Jesus Christ 
for what he did.  The most important thing we may challenge people to do is to be under the 
word of God and hear it systematically taught.

OBSERVATION #4 – Jesus Christ evaluates the serving activity of Martha. 10:41

Jesus begins with a very emotional double direct address “Martha, Martha.”  Every person will 
be eventually evaluated by Jesus Christ.  What we did with our lives and in our lives will be 
analyzed and judged by Him.  Just as Paul said, “We must all appear before the Judgment Seat of
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Christ that each may be recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he has done, 
whether good or bad.” (II Cor. 5:10).

The situation is this, Martha is serving the Lord by preparing a meal and Mary is listening to the 
Lord teach God’s word.  Christ will now give His personal evaluation of who is right and who is 
wrong.  Jesus Christ will give His own evaluation as to which is more important in the mind of 
God.  This is not our opinion; this is how Jesus Christ saw this.

I am absolutely certain that Martha expected Jesus Christ to jump all over Mary.  But instead of 
Him rebuking Mary, He rebukes Martha.  

Jesus said to Martha that she is the one who is wrong. He informs her that instead of sitting under
the word of God, she was worried and bothered by many things.  Instead of her listening to the 
word of God and applying it to her life, she was all worried about a physical meal.  In God’s 
mind the spiritual meal was far more important than the physical meal.

Truth is Martha is a lot like many of us.  We worry about all kinds of things and don’t focus on 
God and His word.  But the truth is “faith comes by hearing the word of God, not by worrying 
about things.”

OBSERVATION #5 – Jesus Christ evaluates the listening activity of Mary.  10:42

In this verse, Christ says, in God’s perspective only “one thing” is necessary in life and that is an 
intense commitment to listening to and learning the word of God.  Mary had chosen to do what 
was eternally significant.  Mary was devoted to the one thing that really counts in life.  She was 
focused on hearing the word of God taught.

The one worth mimicking in the story is Mary, the terrible sinner who had been forgiven all her 
terrible sins.  In the aftermath of that, she gave herself to carefully listening to the word of God 
and she is doing something that is eternally significant.

When Jesus says what Mary is doing “shall not be taken away from her,” He is saying she is 
after the right kind of meal.  She is after spiritual food from the word of God.

Mary was transformed from being a broken sinner to being a brilliant student.  

It does not matter what we do in life.  No program, no video series, no activity will ever replace 
the importance of sitting under the word of God.  If that is our priority, we will be doing that 
which shall never be taken away.

Nothing in this life should prevent us from devouring the word of God.  When people come to 
church to listen and learn, they are participating in the most important activity of their life.

That is what Jesus taught.


