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Dr. Robert Schuller (picture) was on a whirlwind book promotion tour in which he was visiting eight cities in four days. 

He was keeping an exhausting schedule in addition to maintaining his duties as pastor of what was known as The Crystal 

Cathedral. As he was going over his itinerary, his secretary reminded him that when he returned home, he was scheduled 

to have lunch with the winner of a charity raffle in which someone had paid $500 dollars for the privilege of sharing that 

lunch with Dr. Schuller. Dr. Schuller was quite pleased that his presence was so highly valued, until he learned who the 

lunch was with. Robert Schuller’s own daughter had paid $500 for his “undivided” attention. Sometimes our priorities 

are out-of-whack. 

  Today we’re studying two fantastic women: Martha and Mary! For all of you ladies, this is a special message, Luke 

10:38-42 (p. 869). It’s a precious jewel in Jesus’ life which only Luke preserves for us. It’s a great story. It’s so us. We 

all struggle with priorities. We all struggle to keep the main thing Priority Number One.  

  The Church Fathers tended to regard Martha as symbolic of the active life and Mary as representative of the 

contemplative life. It’s a tendency still persisting in some circles – Martha is unfairly put down, yet Mary is exalted as an 

example of quietism, even monasticism. It’s wrong. Catholic biblical scholar, Jacob Fitzmyer, (picture) explains: “To 

read this episode as commendation of contemplative life over against active life is to allegorize it beyond recognition 

and to introduce a distinction that was born only of later preoccupations.”  

  The glimpse into this home is really about the critical necessity of the priority of God’s Word in a life of active service 

for Jesus. The teachings of Jesus were dramatically actualized in both women’s lives. Both are ladies of excellence and 

noble character.  

  Most of us here today desire a closer walk with God. So let me ask then: What’s the one activity you know if you did 

superbly well and consistently would have significant positive results in your walk with God? If you know it’d make a 

significant difference, did you do it last week? If not, why not?   

  The Bible repeats over and over again that that one significant activity is spending time alone with the Lord in His 

Word and in prayer. “Sitting at Jesus’ feet and listening to His Word is the one thing necessary in life. It’s the thrust of 

this pericope which gives us a glimpse into the life of Jesus and these two sisters who hosted Him for dinner. The 

account is amazingly concise, yet packed with punch. Luke seems to put it here both to contrast it with the preceding 

incident and to elaborate upon part of it.  

  Remember last time, a lawyer challenged Jesus, putting a test question to Him. Here Martha welcomes Him into her 

home. There’s a big difference between challenging someone and welcoming them. We need to ask: “Do I put Jesus to 

the test or do I welcome Him into my life?” In the first, the lawyer cites the two great commandments, to love God and to 

love our neighbor. The emphasis, through the parable of the Good Samaritan, is on loving our neighbor. Here we see an 

example of what it means to love God, as Mary sits at Jesus’ feet. If we only had the story of the Good Samaritan, we 

might allow service for God to take precedence over devotion to God. Mary models for us that devotion to God must be 

the foundation of all of our service for Him. Worship must undergird work. Before we can ever serve Jesus, we must 

spend time with Jesus. You’ll never be all God wants you to be or have the gloriously fulfilled life God wants you to 

have until you first learn to spend time with Jesus. The Lord wants us to imitate Mary in our worship and Martha in our 

work. It’s a both/and – blessed are the balanced!  

  In the 1st century there were few hotels in smaller towns. Believers would open their own homes to traveling preachers. 

Jesus received hospitality from people like Peter and his wife, Zacchaeus and Levi. Homes warmly welcomed Him and 

advanced the cause of the kingdom. This is a beautiful picture of this family in Bethany where two sisters, Martha and 

Mary with their brother, Lazarus, loved the Lord and welcomed Him to stay with them. 

  They lived in a little village, Bethany (map), about two miles outside of Jerusalem. Apparently, Jesus stayed there 

often. Though He wasn’t welcomed a lot of places Jesus was always welcome in this home. I’m sure He looked forward 

to being with His old friends. It was refreshing and quiet.  

  Have you ever had a place like that? When I was in college, I did. The Welcome Mat was always out for me at Ray and 

Doris Jackson’s home. Ray pastored near Poynette. There was never a bad time to drop by. What a blessing they were to 

me. Do you have a place like that? Is your home a place like that?  

  Martha, Mary and Lazarus were committed Christ followers. They’d heard Jesus preach the word of the Kingdom. 

They’d believed and now loved Him devotedly, but they’re still sinners saved by grace. There are lots of Marthas in our 

churches, but not enough Marys. We need both. We must get our priorities in line. Too many of us do not have the 

Priority Number One that Jesus wants us to have. If you’re taking notes… 

 



1. Martha is Type A, she’s a doer. Praise the Lord for the Martha’s! What would the work of Christ be, what would the 

Church be, without Martha’s.  

  Apparently, because her name comes first, she’s the older of the two. Her name is an Aramaic one which means 

“mistress” (the female head of a household). That suits her character and position. She may have been a widow. No 

husband is mentioned and Luke describes it as her home. As the oldest, she’s the hostess. Most importantly. Martha is a 

believer. We know that because calls Jesus “Lord.”  

  Have you heard of birth order theory? Alfred Adler (picture), a contemporary of Freud and Carl Jung was one of the 

first to argue that birth order leaves an indelible impression on an individual. He believed children have distinct 

personality traits directly related to their order of birth in a family. Martha is the oldest of three. Firstborns are believed 

to be conscientious, goal-oriented, organized, responsible, competitive, high in self-esteem and anxious. They may learn 

the concept of power at a young age. This can be expressed in their desire to help, protect and lead others. 

  Martha was very responsible! You could add “Stewart” to her name. If it weren’t for the Marthas, not much would get 

done. Few sermons would be prepared and preached. Few missions undertaken. Any pastor with a lick of sense is 

delighted to have some Marthas in his church.  

  She’s hospitable. When Martha saw Jesus approaching, she likely thought to herself: The Master is here. He probably 

needs a good dinner. Perhaps she saw how tired Jesus was and her domestic instincts kicked into overdrive. She lived 

out Paul’s dictum, “Share with the Lord’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality” (Rom. 12:13). She has the gift 

of hospitality and used it to serve others. What a beautiful, nurturing soul she was.  

  Martha’s highly charged energies were focused on Jesus’ comfort. The guest room is straightened. Lazarus hurried off 

to the market with a long list of the best produce and foods for the entrée. She scrubs and bakes. Even the cat gets a bath. 

Everything must be done properly. The side dish must be piping hot. Only the best vintage of wine would do, no cheap 

stuff. She’s a one woman whirlwind…because this is for Jesus. And she loves Jesus.  

  Martha had the wonderful gift of hospitality. Have you invited Jesus to be the honored guest in your home? Throughout 

the gospel accounts Jesus accepted dinner invitations into many homes. He’ll accept the invitation to join you and your 

family as well. Here’s how you can invite Him: Make Him the honored guest at mealtime by praying. You could 

recognize His presence with a family devotional time. Perhaps put Christian art on your walls or listen to Christian 

music. Consider Him to be the unseen listener at every conversation. Remember He’s watching over your shoulder when 

you’re on the Internet or watching TV. If your “religion” starts as you drive on our parking lot and ends when you drive 

off, never entering your home and family life, then, that’s what it is–a religion only. Jesus is an icon not a guest.  

  She’s stressed by ministry. But Martha was distracted with much serving. I love Martha. She loves Jesus and wants to 

do something very special for Him. It had to be the best for the Savior…but she succumbs to a temptation. It’s the same 

reason many of us are so hesitant to open our homes. She doesn’t realize that hospitality is NOT about entertaining.  

  What’s your mental picture when you hear the term hospitality? Rachel Ray, Martha Stewart, Good Housekeeping, 

cleaning, cooking, coordinating colors, Pinterest, table decorations? This perception of hospitality means a flawless 

menu, unsurpassed environment and perfect conversation. It’s trying to provide the magical experience of Disney within 

the confines of your own home. This ideal carries needless pressure. When you feel that crushing weight, you’re not 

practicing biblical hospitality—you’re entertaining.  

  Entertaining isn’t about loving people. It’s about impressing them. Trying to impress people isn’t loving them. It’s 

loving yourself. There’s a big difference between entertaining and hospitality. One falsely builds up self; the other is 

drenched in the sincere love of Romans 12:10, “Love one another with brotherly affection.” Christian author, Jen Wilkin 

(picture), offers clarity between the eerily similar but vastly different practices: “Entertaining is always thinking about 

the next course. Hospitality burns the rolls because it was listening to a story. Entertaining obsesses over what went 

wrong. Hospitality savors what was shared. Entertaining, exhausted, says, ‘It was nothing, really!’ Hospitality thinks it 

was nothing. Really. Entertaining seeks to impress. Hospitality seeks to bless.” 

  Being “distracted” here is “to be pulled or dragged away.” The implication is that Martha wanted to hear Jesus herself, 

but is pulled away by what she believed were her duties. She caught bits and pieces, wanting to hear more, but who’d stir 

the soup. The burden of the beautiful meal kept dragging her back to the kitchen. How she wanted to be at Jesus’ feet! 

But she told herself that true devotion is practical and she must put her duty before her desires.  

  What we do with Jesus is always more important than what we do for Jesus. It’s not an either/or. It’s balance. Few 

things are as damaging to the Christian life as trying to work for Christ without taking time to walk or commune with 

Christ. Remember, Jesus said, “apart from me you can do nothing.”   

  In 1990, a woman entered a Haagen-Dazs store in Kansas City for an ice cream cone. While she was ordering, another 

customer entered the store. She placed her order, turned and found herself staring face to face with Paul Newman 

(picture). He was in town filming a movie. His blue eyes made her knees buckle. She finished paying and quickly 

walked out of the store with her heart still pounding. Gaining her composure, she suddenly realized she didn’t have her 



ice cream cone. She turned to go back in. At the door she met Paul Newman who’s now coming out. He said to her, “Are 

you looking for your ice cream cone?” Unable to utter a word she nodded, Yes. “You put it in your purse with your 

change.”  

  Are you a Martha? So distracted you’re missing out on being with Jesus? When was the last time that the presence of 

God made you forget what was going on around you? Futurist David Zach dubbed what we do “hyperliving.” A wise 

godly man said to one hyperliving pastor, “You must ruthlessly eliminate hurry from your life. There is nothing else.”  

  She’s succumbs to self-pity and resentment. And she went up to Him and said, “Lord, do you not care that my sister 

has left me to serve alone? Tell her then to help me.” If you’re like me, you tend to be more Martha than Mary. Like 

Martha, the Marys irritate you…and that’s our problem.  

  It wasn’t that what Martha was doing was wrong. It was her priorities and then her attitude. She began to feel sorry for 

herself. Can you picture her clanging pots and pans, trying to get Mary’s attention? Maybe Lazarus isn’t mentioned 

because he knew when to clear, Hurricane Martha was brewing.   

  She’s me-focused. She alludes to herself three times. It’s a self-pitying selfie. She feels sorry for herself, comparing 

herself with Mary. Do you do that? A poor me of: “Don’t other people see what I’m doing? How much I’m serving? 

Don’t they care about this ministry? Don’t they see how important this is? The heavy load I’m carrying. But look at her. 

She has time to sit and read. He goes to coffee shops and talks about the Bible.” Do you have lots of pity parties? Do 

you foolishly compare yourself to others?   

  Martha makes a blunder many in the Church make – she thinks she’s indispensable. “If I didn’t do all this, it wouldn’t 

get done and Jesus would go hungry.” God is infinite and omnipotent. None of us are indispensable.  

  If I keeled over this afternoon, how long do you think it would take our leaders to replace me? Well, how soon can you 

change the name on the web site and church stationary? I would appreciate a moment of silence though.   

  I had a missionary friend serving in Europe who became addicted to porn and internet gambling. Rather, than dealing 

with the cancer in his soul, he and his wife rationalized that they were indispensable. None of us are. 

  Warren Wiersbe (picture) shares this: “Often in pastoral ministry, I have asked people with serious problems, ‘Tell me 

about your devotional life.’ The usual response has been an embarrassed look, a bowed head, and the quiet confession, 

‘I stopped reading my Bible and praying a long time ago.’ And they wondered why they had problems!”  

  This all would be hilarious if it weren’t so sad. Who’s the guest? Jesus. She becomes angry at her sister and Jesus, the 

one she’s making the meal for. Her priorities are so out of whack, she scolds Jesus. Do you get irritated with Jesus 

because of your lot in life? The soup isn’t the only thing boiling.  

  It’s what happens when in our service for Jesus, we get distracted from Jesus. Martha measures her spirituality and 

significance in terms of service.  

  She’s anxious…but about the wrong things. “But the Lord answered her, ‘Martha, Martha, you are anxious and 

troubled about many things but one thing is necessary’.” Martha is not faulted for her service and Jesus doesn’t scold 

her. But good service with a bad spirit is bad service. The key is to have the right priorities. None of us can do it all.  

  Mary focused on the one thing – time with the Lord. The other is important but we’ll fail and be miserable, if we do not 

keep the one thing the one thing. Yet, it’s so tempting to set aside the one thing. After all, who really knows about our 

quiet time or devotional life? The most important part of the Christian life is the part that only God sees.  

  Too many of us are frazzled and anxious, because we don’t refuel. We’re not taking time to be with Jesus. In his book, 

Crazy Busy, Kevin DeYoung (picture) writes: “We don’t expect to be able to buy anything we want, because we know 

there is a limit to our money. But somehow we live as if time knew no bounds, when in fact time is much more limited 

than money. Wealth can be created, but no one has the ability to grow more time.”  

  If we don’t spend time with the Prince of Peace, is it any wonder when we lack peace? Just as Jesus is gentle with 

Martha, He’s gently encouraging us to spend time with Him. Will you? Will you make it Priority Number One?  

 

2. Mary is devoted to the Lord. She’s first a listener. “And she had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord's feet and 

listened to His teaching.” Christianity breaks the cultural glass ceilings. Disciples, those taught by rabbis, were all males. 

Even the Twelve were males. Yet, here’s a woman who fully fits the pattern of a disciple. Jewish society wouldn’t have 

expected a woman to be so privileged. It was unheard of for a rabbi to allow a woman to sit at his feet. Perhaps, that too, 

was Martha’s problem – in her mind, Mary belonged in the kitchen.  

  It’s very noteworthy that Mary never says a word. She’s a silent devoted disciple. Few know the skill of listening. 

Fewer know the skill of listening to Jesus. Mary is an intense learner of the Word of God; ready to listen, ready to learn, 

ready to believe. We’re either distracted like Martha or flapping our gums like Peter. “Everyone should be quick 

to listen, slow to speak.”   

  We find Mary of Bethany three times in the Gospel. On each occasion, she’s in the same place – at the feet of Jesus. 

She sat and listened to His Word (10:30). She fell at His feet to share her woe and broken heart at the death Lazarus 



(John 11:32). She came to His feet, anointing them in worship (John 12:3). Each time, there’s some kind of smell; food, 

death and perfume.  

  To fully understand the significance of this, we only need to contrast it to what takes place in another ancient/modern 

religion – Islam. It’s impossible for those of us who live in Western Civilization to appreciate the force of this. If we 

were in a room of Muslim women, this passage would shock them. Of the 600 million Muslim women in the world 

today, not one of them has ever heard a word addressed to them from Muhammad in the Koran as a disciple. The Koran 

is written to men. It’s why Muslim women respond to the Gospels. They see how Jesus treats women, how He values 

them and gives them worth and dignity. As Dorothy Sayers (picture) said of Jesus: “Finally we have found a man who 

neither flatters us or patronizes us, but He respects us and loves us.” Muslim women get the force of this passage. 

They’re blown away that not just a teacher but the Teacher is paying attention to this woman, welcoming her into the 

circle of His disciples. This was revolutionary in Jesus’ day. Christianity returns dignity to women.  

  But as a concert violinist does not tune his violin after the concert, having time with the Lord before the day begins is 

the best way to tune our hearts for the day ahead. In a recent article in Inc. Jessica Stillman (picture) suggests that we all 

have time to read 200 books a year. Before you gasp, she points out it would only take 25,000 minutes or 417 hours. 

Then she points out that before you argue that you don’t have 417 hours a year to spare, she highlights a few 

uncomfortable facts. The average American spends 608 hours on social media and 1,642 hours watching TV each year. 

If those hours were spent reading instead, you could read 1,000 books a year.  

  We have time for Jesus. It’s just not a priority.  Maybe you’ve tried to get into God’s Word to spend time with the Lord, 

but lost your motivation. Maybe you jumped into Genesis with gusto, hung on through Exodus, but got lost and died 

somewhere in Leviticus. Maybe you didn’t get much out of it and quit. Whatever zapped your motivation, the fact Jesus 

calls Mary’s action of sitting at His feet and listening to His word “the one necessary thing” ought to be sufficient 

reason to re-commit yourself to it. Let me share four reasons why sitting at Jesus feet should be Priority Number One. 

  The Bible provides us with the wisdom of God that we need for all of life’s decisions and direction. You may think, 

“It must have been wonderful to sit and hear Jesus speak like Mary did. I wish I could go back to that time and join her.” 

Yet, we all have the inspired Word of God available to us but often neglect it! God has given us “everything pertaining 

to life and godliness” (2 Pet. 1:3) in His Word. God’s Word give us the perspective we need to face life’s trials, 

including death. His Word promises us hope in the midst of our trials and beyond the grave. Is it any wonder Mary sat 

listening to Jesus?  

  The Bible puts us in communion with the Lord of heaven and earth. Mary’s sitting at Jesus’ feet and listening to His 

Word implies a communion of her spirit with Jesus’ spirit. Her heart must have burned within her as she listened to Him 

explain the Scriptures. Through her time communing with the Lord, Mary develops a sensitivity that enabled her to 

anoint Him for His burial, an action Jesus said would be remembered wherever the Gospel is preached. We commune 

with Jesus, as she did, when we listen to His Word.  

  The Bible puts all of life’s pressures in proper perspective. Martha is stressed out by the pressure of preparing for her 

honored guest. She’d probably worried for days since she heard He was coming. She wanted everything perfect. It’s easy 

to allow life’s pressures to crowd in on us and get our focus in the wrong place. We may think, “If I take the time to 

spend with the Lord, the demands on my time will only stack up higher!” But a few minutes in the Word and prayer can 

lift the burden and give us the Lord’s calm, clear perspective, though our circumstances haven’t changed.  

  The Bible is the good part, which can’t be taken from you. Mary chose the good portion, listening to His Word. She’d 

still have it long after the meal was forgotten. She’s practicing Deuteronomy 8:3, “man does not live by bread alone, 

but…by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of the Lord.”  

  You can lose everything in life, but you will never lose the time you spend communing with Jesus. You can lose your 

job, money, possessions, even friendships. Romans 8 says: “nothing—tribulation, distress, persecution, famine, 

nakedness, peril, sword, not even death itself or demonic powers—can separate us from the love of God, which is in 

Christ Jesus our Lord!”  

 

Conclusion: The application is obvious. It’s not about Martha or Mary. It’s about us. We all need to be Marthas loving 

and faithfully serving the Lord. We all need to be Marys loving and attentively listening to the Lord. Recently, I read of a 

church named Saints Martha and Mary, because, as the developer said, it was going to take both Marys and Marthas for 

the church to grow. It does. It’s critical though that we understand the one necessary thing. Do we? Why don’t we sit at 

Jesus’ feet more often?  

  Our one thing which keeps us from it is that we’re too busy. We’re “distracted” with all that we believe we must do. 

Our world, with all its time-saving devices, hasn’t eased the problem of time pressure. We all feel it. Many urgent things 

are good causes. Yet, often they’re not important in the sense of really making a difference in our lives over the long 

haul. Steven Covey in his book, First Things First (picture), shares a powerful analogy: 



  A time management expert was speaking to a group of business students. He pulled out a one gallon, wide-mouthed jar 

and set it on a table in front of him. Then, he took about a dozen fist-sized rocks and carefully placed them, one at a time, 

in the jar. When no more rocks would fit inside, he asked the class, “Is this jar full?” Everyone said, “Yes.”  

  But then he reached under the table and pulled out a bucket of gravel. He poured some in and shook the jar so that the 

gravel worked its way between the larger rocks. Then he asked again, “Is the jar full?” By this time the class was unto 

him, so they replied, “Probably not.” “Good,” he replied.  

  He reached under the table and brought out a bucket of sand. He dumped it in and it went into all the spaces left 

between the rocks and the gravel. Once more he asked, “Is the jar full?” “No,” the class shouted. “Good,” he said 

again. Then he grabbed a pitcher of water and poured it in until the jar was full to the brim. Then he asked: “What was 

the point of the illustration?”  

  One eager beaver said, “The point is, no matter how full your schedule is, if you try really hard, you can always fit 

some more things into it.”  

  “No,” the speaker replied, “that’s not the point. The point is this: If you don’t put the big rocks in first, you’ll never get 

them in at all.”  

  That’s what Jesus is teaching us, “Time spent sitting at My feet and listening to My word is the BIG ROCK!” If we 

aren’t careful, busyness crowds out essential time that we need with the Lord. Even good things, like serving Jesus, can 

crowd out the one necessary thing. Sitting at Jesus’ feet is something we must choose to do. It won’t happen 

accidentally. There are too many other things, many of them good things, to crowd it out. It’s not something you choose 

once for life and it’s settled. You must keep choosing it over and over again, day in and day out, by saying No to other 

things so that you can say Yes to this one necessary thing.  

  The bottom line is this: Jesus says that sitting at His feet and listening to His Word is the one necessary thing for those 

who follow Him. We all know that if we did this well and consistently, it will have significant positive results in our 

relationship with God and with others. Knowing that this would make such a significant difference, will you begin to do 

it today? Will you do whatever it takes to do it consistently from now on? If you will, you’re choosing the good part, 

which shall not be taken away from you. 

  Is Jesus your first thing? Is He Priority Number One? 


