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

Dear Friends and fellow Redeemed in Christ,  

For centuries thoughtful Christians have wrestled with what theologians 
refer to as the relationship between “faith” and “works.”  Practically 
speaking, the question is this: Is it more important to be in the Word or to 
be actively practicing the Word through works of service?  

Through the years different religious bodies have come down on both sides 
– at times to the extreme.  Some have adopted slogans like “Deeds, not 
creeds,” and “Doctrine divides and service unites.”  They would say that 
the most important thing people of faith can do is to let their lights shine 
through conscious activity in the world. 

On the other hand, the importance of dedicated contemplation of the Word 
moved others to separate themselves from the rest of the world through 
the monastic movement. 

So who is right?  The answer, of course, is that growing in our faith and 
practicing our faith is not an either-or proposition.  It’s both-and.  But it is 

A MATTER OF BALANCE 

And that’s what our Gospel lesson for today is all about.   

We’ll first take a closer look at the story itself.  For many of us it’s a familiar 
one.  Whether we know it well or are hearing it for the first time, it is both 



very endearing and easily relatable.  After reviewing it, we’ll consider the 
great lesson it contains. 

38As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village where 
a woman named Martha opened her home to him.  Jesus was heading to 
Jerusalem.  We know from other places in the Gospels that the village 
referred to here was Bethany, about two miles east of Jerusalem. 

We don’t know that much about Martha other than that she was a devout 
woman of God who was a sister to Mary and Lazarus, the man whom Jesus 
brought back from the grave.  We do know that Jesus was a dear friend to 
this family, and they to him.  They had a personal relationship.  An 
indication of this is the way in which Martha opened her home to Jesus 
and, presumably, his disciples as well.  

39She had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord's feet listening to what 
he said.  In the near future Mary would anoint these same feet with 
perfume and wipe them with her hair in anticipation of his crucifixion.  But 
today she sits attentively before them and drinks in everything her Lord 
has to say.  

It would be interesting to know what Jesus was telling her.  Whatever it 
was, Mary clearly felt being there with Jesus and taking in his words was 
by far the most important and most productive use of her time.  And who 
could argue with that? 

Her sister.  40But Martha was distracted by all the preparations that had to 
be made. She came to him and asked, "Lord, don't you care that my sister 
has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!"  

This is so real life.  We know exactly what’s going on, and it’s not hard for 
any of us to get what Martha was thinking.  This was like a Thanksgiving 
dinner for 16 people.  Martha needed all hands on deck to get the meal on 
the table.  We can imagine she tried all the customary tactics to get Mary’s 
attention like clearing her throat or purposefully clanking the serving ware, 



but Mary wasn’t picking up on it.  And at this moment in her life Martha 
equated Mary’s devotion to her Lord with laziness at best or intentional 
disrespect at worse.  

Furthermore, Martha was so self-absorbed in her particular act of service to 
the Lord and so convinced of the righteousness of her position that the 
possibility of Jesus not seeing it her way didn’t even cross her mind.   

So in a gutsy move driven not by disrespect (remember, Martha really 
loved Jesus) but purely by emotion she actually implies that Jesus is 
uncaring.  At this moment she sees Jesus less as her Lord and more as a 
typical thick, unobservant male oblivious to his surroundings.  (Side 
note:  Does not the very fact she felt comfortable enough to speak to Jesus 
this candidly give us a sense of the closeness she felt toward him?) 

As for Mary, well, Martha thought she should have known better.  So if she 
wasn’t going to do the right thing because it was the right thing to do, then 
Jesus needed to pull rank on her and make her do it.  All of this is behind 
Martha’s remarks. 

But she is the one who completely misread the situation and she was the 
one with misguided thoughts.  So Jesus, in a warm and big-brotherly 
fashion, gently corrects her.  41"Martha, Martha," the Lord answered, "you 
are worried and upset about many things, 42but only one thing is needed. 
Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her." 

Martha had forgotten that Jesus had “not come to be served, but to serve 
and give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45).  Martha had fixated 
on Jesus as One who needed to receive from her, rather than One who had 
come to give to her. 

It is not as if Jesus was unappreciative of what Martha wanted to do for 
him.  He knew her heart and her love for him.  It’s just that at this 
particular moment she had become unbalanced.  That’s why he talks not in 
terms of right and wrong, but in terms of doing what is better. 



With his answer he is tenderly letting her know that what Mary was doing 
was more important, more necessary.  In her preoccupation with well 
intended but lesser things Martha was removing herself from the greater 
opportunity that was available to her. 

Because in the long run and in the ultimate scheme of things, Jesus says, 
“only one thing is needed.”  That one thing is a relationship with Jesus 
Christ and an understanding of him as Lord and Savior.  This one thing 
can only come through listening to his Word.  That’s how Mary had chosen 
to use her time and Jesus commended her for it.  He also indicates the 
strength and the knowledge and the comfort a conscious relationship with 
Jesus and his Word provides is something that no one could take away 
from Mary.  

So ends the account of Jesus in the home of Mary and Martha and 
Lazarus.  The main lesson found here is apparent, and many of us know 
where a sermon based on this lesson is going from the moment it is read.  It 
is tailor made for boilerplate clichés like:  Be a Mary, not a Martha.  

That may be true, but it is still a lesson so important that it needs to be 
heard and learned and emphasized and practiced again and again.  

That great lesson, of course, is on the value and importance of sitting at 
Jesus’ feet ourselves.  Even more important than what we do for Jesus 
(Martha) is what we are in Jesus (Mary).  And that, again, can only happen 
through intentional, devotional contact with Jesus through his Word.  I’m 
pretty sure we all know that.  So why do we need to be reminded? 

Here’s why:  Like Martha, we are easily distracted.  Many things vie for our 
time or suck us dry of the emotional energy needed to carry out the high 
and noble privilege of spending quality time with Jesus on a personal 
level.  Here is a list of some of them:  

Cares…worries… time constraints… over-commitment… over-extension… 
the inability or unwillingness to say no… the exhaustion and/or mental 



fatigue that accompanies an overscheduled life… fear that I will not 
understand some of the things God is telling me in the Bible and will find it 
confusing… fear that I will understand some of the things God is telling me 
in the Bible and find it uncomfortable and indicting because my life is not 
in conformity with it. 

Add to that the plain, garden-variety spiritual laziness we all contend 
with… our tendency toward procrastination… and the idea that down time 
for whatever reason is somehow a waste of time – and we’ve got a pretty 
formidable line-up of things that can and do distract us. 

Jesus simply says:  don’t let them.  There is but one thing needed.  You 
need me.  And when you find me by regularly spending time at my feet in 
my Word and in the quiet contemplation of who and what I am to you, 
many of those distractions and cares and worries and tendencies will begin 
to subside and, if not go away completely, at least become less pronounced 
in your life. 

The one thing needed is understanding, appreciating and applying to our 
lives the Gospel message.  Chief of sinners though I be, Jesus shed his 
blood for me, writes the hymnist.  Though our sins be like scarlet, because 
of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ we stand white as snow in 
the sight of God.  

The one thing needed is the knowledge and constant reassurance that I, a 
sinner, am saved by God’s grace through faith in Jesus Christ.  And when 
we, through the power of God’s Holy Spirit, are firmly grounded in that 
conviction, we also possess the many beautiful promises that accompany 
the Gospel message.  

Promises that God will strengthen us when times get tough and fortify us 
when Satan attacks with his temptations… 

Promises that comfort us in life’s tragedies and equip us to be what God 
wants us to be and what we want to be out of love for him…  



Promises that replenish our souls when we feel tapped out and drained by 
all the demands of this life and provide us with confidence when we are 
troubled by what is happening in our own personal world, or in the world 
around us. 

And with increasing acts of terror around the world, if ever there was a 
time in recent history when God’s people needed to find their strength and 
refuge in the rock-solid promise that God will never leave us or forsake us 
and that he is in control regardless of how we perceive things or that we 
need not fear because the very hairs on our head are numbered – it would 
be now. 

Through the Gospel and its promises we have what Jesus speaks of in John 
10 as “fullness of life” – a fullness that cannot and will not be taken from us 
as we stay strong in Jesus.  And it all begins with our connection to Christ 
and his Word; which then manifests itself in living for him in obedience 
and love and active service.   

So if we as Christians truly wish to honor our Lord and truly wish to know 
the theme of our current summer series, “what it means to follow Jesus,” 
there is nothing more important we can do than be students of his 
Word.  The time we invest with Jesus will naturally break out into service 
for Jesus without us even thinking about it.  

And we will have achieved, with God’s help and under his gracious 
guidance, the proper and natural balance between faith and works.  Amen. 

 


