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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In our lesson from last week we considered the Parable of the Good 

Samaritan.  That parable points us to our duty to be a good neighbour to all 

who cross our path.  We have a positive duty to care for them with love and 

consideration, even if it is inconvenient, difficult or costly.  You can think of 

it this way.  The parable of the Good Samaritan illustrates our 

responsibilities according to what is called the Second Table of the Law.  Let 

me explain.  The Ten Commandments are divided into two categories or 

tables.  The first four commandments outline our responsibilities to God.  

We are to worship him and him alone.  We are to worship him in the way 

and only in the way he requires.  We are to use his name with care and love, 

never treating it lightly, as if it were of no account.  And we are to remember 

and hallow the day that he has set aside for his worship and our refreshment.  

The Second Table of the Law, comprised of the last six commandments, 

outlines our responsibilities to our fellow men.  Faithfulness to God’s 

commands begins at home.  We are to honour our parents.  From there it 

extends outward.  We are to protect our neighbours’ lives, marriages, 

property and reputations.  And we are to do all this with open, sincere and 

humble hearts, not coveting our neighbours’ blessings but rejoicing that God 

has prospered them. 



 Well, after the Parable of the Good Samaritan outlines our earthly 

responsibilities, we come to a lesson today that points us to our heavenly 

responsibilities.  Last week we took a look at the Christian life at a 

horizontal level; today we consider its vertical dimension.  You see, the story 

of Martha and Mary points us to the priority of the Word of God in the life 

of a disciple and teaches us that if you would be a good neighbour, you must 

first listen to Jesus.  You must have a solid and intimate relationship with 

him.  Without that heavenly foundation, you will be no earthly good to 

anyone.  Let’s turn to our lesson. 

As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a 
village where a woman named Martha opened her home to him. 

In our lesson this morning we find ourselves in Bethany.  Bethany was 

a small town on the eastern slope of Mount Olivet, some three kilometers 

from Jerusalem and the home of Martha and Mary and their brother Lazarus.  

(Today it is a neighbourhood called el-Azariyeh, which is a name derived 

from “Lazarus,” whom Jesus raised from the dead.)  Now this family from 

Bethany were devoted followers of Jesus.  They had heard him preach and 

they had believed.  And their belief was active and loving.  They took 

delight in providing Jesus with warm hospitality and a place to stay when he 



was in the area.  And Jesus, for his part, loved them as well.  The Bible tells 

us in John 11 “Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus.” 

   

 Martha was an active, outgoing personality.  Before Paul had even 

written it, she was following his admonition, “Share with God’s people who 

are in need.  Practice hospitality.”  She also lived out the Apostle Peter’s 

dictum: “Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, 

faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms.”  Martha was a 

beautiful, nurturing Christian soul, administering God’s grace, and she 

expressed it on this day by preparing a wonderful meal for Jesus and his 

disciples.   

 Now while Martha was bustling about getting a meal ready for some 

fifteen or sixteen people, Mary was sitting quietly at Jesus’ feet.  She sat 

there “listening to what he said.”  Now at this time women were not 

forbidden from learning the Torah, but neither was such learning 

encouraged.  And it was absolutely unheard of for a woman to sit at the feet 

of a rabbi to receive instruction.  It just wasn’t done.  Mary, however, was 

not going to be denied.  She had taken up her station and was paying rapt 

attention to what Jesus was saying.  She was listening to the Word of God; 



she was hungry for it, for she knew that it was not by bread alone that she 

lived, but by every word that proceeded from the mouth of God.   

Now you might think that this was a tranquil, idyllic scene.  Martha 

was preparing the meal.  Mary was listening to Jesus.  The disciples were 

listening too, sitting down after a long and tiring day on the road.  You might 

think that, but you would be wrong.  You see, inside Martha was seething.  

She was a smouldering volcano, ready to erupt.  Our lesson says that Martha 

“was distracted by all the preparations that had to be made.”  Martha was 

distracted by her various duties.  “Distracted” here has the sense of “being 

pulled away.”  That is, Martha wanted to listen to Jesus too.  She wanted to 

be instructed by him.  But there was simply too much for her to do.  The 

lamb had to be roasted.  The vegetables had to be prepared.  The rolls had to 

be baked and the dessert made.  Try to see this in your mind’s eye.  Jesus is 

in the parlor, speaking.  Martha is in the kitchen.  She pokes her head out 

whenever she can and manages to catch a sentence or two of Jesus now and 

again.  But the potatoes boil over or the stove needs a bit more wood or the 

roast needs to be basted or the table has to be set—and she doesn’t get as 

much of Jesus as she longs for.  She grows more and more frustrated.  More 

and more distracted.  Her hospitality is becoming a burden and she begins to 



do her work with a grudging spirit.  The more she works, the madder she 

gets. 

 It’s familiar, isn’t it?  Have you ever preparing a Sunday School 

lesson plan with a begrudging spirit?  Have you ever resented having to pay 

someone sick a visit?  Have you ever seethed getting ready for a fellowship 

time because there was more to do than you had time to do it in?  Have you 

snapped at your kids in frustration as you got them ready for soccer or 

swimming or cubs, even though the whole idea of these activities is to make 

them healthy and happy?  I have heard that Thanksgiving and Christmas are 

the most stressful time in a family’s life.  “We are going to have a happy 

Thanksgiving and enjoy it whether you want to or not!  Eat your pumpkin 

pie!”  If you know what that’s like, you know what Martha was feeling. 

Finally, she could take it no longer.  “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!’”  Martha was angry at Mary, for she thought her sister 

was taking advantage, but she was also angry with Jesus for letting such a 

manifest injustice happen and so, in anger, she rebuked the Lord.  “Don’t 

you care?” was her accusation against him.  Now I want you to think of that 

for a minute.  Martha accused Jesus of not caring.  Let’s look at the 



evidence.  Jesus, while under no obligation at all, left the glory of his 

heavenly home to take upon himself the weakness of human flesh.  Paul puts 

it this way in the second chapter of his Letter to the Philippians: 

Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God 
something to be grasped, but make himself nothing, taking the very nature of 
a servant, being made in human likeness.   

He took on human flesh—but not the flesh of an earthly king or potentate.  

He was born in a stable of humble parents.  He had to flee from those who 

sought to kill him.  He grew up in an obscure village of bad repute.  During 

the time of his ministry, while the birds had their nests and the foxes their 

dens, he had nowhere to lay his head.  He healed the sick, raised the dead 

and preached good news to the poor, but in so doing he garnered the hatred 

of many.  Ultimately he was betrayed, arrested, tortured, mocked and 

crucified.  And all of this he did of his own volition.  “He humbled himself 

and became obedient to death—even death on a cross!”  He did not have his 

life taken from him, for no one had the power to do so; instead, he freely 

offered it up. 

 And why would he do such a thing?  With Adam, the human race had 

been plunged into sin and ruin.  Death had entered into the world and 

fellowship with God had been broken.   It was to restore this broken 

relationship that Jesus came.  He came to reconcile a people to God.  Did he 



have to?  No.  He was under no obligation to save anyone and he would be 

none the poorer without us.  Was there something in us that commended us 

to God?  No.  What are we in our natural state but sinners, enemies of God 

and of one another?  Then why did he do it?  Simply because he saw that we 

were like sheep without a shepherd—that we were perishing—and he had 

compassion on us.  He saved us because of the vast stores of love and pity in 

his heart.  He saved us simply because he has mercy on whom he has mercy.   

And he saved us at a terrible cost to himself.  II Corinthians 5:21 says 

it as well as it can be said: 

God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him 
we might become the righteousness of God. 

He who was holy and perfectly pure took our sins upon himself and gave us 

his righteousness.  He endured the pains of hell so that we might be blessed 

with everlasting joy.  He was forsaken of God the Father that we might be 

reconciled to God and call him our heavenly Father.  Jesus was on his way to 

Jerusalem to be nailed to a cross—to receive marks on his hands and feet he 

still bears and will bear throughout eternity—and Martha accused him of not 

caring.  It was a monstrous accusation.  And to top it off, Martha adds an 

order.  She says to Jesus, “Tell her to help me!”   



Look at the lesson again: 

 “Martha, Martha,” the Lord answered, “you are worried and 
upset about many things, but only one thing is needed.  Mary has 
chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her.” 

Our Lord’s answer to Martha contains two elements I want you to notice.  

First, his words are spoken with tenderness and love.  He says, “Martha, 

Martha.”  That’s called a double vocative and it indicates emotion and care.  

He understands Martha’s weakness.  He understands how she is feeling.  It 

doesn’t make him love her any the less.  He is a sympathetic high priest.  It 

provides him an opportunity to give her what she needs.  And what she 

needs at this moment is a gentle rebuke.  And so second, that is just what he 

gives her.  Jesus chides her for missing the one thing that is needed.   

Now let there be no mistake.  That word from the Lord must have cut 

Martha to the quick.  It was a convicting word, a wounding word, a 

chastening word.  But it was necessary.  “Don’t worry about an elaborate 

meal, Jesus was saying.  Take a cue from your sister.  Above all, you need to 

listen to me.  You need to enrich your relationship with me.  You need my 

instruction.  You need to spend time with me.  Only that foundation will 

keep your ministry from becoming a frustrating burden.”     



 The late E. V. Hill was a pastor in Los Angeles for a good many years.  

He had a big church in a very tough section of the city and his congregation 

was known for its solid preaching and teaching and its outreach ministries.  

They had showers and clothing available for street people so they could get 

washed up for job interviews.  They had literacy training.  There were 

shelters and soup kitchens.  It was a wonderful and comprehensive ministry 

and, as a result, people from everywhere, Christian and otherwise, would 

come to volunteer their services.   

 Hill wouldn’t let them anywhere near these ministries.  He explained 

it to them by using a baseball illustration.  Before you serve on a horizontal 

level, before you take up a social ministry, you have to get to first base.  First 

base is conversion.  It starts there.  You have to have Jesus in your heart.  

And after you get to first base, you have to get to second base.  Second base 

is growing and maturing in the Lord.  You must grow as a disciple.  You 

must be weaned from milk and learn how to eat meat and potatoes.  To do 

that, you have to sit at the feet of Jesus and be instructed by him.  Only after 

that happens—only after you learn the disciplines of the Christian life—will 

you be able to serve without becoming frustrated, without becoming bitter 

and angry.  So grow in Christ and then get to third base—serving others in 

love and charity. 



 Now let me be clear.  Even when you are a growing, mature Christian 

you will suffer times of frustration and anger as you exercise your gifts in 

the service of the Lord.  There will be difficult times ahead; there always are.  

But when you find your hackles starting to rise and your frustration building 

up, recognize that at that point you need to spend more time with Jesus.  

Don’t let the busy details of your day keep you from maintaining that 

relationship in good repair.  Nothing is more important.   Listen to what J. C. 

Ryle says here: 

 One thing is needful.  How true that saying.  The longer we live 
in the world, the more true it will appear.  The nearer we come to the 
grave, the more thoroughly we shall assent to it.  Health, and money, 
and lands, and rank, and honours, and prosperity, are all well in their 
way.  But they cannot be called needful.  Without them thousands are 
happy in this world, and reach glory in the world to come.  The many 
things which men and women continually struggle for are not really 
necessaries.  The grace of God which bringeth salvation is the one 
thing needful.   

Beloved, the day will come when you will no longer need your job or your 

money.  You will let your lands go.  Food will be of no use to you.  You will 

not need your furniture or your clothes.  None of these things will mean 

anything to you.  But if you cultivate your relationship with God you will 

find that his grace will go with you to the grave when you die and it will rise 

with you on resurrection morning and be yours to all eternity.  It will be to 

you treasure in heaven. 



 That was a lesson that both Martha and Mary learned.  We know that 

because it is clear from Scripture that both these sisters sat at the feet of 

Jesus and learned from him.  In John 11 we find the story of the death of 

Lazarus.  When Jesus came to Bethany that time, Martha came out to greet 

him.  Jesus said to her,  

 I am the resurrection and the life.  He who believes in me will 
live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will 
never die.  Do you believe this?   

At this point Martha answers with a confession of the lordship of Christ just 

as wonderful as the confession of Peter at Caesarea Philippi, when he said to 

Jesus, “Thou art the Christ, the son of the living God.”  Martha said, “Yes, 

Lord... I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God who was to come 

into the world.”  Martha had learned her lesson well. 

 So had Mary.  We find her in John 12.  Jesus had come for another 

visit.  This time Martha was getting the meal ready, but without grumbling 

or accusation.  Serving had, apparently, become a joy again.  Mary took a 

pint of expensive perfume.  Very expensive.  In today’s terms it would be 

worth some $35,000.  It was a family heirloom.   She poured it on Jesus feet, 

and wiped his feet with her hair.  Judas complained.  It was a waste.  But 

Mary had done it because she had been listening to the Lord.  She had heard 

what he had been saying, and she understood.  She had heard him speak of 



his impending death, and so she poured out the perfume to anoint him for 

burial.  She understood what even the apostles had, up to this point, missed. 

 Beloved, the Christian life has two dimensions, one vertical and the 

other horizontal.  Both are important.  Both are necessary.  But the vertical 

dimension must have priority.  If you are not right with God, you cannot be 

right with your fellow man.  But if you are right with the Lord, if you are 

walking with him in love and obedience, you will not go far wrong.  So 

secure your relationship with Christ.  Draw close to him.  Listen to his word, 

given in the Bible.  In all things offer him thanksgiving, praise and 

obedience.  And then go out and be a blessing.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.   


