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Teach Us To Pray 2.5 -- Duty or Devotion? 
(week of 11/15/2015) 

Text:  Luke 10:38-42 
 
Big Idea:  Find the proper balance between devotion to Jesus 

(enjoying his presence in the word or spirit of God) and the duty you 
are called to by God. 

 
Icebreaker:  Which is more difficult for you — to relax when there is work to be done or to work when there 

are people to talk to?  Why is that? 
 
In this week’s study, we find a story that shows the contrast between duty and devotion.  Jesus had come to 

visit in a home where he was more than welcome.  In fact, he was a regular guest of the family.  Whenever 
he was in the vicinity of Jerusalem, he stayed in the nearby village of Bethany, at the home of three siblings -- 
Martha, Mary, and Lazarus.  The beginning of their friendship with Jesus isn’t known, but it was so strong 
that when Lazarus died of a long illness, Jesus travelled many miles to comfort Mary and Martha, and then 
raise Lazarus back to life. 

This is a different occasion in their relationship.  Jesus had come to stay for a time, and, as with any time you 
have a famous houseguest, there were things to do, rooms to clean, extra meals to be made, extra visitors to 
prepare for, and all the rest of everyday life at home.  Martha immediately set to it, until she realized that 
Mary wasn’t helping.  She found Mary sitting still, listening to Jesus. 

 
Luke 10:38-42  As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village where a woman named Martha opened her 

home to him.  (39)  She had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord's feet listening to what he said.  (40)  But 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!"  (41)  "Martha, Martha," the Lord answered, "you are worried 
and upset about many things,  (42)  but few things are needed -- or indeed only one. Mary has chosen what is better, and 
it will not be taken away from her." 

 
(1)  Duty over devotion? 
“Martha is having the most important dinner guest she has ever had in her life.  She wants everything to be 

perfect.  She is running back and forth between the baking bread and the roasting meat to make sure neither 
becomes overcooked.  She is polishing the dishes, smoothing the napkins and wiping the dust off every piece 
of furniture she whizzes by.  At some point, maybe as she races from the spit outside where the bird is 
basting back into the kitchen to grab a dish for the meat, Martha happens to catch in the corner of her eye 
the sight of Mary sitting at Jesus' feet.  Relaxed Mary.  Smiling Mary.  Laughing Mary who is staring into the 
face of Christ.  Martha, on the other hand, is crouching beside a plucked chicken, staring into the hot coals 
that are only half as red as her flushed and angry face.”   [YoungLife Study Guides]     

 
Q:  What's it like at your house just before guests come over for dinner, or to stay for a while? Run through 

your list of family members, and tell us what each person is typically doing. 
 
Q:  How would you describe Martha's attitude when she complains to Jesus about Mary, and how would 

you have felt if you were Martha?  [LEADER -- possible answers: frustrated, irritated, abandoned, taken 
advantage of, left out, taken for granted, jealous, hurt] 
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Q:   Whichever words best describe it: (1) can you sympathize with Martha enough to share her irritation 
with Mary?  (2) to what degree was Martha right to feel this way? 

 
Q: Respond to this statement from Dave Ahl:  “Jesus did not blame Martha for being concerned about 

household chores. He was only asking her to set priorities. It is possible for service to God to degenerate into 
mere busywork that is no longer full of devotion to God.” 

 
Q:  What’s the downside to everyone sitting and listening, and no one bustling around, doing what needs to 

be done, and how can that be overcome? 
 
Q:  Martha focused on the activities of the day instead of on Jesus.  What GOOD things in our lives can 

consume us and keep us from being focused on Jesus? 
 
 
(2)  Devotion over duty? 
“Mary’s sitting at Jesus’ feet and listening to His Word implies a communion or fellowship of her spirit with 

that of the Lord. Like the two men on the Emmaus Road, Mary’s heart must have burned within her as she 
listened to Jesus explaining the Scriptures. Through her time communing with the Lord at His feet, Mary 
developed a sensitivity that enabled her to anoint Him for His burial, an action that Jesus said would be 
remembered wherever the gospel is preached in the whole world (Matt. 26:13).  

“We need to remember that the point of spending time in the Word and in prayer is not so that we can check 
it off on our Goals Chart. The point is to meet with the Lord, to commune with Him as Mary did, as we sit at 
His feet, listening to His word. ”   [Steven Cole] 

 
Q:   Which sister do you feel the most aggravated with as you hear the story, and why do you feel that way? 
 
Q:  Think of a time when you've really enjoyed just being around Jesus, spending time with Him.  Describe 

the experience. 
 
Q:  Describe your current devotional practices, and then answer:  How have you grown in that this year -- 

and in what areas do you WANT to grow? 
 
Q:  There are many distractions in life such as iPods, iPhones, Facebook, Twitter and several other social media 

outlets. According to orthodox Jewish teaching, all electronic devices must be turned off on the Holy Sabbath 
(Saturdays). What would be the impact on your spiritual life of turning your devices off for one day a week, 
and in the time you normally spend with them, spend the time with Jesus? 

 
Q:  “At the center of this narrative in the life of Jesus is praise for communion with Christ where one learns 

when to be busy and when to be still.”  In the best way you can, describe the balance of devotion and duty 
in spiritual life, and how each one affects the other. 

 
 
(3)  Devotion FUELS duty! 
Jesus desires your complete attention.  We know this, but living it gets to be difficult. We have things to do; 

we get busy and distracted; we forget to pray, let alone rest in His presence. Fulfilling your duty to service is 
absolutely an important part of your life of faith -- duty is simply “devotion lived out.”  But duty can 
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overwhelm us, and become an end in itself, rather than a means of living out our devotion. 
Mary made a purposeful choice to sit and listen to Jesus; it wasn't an accident. We can make the same choice 

she made, to sit and listen to Jesus.  If we will be like Mary, the time we devote solely to being with Jesus will 
give us the spiritual strength and drive to live out our devotion when it comes time to be dutiful in service. 

Let’s practice that now.  Right now, in your Life Group meeting, stop! Take time right now to sit with Jesus. 
Close your eyes, shut out everything else, and listen quietly as someone in the group reads Psalm 103, clearly 
and carefully.  (If you choose to have music playing lightly during the reading, be sure it’s music WITHOUT 
vocals, so that no one is distracted by trying to listen to two voices at once.)  When the reading is done, sit 
quietly for a bit longer, contemplating what you’ve heard, and speaking to God within yourself.  As you feel 
the need or desire, speak your prayer out loud, so the group can share with you in it.   Choose someone to 
officially close the time with a prayer -- but don’t be too hasty to bring it to an end!  Silence doesn’t hurt. 

 
Psalm 103 
(1)  (By David.) With all my heart I praise the LORD, and with all that I am I praise his holy name! 
(2)  With all my heart I praise the LORD! I will never forget how kind he has been. 
(3)  The LORD forgives our sins, heals us when we are sick, 
(4)  and protects us from death. His kindness and love are a crown on our heads. 
(5)  Each day that we live, he provides for our needs and gives us the strength of a young eagle. 
(6)  For all who are mistreated, the LORD brings justice. 
(7)  He taught his Law to Moses and showed all Israel what he could do. 
(8)  The LORD is merciful! He is kind and patient, and his love never fails. 
(9)  The LORD won't always be angry and point out our sins; 
(10)  he doesn't punish us as our sins deserve. 
(11)  How great is God's love for all who worship him? Greater than the distance between heaven and earth! 
(12)  How far has the LORD taken our sins from us? Farther than the distance from east to west! 
(13)  Just as parents are kind to their children, the LORD is kind to all who worship him, 
(14)  because he knows we are made of dust. 
(15)  We humans are like grass or wild flowers that quickly bloom. 
(16)  But a scorching wind blows, and they quickly wither to be forever forgotten. 
(17)  The LORD is always kind to those who worship him, and he keeps his promises to their descendants 
(18)  who faithfully obey him. 
(19)  God has set up his kingdom in heaven, and he rules the whole creation. 
(20)  All of you mighty angels, who obey God's commands, come and praise your LORD! 
(21)  All of you thousands who serve and obey God, come and praise your LORD! 
(22)  All of God's creation and all that he rules, come and praise your LORD! With all my heart I praise the LORD! 
 
 
 

NEXT STEPS:   
 
(1) Name three things in your life that distract you from spending time with God. 
(2) Decide how you will work around or within at least one of those things, to make time to sit and be quiet 

with God and his word this week. 
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FURTHER STUDY NOTES 
 
[YoungLife Study Guides]  Taking time to enjoy Jesus is like a lumberjack who takes time to sharpen his saw. He 

could choose to work non-stop for hours, cutting down trees. As time passes, however, he would be less and 
less effective, because his saw would be getting progressively duller. On the other hand, if he stops 
occasionally to sharpen his saw, although he actually spends less time cutting down trees, he would probably 
have a bigger stack of wood to show for it. We may feel like we can't afford to take time to simply enjoy 
Jesus. If we do, however, we'll find we are more productive in the time we have left over. 

 

 [Rich Cathers]  Martha is a person who is being driven to action by all the needs around her.  That’s not a bad 
thing sometimes.  Sometimes I wish more people were motivated by the needs around them.  But she is a 
person who is being distracted by all the needs to neglect the thing she needs the most. 

Jesus is apparently reclining, and Martha comes up and stands over Him.  I love the picture!  She’s going to 
start ordering Jesus around! 

Martha apparently is aware that Mary won’t listen to her if she asks her directly.  She goes straight to Jesus 
figuring that Mary will only listen to Him. 

Don’t resent those who don’t help. 
Be careful when you get to the place where you are beginning to resent those who aren’t helping you do what 

you think needs to be done.  You begin saying to yourself, “What could be more important than serving 
Jesus?”  Could there actually be anything more important than serving Jesus? 

It could be that you are correct in your concern.  You might indeed be doing something that the other person 
needs to be doing.  But you also might be wrong too.  What if they’re already doing what God wants them to 
do?   

Maturity means learning to say “no”. 
I think one of the marks of maturity is when we learn to know clearly where our priorities are, and we know 

how to politely say “no” to the things that want to take us away from what we need to be doing. 
We need to be careful that the serving we do is being led by the Lord and not by people.  We need to be 

careful that the serving we do is supported and empowered by the Lord. 
(1 Pet 4:11 NLT)  …Are you called to help others? Do it with all the strength and energy that God supplies. Then 

God will be given glory in everything through Jesus Christ. All glory and power belong to him forever and ever.  
Mary AND Martha 
Sometimes we get to thinking that we’re either a “Mary” or a “Martha”.  Ideally, we ought to be both. 
Jesus prayed that there would be more workers:  (Luke 10:2)  Therefore said he unto them, The harvest truly is 

great, but the labourers are few: pray ye therefore the Lord of the harvest, that he would send forth labourers 
into his harvest.  Martha is certainly the epitome of the hard worker.  [But that’s not all of the story.] 

We also need to learn to sit at Jesus’ feet.  I often see people come into the church and get built up and fed as 
they sit and listen to the Word.  You can see if they’re getting fed properly because they will eventually want 
to get involved and start serving.  But a common mistake is to end up getting so involved that we no longer 
have time to be fed.  We no longer can sit still and just worship and adore the Lord.  The result is that people 
end up running out of gas, burning out. 

The issue isn’t that it’s bad to be serving.  The problem is serving when you need to be sitting.  Warren 
Wiersbe writes, “The most important part of the Christian life is the part that only God sees. Unless we meet 
Christ personally and privately each day, we will soon end up like Martha: busy but not blessed.” 
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