
American Idols group study guide           by Dawn Owens 

 

Session 15: The Martha Malady  
 
RULES FOR THE ROAD:  
These studies are designed to be as user-friendly as possible so that you as a group 
leader will need only to download, browse through, possibly do some light 
preparations, and head to the study. In order to facilitate ease of use, cues are 
provided throughout the study to indicate:  

1. when you read aloud to the group (Bold text),  
2. when you ask questions to the group (bulleted italics), or  
3. when you have the group or individual group members read (Underline text).  

 
There is no “student guide” for the use of group members. Their primary tools will 
be the book, American Idols, their Bibles, and an occasional handout provided by 
you (provided in each group study). 
 
Please note also that the studies are set up with the assumption that some 
participants will not have read the American Idols chapter prior to doing the study. 
Therefore, there may be times that pieces of the text will need to be copied for 
them to follow along. 
 
PACKING YOUR BAGS: 

1. Please make copies of the Mary or Martha test (last page of this study) for 
each participant to have one.  
2. Have Bibles available in case someone comes to the study without a Bible. 
3. Bring a few extra pens and paper for them to take notes as necessary. 

 
MEETING THE CAST:  
Begin by asking everyone to state his or her first and last name, and respond 
briefly to the question,  
 

• Would you prefer to host people in your home or be hosted in someone else’s 
home? Why? 

 
Explain that you’ll go first so others have time to think (which also gives you the 
opportunity to show by example how briefly you expect others to respond), then 
proceed around the circle. 
 
After everyone has had a chance to respond, take a few moments to open this 
study in prayer. 
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REVIEW OF LAST WEEK’S EPISODE: 
Last time we met, we discussed how money can affect our worship of God.  
 

• Does anyone recall why we said money can affect our worship of God? 
 
• What “three c’s” did the author mention that were related to money being a 

“dangerous commodity?” 
 

• Can anyone share an experience of being more sensitive to this idol this 
week?  

 
ROUND 1: 
The last chapter of our book points out a common idol that is growing 
more common every day. The author is very quick in helping us identify 
our reasons for worshiping this idol. Before we go there, let me ask you 
some brief questions for you to consider. I won’t ask anyone to respond 
out loud, but to answer each question thoughtfully and silently: 
 

• How do you typically respond when someone asks how you’re doing? 
 
• How often in the last week have you told someone how busy you are? 

 
• Now, reflect back on one of those conversations and ask yourself, 

“How did I feel as I was talking about how busy I am?” Contentment? 
Shame? Conviction? Pride? Anger? Joy? 

 
• What was the other person’s response to your comments  about your 

busy lifestyle? 
 
Now, let me ask you another question. Again, this is just a rhetorical 
question: 
 

• During any of the questions I just asked, did you want to explain your 
situation in the hopes of justifying your purpose in sharing? 

 
Now, let’s turn to page 207 in our books.  
 
Ask someone to read the section entitled, “The Reasons for our Busyness.” 
 

• What does the author say are our external reasons for busyness? 
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• Do you agree with those reasons the author suggests? Why or why 
not? 

 
• Pastor and author Eugene Peterson also suggested some reasons for 

our busyness. What were the reasons he suggested? 
 

• Do you agree with Peterson? Why or why not? 
 
Our chapter on “The Martha Malady” also points out to us three real 
reasons why we submit to the idol of busyness. 
 

• Can someone tell me what those three reasons are? 
 
• Can someone else describe to the group what the author means by the 

term, “faithlessness?” 
 

• Can someone else describe what foolishness means, according to our 
author? 

 
• Can someone else describe what fecklessness means? 

 
• Do you agree that these are the root causes of our busyness? Why or 

why not? 
 

• Do any of these “hit home” for you? In other words, do you think your 
busyness is largely due to any of these factors?  

 
Our author digs a bit deeper into the heart of this idol in order to help 
us understand how our worship can and will affect not only ourselves and 
our relationship with God, but the ways in which we respond to others. 
To illustrate the author’s “results of busyness” let’s stop reading in our 
books for a moment and take a quick quiz. 
 
ROUND 2:  
Are you a Mary or a Martha? 
 
The story of Mary and Martha in the Bible makes it clear which style Jesus 
liked best. He commended Mary, the sister of Martha, because she sat and 
listened at the feet of Jesus, even while her sister was busy preparing supper 
in the kitchen. None of us wants to come off looking Martha, busy and 
complaining, but most of us find that a Mary lifestyle is easier to talk about 
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than it is to live. So let’s do a quick exercise to see if we have more Mary or 
more Martha in us. 
 
Hand out the “Are You a Mary or a Martha” worksheet.  
 
There are only three scenarios on the worksheet. Please take a few minutes to 
read through each scenario and respond to the either/or statements by circling 
the way you would most likely respond in each scenario. Once you are done, 
simply look up at me so I will know who has finished and who needs more time. 
Okay, you can begin.  
 
Once the participants are done, ask the following questions: 
 

• Did you learn anything about yourself by going through this exercise? If so, 
what did you learn? 

 
• Was there a scenario you could relate to more than the others? If so, which 

one? 
 

• Who you resemble more, Mary or Martha? Why? 
 
THE JUDGES REVIEW:  
Although these are fictional scenarios, they could be temptations we could face 
at any point in our lives. So what do we do? Let’s go back to our books for a 
second to find out, if we choose to respond to our situations like Martha what 
results we would have.  
 
The author mentions three results of our busyness.  
 

• Can anyone tell me what the three results of busyness are? 
 

• Has anyone experienced any of those results? 
 

• Let me turn you back to the scenarios we reviewed a few moments ago. How 
do each of those scenarios depict the results of busyness? (self-
centeredness, separation from God, and sacrifice of “better things”) 

 
Such results of busyness can be avoided only by confronting and casting down 
this idol in our lives. And the author explains how we can do that…but he warns 
that we may have to use extreme measures in order to do so. Let’s find out 
why by looking at Mark 9:29, as suggested on page 216, but back it up a bit 
so we can look at Mark 9:29 in context.  
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Have someone read Mark 9:14-32. 
 

• Now, using Mark 9:29 in context, why do you think the author suggests this 
verse as a reference for the destruction of this idol? 

 
Let’s explore a bit further the concept of fasting.  
 

• What is fasting? 
 
• Does anyone know why we are called to fast? 

 
Let’s go to Isaiah, chapter 58, to find out a bit more about fasting. 
 

• Will someone read Chapter 58 for us? 
 
• Who is speaking in this chapter? 

 
• Who is the author of the chapter speaking to? 

 
• What is the main subject of the chapter? 

 
• In verses 3-5, the Lord speaks to the people about their fasting. What does 

he say are the issues with their fasting? 
 

• In verses 6-7, what does the Lord want to come out of the fasting? 
 

• What will the outcome be, according to verses 8-9a? 
 

• What else does the Lord suggest the people do during their fast? (verses 
9b-13?) 

 
• Again, what does the Lord say will be the blessing the people receive if they 

conduct their fast they way he commands? 
 
Fasting is an act of self-control, a spiritual discipline in which we can gain 
ground in becoming more like Christ. The author’s suggestions for fasting are 
listed on page 217. He gives four progressive suggestions. Will someone read 
each of those main ideas for the rest of the group? 
 
Have someone read the italicized suggestions from p. 217.  
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My suggestion to you is this: decide in your heart, this day, on a fast that will 
please God. It may be those suggestions we just read through, or it may be 
something else God may be whispering to your heart right now, something that 
will help root this idol out of your life and lifestyle. Then, once you have 
decided on a fast to help you submit to God and discipline yourself in this area 
of busyness, tell someone about it—an accountability partner, a spouse, or a 
close friend. You can’t know how God can change you through a fast until you 
experience a time of fasting.  
 
THE VOTES ARE IN: 
Let’s quickly review what we learned today. There are external reasons for 
busyness. 
 

• Can someone name for me what those reasons are? 
 

However, the author explained the reasons we submit to busyness aren’t 
external at all.  
 

• What were the reasons the author pointed out to us? 
 

• What are the results we get from bowing down to busyness? 
 

• How can we change our thinking and actions to reverse busyness and worship 
God every day? 

 
• Does anyone feel bold enough to share what action you plan to take to tear 

down the idol of busyness in your life? 
 
COMMERCIAL BREAK:  
To end our study for today, will someone read and pray, on behalf of all of us, 
the prayer on page 218? Choose someone to do this. 
 
PREVIEWS OF NEXT WEEK: 
This is our very last study of American Idols, so now what? Let me make some 
suggestions to you.  
 
Maybe you feel there were some idols you are still battling with. If so, take 
some time to reread those chapters and go through the spiritual formation 
assignments.  
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You may want to start a study of your own. Ask God if there are people in 
your neighborhood, workplace, or church who could use God’s guidance in this 
area of their lives.  
 
Make flash cards of each of the idols. Put the idol’s name on the front side of 
the card, and some Scriptures on how to renew your mind to not fall into 
temptation with that specific idol.  
 
Ask someone to hold you accountable to regularly confronting the idols you feel 
you have struggled with the most. Have them ask you at least once a week 
whether or not you have fallen prey to Satan’s temptations. Keep a journal so 
you can note your progress in making steps in a new direction to worshipping 
God rather than the idol.  
 
These are just a few ways to continue developing a stronger relationship with 
God and re-establishing a walk that is free of idols. Does anyone else have 
suggestions or thoughts they’d like to share? 
 
To end our time together studying idols, I’d like to take a moment and pray 
for you, asking God to reveal to you what you need to do to continue your 
journey in ridding your lives of American Idols.  
 
Take a moment to pray for the group.  
 
Thank you for being willing to take this journey with me. May God bless you as 
you seek him daily to develop a deeper love relationship with him. 
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Are you a Mary or a Martha? 
 

Directions: Please read through each of the follow either/or statements. Circle the 
statement that explains what you would do. 
 

1. You are a guest at a dinner party. A friend you haven’t seen in a while comes 
over to say hello and ask how you are doing. Is your response more likely to be: 
 
I’m doing great, but (work, family, church) has kept me so busy lately, I haven’t had 
a chance to see much of anyone.  

-or- 
I’m doing well, thanks, but I’d really love to hear how have you been. It’s been so 
long since I’ve seen you. What’s new? 

 
2. Currently at church you are volunteering in a particular ministry. You also have 

been bogged down with work while trying to keep up with your responsibilities at 
home. The pastor approached you to help out in another area of church that is 
currently in need. You tell the pastor, you are willing to help out anyway the 
church needs you. After a few months, you are tired, you can’t remember the 
last time you had a quiet time with God, and feeling burnt out. How do you 
respond? 

 
You complain to anyone who will listen about how busy your life is right now, and that 
you can’t let go of any of your responsibilities because the church needs you so 
desperately. 

-or- 
You ask God to reveal to you areas of your life you need to surrender to his control, 
recognizing how out of control it has gotten. You also ask him to show you what 
commitments you need to consider relinquishing in order to allow time for you to 
spend with Him.  

 
3. For months now, you have wanted to work on a project at home. Every time you 

think about it, a wave of anxiety flows through you. You know you have to get 
it done, but you’ve been so busy lately you haven’t been able to make time for 
it. While sharing your situation with a friend or family member on the phone 
you tell him/her: 

 
I am so frustrated that I can’t get this project done. I won’t rest until it’s finished, 
even if I have to take off a day from work to complete it? 

-or- 
I love to get things done, but I think my frustration over this project is distracting 
me from more important things. I wonder if you’d join me in asking God to keep my 
focus where it needs to be.  
 

 


