One Thing is Needed
Luke 10:38-42
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By a show of hands, how many of you have ever said, “I’m too busy?”
By a show of hands, how many of you would admit that you feel too busy?

Dr. Susan Koven practices internal medicine at Massachusetts General Hospital. In a Boston Globe column, she wrote:
In the past few years, I've observed an epidemic of sorts: patient after patient suffering from the same condition. The symptoms of this condition include fatigue, irritability, insomnia, anxiety, headaches, heartburn, digestive disturbances, back pain, and weight gain. There are no blood tests or X-rays diagnostic of this condition, and yet it's easy to recognize. The condition is excessive busyness.

If you’ve ever felt like you’re too busy for what matters—there’s a better way to live, and we’ll learn all about it in this message today.

So, if you have your Bible, turn to Luke 10, and we’ll pick up at verse 38. We’re currently in a sermon series titled “One Thing,” and in Luke 10, we find the third occurrence of the phrase “one thing.”
Luke 10:38-42 ESV Now as they went on their way, Jesus entered a village. And a woman named Martha welcomed him into her house. 39 And she had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his teaching. 40 But Martha was distracted with much serving. 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.” 41 But the Lord answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things, 42 but one thing is necessary. Mary has chosen the good portion, which will not be taken away from her.”

I imagine that many of us in this room today are living with full schedules.
And most likely, our full schedules are full of “good” things with merit and value.[footnoteRef:1] But even good things can distract us from the what’s most important. [1:  Darrell L. Bock, Luke, The IVP New Testament Commentary Series (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1994), Lk 10:38–42.] 


So, as we consider this text today, there are three questions I think we must strive to answer: what does Jesus mean by “one thing,” why is this one thing “necessary,” and how can we focus on this “one thing?” Let’s jump into the first question…
I. What does Jesus mean by “one thing?”

Well, some say that Jesus was referring to food.
He was simply telling Martha that He and the disciples didn’t need a big elaborate meal with a bunch of appetizers and side dishes—one dish was all that was needed.
· Hello Fresh
· Some interpreters say that’s what Jesus is referring to here—a one pan meal. 
· However, the Greek does not support this interpretation, especially the language and grammar referring to Mary’s choice.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Leon Morris, Luke: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 3, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1988), 210.] 


Other commentators say that Jesus was comparing two different lifestyles.
And He was advocating for a life of reflection over a life of service.[footnoteRef:3] We should no longer worry about household duties, responsibilities, or chores—rather, we should spend our days in meditation and reflection. [3:  Robert H. Stein, Luke, vol. 24, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1992), 322.] 

· However, the language and context will not support this interpretation either. Jesus is not so much condemning Martha’s activity as commending Mary’s.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Bock, Luke, Lk 10:38–42.] 


So, what does Jesus mean by one thing?
Like always, it’s helpful to consider the context and if we back up to chapter 9, Luke tells us that…
Luke 9:51-53 ESV When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem. 52 And he sent messengers ahead of him, who went and entered a village of the Samaritans, to make preparations for him. 53 But the people did not receive him, because his face was set toward Jerusalem.

Luke’s whole middle section, from 9:51 to 19:44, concentrates on Jesus’ teaching as He journeyed to Jerusalem and the cross. Leading up to chapter 9 Luke focused on Jesus’ deeds.
· But Jesus as Teacher, is the central figure of the central section of the Luke’s gospel.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Michael Wilcock, The Savior of the World: The Message of Luke’s Gospel, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1979), 117.] 

· And the overall subject of Jesus’ teaching along the journey to Jerusalem is about the way to find eternal life.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Wilcock, The Savior of the World: The Message of Luke’s Gospel, 117.] 

· The way to be saved from our sins.

So, considering the context, the one thing needed above all else, the one essential need of your life and mine, is to hear and obey the Word of God.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Trent C. Butler, Luke, vol. 3, Holman New Testament Commentary (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2000), 174.] 

· Charles Spurgeon wrote, “If anything be plain at all in Holy Scripture, it is most clear that this is the one thing needful, to sit at Jesus’ feet and hear his word.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  C. H. Spurgeon, “The One Thing Needful,” in The Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit Sermons, vol. 17 (London: Passmore & Alabaster, 1871), 565.] 

· Everything else is secondary!

PAUSE
Now this expression, “to sit at someone’s feet” may sound odd to us but it was a familiar first-century expression, describing the relationship between a pupil and a teacher.
· Paul used this expression when giving his credentials to the religious leaders in Jerusalem. 
· Acts 22:3 ESV I am a Jew, born in Tarsus in Cilicia, but brought up in this city, educated at the feet of Gamaliel…

So, “sitting at someone’s feet” indicated an intimate relationship.
· More than merely listening to a teacher and tipping your cap to them. 
· Sitting at a teacher’s feet meant a dedication to the teacher that took precedence over all other responsibilities and obligations.

The one thing Mary chose was to sit at Jesus’ feet and much is implied by her choice.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Spurgeon, “The One Thing Needful,” 565.] 

George Whitfield, one of the great preachers of the 18th century, said, “To sit at Jesus’ feet implies a readiness to hear the words of Christ, to seat ourselves with Mary at his feet, and to receive both the law and the gospel from his mouth. It supposes that we learn from this divine teacher the worth of our souls, their danger, and their remedy; and that we become above all things solicitous about their salvation. That, heartily repenting of all our sins, and cordially believing the everlasting gospel, we receive the Lord Jesus Christ for righteousness and life, resting our souls on the value of his atonement, and the efficacy of his grace. It imports, the sincere dedication of ourselves to the service of God, and a faithful adherence to it, notwithstanding all oppositions arising from inward corruptions, or outward temptations; and a resolute perseverance in the way of gospel dependence, ‘till we receive the end of our faith in our complete salvation.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  George Whitefield, Selected Sermons of George Whitefield (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1999).] 


PAUSE
Church, the most important thing is to hear and obey the Word of God.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Butler, Luke, 174.] 


Second question…
II. Why is this one thing “necessary?”

A few considerations. For starters, hearing and obeying the Word of God is the one thing necessary because:
a. It’s of universal concern. It applies to everyone.
Jesus does not say, this is necessary only for people of a certain age, gender, class, or status. 
· Hearing and obeying the Word of God is necessary for all people.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Whitefield, Selected Sermons of George Whitefield.] 

· For only by hearing the gospel, being born again in Christ, and persevering unto the end can we be fruitful.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Stein, Luke, 322.] 


One interesting note about this passage is that women dominate the story. 
This isn’t unusual to us, but it would have been shocking in the first century, where women were often dismissed as marginal. 
· So, Jesus is making a point about all disciples.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Bock, Luke, Lk 10:38–42.] 

· The fact that He commends Mary and has a meal with Martha shows that He is concerned about all people.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Bock, Luke, Lk 10:38–42.] 


Listen to…
Matthew 7:24-27 ESV “Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock. 25 And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock. 26 And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. 27 And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the fall of it.”

Church, life has one essential need: to hear and obey the Word of God and this is necessary for everyone![footnoteRef:16] [16:  Butler, Luke, 174.] 


A second consideration. Hearing and obeying the Word of God is the one thing necessary because it’s…
b. Of the highest importance.

Solomon said of wisdom…
Proverbs 3:15 ESV She is more precious than jewels, and nothing you desire can compare with her.
· So, we may say of the Lord’s wisdom here in Luke 10; whatever we may lay in the balance with it, does not compare.
· This is strongly implied when it is said in the text, “one thing is necessary.”
· Only one thing. 

PAUSE
Church, you know without me telling you, that life is full of important decisions…
· Choosing who to marry
· Choosing a career path, deciding to change jobs or to stay put
· Choosing where to live, managing finances, and prioritizing health
· Life is full of “important” decisions. 

But the things that seem most important in life, what the wisest and greatest of this world are employing their time, effort, and energy upon, are trifles, when compared with this one thing.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Whitefield, Selected Sermons of George Whitefield.] 


PAUSE
Church, if we’re willing to listen, Jesus tells us what He judged to be the one thing necessary. Hearing and obeying His Words. He adds in…
Matthew 16:24-26 NLT … “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 25 For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. 26 For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? Or what shall a man give in return for his soul?

But not only does Jesus tell us what He judged to be the one thing needful. He shows us the value He places on our souls in His death on the cross for our sins.
· Think about it…is it reasonable to believe, that Jesus left heaven, came and dwelt among us, labored night and day, was scourged by the Romans, and nailed to the cross, for a matter of light importance?[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Whitefield, Selected Sermons of George Whitefield.] 


PAUSE
Moment of death.

Hearing and obeying the Word of the Lord is of the highest importance.

And one last consideration. Hearing and obeying the Word of God is the one thing necessary because it’s…
c. Possible to be distracted.
Tucked in this interaction is a sobering reminder of the possibility of being distracted from the one necessary thing. 
· And what’s sobering about this reminder is that distractions can, and often are, good things. (Sometimes we’re distracted by things that aren’t good, but sometimes the distractions are good things).
· The point of this account is not that activity like Martha’s is bad. 
· She was serving and trying to take care of Jesus and the disciples. We don’t know a whole lot about Martha, but we can assume that she was trying to use her gifts and talents. She was cooking a meal for Jesus.

But the choice Jesus discusses with Martha is between something that is good and something that is better.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Bock, Luke, Lk 10:38–42.] 

· Jesus’ gentle rebuke of her was that she had let the many “good” things keep her from the one essential thing. 
· Martha’s life was out of focus because she was dedicated to fulfilling the world’s expectations rather than Jesus’.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Butler, Luke, 174.] 


PAUSE
One pastor asked a question about Martha from this passage, and I think it’s brilliant thought. He said, “Imagine talking to Martha the next day, and asking her, ‘Hey, how was your time with Jesus yesterday? What was it like? What did He talk about?’ Her response would have been, well, I don’t remember much of what He said, because I was in the kitchen cooking and cleaning the whole time. But if you asked Mary how her visit was and what Jesus talked about, she would have said, oh, let me tell you. Jesus said this, and then that.”

Martha was doing something good, but Mary took advantage of a non-repeatable moment. 
Again, Martha’s activity wasn’t bad, but that’s often the way distraction works—focusing on good things rather than the best thing.

C.S. Lewis pointed out that the most dangerous thoughts are often not the evil or unbelieving thoughts, the most dangerous thoughts are often the ones that keep us from considering what is important! 
· There’s supper to make
· There’s laundry to do
· There’s yard work
· There’s paperwork
· My spouse needs this done or that done
· My kids need this or that
 
And C.S. Lewis points out, that so many people don’t reject the word of God; they just get distracted from it. 
· So often, it’s the good things that get in the way of the best thing.

At the crossroads of decision making, Martha had opted for worldly expectation and social obligation; Mary, for hearing Christ’s Word. Martha needed to change her priorities.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Butler, Luke, 174.] 


PAUSE
QUESTION: If this text were written about us, how would it read? Would Jesus say to us, “You’re choosing good things over the best thing? You’re choosing goods things over the essential thing which is simply spending time with the Savior.”

The verb for listening used in verse 39, means to absorb. So, Mary sat at the feet of Jesus absorbing His words.
· And church, that is the only thing worth being concerned about—absorbing the words of Christ.

It’s as if Jesus said to Martha, “Oh, Martha, Martha, the concern of your soul is so much more important than that of your body. I cannot blame your sister for the choice she’s made: rather, I encourage you to choose as she’s chosen and I caution you, and everyone else listening, to be keep up your guard, that in the midst of your worldly cares and concerns, you do not lose sight of what deserves your first priority and attention.”[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Whitefield, Selected Sermons of George Whitefield.] 


Last question…
III. How can we focus on the one thing necessary?

Just a couple of practical thoughts. We can focus on the one thing necessary by… 
a. Rethinking our priorities.

In the SotM Jesus said…
Matthew 6:25-33 ESV “Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, nor about your body, what you will put on. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? 26 Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? 27 And which of you by being anxious can add a single hour to his span of life? 28 And why are you anxious about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin,29 yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. 30 But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which today is alive and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? 31 Therefore do not be anxious, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ 32 For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them all. 33 But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.

If we evaluated this past week alone, what would our priorities say about us?
· Would they reflect a desire for eternal treasure or temporary earthly rewards?
· What distractions need to be eliminated or shifted in our lives?
· Martha didn’t need to completely eliminate responsibilities of her home; she needed to change her priorities.

We can focus on the one thing necessary by seeking God’s kingdom and righteousness before everything else — personal comfort, security, or ambition.

Another consideration. We can focus on the one thing necessary by… 
b. Being intentional.
Intentionally carve out time to “sit at His feet” before getting caught up in the “many things” of life.
· Being willing to decline obligations that distract us from time with the Lord.

Ephesians 5:15-16 ESV Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise,16 making the best use of the time, because the days are evil.
If we’re honest, we’d probably admit that we so easily let other things (maybe they’re good, maybe they’re not) keep us from time with the Lord. We easily come up with excuses for why we can’t sit at Jesus’ feet today, in this moment.
· But what if our time with the Lord became our excuse for missing everything else?

Focusing on the one thing necessary requires intentional investment in our spiritual growth and a willingness to prioritize eternal value over temporary value.

PAUSE
What if God were to turn aside the veil between us and heaven, and permit the most careless sinner in the assembly to converse for a few moments with the inhabitants of it? If you were to apply yourself to a happy Spirit, that trod the most thorny road to paradise, or passed through the most fiery trial, and to ask him, “was it worth your while to labor so much, and to endure so much for what you now possess?” Surely if the blessed in heaven were capable of indignation, it would move them to hear that it should be made a question. And, on the other hand, if you could inquire of one tormented in that flame below, though he might once be “clothed in purple and fine linen, and fare sumptuously every day,” Luke 16:19. If you could ask him, “whether his former enjoyments were an equivalent for his present sufferings and despair?” What answer do you suppose he would return? Perhaps an answer of so much horror and rage, as you would not be able so much as to endure. Or if the malignity of his nature should prevent him from returning any answer at all, surely there would be a language even in that silence, a language in the darkness, and flames, and groans of that infernal prison, which would speak to your very soul what the word of God is with equal certainty, though less forcible conviction, speaking to your ear, that “one thing is needful.”[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Whitefield, Selected Sermons of George Whitefield.] 
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