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By habit, I am not a man who likes to procrastinate.  I like to have my sermons written out a couple of weeks in 

advance, so that I can free up a week if I need to.  However, this sermon is one of the rare exceptions to the rule.  Here’s 
where it came from:  As is my custom, I went one Friday morning to spend an hour studying with one of our shut-ins, a 
brother named Dennis Clark.  For the past few months, we have been working our way through the gospel of Luke, and 
that day, we happened to reach the last half of Luke 10.  I’ve always been a big Luke 10 fan.  That’s where the parable of 
the Good Samaritan is located, among other things, and that’s one of my five favorite parables.  However, it was the next 
section after the parable of the Good Samaritan that caught my attention.  We discussed it for a few minutes, and I said to 
Dennis, “I have to preach on this”, even though it was going to wreck my schedule and cost me my Saturday. 
 If there is any passage of Scripture that speaks to Americans today and to the church in particular, it is this 
passage.  We pack our lives full of things the way that some people pack their suitcases.  We put in everything the suitcase 
will hold, add a little bit more, and then jump on the lid until we can get it to close.  As a consequence, our lives are 
bursting at the seams with every care and concern imaginable.  We’re worried about our parents, our children, our jobs, 
our mortgages, our credit-card payments, our college-tuition payments, our kids’ schoolwork, our retirement savings, 
getting the dog out for a walk, fixing the leaky roof, keeping the house clean, and the rest of our endless litany of tasks and 
priorities.  That’s all well and good, except it’s not what God wants.  Let’s look instead at choosing one needful thing. 
 
Luke 10:38-42 

Our story begins this morning with Luke 10:38.  This is one of the places in Scripture where we know much more 
than the narrator reveals at this point.  The village in question is Bethany.  It’s only a couple of miles outside of Jerusalem, 
and in this area, Mary and Martha are among the most prominent disciples.  It is their brother Lazarus, in fact, whose 
passing moved Jesus to weep, and whom Jesus raised from the dead.  This is likely the family’s first meeting with Jesus. 

Let’s consider, then, for a moment want it means for Martha to invite Jesus into her home.  On the one hand, 
Martha is heir to a tradition of hospitality that stretches back thousands of years.  Even today, as travelers to the Middle 
East will tell you, hospitality is extremely important to the natives.  At this point, Martha would gladly have surrendered 
her own meal to make sure that her guest was provided for, even if he were an ordinary man. 

Jesus, of course, is far from an ordinary man.  At the least, Martha believes that He is a prophet.  At the most, she 
may already be convinced that He is the Messiah, and she has just invited God’s anointed into her own home.  Imagine 
for a moment, ladies, that it is you who have just invited Jesus into your home, both to eat and to stay until He travels to 
another village.  You hadn’t been expecting company, but you meet Jesus in the road, and before you can keep the words 
from coming out you say, “Hi, Jesus!  Why don’t you stay with us for as long as You’re here!”  Most Christian women I 
know would have a stroke at the thought of having the Son of God in their home.  And yet, that’s where Martha is. 

Then, we meet Martha’s sister Mary in Luke 10:39.  Like her sister, Mary is one of the most prominent women in 
the gospel narrative.  Most notably, it is she who anoints Jesus for burial a couple of days before His crucifixion.  When 
Jesus says in Mark 14 that this woman will be spoken of wherever the gospel is preached, He’s talking about Mary. 

As with Martha, this may well be the first time that Mary meets Jesus.  However, her reaction to this unexpected 
but very important guest is not what we would anticipate.  She’s not concerned that the cat has spent the past six months 
shedding on the guest bed.  She’s indifferent to the unwashed dishes and the laundry that hasn’t been put away yet.  She 
couldn’t care less that the only thing in the fridge is some Chinese takeout that’s about a week old.  Her attitude is that 
God’s prophet is here and she is going to sit at the feet of God’s prophet and listen until He leaves.  The end. 

We see how this plays with Martha in Luke 10:40.  For some reason, I get the feeling that Martha is the older 
sister and Mary is the younger sister, and if so, this is Martha in full big-sister form.  She is in the middle of having her 
aneurysm because a prophet from God is a guest in her home, there are fifteen thousand things that need doing right 
now, the potatoes for the pot roast haven’t even been peeled yet, and there is her useless, daydreaming baby sister, sitting 
in the living room chit-chatting with their special, important guest as though she didn’t have a care in the world. 

At this point, Martha is probably very proud of herself for not choking Mary until she turns purple.  Instead, she 
is very dignified, very restrained, and in a calm, even voice, she asks the Master Teacher to give her sister a little bit of 
instruction.  Mary has been told over and over again that hospitality is a sacred duty, and yet, while Martha is running 
around like a crazy woman, Mary is doing nothing to help.  At a guess, Mary and Martha have had words about this kind 
of lazy, unhelpful behavior beforehand, it clearly hasn’t worked, and so Martha appeals to a higher authority to get her 
sister straightened out.  Hopefully, with Jesus’ help, Mary will see that it’s time to grow up and become a responsible adult. 

However, we see what Jesus actually says to them in Luke 10:41-42.  Suffice it to say, this is not the answer that 
Martha is looking for.  Let’s start with what Jesus says to her first.  He tells her that she is worried and troubled about 



many things.  To Martha, this would have been obvious to the point of being offensive.  OF COURSE she’s worried and 
troubled about many things!  The Son of God is staying in her house, and they don’t have a thing to eat!  However, Jesus 
intends more than a simple statement of fact.  Although His word choice is such that we can easily imagine the warm, 
affectionate tone with which He is speaking, it’s clear that He intends to reprove Martha.  She is worried and troubled 
about many things, and she shouldn’t be.  This elaborate mental to-do list that she has in her head, of all the ways that she 
should be showing honor to God’s prophet, is a list that is made up entirely of the wrong things.   

Instead, it is Mary, flighty, irresponsible Mary, who has made the right decision.  Mary’s to-do list has one item on 
it.  It reads, “Talk to Jesus”, and of all the things that Mary’s to-do list could contain, that is the only thing that it must 
contain.  Listening to the Lord is the one needful thing, and all of the rituals of honoring an important guest aren’t.  
What’s more, no matter how much Martha might want Jesus to command Mary to help her, Jesus is absolutely not going 
to do it, because He refuses to pull Mary away from what is important to put her to work on what is not. 

This is a shocking thing for Jesus to say.  Imagine, if you will, that one of you invites me to dinner after services, 
and when the meal is over, I say, “That was good, sister, but you would have been better off ordering pizza and spending 
that time talking with me about the Bible instead.”  When we think about Jesus’ words in that light, they seem rude to us, 
but Jesus isn’t being rude.  He’s being right, and the rudeness that we see in His words is the result of the difference 
between His worldview and ours.  Jesus has the perspective of eternity to draw on, and He knows that although showing 
honor to a prophet is nice, listening to the prophet is better.  A week down the road, no one is going to remember the 
dinner that Martha prepared, but the words of Jesus would make a difference in the lives of His listeners forever. 
 
Our Applications 
 The first application that we should draw from this story is that we should RECOGNIZE THE 
DISTRACTIONS.  We need to bear in mind the words of John in 1 John 2:17.  This passage implies a simple test for 
whether something is a distraction or not.  If we are still going to care about that something 10,000 years from now, it is 
important.  If we are not going to care about that something 10,000 years from now, it is a distraction.  The problem with 
Martha’s to-do list was that it was filled with distractions and didn’t leave room for the important things.  Our to-do lists 
often reflect the same problem.  We are so caught up in this world and the things of this world that we don’t leave room 
for God.  We say to ourselves, “I would have liked to go to the gospel meeting every night, but I had this to do, and I had 
this to do, and I had this to do, and there was no way I could make the schedule work.”  If that’s where we are, friends, 
then we are every bit as distracted and worried and anxious about the wrong things as Martha was.  There is nothing 
wrong per se about having busy schedules filled with overtime shifts and soccer practice, but there is something terribly 
wrong when we choose to make our life about those things instead of about God.   
 Instead, we need to CHOOSE THE ONE NEEDFUL THING.  I can’t think of a better statement of it than 
in Matthew 6:33.  In many ways, it takes a lot of moral courage to take this stand.  I don’t know whether Mary thought 
through all the implications of her decision when she decided to listen to Jesus, but she put a lot on the line when she 
made it.  I’m a man, and it’s still hard for me to imagine sitting and talking to Jesus in my living room when my house is a 
wreck.  Honestly, I think the reason why it’s hard for me to imagine is pride.  When we have people in our home, I want 
everything to be neat and orderly, so as to create the illusion that everything in our home is always neat and orderly, and 
furthermore, that everything in our lives is always neat and orderly.  That sounds good, except that it is fundamentally not 
true.  Lauren and I have a 2-year-old and a 7-month-old.  You think that the inside of our house always looks like the 
cover of Southern Living?  You think that we always have this perfect marriage filled with touching displays of affection and 
selfless love?  In real life, we do have a good marriage, but sometimes, it’s not so good, and we always have to work at it.  
In real life, our house looks like Toys-R-Us got the stomach flu and puked all over our living room.  In real life, I am an 
imperfect person with an imperfect life, but I allow the pursuit of the illusion of perfection to pull me away from God. 
 In fact, I think this is generally true, even beyond the limits of the story.  How many of the things on our Martha 
to-do lists are there because we care about what somebody else thinks?  We have to keep the house spotless to make our 
mother-in-law happy, we have to keep the yard immaculate to keep the neighbors happy, we have to take extra shifts at 
work to make the boss happy, and we have to keep our kids in all these activities because somewhere, the Judge of Good 
Parents is grading us on how many practices we take them to every week.  And we go through all these things, all the time, 
to live up to somebody else’s standards for who we’re supposed to be.  Friends, there’s only one judge who matters, and 
that’s God.  There’s only one question on His grading sheet, and that’s whether we love Him.   

Like Mary, we have to be brave enough to put that one thing first, and we have to be ruthless about eliminating 
everything else that stands between us and that one needful thing, no matter the cost to the image that we are so 
concerned about.  It is a disastrous mistake to live lives that are so filled with busyness that it crowds out the quietness 
that we need to approach God.  We need to be willing to leave the laundry unfolded and the cat hair unremoved, if we 
need that time to listen to Jesus.  Only one thing matters, and the only way to live is by seeking that one thing. 


