
Eastwood Baptist (17/2/’19) “ONLY ONE THING IS NEEDED” (Luke 10:38-42) 

Introduction For the next few Sunday mornings we will be joining Jesus and his disciples on 

their trip toward Jerusalem, a trip the beginning of which is recorded by Luke soon after the 

passage which we looked at last Sunday morning – read Luke 9:51. Luke reminds his readers 

frequently in coming chapters that Jesus has resolutely set his face toward Jerusalem. He 

reminds us that the destination and what will happen there are very important, and very 

much in Jesus’ mind, but he also records some important stops along the way. This morning 

we will join Jesus as he stops to spend time with good friends, and we will see that this time 

is important, especially to one of these friends. I have chosen to consider Luke 10:38-42 

because it is an important moment in Luke’s Gospel. Read Luke 10:38-42. But, to be honest, 

I have also chosen this passage because it has been important to me. This reason is reflected 

in the way I want to talk about this passage this morning. I want to share with you three 

stories which arise from the passage: the story of my relationship with the passage; 

Martha’s story (as I try to enter into her experience); your story (that is, my attempt to 

relate both my story and Martha’s to you). 

My Story I can’t remember when I first heard this story about Mary and Martha, but I was 

certainly very young. I associate it with those times in my childhood when I used to sit in the 

kitchen with my mother while she worked, and we used to sing hymns and talk. We talked 

about many things, but I mainly remember her talking about her father, her childhood and 

her faith. Mum’s sympathies were with Martha, so mine came to be also. But this early 

sympathy was confirmed as I grew older. My own inclination was more toward activity than 

contemplation, although I loved reading. This strengthened my feeling that Martha 

deserved more credit for expressing her love for Jesus in a practical way. As a result I came 

to minimise the force of Jesus’ words, treating them as a way of steering Martha toward a 

more balanced life. I interpreted them as saying that Martha could learn from Mary, and 

that we need both Mary’s and Martha’s in families and in the church. This allowed me to 

feel OK about being more like Martha than Mary, and emphasising activity and practical 

service. But over time I eventually came to the conviction that I shouldn’t soften the words 

of Jesus, but pay attention to what Jesus actually said. It suddenly hit me well into mature 

adulthood that my being like Martha didn’t give me a reason to modify what Jesus said to 

Martha. Indeed, it gave me all the more reason to take his words seriously. That realisation 

has been part of my thinking for a long while now, but I still have to keep coming back to it, 

because it is still easier for me to act like Martha than to act like Mary. 

 Martha’s Story I imagine that Mary and Martha both felt excited about Jesus coming to 

their house. If they knew in advance that he was coming, I picture them making eager 

preparations. Or maybe even at this stage Martha was doing the lion’s share of the work. 

Especially as the time for Jesus’ arrival drew near, it may well be that Martha was rushing 

around to make sure everything was fit for welcoming their teacher, while Mary was 

watching for Jesus at the window. And finally Jesus arrives! They both greet him warmly, 



and one of them washes his feet, before they escort him to the best seat in the house. But 

soon Mary is sitting at Jesus’ feet, while Martha is “distracted by her many tasks”. I imagine 

that she might have been thinking along these lines. “Here I am working hard so that we can 

offer Jesus the very best, the kind of hospitality he deserves, and Mary’s sitting down, taking 

it easy. I’d like to be in there listening to Jesus too, but somebody has to do the work.” I can 

understand Martha having thoughts like these. But if she did, was she really being honest 

with herself? Did she really want to be sitting down?  And would Jesus have been 

disappointed if she had offered him a less elaborate meal, and found time to join Mary in 

sitting at his feet. Luke, of course, doesn’t tell us what Martha was thinking, but his account 

does reveal that Martha wasn’t happy. She goes in to enlist Jesus’ support, saying, “Lord, 

don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!”

 Jesus’ answer is not what she was seeking. His answer is a rebuke – not an unkind 

one, as I read it, but a rebuke nonetheless. “Martha, Martha, you are worried about many 

things, but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken 

away from her.” Was Jesus unfair to Martha? I don’t think so. Martha had been serving 

Jesus in the way which she thought was best, not the way which he thought was best. She 

had been honouring this great teacher by working hard to prepare his meal, rather than by 

listening attentively to his teaching. But surely she would have learned to serve Jesus better 

by spending more time listening to him. 

Your Story So what does Luke’s story about Mary and Martha say to each of you? You must 

reflect on this for yourselves, since you might be quite different from me. But I would like to 

offer three suggestions, regarding our practice, our attitude and our goals. Our Practice I 

think that most of us need to be reminded frequently of the fundamental importance of 

giving time to our relationship with Jesus. I don’t think it is an accident that Luke moves 

immediately from this story to the subject of prayer, in a passage which we will look at in 

this evening’s service – read Luke 11:1-2. The disciples, it seems, had been impressed by 

Jesus’ own prayer life, and Jesus’ practice of regularly retiring into quiet places to pray 

should speak to us as well – if Jesus, the Son of God, needed to give much time to prayer, 

how much more do we need to do so! Our Attitude To do things for God is good, but to turn 

to God in prayer and worship is more basic. It is not the case that God cannot do without us, 

but that we cannot do without God. When we grow in our understanding of God and our 

relationship with God, we are able to serve God in a way that reflects God’s character and 

shows something of that character to other people. Our Goals Sometimes we are so 

concerned with many legitimate goals in our service of God that we lose sight of the 

ultimate goal of our lives, the goal of spending eternity in God’s perfect presence. If we 

constantly keep this goal in mind, we will be more effective in achieving lesser goals for God, 

and less inclined to focus on goals of our own making. Surely Mary was experiencing a 

foretaste of eternity when she sat at the Lord’s feet listening to what he said, and many of 

us need to learn from her no less than Martha did. 

 


