
Only Jesus is Needed

Luke 10:38-42

KV: 10:41,42

“Martha, Martha,” the Lord answered, “you are worried and upset about many things,   but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her.”

In order for this worship service to happen, a lot of things need to take place. The sound system need to be brought in and set up. The projector screen has to be assembled, the chairs have to be arranged and the hot water heater has to be filled. The messenger has to prepare the message, the musicians have to select and rehearse the songs to be sung. Many of the ladies will have spent hours preparing the lunch we’ll eat after the service and many more will have given up time, energy and money to give rides, carry stuff back and forth and so on. All this takes place like clockwork every Sunday morning so we can come together to worship God and for you to listen to me speak for 30 minutes. Many of you are integral parts of this process and many of you do a lot of the heavy lifting - figuratively and literally - so that this service can happen. But still, this system that we’ve got here is not perfect and despite our efforts, things still go wrong. If you remember last Sunday, my guitar string broke in the middle of our performance and things went south pretty fast from there. And so it becomes easy for those of us involved in making this service happen to get antsy about what could go wrong. I can tell you right now that from now on, I will always be nervous about my guitar string breaking mid-song and it will always on the back of my mind. No one wants to ruin a worship service and it seems that there’s a lot at stake. So it seems natural that people get nervous and worried about what could go wrong. However, Jesus gently reminds us in this passage what really matters and in doing so takes a lot of burden off of us. My hope is that by the time we’re through with this message, Jesus would have also convicted you of what truly matters and taken the burdens of your worries off of you.

This passage begins, “As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village where a woman named Martha opened her home to him.” This woman Martha also had a sister named Mary. It would seem that Martha was very busy preparing things for the guests. However according to verse 39, Mary “sat at the Lord's feet listening to what he said.” It wasn’t very long before this seemingly unfair division of labor between the two sisters erupted into a blow up from Martha. Verse 40 says, “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!’” I’m pretty sure that Martha is the only human being ever to have blow up at God - face to face - and gotten away with it!

How did Jesus respond? “‘Martha, Martha,’ the Lord answered, ‘you are worried and upset about many things, but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her.’” Jesus, despite the fact that He is the God of the universe, did not put Martha in her place but gently reveals to her that she is missing the point. 

If you look at verse 40, it says that Martha was distracted by the preparations that needed to be made. But when you look at what Jesus said, it would seem that none of things that Martha was distracted by was really necessary. Jesus says that only one thing is needed - which, as implied in this passage, is what Jesus was teaching to Mary and the others gathered there. So does that mean that Martha’s act of hospitality and service was all for nothing and grand waste of time? It certainly seems that way but that’s not what Jesus is saying. Jesus didn’t say to Martha, “Martha, you’re just wasting your time with all the preparing stuff.” Instead Jesus points out what is needed which implies that the other things aren’t needed but that it is not bad either. In fact, those peripheral works of service and hospitality are very helpful. But they are not the core. Therefore the point that Jesus was making is that at the center of every act of service and worship, there necessarily needs to be Jesus. 

Without this core of Jesus, everything else is indeed a waste of time. For example, this chapel becomes notoriously cold in the winter. We’ve had people sing in their winter coats and messengers delivering while their knees knocked together in the frigid temperatures. Then one day, this wonderful device called a heater appeared and it became much warmer in here. But despite the improved comfort inside this building, if our service didn’t have Jesus and if what we do here wasn’t praising Jesus, what’s the point? We can have all the creature comforts - heaters, comfortable chairs, spectacular lighting, nice toilets and a ceiling that does not drip. But without Jesus, our gatherings would be completely pointless. For what reason do we go through all the trouble of setting up in here if Jesus wasn’t the reason? On the other hand, as long as Jesus is the core of what we do here, cold temperature, dripping ceiling, gross bathrooms - they all become secondary issues. What matters most is that we gather together in corporate worship to praise Jesus, listen to Jesus and build our relationship with Jesus. Sure, a warm room and comfortable chairs help. A good sound system helps. Good music and food help. But they are simply tools to help us get closer to Jesus. Music isn’t why we’re here and food isn’t why we’re here. There are better places for both of those things. We’re here because we want to listen to Jesus and because He is at the center of everything we do.

Unfortunately, I think people - including us, react like Martha because at the end of the day, we are proud. Martha was “behind the scenes” and making things happen. She was giving the people what she thought they wanted and what she thought was needed. In her mind, it was more important that the hors d'oeuvres were cooked right than people listen to Jesus. Martha thought that it was more important that the roast did not dry out than people’s hearts be filled with Jesus’ words. So when Mary did not share in her sense of urgency, Martha blew up at Jesus demanding that Jesus fix the situation to meet her expectations. But isn’t this pride? Isn’t this placing her agendas above God and demanding God to conform to her will? I don’t think Martha consciously made the decision to consider that what she’s doing is more important than what Jesus was doing. But I think her subconscious reached this place because along the way she thought without her act of hospitality, everything will fall apart and Jesus couldn’t do what He wanted to do. While her motives seemed noble, she completely missed the point and in fact became a hinderance to Jesus’ work.

I doubt any of us here consider ourselves to be more important than Jesus. I don’t think anyone here thinks that their work is more important than Jesus’ work. But I think many of us here have at one point or another subconsciously reached a place where our “service” took precedence over Jesus. How can we know whether we have been in such a place? By looking back to see how often we’ve said the same kind of things as Martha. How often have we complained that someone else in the ministry was not carrying his or her weight? How often have we considered another in the ministry to be a liability than a benefit? How often have we thought things would be a lot better if... When we think like this, we can become guilty of putting ourselves and what we want over what Jesus wants. Also, have you ever thought that without you things would not be done right and ruin everything? Do you become controlling because you think that it has to be done your way or things will just fall apart? Do you worry when someone else does the job you normally do thinking that they forgot to press a button or did the spell check incorrectly? Do you become an unpleasant person to be around because people misunderstand your need to get everything right? Are you a control freak as it pertains to ministry and do you throw your hands up in the air in disgust when things are not done to your liking? When we ask ourselves these types of questions, I think it becomes painfully clear to us that we have gotten very, very proud.

Sadly, this extends beyond activities pertaining to the church - it applies to our everyday lives as well. We live in a culture where people celebrate and praise rugged individualism and “making a name for yourself.” People admire those self made billionaires and credit them with having the determination and strength to get so far in life. But when life turns sour and people are left with nothing, what do they do? They blame everyone else but themselves. It’s always someone else’s fault that I became a washout. My parents didn’t raise me the right way, society was unfair to me, I wasn’t given the right opportunities and my favorite, it’s the credit card company’s fault that I’m $10,000 in credit card debt. We’re quick to take credit for our successes but even quicker to blame someone else for our mistakes. In the Christian world, it’s not very different. During times of abundance we become comfortable and lazy. The family is thriving, ministry is growing, job is good, school is going well, everything in life seems smooth and easy. During these times we tend to forget that it is God that is giving these things to us and we tend to go into cruise control assuming things will remain as is. But when things dry up, we’ll blame society, we’ll blame our jobs, the church or even other Christians before we blame ourselves. When we lose our jobs, when children act up, then the financials outlook is bleak, school is just excruciating and relationships are falling apart, we then remember God - but not in a good way. Rather, we tend to question why God is putting us through these trials. So how is all this the same as what Martha is doing? It’s the same because we’re content as long as things are done our way but as soon as it deviates from our plans, we protest to God, “Can’t you see that we’re being treated unfairly? Come and and fix this!” We’ve forgotten the point of our lives. We’ve forgotten that we live for God’s glory and that God is sovereign over everything. God puts us in this place and in our current situation so that through it, His glory - His greatness and might - may be revealed. He makes us go through various season in life - good and bad - so that out of our lives will flow God’s sovereignty when we acknowledge that in all things - good and bad - there exists God’s perfect plan. The unfortunate truth is that we often forget this point - we forget that it’s about God. We don’t set out to be like this but we get there eventually when we become filled with pride.

Many years ago, I used to volunteer as a technician for our ministry’s major events. In the beginning, I started out just wanting to serve and put the talents that God has given me to good use. When doing the job, I was reliable, I was there when I said I would be be there and I finished the job I was given and did them well. When things went wrong, I could fix it quickly and I sacrificed my family, time and money to get the job done. But what happens when you do a good job is that people begin to pile more and more things on you. So next thing I know, at one of our major international events, I was directing cameramen, operating the stage multimedia controls, formatting people’s presentations as well as renting equipment and setting up the stage. Then after the event, I edited and produced the event video for sale and web delivery. On the surface, this was a tremendous opportunity for me to passionately serve Jesus in the best way I knew how. But instead what ended up happening was that I had a nervous breakdown. I dropped 15 lbs in a week from fluid loss and grew irritable towards my wife and children. I began to complain incessantly about the inaptitude of other people and how I had to do everything if I wanted things done right. I berated people who gave me ridiculously formated presentations and horribly produced videos to be played back on stage. I fought with leaders that could not see what I saw and didn’t offer the kind of help I wanted. Then ultimately I had a nervous breakdown on my own in a McDonalds. Along the way I had ruined my relationship with other Christians because I was so domineering and controlling. The root cause? My pride. I became proud when I saw that I could do a good job then my pride grew to the level where no one else could do a good a job as I could. Then I totally lost sight of why I was doing what I was doing. I had lost the point of everything and it just became all about me, me and me. As I sat in the McDonalds on that day, all I could think about was how it was unfair to me and how no one understood how much I had sacrificed and given everything I had for this. Sounds familiar doesn’t it? I meant well, I started out with noble intentions but it became all a waste of time when I lost the point and could not see what was truly needed. God put me there to serve in that capacity so that everything I did could help the audience come closer to Jesus. It was all about Jesus but I had tried to make it all about me. It has taken me a long time since then to recover and get my act together but still I find that inside of me, much of what I do here becomes more about me than about Jesus. I have to constantly remind myself that I play music not because I’m any good or because I like playing music but because it is all about Jesus and everything I do is to serve, worship and honor Jesus.

It becomes easy, so very easy for us all to lose sight of what we’re doing. When we can’t see the forest from the trees, we forget that everything in life is all about Jesus. Whether its inside the church or in everyday life, it’s all about how we’re worshipping and honoring Jesus. Jesus said, “only one thing is needed” and that is Jesus. Jesus has to become the core of everything we do. Otherwise we’ll languish in frustration and maybe even have a nervous breakdown. And when you think about it, a life where Jesus is not the core is a very burdensome life. How long can anyone live with the weight of all that worry and anxiety? If life becomes all about us, then we’ll worry about everything that affects us. Money, food, jobs, family, school, health, pleasure, marriage - we can’t possibly control all these things so we’re left with worries and anxiety fearing that one of these things will go awry. That’s burdensome. But when Jesus becomes the core of everything, these things become secondary. When our primary focus is Jesus, we are relieved of the burdens of our worries. Look at Mary in this passage, she didn’t care that she wasn’t helping Martha. It was probably obvious to her that if she didn’t help, Martha was going to have a meltdown. But to Mary, her sister’s impending explosion did not stand in her way of sitting at Jesus’ feet. Likewise, we know that trouble is coming. We all know at some point down the line we are going to suffer and we are going to suffer painfully. Some of it will be put on us by others and some of it will be put on us by ourselves. Sometimes, evil people will harm us and try to plant fear in us. Sometimes our own sinful nature will cripple us to despair. But no matter what happens, when we look upon Jesus and keep coming back to His feet, Jesus gives us a promise, a promise of peace, life, joy and salvation. The very lives we live and the universe as we know it may be going to all heck. But when we stay close to Jesus, we are protected in His arms of gentleness and strength. Jesus offers us relief from our burdens by carrying it on His shoulders. Jesus said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” There is no need to go through life worrying and being anxious. Give it all to Jesus and he’ll take care of everything. It’s a liberating experience to live life not being worried that something will go wrong but that no matter what happens, Jesus is sovereign. It is true freedom when we’re not bound by the limitations of our abilities but live by the almighty power of God. So let us remember that this church, this life, this world, is not about you or me. It’s not about how good our sound system is or how groovy our music is. It’s not about how much money you make or about the grades you get. In this life, only one thing is needed. Only Jesus is needed.


