Sermon for the Sixth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 11), Year C

Text: Luke 10:38-42

The One Thing Needful

There’s something beautiful about family harmony, where family members get on well together and never criticize each other in front of guests. What’s even worse than criticizing one another before guests is asking a guest for their opinion on the discord. Hospitality to outsiders was a virtue highly praised and commended by Christ Himself and encouraged throughout the New Testament. Hospitality was the most common expression of love in the Early Church. Hebrews 13:3 encourages us to “remember to show hospitality. There are some who, by doing so, have entertained angels without knowing it.” More important than the food we eat together is the fellowship we share. There are feasts of loving kindness where the distinction between host and guest vanishes and our guests can become our benefactors.

The story of hospitality to Jesus in today’s Gospel is as fresh as when it first occurred. Our Lord uses mealtime fellowship to advance His mission to others in an everyday setting. He’s the focal point and centre of this story. The message He brings is something we all need to give priority to in our practices. This event follows the story of the Good Samaritan to remind us that we’re to act both like Mary of Bethany and like the Good Samaritan. People like Mary and her sister Martha met our Lord’s need for friendship, and the criticism and rejection of Jesus by others didn’t in any way lessen their attachment to Him. Mary proves her love for Jesus by listening, while Martha shows her love for Him by doing things for Him.

The name “Martha” means “lady” in the sense of being the boss. When Jesus enters the house, Martha, the landlady, gets to work to provide the best meal she can for Him and His twelve companions. When a guest enters her house there’s only one thing she must do: serve the guest. The fact that her sister Mary fails to help her provokes Martha’s stern criticism. Surely, she thinks, even Jesus will be upset at Mary’s failure to help her sister. Now, Mary is the real radical and pioneer in our story. For a woman to sit at a teacher or rabbi’s feet and be taught by him was unheard of back then. She is assuming a male role here. To sit at a teacher’s feet then was an acknowledgement of His authority, something Mary gladly does. 

Martha is getting so anxious and upset that lunch won’t be ready that she takes her complaint about her sister to Jesus. It’s easy to imagine Martha in her kitchen with the noise of pots and pans, Martha running around flustered. Jesus doesn’t exempt Himself from life’s messy situations like what He sees is about to happen here. Faith has to do with His presence in the ordinary events of everyday life. Where He is invited to be present, ordinary things become more than ordinary. They take on new depth and meaning. Martha’s problem is that she believes that the only way she can show her love to Jesus is by doing out of the ordinary things for Him, like making a meal our Lord will never forget.  

So instead of relaxing and using a rare opportunity to listen to Jesus’ extraordinary message, she puts herself under immense pressure and is filled with self-pity and self-imposed anxiety. Worst of all she thinks that what Mary is doing is inferior to her own actions. Martha believes that her sister is the cause of her problems. It’s so easy to blame someone else for our problems instead of taking our share of the blame or even more of our own share of the blame. The amazing thing is that Martha feels free to be frank with Jesus. 

Her comment is an attack both on Jesus and her sister. “Lord, don’t You care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me (v40).” Martha complains to Jesus that He fails to see her problem. She’s so busy doing things that Jesus can’t do anything for her. Jesus wants Martha listening ears, as He wants ours, more than He wants us to be continually busy with things of secondary importance. It’s sad when I hear people who see themselves as good Christians, but tell me they’re too busy to hear our Lord speak to them in Divine Worship on Sundays. Even when this story is studied in small groups, there are folk who sympathise with Martha initially. If we’re too busy to set aside regular time to hear Jesus speaking to us here in God’s House, we’re busier than God wants us to be, and we wonder why God doesn’t bless our business.  

Now Jesus loves both sisters equally. He understands Martha’s concerns. So He addresses her gently. Jesus points out to her a new direction for her life that can eliminate her stress and fill her life with the unexpected blessings only His Word can give her. Despite the fact that our own self-focussed agendas and priorities can upset Jesus, He loves us nonetheless and looks forward eagerly to the next time we will spend hearing His Word, reading or studying it. Our worries and anxieties diminish when our hearts are focussed again and again on “the one thing needful”. The words Jesus speaks to Martha aren’t so much a criticism of her as information that seeks to show her what’s happening in her life: “Martha, Martha, you are worried and upset about many things, but one thing is essential. Mary has chosen what is better and it will not be taken away from her.” 

The word Jesus uses for “worried” means to be pulled in different directions. Martha’s life lacks a focal point. 

Last weeks’ Gospel reading on the Good Samaritan was about being a loving neighbour to those who need our love and care. Today’s story is about Loving God with our whole heart, soul and mind. We show our love for the Lord our God by our eagerness to hear His Word as often as we can. Jesus turns Martha’s question from a matter of providing a service to that of receiving a gift from Him. By receiving the grace-filled, life-transforming words of our Lord, Martha receives her Saviour as well. Jesus comes into our hearts when we gratefully receive His Word.

His Word of grace enables us to grow in faith in spite of our failures. Grace involves recognising that our Lord’s forgiveness is greater than all our failure. “Where sin increases, grace increases all the more (Romans 5:21).” Jesus says, “I am among you as One who serves (Luke 22:27).” Before we can serve Him or one another, He comes to serve us in our Sunday worship and in Holy Communion. The gifts offered us in His Word are too good to be taken for granted. Jesus says, “If you make My Word your home, you will know the truth and the truth will set you free (John 8:31)”, free from fear, anxiety, doubt and disappointment. 

A deeply religious grandfather gave a Bible to his grandson Arlo as a wedding present. Arlo had no desire to read it and kept it in a bedroom closet. Every time he saw his grandfather after the wedding, Grandad asked if he liked the Bible. Finally, Arlo grew curious as to why the old man kept asking about it. “Well”, Arlo said, “the joke was on me. I finally took that Bible out of the closet and I found that Grandad had placed a $20 bill at the beginning of the Book of Genesis, and at the beginning of every book … over $1300 in all. And he knew I’d never find it!”

Your Bible is too priceless, a life-changing, life-transforming treasure, to leave it unread. Throughout the Bible God speaks to our hearts like no other book can. That’s the secret of its power. Studying the Bible isn’t a hobby for people with spare time. Rather, it is God dealing with us to strengthen our faith, increase our love and fill us with a robust and resilient hope. In credible things happen where reading God’s Word is a natural part of each day of our lives. It frees us from majoring on minor matters so that we no longer “sweat the small stuff”. 

A survey has found that folk who believe God is with them in their difficulties and hardships, giving them the strength to deal with them in a helpful and faith-strengthening manner, are more likely to read their Bibles regularly. They find in God’s Word comfort tailor-made to their current needs. Satan achieves his greatest victories where God’s Word is taken lightly. The devil can’t stand it where life’s greatest treasure for us is God’s Word. Our Lord sustains the universe with His powerful Word. Jesus reassures you, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away (Matthew 24:35).” As His “Means of Grace” through which God bestows His grace on us, His Word fills us with a victorious faith. His words are too profound and too soul-stirring to take in all at once. They need to be taken in Sunday by Sunday, week by week. 
At the death of her brother Lazarus, we see how Martha’s faith in our Lord has grown in a remarkable way. Her racing out to meet Him expresses both her disappointment Jesus hadn’t come earlier, and her unconditional trust in Him. “Now I know that God will give You whatever You ask of Him (John 11:22).” She then goes on to make the greatest confession of faith in Jesus recorded in the Gospel of St. John: “Yes, Lord, I believe that You are the Messiah, the Son of God, the One coming into the world (John 11:27).,” Jesus’ tears over the death of Lazarus would have meant everything to both sisters, Mary and Martha. Those beautiful words “Jesus wept” would have to be the greatest and most comforting short sentence in any language. 

God grant that we all will share the joyful discovery of both Mary and the Psalmist: “I rejoice in Your Word like one who finds a great treasure (Psalm 119:62).” 

“Now I commend you to God and to the Word of His grace, which has the power to build you up and give you your inheritance among all those whom God has made His own (Acts 20:32).”

Amen.
