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Only One Thing 
Focusing on Jesus is a disciple’s first priority  

………………………………………………………….John 15: 1 – 8…………………………………………………………….. 
“(Jesus said,) ‘I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener.  2He cuts off every branch in 
me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit, he prunes so that it will be 
even more fruitful.  3You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you.  4Remain 
in me, and I will remain in you.  No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine.  
Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.  5I am the vine; you are the branches.  If a 
man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.  
6If anyone does not remain in me, he is like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such 
branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned.  7If you remain in me and my words 
remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you.  8This is to my Father’s glory, 
that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.’” 
…………………………………………….………….Luke 10:38 – 42……………………………………………………………. 
“As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village where a woman named 
Martha opened her home to him.  39She had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet 
listening to what he said.  40But 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!’  41’Martha, Martha,’ the Lord answered, ‘you are worried 
and upset about many things, 42but only one thing is needed.  Mary has chosen what is better, 
and it will not be taken away from her.’” 
 Jesus said to her, ‘Martha, Martha, you are worried and upset about many things...’ I 
think that each and every one of us could insert our names in place of Martha’s name. Martha’s 
preoccupation with worries and distractions describes each of us, I’m sure. 
 Far more than just a story about a disagreement between two sisters, Luke chose to share 
this incident with us for a reason.  In a series of stories about discipleship, Jesus first confirmed 
to an ‘expert in the law’ that honoring God involved ‘loving God with all your heart, soul, 
strength and mind’.   
 Then, in the story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus described how a disciple also ‘loves his 
neighbor as (him)self.’  In today’s story about Martha and Mary, Luke brings out a third, and 
equally crucial component of being a disciple of Jesus, which is making it a priority to listen to 
him. 
 Let’s take a moment and imagine that Jesus is speaking to you.  He says your name, twice, 
gently turning your attention from the things that are worrying you right now.  What are the 
things preoccupying your mind? 
 Health?  Job?  Family?  Finances?  Relationships?  Jesus knows how easy it is to get caught 
up in worry.  Thinking and re-thinking over and over about your problems creates a cyclone of 
anxiety, doesn’t it?  Jesus knows that it does. 
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 Worry is a human inevitability, but what does Jesus tell us to do with it?  He says, ‘Come 
to me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.’ (Matthew 11:28)  Shifting 
our focus to Jesus lifts us from despair to hope; and gives us the ability to view life from his 
vantage point instead of ours. 
 The weight of life can crush us if we forget to take our burden to Jesus.  What a gift he is 
to us in so many ways!  Not only does he qualify us for the Kingdom of God, but Jesus is able to 
transform our worry into faith. 
 Martha was distracted by her goal to be the ultimate hostess for Jesus.  But Jesus didn’t 
care about having a perfect meal.  Martha was trying to fulfill a desire that she had created, and 
in doing so, made herself miserable, and critical of her sister who had different priorities. 
 It must have been really hard for Martha when Jesus didn’t reprimand Mary for not 
helping her, like she thought he would.  Martha, we assume was the older sister.  Martha, we 
also assume, was used to being ‘in charge’ and being ‘right.’  But this time, Jesus corrected her, 
and pointed her toward thinking in a ‘better’ way. 
 How does Jesus give us his ‘rest’?  Jesus says, ‘Come to me,’ and ‘take my yoke upon you 
and learn from me… and you will find rest for your souls.’ (Matthew 11:29)   A ‘yoke’ is the 
harness put on horses or oxen so that they can pull a plow.  When we ‘put on’ Jesus, he shoulders 
our burdens with us and trains us to trust in him, deepening our faith in God as we go through 
life with him.  Can you picture you and Jesus yoked together, him alongside you, guiding you 
through your trouble? 
 When Abraham Lincoln was president of our country, the Civil War was raging.  Our nation 
was bitterly divided; brothers were fighting against brother.  I can’t imagine any greater pressure 
on any person than what was on him in those days.  So many urgent decisions that needed to 
be made; his head must have been exploding. 
 But yet, he had his priorities straight.  Instead of pacing the floor, distracted by worry, 
what did he do first thing every morning?  He prayed. I remember reading in a biography about 
his devotion to prayer.  He didn’t just pray a little quick prayer, either, he really prayed, for hours 
on his knees.   
 During his time in office, Abraham Lincoln declared a day of National Prayer and Fasting 
on nine (9) separate occasions.  In his first Declaration, he said, ‘… whereas when our own 
beloved Country, once, by blessing of God, united, prosperous, and happy, is now afflicted with 
factions and civil war, it is peculiarly fit for us to recognize the hand of God in this terrible 
visitation, and in sorrowful remembrance of our own faults and crimes as a nation and as 
individuals, to humble ourselves before Him, and to pray for His mercy…’1  
 Abraham Lincoln knew where his strength came from, and he trusted that God would 
provide every answer.  He once told a friend, ‘I have been driven many times upon my knees, by 
the overwhelming conviction that I had nowhere else to go.’2 

 
1 https://www.guideposts.org/prayer/how-to-pray/6-ways-to-pray-like-abraham-lincoln 
2 Ibid. 
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In the midst of the terrible national grief, he experienced personal tragedy in the death 
of his son, Willie.  Through it all, he stayed focused on the Prince of Peace.  
 Can we do the same?  Can we take our worries and our anxieties and place them in Jesus’ 
care?  Can we leave them there and not take them back?  Can we do as Jesus urged Martha to 
do and choose the ‘better thing?’ and focus only on him? 
 Jesus said, ‘I am the vine, you are the branches…Remain in me, and I will remain in you.’  
What is the key to managing our worries?  Remaining in Jesus.   
 There are so many temptations not to ‘remain’ in him.  We are so easily overwhelmed by 
our anxieties.  My aunt has a favorite phrase that I use often.  She says, I am ‘O.B.E.’ which 
stands for ‘Overcome By Events.’  You probably know what that feels like; when responsibilities 
and difficulties start to pile up and you feel like you’re sinking under the weight.  In Jesus, 
connected to his provision and power, we don’t need to be ‘overcome.’  We always have an 
anchor in the storm.  We just need to remember to stay connected to him. 
 That’s the hard part, isn’t it?  It is very hard not to give in to panic but to go to Jesus first?  
Our tendency is to go first to someone who will listen.  Our first inclination is to find someone 
to complain to, to air our upset by fretting and stewing.  Our blood pressure rises, and ultimately 
we give in to fear and wallow in anxiety. 
 Paul, who endured many tough days as Jesus’ apostle, knew from experience what 
worked.  He said, ‘Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, 
present your request to God.  And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will 
guard your heart and mind in Christ Jesus.’ (Philippians 4:6-7) 
 What are you anxious about lately?  Just when we thought the world was licking COVID, 
it has become obvious that another variant is outwitting the vaccines.  My son, double 
vaccinated, is himself recovering from COVID, fortunately it’s not as severe a case as it could be. 
 People are fighting with each other over masks and vaccination mandates.  Everyone has 
a different opinion. We are an anxious nation, aren’t we?  In fact, the whole world is anxious.  
What are we to do with our anxiety?   

We have a choice, don’t we?  We can be like Martha, or we can be like Mary. 
 Martha was sure that Jesus would agree with her and tell her sister to get up and help her 
get the meal ready.  Martha had made up her mind that Jesus would share her priorities.  But 
Jesus instead helped Martha rearrange her way of thinking to see things from his perspective. 
 What happens when we sit at Jesus’ feet like Mary, focusing on what he says and 
absorbing what he teaches?  We gain Godly perspective and are able to reframe our dilemmas 
based on what God’s priorities are, instead of what ours are. 
 Let’s just rethink what we know about God’s priorities, which we know from His Word in 
the Bible.  We know from the prayer that Jesus taught us to pray, that God’s main purpose is to 
grow His Kingdom ‘on earth as it is in Heaven.’   
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 What is God’s main purpose for us?  Some might say that it is to prosper and to be 
successful in life.  Some would say that God wants us to be kind and caring.  These are all 
honorable goals, but actually, according to God, none of them are the main thing.   

We find our main purpose in life in God’s Word: in Deuteronomy and Leviticus and then 
echoed by Jesus himself. ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your strength and with all your mind’ and ‘love your neighbor as yourself.’ 
(Deuteronomy 6:5; Leviticus 19:18; Luke 10:27-28/Matthew 22:37 – 40)    The church at the top 
of our street has a sign out front that says, “God says, ‘Love your neighbor’… no exceptions!”   
 Our church’s Westminster Catechism asks the question, ‘What is the chief end, (or 
purpose,) of man?’ The answer is, ‘Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy Him forever.’  

So, when we re-frame today’s debates from the perspective of ‘loving God’ and ‘loving 
our neighbor’ above all else, what happens to our thinking?   Our focus should shift away from 
wanting what we want to wanting what will best ‘love’ and ‘glorify God’. 

Jesus speaks to us through his recorded words in the Bible, and also through the Apostles 
who first learned from him.  We learn that Jesus has made us ‘free’ from the penalties of our 
sins, but that we are to use that freedom in Christ to ‘serve one another in love.’ (Galatians 
5:13-15)  Paul was well aware of how easy it is to do the opposite, and warned against ‘biting 
and devouring each other.’ 

Our non-Christian neighbors are watching to see how well we follow Jesus.  As you seek 
to live according to His will, choose carefully how you speak or act, because often you are ‘the 
only Bible some people will ever see.’  
 You will know the will of God when you take time to tune out every voice but His.  It is 
not an easy thing to do.  It takes determination to make time to be alone with God in quiet 
prayer.  But God will bless the time you dedicate to ‘sit at Jesus’ feet.’  

 In every thing, our first priority must always be to ask Jesus how best we can follow him.  
In the scope of God’s plan for you and me, it’s the only one thing that really matters.  Amen. 


