
A movie titled City Slickers was released in 1991.  It was about three men who by all outward
measurements had attained the American dream.  They had successful careers.  They had wealth. 
And they had loving families.  But none of the three were happy.  Each one felt empty inside.  Each
one felt that their lives had no meaning, no purpose.  As a result, they got up each day and merely
went through the motions of being alive.  

To find their purpose, with the hope of finding joy as a result, they decided to go on a cattle drive
together.  Their guide was a cowboy named Curly.  “None of you get it,” he told the city slickers. 
“Do you know what the secret of life is?  One thing.  Just one thing.”  “That’s great,” one of the
three replied, “what’s the one thing?”  “That’s what you gotta figure out,” Curly said.

For decades, George Gallop has reported that over 90% of Americans say they believe in God.  But
strangely, he also reports that only 40% say they attend church.  And even more strangely, he reports
that only 10% say they have a deep and transforming faith in God.  But the most glaring thing Gallop
has reported is that while 80% of those polled say they want to grow spiritually, 2/3 say the church
is “NOT EFFECTIVE in helping them find meaning in life.”  Think about that.

While the vast majority of people in America say they want to grow spiritually, they also say it has
not been their experience that churches help them in that endeavor!  One reason for that may be that
while the Church was created by God as the entity through which He wants to help people be about
“the one thing,” it often gets distracted from that mission by too many small things.  

We see one way this distraction can happen in the history of the railroad industry.  In 1903, the
Wright brothers flew their first airplane.  Some people immediately realized that airplanes had
potential to change the world - particularly in moving people from one place to another.  But the
railroad barons turned up their noses at the idea of using airplanes for that purpose, seeing the idea
as nothing more than a pipedream.  But that pipe dream eventually buried them. And while the
railroad industry still exists, the airline industry greatly overshadows what the railroad barons had
hoped to one day become in terms of transporting people.  

The reason for that is that while the railroads were owned by people who had the intelligence and
skill to build an empire, they were not able to adjust when the world changed around them.  And they
failed to adjust because they did not see the one thing that was most important: that they were not
in the railroad business, per say, but the transportation business.  So they clung to the small thing of
what they had always done, which at the time seemed large, and missed the train (if you will) of how
the ‘transportation industry’ could blossom into something bigger.

A similar reality is true in spiritual matters.  To see this, we need to turn to scripture to see what God
tells us about our “purpose.”  And what God tells us about our purpose starts from the beginning of
His revelation: Genesis 1.  In Genesis 1:26, God therefore tells us we were created “in His image.” 
And the primary meaning of that statement isn’t to tell us we look like Him (as in having his eye
color or some other physical trait), but that our very soul is patterned on who He is and what He is
like.  Since He (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) is a being of community, God was saying that we also
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are meant to live in community.  And this reality applies not just to the desire to be in relationship
with other humans, but also (and more importantly) with Him.  

In the passage from Luke, we hear Jesus address this in a powerful way.  Luke tells us Jesus had
stopped at the home of friends.  He tells us the men sat down to talk.  And he tells us Martha headed
to the kitchen to make something for her guests to eat.  In the kitchen, Martha fretted as she tried to
put something together.  Then she realized that one reason she was flustered was that Mary was not
in the kitchen helping her.  So Martha looked to see where Mary was.  And lo and behold, she saw
Mary sitting at the feet of Jesus, listening along with the men.

Martha probably slipped behind Mary, and whispered in her ear “Come help!” and returned to the
kitchen.  When she realized that Mary hadn’t followed, she probably went back and growled “Come
help!”  When Mary continued to ignore her, Martha spoke directly to Jesus (who by now must have
become aware of what was going on): “Don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by
myself.  Tell her to help!”  Jesus may have smiled.  Then He may have taken a deep breath.  And
then, He said the words Luke quoted, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and upset about many
things, but only one thing is needed.”  “Only one thing is needed,” Jesus said.

But that one thing is the most important thing in life, the one thing that gives life meaning, the one
thing that make sense of the sometimes tragic events of life - and gives us purpose even in the midst
of a pandemic.  What is that one thing?  According to Jesus, the one thing we need above all else is
a relationship with God!  

God told us this in the very first chapter of the book of Genesis when He revealed that He had
created in His image, and that since He is (above all else) a being of triune relationship it means we
are beings of relationship.  And we know that Jesus agreed with this understanding of Genesis 1 in
how He talked with Martha about “the one thing.”  For later in His life, Jesus even prayed for those
He was about to leave behind, saying to His Father: “I pray my disciples may be one, just as you are
in me and I in you.”  

This means that since we have been created in the image of God, which means being created for
relationship with Him as well as others, we can only be happy, and content, and find meaning in life,
when we understand that the “one thing” of a deep relationship with Him has to be the PRIMARY
purpose of our lives.  But making that commitment isn’t easy.  While “the one thing” is easy to
understand, it is difficult to pursue.  Part of the experience of the fall from grace that is described in
Genesis 3 is that sin distracts us from “the one thing.”  Sin causes us to take our eyes off relationship
with God, and focus instead on all kinds of lesser things, trading the events and experiences of life
that God intends to use to help us walk with Him into goals themselves - thereby taking us away
from “the one thing” we actually need: relationship with God Himself.

We see this in what Luke tells us about the incident with Mary and Martha.  Martha had come to
know Jesus.  When He came to her home, she recognized Him.  She invited Him in, and she began
to be hospitable.  But merely knowing Jesus, and even “inviting Him in,” is not the one thing.  James
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explains this when he wrote that those who think faith excludes good works, saying “so you believe
there is a God?  Good!  But the demons also believe - and shudder.”  
   
When Martha ran off to the kitchen to make dinner, she thought she was doing the right thing since
she was obeying the behavioral rules of her culture.  Jewish tradition required women to prepare a
meal for guests as an act of hospitality.  But the traditions of our culture, no matter how right or
perfect or useful they may seem, are not the one thing.  Jesus explained this when people complained
that His disciples were breaking Jewish religious laws by harvesting grain to eat on the Sabbath,
saying “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.”  

When Martha went to the kitchen, she was also trying to serve Jesus.  But working our heads off for
Jesus is also not the one thing.  Jesus laid this out in the Sermon on the Mount, saying “not everyone
who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven.  Many will say to me, ‘Did we not
prophecy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform miracles?’  And I will tell
them plainly, ‘Depart from Me.  I never knew you!”  
   
When Martha spoke to Jesus, her complaint was that Mary was not behaving fairly.  But a just
society is still not the one thing.  Jesus laid this out when people complained to Him about a woman
who had used perfume to anoint his feet rather than sell it to help the poor, saying “You will always
have the poor with you but you will not always have Me.”  

Even when we understand such things, choosing “one thing” still can be hard for us.  We look at
Martha, and we see that her heart was in the right place.  She was trying to be hospitable to Jesus. 
And she probably believed that making a meal for Jesus was how she could be part of His ministry. 
But even though her heart was in the right place, Martha missed the boat as much as Nicodemus. 
That is why Jesus told him “God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that
whoever believes in Him might have eternal life.”  For “believing in” Jesus means more than just
knowing about Him.  Believing in Jesus means more than just obeying His teachings.  And believing
in Jesus means more than just seeking to be fair to those around us, or serving Him because our heart
is in the right place.  

According to Jesus, “believing in” Him means entering into relationship with Him, growing deeper
in our relationship with Him, and sharing the fruit of that relationship with others so they too can
enter into relationship with Him.  Jesus laid this out when He told the disciples “I do not call you
servants, because a servant does not know his master's business.  Instead, I call you friends, for
everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you.”  

Which is why our church’s mission statement (which is our way to be about the one thing) is to
“introduce people to Jesus Christ, help them become faithful followers of Him, and equip them to
share His love,” which (as you see on the graphic for this series) we have shortened into a motto of
three simple words: KNOW (as in get to know Jesus), GROW (as in grow in your relationship with
Jesus), and GO (as in go share God’s love with others so they can meet Jesus through you).
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Over the next few weeks, we are therefore going to be looking at “the one thing” that is most
important in life: relationship with God.  As we do so, we are also going to look at what that 1 thing
means for the life and ministry of the Church.  We will ask “What kind of church are we?  Are we
a Martha Church or a Mary Church?  We will ask do we fret about the rules of God’s kingdom? 
We will ask do we do lots of missional things, but fail to work on having a deep relationship with
Jesus?  And we will ask do we seek to be fair, and act from good intentions, but forget the most
important thing we need to do - have a growing relationship with Jesus?”  

For Jesus said “only one thing in necessary.”  And if that is true, then we need (as individuals and
as a Church) to be about that 1 thing most of all.  Which doesn’t mean other things aren’t important. 
Nor does it mean that we neglect other responsibilities.  What is does mean is that we grasp that
“only one thing necessary,” and then make sure we KNOW Jesus, that we make double sure we are
seeking to GROW in our relationship with Jesus, and that we make the commitment to GO to others
by sharing Jesus’ love in such sacrificial ways that they see Jesus in us and want the joy He has given
us.
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