One Thing's Needful
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Introduction

One thing. Just one thing. In a lot of cases, it’s hard to
narrow it down that much. Here are a few examples. Some
might be easy to answer and some might not:

I Ifyou could change one thing about your life, what
would it be?

I If you could change one thing about yourself, what would
it be?

I If you could change one thing about your past, what
would you change?

I Ifyou could take one book to read on a deserted island,
what would it be?

I If you could pack one thing for a trip, what would you
take with you?

I If you could only have one food, what would it be?

Exploring the Scriptures

The hymn gets its title from the Gospel lesson for this
Sunday. Before you read it, picture this ordinary scene:
some guests are coming over for dinner, so a mother
instructs her two children to clean up their toys from the
living room beforehand. A few minutes later, it’s obvious
that one child is doing all the work, while the other child is
goofing off.

I In this all-too-common-for-parents scenario, what
should the mother do?

Now, read Luke 10:38-42, the Gospel lesson for this
Sunday.

Exploring the Hymn

Background

Johann Heinrich Schroder (1667-99) is the author of the
hymn (it is worth noting his death at the young age of 31).
Schroder became a pastor in Moseburg, Germany, in 1696,
and soon married Tranquilla Sophia Wolf. Less than a year
later, Tranquilla died in childbirth. The child survived, but

Johann himself died in 1699, leaving the toddler an orphan.

This hymn, along with a handful of others, would be one of
the few ways the child would ever know his parents.

I What sort of legacy would you like to leave for future
generations?

I If you had to pick a favorite Bible verse, what would
you pick?

I Ifyou only had a chance to say one more thing, what
would you say?

What makes the decisions difficult? Sometimes it’s because
we are so accustomed to variety that it is difficult to settle
on a single choice. Or sometimes there are so many things
we'd like to change that it’s hard to pick just one. In some
cases, we might be seriously concerned that our one choice
is the wrong one.

The hymn for our consideration gives us some won-
derful news: when it comes to salvation, the Lord leaves
little room for confusion. For eternal life, there is only one
thing needful.

I When Jesus comes to their home for dinner, what do
I Mary and Martha do?

I While one might expect criticism of Mary for failure to
help her sister, how is Martha described in verse 40?

I Read Luke 9:12-17 and Luke 11:3. Why might Martha’s
concern about dinner preparations be especially
unnecessary?

I Jesus does not say that Martha is wrong, only that what
she is doing has made her anxious and troubled. What
has Mary chosen? What is the “one thing needful” (v. 42)?

I If you could leave one last message for your descendants,
what would it be?

I What sort of message and comfort would Schroder’s child
find in the text of this hymn?

I Considering Schroder as a brother in Christ, what
comfort do you derive from this hymn by one who has
gone before you?

Text

The first two stanzas of the hymn recall the scene of Jesus
in the home of Mary and Martha.
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Which phrases describe Mary and which describe
Martha? Which describe you?

Stanza 2 makes clear that this story is not about Mary’s
devotion to Jesus. Rather, what was she receiving — and
how? See also Luke 10:39.

What did Mary forget in stanza 2? How might this
instruct us about worship, as well as other opportunities
we have to hear the Word?

We certainly do not want to imply that good works are
unnecessary, and do well to heed James’ warning that
“faith apart from works is dead” (James 2:26).

But what is the relationship between faith and works? To
put it another way, this hymn is about what is needful for
salvation: for what are works necessary?

Stanza 3 says that “wisdom’s highest, noblest treasure” is
revealed in Jesus.

What are some other words in the stanza to describe
this wisdom?

We normally think of wisdom as intellectual
enlightenment. We might even think of wisdom as
something that the world will readily recognize. What is
wisdom according to Prov. 9:10?

Read 1 Cor.1:22-24.. What is the wisdom of God in
verse 23?

This hymn, along with the Gospel lesson from which it

is derived, has great value and comfort for Christians
throughout their pilgrimage on earth. It reminds us that
salvation is by grace alone — the forgiveness won by Christ
on the cross.

Read Mark 8:34-37. What is the ultimate temptation and

danger of trusting our works?

Read Rom. 8:38-39. What is the ultimate comfort that
we are saved by Christ alone?

There is also a valuable lesson about worship. Too often,
Christians are tempted to think of worship primarily as a

Living in this sinful world, there will be many things you
wish you had, wish you could take back or wish you could
have done instead. Sin introduces all sorts of regrets and
uncertainties. But when it comes to salvation, you have the
one thing needful: Christ, who has made you His own.

Sing or read aloud together LSB 536.

Stanza 4 gives us a wonderful confession of the Gospel.

In Luke 10:38-42, does Mary give Jesus anything in
exchange for His teaching? What does this teach us?
Read Eph. 2:8-9.

What is the significance of Jesus’ “crimson-colored
blood”? Read Heb. 9:14: and 1 John 1:7.

What is the significance of “salvation’s white raiments”?
Read Rev. 7:13-15 and Job 29:14.

Stanza 5 prays that the Lord would “root out all hypocrisy,”
along with a prayer that He would keep us in His grace.

Whom did Jesus accuse of hypocrisy in Mark 7:5-9?
What is the danger of hypocrisy?

How does the Lord guard and uphold us throughout life’s
pilgrimage?

Jesus is the one thing needful, but there are other
adjectives that fit as well. What does the psalmist say
about the Lord in Ps. 73:25? What adjective would you
use to describe this?

How does Paul compare the one thing needful to
everything else in Phil. 3:7-8? How does this challenge
us in our stewardship of the many things God has
given us?

venue where we demonstrate our love for God by works of
praise, song, etc. This hymn, however, puts the focus back
on Christ. So does Luke 10:38-4:2.

Luke 11:27-28 give us a similar situation. Someone
declares that Jesus’ mother is to be blessed because it is
she who did the work of nursing Him as an infant. How
does Jesus respond?

At the home of Mary and Martha, when Jesus was
present, the visit began with teaching that was
followed by dinner. How is this reflected in Lutheran
worship today?

O Lord, grant us the Spirit to hear Your Word and know the
one thing needful that by Your Word and Spirit we may live
according to Your will; through Jesus Christ, Your Son, our
Lord, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit,
one God, now and forever. Amen (Collect for Proper 11C).
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