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“But!”

“Only one thing is needed”

Luke 10:38-42

Philippians 3:4b-9

October 2, 2005


Sometimes little words we say can have huge significance. Sometimes our tiny little words of encouragement or compliment or comfort can change a bleak day to a better day. On the other hand one little word can completely change the meaning of everything we have said before that little word. One little word can obliterate or negate everything we have said before that word. The word “but” is one of those words. “But” can completely change the intent of our other words.


Let me illustrate. I’m going to make the man in this made up story the “bad guy” but it could just as easily have been the woman. If you see yourself in this story please know I wasn’t thinking about you when I made it up. I had no one in mind.

They might have lived on a street right here in Bedford. They appeared to their neighbors and friends as a really happy family, Dad, mom and three good kids. They belonged to the local health club. It was at that club that dad developed a group of men friends. They all enjoyed a rowdy game of racket ball and locker room banter afterwards. One Friday, after a particularly hard week at work and a strenuous workout at the club, the guys decided to stop off on the way home for a drink or two. Our dad knew it would be a good idea to call mom and let her know of their plans … but he also was pretty sure she wouldn’t be too pleased with the idea …not on Friday night, so he didn’t call, reasoning that he would enjoy a quick drink with the guys and then go straight home and she might not even realize he had made a detour from the club.

Best laid plans … one drink led to another and that drink muddied his thinking and first thing you know it was late. By the time he did get home it was all too obvious he had been somewhere besides the health club. And it was even more obvious he was in trouble.

Now, we all know that when we are in the wrong the best thing we can do is apologize and take the heat, don’t we. Dad knew that too, and so that is what he did. So far so good. But, there’s that word, but he also felt compelled to justify his actions. And so he added “but” to his apology. “I’m sorry I didn’t call and tell you what I wanted to do, I was wrong.” ….. “But, I knew you wouldn’t understand.” The “but”, that tiny little word, changed the apology to shared blame didn’t it, and was received as an indirect criticism of mom’s lack of understanding. He blew it! Don’t ever add a word like “but” to an apology! Even if you are not completely at fault. That little word negates the apology.


However, having said that, “but” is a useful word too. “But” can quickly shift our thoughts, like turning to a new chapter or clicking on a new web site. In our gospel reading from Luke we find Jesus at the home of Martha, Mary and Lazarus. Jesus, his disciples and Lazarus are somewhere in or around the home and Jesus is sharing intimate thoughts with his friends. Mary sits right at his feet, not to miss a word. But Martha is caught up in all the work to prepare her guests a meal.


Martha, slaving in the kitchen, is really getting ticked off at Mary. And finally her anger gets the best of her and she lodges her complaint with Jesus before the whole party, embarrassing Mary. Jesus responds to her in a way that must have bowled her over. “Martha, Martha, 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 from her.” (Luke10:41-42)


Martha is working so hard to please Jesus! Nobody would criticize that. Mary is sitting at his feet. Martha is concerned about providing a good meal for her guests. Mary is listening, absorbing, loving. Martha loves Jesus too, but she has been “distracted by all the preparations”, and the most important thing has taken second place.

We understand don’t we! Because too many times in our own lives we have placed, and do place, things of lesser importance before the most important. In Matthew 6 Jesus said to his disciples, “Don’t worry about everyday things. Don’t let them dominate your thinking. Don’t let them become number one in your life. Instead seek first God’s kingdom and God’s righteousness and all these things will be given to you as well.” What should take the number one position in our lives? Going after God’s righteousness. Everything else should be of second importance. Righteous means very good. That fits with what Paul wrote to the Philippians.


Listen to verse 8 & 9 again. “What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness (goodness) of my own that come from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ – the righteousness (goodness) that comes from God and is by faith.” Where does this goodness come from? Not from me and not from the things that I do. Godly goodness comes from God through faith in Jesus Christ.

That should be so simple to remember, but it is amazing how many of us can’t seem to get it. Little words we say give us away! In Evangelism Explosion we are taught to determine a person’s position with Christ by asking a simple question. “If you were to die today and stand before God, and he were to ask you why he should let you into heaven, what would you say?” One hundred percent of the non-Christians and eighty-five to ninety percent of the Christians that I ask that question pause thoughtfully and then says “Well, I have tried to be as good (righteous) as I can.” And then they may name all the good things that they have tried to do. That little word “good” gives them away.

Righteousness, being good in God’s eyes, has little or nothing to do with your “preparations”, your work in life’s kitchens. In fact, human righteousness is at best counterfeit goodness. That’s right, it’s not real.

Last week I told you about our weekly Monopoly games when I was a kid. The money we used in Monopoly was not real money, it was counterfeit. You couldn’t collect $200 for passing Go and take it to Wal Mart to buy stuff. It wasn’t genuine. Human righteousness isn’t genuine either, God doesn’t take it. Our goodness has no value in heaven. Or maybe I should say it another way. Nothing you do here will earn you a place in heaven. It is impossible for you to have a righteousness that is acceptable to God. Let me explain by using a simple metaphor.

Our lives are like a bicycle chain. All the things we do are like the links in that chain. If our lives were perfect the chain of our days would be whole and complete and pleasing to God. But all it takes is one tiny link to break and the chain becomes unfit. We have no hope of getting through this life with our chain intact.

Righteousness that comes from me is always flawed. I try to be good, but there are a lot of links broken in my chain of life. I try to do the things God wants me to do, but again I fail him. I try to keep his laws but day in and day out I find myself to be a law breaker. I can’t be righteous (good) like God. And Jesus says that being perfect like God is perfect, is the measure that God uses for determining residence in heaven.

Paul is the author of Romans. Romans is a masterful work dealing with the topic of faith, salvation and righteousness. Paul also wrote this letter to the Philippians. Verse 9 of today’s reading is really a summary of Romans. Listen to it again. Paul says “everything that I have done, all my accomplishments, all my hard work I consider as valuable as garbage. Then I quote, “That I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, (or we might insert hard work, trying to be good, etc.), but that which is through faith in Christ-the righteousness that come from God and is by faith.”

Our goodness will never be good enough. We must turn away from trusting in our own good efforts and turn toward God’s goodness. How do we do that? Well first we have to acknowledge our inability to keep the chain of our life intact. We can’t do it! That’s called confession and confession can be not a little painful.

A number of years ago a man was brought into the emergency room suffering a dislocated spine. He had been in an auto accident and the emergency room doctor immediately recognized the partial paralysis. He had a broken leg and several pretty bad cuts on his legs but he couldn’t feel a thing because a nerve had been pinched by the spine. They operated, using a local anesthetic, so that the patient could help them locate the problem. As the surgeon worked his way around the suspected area he would ask the patient if he felt anything. The answer was always in the negative, until they came to a tiny bone fragment that was obviously out of place. When the surgeon removed the bone fragment the patient cried out in pain. But it was a pleasing cry to the surgeon because it was the first step in the man’s recovery.

God’s verdict on us is a painful thing! If it isn’t painful then we probably don’t yet understand the situation, we are still paralyzed by our brokenness. We so want to be able to be good on our own. But you may feel the pain today. I hope so because feeling the pain of your vain efforts is the first step in recovery. It is God at work on you. But the pain won’t last forever. Your recovery will take place completely, you will walk freer than ever before as God gives you the healing righteousness that come by faith in Jesus Christ. But it is the only way! You can only come to God by way of Jesus. His sacrifice, his righteousness, yours. Amen.

