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What Are We Called To?

Text: 2 Corinthians 4:1–6 

It is my honor to humbly stand before you this morning as we remember 
and celebrate the life and ministry of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. I have 
recently taken the time to once again read “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” 
written by Dr. King on April 16, 1963, and the Nobel Lecture on December 
11, 1964. Many of the most quoted sayings of Dr. King are extracted from 
that powerful letter and lecture and are as relevant today as they were in 
1963–64. Frankly, I could simply read to you from either and would have 
done justice to the memory of this great man of God. 

Instead, I want to share with you three quotes from Dr. King and see how 
he used his knowledge and love of God’s word to fashion how he thought 
and lived and as the basis for the exhortations that informed his 
conversations with others.

The first is from the Nobel Lecture, 

The richer we have become materially, the poorer we become 
morally and spiritually. We have learned to fly in the air like birds 
and swim in the sea like fish, but we have not learned the simple 
art of living together as brothers.

The second is from the St. Louis Dispatch on March 23, 1964, from a speech 
given in St. Louis on the previous day, 
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We must learn to live together as brothers or perish together as 
fools.

The third is from the “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” April 16, 1963,

But the judgment of God is upon the church as never before. If 
today’s church does not recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early 
church, it will lose its authenticity, forfeit the loyalty of millions, 
and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning for 
the twentieth century. Every day I meet young people whose 
disappointment with the church has turned into outright disgust.

Keep in mind that this prophetic word was spoken 56 years ago and 
lamentably has proven to be right on target. 

One of the great ironies of Dr. King’s letter from a Birmingham Jail is that 
he wasn’t writing to the militant white community who hated the thought 
of desegregation and would go to any extreme to stop it. He was writing to 
fellow clergymen who called Dr. King’s activities of peaceful 
demonstration, “unwise and untimely.” Dr. King’s letter to these men was 
in truth a scathing rebuke for their “unloving and ill-timed” indifference, 
but was written in a reasonable, respectful and conciliatory tone that you 
would expect from a man of God. 

I can only imagine the hurt that he felt when reading the quotes of these 
pastors that were sent to him. Their words were essentially a rebuke for not 
living with the status quo. In other words, “be quiet and know your place.” 
He assumed, as do I, that he had the same Bible as they did, and they loved 
God’s Word much as he did. Had they read the scripture that we read this 
morning? The Apostle Paul wrote to the church in Corinth in 2 Corinthians 
4:1–2, 



Therefore, since through God’s mercy we have this ministry, we do not lose 
heart. 2 Rather, we have renounced secret and shameful ways; we do not 
use deception, nor do we distort the word of God. On the contrary, by 
setting forth the truth plainly we commend ourselves to everyone’s 
conscience in the sight of God.

There are two things about this passage that are for our consideration this 
morning. The first is that the Apostle, before he encountered Jesus Christ, 
was a Jewish scholar and a Pharisee. Before his redeeming encounter with 
Jesus Christ, he would have considered the Gentile people of Corinth unfit 
for his attention. He would not have eaten with them or even gone into 
their homes. They were pigs and infidels and should be avoided at all 
costs. That was the Jewish custom at that time. The idea was because they 
weren’t followers of the God of Israel, then they would corrupt the Jewish 
community. What happened to Paul (Saul then)? Jesus happened. He 
encountered Jesus on the road to Damascus and his heart was transformed, 
and his new God-ordained vision brought about through the indwelling 
presence of the Holy Spirit within, changed him. This same Paul wrote to 
the church in Galatia, 

So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, 27 for all of 
you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 
28 There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male 
and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 29 If you belong to Christ, 
then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.

Paul knew that every human being is created in the image and likeness of 
God, and his God-given mission was to bring the gospel to every man, 
woman and child, so that that image that had been marred by sin, might be 
restored. The irony is that God sent him to the Gentile nations. God wanted 
him to know that all people were created and designed for dignity.



The second point that we should see from our passage in 2 Corinthians is 
that Paul would never attempt to modify or distort the word of God to 
appease his audience or those within the community. God’s word is holy 
and true and must never be compromised because of human opinion or 
dislike of that word. 

Paul continued in 2 Corinthians 4:5-6, 

For what we preach is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and 
ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake. 6 For God, who said, “Let light 
shine out of darkness,”  made his light shine in our hearts to give us the 
light of the knowledge of God’s glory displayed in the face of Christ.

The Apostle Paul had studied under the tutelage of Gamaliel, one of the 
most respected Jewish scholars of that time. Paul was a good student and 
wrote to the Galatians, 

For you have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I 
persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it. 14 I was advancing in 
Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people and was extremely 
zealous for the traditions of my fathers.

Paul was doing very well for himself and likely would have one day been 
the High Priest in the temple at Jerusalem. Turning to Jesus Christ was not 
a great career move, humanly speaking. He was set for life but when he 
encountered Jesus Christ, everything changed. Even though he was 
persecuted for his faith and lost virtually all that he possessed, he could say 
in Philippians 3:8, 



Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of 
knowing Christ Jesus, my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all 
things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ…

Paul was no longer the man he once was, and neither were his goals. 
Instead of wanting to destroy the early he became one of its greatest 
teachers. He ended up giving his life’s work and ultimately his life for the 
very ones that he had once attempted to ignore.

Martin Luther King, Jr. did not have to do what he did. He was born into a 
life of privilege and could have stayed there. He too was very well 
educated. A gifted student, King attended segregated public schools and at 
the age of 15 was admitted to Morehouse College, the alma mater of both 
his father and maternal grandfather, where he studied medicine and law. 

Although he had not intended to follow in his father’s footsteps by joining 
the ministry, he changed his mind under the mentorship of Morehouse’s 
president, Dr. Benjamin Mays, an influential theologian and outspoken 
advocate for racial equality. After graduating in 1948, King entered Crozer 
Theological Seminary in Pennsylvania, where he earned a Bachelor of 
Divinity degree, won a prestigious fellowship and was elected president of 
his predominantly white senior class.

King then enrolled in a graduate program at Boston University, completing 
his coursework in 1953 and earning a doctorate in systematic theology two 
years later. 

The thing is, he could not abide by the social injustice happening 
throughout the southern black community. In an article on King's life it was 
said that “Martin Sr. fought against racial prejudice, not just because his 
race suffered, but because he considered racism and segregation to be an 
affront to God's will. He strongly discouraged any sense of class 



superiority in his children which left a lasting impression on Martin Jr.”  So, 
he made the decision to fight against social injustice but the fact that he was 
a minister of the gospel of Jesus Christ meant that he must not take the 
route of violence but of love. He once wrote, 

Hatred paralyzes life; love releases it; Hatred confuses life; love 
harmonizes it; hatred darkens life, love illuminates it.

He taught those who joined him in this very difficult and dangerous 
mission that there were two things that they must be able to do if they were 
to find freedom. 1. They must forgive everybody for whatever they have 
done to them. 2. You must lose your fear of death.

In a speech in Detroit on June 23, 1964, Dr, King said, 

I submit to you that if a man hasn't discovered something he will 
die for, he isn't fit to live.

Most people know about Dr. King’s assassination in Memphis on April 4, 
1968, but don’t know that because of his mission to achieve justice for all 
men that there were attempts on his life before that. His house was 
firebombed and according to an article on the History channel: 

On September 20, 1958, Izola Ware Curry walked into a Harlem 
department store where King was signing books and asked, “Are 
you Martin Luther King?” When he replied “yes,” she stabbed him 
in the chest with a knife. King survived, and the attempted 
assassination only reinforced his dedication to nonviolence: “The 
experience of these last few days has deepened my faith in the 
relevance of the spirit of nonviolence, if necessary social change is 
peacefully to take place.”



I could go on for quite a while with stories, quotes and wisdom from Dr. 
King but there isn’t time for that and besides, there is so much written by 
and about him. What I would like to focus on in the time we have left is the 
warning that he gave to the church 56 years ago.

Our Old Testament reading from Isaiah 29:13–15, 

The Lord says: 
“These people come near to me with their mouth and honor me with their 
lips, but their hearts are far from me. Their worship of me is based on 
merely human rules they have been taught.  
14 Therefore once more I will astound these people with wonder upon 
wonder; the wisdom of the wise will perish, the intelligence of the 
intelligent will vanish.”  
15 Woe to those who go to great depths to hide their plans from the Lord, 
who do their work in darkness and think, “Who sees us? Who will know?”

We are living in a time where truth has become relative and very 
individualistic. There is very little sense of living for the good of others but 
only for ourselves. If we attempt to teach that something is true then the 
opposite of that something would be false. But that’s not necessarily the 
way things are perceived today. What’s true for me may not be true for 
you, because you can decide what truth is. That’s certainly not true in 
physics or engineering, and I don’t recommend that you decide that you 
don’t need gasoline for your car to run because you have decided that 
water is cheaper. Good luck with that. 

God’s Word is not neutral either but teaches us of the character and will of 
God. It is not meant to be seen as one opinion in contrast with another that 
has equal credibility. Dr. Martin Luther King knew that if God’s Word was 
not our final authority, then truth would be merely based on opinion. 



That’s why a great many of his quotes were based on the truths of 
scripture. There is a standard by which we are to live, love and govern by. 
If you are a Christian then the Word of God is your standard. In the time of 
Martin Luther King Jr., he saw what would happen when men and women 
who considered themselves Christians failed to think and live according to 
God’s Word. What he saw happening was that ordinarily good people 
would fail to live up to the standard of Scripture but instead would bow 
down to the godless demands of an ungodly culture. He made the ultimate 
sacrifice of dying for the dream of all men and women living in harmony 
and respect for each other, not based on color, creed, religion or economic 
status. 

Many have failed to remember the words of our brother for so long. Even 
worse, many have failed miserably to uphold God’s word as our only rule 
of faith and practice. It is not uncommon today for denominations who 
consider themselves as Christians, but disregard the authority of Scripture 
for morality and all of life. The result is that we are living in a time where 
sexual perversion and confusion has taken us to the place where drag 
queens are allowed to read to children in libraries. We read daily about 
gender confusion and the idea of there being only male and female is seen 
as uninformed. Now we have many in government wanting to finance the 
abortion industry because they have bought into the lie generated in the 
pits of Hell that abortion is not murder and immoral but is to be seen as 
good. Because of the blatant disregard for the sanctity of human life both 
the unborn, the elderly and infirm are in danger of being “relieved of their 
burden.” We have fallen to the level where we daily read and hear about 
atrocities and senseless violence that is of a level of depravity that would 
have been unthinkable 10 years ago.



There has never been a time where the Gospel of Jesus was more 
important. We have found out the same irrefutable truth that was present 
in the times of the early church: Without Jesus Christ moving in us as 
Savior and Lord, there is no hope for our country or of the world. If Dr. 
King were alive today I believe that one of the most important exhortations 
that he would give us is to gather together as the body of Christ—black, 
white, yellow, red and every combination in between. We desperately need 
each other, because what can do together is so much greater than what we 
can accomplish on our own. The children in this community who see no 
reason to hope must see us living together in genuine harmony that is to be 
found in Christ alone. I hope that our time together today will serve as a 
starting point where we can live, love and serve together for the glory of 
our God and King, Jesus Christ. 

Let’s Pray.
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