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What I Have Learned from Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 

A sermon taken from John 1. 29-42, and preached on January 16, 2011 at 
Providence United Methodist Church in Charlotte, North Carolina  

by Dr. Ken Carter. 
 
I was eleven years old when Martin Luther King Jr. was killed.  Some people can 
remember where they were when John Kennedy was assassinated; I remember 
where I was when Martin Luther King was shot.  I grew up in what I call the “deep 
south”, in Columbus, Georgia, the midpoint between Montgomery, Alabama, where 
King served Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, his first pastorate, and Atlanta, where 
he was born and where he returned after Montgomery. 
 
In early April baseball season was beginning, we had received our uniforms, and 
were planning to attend a program where every player would walk across the 
stage, in his uniform, with his name being called out.  I had the additional honor of 
walking our team’s “queen”, a young girl, across the stage.  However, at the time I 
was more embarrassed and scared than anything else. 
 
When we got home that evening we learned that King had been shot.  And the 
response, in Columbus, Georgia, was one of ambivalence.  You can imagine the 
comments that were voiced among white people who were not enthusiastic 
admirers of King.  In the months ahead, and especially the summer, the response 
would become one of rage, bringing early curfews, and, for a young boy, fear and 
chaos. 
 
Years later, I was required to read one of King’s books in a seminary class.  It was 
a slim volume entitled “Why We Can’t Wait”.  In its pages I encountered a different 
Martin Luther King than I had expected, or perhaps I was different.  King had 
grown up in an enclave of middle class blacks in a very segregated section of 
Atlanta.  He had the advantages of heritage, personal charisma, rhetorical 
greatness and a superior mind.  All of these gifts came together in him.  He had 
both a national forum, among blacks and whites, and he had had something to say. 
 
King had wrestled with the implications of the black struggle---he met Rosa Parks, 
who refused to sit in the back of the bus in that first pastorate, in Montgomery---
and he came out on the side of non-violence.  During his life, he was pursued by 
the FBI and local sheriffs, ridiculed by those who wanted to retaliate, and dismissed 
by Malcolm X as not being tough enough.  He was all about non-violence, which he 
saw as an implication of a greater reality, the love of God and neighbor and the call 
to follow Jesus. 
 
I am also convinced that King was committed to non-violence because he had been 
given an enlarged vision of the Kingdom of God, which he called, in his early 
sermons, the beloved community.  He understood that blacks and whites in this 
nation, that blacks and whites in the church had a common destiny.  Martin Luther 
King, like each of us and like so many of the biblical characters was flawed and very 
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human.  But he perceived a vision for the church and the nation, and he was willing 
to work, and to suffer toward that end.  In a speech he made the point clear: 
 
“The cross we bear precedes the crown we wear.  To be a Christian one must take 
up his cross, with all its difficulties and agonizing and tension packed content and 
carry it until that very cross leaves its marks upon us and redeems us to that more 
excellent way which comes only through suffering.” 
 
In the gospel lesson John the Baptist greets Jesus as the Lamb of God who takes 
away the sin of the world.  Most likely Jesus is linked in this passage to the 
suffering servant of Isaiah, who was compared “to a lamb led to the slaughter” 
(Isaiah 53).  God’s spirit had been placed upon the suffering servant, who would 
bring forth justice to the nation (42. 1), who would represent the mission of Israel 
not only to the tribes of Jacob, but who would call them forth as a light to the 
nations (49. 6), that the salvation of God might reach to the ends of the earth. 
 
We know that Jesus interpreted his mission in light of these suffering servant 
passages of Isaiah.  Jesus is the suffering servant for the world, the sacrificial 
savior, the bearer of God’s universal offer of salvation, who ushers in a new age of 
righteousness, and takes upon himself our sin and guilt.   Jesus comes to make all 
things new.  Jesus comes to be our peace.  Jesus is the embodiment of the 
Kingdom of God in our world.   
 
So this morning we might ask: What might all of this mean for those of us who live 
in an increasingly violent and polarized world, where the Lion and Lamb do not lie 
down together?   
 
As the scripture says, this will be a sign for you.   Over the last days we have 
witnessed the horror of a murder on the public stage, a federal judge and nine year 
old girl dead, along with others, the attempted assassination (the words of the 
shooter) of a member of the congress.  Is it possible for us to see this, think about 
this as Christians, and not only as liberals (who want to link this with tea party) or 
conservatives (who want to talk about mental illness)?  Is it possible for us to see 
this, think about this as Christians, and not only as liberals or conservatives who 
are worried about some political advantage or loss?   
 
Could we not ask a different set of questions:  are we not our brother's keeper, 
which means not only that we care for the most disturbed among us (which would 
mean more and not less treatment for the mentally ill) but that we hold them 
accountable, which means we do not allow an ordinary citizen to purchase a 
weapon that can kill a dozen people in a matter of seconds?  Are we on our own, or 
can we recognize the mentally ill flooding our streets, our shelters, some returning 
from war, some long term unemployed?  Do we recognize the cost of the violence 
that staying on the sidelines of all of this entails for us?   
 
And can we go deeper into it all?  Can we not agree, at a more fundamental level, 
that the way of Jesus is non-violent, can we not remember in his sermon on the 
mount that he blessed the peacemakers and called them children of God?  Can we 
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not recall, going back further, that he did not retaliate against his enemies but saw 
in Isaiah's prophecy a different and higher way, through suffering that was 
redemptive?  He is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. 
 
There has been a great deal of focus, curiosity, analysis this week about the young 
man who planned and executed the murders this week in Arizona.  It helps us to 
see him as odd, unusual, extremist.    I was reminded that, in his lifetime, Martin 
Luther King, in a different way, was regarded as an agitator, a troublemaker, an 
extremist.  In his Letter From the Birmingham Jail, he offered this response: 
 
“Though I was initially disappointed in being categorized as an extremist, as I 
continued to think about the matter I gradually gained a measure of satisfaction 
from the label.  Was not Jesus an extremist for love? “Love your enemies, bless 
them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them that 
despitefully use you and persecute you”.  Was not Amos an extremist for justice? 
Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever flowing stream?  
Was not Paul an extremist for the Christian gospel?  “I bear in my body the marks 
of the Lord Jesus.” 
 
Was not Martin Luther an extremist?  “Here I stand, I cannot do otherwise, God 
help me.”   And Abraham Lincoln:  “This nation cannot survive half slave and half 
free.”  And Thomas Jefferson:  “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal.”  
 
It is interesting that Martin Luther King, Jr. was actually born as Michael Luther 
King.  His father was the pastor of the Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta and after 
several years of ministry, which included helping to keep the church open during 
the Depression, the church as a reward sent him one summer to Israel, the Holy 
Land, and Germany, the home of the Reformation.  Upon his return he changed his 
name, and his son’s name from Michael Luther King, Sr. and Jr. to Martin Luther 
King, and he rebaptized his son. 
 
Martin would grow into this name.  Like the reformers before him, he rediscovered 
something that had been hidden, suppressed, ignored, even in the Bible Belt.  And 
he did this primarily as a preacher of the gospel.  He once said, of himself, “In my 
essence, I am a Baptist preacher.  This is my being and my heritage, for I am the 
son of a Baptist preacher, the grandson of a Baptist preacher and the great 
grandson of a Baptist preacher.”  He was a radical reformer in the sense that he 
went back to the roots, the scriptures, the prophets, the sermon on the mount and 
our nation’s founding documents and he held them up for us, and would not let us 
turn our eyes away.   
 
In a meeting with students in Albany, Georgia, early in his ministry, he listened as a 
young woman student opened the worship service with prayer.  There was a 
continuing refrain in her words:  “I have a dream, I have a dream, I have a dream”.  
Like all preachers, King would borrow those words and make them his own, and our 
own.  And so when he stood up before the nation to speak, and announced, “I have 
a dream”, he was tapping into the deep undercurrent in the hearts and minds of 
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many, many people, who longed for a better and different world, and who were 
willing to suffer toward that end. 
 
I have been to Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, in Montgomery.   It is a block on the 
main street leading to the State Capital, formerly the capital of the Confederacy, 
which would be prime real estate in most cities, until one learns that it was a slave 
pen, before it was a sanctuary. 
 
That is a vivid image of the gospel that Martin came to announce.  Jesus comes to 
save us, to redeem us, to set us free.  That is an extreme act of an extremist God.  
And if we are his people, we are called to be extremists in a violent and polarized 
world,  to envision a kingdom that is not of this world, and yet to work to change 
the world, even as we pray, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is 
in heaven”.   
 
At his core, in his essence, Martin was a preacher of the gospel:  “Behold the lamb 
of God who takes away the sin of the world”.  And yet he wanted us to respond to 
the gospel, and so he asked and asks the question that is echoed in the hymn, a 
hymn that would have been sung in many of the services that he led, “Must Jesus 
bear the cross alone”---and they understood the cross as pain, injustice, 
frustration, despair, suffering---“must Jesus bear the cross alone, and all the world 
go free?” 
 
No. 
 
“There’s a cross for everyone, and there’s a cross for me.” 
 
Sources: Richard Lischer, The Preacher King.  “Must Jesus Bear The Cross Alone”, 
United Methodist Hymnal; Martin Luther King, Jr., Why We Can’t Wait. 


