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Scripture and Readings for Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Sunday 

The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., is widely known as a pioneer of civil rights, but his status as a 

Christian minister has not always been recognized as an essential part of his justice work. As a modern 

prophet for the church in the United States, his words are just as powerful today as they were then.  

Also, though he is almost universally acclaimed today, throughout his ministry he was supported by only 

a minority of Christian congregations. 

The readings will pair scriptures that Dr. King was fond of citing, and his writings, sermons, and 

speeches, with one scripture and one reading. Each reading will have a brief paragraph giving the 

context for the reading. After each pairing, the same questions will be asked, “What did you hear?” 

“What stands out?” “What do you want to remember?”   
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Amos 5:18-24 

Doom to those who desire the day of the LORD! 

        Why do you want the day of the LORD? 

It is darkness, not light; 

    as if someone fled from a lion, 

        and was met by a bear; 

    or sought refuge in a house, 

        rested a hand against the wall, 

        and was bitten by a snake. 

Isn’t the day of the LORD darkness, not light; 

        all dark with no brightness in it? 

I hate, I reject your festivals; 

    I don’t enjoy your joyous assemblies. 

If you bring me your entirely burned offerings and gifts of food— 

        I won’t be pleased; 

    I won’t even look at your offerings of well-fed animals. 

Take away the noise of your songs; 

        I won’t listen to the melody of your harps. 

But let justice roll down like waters, 

        and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. 
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Paul's Letter to American Christians  
https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/publications/knock-midnight-inspiration-great-sermons-

reverend-martin-luther-king-jr-1 

This sermon was delivered at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, Montgomery, Alabama, on 4 

November 1956. He was 27 years old. In it, Dr. King wrote from the perspective of Paul as he 

wrote letters to the various Christian communities of his time, like Ephesus, Colossae, 

Corinth. This was first preached one year after Rosa Parks was arrested for refusing to move 

to the back of the bus, and before the Sit in movement began. This is the beginning of “Paul's 

Letter to American Christians” 

I, an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God, to you who are in America, Grace be unto you, 

and peace from God our Father, through our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. 

For many years I have longed to be able to come to see you. I have heard so much of you and of 

what you are doing. I have heard of the fascinating and astounding advances that you have made 

in the scientific realm. I have heard of your dashing subways and flashing airplanes. Through 

your scientific genius you have been able to dwarf distance and place time in chains. You have 

been able to carve highways through the stratosphere. So in your world you have made it 

possible to eat breakfast in New York City and dinner in Paris, France. I have also heard of your 

skyscraping buildings with their prodigious towers steeping heavenward. I have heard of your 

great medical advances, which have resulted in the curing of many dread plagues and diseases, 

and thereby prolonged your lives and made for greater security and physical well-being. All of 

that is marvelous. You can do so many things in your day that I could not do in the Greco-

Roman world of my day. In your age you can travel distances in one day that took me three 

months to travel. That is wonderful. You have made tremendous strides in the area of scientific 

and technological development. 

But America, as I look at you from afar, I wonder whether your moral and spiritual progress has 

been commensurate with your scientific progress. It seems to me that your moral progress lags 

behind your scientific progress. Your poet Thoreau used to talk about "improved means to an 

unimproved end." How often this is true. You have allowed the material means by which you 

live to outdistance the spiritual ends for which you live. You have allowed your mentality to 

outrun your morality. You have allowed your civilization to outdistance your culture. Through 

your scientific genius you have made of the world a neighborhood, but through your moral and 

spiritual genius you have failed to make of it a brotherhood. So America, I would urge you to 

keep your moral advances abreast with your scientific advances. 

I am impelled to write you concerning the responsibilities laid upon you to live as Christians in 

the midst of an unChristian world. That is what I had to do. That is what every Christian has to 

do. But I understand that there are many Christians in America who give their ultimate allegiance 

to man-made systems and customs. They are afraid to be different. Their great concern is to be 
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accepted socially. They live by some such principle as this: "everybody is doing it, so it must be 

alright." For so many of you Morality is merely group consensus. In your modern sociological 

lingo, the mores are accepted as the right ways. You have unconsciously come to believe that 

right is discovered by taking a sort of Gallup poll of the majority opinion. How many are giving 

their ultimate allegiance to this way. 

But American Christians, I must say to you as I said to the Roman Christians years ago, "Be not 

conformed to this world, but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind." Or, as I said to 

the Phillipian Christians, "Ye are a colony of heaven." This means that although you live in the 

colony of time, your ultimate allegiance is to the empire of eternity. You have a dual citizenry. 

You live both in time and eternity; both in heaven and earth. Therefore, your ultimate allegiance 

is not to the government, not to the state, not to nation, not to any man-made institution. The 

Christian owes his ultimate allegiance to God, and if any earthly institution conflicts with God's 

will it is your Christian duty to take a stand against it. You must never allow the transitory 

evanescent demands of man-made institutions to take precedence over the eternal demands of the 

Almighty God. 
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Galatians 3:23-29 Common English Bible (CEB) 

Before faith came, we were guarded under the Law, locked up until faith that was coming would be 

revealed, so that the Law became our custodian until Christ so that we might be made righteous by 

faith. 

But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a custodian. 

You are all God’s children through faith in Christ Jesus. All of you who were baptized into Christ have 

clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek; there is neither slave nor free; nor is 

there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. Now if you belong to Christ, then indeed you 

are Abraham’s descendants, heirs according to the promise. 
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Letter from Birnmingham Jail – August 1963.  

 

From the Birmingham jail, where he was imprisoned as a participant in nonviolent 

demonstrations against segregation, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., wrote in longhand the 

letter which follows. It was his response to a public statement of concern and caution issued 

by eight white religious leaders of the South. He was 34 years old. 

Note from Pastor Greg: It was hard choosing just one section of this letter. It is my first 

choice if we Christians ever make a third testament of the Bible. 

 

…  I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as the eighth-century prophets left their 

little villages and carried their "thus saith the Lord" far beyond the boundaries of their 

hometowns; and just as the Apostle Paul left his little village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of 

Jesus Christ to practically every hamlet and city of the Greco-Roman world, I too am compelled 

to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my particular hometown. Like Paul, I must constantly 

respond to the Macedonian call for aid. 

Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I cannot sit idly 

by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a 

threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a 

single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly affects all indirectly. Never again can 

we afford to live with the narrow, provincial "outside agitator" idea. Anyone who lives inside the 

United States can never be considered an outsider. 

You deplore the demonstrations that are presently taking place in Birmingham. But I am sorry 

that your statement did not express a similar concern for the conditions that brought the 

demonstrations into being. I am sure that each of you would want to go beyond the superficial 

social analyst who looks merely at effects and does not grapple with underlying causes. I would 

not hesitate to say that it is unfortunate that so-called demonstrations are taking place in 

Birmingham at this time, but I would say in more emphatic terms that it is even more unfortunate 

that the white power structure of this city left the Negro community with no other alternative. 

… 

You may well ask, "Why direct action, why sit-ins, marches, and so forth? Isn't negotiation a 

better path?" You are exactly right in your call for negotiation. Indeed, this is the purpose of 

direct action. Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis and establish such creative 

tension that a community that has consistently refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue. 

It seeks so to dramatize the issue that it can no longer be ignored. I just referred to the creation of 

tension as a part of the work of the nonviolent resister. This may sound rather shocking. But I 

must confess that I am not afraid of the word "tension." I have earnestly worked and preached 

against violent tension, but there is a type of constructive nonviolent tension that is necessary for 

growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a tension in the mind so that 
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individuals could rise from the bondage of myths and half-truths to the unfettered realm of 

creative analysis and objective appraisal, we must see the need of having nonviolent gadflies to 

create the kind of tension in society that will help men to rise from the dark depths of prejudice 

and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood. So, the purpose of direct 

action is to create a situation so crisis-packed that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation. 

We therefore concur with you in your call for negotiation. Too long has our beloved Southland 

been bogged down in the tragic attempt to live in monologue rather than dialogue. 
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Luke 6:27-36 Common English Bible (CEB) 

Behaving as God’s children 

 

“But I say to you who are willing to hear: Love your enemies. Do good to those who hate you. Bless 

those who curse you. Pray for those who mistreat you. If someone slaps you on the cheek, offer the 

other one as well. If someone takes your coat, don’t withhold your shirt either. Give to everyone who 

asks and don’t demand your things back from those who take them. Treat people in the same way that 

you want them to treat you. 

 

“If you love those who love you, why should you be commended? Even sinners love those who love 

them. If you do good to those who do good to you, why should you be commended? Even sinners do 

that. If you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, why should you be commended? Even 

sinners lend to sinners expecting to be paid back in full. Instead, love your enemies, do good, and lend 

expecting nothing in return. If you do, you will have a great reward. You will be acting the way children 

of the Most High act, for he is kind to ungrateful and wicked people. Be compassionate just as your 

Father is compassionate. 
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In September, 1967, Martin Luther King Jr., was only 38-years-old but already president of the 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference, and winner of the Nobel Peace Prize when he took the 

podium at American Psychological Association's Annual Convention in Washington, D.C.  

A re-reading of his powerful address today captures the urgent tone of the 60s, as he cajoled the 

nation's social scientists to 'tell it like it is.' In fact, to APA's membership, whom he addressed as 

'concerned friends of good will,' his plea for help in changing a society 'poisoned to its soul by racism,' 

seems now ever more poignant in light of the tragedy that struck only seven months later. 

The words he spoke that Sept. 1, as the convention's Invited Distinguished Address, were reprinted in 

the Journal of Social Issues (Vol. 24, No. 1, 1968). While the speech was in galley proofs, the shocking 

and numbing news of his assassination was released. This is the ending of his address. 

 

The problem is deep. It is gigantic in extent, and chaotic in detail. And I do not believe that it 

will be solved until there is a kind of cosmic discontent enlarging in the bosoms of people of 

good will all over this nation. 

There are certain technical words in every academic discipline which soon become stereotypes 

and even clichés. Every academic discipline has its technical nomenclature. You who are in the 

field of psychology have given us a great word. It is the word maladjusted. This word is probably 

used more than any other word in psychology. It is a good word; certainly it is good that in 

dealing with what the word implies you are declaring that destructive maladjustment should be 

destroyed. You are saying that all must seek the well-adjusted life in order to avoid neurotic and 

schizophrenic personalities. 

But on the other hand, I am sure that we will recognize that there are some things in our society, 

some things in our world, to which we should never be adjusted. There are some things 

concerning which we must always be maladjusted if we are to be people of good will. We must 

never adjust ourselves to racial discrimination and racial segregation. We must never adjust 

ourselves to religious bigotry. We must never adjust ourselves to economic conditions that take 

necessities from the many to give luxuries to the few. We must never adjust ourselves to the 

madness of militarism, and the self-defeating effects of physical violence. 

In a day when Sputniks, Explorers and Geminies are dashing through outer space, when guided 

ballistic missiles are carving highways of death through the stratosphere, no nation can finally 

win a war. It is no longer a choice between violence and nonviolence, it is either nonviolence or 

nonexistence. As President Kennedy declared, 'Mankind must put an end to war, or war will put 

an end to mankind.' And so the alternative to disarmament, the alternative to a suspension in the 

development and use of nuclear weapons, the alternative to strengthening the United Nations and 

eventually disarming the whole world, may well be a civilization plunged into the abyss of 

annihilation. Our earthly habitat will be transformed into an inferno that even Dante could not 

envision. 

Thus, it may well be that our world is in dire need of a new organization, The International 

Association for the Advancement of Creative Maladjustment. Men and women should be as 
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maladjusted as the prophet Amos, who in the midst of the injustices of his day, could cry out in 

words that echo across the centuries, 'Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like a 

mighty stream'; or as maladjusted as Abraham Lincoln, who in the midst of his vacillations 

finally came to see that this nation could not survive half slave and half free; or as maladjusted as 

Thomas Jefferson, who in the midst of an age amazingly adjusted to slavery, could scratch across 

the pages of history, words lifted to cosmic proportions, 'We hold these truths to be self evident, 

that all men are created equal. That they are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable 

rights. And that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.' And through such 

creative maladjustment, we may be able to emerge from the bleak and desolate midnight of 

man's inhumanity to man, into the bright and glittering daybreak of freedom and justice. 

I have not lost hope. I must confess that these have been very difficult days for me personally. 

And these have been difficult days for every civil rights leader, for every lover of justice and 

peace. 

 

 

 


