
26 June 1955 “Discerning the Signs of History” 

The followzng three v~szo72s of thzr sermon include a bnef outlzne unatten on a 
notecad, a handruntten draft, and a typed manuscript King ntes n u m z c s  
exampksfiom world hzrtoly ahonstrating that ‘dvil Gama the seed of its own 
destructzon ” 

“Discerning the Signs of History,” Sermon notes 

I am conwnced that what human Me, mancentered, has torn down, human life, 

1 He who oppresses another wll ulhmately suffer as a results of such oppression 
3 Whenever the secular super-structure is cut alose from religous foundahons 

2 A breakdown in the moral structure of a society leads to the uhmate break- 

Godcen tered can build up 

disintegrahon sets in 

down of the physical structure 
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“Discerning the Signs of History,” Sermon outline 

(Andl 
Luke 12 54, 552 

“ye can discern the face of the sky and of the earth, how is it that ye know not how 
to interpret this What is Jesus’ indictment> He wttt) is saylng that these p e e  
ple had an amazing awarness of the the trends of astronomy and an appalling i g n e  
rance of the trends of history They could read the face of the sky, but they could not 
read the face of the past They had mastered the art of nohcing the succession in 
the natural world They were so ingenious that they could apply the law of cause 
and effect to the natural order If a cloud appeared in the west they knew that a 
shower would soon emerge If the south wnd  blew they knew that the tropical heat 
would soon appear The sequence was certain They knew that one was the harbin- 
ger of the other [ Three pages are mwszng] 

i According to a 26 June 1955 Dexter program, Kmg preached a sermon w ~ t h  this tltle Reinhold 
Niebuhr’s book Drtcerntng the Signs of the Ttmes Sermmrc for Today and T m m  may have inspired Kmg’s 
utle for this sermon (New York Charles Scnbner’s Sons, 1946) Kmg wrote “discemmg the signs of the 
ume” above the passage Matthew 16 3 in his copy of the Bible 

2 “And he said also to the people, When ye see a cloud m e  out of the west, straightway ye say, There 
cometh a shower, and so i t  is And when ye see the south {and blow, ye say, There wdl be heat and it 
cometh to pass ” 

216 3 Cf Luke i z j 6  
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He started undereshmatmg the power of his opponent He invaded Russia in 
18 1 2 The Battle of Leipzig in 18 13 His ulhmate doom was the Battle of Waterloo 
in 1815 .~  Waterloo is but the eternal symbol of the doom of every Napoleon He 
lived by the sword and die by it 

(b) Hitler set out to rule the world Cite how he invaded Ethiopia and Halla 
Silassis had to flee his throne But today Hitler is dead and Halla Sillasis still 
holds his throne6 

(c) Mussilini tned the sword, and ended up  being lulled by the very people 
that he once ruled 
This is the ever present story of history 

26June 1955 

(3) A third lesson that history teaches is that whenever the secular superstructure 
is cut alose from religous foundahons disintegrahon sets in In other words 
whenever a ciulizahon looses a moral and religous consciousness, it is headed 
for doom 
(a) Toynbee teaches that 26 civllizations have nsen and all but io have fallen 

They did not fall because of armies wthout but because of inner decay 
Whenever emphemal inshtuhons and techniques are raised to absolute- 
ness decay sets in 

(b) Gibbon reports of what immorality meant in the fall of the Roman empire 
(c) I am worned about Amenca because of its matenahsm We affirm God wth 

our lips while denymg him ulth our lives The white man is gradually 
repennng He becoming more churchy He has come to see the fuhlity of 
materialism But I am shll worned about the Negro He emptymg his 
churches while the white man is filling them 

(D) Cite what relipon meant to the Negro in the past 
(E) place God back into the center of your lives 

I do not mean to leaves a message of doom this morning This is hope if we wll 
but read the signs of history and profit by its mistakes I am conunced that what 
human Me, mancentered, has tom down, human llfe God centered can build up 

Conclude wth story of wse man in Virgnia 
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4 Napoleon Bonaparte invaded Russia and captured Moscow on I 4 September i 8 i 2 The Russians, 
however, set the city ablaze, leawng the French army wth no place to stay dunng the wnter This led to 
the French army’s retreat on ig  October 1812 At the battle of Leipzig, Russian, Austnan, Prussian, 
Bntish, Portuguese, Spanish, and Swedish forces defeated Napoleon’s troops on i g  October 1813 and 
forced the French army to flee Germany Napoleon’s final defeat at the battle of Waterloo on 18 June 
i 81 5 ended the Napoleonic Wars 

5 Cf Matthew 26 52 
6 Italy, not Germany, invaded Ethiopia in 1935 and annexed the country in 1936 Kmg refers to 

Haille Selassie I (1892-1975), the last emperor of Ethiopia, who fled to England when the Italians 
invaded After the Bnmh liberated Ethiopia in I 941, Selassie reclaimed the throne He was deposed in 
‘974 

7 Benito Mussolini was executed on 28 Apnl 1945 
8 Amold Toynbee, A Study o f H u f q  ( i 934- i 96 I ) 
g IGng refers to Edvvard Gibbon’s The H t r t q  of the Decline and Fall of theRoman Empire 217 
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