
[A WONDERFUL SERMON IN WHICH LUTHER SHOWS THE IMPORTANCE AND MEANING OF THE GOSPEL, FAITH, GOOD

WORKS, BAPTISM, THE MISSION OF THE CHURCH, AND CHRIST'S ASCENSION.]

Sermon for the Day of Christ’s Ascension; Mark 16:14-20

A Sermon by Martin Luther; taken from his Church Postil, 1523.

1. We are to consider today the article of faith in which we say: "I believe in Jesus Christ, who ascended into
heaven and sitteth at the right hand of God the Father." Our Gospel lesson briefly reviews the story of this
ascension. But Luke treats the matter at greater length and writes, The Lord gathered all the disciples together,
fully forty days after his resurrection, just as he had often shown himself to them, and spoke with them and gave
them commandment what they should do; and as they were assembled together and spoke with him out at
Bethany, whither he had led them, some asked him, saying: "Lord, dost thou at this time restore the kingdom to
Israel?" And he said unto them: "It is not for you to know times or seasons, which the Father hath set within his
own authority. But ye shall receive power, when the Holy Spirit is come upon you: and ye shall be my witnesses
both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth." And when he had said
these things, he blessed them and bade them good night and departed from them and was taken up while they
beheld him, and a cloud received him out of their sight. And as they stood there, gazing after him, gaping at the
heavens, behold, there came and stood hard by them two men in white apparel, who said: "Ye men of Galilee,
why stand ye looking into
heaven? This Jesus, who was received up from you into heaven, shall so come in like manner as ye beheld him
going into heaven." Hereupon they returned from Bethany, from the mount of Olives, to Jerusalem and
assembled in the upper room of the house where they were abiding, and continued with one accord in prayer,
with the women, and Mary the mother of Jesus. This is the story of our Lord Jesus Christ's ascension. Now let us
consider the Gospel.

2. In the first place, there are in this Gospel two parts: one where the Lord commands the apostles to preach the
Gospel in all the world; the other, treating of his ascension. We shall pass over the beginning of the text, where
the Lord reproves their unbelief and hardness of heart, and take up the part where he says: "Go ye into all the
world and preach the Gospel to the whole creation." Here you have in English what the Gospel really is, to wit:
"He that believeth and is baptized, is saved." In these words all is comprehended; he that has them, has the
Gospel.

I. CHRIST'S MISSIONARY COMMISSION TO HIS DISCIPLES TO PREACH THE GOSPEL.

3. We have often said heretofore that the Gospel, properly speaking, is not something written in books, but an
oral proclamation, which shall be heard in all the world and shall be cried out freely before all creatures, so that
all would have to hear it if they had ears; that is to say, it shall be preached so publicly that to preach it more
publicly would be impossible. For the Law, which was of old, and what the prophets preached, was not cried out
in all the world before all creatures, but it was preached by the Jews in their synagogues. But the Gospel shall
not be thus confined; it shall be preached freely unto all the world.

4. There is no need, therefore, of commenting on the text as some have done, and saying that omnis creatura
(every creature) means a man. For there is no indication in these words that the Gospel shall be preached to men
alone, but it shall be cried out before the whole creation, so that earth shall not have a nook or corner into which

http://lenker.webdesign-ontario.com/


it shall not penetrate before the last day. Such is the counsel of God, wherein he has decreed that even they who
cannot read and have not heard Moses and the prophets shall, nevertheless, hear the Gospel.

5. What is the Gospel? It is these words which the Lord speaks: "He that believeth and is baptized shall be
saved." We have often said--and I think we ought to thoroughly understand it by this time--that the Gospel
cannot suffer us to preach works, however good and great these may be; for it seeks to pluck us down from our
presumption and to set and plant us solely upon God's mercy, that his work and grace alone may be extolled.
Therefore, it suffers us not to rely upon our works. For one of these two must perish: if I stand upon God's grace
and mercy, I do not stand upon my merit and works; and, vice versa, if I stand upon my works and merit, I do
not stand upon God's grace. For, "if it is by grace," says St. Paul, Rom 11, 6, "it is no more of works: otherwise
grace is no more grace." I cannot say that God owes me a reward, but I must confess that he has given it to me
entirely as a free gift.

6. Hence, he that would preach the Gospel must cast aside all works that are calculated to make men just, and
suffer nothing to remain but faith, or I must believe that God, without any merit of mine and regardless of all my
works, has granted me his grace and eternal life, so that I am constrained to thank him and say: I rejoice, praise
and thank God that he has freely and out of pure grace given me this most excellent boon. Likewise that the
Gospel is, as Scripture says, nothing more nor less than a declaration of the honour, praise and glory of God. As
we read in Ps 19, 1-2: "The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth his handiwork. Day
unto day uttereth speech, and night unto night sheweth knowledge." Therefore, we must preach in a way that the
glory and praise will be given to God and not to ourselves. Now, there is no greater praise and glory that we can
give to God than this, that we confess that he, out of pure grace and mercy, takes away from us sin, death, and
hell, and gives his beloved Son for us, and all his treasures to us. Such a confession must give glory and honour
and praise to him alone.

7. And this is the trend of all those passages in the prophets where God boasts that he will establish a preaching
that will show forth his praise; as when he says in Is 43, 21: "The people which I formed for myself, that they
might set forth my praise." As if to say: You hypocrites do no more than praise yourselves in your hearts and
thus my praise must perish; for you make me a stern judge and an unfriendly God, so that secretly the people
hate me and think within themselves: Ah, if we but had another God, one that would not require so much of us;
such a one we would love. Therefore, I will form for myself another people, which shall know me and love me.
When they see that I will not regard their works but will give them every good thing freely, their hearts will teem
with joy and will never weary of my praise.

8. Therefore, beware of glossing the text and seeking to improve upon the words of Christ. Our doctors and
colleges have tried to better them and have said these words must be understood thus: "He that believeth"
(understand: and doeth good works), "shall be saved." Who authorized them to make that insertion? Do you
think the Holy Spirit was too stupid to make it? Thus they have utterly obscured, yea, perverted, this precious
statement with their insertion. Therefore, take heed and let no one make an insertion for you, but abide by the
text as it reads and understand it thus: "He that believeth shall be saved" without his merit, without any works.
Why? For this reason: because God has caused to be preached and proclaimed unto us that he had his Son Jesus
Christ come and take away sin and all evil. For he saw that we were not able to do it, that it was an impossibility
for us to blot out sin with our works and powers. Otherwise he could have saved himself the trouble and
expense of delivering up his own Son to suffer and die; and he has this preached to us in the Gospel.

9. Now what does such preaching call for? It calls for this, that I believe in it, for in no other way can I
apprehend it. If you write it in a book, it will be of no use to any man, though you indulge in much thinking
about it. Again, you may preach and speak about it, or hear it; it will be to no purpose. You must believe it and
confidently rely upon it that the thing is as the Gospel says, that not your works but the Lord Jesus Christ's death
and resurrection takes away your sin and death. This you can not attain to except by faith.

10. Again, Christ says: "He that disbelieveth," even though he be baptized, "shall be damned." These words, too,
you must allow to remain just as they are. For he does not say thus: He that disbelieves and does evil works



besides; but, without any varnish he says: If thou hadst the chastity of all virgins, the sufferings of all martyrs,
and, to be concise, if thou hadst all the works that ever were done by all the saints--if thou hadst all these in a
heap, yet, if faith were lacking, all would be lost.

11. Therefore, this is the passage whereby all cloistery, priest-craft, monkery and nunnery is overthrown; for it is
a lost case. Do what you will, the sentence is already passed and the decree is already gone forth: If thou
disbelieve thou art condemned already. Thus heavily and mightily do these two sentences butt against all
doctrine and doing that are founded upon the works and powers of man.

12. Now, place the two side by side, and you can rightly conclude: Where there is faith, there cannot be so many
sins, but they will surely be swallowed up and exterminated by faith; where there is unbelief, you will never be
able to do good works enough to blot out the least sin. Little, therefore as sin can stand in the presence of faith,
so little can good works abide with unbelief. Therefore, nothing is needed, in order to do good works, but faith;
and nothing more is required, in order to do sin and evil works, than unbelief. Thus it follows that he who
believes has no sin and does nothing but good works; on the other hand, he who does not believe, verily, does
no good work, but all he does is sin.

13. Therefore I say, however, you cannot have committed so many sins, neither is Satan such an invincible
enemy of yours, but that all is taken away and forgiven as soon as you begin to believe. For through faith you
have Christ as your own treasure, who was given to you for the very purpose of taking away sin; and who will
be so bold as to condemn Christ? For this reason, no sins can remain, however great they may be, if you believe.
Thus, you are then God's dear child and all is well, and whatever you do is all right. If you do not believe, you
are damned, all you may do to the contrary notwithstanding; for since you have not Christ, it is impossible for
you to blot out a single sin.

14. Now, since there is no other means for taking away sin than Christ, you might ask: How is it then, that we
are nevertheless required to do good works; if as you say, all depends upon faith? I reply: Where faith is genuine
it cannot exist without good works. just as, on the other hand, where there is unbelief there can be no good work.
Hence, if you believe, there must necessarily follow from your faith naught but good works. For, as faith brings
you salvation and eternal life, so it also brings you good works; they cannot be restrained. Just as a living person
cannot refrain from moving about, eating and drinking and labouring, it being impossible that such activities
should cease while he lives, no one need command and drive him to do such works but--spare his life and he'll
do them; just as all this is true in the physical life, so nothing more is required, in order that good works may be
done, than faith. Only believe, and you will do all of your own accord.

15. Thus, there is no need of your demanding good works of him who believes, for faith teaches him all that;
and, being done in faith, all he does is well done and all are good and precious works, however insignificant they
may seem. Faith is such a noble thing that it ennobles the whole man. Now, it is not possible for a man to live on
earth and not have anything to do. Hence all such works as are done by faith are precious works. On the other
hand, where there is unbelief, a man cannot be without works, either; therefore, such works are likewise all sin.
Christ is not there, therefore all is lost. Hence, the statement of St. Paul to the Romans, 14, 23: "Whatsoever is
not of faith is sin." As though he would say, on the contrary: Whatsoever is of faith is all grace and
righteousness; that is a foregone conclusion. Hence, there is no need of asking whether good works shall be
done, for they come of themselves, unbidden. Such is also the sense of the Psalmist, Ps 25, 10: "All the paths of
Jehovah are lovingkindness and truth." That is to say, when God works and creates faith in us, all that we do is
lovingkindness, and all is truth; that is, all is done sincerely and not from hypocrisy. It follows, however, on the
other hand, that all the ways of men are not lovingkindness but sheerest wrath, not truth but mere sham and
hypocrisy, because they spring from unbelief.

16. Beware, then, lest under any circumstances you gloss the text, and say: Faith alone is not sufficient; works,
also, are necessary in order to justify. For it is sufficiently clear from what we have said that works contribute
nothing to this end. Nothing does any harm but unbelief. Works are not sufficient. If faith were present, all
would be well. Therefore, as works contribute nothing toward the evil in unbelief, so in faith they contribute



nothing toward the good; but unbelief alone corrupts all works and faith makes all works good.

17. But there is still one more thing here, that Christ says: "He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved."
Here you might say: I perceive, then, that baptism is also required. To be sure it is, but baptism is not a work that
we do. It is to be coupled, however, with faith, because God would not have faith to be hidden in the heart, but
would have it burst forth and manifest itself to the world. For this reason, he ordained such outward signs, by
means of which everyone may show and confess his faith, to the end that we may come to the holy cross. For, if
faith were to be kept as a secret, hidden in the heart, we would be pretty sure of not having to bear the cross or to
follow Christ; if the world knew not that we believed, we would not be persecuted.

18. In the second place, we would never be the means of leading a soul to repentance and faith if we did not
openly confess the Gospel and observe an external sign whereby men might know who and where the Christians
are. Now, God has so ordained that our faith should be manifested before the heathen; hence, whosoever is a
Christian and has received baptism, is in danger of his life among the heathen and unbelievers. It is necessary
that we receive baptism if we are Christians; or, if that is beyond our reach, that we say, at least: I sincerely
desire to be baptized.

19. Moreover, the sign of baptism is given us also to show that God himself will help us, and that we should be
certain of his grace, and that everyone be able to say: Hereunto did God give me a sign, that I should be assured
of my salvation, which he has promised me in the Gospel. For he has given us the Word, that is, the written
document; and beside the Word, baptism, that is the seal. So faith, which apprehends the Word, may be
strengthened by the sign and seal.

20. But you see no work of man in this transaction; for baptism is not my work but God's. He that baptized me
stands in God's stead and does not the work of a man, but rather it is God's hand and work. God is the real
worker. Therefore, I may and should say: God, my Lord, baptized me himself, by the hand of a man. Of this I
may boast, and on this I am to rely, and say: God, who will not and cannot lie, has given me this sign to assure
me that he is gracious to me and willing to save me and has through his Son given me all that he has. Thus, on
our side there is nothing but faith alone; and on his side, only the Word and the sign. But we have dwelt upon
this matter often enough and there is no need of enlarging upon it now.

21. The following portion of our text speaks of the signs that shall accompany them that believe. We will not
discuss these either at present, but pass on to the other part that we Have chosen to consider, and that treats of
Christ's ascension.

22. In passing, be it said, however: We must not suppose that the signs here mentioned by Christ are all the signs
that believers will do, neither must we imagine that all the Christians will do them; but Jesus means: All
Christians can and may do the signs. Or, if I believe, then am I able to do them; I have the power. Through faith
I obtain so much that nothing is impossible to me. If it were necessary and conducive to the spreading of the
Gospel, we could do easily the signs; but since it is not necessary, we do not do them. For Christ does not teach
that Christians practice the spectacular, but he says they have the power and can do these things. And we have
many such promises throughout the Scriptures; for example, in Jo 14, 12, where Christ says: "He that believeth
on me, the works that I do shall he do also; and greater works than these shall he do." Therefore, we must allow
these words to remain and not gloss them away, as some have done who said that these signs were
manifestations of the Spirit in the beginning of the Christian era and that now they have ceased. That is not right;
for the same power is in the church still. And though it is not exercised, that does not matter; we still have the
power to do such signs.

II. CHRIST'S ASCENSION INTO HEAVEN.

23. Now we must consider the ascension of the Lord Jesus Christ. In the first place, it is easily said and
understood that the Lord ascended into heaven and sits at the right hand of God. But they are dead words to the
understanding if they are not grasped with the heart.



24. We must, therefore, conceive of his ascension and Lordship as something active, energetic and continuous,
and must not imagine that he sits above while we hold the reins of government down here. Nay, he ascended up
thither for the reason that there he can best do his work and exercise dominion. Had he remained upon earth in
visible form, before the people, he could not have wrought so effectually, for all the people could not have been
with him and heard him. Therefore, he inaugurated an expedient which made it possible for him to be in touch
with all and reign in all, to preach to all and be heard by all, and to be with all. Therefore, beware lest you
imagine within yourself that he has gone, and now is, far away from us. The very opposite is true: While he was
on earth, he was far away from us; now he is very near.

25. Reason cannot comprehend how this can be. Therefore it is an article of faith. Here one must close his eyes
and not follow his reason, but lay hold of all by faith. For how can reason grasp the thought that there should be
a being like ourselves, who is all-seeing and knows all hearts and gives all men faith and the Spirit; or that he
sits above in heaven, and yet is present with us and in us and rules over us? Therefore, strive not to comprehend,
but say: This is Scripture and this is God's Word, which is immeasurably higher than all understanding and
reason. Cease your reasoning and lay hold of the Scriptures, which testify of this being-- how he ascended to
heaven and sits at the right hand of God and exercises dominion. Let us examine some Scripture bearing upon
this matter.

26. In the first place, Ps 8, 4-6 says of Christ: "What is man, that thou visits him? For thou hast made him but
little lower than God, and crownest him with glory and honour. Thou makest him to have dominion over the
works of thy hands; thou hast put all things under his feet." Here the prophet speaks to God concerning a man
and marvels that God humbled, for a time, that man, when he suffered him to die, humbled him to the extent that
it seemed as if God were not with him. But after a little while God exalted him, so that all things must obey him,
both in heaven and on earth. To these words we must hold, to these words we must cling, in these words we
must believe; for reason will not submit nor adapt itself to them, but says they are lies. Now, if all things are to
be subject to this being and to fall at his feet, he must sit where he can look into the whole world, into heaven
and hell and every heart; where he can see all sin and all righteousness, and can not only see all things, but can
rule accordingly.

27. Hence, these are majestic and powerful words. They afford the heart great comfort, so that they who believe
this are filled with joy and courage and defiantly say: My Lord Jesus Christ is Lord over death, Satan, sin,
righteousness, body, life, foes and friends. What shall I fear? For while my enemies stand before my very door
and plan to slay me, my faith reasons thus: Christ is ascended into heaven and become Lord over all creatures,
hence my enemies, too, must be subject to him and thus it is not in their power to do me harm. I challenge them
to raise a finger against me or to injure a hair of my head against the will of my Lord Jesus Christ. When faith
grasps and stands upon this article, it stands firm and waxes bold and defiant, so as even to say: If my Lord so
wills that they, mine enemies, slay me, blessed am I; I gladly depart. Thus you will see that he is ascended into
heaven, not to remain in indifference, but to exercise dominion; and all for our good, to afford us comfort and
joy. This is one passage.

28. Furthermore, in the second Psalm, verses 7 and 8, we read that God says to Christ: "Thou art my son; this
day have I begotten thee. Ask of me and I will give thee the nations for thine inheritance, and the uttermost parts
of the earth for thy possessions." Here you see again that Christ is appointed of God a Lord over all the earth.
Now, if he is my friend and I am persuaded that he died for me and gave me all things and for my sake sits in
heaven and watches over me, who then can do aught to me? Or if any man should do aught, what harm can
come of it?

29. Furthermore, David says again in the 110th Psalm, verse 1: "Jehovah saith unto my lord, sit thou at my right
hand, until I make thine enemies thy footstool." And further on, in verses 5, 6, 7: "The Lord at thy right hand
will strike through kings in the day of his wrath. He will judge among the nations, he will fill the places with
dead bodies; he will strike through the head in many countries. He will drink of the brook in the way; therefore
will he lift up the head."



30. Again in still another Psalm, David says (Ps 68, 18): "Thou hast ascended on high, thou hast led away
captives; thou hast received gifts among men, yea among the rebellious also, that Jehovah God might dwell with
them." And all the prophets took great pains to describe Christ's ascension and his kingdom. For, as his
sufferings and death are deeply founded in the Scriptures, so are also his kingdom, his resurrection and
ascension. In this manner we must view the ascension of Christ. Otherwise it will afford us neither pleasure nor
profit. For what good will it do you if you merely preach that he ascended up to heaven and sits there with
folded hands? This is what the prophet would say in the Psalm: Christ is ascended on high and has led captivity
captive. That is to say, not only does he sit up there but he is also down here. And for this purpose did he ascend
up thither, that he might be down here, that he might fill all things and be everywhere present; which thing he
could not do had he remained on earth, for here in the body he could not have been present with all. He
ascended to heaven, where all hearts can see him, where he can deal with all men, that he might fill all creation.
He is present everywhere and all things are filled with his fullness. Nothing is so great, be it in heaven or on
earth, but he has power over it, and it must be in perfect obedience to him. He not only governs and fills all
creation (that would not help my faith any nor take away my sins), but also has led captivity captive.

31. This captivity some have interpreted to mean that he delivered the sainted patriarchs out of the stronghold of
hell; but that interpretation does not benefit our faith any either, for it is not particularly edifying to faith.
Therefore, we must simply understand the matter thus: that he means that captivity which captures us and holds
us captive. I am Adam's child, full of sin and foully besmirched; therefore, the law has taken me captive, so that
I am fettered in conscience and sentenced to death.

32. From this captivity no one can free himself, save only that one man Christ. What did he do? He made sin,
death, and Satan his debtors. Sin fell upon him as though it would vanquish him, but it lost the day; he devoured
sin. And Satan, death, and hell fared the same way. But we are unable to do this unless he be present to aid us.
Alone, we must needs perish. But he, since he had done no sin and was full of righteousness, trod under foot
Satan, death and hell, and devoured them, and took everything captive that fain would capture us, so that sin and
death no longer can do harm.

33. This, then, is the power he causes to be preached, that all who believe in him are released from captivity. I
believe in him by whom sin, death, and all things that afflict us, were led captive. It is a pleasing discourse, and
full of comfort, when we are told that death is taken away and slain, so that it is no longer felt. However, it
affords pleasure and comfort only to those who believe it. You will not find release from captivity in your
works, fasting, prayers, castigations, tonsures, and gowns, and whatever more things you may do; but only in the
place where Christ sits, whither he ascended and whither he led captivity with him. Hence, he who would be
freed from sin and delivered from Satan and death, must come thither where Christ is. Now, where is he? He is
here with us, and for this purpose did he sit down in heaven, that he might be near unto us. Thus, we are with
him up there and he is with us down here. Through the word he comes down and through faith we ascend up.

34. So, we see everywhere in the Scriptures that faith is such an unspeakably great thing that we can never
preach about it sufficiently nor reach it with words. It cannot be heard and seen, therefore it must be believed.
Such is the nature of faith that it feels nothing at all, but merely follows the words which it hears, and clings to
them. If you believe, you have; if you believe not, you have not. In this wise must we understand this article of
faith, that Christ is ascended into heaven and sitteth at the right hand of God.
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