Of Ministry and Ministers #6

“How Do You Smell?”

2 Corinthians 2:14-17

Of the five human senses—sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch—the one we probably think of the least is smell. Yet the sense of smell is very important in our lives.

Our sense of smell in responsible for about 80% of what we taste. Without our sense of smell, our sense of taste is limited to only five distinct sensations: sweet, salty, sour, bitter and savory. All other flavors that we experience come from smell. This is why, when our nose is blocked, as by a cold, most foods seem bland or tasteless. Also, our sense of smell becomes stronger when we are hungry.

Furthermore, the sense of smell is closely linked with memory, probably more so than any of our other senses.  Those with full olfactory function may be able to think of smells that evoke particular memories; the scent of an orchard in blossom conjuring up recollections of a childhood picnic, for example.  This can often happen spontaneously, with a smell acting as a trigger in recalling a long-forgotten event or experience.

In addition to being the sense most closely linked to memory, smell is also highly emotive.  The perfume industry is built around this connection, with perfumers developing fragrances that seek to convey a vast array of emotions and feelings; from desire to power, vitality to relaxation. It is likely that much of our emotional response to smell is governed by association, something which is borne out by the fact that different people can have completely different perceptions of the same smell. Take perfume for example; one person may find a particular brand “powerful”, “aromatic” and “heady”, with another describing it as “overpowering”, “sickly” and “nauseating.”

Paul uses the sense of smell in a peculiar way in 2 Corinthians 2:14-17,

But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ and through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of him. For we are to God the aroma of Christ among those who are being saved and those who are perishing. To the one we are the smell of death; to the other, the fragrance of life. And who is equal to such a task? Unlike so many, we do not peddle the word of God for profit. On the contrary, in Christ we speak before God with sincerity, like men sent from God.
At this point Paul breaks off the narrative of his itinerary and in a characteristic manner allows his spontaneous spirit to carry him into a lengthy digression (the narrative is not resumed until 7:5).
 He does so in order to praise God for His unfailing goodness through all the changing circumstances and tensions of human experience. How very much poorer we should be without Paul’s “digressions”!

Paul refers to a specific cultural event common in his day, and understanding this is crucial to properly interpreting the text. The Greek term thriambeuō, translated in the niv as “triumphal procession,” is a much debated term. The kjv “cause us to triumph” was not a meaning in use in Paul’s day, so modern interpreters have turned to other possibilities. In classical and Hellenistic usage it can mean (1) to triumph over, (2) to lead in triumph, (3) to make a spectacle of and (4) to noise abroad. However, it seems that Paul is drawing on the picture of the Roman triumph, where the victorious Roman troops led the conquered enemy down a processional route in the city of Rome to the temple of Jupiter. The route was lined with spectators who applauded as the victors passed by.
 In modern usage it’s like a ticker-tape parade down Fifth Avenue in New York for returning astronauts or servicemen.

Roman priests would be swinging smoking jars of incense as they walked at the head of the parade. The fragrance would waft behind the priests, over the people in the parade, and into the general public gathered on the streets who were applauding and singing. In the train of the parade were both Roman soldiers being honored for their victorious service and captive enemies who were often doomed to die after the parade.

It was a special day when the citizens were treated to a full-scale “Roman Triumph.”

The most spectacular procession of the first century was the celebration of the conquest of the Jews when, in ad 71, the Emperor Vespasian and his son Titus rode in chariots through the streets of Rome behind their pathetic prisoners of war. Josephus, the Jewish historian, records this at length in his Jewish War, and it also depicted on the Titus Arch in Rome, where it may still be seen.
 

Scholars debate as to whether Paul sees himself as a conquering soldier or as a captive. Some believe Paul is depicted here not as a victorious soldier, but as a conquered subject,
 based in part because the only other occurrence of the Greek word in the New Testament is in Colossians 2:15 where God, having conquered the rulers of this age, has led them in triumphal procession and a public display of their destruction.
 
Others interpret this to mean that God leads Paul and his co-workers as victorious soldiers in a triumphal procession.
 The present joy which has expelled his recent anxiety finds expression in an outburst of thanksgiving to God, who in Christ always leads us in triumph: the apostles are joyful participants in their commander’s triumphal procession, not (like the disarmed principalities and powers of Colossians 2.15) the unwilling captives following at the rear.
 Of the two I prefer this explanation.

But I think there is a third option that fits the context even better. The key thought in this paragraph is “aroma,” “fragrance,” or “smell.” And Paul says in verse 15, “We are the aroma of Christ.” Rather than choosing between the victorious or vanquished soldiers in the Roman triumph, Paul identifies himself (and us) as the priests going before the parade with the incense burners letting everyone know what was happening.
 
And so the question we address tonight is, “How do you smell?”

The Scent of Divinity 

Paul begins with the scent of divinity. We read in verses 14-15,

But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ and through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of him. For we are to God the aroma of Christ among those who are being saved and those who are perishing.
The victorious general’s sons and soldiers would walk behind the chariot, sharing in his victory; and that is where believers are today—following in Christ’s triumph. We do not fight for victory; we fight from victory.
 True ministers follow the Leader rather than take the lead. Christ, our Conquering King, leads us into battle. Effective ministry occurs when we are in the train of Christ’s triumph, not pursuing our own. Christ fights the battles. He claims the victory.

If we were to keep this principle in the center of our focus, we would see fewer names on ministries, projects, buildings, and churches. People would give anonymously, lead from among the ranks, and seek their reward from Christ in the future rather than recognition from Christians in the present. Don’t get me wrong. There is nothing wrong with showing people appreciation when it is due. Sometimes, however, we adopt the world’s ways and our culture’s conditioning, seeking praise, glory, and laud for “our” victories rather than following Christ in His victory.

The end of verse 14 states, “through us God spreads everywhere the knowledge of Him.” The Greek term for fragrance (osmē) is used of both pleasant and unpleasant odors, and we will see this later in the text. In verse 15, however, Paul shifts to the Greek word euōdia, which refers only to agreeable smells, and further defines this odor as an “aroma of Christ to God.”

Using this image of incense, Paul pictured Christian ministry. He saw believers as giving forth the fragrance of Jesus Christ in their lives and labors. To God, believers are the very fragrance of Jesus Christ.
 As faithful followers of Christ, Paul and the apostles were the sweet aroma of Christ rising up to God, irrespective of the human response to their message. As they preached, the smoke of Christ’s sacrifice ascended to God, well-pleasing to him. Thus, the primary audience in Heaven was glorified.

The Smell of Delight 

Yet there is a horizontal aspect of this aroma as well. In verse 16 we read, “To the one we are the smell of death; to the other, the fragrance of life.” The smell of incense burnt to the gods in a Roman triumphal procession would have had different connotations for different people. For the victorious general and his soldiers, and for the welcoming crowds, the aroma would be associated with the joy of victory. But for the prisoners of war the aroma could only have been associated with the fate of death that awaited them. Similarly, the preaching of the gospel would be a fragrance “from life to life” for those who believed, but a fragrance “from death to death” for those who refused to obey it.
 I want to consider these two thoughts in reverse order from the text.

Though the niv uses two different words—the smell of death and the fragrance of life—in the original Greek they are the same word—the term osmē found in verse 14. So it is not two distinct odors; it is the same odor causing different reactions. 

When I was growing up and visiting my grandparents in the northern tip of West Virginia, we could smell the steel mills just a few miles away. I remember asking what that awful smell was, and one of the locals replied, “That’s the smell of money.” Didn’t smell good to me, but for someone whose livelihood depended on it, the smell was sweet.
To the victorious in Christ, this scent is a pleasant one, a smell of delight. The verse literally reads “from life to life,” and F. F. Bruce explains, “The knowledge of God proclaimed in the gospel is a message from life to life (telling of life and leading to life) for those who respond to it in faith and are thus on the way to salvation….”

This explains the phenomenon when Christians who have never met before come together and experience a bond between them. There is no greater fellowship than the fellowship that is found in a group of people who are serving Jesus Christ. You can meet someone for the first time and in five minutes develop the most intimate relationship, the greatest commonality, because you both are sold out to Jesus Christ and are involved in His work.
 We share in His victory. We share in His service. We share in His joy.
The Stench of Death

On the other hand, to unbelievers we are the stench of death. The same smell that means joy to the victors means doom to the vanquished. For those captured soldiers being led in the Roman triumph, the smoke stung their nostrils with the incessant reminder of their military defeat and imminent death.

Literally the Greek calls this “a message from death to death.” deadly in nature and effect. The New English Bible calls this “a deadly fume that kills” for those who refuse to believe it and are thus on the way to eternal death.
 This is not because the gospel message has itself become evil-smelling or death-dealing, but because in rejecting the life-giving grace of God unbelievers choose death for themselves.

Jesus Christ has this dual effect on people, as Peter noted in 1 Peter 2:6–8:

For in Scripture it says: “See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.” Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe, “The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone,” and, “A stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall.” 

Perhaps this is what He meant when He said in Matthew 10:34-36, 

Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to turn “a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law—a man’s enemies will be the members of his own household.”

And the same is true for us. Our message, our morals, and our lifestyle either encourage people to believe and live like us, or they anger people who reject our beliefs and despise our lifestyles. The very same message of salvation in Jesus Christ can be received as the smell of life or of death, depending on whether people approach it in faith or unbelief.
 Don’t be surprised when unbelievers take offense to the very gospel we live and proclaim; it reminds them of where they are going because of the choice they made.

Success in Paul’s ministry was not crowned by the numbers who were saved, or diminished by the numbers who scoffed. The divided response may have been used by Paul’s opponents against him. But success was being a fragrance of Christ and letting God take care of the responses. Paul was successful before God, no matter how the Corinthians or others ultimately responded.

Jim Elliot once prayed, “Father, make of me a ‘crisis man.’ Bring those I contact to decision. Let me not be a milepost on a single road. Make of me a fork, so that men must turn one way or another on facing Christ in me.”
 May we be the same.

If this seems daunting or overwhelming, it should! Paul continues in verses 16-17, “And who is equal to such a task? Unlike so many, we do not peddle the word of God for profit. On the contrary, in Christ we speak before God with sincerity, like men sent from God.” The way the question is worded in the Greek, the expected answer is, “No one!”

Paul is very aware that his competency as a gospel preacher does not reside in himself but in God. (We will consider this more in depth in chapter three.) There were those, however, who thought themselves quite capable to carry out the role of gospel preacher. “Unlike so many,” Paul continues, “we do not peddle the word of God for profit.” 
 What does he mean?

These were ministers of insincerity, self-sufficiency, and personal promotion. They were in it for the fame, honor, and financial benefits. The image is one of street salesmen hawking their wares, interested only in making the sale and increasing their numbers. And they are still among us. Just as there were money changers in the temple courtyard trying to make a killing on the religious devotion of others, there will always be street salesmen in the church peddling prophetic pills, cure-all tonics, positive thinking, health and wealth, legalism, and cynicism. In short, they will peddle whatever sells, whatever the public is gullible enough to purchase.
 In my opinion, they stink!

So I ask you as we conclude, how do you smell? Does your life give off the aroma of Christ, or does it just stink like the rest of the world? Have we become “nose blind” to our own worldliness that we don’t realize what a stench we are to the Lord? 

When our lives give off the scent of divinity—the aroma of Christ—we will be well pleasing first to God, and then we will be a smell of delight to our fellow believers. Just remember, though, that same smell is a stench of death to those who do not follow Christ. They will react negatively toward your faith.

Don’t let that discourage you. Our purpose on earth is not to win popularity contests, but to proclaim Christ. Don’t judge your success by the results. We are called to be faithful, not successful in the world’s eyes.
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