
THE SWEET FRAGRANCE OF CHRIST

I. 2 Corinthians 2:14-16 

! A. 2 Corinthians 2:14-16 (ESV) Paul is writing to the Church in Corinth and writing 
to us as well: 14 But thanks be to God, who in Christ always leads us in triumphal procession, 
and through us spreads the fragrance of the knowledge of Him everywhere. 15 For we are the 
aroma of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing, 
16 to one (those perishing) a fragrance from death to death, (NLT: ‘The dreadful smell of 
death & doom.’) to the other (Those being saved) a fragrance from life to life. Who is sufficient 
for these things? (Our questions for today: What kind of fragrance are we? Are we 
sufficient for these things?)

! B. As a distance runner in high school, I ran past this church about every evening. 
Our 2.5 mile course was called "The Loop." On other occasions, some of us ran much 
farther distances. One time on a run to Thurston to Baltimore to Millersport (13 miles) I 
came up on some roadkill and my gag reflex kicked in. And that awful smell just about 
wiped me out. Another time while in high school, I had to bury one of my Grandpa's dead 
lambs. I thought that horrible smell would never leave me!

! C. Consider the contrast, cookouts for example. Walk past a house where folks 
are grilling out and the aroma is heavenly. It's like olfactory paradise! Or just stepping 
inside City BBQ does the same thing. Or think about how your house smells on 
Thanksgiving when all the food is cooking. It's a far different aroma than roadkill!

! D. Let me read our text again, this time from the Amplified Version: 2 Corinthians 
2:14-16 (AMP) says: 14 But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumph in Christ, and 
through us spreads and makes evident everywhere the sweet fragrance of the knowledge of 
Him. 15 For we are the sweet fragrance of Christ [which ascends] to God, [discernible both] 
among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing; 16 to the latter one an 
aroma from death to death [a fatal, offensive odor], but to the other an aroma from life to life [a 
vital fragrance, living and fresh]. And who is adequate and sufficiently qualified for these things?

" E. When the armies of Rome returned from conquest, it was sometimes celebrated 
with a Roman Triumph, a parade of the conquering heroes. The victorious general would 
ride upon a chariot or warhorse leading in his legions to the sounds of trumpets, drums, 
and the deafening cheers of the people. Pagan priests burned incense, filling the air with 
aromatic spices. Next in line came the captive kings and generals. The captives and 
conquerors both whiffed the same incense; the conquerors smelled victory, but the fallen 
smelled their coming brutal executions unto deaths...

! F. So you are a believer in Christ. You share the Good News about Jesus. You 
testify about Him, try to follow after Him, seek to be Christlike in all you do. In some 
cases you're applauded for being a believer. But in other instances you're mocked, 
ostracized, and rejected. To God, fellow believers, and those being saved, you're a sweet 
fragrance, something like BBQ or Thanksgiving dinner. But to those who are perishing, 
you're a putrid stench! You smell like roadkill!



! G. The thing is folks, there's nothing you can do about it. Try spraying Febreze on 
a dead skunk and see if it works. If you're a sweet fragrance to God, you won't be that to 
those who have staunchly rejected Him. When it comes to fragrances, it's most important 
how we appeal to God's nostrils, not the nostrils of the world...

! H. So let's have a quick little Bible Study...

! ! 1) Genesis 8:20-21 (NIV) happens right after the Ark landed on dry ground: 
20 Then Noah built an altar to the LORD and, taking some of all the clean animals and clean 
birds, (I suspect these critters were born during their floating voyage.) he sacrificed burnt 
offerings on it. 21 The LORD smelled the pleasing aroma and said in His heart: “Never again will 
I curse the ground because of man, even though every inclination of his heart is evil from 
childhood. And never again will I destroy all living creatures, as I have done. (Did the aroma of 
the sacrifice smell good because God likes BBQ or because it was a whiff of what His 
Son’s sacrifice would accomplish?)

! ! 2) Exodus 29:18 (NIV) happens right after the Ten Commandments were 
given by God and Moses instructs accordingly: 18 Then burn the entire ram on the altar. It is 
a burnt offering to the LORD, a pleasing aroma, an offering made to the LORD by fire. (Yet again 
another prophetic whiff of what Jesus’ sacrifice would accomplish!)

! ! 3) Hebrews 9:26b-28 (NIV) is the fulfillment of all OT sacrifices: 26b But now 
He (Jesus) has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to do away with sin by the sacrifice 
of Himself. 27 Just as man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment, 28 so Christ 
was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people; (I pray you are among those many 
people!) and He will appear a second time, not to bear sin, but to bring salvation to those who 
are waiting for Him.

! I. Here's the Message, rejected by some as stench, but to us the wonderful scent 
of life: Jesus, God the Son, was sent by God the Father to become a sacrifice for our sins 
on the cross. While all those OT sacrifices and burnt offerings symbolized what Jesus' 
sacrifice would accomplish, Jesus' atoning death on the cross actually accomplished it! 
(2 Cor. 5:21) "Our sin for His righteousness!" This Message is not malodorous! This 
Message is not roadkill! This Message is not the putrid smell of death! Pity those who 
smell it that way! This Message is the sweet fragrance of life to life--even everlasting life--
and it was made possible by the loving sacrifice of Jesus Christ our Lord!  

! J. Ephesians 5:1-2 (ESV) will take us all home: 1 Therefore be imitators of God, as 
beloved children. 2 And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave Himself up for us, a fragrant 
offering and sacrifice to God. (If you do that, you will be the sweet fragrance of Christ and 
God will be very very very pleased...)  
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2 Corinthians 2:14-16 (ESV)
14 But thanks be to God, who in Christ always leads us in triumphal procession, and 
through us spreads the fragrance of the knowledge of Him everywhere. 15 For we are 



the aroma of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who 
are perishing, 16 to one a fragrance from death to death, to the other a fragrance from 
life to life. Who is sufficient for these things? 

2 Corinthians 2:14-16 (AMP)
14 But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumph in Christ, and through us 
spreads and makes evident everywhere the sweet fragrance of the knowledge of Him. 
15 For we are the sweet fragrance of Christ [which ascends] to God, [discernible both] 
among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing; 16 to the latter 
one an aroma from death to death [a fatal, offensive odor], but to the other an aroma 
from life to life [a vital fragrance, living and fresh]. And who is adequate and sufficiently 
qualified for these things?

Genesis 8:20-21 (NIV)
20 Then Noah built an altar to the LORD and, taking some of all the clean animals and 
clean birds, he sacrificed burnt offerings on it. 21 The LORD smelled the pleasing aroma 
and said in his heart: “Never again will I curse the ground because of man, even though 
every inclination of his heart is evil from childhood. And never again will I destroy all 
living creatures, as I have done. 

Exodus 29:18 (NIV)
18 Then burn the entire ram on the altar. It is a burnt offering to the LORD, a pleasing 
aroma, an offering made to the LORD by fire.

Hebrews 9:26b-28 (NIV)
26b But now He has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to do away with sin by 
the sacrifice of Himself. 27 Just as man is destined to die once, and after that to face 
judgment, 28 so Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people; and 
He will appear a second time, not to bear sin, but to bring salvation to those who are 
waiting for Him.

Ephesians 5:1-2 (ESV)
1 Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children. 2 And walk in love, as Christ loved 
us and gave Himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.

Video Clips & Important Articles 

"Fragrance" by Christopher Wright
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TcjsUcL20zY

The Aroma Of Christ Among The Nations - John Piper
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ijIJc8NKnYw

Four Aromas God Loves Most - Denise Kohlmeyer (Desiring God)
https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/four-aromas-god-loves-most



Roman Triumph Scene From Movie, Ben Hurr, 1959
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4zGxi-7xDDw

Bonus Stuff 

Hebrews 7:27 (NIV)
27 Unlike the other high priests, He does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first 
for His own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for 
all when He offered Himself.   

Hebrews 10:3-10 (NIV)
3 But those sacrifices are an annual reminder of sins. 4 It is impossible for the blood of 
bulls and goats to take away sins. 5 Therefore, when Christ came into the world, He 
said: “Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but a body you prepared for Me; 6 with 
burnt offerings and sin offerings you were not pleased. 7 Then I said, ‘Here I am--it is 
written about Me in the scroll--I have come to do Your will, My  God.’” 8 First He said, 
“Sacrifices and offerings, burnt offerings and sin offerings You did not desire, nor were 
you pleased with them”--though they were offered in accordance with the law. 9 Then 
He said, “Here I am, I have come to do Your will.” He sets aside the first to establish the 
second. 10 And by that will, we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body 
of Jesus Christ once for all.

Hebrews 13:15-16 (NASB)
15 Through Him then, let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the 
fruit of lips that give thanks to His name. 16 And do not neglect doing good and sharing, 
for with such sacrifices God is pleased.

Romans 12:1 (AMP)
1 Therefore I urge you, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your 
bodies [dedicating all of yourselves, set apart] as a living sacrifice, holy and well-
pleasing to God, which is your rational (logical, intelligent) act of worship. 

1 John 4:9-10 (AMP)
9 By this the love of God was displayed in us, in that God has sent His [One and] only 
begotten Son [the One who is truly unique, the only One of His kind] into the world so 
that we might live through Him. 10  In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He 
loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation [that is, the atoning sacrifice, and the 
satisfying offering] for our sins [fulfilling God’s requirement for justice against sin and 
placating His wrath]. 

Sermon Excerpt from Charles Spurgeon
"If I understand a Christian aright, he should be a man readily discerned. You do not 
need to write upon a box that contains spikenard, with the lid open, the word 
"Spikenard." You will know it is there; your nostrils would tell you. If a man should fill his 



pockets with dust, he might walk where he would, and though he should scatter it in the 
air, few would notice it; but let him go into a room with his pockets full of musk, and let 
him drop a particle about, he is soon discovered, because the musk speaks for itself. 

Now true grace, like spikenard or any other perfume, should speak for itself. You know 
our Saviour compares Christians to lights. There is a crowd of people standing yonder; I 
cannot see those who are in the shadow, but there is one man whose face I can see 
well, and that is the man who holds the torch. Its flames light up  his face, so that we can 
catch every feature readily. So, whoever is not discovered, the Christian should be 
obvious at once. "Thou also wast with Jesus of Nazareth, for thy  speech betrayeth 
thee." 

Not only should the Christian be perceptible, but grace has been given to him that it 
might be in exercise. What is faith, unless it is believing? What is love, unless it is 
embracing? What is patience, unless it is enduring? To what purpose is knowledge, 
unless it is revealing truth? What are any of those sweet graces which the Master gives 
us, unless they yield their perfume? 

I fear we do not enough gaze upon that face covered with the bloody sweat, for if we 
did, as sure as the King was thus in our thoughts sitting at his table, we should be more 
like Him; we should love Him better; we should live more passionately for Him, and 
should spend and be spent, that we might promote His glory. I just note this point, and 
then pass on, that believers' graces, like spikenard, are meant to give forth their smell."
-Charles H. Spurgeon, from "Fragrant Graces."

David Livingstone on Sacrifice
People talk of the sacrifice I have made in spending so much of my life in Africa. Can 
that be called a sacrifice which is simply acknowledging a great debt we owe to our 
God, which we can never repay? Is that a sacrifice which brings its own reward in 
healthful activity, the consciousness of doing good, peace of mind, and a bright hope of 
a glorious destiny? It is emphatically no sacrifice. Rather it is a privilege. Anxiety, 
sickness, suffering, danger, foregoing the common conveniences of this life--these may 
make us pause, and cause the spirit to waver, and the soul to sink; but let this only  be 
for a moment. All these are nothing compared with the glory  which shall later be 
revealed in and through us. I never made a sacrifice. Of this we ought not to talk, when 
we remember the great sacrifice which He made who left His Father's throne on high to 
give Himself for us. 

Quote by J. Gresham Machen
“For Christians to influence the world with the truth of God's Word requires the recovery 
of the great Reformation doctrine of vocation. Christians are called to God's service not 
only in church professions but also in every secular calling. The task of restoring truth to 
the culture depends largely on our laypeople. To bring back truth, on a practical level, 
the church must encourage Christians to be not merely consumers of culture but 
makers of culture. The church needs to cultivate Christian artists, musicians, novelists, 
filmmakers, journalists, attorneys, teachers, scientists, business executives, and the 



like, teaching its laypeople the sense in which every secular vocation-including, above 
all, the callings of husband, wife, and parent--is a sphere of Christian ministry, a way of 
serving God and neighbor that is grounded in God's truth. Christian laypeople must be 
encouraged to be leaders in their fields, rather than eager-to-please followers, working 
from the assumptions of their biblical worldview, not the vapid clichés of pop culture.” 

Quote by Katherine Walden
"A thought occurs to me as I see some people marvel that they have thousands of 
friends and followers on Social Media as if numbers legitimize or diminish their ministry. 
They are sadly mistaken. We all have a ministry, whether it is to a handful of people or 
whether it be to millions. God doesn’t look at numbers, He looks at hearts we leave our 
imprint upon. Christ had twelve close disciples, He had a relationship with each of them, 
He knew everyone by name, He knew their heart, and they  knew His. Who are you 
really influencing today? What is the fruit of your ministry?"

Why did God Require Animals to be Sacrificed?
By Eugene Adkins - The Keltonburg Preacher
http://keltonburgpreacher.wordpress.com/2012/07/13/why-did-god-require-animals-to-be-
sacrificed/

There are times in the Bible when a person can miss the blessing of something because 
they don’t understand the purpose or point of God’s command. This is especially  true 
when it comes to understanding why God had people do certain things in regards to 
their sin.

Many Christians today take for granted what God was trying to teach His people under 
the Old Testament. Some look at the Old Testament as old, and unworthy  of study or 
care; but if a person misses why God had His people do certain things under the Old 
Covenant, they’ll never come to a fuller appreciation of what God has accomplished for 
us under the New Covenant of today! There are very few places where this is more 
true  than when it comes to the animal sacrifices  found from Genesis to Malachi and 
right on into the gospels we read.

Let’s think about why God required what he required under the Old Testament, and how 
it can better help  us understand the sacrifice that Jesus made on behalf of humanity 
when He established the New Covenant.

So the first question is, “Why did God have animals sacrificed?” If we’re not required to 
sacrifice them anymore, why were they ever sacrificed to begin with??? If God was 
going to send Jesus all along, then why didn’t He have people just say they were sorry 
and then forgive them when Jesus died? Why did God have people do something when 
it seems like it was useless in dealing with sin? Did God even care whether or not 
someone sacrificed an animal? If He did, then why did he did say he didn’t sometimes?
These are some of the issues and questions a person can have when they read about 
these things in the Old Testament and New Testament.



So did God really ask for, require and even command animal sacrifices? Contrary to 
what some try to teach, He sure did! When Adam and Eve sinned and they made fig-
leaf bikinis, and God said that wouldn’t do, what did He give them? He gave them 
clothes to wear! Now, you don’t have to be a tanner to know that you can’t get an 
animal-hide outfit to wear without the animal losing its life. Right from the get go with 
sin, a sacrifice was made. From the garden, to Noah, to Abraham, to Moses and all 
throughout the history of the children of Israel you will find God requiring the sacrifice of 
animals for sin. There’s even a book called Leviticus that deals with the intricacies of 
how to properly deal with the sacrificing of burnt offerings, peace offerings, guilt 
offerings and sin offerings that God commanded.

But if God required the sacrifice of animals then why did he at times say he didn’t want 
them??? I mean there are multiple places in the Old Testament where God plainly says, 
“NO!!!” Read them for yourselves:

“To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices to Me?” Says the Lord. “I have had 
enough of burnt offerings of rams and the fat of fed cattle. I do not delight in the blood of 
bulls, or of lambs or goats.”  - Isaiah 1:11

“For I desire mercy and not sacrifice, and the knowledge of God more than burnt 
offerings.” Hosea 6:6 (quoted by Jesus in - Matthew 9:13, 12:7)

“For You do not desire sacrifice, or else I would give it; You do not delight in burnt 
offering.”  - Psalm 51:16

As if that’s not enough, the New Testament says this about sacrificing animals as well:

“But in those sacrifices there is a reminder of sins every year. For it is not possible that 
the blood of bulls and goats could take away sins.”  - Hebrews 10:3-4

If this is true then what was the whole point of it all? The point has to do with the context 
that all these verses are given in. There was, and still is, a big lesson about sin and the 
human heart behind all that sacrificing that God called for! The majority of the time, 
God’s people in the past, like His people of today, were missing the whole point of 
worship, sacrifice and sin.

When blood gets spilt – God takes notice! He noticed Abel’s blood (Genesis 4:10). He 
warns all men to take notice (Genesis 9:6). Judgment was pronounced upon the scribes 
and Pharisees because of bloodshed (Matthew 23:34-35). Even when an animal dies, 
God takes notice (Matthew 10:29b). When an animal was killed or sacrificed, God 
commanded that the utmost respect be shown toward the blood (Leviticus 17).

Why does God take notice of every  drop of blood that gets spilt? Because life is in the 
blood: “For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it to you upon the altar to 
make atonement for your souls; for it is the blood that makes atonement for the 
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soul’” (Leviticus 17:11). God called for the blood sacrifice of animals because He was 
teaching His people about the cost of sin.

But what does the cost of sin have to do with the shedding of blood? How do you get 
from something that a person does to an animal dying for it?

When a person sacrificed an animal they were meant to see that blood. They were 
meant to see the blood and realize the cost of their actions. They were supposed to 
realize what it meant to have blood on their hands. Because of something selfish they 
did, something died! The blood was meant to teach their heart about the cost of their 
sin.

God has always been after the heart of men and women. If you go back and look at the 
context of the quoted verses that say God was tired of sacrifices, or that He didn’t desire 
them, you’ll find that the whole point was about how the sacrifice for sin without the 
remorse for sin was USELESS! At times God’s people got into habit of thinking that they 
were buying off God with the animals instead of recognizing the lesson that God was 
teaching them with the animals. The lesson was that sin kills! Every  time! The lesson 
was about recognizing the power of God’s grace through the blood! The lesson was 
about getting to the heart of the matter.

But if the blood of bulls and goats wouldn’t remove sin (and it wouldn’t or else they 
wouldn’t have had to offer them over and over again) then why do it to begin with???

The whole time God was leading His people through the types and shadows from the 
words of His prophets toward the culminating sacrifice. God was getting them ready to 
see the blood that was going to be shed for the remission of their sins, our sins, and 
every sin ever committed. Every drop  of blood ever split from a bird, bull, calf, cow, goat, 
sheep, or lamb  was only a substitute until the blood of the Son of God was given for 
sins.

“Much more then, having now been justified by His blood, we shall be saved from wrath 
through Him.”  - Romans 5:9

“knowing that you were not redeemed with corruptible things, like silver or gold, from 
your aimless conduct received by tradition from your fathers, but with the precious blood 
of Christ, as of a lamb without blemish and without spot.” - 1 Peter 1:18-19

“Therefore, brethren, having boldness to enter the Holiest by the blood of Jesus, by a 
new and living way which He consecrated for us, through the veil, that is, His flesh, and 
having a High Priest over the house of God, let us draw near with a true heart in full 
assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience and our bodies 
washed with pure water.”  - Hebrews 10:19-22

“For if we sin willfully after we have received the knowledge of the truth, there no longer 
remains a sacrifice for sins, but a certain fearful expectation of judgment, and fiery 
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indignation which will devour the adversaries. Anyone who has rejected Moses’ law dies 
without mercy on the testimony of two or three witnesses. Of how much worse 
punishment, do you suppose, will he be thought worthy who has trampled the Son of 
God underfoot, counted the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified a 
common thing, and insulted the Spirit of grace?”  - Hebrews 10:26-29

The whole reason God was revealing a shadow of grace in the Old Testament is so 
people would recognize the Body of grace when the New Testament came. What did 
Jesus say the cup  represented while instituting the Lord’s Supper? He said, “This is My 
blood of the New Testament/Covenant which is shed for many for the remission of 
sins” (Matthew 26:28).

When someone sins, something must die; something has died, and something must die 
for the sinner to live!!! This has nothing do with some sort of guilt trip. It has everything 
to do with a dose of spiritual reality (John 1:29).

The reason so many people missed Jesus is because they weren’t looking for Him. 
They weren’t looking for the grace of God (John 1:17). The people didn’t mind God 
asking for a cow or a lamb every once in a while, but when Jesus came on the scene, 
He came preaching about more than sacrificing an animal. He came preaching about 
sacrificing our heart! He preached about faith, and love, and justice, and mercy, and 
humility, and devotion, and the necessity of a broken spirit.

Jesus’ preaching didn’t require anything new! It had always been God’s desire to have 
our heart: “For You do not desire sacrifice, or else I would give it; You do not delight in 
burnt offering. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit, A broken and a contrite heart— 
These, O God, You will not despise” (Psalm 51:16-17).

Why did God have people sacrifice animals if it would never remove sin? Because God 
wanted His people to realize the cost of sin; because He was preparing the hearts of 
His people for the when the solution to sin revealed Himself.

If we miss the purpose of the blood shed for sins in the past, then we won’t comprehend 
the purpose of the blood of Jesus when it comes to our sins today. When we 
understand the shadows, we can place our confidence in the substance, and trust the 
power that’s only found in the blood of Jesus (Hebrews 10:1-31).
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