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Shields: Ministry--A Matter of Death and Life: 2 Corinthians 2.14-17

Ministry—A Matter of Death and Life:
2 Cor 2:14-17

BrRuUcE E. SHIELDS

Corinthians. In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul dealt with disunity among them and with a list
of doctrinal/ethical questions he had received from people in the Corinthian church. In 2 Cornthians,
Paul describes a worsening situation following a visit he made to Corinth during which he confronted some
opponents and was rejected by many of the Christians (see 2:1-8; 7:8). This rejection explains why in this
letter he strongly defends his apostolic authority and the validity of his ministry while affirming that the
Corinthians had been swayed by his “tearful letter” (2:4) and that his relationship with them had improved.
Paul opens the letter! with a characteristic salutation and then proceeds to deal with the formerly rocky
relationship between himself and the Corinthians. In a brief paragraph (2:12-13), he describes his eagemess
to hear from them via Titus. We can assume that he writes 2 Corinthians from Macedonia around 56 C.E.,
as soon as he hears from Titus that the Corinthians are again supportive of his ministry. Thus, he begins his
description and defense of his Christian ministry, which continues through 4:15 and on to 7:16, with thanks-
giving.
In this article, I will examine the strong visual language with which Paul describes his ministry and draw
implications for our own understanding of Christian ministry.

P aul founded the church in Corinth in the early 50s C.E. and sent them at least two letters previous to 2

TEXT—2 COR 2:14-17

But thanks be to God, who in Christ always leads us in triumphal procession, and through us spreads
in every place the fragrance that comes from knowing him. For we are the aroma of Christ to God among
those who are being saved and among those who are perishing, to the one a fragrance from death to death,
to the other a fragrance from life to life. Who is
sufficient for these things? For we are not peddlers
of God's word like so many; but in Christ we speak
as persons of sincerity, as persons sent from God
and standing in his presence.?

WHoO 1s IN CHARGE?
14 But to God be thanks, the one always leading us
in triumph in the Christ3

Paul’s transition from the good news he
received from Titus to his proclamation of victory
in Christ is an ascription of praise to God.# The
remainder of the verse describes the action of the
God who is being thanked.
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Paul’s terminology here is from the triumphal parades organized to honor victorious Roman armies and
intended to display the booty as well as the slaves and prisoners taken in battle.5 Some of the booty could
be delightful fragrances (2:15-16), perfumes and incense, some treasure (4:7) carried in earthen vessels. In
many cases, slaves and prisoners of war were ordered to scatter cinnamon or carry incense along the parade

route.

In this passage, God, of course, not Paul, leads the parade. The apostle is so conscious of the grave dan-
ger of mistaken boasting that his role in the picture is first that of a sweet fragrance and later of the earthen
vessel carrying the treasure of the gospel. God’s initiative is made clear by six separate references to God in

these four verses.

We should also note that whenever the verb thriambeuo appears in Greco-Roman literature those who
are being led are captives—slaves and prisoners of war, never the victorious soldiers.¢ Paul is presupposing
God’s victory over him and perhaps over his.fellow workers. Paul’s use of slavery terminology elsewhere?

indicates just how deep this issue went for him. God
has overcome him; God now owns him; and God can
do with him according to his divine will. The victory
is God’s, and the procession displays that triumph

to the world. The common understanding that Paul

The common understanding
that Paul places himself in the
role of one of God’s victorious
soldiers has no lexical or

places himself in the role of one of God’s victorious
soldiers has no lexical or historical grounding. Paul is
a captive of God, and his life is in God’s hands.

In addition, there is strong evidence that the pris-
oners were scheduled to die at the end of the parade.®
This would take place at the temple of Jupiter, where prisoners were often executed.? As Paul writes in 1
Cor 4:9: “God has exhibited us apostles as last of all, as though sentenced to death.”

Accordingly, Paul, as the conquered prisoner on his way to the place of execution, says, “Thanks be to
God.” Thus, he changes from a picture of being led in a triumphal procession to one’s death to a hymn of
praise.10 It is this aspect of Paul’s use of the triumph as a metaphor that has caused such disagreement and
confusion in scholarly studies of this text. As Kiigler points out, Paul does not appear to describe himself
as an enemy of God. He is always on God’s side.!! So, even though God is the leader of the parade and the
apostolic missionaries the ones being led, they are willing instruments of God to accomplish the spread of
the gospel of the crucified Christ. They willingly die to themselves—become living sacrifices—to commu-
nicate this good news. So Paul uses the metaphor of the triumph to turn accusations about his weakness and
sufferings upside down.!2 Far from being signs of failure in ministry, he argues that his weakness is precise-
ly what God (who raises the dead) uses to show the divine glory.

God always leads us in the triumph, even when it is hard to see the victory. As is true with the ultimate
victory, so it is true that in the daily grind of life, in Christ, our expectation of deliverance is a matter of faith
not sight. In either case, the victory is God’s, because those who are led are being taken to their place of exe-
cution. This procession toward the death of the apostle(s), this “march to the scaffold,” is highlighted again
in 4:10: “always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in
our bodies.”

The first-person plural pronoun here is often seen as a “plural of majesty,” but although Paul is certainly
defending his own apostolic authority,!3 he is not saying something limited to himself. He could certainly
be including his fellow workers and also the faithful Corinthians, which draws even us into the triumphal
march.14

In the Christ is Paul’s characteristic way of referring to the Christian life. Paul uses it in one form or
another 164 times; therefore, it has great significance both for Paul and for the church through history. In

historical grounding. Paul is a
captive of God, and his life is
in God’s hands
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this context, the phrase surely carries the significance of God’s having won the decisive battle by means of
the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Paul’s use of the visual language of the triumphal parade tums our idea of triumph on its head and lays
the foundation for a radically new kind of leadership. In the same way, Jesus contrasted the leadership of
his disciples with that of the rulers of the Gentiles.!5 Jesus used the term “servant” in this regard, so that one
hears much about “servant leadership” today. However, Jesus showed what he meant by servant in his death,
and Paul, in this text, indicates that leadership in God’s reign means being conquered and led to death. This
is not the picture we are accustomed to of the servant leader; this is, rather, a picture of the conquered leader
on the way to execution. How does one lead while dying?

How ARe WE To LEAD?
and manifesting the fragrance of the knowledge of him through us in every place;

Again, God is the actor here. It is God who uses the apostle and his fellow workers to spread the fra-
grance, which was a common part of the triumphal procession. Fragrance is also used in the Old Testament
and elsewhere to refer to bumt sacrifices and by extension to all acts of sacrifice that are acceptable to God
(or the gods).

In the first clause, the fragrance is that of a special knowledge (gnosis).1¢ The term for fragrance here
(osme) is a general term and can refer to either a pleasant or an unpleasant odor.!7 It also seems to reflect
the practice in the triumphal procession of sending slaves ahead of the victorious general with incense. This
“smell” is more than just information; it is a personal acquaintance with God. Here is where Paul’s deep
metaphors of the triumphal procession and the fragrance get complicated. God is leading the parade and

This i t th ict spreading (“through us”) the fragrance that is a rela-
i 1S B0 & pietuie we are tionship with God. We are to lead by communicating

leader; this is, rather, a picture The verb phaneroo (I have translated “mani-
of the conquered leader on the fest”) seems a bit out of place. To manifest

way to execution. How does something refers to the sense of sight, not smell.
lead while dving? However, Paul could have in mind portable stages
GRE leAd WELE QyiRgy carried in triumphal processions on which pageants

of victorious battles were performed in pantomime,
some of which glorified the gods.18 It is also a common term in Paul’s vocabulary of evangelism, appear-
ing thirty times in various forms.!® In most cases, it is used generally to indicate communication. Because
Paul never seems concemned about mixing metaphors,?? we can forgive him for doing it here. The meaning is
clear. God is the great communicator. Our responsibility is to testify to our knowledge of God as we show in
our lives the victory of God over sin. We are privileged as God’s captives and slaves to carry the message of
salvation to the world (“in every place”).

THE RESULT OF LEADERSHIP
15 because the sweet aroma of Christ we are to God

Here the figure shifts definitely to the sacrificial aroma—the fragrance to God (#¢ theg), not to other
humans. In the former verse, we saw the generic term for odor. The word here is specifically a pleasant fra-
grance (euddia), a term associated with sacrifices as sweet-smelling smoke rising to the throne of God. In
addition, the odor is no longer the knowledge of Christ, but we are the pleasant fragrance of Christ to God.
Of course, it is not our fragrance, it is the aroma of Christ in us (or us in Christ) that is pleasing to God.2!
The first result of sacrificial leadership is that we please God.

Because this clause is positioned as the ground of 14b (hoti = because), Paul views himself as the sweet
aroma of Christ, which he links with spreading the odor of God. This corresponds very well with Paul’s
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statement in 2 Cor 4:6 that the creator of light has given us “the light of the knowledge of the glory of God
in the face of Jesus Christ.” So Paul is linking sacrificial terminology with his mission to spread the gospel.

among those being saved and among those perishing

Even though the destination of the aroma is God, the aroma originates from us as we are among other
humans—both those in the process of being saved and those in the process of perishing. The mention of two
classes of people takes us again to the triumphal scene, where both victors and vanquished marched in the

parade and smelled the incense. Of course, for Paul Th hoi Yoo le t
and all early Christians the two designations here £ CRAICES We lead PeOpic L0

have eternal overtones. Those being saved are those make are not about secondary

believers in whom Christ has vanquished sin and its | matters; they are matters of
effects. They are now new creations, reconciled to death and life.

God, and commissioned to carry the message of rec-

onciliation (see 5:16-19). Those perishing, on the other hand, are still under the control of sin, subject to the
weaknesses of the old, fallen creation, and estranged from God.?2 Another result of Christian leadership is
that we prompt people to make critical choices for or against God’s reign in their lives.

16 for some on the one hand the odor from death unto death,

Paul continues the contrast between those who respond positively to the gospel and those who reject
it, emphasizing the eternal consequences of such a choice. The structure of verses 15 and 16 is chiastic.23
He deals first with the people he mentioned second in the preceding clause—the perishing. For them this
manifestation of the knowledge of God in Christ is an odor (stench?) of death. The same contrast appears in
several texts of rabbinic literature, where the Torah or Wisdom is called a drug or medicine that gives life to
those who accept it seriously and results in death for those who reject it.24 By structuring the statements thus
(ABBA), Paul indicates that salvation and life are the primary aims of his life and ministry.

The meaning of Paul’s use of the pair of prepositions, ek . . . eis appears to be that the rejection of the
gospel leads to the total destruction (v. 15) we call death. Plummer?> is likely right in comparing it to our
saying, “from day to day” or “from strength to strength.” The tenor of the statement is of total, ultimate
death. The choices we lead people to make are not about secondary matters; they are matters of death and
life.

but on the other hand for some the odor from life unto life.

Similarly, for those being saved, the result is total, ultimate life. So Paul sees his life and ministry as a
matter of death and life for the whole human race. He is being led to his death every day, and that sacrifice
becomes both a pleasant fragrance to God and also a showing forth of the knowledge of God in Christ to the
world, resulting in the salvation of those who receive that knowledge in faith and the destruction of those
who refuse it. We pray that people will choose life instead of death.

THE WHO QUESTION AGAIN
and for these things who is competent?

Whoa! We are dealing with life-and-death matters here. We are not worthy. We are not equal to the
task, not competent. This question seems at first glance to be rhetorical only in the sense that it points to a
human impossibility. It echoes the reaction of Moses to God’s commission. Exod 4:10 (LXX) quotes Moses
as saying, “I am not competent.” Paul puts it in a general question, as does Joel 2:11 (“who is competent
for it?”’),26 and Paul will answer it rather directly in the affirmative in 3:5, 6, where he points out that God
makes us adequate: “our competence is from God, who has made us competent to be ministers of a new
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covenant.” This does not make us worthy in an ethical or religious sense, but it is a promise of God’s bless-
ing so that we can accomplish the ministry to which God has called us.

This question functions as the fulcrum of the paragraph. The metaphor of the triumphal parade disap-
pears here, and the balance between Paul’s refusal to boast and his insistence on apostolic authority begins
here. As we shall see, that authority depends solely on God—God’s call, God’s commission, God’s message,
God’s presence, and ultimately God’s victory.

APPROPRIATE STYLE FOR CHRISTIAN LEADERS
17 For we do not, as many people do, peddle the word of God,

Here Paul begins another sentence, but again with a conjunction that connects what follows with what
went before, as a sort of reply to the question, “Who is competent?” Paul does not describe his competence;
he merely points out that he is fulfilling the commission God gave him. Therefore, his competence is not in
question—only God’s will and Paul’s methods.

This is the only appearance of the word kapeéleus (peddle) in the New Testament. It appears in other
Greco-Roman works often with a pejorative connotation, and many commentators and lexicographers have
given it the meaning of adulterate.2” Paul uses it here clearly in a pejorative sense, but the emphasis is not on
what people do to the message but on peddling for personal profit.28 Paul claims that many are, as we might
say, hawking the word of God for personal profit. That is not Paul’s way. He has already pointed out (1 Cor
9) that his practice in Corinth was to support himself instead of receiving gifts from the Christians there,
even though such “living from the gospel” is appropriate.

It appears that his opponents were questioning his legitimacy as an apostle on several grounds, including
that he was refusing his rightful apostolic support from the young church in Corinth. With this designation
of the market peddler, he turns the tables on their argument and reminds the Corinthian believers that it was
out of love and precisely because he was a called-by-God apostle that he refused their help. He will develop

this even further in chapters 10 and 11.2° Paul will
So Paul sees his life and | continue to preach God’s message without cost to
ministry as a matter of those he is evangelizing,

. We might wonder who are “the many” with
death and life for the whole | ., 1. 0 oo himself In 1 Corinthians, he had

human race. aligned himself with the true apostles, so he would
certainly not want to claim that he was the only

apostle. “The many” must have been his opponents in Corinth, whom he calls (12:13-15) “false apostles.”
They were attempting to undermine his authority. The problem behind 1 Corinthians seems to have been a
multiplicity of authorities, including Paul. 2 Corinthians appears to deal with an even more basic question: ‘
“Is Paul an apostle at all?”” So he defends his apostolic authority as a preacher of God’s word by pointing |
out that he voluntarily refused financial support that would have been appropriate for him to receive. This
should be evidence of his sincerity.

but as out of sincerity

The word eilikrineia (sincerity) is appropriate here, stemming from two words that together mean '
“tested by the light of the sun.”30 Again Paul applies business terminology to ministry to contrast those who ‘
market God’s word for personal gain with his self-sacrificing approach to spreading the word. The purity of
the product is matched by the purity of the motivation out of and by which Paul carries on his ministry.

but as from God in the presence of God in Christ we speak. v
Paul comes back to his commission as the foundation of his ministry, but he compresses three distinct
claims into a few words here. First, he claims to be from (or “out of”) God (ek theou), or at least that his
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ministry has its source there. Most English versions add a verbal form to clarify, such as “sent from God”
(see NIV, NRSV).

Next, he claims to be working in God’s presence. Katenanti is an adverb meaning “opposite” with refer-
ence to place or, by extension, “in the sight of” someone 3! It usually appears with the genitive case of the
noun as 1t does here and in Rom 4:17 and 2 Cor 12:19. This latter appearance is also in a defensive context.
Paul alsg intimates in Fhis way that God. is his only Christ is the r eality
Cornhian Chrstiansnor s opponents v e | that puts us into this

pponents have the

right to judge him (cf. Rom 14:4). complex and PrOfound

Finally, he claims to do everything in Christ. In | relationship with God.
Christ (en Christg), as we saw earlier, 1s Paul’s gen-
eral term for the reality of the Christian life. He brings the reality of Christ explicitly into the picture four
times in these four verses; but here it bears even greater weight than before. Here, it is part of the whole line
of thought: from God, in the presence of God, and in Christ is where and how he speaks/we speak. There is
no room here for dishonesty, for personal gain or pride, or for changing the message to make it more palat-
able. God leads the parade. God gives the message. God is the source of the ministry. God is the presence in
whose sight we work. Christ is the reality that puts us into this complex and profound relationship with God.

CONCLUSION

In these few verses, Paul outlines a radical concept of ministry. He bases it in the image of the Roman
triumph in which the role of conquered army is played by the Christian minister(s), with God leading the
parade as the conquering hero. Because such conquered people were usually being led to their execution, the
radical side of the picture emphasizes the weakness of the minister and the corresponding power of God.

The next aspect of the image is the work being done by the conquered company—the fragrance spread
abroad to lead people to a relationship with God in Christ and the fragrance wafted to God as a sweet-smell-
ing sacrifice.

He continues to work with the fragrance motif by pointing out the life-or-death nature of the possible
responses of the people to this revelatory fragrance. Those who receive it in faith will go from life to life,
and those who reject it will go from death to death.

This argument leads Paul to recognize his incompetence for such a responsibility—a theme he will deal
with in 3:5-6 by pointing out that God makes us competent—but in this text, the theme leads him to point
out the importance of using appropriate methods in our ministry. To Paul, appropriate methods mean not
peddling the message for personal profit but working sincerely and selflessly in the knowledge that every-
thing we do is seen by God because we who are in Christ live in God’s presence.

Might it be time to update our ministerial terminology once more? The term “servant leader” once
sounded so oxymoronic that it described rather well what Paul says in this and other texts, but we have used
it so much that it no longer shocks. In Paul’s triumph metaphor, we have the picture of leaders doing a mar-
velous task of revealing God as they walk as captives toward their own death.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer said it well in dealing with the call to Christian discipleship:

He [Levi] is called out, and has to forsake his old life in order that he may “exist” in the
strictest sense of the word. The old life is left behind, and completely surrendered. The dis-
ciple is dragged out of his relative security into a life of absolute insecurity (that is, in truth,
into the absolute security and safety of the fellowship of Jesus), from a life which is observ-
able and calculable (it is, in fact, quite incalculable) into a life where everything is unobserv-
able and fortuitous (that is, into one which is necessary and calculable), out of the realm of
the finite (which is in truth the infinite) into the realm of infinite possibilities (which is the
one liberating reality).32
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Bonhoeffer then sums up his discussion of discipleship in his familiar saying, “When Christ calls a man,
he bids him come and die.”3

The Apostle Paul pictures the way of Christian ministry as a life of death following a Savior who made
life possible by dying and who lives and makes our company of the conquered be life-giving, God-pleasing
revelations of the life the creator made us for. It’s a matter of death and life.

BRUCE E. SHIELDS

Dr. Shields teaches New Testament and Christian ministry at Emmanuel School of Religion, Johnson City,
Tennessee.
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