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Easter 3 (Confirmation), 2009
Preached:  April 26, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

2 Corinthians 2:14-3:6
We carry around the risen Christ wherever we go—
In everything we say,

In everything we do.
What do you smell like?

I’m not asking what scent of deodorant you’re wearing (or not wearing!). I’m not asking what perfume or cologne you have on.
I guess what I’m really asking is, “What aura or atmosphere or impression are you giving off to other people?” You know everybody forms opinions about us. Sometimes they have an opinion of us that isn’t right, that they have unfairly formed about us. But a lot of times the impressions that people have about us are truly based on us—based on what they’ve experienced from our past contacts with them. Their impressions of us are based on what we have done, what we have said, the way we acted around them. People form opinions about us that tend to linger around us. When we walk into a room, they think thoughts about us that they have collected from the many times that they have interacted with us. 
The Apostle Paul wrote these words about disciples of Jesus. He wrote them first to some early disciples who lived in the city of Corinth, but they also apply to every person who has ever been a disciple of Jesus. He doesn’t ask them what they smell like. He tells them what they smell like. They smell like Jesus. They have an aroma, he says, a fragrance. It’s the fragrance of Jesus.
But he says that this aroma, this fragrance—even though it’s only one fragrance—smells completely different to two different groups of people. To those who are being saved, it is the fragrance of life. But to those who are perishing—who don’t know Jesus and don’t like His smell—it is the smell of death. To them it is a rotten smell. Have you experienced that yet? If you haven’t, you’re going to notice it next year in high school. Those who don’t know Jesus—many of them—don’t find Christians very attractive. To them Christians often seem to be talking way too much about things like death and what happens after you die. They just don’t like talking about such things. To them Christians are kind of prudish—they don’t like to do some of the fun stuff. Christians try to put limits on things. They try to stop certain things. These people don’t understand our reasons for this. And many of them just plain don’t like us. To them—when they see us—there seems to be a dark cloud in their minds that hovers over us.
But to those who are being saved, we are the aroma of Christ. We are the fragrance of life. For those who understand where we’re coming from, for those who think the way we think, we are the sweetest smelling things. When we walk into their presence, we bring a smile to their faces. Parents, do you remember when your children were little, and at the end of the day they had a bath? Maybe when they were done with their bath, they came running out of the bathroom and came running to you. They looked so clean, and they were covered from head to toe in their footy pajamas which maybe had just been freshly washed. And they jumped up on your lap, and, oh!, they smelled so good. You could smell the baby shampoo on them and the bubble bath. Your children smelled even better than that to God on the day you brought them to be baptized. Washed clean in the waters of baptism and dressed in the white robe of Jesus’ righteousness, they now smelled to God like His own Son. They were a little Jesus now, a little Christian. And He said, “Ah, my son! My daughter!”
They’ve grown up now, and we’ve taught them (we pastors along with you) how to stay clean and sweet smelling. We’ve taught them how to confess their sins every day. And we’ve taught them how their real Father—their heavenly Father—says, every time they confess their sins, “Your sins are forgiven!” Like you and God, we pastors have a close relationship with them too. And we’re proud of the young men and women they have grown into. We have instructed them. They know Jesus their Savior now. Paul had a close relationship with these Christians who lived in Corinth. He had instructed them in the deep truths about Jesus. And he says to them, “You yourselves are our letter, written on our hearts, known and read by everybody.” Paul had written the truths about Jesus on their hearts, and now everybody could “read” them like a letter. They were a message written to everyone else who lived in Corinth. People could tell that there was something different about them. But it wasn’t Paul who had made them what they were. “You show that you are a letter from Christ, the result of our ministry, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.” It is the Spirit who has written on your hearts, it is the message about Christ that you wear now everywhere you go. You carry Him around like a perfume you are wearing. It is your parents and your pastors and teachers who have taught you these things, but it is God who has etched them on your hearts, and it is Jesus that the people need to see now in everything that you say, in everything that you do.
At one point Paul asks the question, “But who is equal to such a task?” It does seem like more than any human being could carry out. But here is how he answers his question:  “Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God. He has made us competent as ministers of a new covenant—not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.” Only God can give us the strength to represent Him well. Only God can give us the stick-to-it-iveness to only say those things that witness to our faith in Jesus, and only do those things that make people see Jesus. And at the end there, when he talks about ministers of a new covenant, he’s not just talking about pastors. “Ministers” are servants. He’s talking about every servant of God. Every servant of God needs to know how to talk to people about God’s messages of law and gospel. The law is the hard message, the one that says “No!” when evil is dancing before our eyes. The law is intended to kill. It is intended to kill off the sinful nature and all of its evil impulses. But the most important instrument that God has placed into our hands is the gospel, the message that says, “Jesus has rescued you. Jesus has died for all of your sins. In Jesus you have eternal life!” 
May you share that message as you go out into the world! It is the message the world needs to hear. It is the only one that will rescue them from the precarious position that our world finds itself in today. Be confident! You are at a very important milestone in your life. Many challenges lie ahead. But Paul wants you to be confident as you go out today into the next stage of your life. Look at that verse at the top again (v. 14). Paul is brimming with confidence. He is certain that the journey will end in triumph. He is certain that the fragrance of Christ will be spread by his confirmands:  “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.” Go spread your fragrance (the fragrance of Christ) in the world!  Amen.
