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THE FRAGRANT SMELL OF TRIUMPH 
Pastor Jim Dunn  

 

2 Corinthians 2:14 

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. 

Ephesians 5:2 

…live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave Himself up for us as a fragrant 

offering and sacrifice to God. 

 

 

With all of this fragrance in these two verses, you would think this sermon would begin 

with a sweet smell. However, the smells that waft from The Last Cattle Drive are 

anything but sweet. The Last Cattle Drive, a novel written by former Shawnee Mission 

resident Robert Day, is about a cattle drive in the 1970’s. The story begins out in Hays, 

Kansas. A local schoolteacher is looking to add to his income. So, he takes a job as a 

ranch hand over in nearby Gorham, Kansas. His new boss is also struggling financially. 

He’s looking for a way to make a profit off of his cattle. He’s trying to save the money 

that he would usually spend freighting his cattle to market. So, he decides to herd his 

cattle all the way to the stockyards here in Kansas City, in the 1970’s.  

 

It’s a story about crossing numerous fence lines, major intersections, and 

uncooperative police officers. By the time the herd arrives in the West Bottoms, the 

offerings that have been left behind are anything but fragrant. But in some ways, The 

Last Cattle Drive is a triumphal procession. It’s a triumphal procession of cowboys and 

cattle across Kansas, across the 23rd Street Bridge, across the state line, successfully, 

triumphantly making it to market at the old Kansas City stockyards. Oh, the smell of 

triumph. 
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Paul also writes about a smell and a triumph. He writes about a triumphal procession 

that spreads the fragrance of the knowledge of Christ. When he wrote these words to 

Jesus’ disciples in the congregations in the city of Corinth, he wanted them to picture 

a Roman triumphal procession. Of victorious generals and Roman soldiers parading 

through city streets. The smells of triumph that wafted from such a procession would 

have been from the burning of incense along the parade route, or from the burning of 

animal sacrifices at the local temple to give thanks for that victory.  Ah, the smell of 

barbecue! 

 

With that picture in mind and with those fragrant smells in mind, Paul writes, “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 Christ.” 

 

One could say that Paul himself had enjoyed a somewhat triumphal procession across 

Asia Minor and Macedonia, preaching of Christ in every city along the way, planting a 

church in every city along the way. The fragrance of the knowledge of Christ spread 

everywhere Paul went. Often through the sacrifices Paul had to make to do that work. 

Paul’s sacrifices and offerings were being beaten, thrown in jail and threatened with 

death. The fragrance of the knowledge of Christ is still being spread by way of your 

fragrant sacrifices and offerings.  

 

Think of your mites. The pennies, nickels and dimes that you, the ladies of the Lutheran 

Women’s Missionary League, have collected over the years to support the work of 

missionaries and evangelists and congregations. When we think of fragrant offerings, 

we think of your mites and we can think also of the smell of bratwurst and hot dogs 

grilling last Sunday, as you sacrificed and offered time and money to put on a picnic 

for the community in our ongoing efforts to spread the fragrance of the knowledge of 

Christ and of new life through Him. Oh, the smell of triumph. 
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Yet, as God leads us in triumphal procession and through us spreads in this 

neighborhood the fragrance of the knowledge of Christ, do we go as willing soldiers or 

as reluctant draftees? This work of spreading the knowledge of Christ does not always 

look so triumphal or smell so fragrant. This work marches us through the stench and the 

mud, marches us into the stockyard places of people’s lives. People’s lives are messy 

and complex, just like ours. Folks cannot just be herded to Jesus. Each person we meet 

and talk to and try to build a relationship with needs the new life Jesus gives. But if that 

message ever gets across to them, it will be because we have shown them respect 

and love and caring and shown a willingness to learn from them, too. That’s not easy.  

It’s complex and it’s sometimes messy. We say things that offend, and we forget to say 

things we wanted to say.  We get tired. Perhaps we get reluctant.  

 

In Paul’s day, as in every age, there were those soldiers who went into battle willingly. 

The soldiers of the city of Sparta had a reputation for marching off to war cheerfully, 

singing songs. Other armies were known for their reluctance. Using draftees, conscripts, 

slaves, and captured soldiers, they were known for cracking whips over their soldiers to 

get them to move forward into the fighting.  We are reluctant and tired from our 

ongoing battle; from the sacrifices that must be made, from the messiness and the 

complexity of the work and from the stench and the mud. 

 

But today Paul writes of God leading us in triumphal procession to spread the 

fragrance of the knowledge of Christ. God leading us… Not God sending us soldiers 

into the stench and the mud.  But God is leading us.  He leads us as one who is with us 

always. He is the one who leads us into the stench and the mud, as one who gets 

down into the stench and the mud with us.  

 

God loves to get His hands down into the stench and the mud! 

 

How was Adam made? From the dust of the ground God formed him. With His hands 

still dirty, the very next thing God did was to plant a garden. That’s what Genesis 2:8 

says. The Lord God planted a garden. When you plant a garden, can you do it 

without dirtying your hands? God loves to get His hands down into the stench and the 

mud.  
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In Jeremiah 18, God describes Himself as a potter. What does a potter do? He shapes 

mud with his hands. God loves to get His hands down into the stench and the mud. 

How was the blind man given his sight? Jesus spat on the ground and made mud and 

rubbed the mud onto the blind man’s eyes, because God loves to get His hands down 

into the stench and the mud. Here in this same letter of Paul, 2 Corinthians, we are 

called earthen vessels. “We have this treasure in earthen vessels,” Paul writes. What are 

earthen vessels but pots made of dried mud.  God loves to get His hands down into 

the stench and the mud so much that God’s Son Himself became an earthen vessel, 

to come down into the stench and the mud and the muck of daily living with us.  

 

Jesus took on the stench of our failures and losses. Jesus took on the not-so-fragrant 

smell of the dying. Oh, the smell of triumph. For in doing that, “Christ loved us and 

gave Himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” After His death, 

Jesus had His own little triumphal procession through hell, anticipating His triumphal 

resurrection to new life! Oh, the smell of triumph.  

 

But did God’s love for getting His hands down into the stench and the mud end there?  

No. God is the one who always leads us in triumphal procession. God is the one to 

whom we say, “But thanks be to God…” Because God is the one who is still leading us 

in this work of spreading the knowledge of Christ. He’s always out in front of us fighting, 

working and leading. God is overcoming our weaknesses and reluctance in order to 

get the job the done. With His hands down in the stench and the mud, God is the one 

who gets the job done.  

 

For the sake of Jesus who made the perfect fragrant sacrifice and offering, God takes 

our offerings and sacrifices and shapes them with His hands to make them into 

something fragrant and triumphant. God takes your mites, our faith and obedience, 

our working together, our speaking of Jesus’ saving deeds, our loving of one another 

and others and shapes them into a fragrant offering, uses our sacrifices and offerings 

to get the job done. Thanks be to God who always leads us in triumphal procession, 

even through the stench and the mud, and through us, even through our weaknesses 

and frailties, through us He spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of 

Christ. Oh, the smell of triumph.  Amen 


