The Roman Triumphal Procession

A critical insight into 2 Corinthians 2:14-16

Introduction

Insights into the Roman triumphal procession in the paragraphs below are excerpts from Dr. Constable's Notes on 2 Corinthians and The Letters to the Corinthians.  See footnotes for more details regarding the sources, as well as cautions.  At Holly Hills we have been saying that the understanding of the one intended meaning of each passage starts with observing elements of language, history and culture.  In 2 Corinthians 2:14-16 it is the cultural background that provides the greatest insights into what Paul intended to convey.  
Excerpts from other authors:

From Notes on 2 Corinthians
Paul also compared the apostles to the aroma of the incense. Those who preach the gospel are pleasing to God regardless of the response of those who hear it. "From death to death" probably means from the death of Christ that the apostles preached in the gospel to the eternal death of those who reject it. "From life to life" probably means from the resurrection of Christ that they preached in the gospel to the eternal life of those who

believe. The role of herald of Christ is a high calling, and no one is sufficient in himself or herself for the task. We all need the grace of God. 
 
From The Letters to the Corinthians
Verses 14 to 16 are difficult to understand by themselves, but when they are set against the background which was in Paul's thoughts they become a vivid picture. Paul speaks of being led in the train of the triumph of Christ; and then he goes on to speak of being the sweet scent of Christ to men, a perfume which to some is the perfume of death and to others the perfume of life.

In Paul's mind there is the picture of a Roman Triumph and of Christ as a universal conqueror. The highest honour which could be given to a victorious Roman general was a

Triumph. Before he could win it he must satisfy certain conditions. He must have been the actual commander-in-chief in the field. The campaign must have been completely

finished, the region pacified and the victorious troops brought home. Five thousand of the enemy at least must have fallen in one engagement. A positive extension of territory must have been gained, and not merely a disaster retrieved or an attack repelled. And the victory must have been won over a foreign foe and not in a civil war. 
In an actual Triumph the procession of the victorious general marched through the streets of Rome to the Capitol in the following order. First, there came the state officials and the senate. Then there came the trumpeters. Then there were carried the spoils taken from the conquered land. For instance, when Titus conquered Jerusalem the sevenbranched

candlestick, the golden table of the shew-bread and the golden trumpets were carried through the streets of Rome. Then there came pictures of the conquered land and

models of conquered citadels and ships. There followed the white bull for sacrifice which would be made. Then there walked the wretched captives, the enemy princes, leaders

and generals in chains, shortly to be flung into prison and in all probability almost immediately to be executed. Then there came the lictors [minor judicial officials] bearing their rods, followed by the musicians with their lyres. Then there came the priests swinging their censers with the sweetsmelling incense burning in them. And then there came the general himself. He stood in a chariot drawn by four horses. He was clad in a purple tunic embroidered with golden palm leaves, and over it a purple toga marked out with golden stars. In his hand he held an ivory sceptre with the Roman eagle at the top of it, and over his head a slave held the crown of Jupiter. After him there rode his family, and finally there came the army wearing all their decorations and shouting Io triumphe! their cry of triumph. As the procession moved through the streets, all decorated and

garlanded, amid the shouting, cheering crowds, it was a tremendous day, a day which might happen only once in a lifetime. 
That is the picture that is in Paul's mind. He sees the conquering Christ marching in triumph throughout the world, and himself in that conquering train. It is a triumph which, Paul is certain nothing can stop. 
We have seen how in that procession there were the priests swinging the incense-filled censers. Now to the general and to the victors the perfume from the censers would be the perfume of joy and triumph and life; but to the wretched captives who walked so short a distance ahead it was the perfume of death, for it stood for the past defeat and their coming execution. So Paul thinks of himself and his fellow apostles preaching the gospel of the triumphant Christ. To those who will accept it, it is the perfume of life, as it was to the victors; to those who refuse it, it is the perfume of death as it was to the vanquished. 
Of one thing Paul was certain— not all the world could defeat Christ. He lived not in pessimistic fear, but in the glorious optimism which knew the unconquerable majesty of Christ."

� Thomas Constable, Dr. Constable's Notes on 2 Corinthians, 2007 edition, page 30: � HYPERLINK "http://www.soniclight.com/constable/notes/pdf/2corinthians.pdf" ��http://www.soniclight.com/constable/notes/pdf/2corinthians.pdf�





� William Barclay, The Letters to the Corinthians, 1956, pages 204-6. Quoting of and reference to William Barclay is for the purpose of understanding the cultural background of 2 Corinthians 2:14-16, but is not a recommendation of Barclay’s commentaries as a source for doctrine, since they go astray from biblical doctrine in various significant ways.
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