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Jesus makes you clean – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

2 Corinthians 2: 14-16 
 

14 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. 15 For we are the aroma of Christ to God among those who 

are being saved and among those who are perishing; 16 to the one a fragrance from death to death, to the other 

a fragrance from life to life. Who is sufficient for these things? 

 
1) 

I was sitting at El Azteca Mexican restaurant with my in-laws. I was dressed up from a meeting I had earlier – and there, it 

happened: Some of the salsa landed on my nice white dress shirt. I went to the bathroom and tried hard to get most of it 

out, a little more soap, a little more water, almost perfect…But when I got back to the table my mother-in-law asked me: 

“Did you use soap?” – “Yes,” I said, “I almost got it all out.” “You should never use soap on a stain, it makes it harder to 

get it clean in the wash.” 

 

Did you know that?! I had never heard of this rule – didn’t sound right to me, but who am I to mess with the seasoned 

laundry-experience of my mother-in-law? 

 

Here is the lesson I learned that day, it’s a tough one, don’t be too shocked about it. Ready? 

 

There are some stains we can’t get out on our own, and if we try too hard they only get worse and ruin the fabric. 

 

This trivial but true statement brings us deep into a truth that is anything but trivial: When it comes to sin, Jesus makes us 

clean – no one and nothing else. If we try ourselves, we may just make things worse and ruin the fabric of our lives.  

Today we explore our second to last of the 6 atonement theories. It’s called the “cleansing theory.” 

The idea that Jesus washes us clean is a familiar way to understand his action on the cross. Some great hymns 

have been written about it. Actually, would you join me in singing a real famous cleansing hymn? 

 

I hear the Savior say, 

"Thy strength indeed is small, 

Child of weakness, watch and pray, 

Find in Me thine all in all." 

 

Jesus paid it all, 

All to Him I owe; 

Sin had left a crimson stain, 

He washed it white as snow. 

Author: Elvina M. Hall (1865) 

 

To be clear: The cleansing atonement theory is not just a simple “Jesus is like Mr. Clean” approach. 

 
 

It’s much more profound and I tell you why: Here is something else I never considered about laundry and cleaning. If you 

clean up dirt, that dirt needs to go somewhere. Physics in our world don’t allow for something to just disappear into 

nothing. It must go somewhere. You can even say:  

 

For a stain to disappear something* else needs to get dirty to take on that stain.  

Hmmm, now apply that to Jesus Christ! 

 

That something else is *Jesus Christ, he took on our sin, he took on our stains to make us clean, he became forsaken so 

that we could be accepted, Jesus became dirty, so we could be clean.  

Our sin can’t just disappear, it has to go somewhere, Jesus took it on, on the cross. 

 

That’s when we realize, there is no way we can take care of our own stains. It’s like me trying frantically to get a food 

stain out of my clothes using soap while just making it worse. Only Jesus blood can take away sin – I know this is 

https://hymnary.org/text/i_hear_the_savior_say_thy_strength_indee#Author


paradoxical, how can blood clean, blood is one of the most staining liquids. But in this paradox is the truth that we can’t 

do it ourselves – we need Jesus.  

 

So here we are back to blood language. Some of you struggle with the blood in the atonement. Our society is so far 

removed from blood that it makes it hard to accept the biblical language of Jesus shedding his blood to wash us clean. 

Few of us still have a connection to the good old family farm where the butcher came once or twice a year and the whole 

family would help out with the butchering, taking care of blood-stained organs or even using the blood of the animal to 

make sausage out of it. Most of us grew up in a time when blood started to be seen as something to be scared of. 

Remember the AIDS pandemic of the 80s?  

 

To all of us who struggle with the blood, here is another way to understand Christ’s cleansing action – it comes straight 

from our scripture passage for today: 

 

2) 

Read whole passage… 

We are the aroma of Christ, a fragrance of life… - 2 Corinthians 2: 15f 

 

Today I have to admit, when it comes to working with fragrances in worship we protestants aren’t all that great. The 

closest we get to an aroma in the context of church is a coffee hour and Easter lilies and perhaps, if we’re lucky, some 

aroma of a casserole dish. The Catholics have an edge on us with the use of incense and scented candles and oils.  

Let me give you a bit of a background why the Apostle Paul uses the language of fragrance and aroma when it comes to 

Christ’s atonement; it has a military background and invokes the image of a triumphant military entry. 

 

 
 

In the ancient time, when the military came back from a successful battle, they would burn incense and thus invoke the sense of 

smell to the victory. You’ve probably seen that in movies, when the victorious soldier would march back into the city – flowers 

would be thrown in the air and the smell of victory incense just drove the point home: we have won! 

 

But that smell was not a good smell to all – whenever there is a battle with a winner then there is also a loser. And in the 

ancient world the losers of the battle would also march in, but not to be celebrated but to be showed off, typically going 

straight to the slave market. 

 

So for some in that military procession, the aroma of burned incenses was rather a fragrance of “death to death,” only for the 

victors it was an aroma of “life to life” (V. 16). 

The same aroma can be a smell of life & victory for some and a smell of death and defeat for others 

Through Jesus Christ we are invited to belong to the victors, as we offer our stains to him who became death for us. He 

became death so we get to be life, life to life. And not just for our own sake, but in order to be an aroma that does good in 

this world. 

 

Isn’t that a beautiful way to look at what it means to be a Christian? It’s not about being filthy sinners, but about being an 

aroma through Christ for others.  

Of course, being an aroma of Christ can mean that to some it may be off putting. The Apostle Paul is brutally real when 

he writes that for some the aroma of Christians is off-putting.  

But you know what: don’t worry about it. If you do something good in this world, it may not always be 

appreciated. Sometimes your pure and righteous deeds that God enables you to do will be met with hostility and 

suspicion. That’s ok. The apostle says it very sharply: those who are not of Christ, those who are perishing will not be able 

to appreciate all you do in his name. Again I want to say: Don’t worry about it – Christ goes his own way with them and 

may even use their feelings of suspicion to cause a change of heart. 

The only thing I ask you to be worried about is your reliance on the cleaning, fragrant evoking power of Christ in 

your life. Say yes to him and make this world smell great. Amen. 


