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The city of Corinth was quite the place in the first century AD.  It was once a major Greek-governed two-port city, boasting over 10 thousand residents even several centuries before Christ, and eventually swelling to over 200 thousand.  Corinth lies on an isthmus, a narrow strip of land separating two seas.  At its narrowest, the two bodies of water are only separated by three miles, and Corinth had a harbor on both sides.  Several times in the ancient past, attempts were made to create a water passage like a canal to effectively connect the two seas, eliminating the need to sail a much longer distance around the land to get from one body of water to the other.  These efforts failed, and instead a sort of road was created that could accommodate a rolling structure that could carry small vessels across the land, or haul loads of cargo from larger vessels across from one port to the other.  This prime real estate, along with a great micro-climate for agriculture and a bed of limestone that could be used for building, made Corinth a valuable city.   In addition, Corinth possessed a type of soil that could be treated and mixed with water to make highly valued clay pottery, and it had the raw materials to manufacture a particularly shiny form of bronze.  Corinth was a figurative gold mine.
In 146 BC, the Romans brought a large army of almost 30 thousand men to the region to conquer it from the native Greeks.  In the process, much of ancient Greek Corinth was destroyed and most of the population fled or was captured by the Romans.  
Corinth remained in a depressed state for 100 years, until in 44 BC Julius Ceasar decreed that Corinth should be rebuilt and repopulated as a provincial capital city of the expanding Roman empire.  The Romans imported a diverse population of Greeks, Jews, Egyptians, Syrians and Romans to Corinth to support the rebuilding.  Many of them were former slaves and some continued in slavery as Corinth was resurrected as a Roman city.  Grand buildings were erected, including a number of large and ornate temples and shrines dedicated to various idols like Apollo, Aphrodite, Poseidon and others, as well as newly constructed Jewish houses of worship.
It was in this environment that the Apostle Paul first visited Corinth from Athens around the year 50 AD.  His first visit lasted about 18 months, and along with several others he established a tentmaking business, which had been his vocation.  It was here that he began to evangelize the teachings of Jesus to the diverse population of Corinth.  So, he witnessed the culture of this city first-hand, and according to theologian and historian Victor Furnish, there are a number of both direct and indirect, or implied, references to Corinthian rebuilding and cultural life in both his letters to the Corinthians over the next decade or so, language that was relatable to the readers.
For instance, in 1 Corinthians 3 he said: “According to the commission of God given to me like a skilled master-builder I laid a foundation, and another man is building upon it. Let each man take care how he builds upon it. For no other foundation can anyone lay than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 3:10–11).
He almost certainly was referencing the prized bronze mirrors made in Corinth when he writes in 2 Corinthians 3 of “beholding as in a mirror the splendor of the Lord”.
But despite Corinth’s affluence and the resources brought by the Roman emperors, Corinth had some issues, and Paul had to grapple with them.  More importantly, Paul had to keep the Corinthian Christians from distraction, infighting and temptation.  This must have been extraordinarily difficult, as scripture and historical records indicate.  
The Jewish population of Corinth largely rejected Paul’s teaching of Christ’s word, and finally led Paul to say, in Acts 18, "From now on I will go to the Gentiles".  The Jewish leadership even took Paul to trial in Corinth, accusing him of teaching things that were contrary to God’s law.  The Corinthian judge declined to rule on the case, saying the question was outside of his jurisdiction.
The diverse young Christian church was also problematic to the extent there were a variety of interpretations of the Christian faith.  As Lee read to us this morning, Paul appealed to them for unity in 1 Corinthians 1: “I appeal to you, brothers and sisters,[a] in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree with one another in what you say and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be perfectly united in mind and thought.”  He went on to be more direct: “My brothers and sisters, some from Chloe’s household have informed me that there are quarrels among you. 12 What I mean is this: One of you says, “I follow Paul”; another, “I follow Apollos”; another, “I follow Cephas[b]”; still another, “I follow Christ.”  Paul had to repeatedly remind them of the fundamental truths of the young Christian faith, because there was widespread misunderstanding of Christian theology, even to the point that some Corinthian Christians believed they had already been resurrected.  Paul had to teach and re-teach.
Another challenge was how the young church could live among the immoral and sinful  environment of Corinth but remain separated from it enough to a avoid corruption by it.  The affluence and influence of diverse factions, and the behaviors of the transient population of merchants and sailors, made Corinth not only a center of commerce, but a center of immorality and sin.  The city's lifestyle even led to creation of a Greek verb, korinthiazesthai, meaning to act like a Corinthian and engage in a life of drunken revelry and sexual immorality.  The city was seen as a focal point for the broader Roman Empire's moral  laxity, where infidelity and divorce were common and social norms regarding conduct were loose. Furthermore, Corinth was subject to the political corruption that eventually contributed to the Roman empire’s downfall.  Bribery and extortion, election fraud, and misappropriation of public funds were commonplace.  
Not only did Paul have to caution the Christian faithful to avoid these external vices, he warned of the need to remain steadfast in the face of immorality outside the church that had spread to within it.  In 1 Corinthians 15 he writes: 33 Do not be misled: “Bad company corrupts good character.”[e] 34 Come back to your senses as you ought, and stop sinning; for there are some who are ignorant of God—I say this to your shame.
If you’re thinking “Tim, we didn’t come here for an ancient history lesson” I don’t blame you.  But I think it’s really important for us to remember in today’s world that the more things change, the more they stay the same.  As in Corinth, and in fact as in every period of civilized human history, we are faced with societal forces that are directly and completely counter to our values and beliefs as followers of Christ.
What’s happening in our country and our world today is not new, it’s just the latest sad manifestation of the fact that human beings have, since Genesis, been far from perfect, subject to failure from a plethora of unethical and even inhumane influences.
I would contend that the world today is no more evil than it has ever been, but we are ultra-sensitized to it by the constant flow of information, both good and bad, that bombards us every waking moment.  And I think it’s exacerbated because in the last half of the 20th century and early in this century, society made sincere and earnest progress toward fostering a more just and kind world.  So every step backwards that inevitably will happen in the ebb and flow of the human condition over time is a painful step for many, but particularly for true followers of Jesus Christ.
Don’t misunderstand; in no way, shape or form do I excuse the emotional or physical pain that is currently being inflicted.   It’s not ok.  It’s evil.  And we should continue to object to it and fervently pray for the victims, and the persecutors.   I only mean to add perspective and remind us it’s not new.  But we should reject it with every opportunity,.
The Bible is full of acknowledgement that we live in a world full of moral and ethical failure, and it’s full of counsel on how we should deal with it.
Even in Isaiah 1, God implores us:  “Wash and make yourselves clean.  Take your evil deeds out of my sight; stop doing wrong. 17 Learn to do right; seek justice.  Defend the oppressed.[a] Take up the cause of the fatherless; plead the case of the widow.”
In Paul’s letter to the Romans Chapter 12, which scholars believe he wrote from Corinth, he said "Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good".
In his letter to the church at Ephesus, Paul encourages believers to "put on the whole armor of God" to "stand against the schemes of the devil" and "withstand in the evil day".
1 Peter 3:9 says "Do not repay evil for evil or reviling for reviling, but on the contrary, bless, for to this you were called, that you may obtain a blessing".
And of course in Matthew 5, Jesus preaches 43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor[c] and hate your enemy.’ 44 But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 that you may be children of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.”
First century Corinth was an affluent city, with great natural resources and strong trade and manufacturing capability.  In many ways, 21st century America is similar.  But first century Corinth was rife with immoral and unethical conduct.  It was rife with political corruption.  Its Christian church was rife with division and internal arguments about its theology.  And in many ways, 21st century America is similar.
Historian and filmmaker Ken Burns has a new documentary series premiering today on PBS, called “The American Revolution.”  In an interview with the Washington Post published this week, he makes the point that Americans have been arguing and fighting with each other since the revolution 250 years ago.  He points out that Ben Franklin’s own son was a British loyalist who was totally against American independence, that the revolution tore families apart and was in many ways a sort of civil war within young America.  The more things change, the more they stay the same.
His co-director of the new series, Sarah Botstein, said this in a separate interview: “We have a long history filled with all kinds of bruises and things that we needed to do better, and still can do better,” she said. “But there’s an awful lot to celebrate, too.”
And Ken Burns said this: “To be optimistic is not to be unrealistic,” he said. “It’s just to understand that I’ve seen this before.”
So friends, this morning let’s retain some optimism, understanding that today’s challenges will pass.  But let’s always remember that what will never pass- what will never change- is God’s love for us and the everlasting gift He has given us- the gift of our salvation through Jesus Christ.  Paul said it best in Romans 8: 
38 “For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons,[b] neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39 neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  May it be so.  Amen.

