Isagogics for Philippians 2:5-11

1. Joseph Hellerman has provided extensive historical information regarding the political and social values and practices that existed in Rome; these practices would certainly have been reflected in the imperial colonies like Philippi.

a. The world at that time was largely a two-class society in which the small percentage (2-3%) controlled the land (the means of production in an agrarian/farming economy) and the legal system; the vast majority of the population consisted of non-elite free persons and slaves.  

b. Paul was one of many writers who recognized that the social structure of the world really consisted of two basic divisions.  ICor. 1:26-29

c. James criticizes the fact that preferential treatment was given to the wealthy elites in early local churches by assigning them places of honor while disregarding or disrespecting the poor.  James 2:1-7

d. However, it is evident from history that the very consideration given to those of high status, which James so strongly criticizes, was the standard social practice under Roman rule, and was reflected in Roman society.

e. Elite males in Roman society were constantly engaged in seeking to acquire and preserve both personal and familial honor in the public arena.
f. This generated a desire to identify people by their social status, which was marked out publicly by their lineage, their dress, their occupation, their seat at public events, their seat at banquets, and their rights and privileges within the legal system.
2. Like many of the Mediterranean cultures, Roman culture exhibited a preoccupation with honor, the acquisition of honor, the preservation of honor, and the reproduction of those values and behaviors deemed to be acceptable in all levels of society.

a. Honor has been defined by Roman scholars as the positive value of a person in his or her own eyes; this was coupled with the positive appreciation of that person in the eyes of his or her social contemporaries.

b. In that regard, public honor involves the recognition of one’s social standing since any claim to honor is ultimately inconsequential apart from social affirmation; as Malina has stated, “To claim honor that the community does not recognize is to play the fool”.

c. Thus, honor and shame are largely group values; different individuals that make up the group share the same values of social and civic honor and shame, which results in accountability within the group.
d. This matter of the honor/shame construct is such an important piece of isagogics that the honor/shame culture is now addressed in most textbooks that deal with the cultural and social background of the Bible.

e. However, it would be too simplistic to suggest that honor and shame were the only matters that were present in the social structure, social relations, and social dynamics of the first century.

f. As Hellerman notes, it is fair to assert that the honor/shame mentality was one of the primary considerations in the ancient Mediterranean world; one really cannot have a balanced understanding of Roman life apart from it.

g. Dio Chrysostom (c. 40-115 AD) lists various misfortunes that might befall someone (death of a loved one, illness, and business failure) and the loss of one’s reputation was listed prior to the loss of wealth.

h. This is consistent with the fact that the Roman elite believed wealth was something to be utilized to acquire greater public honor for themselves; wealth was viewed as a means to an end,

i. The matter of honor was promoted and enhanced by means of public sponsorship of statues, buildings, temples, and public baths.

j. The elite class engaged in building projects and public works throughout the empire, not in order to alleviate the suffering of the poor by providing better facilities, but to enhance their own standing in the public arena.

k. In fact, those persons who hoarded their wealth were considered to be dishonorable, while those who spent it on public projects were accorded public honor.

3. The Roman world and cursus honorum.

a. One of the most important honors a man could receive from his peers in the Roman world was to be chosen for public office.

b. Elites in Rome competed with one another to ascend what was known as a cursus honorum (the course of honors or the honors race) that marked an aristocrat's social climb through a series of prestigious public offices. 
c. The basic path to glory involved a series of offices that were ordered from less important and powerful to the more important or powerful.

d. The titles accumulated along the way were publicly proclaimed, in order of importance, by means of inscriptions erected by grateful recipients of elite benefaction, or by the aristocratic benefactors themselves. 
e. The cursus honorum was replicated throughout the empire, where local aristocrats competed for offices and honors in the smaller setting of their own provincial towns and municipalities. 
f. The army had a cursus of its own, but that should not be surprising since military organizations are generally stratified in nearly all societies; this was also the case in the Roman world.

g. These same practices were replicated in a smaller way in various cities within the empire and in voluntary associations like trade guilds, which served to reinforce the values of hierarchy, status, and public recognition.

h. These practice perpetuated the division of society into the elites and the non-elites, each of which was further subdivided into various levels of rank, power, and social standing. 
i. There is no question that the focus on honor as a social value in the Roman world served to reinforce the importance of the cursus honorum in other cities across the Roman Empire.

j. Reinhold points out that his studies had led him to identify the Roman culture categorically as the society that was most conscious of status and status symbols in the ancient world.

4. The Roman colony of Philippi.

a. Cursus ideology was particularly central to the cultural values and social codes of Philippi since the settlement had been established as a Roman colony in 42 BC and reinforced again under Augustus in 30 BC.
b. Since Philippi was essentially designed to be a miniature Rome, it should not be unusual to find that the colony was marked by the same social hierarchy and concern for honor that characterized the Roman world.

c. This was particularly true since Philippi was a military colony; it is a recognized fact that most military organizations throughout history have emphasized the hierarchy of rank and placed great emphasis on the matter of honor.
d. The tenacious manner in which Philippi retained its Roman orientation distinguished the settlement from other colonies in Asia Minor, where assimilation to Hellenistic culture and values was much more evident.
e. The loyalty of the colony to Augustus and later rulers, coupled with the control of Philippi by the Roman elite, assured the imperial cult of a position of prominence at the very center of the settlement's religious and social life.
f. Augustus chose the forum, the geographical symbol of Rome's preeminence, as the place in which citizen and non-citizens were to be publicly distinguished by the wearing of appropriate clothing (the citizen toga).

g. Since Roman colonies replicated in miniature the social construction of public space characteristic of Rome, it is not surprising that the geographical center of power in Philippi was the city's forum.

h. Archaeological evidence from Philippi strongly suggests that the practices and honors associated with the cult of Caesar served specifically to reinforce in the public arena the Roman order of the colony's social hierarchy.

i. It clear that while opportunities to participate in the cult of the emperor were available to people of various social classes, it served to reinforce the distinctions between the elite and the non-elite, between the citizens and non-citizens.
j. The imperial cult clearly shaped the social world of Philippi by reinforcing the social hierarchy of Roman culture on at least two levels. 

1.) The public rituals and honors associated with the veneration of the emperor, coupled with the location of the cult's temple in Philippi's forum, regularly reminded the residents that Augustus and his family were at the top of the empire's hierarchy of power and prestige. 
2.) Secondly, elite control of the cult's practices, personnel, and sacred space also served to impress upon the public consciousness the rank and standing of Philippi's local elite at the top of the civic hierarchy.
k. Hellerman notes that excavations at Philippi have produced some of the most detailed descriptions outlining the honors of its residents. 
l. They attest to the fact that the cursus honorum was evidenced in the military, among the elite, and even among the non-elite; this ideology permeated every level of society in Philippi, just as it did in Rome.
m. In summary, Rome was the most status-conscious society in the ancient Mediterranean world and the colony in Philippi tended to emulate Rome in that regard.
n. From Luke’s record in Acts, it is apparent that he (as well as Paul) was aware of the Roman influence in Philippi since he identifies it as a Roman colony.  Acts 16:12
o. This stands out since there are at least eight other Roman colonies referenced in Acts (six outside of Italy), but none are identified in the same manner as Philippi; these include Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, Troas, Corinth, and Ptolemais.
5. It is against this backdrop that Paul writes Philippians 2:5-11, which offers Jesus Christ as the example of what Hellerman has called the cursus pudorum (the course or race of shame).

a. While the Roman culture was enmeshed in the pursuit of honor and social standing, which always involved an ascent to greater honor and glory, the thinking of Jesus Christ was not characterized by a desire to advance Himself.
b. In this passage Paul portrays Christ Jesus as one who went through several descending status changes over the course of His history, each one successively less honorable and glorious than the previous one.

c. His level one status consisted of His preincarnate equality with God, which was manifested by His visible form or appearance, clothed in garments of divine majesty and splendor.  Isa. 6:1; Jn. 1:1-2, 17:5; Phil. 2:6; Heb. 1:3
d. His level two status consisted of a reduction in position and glory, by which the Son divested Himself of His preincarnate expression of His glory and became flesh.  Jn. 1:14; Rom. 1:3; Gal. 4:4; ITim. 3:16; Heb. 2:14

e. Not only did He become lower than the angels by entering into union with humanity (Heb. 2:9), He took the form of a slave, which was considered as a position that invited contempt and one that most often was met with reproach.
f. His level three status involved humbling Himself, which was considered as shameful in Greek and Roman culture; in fact, there is no evidence that the term humility was used in Greek or Roman writings prior to its use in the New Testament.
1.) When pagan writers began borrowing the term during and after the first century AD, they always used it in a derogatory fashion since they believed humility was a contemptible character weakness. 
2.) Being humbled by others was quite common in the ancient world (the verb is found in the context of humbling militarily), where males sought to enhance their own honor and reputation at the expense of the status of others.
3.) However, humbling oneself was not something that was encouraged or practiced by the dominant Roman culture.

g. Christ voluntarily humbling Himself resulted in his final state of utter degradation, as he underwent the most shameful and painful public humiliation imaginable in the ancient world--death on a Roman cross.  Heb. 12:2
h. The combination of terms Paul uses in this passage (slave, humbled, obedient, cross) is designed to portray Jesus as acting in a manner that sharply contrasted with the cultural values of the Roman citizens of Philippi.
i. For Jesus to act in a way that involved a voluntary relinquishing of power and prestige would have struck elite Roman citizens as an act of abject foolishness.  ICor. 1:18,23

j. There are plenty of historical examples of the self-serving, honor-seeking ways of Roman rulers;  many of the accounts of the emperors during the first century confirm that they were known for seeking power though asserting themselves, greed, rivalry, violence, and murder.
6. Conclusions.

a. The contrast between Roman behavior and that of Jesus could hardly have been more evident since He did not consider His position and status (equality with God) as something to be used for His own advantage.

b. Rather, Jesus’ thinking led Him to choose to serve God and others by taking upon Himself the form of a slave; His choice to humble Himself and serve others resulted in His public shame, degradation, and death in order to redeem mankind.  Mk. 10:42-45
c. Christ Jesus utilized his authority in a manner that stood in diametric opposition to the way in which power and position were exploited by secular rulers and societies; this exploitation could be seen at both the imperial level in Rome and local level in Philippi.

d. God's value system is quite different than that which was reflected in the social world of Roman Philippi; Jesus' willingness to relinquish his status in the interests of others is the basis for His exaltation to the greatest position of honor and glory that will ever exist.

e. It was due to His willingness to humble Himself on behalf of others that God ultimately exalted Him; it is He, not Caesar, who is the exalted κύριος (kurios--Lord)!
f. It is against this cultural background that Paul will challenge these tendencies (which he knew were present in the local church) as he attempts to set forth the Christian social vision for the believers in Philippi.
g. This great example serves to instruct those in Philippi (and all believers) about some of what Paul had in mind when he commanded them to live as good citizens of the heavenly commonwealth.  Phil. 1:27
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