
In-Depth Personal Study Sessions 
 
Study 1|HEROES WORTHY OF HONOR 
The Very Words of God 
The greatest among you will be your servant. For those who exalt themselves will be humbled, 
and those who humble themselves will be exalted.     Matthew 23:11-12 
 
BIBLE DISCOVERY 
A Hero in the Roman World  

In the Roman world. not everyone got to be a hero. The bar was set very high. A hero 
(or heroine) was either a demigod who had been born of one divine parent and one human 
parent or a person who, in the face of danger and adversity, displayed exceptional courage and 
self-sacrifice for the benefit of humanity.  

The hero also must have suffered during his or her life, struggled against death, and died 
sacrificially. Following the person’s death, societies would organize and evaluate the evidence 
to determine whether the person had lived a life that was worthy of deification and veneration. 
If so, the person was given divine status in recognition of his or her extraordinary 
accomplishments.  

Although designated heroes were worshiped, they were not divine in the same sense as 
gods such as Jupiter or Apollo. Even so, deified heroes such as Hercules, Achilles, and Alexander 
played an important role in Greek and Roman religion. Permanent altars and shrines were 
erected in their honor. They were feared, respected, venerated, and petitioned by those who 
worship them in the hope of receiving protection, prosperity, success and fertility. Sacrifices, 
offerings and libations were made in their honor. Worship of specific of specific heroes included 
public processions, games, and festivals. 

What would the Philippians think when Paul brought a message of a great hero-indeed, 
the very Son of God-who displayed his greatness through humility and sacrificial service to 
others? 
 
DID YOU KNOW?  
Gaining a Name Above All Others  
In the context of his time, Paul's statement that God gave Jesus "the name that is above every 
name" (Philippians 2:9) meant more than we might realize. People of ancient times understood 
a name was more than just a label that identified a particular person. A person's name was 
significant because it also conveyed an understanding and knowledge of the person's character. 
A name expressed the essence of a person's reputation, honor, and authority. 

Because Jesus humbled himself, submitted to God, and suffered on behalf of all sinners, 
God considered him to be worthy and rewarded him with a name--honor, reputation, 
authority-above all others. This was the opposite of how the Roman way worked. To the 
Romans, a person's name was exalted by climbing to the top of the pile for one's own benefit, 
and it did not matter if others were harmed in the process. To be exalted was to have one's 
name on a heroon or to have one's statue in an imperial temple, and those honors weren't 
achieved through humility or self-sacrifice.  



 
1. In Philippians 2:9. Paul explains that God exalted Jesus “to the highest place and gave him the 

name that is above every name.” This meant that Jesus had a higher more honorable name 
than Philip II or Caesar whose name were inscribed around the city of Philippi! Even more 
remarkable, Jesus did not gain honor because he tried to elevate himself to a higher class as the 
Romans did; he did the opposite. Instead of claiming his right of equality with God and seeking 
the glory due him, he “made himself nothing” or “emptied himself” and became human so that 
he could be a servant to all!  
To better understand the values of God’s kingdom as demonstrated by Jesus, take note of what 
Jesus did that God deemed worthy of honor, worth of the name “King of kings,” “Savior,” and 
”Lord of lords.” Read Philippians 2:6-11 and compare Paul’s description of God’s servant in 
Isaiah 52:13-15; 53:2-3, 12.1 Feel free to highlight the common descriptions in these passages. 
 

Isaiah 52:13-15 (NRSV) Isaiah 53:2-3, 12 (NRSV) Philippians 2:6-11 (NRSV) 
See, my servant shall 
prosper; he shall be exalted 
and lifted up, and shall be 
very high. 
Just as there were many who 
were astonished at him-so 
marred was his appearance, 
beyond human semblance, 
and his form beyond that of 
mortals- 
So he shall startle many 
nations, kings shall shut their 
mouths because of him; for 
that which had not been told 
them they shall see, and that 
which they had not heard 
they shall contemplate. 

For he grew up before him 
like a young plant, and like a 
root out of dry ground he 
had no form or majesty that 
we should look at him, 
nothing in his appearance 
that we should desire him. 
He was despised and rejected 
by others; a man of suffering 
and acquainted with 
infirmity; and as one from 
whom others hide their faces 
he was despised, and we 
held him of no account… 
Therefore I will allot him a 
portion with the great, and 
he shall divide the spoil with 
the strong; because he 
poured out himself to death, 
and was numbered with the 
transgressors; yet he bore 
the sin of many, and made 
intercession for the 
transgressors. 

…though he was in the form 
of God, did not regard 
equality with God as 
something to be exploited, 
But emptied himself, taking 
the form of a slave, being 
born in human likeness. 
And being found in human 
form, 
He humbled himself and 
became obedient to the 
point of death-even death on 
a cross. 
Therefore God also highly 
exalted him and gave him the 
name that is above every 
name, 
So that at the name of Jesus 
every name should bend, in 
heaven and on earth and 
under the earth, 
And every tongue should 
confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, to the glory of God the 
Father. 

 
What do you notice from these passages about how God’s servant gains honor? 
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How readily does the kingdom of this world recognize and value what God considers worthy of 
honor? 
 
When those who pursue the honor offered by the kingdom of this world see the contrast to 
what God regards as worthy and how he bestows honor, what is their response? Why? 
 

2. What do the following verses reveal about the difference between the values and lifestyle of 
people God honors and rewards as heroes versus the values and lifestyle of those who seek to 
be honored as heroes by this world? 
 

a. Matthew 6:1-4 
b. Matthew 23:1-12 
c. Mark 12:38-40 
d. Luke 14:11 

 
3. Glory, honor, and peace as defined by Rome were highly valued and ruthlessly sought after in 

the Roman Empire. In a letter Paul wrote sometime after leaving Philippi, he emphasized how a 
person receives glory, honor, and peace in God’s kingdom. Read Romans 2:6-11 and note the 
differences between the gospel of Christ and the gospel of Caesar. 
What does this passage communicate about the gospel of Caesar and the peace offered by 
Rome? 
 
How do you think people who had conducted their lives according to the value of the gospel of 
Caesar might have responded to the statement that God does not show favoritism (v. 11)? 
 
FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING  
To Be Honored as Divine  

On the north side of the agora (Greek) or forum (Roman) of Philippi are the ruins of a 
small temple called a heroon. Such shrines were normally erected over the tomb and interred 
bones of an ancient Greek or Roman hero and were used for the veneration or worship of that 
hero. Many examples can be found in or near ancient Greek and Roman cities.  

Although scholars are not certain, the heroon of Philippi {see photo of steps and artist's 
rendering of the shrine) may have been dedicated to the worship of Philip II of Macedon, father 
of Alexander the Great. We know the Greeks recognized and honored Phillip II as a deified hero 
because Of his leadership genius and military success that made the Greek Empire possible. We 
also know that a heroon was built for his veneration in the city of Aigai where he died,  

The honors of a heroon would have greatly pleased Philip II, who thought of himself as 
one of the gods and arrogantly sought the honor of deification during his lifetime. His pursuit of 
such recognition may have cost him his life. During his daughter's wedding, the procession 
included statues of all twelve Greek gods in their finest splendor. But Philip II made an addition 
to the procession: a thirteenth statue-of himself-in equal splendor as if he were one of the 



gods!2 Not long afterward, he was killed by one of his own guards, possibly because to his 
efforts to proclaim his own deity.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
During the first century heroes of the Roman Empire were honored and worshiped as being 
divine in the same way that Philip II was. Emperors also claimed to be divine, but in a different 
sense. No heroons dedicated to the worship of any emperors have been found, but this did not 
diminish their right to be honored and worshiped. It did not lessen the expectation of divine 
status that would be granted upon their death. Emperors often claimed divine status based on 
the deification of their deceased ancestors, and some even sought deification while they were 
alive. So image the impact that Paul’s teaching about the deity of Jesus would have on a city 
named for Philip II, who was also worshiped as a deified one. 
 
Reflection  
It's all too easy for us to believe that the gospel of Caesar is simply ancient history that has 
nothing to do with us today. However, the Hellenistic values displayed by the gospel of Rome 
are  very much alive in our world. That gospel still holds people in self-serving bondage to sin. 
And those of us who seek to follow Jesus today are not immune to its influence.  

Paul went to Philippi with one mission: to proclaim and display the gospel of Christ so 
that other people would come to know God and follow Jesus Christ as Savior, Lord, and King. To 
people who lived under the influence of "lord" Caesar-where the heroon and the imperial 
temple declared the glory of human heroes who spent their lives trying to be divine. Paul 
explained that Jesus was the hero God honored above all others. Paul taught the Philippians 
who chose to follow Jesus to be faithful disciples who would declare and display the glory of 
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God by having the same mindset as Jesus (Philippians 2:1-6). As followers of Jesus today, we 
have the same calling. 

We live in a world that is still sold out to the gospel of Caesar-the values of Hellenism 
that advocate the selfish pursuit of one’s own interest, recognition of one's accomplishments, 
the acquisition of power and possessions, and pride in one's status. In order for us to turn that 
value system upside down and Christ’s lordship and display God’s glory by seeking to be like 
Jesus in all that we do, what changes in character and priorities must we make?  
Read Philippians 2:1-6, then write down practical ways you can display in your life the qualities 
Paul outlined for the Philippian believers. 
 
In what ways do you think believing in Jesus Christ as Lord, accepting him as King, and 
submitting to his authority in every part of life is as foreign to the culture in which we live as 
Paul’s message was to the Philippians who had known no gospel other than that of Caesar?  
  
How willing are you-in your own “Philippi." where the values of Rome reign radically live out 
and proclaim lordship of Jesus Christ?  
 


