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Brush up on your Platonism 

(Philosophical commentary inspired by Hebrews 8:1-5) 

 First, a disclaimer:  the author to the Hebrews is NOT addressing Platonic thought in 

this section.  We are bringing Greek philosophy into the conversation because, as heirs 

to its influence on the church, we have been unknowingly trained to think in Platonic 

terms – and in fact this section of Hebrews, as well as several others in the NT, have long 

been interpreted according to Platonic categories.  (Briefly, this means that MATERIAL 

existence is less valuable, and even less inherently good, than NON-MATERIAL 

existence. 1  More below.) The corrective to this view is first the biblical perspective that 

physical reality is valued by the God who created it, and second the biblical 

understanding of the “heavenly” and the “earthly” as PLACES.2 

 

 Here’s a little history of philosophy for you:  In the centuries just before and after the 

birth of Christ, the influential culture of Greek thought was undergoing a seismic shift, 

powered mainly by the teachings of philosophers like Plato and Aristotle and their 

followers.  While Paul would still encounter sincere polytheists in his missionary travels, 

these were typically the illiterate backwoods provincials who still held to the old 

superstitions (see Acts 14:8-18). In the cosmopolitan center of Athens, he was more 

likely to talk to folks who valued conversation about ideas (see Acts 17:16-21).  This 

honoring of ideas, reason, and philosophical speculation reflected the values of a 

philosophical climate in which the immaterial had more inherent worth than the 

material.  Here’s how Plato and his students got there… 

 

 What do you see here? 

 

                                                           
1
 If all of this is new to you and kind of overwhelming, just think about our colloquial use of the word “platonic” to 

describe (or maybe defend!) a relationship that might be mistaken for romantic, but isn’t.  You know that literally 

this means “we’re not physically intimate, we just enjoy talking together,” right?  Think of this as the difference 

between physical and non-physical, or material and immaterial, and you’ve got the basic idea of Platonism.   

2
 Places, that is, that may be somehow more than physical in their realness, but which are certainly not less. 

It’s a pipe, right?  Well, wait a minute – don’t 

try to add tobacco and light it!  What, it’s not 

a pipe after all, you say?  It’s a picture of a 

pipe?  Aha! If you can read the French 

caption, you will see that the artist, René 

Magritte, is playfully challenging your ideas 

about reality – the title is, “This is Not a 

Pipe.”  There is a difference in “realness” 

between this and a physical pipe, right?  

Read on to find out Plato’s opinion of the 

realness of pipes… 
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 So let’s say you have a pipe in your hand, a three-dimensional one that has weight and a 

bowl for tobacco, that Huck Finn or any hobbit3 could happily light and smoke. You 

would agree, I think, that such a pipe in your hand would have more realness than the 

one in René Magritte’s painting, yes?  And it would be a BETTER pipe, having physical 

existence and usefulness and all.  Yet Plato would caution you not to stop there in your 

thinking – your particular pipe, whether corncob or polished wood, is only one 

representation of the TRUE pipe, not made by human hands, that exists in the realm of 

Ideas, and from which all particular pipes derive their Pipeness!  The Pinnacle of Pipes is 

NON-PHYSICAL, because IDEAS are superior to MATTER in this system of thought. 

 

 Do you see now the inevitable connection that has been made between Plato’s 

IDEALISM and Hebrews’ earthly vs. heavenly sanctuary?  Of COURSE we’re going to 

think “non-material” for the superior sanctuary, if we are trained to conceive of 

matter as inferior, and the non-material as superior.  According to this view, in Exodus 

25 (events referenced later in Heb. 8) Moses “saw” with his intuition the high ideals that 

should be embodied symbolically in a physical sanctuary; he did not see a tabernacle 

that exists “in the other half of the orange,” because the supernatural part of reality is 

entirely immaterial.  There’s no such thing, really, as a “heavenly sanctuary.” 

 

 And this is just where much Christian thought went in the centuries after the Apostolic 

age.  We can still see the trickle-down effect of Platonism in our automatic assumption 

that Jesus is an immaterial spirit again now that he’s back in heaven with the Father 

(who himself has no material existence).  We can also see it in the way we are trained as 

Christians to consider the worthiness of certain callings as opposed to others:  if the 

non-material “spiritual” realm is more valuable than the physical, then what’s really 

worth doing as a believer has got to be limited to “spiritual” pursuits like soul-

winning, Bible-reading, and prayer.  Other pursuits and callings may be morally 

acceptable for Christians, but they really have nothing to do with the life of faith; they’re 

just ways to earn our daily bread or pass the time waiting for the heavenly bus.   

 

 Can you think of any other “Christian” messages, whether nowadays or in history, that 

demonstrate a de-valuation of the physical (including the earth itself, and the human 

body)?  Jesus, who is embodied forever as a human, affirms by his Resurrection the 

God-ordained worthiness of the physical body, and of the material creation. 

S.D.G. 8/31/13 απβ  

                                                           
3
 Although one might legitimately question the material realness of any pipes smoked by Huck or hobbits. 


