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The Letter to the Hebrews, Lesson #19
Jesus Who Acquired His Priesthood by the Quality of His Life Hebrews 6:20-7:1-10

Hebrews 6:20 – where Jesus has entered as a forerunner for us, having become High Priest according to the order of Melchizedek, forever.


7:1 Now this “Melchizedek, king of Salem, priest of God Most High,” he “who met Abraham when he returned from the defeat of the kings and blessed him,  2 to whom Abraham apportioned a tithe of all things,” who is interpreted first as “king of righteousness,” then also “king,”  3 being without father, mother, or lineage, having neither beginning of days nor end of life, but likened to the Son of God, he remains a priest perpetually.


4 Observe how great is this one, “to whom Abraham,” the patriarch, “gave a tithe” of the spoils.  5 Those of the descendants of Levi who have received the priestly function have, according to the Law, a command to take a tithe from the people, that is, their brethren, even though they have come forth from the loins of Abraham.  6 But he whose lineage is not reckoned from them has taken a tithe from Abraham and has blessed the one who had the promises.  7 It is beyond dispute that the lesser is blessed by the greater. 8 And here mortal men receive tithes, but there he receives tithes about whom it is witnessed that he lives.  9 And Levi too, the one who receives tithes, is, so to speak, assessed a tithe through Abraham,  10 for he was still in the loins of his father when Melchizedek met him.

Notes and Studies

This chapter is an exposition of Psalms 110:4.  Hebrews brings “this Melchizedek,” to us [to reveal] one of the fundamental principles of Judaism and that is: “What can be inherited can’t make us close to God.”  Jesus is the eternal priest and his priesthood abides forever (Ps 110:3).  Melchizedek appears in the Old Testament in only two places, Psalm 110 and also in Genesis 14, which records Abraham’s encounter with him.  Their meeting takes place after Abraham defeated a coalition of Eastern kings led by Kedorlaomer and rescued Lot from captivity.  Returning from his victory, Abraham meets with the king of Sodom.  Melchizedek appears abruptly.
VERSE 6:20 – where Jesus has entered as a forerunner for us, having become High Priest according to the order of Melchizedek, forever.

 In order to indicate what the “order of Melchizedek” means, the author [of Hebrews] now turns to this Genesis text.  He does not quote the passage in a straightforward way, but strings together a collection of excerpts taken out of their scriptural order to focus on those elements that serve to characterize Melchizedek and his relationship with Abraham.
VERSE 7:1 – Now this “Melchizedek, king of Salem, priest of God Most High,” he “who met Abraham when he returned from the defeat of the kings and blessed him,  
Melchizedek as “king of Salem” and “priest of God the Most High” is taken from Genesis 14:18.  Melchizedek is a priest of the Canaanite God El Elyon.

Melchizedek’s encounter with Abraham is after Abraham’s meeting with the king of Sodom, and then Melchizedek blessed Abraham.

VERSE 7:2 – to whom Abraham apportioned a tithe of all things,” who is interpreted first as “king of righteousness,” then also “king,”
The words for the blessing are quoted in Hebrews, and only Abraham “apportioned” a tithe.  Then the name Melchizedek is “interpreted” according to Hebrew tradition, and not according to the linguistic meaning in ancient Canaanite, “my king is Zedek,” where “Zedek” is the name of a Canaanite deity.  Then Hebrews gives us a second interpretation, “king of righteousness,” and from “Salem” is derived Melchizedek “king of peace.”  Peace and righteousness together sings of God’s faithfulness and can’t be separated.  Both appear in Hebrews as attributed to Christ in Psalm 45, and quoted in Hebrews 1:8-9; 10:38; 11:4, 7,33; 12:11 and for peace in Hebrews 11:31; 12:14; 13:20.  Notice that the “God of Peace” brought back from the dead our Lord with the “blood of the eternal covenant” (Heb 12:11).
Variety of Names for Jesus in the NT

Gregory of Nazianzus says: “Using the principles of pastoral science, Jesus gathers us into his heavenly fold.  He is called “sheep” because he was sacrificed, [and] a “Lamb” because he was without blemish.  He is the “high priest” because he presented the offering.  “Melchizedek” on the transcendent level he had no mother, on the human level no father, and his high estate is without genealogy. “Who,” it says, “can recount his generation?”  He is Melchizedek too, as king of Salem or peace, as king of righteousness, and because he tithes the patriarchs who prevailed over evil powers.” Oration 4:21 on the Son.

VERSE 7:3 – being without father, mother, or lineage, having neither beginning of days nor end of life, but likened to the Son of God, he remains a priest perpetually.

A) We do not know what father Melchizedek had, nor what mother, nor when he was born, or when he died, “having neither beginning of days nor end of life.”  Where is the likeness to the Son of God?  Christ the Lord, as God, he is “without mother,” being begotten only of the Father.  As man he is “without father,” being born only of a mother – the Virgin, I mean.  As God he is “without genealogy”: the One of the unbegotten Father does not require a family tree. “Without beginning of days” … the begetting was eternal. “Without end of life” … he has an immortal nature.

B) Theodoret of Cyr: “This was the reason he likened not Christ the Lord to Melchizedek, but Melchizedek to Christ the Lord: one was a type of the other, and the other the realization of the type. In respect of the priesthood, of course, Melchizedek did not imitate Christ the Lord; rather, Christ the Lord is a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek: being a priest belongs to a human being, whereas accepting offerings belongs to God.  Yet by becoming incarnate the only Begotten Son of God also became our high priest according to the order of Melchizedek, not by aggregating to himself the position but by concealing the divine status and accepting the lowly condition for the sake of our salvation.  This is why he was called lamb, sin, curse, way, door, and many other names like that.” Commentary on Hebrews 7, Pg 82:727  
The Priest from the Gentiles
Ephrem the Syrian; “Some say that this Melchizedek was actually Shem, son of Noah; in fact, they say the book of Genesis clearly shows that he lived in the days of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob.  Moreover, from the history of those tribes who inherited the land of the house of Shem, it looks clear that he lived in Salem in his own inheritance.  Not only Melchizedek but also the name Melchizedek are “without father, and mother and without genealogy” because neither the name Melchizedek nor the name Israel were written in the genealogy, whereas Shem and Jacob had father and mother, and a beginning and an end, and were inscribed in the genealogy.  But the names of Melchizedek and Israel did not have any of these things.  God glorified them both with names equally imposed by him.  He “was made similar to the Son of God” through his priesthood, so that the priesthood of Melchizedek might last forever; not in Melchizedek himself but in the Lord of Melchizedek.

And the apostle highly praises the priesthood of all nations rather than that of his people, when he says, “Consider how great this man is to whom even our patriarch Abraham gave the tenth part of everything.” Commentary of the letter to the Hebrews, translated by M Conti, ACCS, 210-11

Why Was He Named as the Son of Noah?

Jerome: “The Jews say that Melchizedek was Shem, Noah’s son, and, counting up the total years of his lifetime, they demonstrate that he would have lived up to the time of Isaac; and they say that all the firstborn Sons of Noah were priests before Aaron performed the priestly office.  Also, by “king of Salem” is meant the king of Jerusalem, which was formerly called Salem.  And the blessed apostle writing to the Hebrews makes mention of Melchizedek as “without father or mother” and refers him to Christ and, through Christ, to the church of the Gentiles, for all the glory of the head is assigned to the members. … While he was uncircumcised, he blessed Abraham who had been circumcised; and in Abraham he blessed Levi; and through Levi he blessed Aaron from whom the priesthood afterwards descended.  For this reason, he maintains, one should infer that the priesthood of the church, which is uncircumcised, blessed the priesthood of the synagogue, which is circumcised.  And as to the Scripture which says, “You are a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek,” our mystery is foreshown in the word order; not at all, indeed, in the sacrifice of non-rational victims through Aaron’s agency, but when bread and wine, that is, the body and blood of the Lord Jesus, were offered in sacrifice.”

Hebrew Questions on Genesis 84.18-19 
Melchizedek, in the Targum and Rabbinic Writings

It is unusual that the name of Melchizedek does not occur in Targum (Aramaic Old Testament) Psalm 110.  The Aramaic translation of Genesis 14 has been preserved complete in Targum Onqelos (Tg. Onq.), in Codex Neofiti 1 (Tg. Neof.), and in the Targum of Pseudo-Jonathan (Tg. Ps.-J.).  Targumic texts provide us with limited knowledge of the importance of the Priesthood of   Melchizedek.  The Targums may have originated in Palestine but their date is disputed. 
The two traditions concerning Mechizedek.

After Abram’s victory over the king of Sodom, he went out to meet Melchizedek in the Valley of Shaveh.  This valley was known as the King’s Valley.  The geographical place of this valley becomes shrouded in religious traditions. Genesis Rabbah, and other sources seem to indicate that one tradition must have prevailed up to the spread of Christianity.  The valley of Shaveh is not Shaveh-kiriathim in the same chapter (Gen 14:5).  It may be the King’s Valley mentioned in 2 Samuel 18:18, where Absalom erected a pillar for himself.  This name appears in Targum 2 Samuel as the valley of the king and in Josephus (Ant. 7, 243) who says that it  was two stadia from Jerusalem. J. Fitzmayer depending on the Mishnah believes that it is quite plausible to locate the Valley of Shaveh as Beth-haccherem at the modern site of Ramat Rachel, which is situated some 400 yards to  east of the old route from Jerusalem to Bethlehem on a summit which dominates the Valley of Rephaim.
Tg. Neof. identifies the Valley of Shaveh of v. 17 with the “Valley of the Gardens” (“in the Valley of the Gardens,” pardesaya, and is the only source which indicates that the Oaks of Mamre is part of  Paradise that identifies this geographical part related to Jerusalem where the skull of Adam was buried according to Christian Tradition, reflected in the Gospel of John 19:17 and has as its origin the Aramaic name pordesaya /pardesaya, “gardens”) on the outskirts of Jerusalem and has been known in later  Byzantine and early Arab periods (J. T. Milik, “Saint-Thomas de Phordesa” et Gen. 14,17”, Bib 42, 1961).  This points to the origin of two important elements worship, the priesthood of Christ and the Eucharist.  We can speculate and complete the picture from later Christian sources where Jesus comes to revive the old form and may be the oldest form of priesthood that goes back to Noah which we shall see later on.  St. Jerome translates the name as meaning “pleasant groves,” amoena nemora significantes (see  Jerome, Hebraicae quaestiones in Libro Geneseos, on Gen 14, 8, ed. P. De Lagarde, reproduced in CCSL 72; Turnhout 1959, 18).  It appears, then, that there is a solid unity in the Palestinian Targum tradition with regard to the “valley of the gardens.”

This tradition must have been known to Jerome, and the Midrash Rabbah on Genesis gives three meanings of the word “Siddim” among them is “Siddim” from “saddanim oaks trees grew there.”

Texts and Targums
Gen 14:18
And Melchizedek king of Salem

brought out bread and wine,

for he was a priest of God Most High (El Elyon)
Targum Onqelos 

And Melchizedek the king of Jerusalem

brought out bread and wine,

for he was ministering before God Most High (El Elyon)

Targum Neofiti. 

And Melchizedek the king of Jerusalem, he is Shem the Great, 

brought out bread and wine, 
for he was a priest ministering in the high priesthood before God the Most High.

Note: Targum. Neof. has a variant for “ministering in the high priesthood before God the Most High,” which is “(ministering) to God Most High”.

Targum Pseudo-Jonathan 

And the righteous king – he is Shem the son of Noah – the king of Jerusalem came out to meet Abram and he brought out to him bread and wine; and at that time he was ministering before God the Most High.
Growing Tradition

The variations of these texts point to one important fact, and that is the growing tradition and interest in the person and the significance of Melchizedek for various reasons which seems to be part of the two important parts of worship as a whole:

1. The universal priesthood of the nations prior to the priesthood of Aaron and the Torah.

2. The application of this pre-Torah and pre OT priesthood to Jesus
Melchizedek King-Priest of Salem (Gen 14: 18)

The name in Hebrew is Melchisedek, written in the Masoratic text as Malki-sedeq. This name is reproduced in Targums as “the righteous king” – in full: “the righteous king that is Shem son of Noah, king of Jerusalem”. (J. A. Fitzmyer, “‘Now this Melchizedek…’” Heb 7:1,” CBQ 23 (1963), 309-313, esp. 309, 312, n. 32; =Essays on the Semitic Background of the New Testament, London 1971, 227-230, esp. 227, 230, n. 32).

The second book of Enoch, like Aramaic sources, identifies the King-Priest with Shem.

“Melchizedek king of Jerusalem … brought out bread and wine.”  The Masoratic has “Melchizedek king of Salem brought out bread and wine”
The identification of Salem as Jerusalem is also, naturally, that of rabbinic tradition.  This rabbinic tradition seems to be faithfully reported by Jerome in his work Hebrew Questions on Genesis, completed between late 391 and early 393.  He begins his comment on Genesis 14:18-19 with the remark: “Because our little book is, in a word, a collection of Hebrew questions or traditions, let us therefore introduce what the Hebrews think about this. … By ‘king of Salem’ is meant the king of Jerusalem, which was formerly called Salem.” 
Melchizedek the son of Shem (the Great)
As we have seen Melchizedek identified with “Shem (the Great)” son of Noah”.

This identification is attested at an early date in rabbinic Judaism.  It is presupposed in a saying of R. Ishmael, a contemporary of R. Akiba (ca. 110-135 CE), transmitted by R. Zechariah (probably 4th cent.).  The text reads:

R. Zechariah said in the name of R. Ishmael, “The Holy One, blessed be He, desired to derive the priesthood from Shem, as it is said. ‘And he was priest to El Elyon.’  Since he prefaced the blessing of Abram to the blessing of the Place [the Lord God], he derived it from Abram, as it is said: “And he blessed him and said, ‘Blessed be Abram by El Elyon who acquired  the heavens and the earth, and blessed be El Elyon…’”(Gen 14,19b-20a).’ 

Abraham said to him, “Does one actually preface the blessing of the slave to the blessing of the one who owns him”?

Immediately he gave it (i.e. the priesthood) to Abraham, as it is said, “The Lord said to my Lord, ‘Sit on my right hand until I shall set your enemies as a stool for your feet’ (Ps 110:1), and after this it is written, ‘The Lord has sworn and will not repent.  You are a priest forever (generally rendered: “according to the order of”) Melchizedek’ (Ps 110:4), that is, on account of what Melchizedek had said.  This corresponds to what is written.  ‘And he was priest to El Elyon.’ He was a priest, but his descendants were not priests.”
There is a partly parallel passage in Leviticus  Rabah,  chapter (Qedoshim 25,6), in a discussion on the passing of the priesthood from Melchisedek to Abram, with a debate on the issue between R. Ishmael and R. Akiba.  There are other texts in rabbinical literature with the same tradition.  The principal rabbinic texts have been collected and commented on in the articles on “Melchizedek” and “Shem” in Jewish Encyclopaedia (New York 1904-1905), vol. 8, 450 and vol. 9, 261)
This rabbinic view is also attested to in patristic (early church fathers) texts.  It is also found, without any explanation for it given, in the commentary on Genesis 14:18-20 by St. Ephrem (ca. 306-373 CE).   St. Epiphanius, 315-403 CE (Panarion 55,6,1; Adv. Haer. 2.1 Contra Melchizedecianos) knew of the tradition.  He uses the LXX of Genesis 11 to prove that Shem could not possibly have been Melchizedek, which belief he attributes to the Samaritans rather than to the Jews.
In Hebrew Questions on Genesis (14:18-19) a work completed as just noted late 391 and early 393, Jerome succinctly states the Jewish tradition of his own day on the matter:

And Melchisedech king of Salem…. Because our little book is, in a word, a collection of Hebrew questions or traditions, let us therefore introduce what the Hebrews think about this. They declare that this man is Shem, the son of Noah, and by calculating the years of his life, they show that he lived up to the time of Isaac; and they say that all the first-born sons of Noah were priests before Aaron performed the priestly office. Next, by “king of Salem” is meant king of Jerusalem, which was formerly called Salem.
Shem the Great in Palestinian Targum Texts 
and Melchizedek-Shem in Ephrem the Syrian
Shem the Great is mentioned twice in the Palestinian Targums with regard to events in the lives of Isaac and Rebekah.  As Rebekah was being taken in marriage to Isaac, Isaac “was coming from the schoolhouse of Shem the Great, to the Well over which was revealed the One who sustains every age. And he was dwelling in the land of the South.” 
Isaac’s association with the schoolhouse of Shem at his marriage (at the age of 40 years)   prepares his readers for the association of Isaac with Shem in (Gen 22:19).
We may also note that Tamar of Genesis 38, who became an ancestor of King David, is also without ancestry.  The text gave rise to questions by reason of the relations of Judah (son of Jacob) with her.  In a rabbinic tradition Tamar is regarded as the daughter of Shem.

This Palestinian Targum tradition is found in the Commentary on Genesis by St Ephrem the Syrian (ca. 306-373), probably composed about 373, although Ephrem makes no mention of any Jewish connection.  The comment on Genesis 14:18-20 in this commentary, in fact, consists almost entirely of material as found in the Palestinian Targums.  Not only is Melchisedek identified with Shem, but Shem, who is believed to have lived on into the time of Jacob, is identified.  The relevant section of Ephrem’s commentary on Genesis 14:18-20 (section 11, 2, 4) merits reproduction in full:
“Melchizedek, the king of Salem, brought out bread and wine …” (Gen 14:18-20).  This Melchisedek is Shem, who became a king due to his greatness; he was the head of fourteen nations.  In addition, he was a priest.  He received this from Noah, his father, through the rights of succession.  Shem lived not only to the time of Abraham, as Scripture says, but even to the time of Jacob and Esau, the grandsons of Abraham.  It was to him that Rebekah went to ask and was told, “Two nations are in your womb and the older shall be a servant to the younger (Gen 25:22-23).  Rebekah would not have bypassed her husband, who had been delivered at the high place, or her father-in-law, to whom revelations of the divinity came continually, and gone straight to ask Melchizedek unless she had learned of his greatness from Abraham or Abraham’s son.”
Because the length of Melchizedek’s life extended to the time of Jacob and Esau, it has been stated, with much probability, that he was Shem. His father Noah was dwelling in the east and Melchizedek was dwelling between two tribes, that is, between the sons of Ham and his own sons.  Melchizedek was like a partition between the two, for he was afraid that the sons of Ham would turn his own sons to idolatry.

Origin of Identification of Melchizedek with Shem
It is natural to seek the origins of this identification of Melchizedek with Shem.  It was due to the embarrassment felt by Jews in view of Abraham’s paying homage to Melchizedek.  If Melchizedek is identified with Shem, then Abraham was merely showing reverence to an ancestor.  It is doubtful if there was any polemical (argumentative) intention, anti-Christian or otherwise, in the identification.  The identification of Melchizedek with Shem, in any event, may well pre-date Christianity.  R. Ishmael takes the identification for granted, and the texts as found in Jewish or Christian sources do not indicate any embarrassment with it.  The rabbinic, Targums and patristic texts (especially Jerome) would seem to indicate that the identification arose from chronological considerations on the biblical age attributed to Shem, and the overlap of his life span with that of Abraham, Isaac and even Jacob.  Providing Melchizedek with a genealogy may have been a contributory factor of course.  So too may have the Jewish belief or tradition that all the first-born sons of Noah, before the priesthood of Levi began with Aaron, were priests. 

The Demotion of Melchizedek’s Priesthood in Rabbinical Sources (Ps 110:4)
It has been noted above that in accepting the identification of Melchizedek with Shem, R. Ishmael did not have any polemical point to make. The same cannot be said of his statement which follows immediately on this regarding Melchizedek’s priesthood.  This, he says, was taken away by God from Shem (=Melchisedek) and given to Abram.  Shem (=Melchizedek) was a priest but his descendants were not priests.  God transfers the priesthood of Shem = Melchizedek to Abraham and says (Ps 110:1) to him: “Sit on my right hand…”, as he also does (Ps 110:4): “You are a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek”, which is interpreted as meaning “on account of what Melchizedek said.”  The reason for the demotion of Melchizedek’s priesthood is seen in Melchizedek having blessed Abram before he uttered his blessing to God Most High.  There can be no doubt that R. Ishmael’s reference to Melchizedek is polemical.  But against whom is R. Ishmael’s polemic directed?
One possibility is that his target is the Christian understanding of Melchizedek’s priesthood, particularly as presented in the Epistle to the Hebrews (especially Heb chapter 7, with the use of Gen 14, 17-20 and Ps 110:4). L. Ginzberg believed that it was very likely directed against the Christians, such as the author of Hebrews 7:1-3 and especially Justin Martyr about 150 A.D. in his Dialogue with Trypho, 33 and 96 where we read that Melchizedek is a type of Jesus (L. Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews, vol. 5, Philadelphia 1925, 226, note 104; likewise R. Travers Herford, Christianity in Talmud and Midrash London 1903, 265, and 338-340)

Jewish Interpretation of Psalm 110 according to Justin Martyr
According the Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho. 33, the Jews understood this psalm as speaking of King Hezekiah.  No such interpretation is attested in rabbinic sources. Possibly Justin was led to believe that Jews held this opinion on Psalm 110, since he knew that they interpreted as referring to Hezekiah other texts taken by Christians as messianic.  Some rabbinic texts understand Ps 110 of David, as a ruler in history.  Then there were others who interpreted the Psalm of the end times as referring to the Messiah himself or to David and his role in the new eschatological age, or of the eschatological age without mention of any Messiah.  
The Priesthood Comes Back to the Nations

Writes Gregory of Nazianzus:

“The old has passed away,

behold all things have been made anew. 

The letter withdraws, the Spirit advances, 

The shadows flee, the truth breaks in.

Melchizedek is summed up; the motherless

becomes fatherless, 

The first without a mother, 

The second without a father, 

The laws of nature are abrogated

that the cosmos above be brought to perfection.
On the birth of Christ.

Oration 38:2

Nothing New by Nature
Why is it that under the new covenant nothing new can be given to us by natural law, especially the Law of Hereditary?  Please list at least 5 reasons after reading this text by Epiphanius of Cyprus:

“In their turn, the Jews say that Melchizedek was righteous, good and the priest of the Most High, as the sacred Scripture says.  But they say that his mother’s name is not recorded because he was the son of a harlot, and his father is unknown.  But their silly assertion too has failed.  Rehab was a harlot, and she is in Scripture. Zimri’s name is recorded although he committed fornication and Cozbi’s [name is] with his, even though she was a foreigner and not of Israelite descent.  For the Savior receives harlots, if only they repent through him.  And as the Holy Gospel said, “Who does not enter by the door is a thief and not a shepherd.”





Panarion 4, against the Melchizedians 7:1-2 
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