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“Mysterious Melchizedek”

Hebrews 7:1-28

G. K. Chesterton, Bri​tain’s nineteenth-century equivalent to C. S. Lewis, was quoted as saying, “Christianity has not been tried and found wanting; it has been found difficult and not tried.”
 

I feel the same can be said about certain passages of Scripture—they have been found difficult and not tried. Texts such as Matthew 23, Romans 9-11, and the book of Revelation fall into this category…as does most of the book of Hebrews, including our text for this evening.


The author warned his readers (including us) about this. Look back to Hebrews 5:11-12, “We have much to say about this, but it is hard to explain because you are slow to learn.” “Hard to explain” means “difficult to interpret,” coming from the Greek word from which we get “hermeneutics,” the art and science of interpreting Scripture. The author has “much to say” about Melchizedek, but it is “hard to understand.” We need to focus our minds if we are going to get anything out of this.
 As teachers used to say in school, “Put your thinking caps on.” We’re going to need it in Hebrews 7.


The problem is not with the Scriptures; it’s with us. The main character in this chapter is a man many would have trouble just saying his name—Melchizedek—let alone telling much about him. Furthermore, this device of using a somewhat remote Old Testament character as a type of Christ is not a regular feature in modern Christian interpretation, especially when we look carefully at the way the writer develops his argument and uses the biblical material.


What is meant by a “type”? Dave O’Brien defines types as “Old Testament persons, things, or events that have observable correlations with New Testament persons, things or events.”


This is not to say that we have the freedom to look for types of Jesus in every person, place, or event of the Old Testament. O’Brien’s advice is sound: “I try to limit biblical typology to those areas already marked out by the writers of the New Testament. If they, operating under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, didn’t see a type, I’m reluctant to go where they refused to lead.”


We’re safe in Hebrews 7, however, because the author of Hebrews, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, presents the Old Testament character Melchizedek as a type of Christ in order to make perhaps the most important point of the entire book: the priesthood of Jesus Christ is superior to the priesthood of Aaron and his descendents. 

Remember the audience of this letter: they were the Hebrews. The Jewish nation was accustomed to the priesthood of the tribe of Levi. This tribe of Israel was chosen by God to serve in the tabernacle. Aaron was the first high priest, specifically appointed by God. No one could serve as high priest unless they were a direct descendent of Aaron. In the Old Testament economy, the throne and the altar were separated. Those persons—even kings—who attempted to invade the priests’ office were judged by God.

There’s a catch, though. Jesus was from the tribe of Judah, not Levi. In Jewish thinking, this would disqualify Him from ever serving as high priest. The Torah—the Jewish Scriptures we know as the Old Testament—was very clear about this. How can the author speak otherwise? In this brilliant line of reasoning, he proves his point by using the very Jewish Scriptures his audience respected and relied upon!

Before we get into the details, Raymond Brown provides a helpful thought,

Here again we have a forceful illustration of the author’s confident and helpful approach to the Old Testament. It is not simply a graphic account of God’s dealings with his covenant people over the centuries. Old Testament Scripture is essentially Christ-centred…. It is a book about Christ. The Son of God dominates the word of God in both Testaments. The marks of Christ are clearly impressed on all its pages for those who have the eye to see them.

Now let’s turn our attention to mysterious Melchizedek.

The Symbolism of Melchizedek’s Person

The first ten verses of Hebrews 7 reflect the symbolism of Melchizedek’s person:

This Melchizedek was king of Salem and priest of God Most High. He met Abraham returning from the defeat of the kings and blessed him, and Abraham gave him a tenth of everything. First, his name means “king of righteousness”; then also, “king of Salem” means “king of peace.” Without father or mother, without genealogy, without beginning of days or end of life, like the Son of God he remains a priest forever.
Just think how great he was: Even the patriarch Abraham gave him a tenth of the plunder! Now the law requires the descendants of Levi who become priests to collect a tenth from the people—that is, their brothers—even though their brothers are descended from Abraham. This man, however, did not trace his descent from Levi, yet he collected a tenth from Abraham and blessed him who had the promises. And without doubt the lesser person is blessed by the greater. In the one case, the tenth is collected by men who die; but in the other case, by him who is declared to be living. One might even say that Levi, who collects the tenth, paid the tenth through Abraham, because when Melchizedek met Abraham, Levi was still in the body of his ancestor.
The author of Hebrews mentioned Melchizedek before, citing Psalm 110:4, “You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.”﻿ This is the key to understanding this argument. We see once again the author uses the Psalms as a filter to interpret the Old Testament.
 This psalm, universally seen as Messianic, predicts that the Messiah would be a priest as well as a king. This priesthood would be radically different from the high priesthood of Aaron and his descendents.

Our attention is drawn back to Genesis 14:18-20, where Melchizedek makes his one and only appearance on the stage of Scripture. 

Then Melchizedek king of Salem brought out bread and wine. He was priest of God Most High, and he blessed Abram, saying, “Blessed be Abram by God Most High, Creator of heaven and earth. And blessed be God Most High, who delivered your enemies into your hand.” Then Abram gave him a tenth of everything.

While Abraham’s nephew Lot was living in Sodom, the city was attacked and taken by the armies of four powerful kings. They captured the king of Sodom, and also Lot and his family. Abraham magnanimously mustered a little army of 318 trained servants and gained a mighty victory, recovering all the spoils of Sodom, and delivering Lot and his family. According to the rules of war “to the victor belongs the spoils,” and so Abraham had a legal right to take the spoils for himself. But it would have ruined his testimony if he had yielded to the temptation of enriching himself through the misfortune of others. And so God sends help in the person of Melchizedek.

Down through the years scholars have become creative and fanciful regarding the identify of Melchizedek: some claim he was an angelic being, others that he was Shem, the son of Noah, while others claim this was a pre-incarnate appearance of God the Son. All of these are unnecessary, though. This was a real man named Melchizedek—a real human being who suddenly appeared and then just as suddenly left the scene.


Three characteristics about this man come from his name—“Melchizedek” means “king of righteousness”—his title—“King of Salem” (Hebrew shalom, the ancient name for the city of Jerusalem) means “king of peace”—and his position—priest of the Most High God. “Righteousness” and “peace” are often found together in Scripture. In Isaiah 32:17 we read, “The fruit of righteousness will be peace; the effect of righteousness will be quietness and confidence forever,” and Psalm 85:10 states, “Love and faithfulness meet together; righteousness and peace kiss each other.”
 The title, “the Most High God” (Hebrew El Elyôn), was the same sovereign God whom Abraham worshipped, since in the same text Abraham spoke to the king of Sodom of “the Most High God Yahweh, maker of heaven and earth.” This shows that Melchizedek, like Abraham, was a worshipper of Yahweh, the one true God.
 There is evidence with characters such as Melchizedek, Balaam, and Job, that the true God was known to people other than to Abraham and his descendents.


The author of Hebrews continues to describe Melchizedek in verse 3, “Without father or mother, without genealogy, without beginning of days or end of life…” This does not mean Melchizedek was eternal or otherwise un-human; the writer simply was saying that Melchizedek had no “family tree,” no genealogical records through which his origins could be traced. In short, we do not know where he came from.
 This is very significant because most of the great persons in the Old Testament have their ancestry identified. It was especially important that the priests be able to prove their ancestry.


Nowadays such emphasis would be dismissed as “arguments from silence.” But the author of Hebrews finds as much significance in what is not said about Melchizedek as he does in what is said about him. As F. F. Bruce observes, “To him the silences of Scripture were as much due to divine inspiration as were its statements.”
 Later the author relates these characteristics to Jesus, showing that what was true of Melchizedek as a matter of record was true of Christ in a fuller and more literal sense.


The real key to the writer’s method is found in the phrase in verse three, “like the Son of God.” This translates the Greek term aphōmoiōmenos, a word that occurs only here in the New Testament, meaning “a facsimile copy or model.”
 We must understand, though, that Melchizedek is “made like” the Son of God, not that the Son of God is like Melchizedek. Thus it is not that Melchizedek sets the pattern and Jesus follows it. Rather, the record about Melchizedek is so arranged that it brings out certain truths that apply far more fully to Jesus than they do to Melchizedek.


Verses 4-10 center on the interchange between Melchizedek and Abraham, an important aspect of the author’s teaching about Melchizedek. Two actions, one by each person, lead to one conclusion in the mind of our writer. 


The first is that Abraham gave Melchizedek a tithe (meaning one-tenth) of the loot from the battle he just won. Leon Morris explains the significance of this,

In the ancient world, it was generally recognized that there was an obligation to pay tithes to important religious functionaries. This implies a certain subjection on the part of those paving to those to whom the tithe was paid. So it was significant that Abraham paid to Melchizedek “a tenth of the plunder.” This last word means literally “the top of the heap” and was used of the choicest spoils of war. From these spoils an offering would be made to the gods as a thanksgiving for victory. Abraham gave a tenth of the very best to Melchizedek.

Later, when the Israelite tabernacle and priesthood were established under the Mosaic Law, the people were commanded to bring their tithes and offerings to the priests. While it is true that they were giving “to the Lord,” it was physically to the priests that the tithes were taken.

Second, Melchizedek gave Abraham a blessing, again not an unusual act for a priest. But the author of Hebrews sees significance as seen in verse 7: “And without doubt the lesser person is blessed by the greater.” In giving him tithes and in receiving his blessing, Abraham affirmed the superiority of Melchizedek.
 

Now, this is where we need to put on our thinking caps. Melchizedek is superior to Abraham, and since Jesus is a priest “in the order of Melchizedek,” that means that Jesus’ priesthood is superior to Aaron’s.

Huh? 


How does this all relate to Aaron and his priesthood? The author of Hebrews contends that since Levi—the great-grandson of Abraham and the father of the tribe of priests, through whom came Aaron—was “still in the body of his ancestor,” in essence he participated with Abraham in acknowledging the superiority of Melchizedek. I know that is unusual logic for us western thinkers, but it was common in Jewish thought.


Hence the priesthood of Melchizedek predates the priesthood of Aaron, and since Abraham recognized Melchizedek’s superiority, how much greater was he than Aaron! 

The Similarities of Melchizedek’s Prototype

The author moves to the similarities to Melchizedek’s prototype in verses 11-17,

If perfection could have been attained through the Levitical priesthood (for on the basis of it the law was given to the people), why was there still need for another priest to come—one in the order of Melchizedek, not in the order of Aaron? For when there is a change of the priesthood, there must also be a change of the law. He of whom these things are said belonged to a different tribe, and no one from that tribe has ever served at the altar. For it is clear that our Lord descended from Judah, and in regard to that tribe Moses said nothing about priests. And what we have said is even more clear if another priest like Melchizedek appears, one who has become a priest not on the basis of a regulation as to his ancestry but on the basis of the power of an indestructible life. For it is declared: “You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.”﻿
The comparison of Jesus and Melchizedek comes to the forefront here. Like the ancient type, Jesus did not descend from the tribe of Levi and the family of Aaron. As previously mentioned, Aaron’s priesthood depended upon descent, but Melchizedek had no record of his ancestry.
 In view of the importance given to the Jewish records of ancestry, it is significant that all those carefully preserved records were lost in the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in a.d 70.

Just as Melchizedek has no recorded birth and death, so Jesus has in fact no beginning or ending. As king of righteousness and king of peace Melchizedek is presented as the type of the messianic priest-king, the marks of whose kingdom are righteousness and peace. In Christ we see the appearance of the expected everlasting King promised to David’s line under whom righteousness flourishes and peace abounds; He is “the Prince of Peace”; He is the long-awaited king who will speak peace to the nations, and “the righteous Branch,” whose name is “The Lord our Righteousness” and who administers justice in His glorious reign. As king He is just, and as priest He justifies all who trust in his atoning sacrifice.


“Wait a minute,” the original readers of this letter may have wondered, “usually something new supercedes something old. Melchizedek was before Aaron; does that not mean that Aaron’s priesthood superceded Melchizedek’s priesthood?” On the surface that logic may have been persuasive, but our author returns to the messianic prophecy of Psalm 110 to show just the opposite. “If Aaron’s priesthood was sufficient for complete salvation,” he argues, “why does this promise appear after Aaron’s priesthood was firmly established?”
 The only reason would be that God had something better in mind.


The appearance of a priest in the order of Melchizedek not only spells the end of Aaron’s priesthood but of Moses’ law as well, according to verse 12. We ought not think of the law and the priesthood as two separate things that happened to be operative at the same time among the same people. The priesthood was the very basis of the law. Without that priesthood it would be impossible for the law to operate in its fullness. But Aaron’s priesthood was not succeeding and thus had to be replaced by a more effective one. Thus the declaration by the psalmist that there would be another priest was devastating to Judaism. He looked for a priest in the order of Melchizedek, not in the order of Aaron.

The Superiority of Melchizedek’s Priesthood


Verses 18-28 conclude with the superiority of Melchizedek’s priesthood. 

The former regulation is set aside because it was weak and useless (for the law made nothing perfect), and a better hope is introduced, by which we draw near to God. 

And it was not without an oath! Others became priests without any oath, but he became a priest with an oath when God said to him: “The Lord has sworn and will not change his mind: ‘You are a priest forever.’”﻿﻿ Because of this oath, Jesus has become the guarantee of a better covenant. 

Now there have been many of those priests, since death prevented them from continuing in office; but because Jesus lives forever, he has a permanent priesthood. Therefore he is able to save completely﻿ [or, forever] those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them. 

Such a high priest meets our need—one who is holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens. Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself. For the law appoints as high priests men who are weak; but the oath, which came after the law, appointed the Son, who has been made perfect forever.

The author states emphatically that Christ is not just another Aaron; He replaces Aaron with a priesthood that is both different and better.
 Better is a key word in the letter. At the beginning the author declares that Jesus has a better name than angels (1:4), for he is “the Son of God.” Motivated by deep pastoral concern, the writer dreads the thought that some of the members of this church might go back to something inferior, temporary and partial, when in Christ there is “a better hope”, “a better covenant”, with “better promises.” The once-for-all offering of Christ’s life is a “better sacrifice.” In time of persecution some lost their homes and property, but rejoiced that in heaven they had a “better possession.” They set their hope not on those earthly, material things that might be plundered by aggressive neighbors; their eyes were fixed on a “better country”. They know that in Christ they will “rise again to a better life” (11:35).

On the other hand, Moses’ law and Aaron’s priesthood were considered inferior, incapable of saving sinners. “The law made nothing perfect,” verse 19 states, echoing the sentiments of Paul in Romans 3:20, “No one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin,” and Galatians 3:11, “Clearly no one is justified before God by the law, because, ‘The righteous will live by faith.’” Old Testament saints were saved the same way New Testament saints were (and are): by grace through faith. Unfortunately, rabbinic Judaism developed between the testaments that taught that salvation could be earned by keeping the law and performing the prescribed sacrifices therein. Such legalism is being set aside by the author of Hebrews.

Much is made again of the oath that confirmed the priesthood of the Messiah after the order of Melchizedek. “Others became priests without any oath,” perhaps a swipe at the first-century group of high priests, known more for their political ambition and corrupt practices than for representing the people before God. 
The contrast between the order of Aaron and the order of Melchizedek could not be more marked: the former comprising a numerous succession of mortal and sinful priests offering over and over again a multitude of sacrifices, a system by its very nature stamped with imperfection and impermanence; the latter comprising of just one Priest—one because of the spotless nature of His ever continuing life—who offered up just one sacrifice—one because of its all-sufficient fullness—and the one sacrifice, moreover, not of some uncomprehending beast, but of Himself, the beloved Son of God, who by reason of His incarnation was able to offer up Himself in our place.

The bottom line is this: Jesus did what no one else could do…not Moses, not Aaron, not even Abraham, the father of the Jewish nation. His sacrifice did what no offering could do…no lamb, no goat, no bull.

Furthermore, because of His resurrection, Jesus continues to do what no priest can do, and this will be developed more fully in the next two chapters. For us this means that the benefits of having Christ as priest will never be a historical recollection but always a present reality, for Christ will always be our priest.
 A better priest, a better sacrifice, a better covenant…in all reality, nothing but the best.
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