MELCHIZEDEK: ONE MADE LIKE
THE SON OF GOD
Hebrews 7:1-10 highlights the priest/king Melchizedek, in preparation for a theological discussion of Jesus as High Priest.  Much has been written concerning this shadowy figure of ancient time, and much that is far afield.  Here we concentrate on the biblical understanding of him as a foreshadowing of Christ.

This pericope displays an elegantly concentric structure, a chiasm, as follows: 

A   Melchizedek meets Abraham (1a) 

      B   Melchizedek blesses Abraham (1b) 

            C   Abraham gives a tenth of the spoils (2) 

                 X   MELCHIZEDEK MADE LIKE THE SON OF GOD (3) 

            C’  Principle of the tenth (4-6) 

      B’   Principle:  The lesser is blessed by the greater (7-10a) 

A’  Melchizedek meets Abraham (10b) 

As is often the case, the author uses a well-known Old Testament episode, giving it New Testament fulfilled understanding.  By introducing three points of contact between Abraham and Melchizedek (A//A’, B//B’; C//C’), and then reviewing them in reverse order, readers become involved in discovering the theological significance of the story in Genesis 14, retold and reinterpreted here in Hebrews 7:1-10. 

The first three verses of this chapter are one whole compacted sentence. To condense the sentence, omitting the intervening clauses, the main idea is, “Melchizedek abides a priest forever”.  Nevertheless, the subordinate clauses are a necessary exposition both of the character of this royal personage and of the uniqueness of his priesthood that was of an order entirely distinct from that of Aaron’s. 

Between the opening words of verse one and the closing words of verse 3, we may make ten observations regarding Melchizedek: 

1. Melchizedek was the king of Salem (Jerusalem) 

2. Melchizedek was a priest of the Most High God 

3. Melchizedek met Abraham as he was returning from war 

4. Melchizedek blessed Abraham 

5. Melchizedek received a tenth of all Abraham’s soils of war 

6. Melchizedek’s name is translated as “king of righteousness”
7. Melchizedek’s realm is king of Salem, which is “king of peace” 

8. He is without father, mother, or genealogy 

9. He is without beginning of days or end of life 

10. He is assimilated to the Son of God 

In Hebrews 7:1-2 our author draws from the historical record of Genesis 14, what can be known about Melchizedek.  He first comments briefly on the meaning of his name/character (“king of righteousness”) and of his royal title (“king of peace”).  Next is an important comparison from Genesis’ silence concerning the Melchizedekian priestly lineage in verse 3 to the High Priestly lineage of Christ.  Readers are left to think for themselves how this comparison works.  Jewish believers at the turn of the 2nd Century A.D. would have been taught to understand the priestly conventions of the ancient societies touching their ancestor, Abraham.

MELCHIZEDEK: MADE LIKE THE SON OF GOD (Heb. 7:3)3
Without father, without mother, without genealogy, having neither beginning of 

days nor end of life, but made like the Son of God, he abides a priest perpetually. 

Scholarly discussion about the historical personage of Melchizedek as a 

christophany
 continues to center around this single verse in Hebrews.  The 

reason for this interpretation of Melchizedek in Genesis 14:18-20 is almost 

universally agreed upon because of his sudden appearance in Genesis 14 and 

his sudden disappearance.  The point is precisely that he is tied to no genealogy, nor are his parents mentioned.  No account of his birth or of his death.  The obvious interpretation is either that Melchizedek is merely an incidental character, unworthy of having his genealogy listed, or else that the lack of genealogy makes a point as to his identity.  Hence, because of Genesis’ silence on these matters, Melchizedek is sometimes assumed to be a christophany. 

It is, however, not particularly facile theologically to interpret that Melchizedek is a christophany from an appeal of silence in Scripture.  Strangely, many commentators are satisfied with this appeal to silence as justification for interpreting Melchizedek as a christophany.  
Appealing to Jethro in Exodus 3:1 and 18:1-27, we may raise a strong objection to this kind of interpretive style.  Jethro was the priest-king of Midian who was intimately associated with Moses, and who offers sacrifice and aids Moses in matters of administration. Much more is said of Jethro than of Melchizedek, and the historical connection between Jethro and Israel’s later history is much more direct than for Melchizedek.  Jethro is directly connected with the wilderness wandering which is thematic within Hebrews.  Furthermore, no genealogy is ever given for Jethro.  His birth and death are not narrated, nor are his parents given.  Thus, the reason Melchizedek was selected over a figure such as Jethro in Hebrews depends not 

so much upon the silence of Scripture as upon another important consideration.
The reason the author of Hebrews chooses Melchizedek is not because he is a christophany, but because of the originality of his priesthood.  The idea behind this conclusion is based upon a fortuitous circumstance, in which Melchizedek is the first priest-king of the Most High God mentioned in Scripture.  Melchizedek was not just a priest-king, he was the first priest-king, the progenitor of all priesthoods.  Abram might well have received tribute from some other priest-king of a city, just as Moses was served by Jethro, but in this case we are dealing with the one from whom all priesthood, and especially the Levitical priesthood, derives. 
Let us now proceed to examine Hebrews 7:3 in the light of what has been Said so far.  Hebrews 7:3 recapitulates the originality of Melchizedek’s priesthood.  The silence of Scripture about the life and parentage of Melchizedek is mentioned as an amplification of the concept of the originality of Melchizedek’s priesthood and not as a proof of that originality.  The author of Hebrews has not selected just any figure without genealogy from the Old Testament; rather, the first priest-king on Earth who is not given any genealogy, a fact which goes to support his originality.  The absence of genealogy, the failure to mention birth and death are unimportant deficiencies for unimportant figures, but for the first priest-king such omissions take on deep significance. 

Because Melchizedek is without genealogy, and because he has no (recorded) end of life nor beginning of life, the priesthood which he possesses comes about not through priestly succession, but through the very infinite quality of that life (Heb. 7:16).  Christ is a priest “according to the order of Melchizedek” in that He is “according to the likeness” of Melchizedek (Heb. 7:15).  Christ is “another priest” (Heb. 7:15).  Melchizedek’s priesthood continues into perpetuity (Heb. 7:3), and hence it would be improper to speak of Christ being Melchizedek’s successor in the priesthood.  Melchizedek has no successor in the priesthood.  Every feature 

of significance in Melchizedek’s priesthood is recapitulated on a grander scale in Christ’s priesthood. Melchizedek presents a proto-typological picture of the Priesthood of Christ, which was to come.

Just as Melchizedek is the first priest in the earthly order, so is Christ “another priest” forever in the heavenly order.  The author of Hebrews is engaging in “anti-typology”.  The author thinks of Christ as the type (the pattern) and Melchizedek as the antitype (the exemplary form).  We might compare a similar case of antitypology in Hebrews 9 with the earthly and heavenly tabernacles.  The earthly sanctuary is but an antitype of the true heavenly sanctuary (Heb. 9:24).  The earthly sanctuary (the antitype) gives us a correspondence of what the true heavenly sanctuary (the type) represents.  In fact, in Hebrews 9:9 the earthly sanctuary is called a “symbol” (or “type”) of the heavenly one in the present time. 

[Where antitypology is employed, the normal typological scheme is altered severely in favor of a futuristic eschatology.  For example, in Hebrews 9:2 the earthly tent, the antitype, is also the “first” tent, whereas the true tent is the “second” tent, access to which is closed so long as the first tent is standing.  There is a chronological separation between antitype and type, the earthly tent (antitype) being first and the heavenly sanctuary being second.  In relation to Christ and Melchizedek, the antitype (Melchizedek) is chronologically first and the type (Christ) second.  Of course, although we may understand this to be true in reference to the sequencing of time on our scale, it is by no means true in eternal perspective, since Christ is presented as having pre-existed creation.] 

As the earthly sanctuary corresponds to its heavenly one, so does the earthly Melchizedekian priesthood correspond to Christ’s heavenly one.  The anti-typology of the author involves taking an earthly entity and contrasting it or connecting it to its heavenly counterpart or type. The words “made like the Son of God” assure us that in Hebrews 7:3 the same scheme is operative.  We gain an understanding of Christ’s priesthood, the eternal heavenly priesthood, by understanding the features of the earthly perpetual priesthood of Melchizedek. 

Each significant feature of the antitype is to be found in its true form in the type. The conclusions about Melchizedek and Christ in Hebrews may now be stated briefly. 

1. The author of Hebrews sees no succession in Melchizedek’s priesthood.  Melchizedek, as the first priest, comes to be priest without benefit of the hereditary process by which the Levitical priesthood was carried on. 

2. Melchizedek’s priesthood is superior to that of the Levites since through Abraham Levi himself paid tithes to Melchizedek. 

3. Exploiting the silence of Scripture, the author shows that Melchizedek’s priesthood had no beginning and no end and that Melchizedek remains a priest perpetually. 

4. This priesthood of Melchizedek, however, is but the antitype of the higher priesthood of Christ, and every significant feature of Melchizedek’s priesthood is recapitulated in Christ’s priesthood. 

5. Christ is not Melchizedek’s successor, for Melchizedek, possessing a perpetual priesthood, has no successor.  Rather, Christ’s priesthood is of another order, a heavenly order, with some similarities to the perpetual priesthood of Melchizedek. 

6. Any thought of Melchizedek as a christophany, angelic, or heavenly being would have completely destroyed our author’s scheme. Anti-typology depends upon understanding the heavenly in terms of the earthly.  If Melchizedek were a heavenly being, the anti-typology, which the author uses so successfully, would be impossible. 

One last question needs to be asked.  Why did Abraham pay the tithe to Melchizedek?  Because Melchizedek already in measure possessed what Abraham still only hoped for in the promises from God (Heb. 7:6).  By faith, Abraham recognized that Melchizedek reigned where Abraham’s seed was destined to reign (cf. Gen. 13:14-17), and exercised a greater priesthood (Aaronic priesthood) that in future generations was to be committed to his lineage. Abraham recognized the union of the two offices, king-priest, held a greater position before God than separate. 

In Abraham, on the other hand, was the seed of a new and higher order of things.  He was the recipient of a better inheritance of blessing; and when the seed should come in whom God’s promise rested, then the more general and comprehensive aspect of the Melchizedek order was to reappear, and find its embodiment in One who could both place it on firmer ground, and carry it to unspeakably higher results.  It was this day that Christ referred to in John 8:56: 


“Your father Abraham rejoiced to see My day, and he saw it and was glad”. 

Here, then is the wonder-working finger of God when we approach the meat of His Word.  Abraham, in one respect, relatively great, and in another relatively little, was personally inferior to Melchizedek, and yet was the root of a seed that was to do for the universe incomparably more than Melchizedek had done; himself an anti-typological type of a higher order than Melchizedek, and yet Melchizedek a more peculiar type than he!  Only God could have so admirably fitted the past to be such a singular image of the future! 

� Many Old Testament events exist in which people are pictured as “more than mere men,” causing some scholars to believe these are pre-incarnate appearances of the Word, or Second Person of the Divine Trinity, who would finally appear as Jesus the Messiah.  Others see these events as appearances of angels or simply as colorful language that goes beyond our expectations.  Some Bible commentators believe that whenever someone received a visit from “the angel of the Lord,” this was in fact an appearance of the pre-incarnate Christ. Notable appearances occur in Genesis 16:7-14; Genesis 22:11-18; Judges 5:23; 2 Kings 19:35; and other passages. While there are no indisputable Christophanies in the Old Testament, every theophany, or episode in which God takes on tangible, human form foreshadows the incarnation, where God took the form of a man to live among us as Emmanuel, “God with us” (Matthew 1:23).





