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The Melchizedek Material

In Alma 13:13-19

John w. Welch
Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah

Alma's discourse on how man comes to know and
participate in the plan of redemption (Alma 12:9-13:30)
contains a noteworthy use of the material about Melchi-
zedek in Genesis 14:17-24 and in other sources available
to him. For Alma, the story of Melchizedek is a com-
manding illustration of how a person can obtain knowledge
of the mysteries of the gospel and attain the blessings of
sacred priesthood ordinances through faith, repentance,
and righteousness (cf. Alma 12:30; 13:3,10). Drawing these
specific illustrations and teachings out of the Genesis and
other accounts is unparalleled in a vast array of literature,
which treats Melchizedek in a variety of ways.!

Alma found his basic information about Melchizedek
in the books of Moses and from the ancient history of the
Jews written on the plates of brass (1 Nephi 5:11-12) that
were in his possession (Alma 37:1-3). In exploring his use
of that material, this article approaches Alma's text from
several directions. First, | examine Alma's discourse, fo-
cusing in particular on his comments about Melchizedek.
Second, | consider Alma's possible sources. He may have
had a text similar to the short and puzzling text of Genesis
14:17-24, yet more than likely his scriptures contained a

This essay originally appeared in a slightly differentform in the unpublished
"Tinkling Cymbals: Essays in Honor of Hugh Nibley,” John W. Welch, ed.,
1978.
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longer account similar to JST, Genesis 14:17-40. In con-
junction with my discussion of the traditional biblical ma-
terial, | also consider the major interpretations which sub-
sequent Jews and Christians have imposed upon that
material through the ages. Those diverse interpretations
provide an interesting comparison to the rich messages of
Alma 13:13-19.

The Melchizedek Text in Alma 13

Alma turned to Melchizedek to illustrate the doctrine
that all people may obtain knowledge of the mysteries of
God through humility, righteousness, and the ordinances
of the priesthood. It is not the historical details about Mel-
chizedek himself that are important to Alma, but rather
the symbolic priesthood ordinances associated with him.
Melchizedek was a man of God and peace because he had
obtained the spiritual powers and knowledge necessary to
lead his people into the rest of the Lord through the order
of the Son.

Alma’'s text is of particular interest for several reasons.
First it is unique —sui generis. No other known sermon has
imputed such a practical religious and ceremonial meaning
to Melchizedek, although in certain respects the sacerdotal
approach of 2 Enoch and the account in the Joseph Smith
Translation (discussed below) come close.

Second, on its face it is one of the earliest extant ex-
positions of the significance of Melchizedek. Working in
the early first century b.c., Alma acknowledged that an-
cient scriptures stood behind his interpretation (Alma
13:20). Unless Alma was radically interpolating his sources
(which seems unlikely in light of his own warning in Alma
13:20 that readers of the scriptures should not "wrest
them"), his text is based upon a preexilic version of Genesis
14 (and perhaps other sources), known to him from the
plates of brass.

Third, it gives us a rare opportunity to see one of the
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most fertile minds and sensitive spirits among the Book of
Mormon prophets at work on a passage of ancient scrip-
ture. Where other Jewish and Christian interpreters have
seen only remote abstractions, precedents, or shadows,
Alma brings forth powerful lessons on humility, repen-
tance, priesthood, ordinances, and revelation.

Alma's sermon in chapters 12 and 13 teaches the prin-
ciple that God will provide men access to certain mysteries
of God (Alma 12:9-11). The first verse of this sermon sets
the theme for the entire discourse. Alma says that many
know these mysteries as priests (Alma 13:1), but they are
laid under a strict condition of secrecy (Alma 12:9) that can
be lifted only by the diligence and repentance of the chil-
dren of men (Alma 12:9-11; 13:18; cf. Alma 26:22). The plan
provides all mankind a chance to know the mysteries in
full (Alma 12:10), by humility (Alma 12:10-11; 13:13-14) and
through the ministrations of properly ordained priests
(Alma 13:16; cf. Mosiah 2:9; Alma 26:22).

The substantive portion of the sermon (Alma 12:12-27)
describes the judgment of God and tells how man can avert
a second death through obedience to a new set of com-
mandments. According to Alma's exposition, the fall of
mankind was prefigured by Adam violating a first set of
commandments (Alma 12:22); thus men must die in order
to come to judgment (Alma 12:24). Messengers (i.e., "an-
gels,” Alma 12:29) were then sent, and God conversed
with men, making known the plan of mercy through the
Son (Alma 12:29). Man was then given a second set of
commandments (Alma 12:32) accompanied by an oath that
whoever broke those commandments should not enter into
the rest or presence of the Lord (Alma 12:35) but would
die the ultimate or last death (Alma 12:36).

Following this introductory explanation, Alma ex-
pounds upon the Nephite procedure through which the
ordinances of the priesthood were received (see Alma
13:16) and how men might choose between obeying the



JOHN W. WELCH 241

Lord's commandments and thereby "entering] into the
rest of the Lord" (Alma 13:16), or rebelliously disobeying
him and suffering death. The Nephite ordination was a
symbolic ritual, since it was performed "in a manner that
thereby the people might know in what manner to look
forward to his Son for redemption” (Alma 13:2). That man-
ner is discussed by Alma only in veiled terms.2 Candidates
were “"called and prepared from the foundation of the
world" (Alma 13:3) with a "holy calling" (Alma 13:3, 5,
8).3 This calling was according to a "preparatory redemp-
tion" from before the creation of the world (Alma 13:3),
and it was patterned after, in, and through the preparation
of the Son (Alma 13:5). Then they were "ordained with a
holy ordinance" (Alma 13:8), "taking upon them the high
priesthood of the holy order” (Alma 13:6, 8-9). Thereby
the candidates became "high priests forever, after the order
of the Son" (Alma 13:9). Following these preparations, and
after making a choice to work righteousness rather than
to perish (Alma 13:10), the candidate was sanctified by the
Holy Ghost, his garments were washed white, and he
"entered into the rest of the Lord" (Alma 13:12).

Having thus discussed this ordination procedure, Alma
discusses Melchizedek as the archetype of high priests after
this order of the Son. He gives the following account:

The Need for Humility and Signs of Repentance:

And now, my brethren, | would that ye should
humble yourselves before God, and bring forth fruit
meet for repentance, that ye may also enter into that
rest. Yea, humble yourselves even as the people in the
days of Melchizedek, who was also a high priest after
this same order which | have spoken, who also took
upon him the high priesthood forever. And it was this
same Melchizedek to whom Abraham paid tithes; yea
even our father Abraham paid tithes of one-tenth part
of all he possessed (Alma 13:13-15).
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The Need for Symbolic Ordinances:

Now these ordinances were given after this manner,
that thereby the people might look forward on the Son
of God, it being a type of his order, or it being his order,
and this that they might look forward to him for a re-
mission of their sins, that they might enter into the rest
of the Lord (Alma 13:16).

Melchizedek as a Leader to Peace through Repentance:

Now this Melchizedek was a king over the land of
Salem; and his people had waxed strong in iniquity and
abomination; yea, they had all gone astray; they were
full of all manner of wickedness. But Melchizedek having
exercised mighty faith, and received the office of the
high priesthood according to the holy order of God, did
preach repentance unto his people. And behold, they
did repent; and Melchizedek did establish peace in the
land in his days; therefore he was called the prince of
peace, for he was the king of Salem; and he did reign
under his father (Alma 13:17-18).

The Greatness of Melchizedek among Many:

Now, there were many before him, and also there
were many afterwards, but none were greater; therefore,
of him they have more particularly made mention (Alma
13:19).

For Alma, Melchizedek was a great high priest who
took upon him the high priesthood forever after the order
of the Son that Alma has described. Melchizedek’s people
were wicked, but through repentance, they became
humble and were taught by certain ordinances how to look
forward on the Son of God for a remission of sins. In this
way, Melchizedek established peace in the land of Salem,
where he ruled under his father.

In order to compare this information about Melchize-
dek with that in the Bible, | now turn to examine the biblical
narrative and how it has been interpreted.
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Genesis 14:17-24 in the Old Testament

Alma's material is fundamentally related to the text of
Genesis 14, which contains some of the most ancient his-
tory in the Old Testament.4 Although any quest for a con-
clusive picture of the historical Melchizedek may ultimately
be stifled by our lack of contemporaneous information
about the man and his period, an examination of the an-
cient literature pertaining to him yields valuable insights
into the theological treatment of this religious figure
through the ages.

Genesis 14:17-24 is the fountainhead of many ideas
about Melchizedek. This text recounts the following
events:

The Meeting:

And the king of Sodom went out to meet him [Abra-
ham] after his return from the slaughter of Chedor-
laomer, and of the kings that were with him, at the valley
of Shaveh, which is the king's dale (Genesis 14:17).

Melchizedek's Appearance:

And Melchizedek king of Salem brought forth bread
and wine: and he was the priest of the most high God
(El Elyon) (Genesis 14:18).

Melchizedek's Blessing:

And he blessed him, and said, Blessed be Abram of
the most high God, possessor of heaven and earth: And
blessed be the most high God, which hath delivered
thine enemies into thy hand (Genesis 14:19-20).

The Payment of Tithes:
And he gave him tithes of all (Genesis 14:20).

Division of the Spoils:

And the king of Sodom said unto Abram, Give me
the persons, and take the goods to thyself. And Abram
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said to the king of Sodom, | have lift up mine hand unto
the Lord, the most high God, the possessor of heaven
and earth, That | will not take from a thread even to a
shoelatchet, and that | will not take any thing that is
thine, lest thou shouldest say, | have made Abram rich:
[I will take] only that which the young men have eaten,
and the portion of the men which went with me, Aner,
Eshcol, and Mamre; let them take their portion (Genesis
14:21-24).

In his brief encounter with Abraham described in this
account, Melchizedek appears as a moderator of peace
serving a dual political and religious role, probably in sanc-
tioning Abraham's disposition of the spoils of war. In the
battle, Abraham had freed his nephew Lot, a resident of
Sodom, who had been taken captive when Sodom fell to
Chedorlaomer and his allies. Upon Abraham's return, the
king of Sodom came out to meet him. At this point, Mel-
chizedek, king of Salem and priest of El the Most High,
brought forth bread (or "food") and wine, and blessed
Abraham with a hymn of beatification, extolling God's
deliverance of the enemy into Abraham's hands. Tithes
were then paid, although Abraham refused to accept any
spoils of war taken from Sodom, lest it should ever be
thought that the king of Sodom, rather than God, had
enriched Abraham.

In general, the 'organizational dependence of Alma's
words on Genesis 14 is apparent. Similar in length, the
lines of these two passages concerning the payment of
tithes (Genesis 14:20; Alma 13:15), Melchizedek's priest-
hood (Genesis 14:19; Alma 13:14), and the designation of
Melchizedek as the king over the land of Salem (Genesis
14:18; Alma 13:18) are closely related. Nevertheless, Alma's
text is interpretively independent. His perspective pro-
vides unique meanings: Where Genesis begins by simply
describing powerful earthly kings meeting humbly before
this righteous man of God (Genesis 14:17), Alma goes on
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to draw an express lesson on humility (Alma 13:13-14);
where the Genesis text next speaks of Melchizedek blessing
Abraham (Genesis 14:19), Alma next speaks of the ordi-
nances whereby all people might be blessed (Alma 13:16);
and where Genesis finally discusses the division of spoils
and Abraham's forbearance (14:21-24), Alma concludes by
expounding upon the wickedness of the people and their
repentance led by Melchizedek's influence (Alma 13:17-
18).

When we turn to specifics, however, the Hebrew text
leaves many questions unanswered. Out of this account
has arisen a multitude of intractable questions over which
scholars have puzzled. Consider the Hebrew name Malkt-
sedeq. Does it hold some hidden meaning? It may be trans-
lated in many ways, including, "the King is Righteous/!
or "the King is Legitimate,” or perhaps "Righteousness is
King,"> or "My Lord is Sedeqg (a Canaanite deity)."6 The
Intrinsic meanings in these roots themselves have led some
to claim that Melchizedek is not a personal name in Genesis
14:18 at all. The words may simply refer epithetically to
"the just king"7 (the king of Sodom?),8 or, as Albright
suggests, they may be a corruption of a line once reading
"the king who was allied with [Abraham]."

The questions proliferate. What was Melchizedek's po-
litical position? What city or land did he rule? Was it Je-
rusalem, or another town, or is this reference to "Salem"
merely figurative?l0) What was his lineage and priesthood,
and what was the effect of his blessing upon Abraham?
What relations had he previously had with Abraham? Had
a political treaty or a religious covenant regarding the cam-
paign against Chedorlaomer been entered into between
Abraham and Melchizedek before the war? Why would
Melchizedek meet Abraham in the field outside any city
walls, especially if the meeting had religious significance?
What significance did the offering of bread and wine
have?ll Who paid tithes to whom,l2 and were the tithes
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religious contributions or political tribute?13 Who was Mel-
chizedek's God, El Elyon, the Most High God?l4 My pur-
pose is not to belabor the obfuscated. The point is simply
that the Hebrew text and all archaeological efforts to clarify
it offer little in the way of answers. Aside from the per-
spectives given by additional scripture or inspiration such
as that offered by Alma, only theology generates avenues
for dealing with these uncertainties.

The only other Old Testament passage in which Mel-
chizedek appears is Psalm 110.55 It has been read in two
general ways.l6 The standard reading, found in the King
James Version, follows the Septuagint, where the theme
of the psalm is political victory over enemies (Psalms 110:1-
2) through the strength of the Lord (Psalms 110:5-7), with
a central affirmation of the righteous reign of the Davidic
monarch over a willing people Israel (Psalms 110:3-4): "Thy
people shall be willing in the day of thy power. . . . Thou
art a priest forever after the order of (cal dibrdti) Melchi-
zedek." A relationship between the political blessing con-
veyed in this rendition and the literary image of Melchi-
zedek's blessing of Abraham's military victory in Genesis
14 is readily discernible.

A second reading of the Psalm, however, is suggested
by Mitchell Dahood, who has recently proposed a recon-
struction of the te# in which malki-sedeq in Psalms 110:4 is
not treated as the proper name "Melchizedek," but as a
construct chain of malk (king) and sedeq (legitimate) with a
possessive third-person singular suffix -i (his) interposed,
meaning "his legitimate king."17 Under this reconstruction,
the psalm is understood to emphasize the king's legitimate
succession to the throne through covenants with God and
has nothing to do with the man Melchizedek, except
through a possible play on words: "You are a priest of the
Eternal according to his pact: His legitimate King, my lord,
according to your right hand."18 While Dahood's transla-
tion is novel and subject to disagreement, both it and the
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traditional reading of the psalm may be compared favor-
ably with Alma's text, for Alma refers both to the willing-
ness of the people of Melchizedek to submit to his righteous
reign (as in the standard translation) and also to the or-
dinances or pacts associated with Melchizedek's divine
kingship under his Father (as in Dahood's rendition).

If one prefers the traditional approach to Psalm 110,
one must also deal with the very difficult Hebrew phrase,
cal dibrati malki-sedeq, which is loosely rendered in the Greek
as kata ten taxin Melchisedek.19 Whether this should be trans-
lated "because of Melchizedek," "in the manner of Melchi-
zedek," or "after the order or arrangement or office of Mel-
chizedek," as conventional renditions have suggested,2 or
simply "according to his pact,” as Dahood prefers, is quite
unsettled. One can concur, however, with Joseph Fitzmyer
that the phrase cannot be understood in terms of hereditary
succession: "The priesthood of the king is due to something
else.”2l Alma’'s text certainly agrees.

Subsequent Jewish and Christian Interpretations
of Melchizedek

From these traditional biblical texts, there have come
about as many interpretations of Melchizedek as there have
been heresies and orthodoxies, for few systematic biblical
commentators have passed over this intriguing figure with-
out accommodating him in one way or another. The im-
portance ascribed to him varies with the system in which
each interpretation stands. In some views he is regarded
merely as a political figure who established certain legal
precedents, while in others he becomes a central escha-
tological figure who will lead the war against Satan in the
final battle against evil. Elsewhere he is raised to mem-
bership in the Godhead by one early Christian sect, while
he is defamed as a bastard by Jewish apologists who found
his unpedigreed preeminence in the Pentateuch disquiet-
ing. Gnostics and Christian mystics have ascribed cos-
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mological powers to him, whereas Protestants have dis-
missed any notion that he was anything more than a feudal
Canaanite king. Exactly what is made of the man Melchi-
zedek in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
today is not entirely clear,22 but Alma's text has been un-
derutilized in this connection.

There is no evidence that Jewish theology took much
cognizance of Melchizedek until between 110 b.c. and a.d.
132, when several Jewish writers undertook to present
Judaism in various Hellenistic contexts. To this end, Mel-
chizedek readily served as a bridge for them to the Gentile
world. Around this time, Melchizedek began to figure im-
portantly in early Christian writings as well.

To the writer of the book of Jubilees,23 who was sym-
pathetic toward the establishment of a Maccabean royal
priesthood over Palestine, Melchizedek provided a con-
venient precedent for the Maccabean desire to bestow the
offices of king and priest upon a single person —and a non-
Levite at that. In addition, the Maccabean priests appar-
ently appropriated to themselves for political uses the Mel-
chizedekian epithet, "a priest of the Most High God,"4
probably because Melchizedek is one of the few non-Lev-
ites in the Old Testament acceptably bearing the title of
priest. Furthermore, Melchizedek was used to justify the
all-important political right of the Maccabean king-priests
to receive and personally enjoy the tithes of the people as
political tribute and as "an ordinance for ever ... to
[which] law there is no limit of days."2

Far more inscrutable and intriguing is the Melchizedek
legend in 2 Enoch 71-72, whose date and provenance cannot
even be approximated. "All attempts to locate the intel-
lectual background of 2 Enoch have failed. The most re-
markable token of continued puzzlement over this work
is the failure of scholars to decide whether it came from
Jewish or Christian circles. It hardly stands in the main-
stream of either religion."2 It appears, however, that
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"there was a sect which accepted the Enoch writings as
sacred scripture in the highest sense, but who they might
have been we cannot now discern."27 To such people, Mel-
chizedek was sacerdotal.28 He was miraculously born to
the wife of Noah's brother out of her corpse after she had
died.? His sacred mission was to be sequestered in Par-
adise and preserved from the Flood, so that he could pass
the priesthood on to postdiluvian peoples, becoming "the
priest to all holy priests, the head of the priests of the
future, and the head of the thirteen priests who existed
before."3 He will be sanctified and changed "into a great
people who will sanctify [God],"! serving as "the head of
priests reigning over a royal people who serve you, O
Lord."3 "Afterward there will be a planting from his tribe,
and there will be other people, and there will be another
Melkisedek, the head of priests reigning over the people,
and performing the liturgy for the Lord."3 Ultimately for
the people who used this text, this Melchizedek prefigured
another, who was expected to perform greater miracles
than ever before: "In the last generation, there would be
another Melkisedek, the first of 12 priests. And the last
will be the head of all, a great archpriest, the Word and
Power of God."3

For the community at Qumran, whose writings in the
first century B.c. are largely concerned with apocalyptic
events, Melchizedek took on significance as a heavenly
warlord. He will wage the last war against evil to free the
spirits held captive by Belial and to "restore their captives
to them and will proclaim release to them, to set them free
and . . . atone ... in the year of the last jubilee ... for
all the sons of light and men of the lot of Melchizedek."%
This interpretation is dependent upon Genesis, where Mel-
chizedek was involved in setting free the captives and
disposing of the spoils of Abraham's war. Yet the adap-
tation of this material to an apocalyptic setting is innova-
tive. Melchizedek was also expected by the people at Qum-
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ran to "exact the vengeance of the judgments of God
[El] . . . with the help of all the eternal gods [ele coldm],",36
and by means of some heady textual substitutions he was
identified with the royal being (elohim) who takes his stand
in the solemn assembly of the highest god (EI).37 Thus, in
this picture of the end of times, Melchizedek serves both
priestly and kingly functions, not in an earthly sense but
by driving away the wicked and bringing the righteous
into their inheritance by his atonement while standing at
the side of the magistrate to execute his commands and
wage his battles.

For Philo, whose philosophical system intellectualized
most of sacred history, Melchizedek was seen as a partic-
ular manifestation of the unseen powers of the realm of
pure thought. "He is a priestly manifestation of reason
(hiereus logos) whose possession is reality, for around him
circulate high, illustrious and timely thoughts."3 Like all
divine (philosophical) creations for Philo, Melchizedek was
created by God with a royal nature "before a single deed
of Melchizedek had been performed.”3 He was the king
of intellectuality (basileus nous) whose peaceful persuasion
brought the souls of men into the knowledge of Neopla-
tonic reality.X Interestingly, Philo also latched onto the
idea that because Melchizedek was not a product of the
patriarchal traditions he, like the philosopher, must have
been without teacher, self-taught (autodidakton), and in-
tuitively perceptive (automathe), making his thoughts prod-
ucts of higher spheres.i

Roughly contemporary with the Qumran writings and
Philo is the New Testament interpretation of Melchizedek.
The author of the epistle to the Hebrews saw in Melchi-
zedek a prototype of Jesus—one without father, without
mother, without genealogy, '"having neither beginning of
days, nor end of life; but made like unto the Son of God"
(Hebrews 7:3).422 Hebrews 7, arguing on four grounds for
the superiority of Jesus the eternal High Priest over the
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Levitical priests, uses Melchizedek to substantiate this
point. Not all of the arguments are strictly logical. First,
the argument runs, because Abraham paid tithes to Mel-
chizedek, Levi (who was then in the loins of Abraham)
was less than Melchizedek, because Melchizedek must
have been greater than Abraham since the greater allegedly
always blesses the lesser (Hebrews 7:4-10). Second, Psalm
110 indicates that a priest in Judah must arise "after the
similitude of Melchizedek," a priest forever, "not after the
law of a carnal commandment, but after the power of an
endless life" (Hebrews 7:11-19). The psalm itself, however,
does not literally make such a prophecy. Third, itis argued
that to the Levites no oath was given that their priesthood
should remain for ever; butJesus, like Melchizedek, makes
a "surety of a better testament,” for the Lord has sworn
an oath to this type of being in saying, "Thou art a priest
for ever" (Hebrews 7:20-22). This argument presupposes
a "likeness" between Jesus and Melchizedek and in order
to make this point bends the phrase "after the order (kata
ten taxin) of Melchizedek" to read "after the similitude (kata
ten homoioteta) to Melchizedek" (Hebrews 7:15). Fourth,
Levitical priests all die and so do their sacrifices, which
must be constantly renewed for the benefit of themselves,
as well as for the benefit of the people; but in Jesus' case
this is not so, for he lives eternally to make intercession
for those who come to God by him (Hebrews 7:23-28).43
Without diminishing the greatness of Melchizedek, it
seems that these polemic arguments are somewhat ten-
dentious and not rationally compelling.

In the ensuing centuries, Christian Fathers expanded
the typology initiated in Hebrews 7 in a manner which
reflected the later Christian liturgy and doctrine. Practically
every Father comments on the formulaic ways in which
Melchizedek can be said to have foreshadowed Christ: Both
Jesus and Melchizedek were seen as kings of justice and
of peace (salem, shalom).44 Both were seen as true, non-
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Levitical priests.45 Melchizedek had no biblical genealogy,
while Christ was said to be without father in his human
generation and without mother in his divine generation.46
Melchizedek was perceived as being without beginning of
days, without natural beginning, just as Christ existed in
principio ("in the beginning"”) and will exist forever.47 Both
lived by faith, as Melchizedek was said to have obtained
his knowledge of the sacrament of bread and wine by
revelation and not by the letter of law;8 and both offered
a sacrifice of bread and wine instead of an animal sacrifice.4
In many ways, particularly in relationship to the symbols
of the eucharist, Melchizedek was simply seen by these
Fathers as a Christian before his time.

For the Gnostics, Melchizedek became a subject for
even wider speculation, although it is difficult to recon-
struct their ideas with confidence. In the spiritual cos-
mology of certain Gnostics, the "order (taxis) of Melchi-
zedek" is the ordering arrangement of the cosmos.50 He is
the great repossessor, purifier, and preparer of the ele-
ments of the universe.ll He himself is the power of the
true mystical universe.®2 His powers make men mystics,
revealing to them the all.%3 He is the archon of righteous-
ness, of whom Christ is a shadow.5% Under the name Zo-
rokothora in the Pistis Sophia, he is the Great Receiver of
Light who comes mysteriously from the pure light of the
fifth tree, but he only appears periodically when his con-
stellation or number comes up.’ When he is gone, dark-
ness prevails; as he returns, light is victorious.% "In the
place of those of the right hand," he seals souls to be taken
to the Treasury of Light.57 Melchizedek worship probably
reached its zenith in the Gnostic Melchizedekian sect of
the third century a.d. To them, Christ himself was sub-
ordinate to Melchizedek, for Christ had been said to be of
his order.58 They even went so far as to claim that because
Melchizedek had no father, he was the father of all, in-
cluding the father of Jesus.’ He was also called the virtue
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or strength of God (virtutem dei),60 an angel with super-
natural powers,l the Holy Ghost,62 and sometimes he was
given an independent place in the Godhead.63

The Jewish rabbinical response to the Christian, Es-
sene, Gnostic, and philosophical aggrandizement of Mel-
chizedek was predictable: Where the challengers of Ju-
daism elevated Melchizedek, the rabbis debased him.
Where the innovators cultivated the mysterious or esoteric
intrigue of Melchizedek's supernatural powers and origins,
the Jewish apologists invented down-to-earth explanations
to defuse such doctrines.t4 The basic Jewish attitude, not
yet reacting to the Christian, can be observed in Josephus,
who simply viewed Melchizedek as a righteous Canaanite,
a paragon of hospitality, who gave Jerusalem a noble be-
ginning (as Aeneas had done for Rome).th But soon after
the time of Josephus, when the Christian challenge to Ju-
daism had become more intense, the focus of rabbinic writ-
ing on Melchizedek shifted from his goodness and sought
to explain him away. By writing the name as two words,
malkt sedeq, and identifying sedeq (righteousness) with the
city of Jerusalem itself, the Midrash Rabbah could speak
simply of the "king (rnalki) of Jerusalem (sedeq)" and thereby
removed the proper name "Melchizedek" from the picture
of Genesis 14.66 In time, the Jewish response to the Chris-
tian challenges grew quite pointed. Where the Christians
argued against the need to be circumcised on the ground
that Abraham had paid tithes to the uncircumcised Mel-
chizedek,67 the Jews asserted that Melchizedek had been
born circumcised.68 Where it was argued that Melchizedek
had a superior priesthood, the Jews retorted that he had
lost his powers, which passed to Abraham, when Mel-
chizedek blundered by blessing Abraham before recogniz-
ing God.69 Where it was asserted that the offering of bread
and wine foreshadowed the Christian eucharist, the Jews
either dismissed this as a mere act of hospitality,0 or re-
sponded in kind, claiming that Melchizedek was instruct-
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ing Abraham in the shewbread and ritual libations of the
Torah.il The absence of genealogy was cured by giving
him a genealogy—and not always a flattering one. The
easiest solution was to call him Shem,72 but other theories
about his parentage, usually attributed to the Jews, also
claimed that he was a descendant of Sidon,73 or of Sidus
an Egyptian,i4 Heraklas,’> Melchi or Malakh,’6 Ham,77 or a
heathen named Melchi.’8 His mother was Astaroth, As-
toriane, or Saltiel, or alternatively some argued that his
genealogy was not mentioned because he was the son of
a prostitute.n

And so we have run the gamut. Melchizedek is treated
both favorably and unfavorably in these texts. This is a
world of diverse theological contrasts.80 From this brief
sampling of the literature, it is clear that people have said
of Melchizedek primarily what their theologies required.
Whether a text treats him historically, politically, sacer-
dotally, apocalyptically, philosophically, polemically, ty-
pologically, cosmologically, or defensively, the orientation
is dictated by the theological framework within which each
interpretation of the basic Old Testament texts was made.
Such interpretations tend to reveal far more about the in-
terpreters than they do about Melchizedek.

JST, Genesis 14:17-40

Another text that sheds light on Alma 13:13-19 is found
in the Joseph Smith Translation of Genesis 14. It reads as

followvs:

The Meeting:

And the king of Sodom went out to meet him [Abra-
ham] after his return from the slaughter of Chedor-
laomer, and of the kings that were with him, at the valley
of Shaveh, which is the king's dale (JST, Genesis 14:17).

Melchizedek's Appearance:
And Melchizedek king of Salem brought forth bread
and wine: and he brake bread and blest it; and he blest
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the wine, he being the priest of the most high God (JST,
Genesis 14:18).

Melchizedek's First Blessing:

And he blessed him, and said: Blessed be Abram of
the most high God, possessor of heaven and earth: And
blessed be the most high God, which hath delivered
thine enemies into thy hand JST, Genesis 14:19-20).

The Payment of Tithes:
And he gave him tithes of all (JST, Genesis 14:20).

Division of the Spoils:

And the king of Sodom said unto Abram, Give me
the persons, and take the goods to thyself. And Abram
said to the king of Sodom, | have lifted up mine hand
unto the Lord, the most high God, the possessor of
heaven and earth, That | will not take from a thread even
to a shoelatchet, and that | will not take any thing that
is thine, lest thou shouldest say, | have made Abram
rich: [I will take] only that which the young men have
eaten, and the portion of the men which went with me,
Aner, Eshcol, and Mamre; let them take their portion
(JST, Genesis 14:21-24).

Melchizedek's Second Blessing:

And Melchizedek lifted up his voice and blessed
Abram (JST, Genesis 14:25).

How Melchizedek Obtained His Priesthood:

Now Melchizedek was a man of faith, who wrought
righteousness; and when a child he feared God, and
stopped the mouths of lions, and quenched the violence
of fire. And thus, having been approved of God, he was
ordained an high priest after the order of the covenant
which God made with Enoch, It being after the order of
the Son of God; which order came, not by man, nor the
will of man; neither by father nor mother; neither by
beginning of days nor end of years; but of God; And it
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was delivered unto men by the calling of his own voice,
according to his own will, unto as many as believed on
his name (JST, Genesis 14:26-29).

The Powers of This Order:

For God having sworn unto Enoch and unto his seed
with an oath by himself; that every one being ordained
after this order and calling should have power, by faith,
to break mountains, to divide the seas, to dry up waters,
to turn them out of their course; To put at defiance the
armies of nations, to divide the earth, to break every
band, to stand in the presence of God; to do all things
according to his will, according to his command, subdue
principalities and powers; and this by the will of the Son
of God which was from before the foundation of the
world. And men having this faith, coming up unto this
order of God, were translated and taken up into heaven
(JST, Genesis 14:30-32).

Melchizedek's Use of These Powers:

And now, Melchizedek was a priest of this order;
therefore he obtained peace in Salem, and was called
the Prince of peace. And his people wrought righteous-
ness, and obtained heaven, and sought for the city of
Enoch which God had before taken, separating it from
the earth, having reserved it unto the latter days, or the
end of the world; And hath said, and sworn with an
oath, that the heavens and the earth should come to-
gether; and the sons of God should be tried so as by
fire. And this Melchizedek, having thus established righ-
teousness, was called the king of heaven by his people,
or, in other words, the King of peace (]JST, Genesis 14:33-
36).

Melchizedek's Third Blessing:

And he lifted up his voice, and he blessed Abram
(JST, Genesis 14:37).

Melchizedek, Keeper of the Storehouse for the Poor:
Being the high priest, and the keeper of the store-
house of God; Him whom God had appointed to receive
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tithes for the poor. Wherefore, Abram paid unto him
tithes of all that he had, of all the riches which he pos-
sessed, which God had given him more than that which
he had need (JST, Genesis 14:37-39).

God Fulfills Melchizedek's Blessings:

And it came to pass, that God blessed Abram, and
gave unto him riches, and honor, and lands for an ever-
lasting possession; according to the covenant which he
had made, and according to the blessing wherewith Mel-
chizedek had blessed him (JST, Genesis 14:40).

This text supplies much information about Melchize-
dek. Some of its details are interestingly consistent with
points reflected in other Jewish and Christian texts dis-
cussed above. For example, in the JST, Melchizedek's bread
and wine is evidently seen as a form of sacrament (JST,
Genesis 14:18), and, somewhat like the remarkable para-
graphs in 2 Enoch 71-72, the JST reports miraculous events
associated with Melchizedek's childhood (stopping the
mouths of lions and quenching the violence of fire), leading
to his receipt of the priesthood and being translated into
heaven, to guide an especially righteous group of follow-
ers. Certain aspects of the JST account are also echoed in
Alma’'s text. Thus, both report Melchizedek as a man of
extraordinary faith, a worker of righteousness among his
people, called and ordained a high priest after the order
of the Son of God (JST, Genesis 14:27-30; Alma 13:2-10,
18). Alma, however, indicates no awareness of the idea
that such people were translated to heaven, that the order
of Melchizedek was pertinent to the covenant made by
God with Enoch, that an oath was connected with this
priesthood (Genesis 14:30,35), that Melchizedek was called
the king of heaven by his people (JST, Genesis 14:36), or
several other such details.

Nevertheless, although one cannot say for certain, sev-
eral key factors would point toward the conclusion that
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Alma's version of Genesis 14 on the plates of brass was
similar to the text in the Joseph Smith Translation of the
Bible.

Synthesis and Conclusion

Having set the stage, we are now prepared to examine
more specifically Alma's use of his Melchizedek sources.
As the following eight points show, Alma works the Mel-
chizedek material into his sermon with great perceptive-
ness.

First, in Genesis, Melchizedek is called a priest of the
most high God (El Elyori). For Alma, however, he is a high
priest after the order of the Son of God (Alma 13:14). This
is rather singular. Besides the book of Alma and the JST,
no other text calls him a high priest (although 2 Enoch 71:29
calls him ““the priest to all holy priests"). Perhaps the word
“high" (celyon) has shifted position in the texts between
“high God" and ““high priest." The word telyon generally
means exalted, or comparatively high. It is a quite dis-
tinctive word, most often used to describe the Lord as the
Most High God (e.g., Numbers 24:16; Deuteronomy 32:8;
2 Samuel 22:14; Isaiah 14:14; and repeatedly in the Psalms);
but sacred things and people can also be called celyon: The
temple is called celyon by the Lord (1 Kings 9:8), and his
peculiar people are likewise said to be exalted and blessed
because of the covenant: “Thy God will set thee on high
(celyon) above all nations" (Deuteronomy 28:1), “to make
thee high (celyon) above all* (Deuteronomy 26:18-19; cf. 1
Peter 2:9, “‘a royal priesthood, a peculiar people™). Thus,
the term ““high priest” in Alma's text is particularly apt
and meaningful in describing priests who receive the or-
dination of which he speaks. Nevertheless, one should
also observe that Alma in no way polemicizes against the
Levitical priesthood, as does the author of Hebrews.
Rather, Melchizedek stands as a precedent for a priesthood
composed of all the righteous who receive the ordinances
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through their faith and good works. Moreover, besides
distinguishing Alma's priests favorably from the high (ga-
dol) priest and other priests of the hereditary priesthood
at Jerusalem, to which the Nephites (like the Maccabeans)
had no claim, Alma's application of the word "high" to
these priests "after the order of [God's] Son," rather than
to God, may reflect the Nephite understanding that their
Lord was not the highest God, but a son of God (e.g.,
Alma 36:17), who in turn does the will of the Father.

Second, Melchizedek was associated in Alma's mind
with the idea of "priests forever after the order of the Son."
He could have found such words in Psalm 110, containing
the words "priest forever" and the cryptic remark about
an "order" or "pact” (cf. Alma 13:14). In Alma 13:2 and
13:14, however, it is clear that this order is not Melchize-
dek's order (as it is at Qumran, in Psalm 110, in Hebrews
7, and among the Gnostics), but that of the son of God.
In this regard, Alma's text is close to the Genesis account
in the JST, where the order was "after the order of the
covenant which God made with Enoch, it being after the
order of the Son of God" (JST, Genesis 14:27-28). The "or-
der" for Alma, however, in its primary sense was under-
stood as a manner of ordination rather than an order of
hierarchy or structured body of priesthood bearers. This
would suggest that the phrase cal dibrdti could best be
understood modally 8l yielding the sense of "a priest or-
dained like Melchizedek was," i.e., in that manner which
looks forward to the Son for redemption (Alma 13:2). Being
a priest after the order of Melchizedek ultimately refers to
obtaining such ordinances (Alma 13:9), something that
only Alma makes explicit.

In an additional sense, however, Alma also uses the
term "order™ to refer to a specific commission to preach
repentance (Alma 5:49) and to teach certain command-
ments leading into God's rest (Alma 13:6). Indeed, one of
the great messages of Melchizedek for Alma (and he is the
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only commentator to draw such a conclusion) was the
success of Melchizedek as a teacher of righteousness. For
Alma, such teaching was the paramount responsibility and
calling of the priesthood (Alma 5:49; cf. Mosiah 6:3). Little
significance appears to be ascribed by Alma to the bu-
reaucratic, authoritarian, official, or sacrificial powers or
functions of the priesthood.

Third, the Book of Mormon text portrays Abraham
paying tithes to Melchizedek, but unlike other ancient texts
in which this tithe is either taken to establish the right of
some priestly class to collect revenues or in which it is seen
as a religious contribution, a disbursement, or a hospitable
gift of the spoils of war,82 it appears that for Alma the tithe
of Abraham illustrates the injunction, "Bring forth fruit
meet for repentance” (Alma 13:13), which is a condition
for receiving the priesthood ordinances. For Alma, the tithe
of Abraham is not just on the spoils of war (as it is in
Hebrews and many other texts), but is full and complete,
on all he possessed, just as the required repentance would
have to be total and complete. This interpretation of Gen-
esis 14:20 commends itself in light of the fact that Abraham
renounced all interest in the spoils; he would have had no
reason to pay a tithe on property in which he claimed no
interest, as would be the case if he only tithed on the spoils.
It is also consistent with JST, Genesis 14:39: "Abram paid
unto him tithes of all that he had, of all the riches which
he possessed, which God had given him more than that
which he had need,"” to care for the poor.

Fourth, in the early Christian writings Melchizedek
typifies Christ,8 but in Alma the typology is not found in
Melchizedek, his name, his station, or his actions, but in
the manner of the priesthood's ordinance, "it being a type
of God's order" (Alma 13:16). The most prominent touch-
stone of the Christian typology (the offering of bread and
wine) is therefore not used by Alma, although it may stand
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behind part of Alma's manner of looking forward to the
Son of God for redemption.

Fifth, Melchizedek, king of Salem and priest of the most
high God, is understood in most traditions primarily in
his role as a priest, not as a king.8 This is carried so far
that he is most often depicted by medieval artists in priestly
vestments officiating at an altar under a canopy. But in the
Book of Mormon, the image of Melchizedek is equally that
of a royal leader and a priest: a king who establishes peace
in the land among his people through righteousness (Alma
13:17-18). The fascinating account in 2 Enoch 71 comes close
to Alma in this regard, reporting that God would change
Melchizedek “into a great people who will sanctify [him]"
and make him ““the head of priests reigning over a royal
people."8 Likewise the JST reports that Melchizedek ruled
over his people as a priest and king of heaven and of peace,
with power to ““subdue principalities" and “to put at de-
fiance the armies of nations" (JST, Genesis 14:31), although
in both of these cases the emphasis is more on Melchi-
zedek's role as priest than king. Alma's dual understanding
of Melchizedek as king and priest is consistent with local
Nephite politics, since the Nephite ruler (i.e., king or chief
judge prior to Alma's day) shouldered the highest re-
sponsibilities for both church and state.

Sixth, most commentators have been content to spec-
ulate about the sources of Melchizedek's knowledge of the
priesthood. Some suggest that he received it from Noah,
Abraham, the Patriarchs, angels, or philosophical reflec-
tion, as well as from a number of fictitious individuals.
One tradition holds that he acquired his priesthood from
Noah when he was bitten and defiled by a lion as he was
disembarking from the ark.87 It is rare, however, for writers
to dwell on how such knowledge is acquired. In Philo's
thought, the contemplative man was typified by Melchi-
zedek, but even there he does not become actively involved
in any religious process. Alma gives the most information
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of any text, including the JST, about how such knowledge
is acquired from God (Alma 12:29). through the mysteries
(Alma 12:9-10), calling upon God's name (Alma 12:30),
obedience (Alma 12:32), and after exercising mighty faith,
humility, charity, and repentance (Alma 13:14-15, 18).

Seventh, Melchizedek's genealogy or lack thereof
raises questions practically everywhere. Nothing in Alma
13, however, hints at the churning conflict which divided
the Old World over the question of his birth. There is no
inclination toward the later hypothesis that Melchizedek
was Shem, and there is no reference to the phrase first
found in Hebrews 7:3, "without father, without mother,
without descent.” In Alma's text, only God and the priest-
hood order are called eternal: "This high priest-
hood . . . without beginning of days and end of years"
(Alma 13:7; cf. also JST, Hebrews 7:1); "the Only Begotten
of the Father, who is without beginning of days or end of
years" (Alma 13:9). Alma's perspective here runs parallel
to an extent with that of the JST: "Which order came, not
by man, nor the will of man; neither by father nor mother;
neither by beginning of days nor end of years; but of God"
(JST, Genesis 14:28). But if Alma's statement, "and he did
reign under his father" (Alma 13:18), refers to a political
reign under his mortal father (rather than to a spiritual
reign under God) or to a combination of the two (as King
Benjamin described his own reign in Mosiah 2:31), we have
here a singular and significant reference to Melchizedek's
royal parentage and vassalage.

Eighth, perhaps because of the Nephite conviction of
the wickedness of Jerusalem (1 Nephi 7:13-14), Alma also
makes no attempt to equate Salem with Jerusalem. Indeed,
for Alma, Melchizedek was not the king of a city, but of
a land of Salem. Alma also feels no need for pendantry
over etymologies either regarding the name Salem or the
name Melchizedek.

In conclusion, the Melchizedek text of Alma 13 is quite
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remarkable. It reveals a profound understanding of Mel-
chizedek. The text is unique and complex, yet internally
coherent and concise. Alma has a clear concept of what
Melchizedek means to him and he relates that meaning
powerfully to the message of his sermon.

Alma'’s text bears the hallmarks of an early record. In
my opinion, Alma'’s use of the Melchizedek material from
Genesis is conceptually and textually superior to later inter-
pretations in which the meaning of Melchizedek turns
upon ideological notions and etymological devices. Alma
13:13-19 conveys far more than the usual historical or etiol-
ogical interpretations of the puzzling Genesis account; it
is conceptually prior to the polarization of Jewish and
Christian thought, and it is free from the apocalyptic, phil-
osophical, and metaphysical tendencies that have molded
much of Western thought since Hellenistic times. For
Alma, Melchizedek is not a transcendent or intuitive being,
but an example of the fact that all men can receive the
same knowledge and authority that made Melchizedek
great. He is not a priest who will conduct some cosmic
atonement for man's benefit, but was the teacher of a sa-
cred course that showed men how to benefit from the
atonement of Christ and the manner in which they should
look forward to redemption (Alma 13:2). He is not the
extension of a preexistent form of royal or priestly logos,
but he epitomizes a practical realization of each individual's
preexistent potential which was prepared from the foun-
dation of the world (Alma 13:3). He does not typify or
epitomize any other reality.

Alma 13:13-19 also bears characteristics of dependence
on earlier sources. While one can see how Alma may have
derived its key words and phrases from the traditional Old
Testament materials, it appears that his sources were closer
in content to the Genesis text in the JST than to the cryptic
statements in the King James Version.

Moreover, this material was relevant to Alma's own
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day and age. His text is integrally bound up with Nephite
sacred ritual and practical religion. In addition, many as-
pects of the traditional Genesis material and the wordings
of Psalm 110 harmonize with Nephite religion and politics
in Alma's day, for example, in placing emphasis on a joint
office of a righteous priest and king under his father, in
being silent on the victorious military context of Abraham's
encounter with Melchizedek, and in supporting the non-
hereditary posture of the Nephite priesthood.

There is no dearth of commentators who have sus-
pected the significance of Melchizedek, but none offers the
insights of Alma 13. This chapter of the Book of Mormon
is among the best regarding Melchizedek.
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