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The question of Melchizedek’s identity in Gen. 14:18-20 is bound up with his historicity.
Is he history, tradition, or invention? There are opinions running the gamut, all nuanced
differently. The following will overview these defining elements of Melchizedek: (1) his
designation as both priest and king, (2) the name Melchizedek, (3) the toponym Salem, (4) El
Elyon, and (5) the tithe.

Although it is not evidenced historically in the Canaanite culture, sacral kingship was
common in the ancient Near East.! Many scholars believe that the king-priest figure is historical,
or at least based upon tradition, regardless of the date ultimately assigned. S. R. Driver sees the
dual office as the “prototype for the Isr. monarchy, and Isr. priesthood,” but he does not think the
Christological typology of the Hebrew writer to be historical.> Typological interpretation,
however, is also a popular position.? J. A. Fitzmyer’s seminal article demonstrates that Heb. 7 is

a midrash on Gen. 14:18-20, revealing the origins of the Hebrew writer’s typology.# Contrary to
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Driver, J. A. Emerton agrees with H. Gunkel, who does not find it likely that Judaism would
have selected a Canaanite to be its religious prototype.> Other positions on the priest-king rely
more heavily on other aspects of the narrative, to which we now turn.

“Melchizedek” is usually translated: “my king is Sedeq,” “Milku is righteous,” or “my
king is righteous.”® The first two are legitimate theophoric names, but “my king is Sedeq” is
generally thought to be the best rendering.” R. H. Smith says Melchizedek is “a good Late
Bronze Palestinian name.”® Willis thinks, instead, that Melchizedek is “King of Righteousness”--
a title rather than a personal name.’ The general consensus, though, is that Melchizedek is the
name of a person, regardless of historicity.

The phrase “king of Salem” is of greater consequence. Salem is traditionally identified

with Jerusalem.!? J. A. Emerton supports this conclusion and thinks it is reinforced by the notion
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that Salem would have been an important city.!! J. G. Gammie, however, traces the Melchizedek
tradition through changing loci, the last of which is Jerusalem.!?

W. F. Albright proposed the highly influential emendation that read, “a king allied to
him,” leaving out Salem altogether.!3 He later changed his emendation to include reference to
Jerusalem, while maintaining the sense of his earlier rendering.'# Smith translates it similarly as,
“a submissive king,” without changing the text.!> Fisher notes the theophoric element in Salem,
and O. Margalith takes this a step further, proposing “Melchizedek (who is also called
Melechshalem).”!¢ Early on, C. E. Anderson changed “Salem” to “Sodom” so that the whole
chapter would flow more smoothly.!”

The primary importance of Salem’s identification is that the association with Jerusalem
gives the Melchizedek tradition a strong dating in the Early Monarchy for many scholars. J. C.

McCullough says, “Thus the story of Gen. 14:18ff. could then be used as propaganda for the
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Davidic House.”!® A Patriarchal connection is made with Jerusalem, which is found nowhere else
is scripture.!®

J. Morgenstern believes that because there is no attested early Hebraic usage of “Salem”
for “Jerusalem,” a post-exilic date is more likely.?? He concludes that it must be a late adaptation
based upon Messianic thought. Both the Davidic and the post-exilic dating need to be
considered further in light of other elements.

The second major component of the Early Monarchy dating of the Melchizedek tradition
is the tithe. Because of the unspecified subject and object of the sentence, there are two distinct
positions: Abraham gave to Melchizedek, or Melchizedek gave to Abraham. The traditional
view, of course, is that Abraham tithed to Melchizedek. There are three basic reasons for
Abraham to have tithed: it was Melchizedek’s priestly due,?! his sovereign right,?? or Abraham’s

response to his blessing.?* Delcor describes the resulting function in this way:
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The Davidic king therefore appears here as heir of the Canaanite priest-king. He
will have authority over his people, as Melchizedek had over Abraham. Doubtless he will
also receive from this people the tithe, as the priest of Salem received it from Abraham.?*
The contrasting position is rooted in Albright’s emendation. Fitzmyer believes
Melchizedek, as the allied vassal, paid Abraham.?> Similarly, Smith most naturally sees his
“submissive king” as tithing to Abraham.?¢ Lastly, somewhat related to Smith’s “covenanting
scene” is D. Elgavish’s viewpoint.?” He understands the entire episode to describe the formation
of a treaty.®

The last question in regard to the identity of Melchizedek is at once the most crucial, the
most straightforward, and the farthest beyond the scope of this survey. Is Melchizedek a priest of
Yahweh, or does El Elyon signify a pagan deity? Neither position is without proponents, but the

majority certainly sees Melchizedek as a pagan priest.?? The simplest reason is that the name is

directly related to the Canaanite pantheon.’?
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The opposing view takes Abraham’s words “Yahweh El Elyon” as a confirmation rather
than a correction.?! T. de Kruijf says it is “possible that the proposition ke was priest of God
Most High is meant as an explanation of the name of God used by Melchizedek in his
blessing.”?? F. L. Horton finds the evidence inconclusive.3?

As an overview, this paper does not cover all the considerations of Melchizedek.
Interpretive threads such as the Qumran scroll 11QMelchizedek or the rabbinic identification of
Melchizedek as Shem, the son of Noah, have contributed to the investigation.3* These are,
however, tangential to the standard interpretations. Still, mainstream scholarship itself is far from
settled on the issue. The Melchizedek narrative has, as Speiser puts it, “all the ingredients of
historicity,” and yet many indications of later influences. Is Melchizedek history, tradition, or

invention? Perhaps he is some of each.
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