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Melchizedek in Early Christian and Gnostic Literature�
Summary

The main aim of this book is to present and analyze the traditions bound up with 
the figure of the biblical king and priest Melchizedek, presented in the early Christian 
and Gnostic literature. Besides the texts coming from the Fathers of the Church’s 
writings also the Oriental traditions, in particular these handed down in Syriac, Ethi-
opian and Coptic languages, usually poor explored because of linguistic barrier, were 
examined in the book.

For the first time the figure of Melchizedek is found at the pages of the three dif-
ferent biblical books. Presented in the Genesis, in frame of narration of Abraham’s 
story, the Patriarch’s return from the war against the kings of Elam coalition, when 
Melchizedek, named the king of Salem and priest of God Most High, was bringing 
out bread and wine, blessed Abraham and received the tithe from him (see Gen. 
14:18-20). In the Psalm 110[109]:4 the name of Melchizedek appears in the form of 
the solemn oath of God proclaimed to the elected king, that he is “a priest forever 
according to the order of Melchizedek”. Finally, there is the Epistle to the Hebrews 
which is only writing of the NT referring to Melchizedek. Therein, his name is inter-
preted as “king of righteousness” and “king of peace”. He is the figure of Christ, the 
highest priest of the New Covenant and his service has an everlasting value (see Heb. 
5:6; 7:1-21). Presentation of the most important aspects of the melchizedekian biblical 
traditions is offered in the Introduction. Review of the actual state of research in the 
Biblical, Judaic, Gnostic and Early Christian literature was included in this part of the 
book, too. According to these traditions we can find quotations and large commentar-
ies to the biblical texts, as well as the elaborations going beyond of these texts.

Chapter One contains review of the traditions connected with Melchizedek in 
patristic literature of the first three centuries. Absence of references to this personage 
in so called Apostolic Fathers could surprise. Such references could be seen only in 
the Christian apologetic literature, mainly as an element of the polemic with Juda-
ism. Referring to this period is chiefly underlined Melchizedek’s priest dignity and 
service, which is older then Mosaic Law (see Justin the Martyr, Tertullian, Cyprian). 
According to Tertullian’s opinion Melchizedek was one of the just people in the OT, 
even being not from Hebrews and without the sign of circumcision, while according 
to Theophile of Antioch his pagan background showed that some right cultic service 
for the One God had been possible even outside of the Israel’s religion institutions. 
All these aspects portray superiority of Melchizedek over Abraham and in conse-
quence falling under the statute of limitations of the Israel’s cultic service, as its final 
fulfillment in Christ.

Moreover, the Christian exegetes in the first three centuries consequently under-
lined Christological aspects of the Melchizedek’s typology in a spirit of theology 
drawn by author of the Epistle to the Hebrews. According to Justin the Martyr the 
mysterious king and priest was a figure, an annunciation or symbol of Christ, and all 
his characteristics and actions shall find an explanation only in the light of the Gospel. 
Irenaeus of Lyon used the figure of Melchizedek as a sign of the perfect priesthood  
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of Christ. So did Origen, who on numerous occasions appealed to the testimony 
of Psalm 110[109]:4 and analyzed it in a spirit of the Hebrews. Melchizedek in this 
context is above all an old-testamental sign, a shadow (lat. umbra) of the perfection 
of Christ, the only and true High Priest of the New Covenant. With accordance to 
the theology of the Hebrews, Christ in his Passion is both a priest and victim, and 
all sacrifices of the OT were his prefigurations. The Alexandrian exegete considered 
Melchizedek as a special announcement on the account of the spiritual character of 
the sacrifice he offered, and the words of the God’s oath, which to the priesthood 
in his order gives an everlasting value. The scene of the Abraham’s meeting with 
Melchizedek in alexandrinian interpretation have obtained an allegorical explana-
tion, which however serves at the practical devotion, such is right cult. A placement 
of the Melchizedek service in eschatological context in Origen’s theology had similar 
dimension and it was referred to the focus of all beings, such is the return to the unity 
with the Father. Although in the preserved writings of Origen there is no an extensive 
commentary to the scene from the Genesis, though an analyzed papyrus of Thura 
could be a testimony that Origen knew some traditions giving to Melchizedek the 
functions being beyond of letter of the biblical text.

Generally the early Christian writers accepted popular etymology of the Melchize-
dek’s name as well as his priesthood and kingship titles. In this context they go be-
yond of dates of the biblical text and the scheme drawn by author of the Hebrews 
only occasionally. For example Theophile of Antioch seems to be influenced by the 
etymology and topography of Salem demonstrated by Joseph Flavius. Direct quota-
tions to the Gen. 14:18-20 in this period were relatively rare similar to some specific 
doctrines. Only Justin the Martyr conducted a polemic with Jewish tradition of the 
identification of Melchizedek with the king Hezekiah. Perhaps the only original con-
ception introduced by the Fathers right in this period was Eucharistic typology of 
the Melchizedek’s offer. Its first testimony we could find in Cyprian of Carthage 
and perhaps in Clement of Alexandria. The first one points out that the bread and 
wines offered by Melchizedek announce Eucharistic gifts and the Body and Blood of 
Christ, while whole biblical scene has a sacral character. Meanwhile Clement’s text 
eludes easy interpretation, since the comparison of the biblical scene to the Eucharist 
seems to have strictly spiritual character, and his liturgical context is doubtful. Gen-
erally in the main Christian tradition in pre-Nicene period there is no other interest 
on Melchizedek than this exegetical, especially in confront of polemic with Judaism, 
and this theological to explanation of the nature of Christ’s priesthood.

Chapter Two presents an attempted analysis of the traditions connected with 
person and functions of Melchizedek in Gnostic literature. Their particular expres-
sion we could find in a treatise from the Codex IX of Nag Hammadi Library. Fifty 
years after it was discovered and in the face of the great development of the studies 
on Gnostic literature in latest time this document requires a revision and new mo-
tions. Present text was put through deep philological and historical examination in 
these parts, which essentially extend our understanding of the Gnostic way of his 
interpretation. The treatise should be count to the so called Sethian gnosis, being an 
expression of the doctrines and rites appropriated to the Gnostic communities named 



428 Melchizedek in Early Christian and Gnostic Literature

the Church of the Sons of Seth. Melchizedek received there an important place as a 
subject of the revelation giving to him an important mission towards to the privileged 
humanity namely descendents of Seth. He is an ancient priest of God, a notion of the 
true High Priest, the celestial Jesus Christ. His service applies to all of eons, being 
concerned in a special way on the first and last period in the Gnostic vision of history 
of the world. In the frame of his mission Melchizedek makes to God the pure sacri-
fices, by offering him self and division part of humanity designated to the salvation 
on the pattern of the pure sacrifice made by the true High Priest in heaven. As the 
high priest of the latter times he is a mediator in sacrifice to the Father of All from 
whole community elected sons of Seth. In this context Melchizedek seems to be a 
heavenly being, an eschatological warrior and leader of the just in struggle against 
the archontic powers of darkness. The treatise could be also a testimony of the identi-
fication of Seth with heavenly Christ and of Melchizedek with terrestrial Saver as the 
two manifestations of divine Saver and High Priest. The document presents a reach 
ceremonialism giving to Melchizedek some cultic functions according to the Gnostic 
way of understanding the liturgy, which only in the same mode had imitated rites of 
the Church. Perhaps the NHC IX.1 should be recognized as a full reinterpretation of 
the Christological scheme draw by author of the Epistle of the Hebrew: there is con-
nection between the world of divine Pleroma and the group of elected people through 
the priest service, realized on the way self-offering to the Gnostic God, solidarity in 
the care for elected people and participation in illumination coming during the litur-
gy. We have indicated numerous analogies to the Melchizedek’s personage inscribed 
in the Jewish treatise from Qumran cave 11 and with Jewish-Christian apocalyptic 
literature such as Ascensio Isaiae. There are possible some relations with culture of 
sects described later in the Christian adversus haereses literature too.

In the same chapter were analyzed melchizedekian traditions presented in the 
Gnostic fragments from Deir el-Bala’izah (see CANT 27) and in the Valentinian doc-
uments known as Books of Jeu and Pistis Sophia. The first one is problematic to ex-
plain because of weak conservation. The text had a form of a dialog between John the 
Apostle and the Risen Christ or some celestial messenger about creation and history of 
the antediluvian patriarchs. It reveals some parallels with other Gnostic texts, mainly 
so called Apocryphon of John. The text contained quotation of Hebr. 7:3, which in the 
original document probably received a larger explanation. An extensive speculation 
on the biblical personages, as well Melchizedek, appears to be an important element 
of this script. Placement for Melchisedek’s name just after this Noah’s could suggest 
his identification with Shem, Noah’s son. Similar motif was well known in the Jewish 
literature, such us Targumic elaboration of the Genesis. The same idea we will find 
later in Christian writings, especially in the Syriac Cave of Treasures.

The Books of Jeu and Pistis Sophia belong to the same Gnostic literal tradition. 
They describe Melchizedek as a one of the great archons. In the 2 Jeu, similar to the 
Nag Hammadi treatise, he has got a crucial function during an extended liturgy. He 
obtained a magical name Zorokothora and drew water for a baptism of life, which is 
not from this world. Later on is giving also a baptism of fire. There is no title of heav-
enly priest here, but Melchizedek’s service got similar character. In the Pistis Sophia 
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books Melchizedek’s functions were elaborated again. As an archon he obtained a 
magical name Abermentho with a function of managing the process of gathering and 
purification the particles of lightness trapped in the material world. Melchizedek as 
a Great Paralemptor purified them from all flaw and conducted to the Treasury of 
lightness. In both documents our protagonist gets the trait of heavenly saver. With a 
particular aid of the Qumran fragments could be noted an important impact of the 
Jewish-Christian apocalyptic on formation process of the melchizedekian traditions. 
In this case could be noted also some influents of Oriental religions as well of the 
medioplatonic philosophy. Liturgical context for Melchizedek’s service, his titles and 
priest functions, the rule of heavenly Saver and eschatological defender, and finally 
heavenly nature, all this elements make Melchizedek a particular personage in Gnos-
tic mythology, similar especially to the nature and function given to Christ in the 
Epistle to the Hebrews.

Chapter Three was dedicated to the specific melchizedekian traditions comes 
into existence in the first centuries of the Christianity on the board of the Great 
Church and recognized as heterodox. Many of these traditions went out strongly 
beyond the traditional biblical exegesis, giving to Melchizedek the particular char-
acters. Some of them are known to us only from the second hand, namely trough the 
Christian polemists, so their historical credibility is limited.

According to the anonymous author of Refutatio omnium haeresium certain The-
odot named Banker, a pupil of Theodot of Bizantium the adoptionist (fine II sec.), has 
proclaimed that Melchizedek was “the highest God’s power” (gr. dynamis megistos), 
living in the height. Similar angelomorphism in the doctrine of Theodote had indi-
cated anonymous author of the Latin text of Adversus omnes haereses: according the 
named heretic Melchizedek in his sacerdotal dignity was highest than Christ, who 
only imitated him. A confirmation for his speculation Theodot found by the specific 
interpretation of the Psalm 110[109]:4. Epiphanius of Salamina will say about the 
whole sect founded by the second Theodot. His followers were reputed to worship 
Melchizedek as some kind of the great power, remaining in the height and greater 
than Christ. The same information was repeated by Philastrius of Brescia, Augus-
tine, Isidore of Seville and others. Moreover mentioned Epiphanius provided an as-
sumed doctrine of Hieracas of Leontopolis (III/IV sec.), who identified Melchizedek 
with the Holy Spirit, using the Judeo-Christian text of Ascensio Isaiae in his argu-
mentation, which survived in Ethiopian language only. Analogical spiritualization 
of Melchizedek or just believing in his divinity we could observe in the teaching of 
mysterious Ambrosiaster. Again some support for his exegesis was a particular in-
terpretation of the scene in the Genesis 14, the words of oath in the Psalm 110 and 
explanation given by the author of the Hebrews. An interesting commentary to the 
interpretation of Ambrosiaster we could find in one of the letters of Saint Jerome, who 
claimed that followers of a similar doctrine have been Origen and Didymus the Blind, 
too. Finally according to the Syrian scholar Thomas of Marga and in the collection of 
Apophthegmata patrum a similar doctrine appeared among Egyptian monks. Some of 
them, in their simplicity equated Melchizedek with the Son of God but the patriarchs 
Theophilus and Cyril opposed absolutely against this doctrine (IV/V sec.). Cyril him 



430 Melchizedek in Early Christian and Gnostic Literature

self in several places debated indeed against a doctrine giving to Melchizedek nature 
more than human, what we could read among others in his homilies preserved only 
in Ethiopian classical language ge’ez. Marc the Eremite, living more or less in the 
same time, confirmed the existence of a community recognizing the divine nature 
of Melchizedek; he disputes their Christology in extensive treatise De Melchisedech, 
which was examined as well. According to the presbyter Timothy of Constantinople 
(VII sec.) similar community could survive in the wildernesses of Phrygia until his 
time, obtaining then a bizarre form of the sect of athinganoi. All these heterodox 
opinions on Melchizedek mentioned up to now were known and condemned right in 
the IX century by the Constantinopolitan patriarch Method I, who assigned followers 
of this sect to be rebaptised. In similar tone there was edited Formula abjurationis 
athinganorum. The last source examined in this chapter was a Syriac testimony of 
Theodore Bar Koni (IX sec.), who had reported on the teaching attributed to some 
John of Apamea. Melchizedek is there one of emanations of the overwhelming divin-
ity, there he has got a dignity of the high priest, mediates in the process of giving the 
worship from this world to God, who finally elevates him and gives his permit to en-
ter  the highest sphere of the universe. Although this evidently Gnostic doctrine isn’t 
completely new, its construction and the way of presentation isn’t analogical to any 
texts examined up till now. Finally the question of existence of the some organized 
sect worshiping Melchizedek should be admitted as being still open.

Chapter Four portrays the mature visions of Melchizedek and solutions in ex-
egesis of the melchizedekian texts formulated between the fourth and sixth centu-
ries. Main area of the analysis remains exegesis of the fragments Genesis 14, Psalm 
110 and especially their reinterpretation in the Hebr. 7. Christological and priestly 
typology was marked out, and their development was discussed on the basis of writ-
ings of Eusebius of Caesarea, Ambrose of Milan and Augustine of Hippo. Exegesis 
of Melchizedek’s royal and priestly dignity was deepened as an announcement of 
mystery of Christ, the only priest and king of people of the New Covenant, which is 
the Church. Melchizedek’s offering and blessing find their fulfillment in sacrifice of 
Christ continually repeated by the community of believers.

Development of the Eucharistic interpretation of scene from Genesis 14 is pre-
sented as a next in the chapter. Although similar perspective has been marked already 
in the pre-Nicene literature, it’s fully developed only in the IV and V centuries, re-
ceiving greater success perhaps in Latin part of Christian tradition. In the book were 
set apart two major trend of interpretation. The first one joins Melchizedek’s offering 
with gifts offered in Eucharist; then biblical bread and wine became above all an 
annunciation of the Body and Blood of Christ. The second current particularly em-
phasizes not only the material gifts but also the action of sacrifice, understanding it as 
an annunciation of Christ’s action and words during his Last Super and His sacrifice 
on the Cross. Apart from writings of Eusebius, Epiphanius, Ambrosiaster, especially 
of Ambrose, following in his exegesis the example of the Alexandrinians, and Au-
gustine, striving to the synthesis of interpretation, we could follow some of Orien-
tal traditions, testified for example by Ephraem Syrus and Ishodad of Merv, which 
enriched interpretation of the scene with elements unknown in classic literature.  



Summary 431

In this Eucharistic context Melchizedek was referred in the Roman canon, being an 
example for occidentalization of the Syrian traditions. Some fragments of the homi-
lies on Melchizedek attributed to John Chrysostom were analyzed; its relationship 
with the writings of Epiphanius and Cyril of Alexandria was clearly indicated.

Third part of the same Chapter Four is dedicated to anthropological presumptions 
in interpretation of Melchizedek’s figure and the scene of Genesis 14:18-20. There 
was great suspicion since the fourth century growing towards allegorical exegesis and 
there was noted significant development of its literal, historical and critical forms. In 
result of increase opposition to every kind of Melchizedek’s person spiritualization 
more and more the questions about his human nature, genealogy, character of his ser-
vice, and localization for Salem were asked. These new answers should be accepted 
as orthodox teaching of the Church. Paradoxically some ancient Jewish traditions 
were reached for again. Epiphanius of Salamis in his explanation of Melchizedek’s 
genealogy confirmed tradition of his identification with Shem, son of Noah. Jerusa-
lem identification with biblical Salem in this period was almost universally accepted. 
But the bishop of Salamis, in coherence with Eusebius, has demonstrated different 
variants, such as this Samaritan, nearly Sychem, or in the Galilee. Saint Jerome in 
his research for veritas hebraica accepted Jewish traditions in relation to genealogy, 
identification with Shem and Jerusalem association of Salem. In the last issue a sepa-
rated voice belongs to the pilgrim women named Egeria, who has visited some ruins 
of Melchizedek’s palace near Ainon by the Jordan River. All this attempts were taken 
principally to confirm human nature of the biblical Melchizedek, his historical back-
ground and only figurative function in reference to Christ and the Church. Simulta-
neously presented documents give us an interesting testimony of the permanence of 
so many traditions which began mostly on the board of main current of theology and 
in the meeting of cultures.

In frame of the mature conceptions of Melchizedek in the fifth century a synthesis 
of Christological aspects in the Marc’s the Eremite treatise De Melchisedech was an-
alyzed particularly, and confronted with arguments contained in the Cyril’s writings. 
There were analyzed mainly these arguments: human nature of Melchizedek versus 
divinity of Christ; correct interpretation for kata taxin; nature of Melchizedek’s as-
similation to the Son of God; significance of expression apator amethor agenealoge-
tos; constancy of Melchizedek’s priesthood; different variants for Salem localization; 
issue of the tithe and prefiguration for priesthood of the New Covenant.

The last chapter of the book shows an attempt taken to analysis of melchizedekian 
motives in two Christian apocryphal documents, which is Syriac Cave of Treasures 
and other Oriental texts connected with, and Greek Legend of Melchizedek, transmit-
ted between the writings of Saint Athanasius (Chapter Five). Melchizedek in both 
documents has got the rule going definitely beyond the biblical texts. The Cave of 
Treasures in a form of haggadic midrash tells the story of the world from the cre-
ation, presenting it as a history of salvation. Melchizedek belongs to the generation of 
the flood, but because of his longevity he is visible in different moments of narration. 
In the text there were various traditions on his genealogy overlapped: sometimes he 
is identified with Shem, sometimes with his great-grandson. From the God’s order 
Melchizedek takes the body of Adam saved from the flood in the Noah’s arc and 
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brings it to the cave in a place being the centre of the world, which is Golgotha. The 
same place shall be an arena of the Abraham’s offering of Isaac and also the place 
of the Passion of Christ. Melchizedek remains there as a custodian, he lives like an 
ascetic hermit and serves God in priesthood with worship having a form announcing 
Eucharist. Moreover the text develops the scene of the meeting with Abraham, which 
is an authentic moment of the covenant and promise of the offspring for the patriarch. 
There is a motive of Jerusalem’s foundation in the book and this of homage given to 
Melchizedek by the great kings of Orient. Melchizedek becomes there a prophet giv-
ing to Rebecca an answer in the name of God. Numerous analogies to the Oriental 
literature were showed in the chapter. The document connects Christian traditions 
with these rabbinic and Gnostic. It has got many variants and elaborations in Oriental 
ambient too, especially Ethiopian, and some of them were set up, translated and com-
mented here for the first time.

The author of Greek text of the Legend of Melchizedek used a simple form of nar-
ration to explain deep theological concept. Document seems to come from the fifth 
or sixth centuries, and even we can’t be sure about its sources, it is undoubted that it 
absorbed and christianized some traditions known in Judaism of the Second Temple 
period, such as Apocalypse of Abraham and the Book of Jubilee. Melchizedek was 
shown there as a son of a pagan priest, rebelled against the father’s cult, called and 
saved by God, living later as a hermit on the Mount Tabor. In the second part of the 
Legend a motif of the meeting with Abraham was developed. This time there is the 
patriarch who restored Melchizedek to civilization, worshiped God together with 
him by offering of the bread and wine, and finally received his blessing and God’s 
promise of the offspring. This document presents in different Greek and Oriental ver-
sions, in Coptic and probably Ethiopian, in the circle of the Latin civilization remains 
completely unknown. There were suggested in the book some possible impacts of the 
Judaic apocryphal traditions and philosophical background apart from biblical and 
Christian references. Moreover there was one of the variants elaborated wider, this 
one transmitted by an Armenian scholar, called Vanakan Vardapet.

In Conclusion were gathered once more the main areas for melchizedekian tradi-
tions. Anthropological perspectives, tendency to spiritualization and exegetical con-
text, especially this Christological, priestly and Eucharistic, are assumed to be the 
major currents of melchizedekian imaginations in Early Church. A true homeland 
for Melchizedek speculations is a Biblical exegesis area and rightly in the writings 
of the exegetical character some commentaries to the Melchizedek secret should be 
searched. However the book shows that in the major currents of the Christian tra-
dition orthodoxy, as in theirs fringes, in the first period of the Church grew some 
speculations giving him special qualities, absent in the Bible however marked in the 
Jewish and Gnostic founts. The author of the Epistle to the Hebrew opened only the 
way for Christianization Melchizedek’s personage, creating a crucial point in history 
of salvation from the episode of little importance. Privileged field for new specu-
lations turned Oriental literature out, which seems to be an authentic treasury of 
ideas connecting Christendom with Jewish and Gnostic world. Circle of the Syriac, 
Ethiopian and Armenian literature remains an important camp for the further studies 
dedicated to Melchizedek’s ideas in the Early Christian world.




