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Take your Bible and meet me in Hebrews 7…
The title of our series through the book of Hebrews is “G.O.A.T.” because, on the one hand, it anticipates a
sacrifice that will be explored at the heart of this book and, on the other hand, in modern idiom “G.O.A.T.”
is an acronym for the “greatest of all time.” The book of Hebrews was written to show that Jesus is the
greatest of all time in every way imaginable. He is superior to every lofty comparison we can conjure up.
And so far the book has systematically be beating into us the theme of Christ’s superiority lest we wander
away toward any inferior substitutes.
“In chapters 1 and 2 he showed Christ’s supremacy to the angels, through whom the old covenant
was given; in chapter 3 he moved on to Christ’s supremacy over Moses, and in chapter 4 to his
supremacy over Joshua. Now in chapter 7 he advances his main argument: the supremacy of Christ’s
priesthood over the earlier priesthood of Aaron and the Levites.”1
This is one of the most exciting sections in the book in my estimation, but it’s theologically dense. Don’t
forget, it wasn’t all that long ago in Hebrews when the author said to his audience,
“About this we have much to say, and it is hard to explain, since you have become dull of hearing.
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For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you again the basic
principles of the oracles of God. You need milk, not solid food, 13 for everyone who lives on milk is
unskilled in the word of righteousness, since he is a child. 14 But solid food is for the mature, for
those who have their powers of discernment trained by constant practice to distinguish good from
evil.” (Hebrews 5:11-14)
What is the “this” he has much to say about? What is the “solid food” he’s referring to? It’s the meat of this
teaching on Christ’s priesthood and its relationship to a mysterious figure from the Old Testament named
Melchizedek. And it’s not for the faint of heart. It would be much easier for me to stand before you this
morning with a simple and chipper sermonette. But, as the saying goes, sermonettes make Christianettes. So
I’m not going to use our time to give you my opinions or five clever steps to achieve your best life now. I’m
going to use our time to tell you that Christ is the Great High Priest you need because that’s what the text
teaches us. You don’t need pop-psychology application and self-help advice that masquerades in our day as
biblical preaching simply because it is seasoned with a few out of context Bible verses to prop up the
preacher’s own wisdom. You need God’s Word. You need to hear what He has said, what He has revealed,
what He offers. You don’t need my wisdom. You need His. And so do I.
So let’s look at the text. This is easily a chapter we could spend weeks on, but today we’ll simply try to get
our heads around the main point the author is making, namely, that the priesthood of Jesus Christ is superior
to the Levitical priesthood that was tied to the Old Covenant. Many of the ideas that are introduced today
will be considered in greater detail later in the book and we will dedicate more attention to them as the
author does. But today let’s just marvel at the superiority of Christ’s priesthood. I’ll beginning reading in

verse 1. Follow along as I read. The most important thing I will say to you today, I am about to say. This is
God’s Word…
“For this Melchizedek, king of Salem, priest of the Most High God, met Abraham returning from the
slaughter of the kings and blessed him, 2 and to him Abraham apportioned a tenth part of everything.
He is first, by translation of his name, king of righteousness, and then he is also king of Salem, that
is, king of peace. 3 He is without father or mother or genealogy, having neither beginning of days nor
end of life, but resembling the Son of God he continues a priest forever. 4 See how great this man
was to whom Abraham the patriarch gave a tenth of the spoils! 5 And those descendants of Levi who
receive the priestly office have a commandment in the law to take tithes from the people, that is, from
their brothers, though these also are descended from Abraham. 6 But this man who does not have his
descent from them received tithes from Abraham and blessed him who had the promises. 7 It is
beyond dispute that the inferior is blessed by the superior. 8 In the one case tithes are received by
mortal men, but in the other case, by one of whom it is testified that he lives. 9 One might even say
that Levi himself, who receives tithes, paid tithes through Abraham, 10 for he was still in the loins of
his ancestor when Melchizedek met him. (Hebrews 7:1-10)
Now then, last week we looked at Genesis 14 and the first three verses of Hebrews 7. We familiarized
ourselves with the story of Melchizedek, a mysterious figure that shows up out of nowhere in the story of
Abraham and then vanishes as abruptly as he entered. All that we really know is that his name means “king
of righteousness” and he is described as both “king of Salem” (which means peace) and “priest of God Most
High.” Nothing is said of his origins or the end of his life, which is unusual for believers in the book of
Genesis, a book known for its stress on genealogies. In his brief appearance in the Old Testament narrative,
he approaches Abraham, brings him bread and wine, blesses him, and receives from Abraham an unsolicited
tenth of his stuff. Then, poof, he’s gone.
What we focused on last week was the fact that Bible is one unified story that has the Gospel and, therefore,
Jesus Christ as its center. The same Holy Spirit who inspired the Old Testament inspired the New
Testament, so it should not surprise us that the Old Testament is filled with pictures (or “types” as they’re
sometimes called) that foreshadow Christ’s person and work. Melchizedek is one such picture. The writer of
Hebrews thus compares Melchizedek with Jesus because “comparison is an economical way of describing a
person, and in the sketch of Melchizedek we see the outlines of the Messiah.”2 So we explored how the
author mines the story in Genesis for theological significance that helps us understand how Melchizedek
prefigures Jesus in both what is said and what is left unsaid.
So we considered how the name of Melchizedek was a picture of Jesus, the King of Righteousness par
excellence. We explored how Melchizedek was unique in that he filled two offices—the offices of priest and
king—that were always kept separate in Israel until the day of Jesus would reveal Himself to be our PriestKing in the New Covenant. We considered how the actions of Melchizedek, offering up bread and wine to
Abraham as he blessed him, call to mind Christ’s sacrifice on the cross to bring us every spiritual blessing,
which we remembered when we shared bread and wine in the ordinance of the Lord’s Supper last Sunday.
In short, the statements about Melchizedek in the Old Testament, as few as they may be, point us to Jesus
Christ.
Yet it’s not just the statements that point to Christ. The writer of Hebrews sees the silences about
Melchizedek also as pointing to Jesus. Nothing is said of the origin and end of Melchizedek and thus
nothing is said of the origin and end of his priesthood. The author of Hebrews sees this as a shadow of the
Son of God, who is without beginning and end and whose priesthood is administered on our behalf forever.
So what was true literarily of Melchizedek (no beginning or end mentioned) is true literally of the Son of
God (no beginning or end in actuality). So both the inspired statements and silences in Genesis 14 about
Melchizedek prepare us for the arrival and ministry of Jesus Christ.

Having legitimized the comparison between Melchizedek and Jesus in the first few verses, the writer of
Hebrews uses the rest of chapter 7 to show how the connection with Melchizedek demonstrates that the
New Covenant priesthood (embodied in Christ) is superior to the Old Covenant priesthood (embodied in
countless Levitical priests). “The two OT passages in which Melchizedek appears, Genesis 14:17-20 and
Psalm 110:4, are enlisted to demonstrate that this priestly order is superior to that of Israel’s priestly tribe,
the Levites, and the priestly family of Aaron and his descendants.”3 In the first half of the Hebrews 7, the
author uses Genesis 14 to show that the inferiority of the Jewish priesthood was anticipated even before it
existed. Then, through Psalm 110, he exposes some of the ways its inferiority of Jewish priesthood has been
confirmed again and again since its inception. Both arguments serve to show us that Christ’s priesthood is
superior and should have been expected by the Jewish people. “He wants the Hebrews to see that the Old
Testament itself showed that the Levitical priesthood was always meant to give way to something greater.”4
That’s Hebrews 7 in a nutshell—the need for Christ’s priesthood is both anticipated and demonstrated.
So with the remainder of our time we will consider phase one of that argument via Genesis 14. Then next
Sunday, Lord willing, we will explore the rest of the chapter and how Psalm 110 factors into the equation.
To that end, let’s think through how…
The Inferiority of the Levitical Priesthood Was Anticipated Before Its Existence
Abraham was the “progenitor and patriarch of Israel.”5 He and Moses were the most highly esteemed
figures of Israel’s past. But in some ways Abraham was even more important than Moses because without
Him there would be no Israel and without Israel there would be no Moses. Abraham was the father of the
nation and the father of the faith. He was the ultimate “patriarch” as he is called in verse 4.6
Furthermore, Abraham was great because he was the one “who had the promises” (7:7). This no doubt
refers to the promises that God made to Abraham in Genesis 12.
“Now the LORD said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to
the land that I will show you. 2 And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make
your name great, so that you will be a blessing. 3 I will bless those who bless you, and him who
dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.’” (Genesis 12:13)
This is referred to as the “Abrahamic Covenant” and it’s one of the most important passages in the Bible. It
shows that Abraham was promised land, descendants, and redemptive blessing. Ultimately the covenant is
fulfilled in Christ, the One descendant of Abraham through whom all the nations of the earth would be
blessed. This great Gospel hope was given to Abraham. What a blessing! Indeed, who was ever blessed
more than Abraham in the Old Testament? He had the promises! He would be blessed! He would be the
source of blessings! Who could possibly bless Abraham when he was the giver of blessings?7 Who could be
great enough to extend blessing to this great man? Well, as it turns out, Melchizedek!8
The author of Hebrews wants us to see that, as great as Abraham was, he was not greater than Melchizedek.
When Abraham, the great patriarch, humbly received a blessing from and paid a tithe to Melchizedek, he
was in essence acknowledging Melchizedek’s greatness and superiority. He was affirming the legitimacy of
his priesthood before God. Dennis Johnson explains it like this:
“In the exchange of tithe and blessing, both Abraham and Melchizedek acknowledged
Melchizedek’s privileged position as priestly mediator between the patriarch and his divine
Lord…To entrust the Lord’s tithe to a priest was to recognize the priest’s authority to intercede with

God on one’s behalf. The tithe went from worshipers through the priest to God. A blessing
pronounced in God’s name enacted the priest’s authority to confer God’s grace on worshipers.
Blessing thus proceeded from God through the priest to the worshipers.”9
Let’s consider these two matters—receiving a blessing and giving a tithe—and their significance.
Melchizedek Blessed Abraham (and by Extension Levi)
In receiving the blessing, Abraham was acknowledging and demonstrating his own inferiority to
Melchizedek. And lest we miss the point, the writer of Hebrews makes it explicit in verse 7: “It is beyond
dispute that the inferior is blessed by the superior.” Therefore, Melchizedek is Abraham’s superior.10 That’s
a big statement! Why does the author stress this? Well, remember his main argument: he’s trying to prove
the superiority of Christ’s priesthood. If he can show Melchizedek was greater than Levi and Aaron, then, it
stands to reason, so was his priesthood. And since Melchizedek was greater than Abraham, the argument
goes, “the priesthood represented by Melchizedek must be greater than the one to come from Abraham.”11
Does that make sense?
In blessing Abraham, Melchizedek was by extension blessing Abraham’s offspring, which would include
Levi and Aaron. Again, “the inferior is blessed by the superior.” So it follows that Melchizedek was greater
than Levi and Aaron too. The author of Hebrews wants us to see Melchizedek’s superiority to Abraham so
that we will see that Melchizedek is also, by consequence, superior to Levi and Aaron. He wants us to see
this because, as he’s already stated three times, Christ was a priest “after the order of Melchizedek” (5:6, 10;
6:20). If then Melchizedek’s priesthood was superior to the Jewish priesthood prescribed in the Law, then
Jesus’s priesthood is likewise superior. This would mean that Jesus is the greatest priest. That’s why all this
matters and that’s where the author is going.
But, as I’ve said, it wasn’t just Melchizedek’s act of blessing Abraham that showed his superiority to the
patriarch. It was also Abraham’s response to that priest-king…
Abraham (and by Extension Levi) Tithed to Melchizedek
When Abraham received the blessing, he responded by giving a tithe (i.e., a tenth) to Melchizedek. “See
how great this man was to whom Abraham the patriarch gave a tenth of the spoils” (7:4). Al Mohler
comments that “Abram’s tithe is one of the most unexpected and one of the most fascinating parts of the
Old Testament.” He reminds us,
“This is no small gift. Abram had just defeated a large number of kings and taken all of their
possessions. One does not give a tithe to another without it being an obligation. Abram feels, as a
matter of obligation to God Most High, that he should give this priest a tenth of everything he has
obtained. This tithe would not have been a small tip but a large payment made by one of Israel’s
most important figures.”12
So what Abraham did was a big deal. In light of this, and in a brilliant display of Old Testament logic, the
writer of Hebrews says, in verses 9 and 10, “One might even say that Levi himself, who receives tithes, paid
tithes through Abraham, for he was still in the loins of his ancestor when Melchizedek met him.” We might
think that Levi, the great-grandson of Abraham, wasn’t even alive or present when Melchizedek and
Abraham crossed paths. That’s true. But the writer of Hebrews is saying that, in a sense, Levi was there.
How so? He was “in the loins of his ancestor” Abraham (7:10).13 In biblical thinking an ancestor was

thought of as containing within himself all of his future descendants. So we could summarize that argument
here like this:
“Abraham’s paying a tenth to Melchizedek has implications for the Levitical priesthood, for the
Levites ‘through Abraham’ paid a tenth to Melchizedek. And if they paid Melchizedek a tenth, then
Melchizedek’s priesthood is superior to the Levitical one…The lesser (Levi) paid a tenth to the
greater (Melchizedek).”14
Inasmuch as Melchizedek’s priesthood is a picture of Christ’s priesthood, then the readers are meant to
conclude that Genesis 14 confirms the superiority of Christ’s priesthood over and against that of Levi and
Aaron. The reason the writer is stressing this to his audience is because his audience is being tempted to turn
away from the Great High Priest, Jesus, and go back to the Levitical priests of Judaism. So theology here is
for a very pastoral purpose. He doesn’t want his readers to fall away and forsake Jesus. That’s the message
of this text.
Now that kind of argument—that Levi paid Melchizedek through his ancestor Abraham—seems strange to
us in the west.15 We understand the biology of it, but we are far too individualistic to like the idea that the
actions of another—for good or for ill—could be representative of us and therefore bring consequences
upon us (though I’m sure we wouldn’t object too much to inherited blessings, would we?). But as foreign as
that idea is to our ears, we must remember that those “to whom the book is addressed, steeped as they were
in Jewish thought, would have been familiar with this kind of reasoning and very much persuaded by it.”16
Their sense of identity was much more corporate than is yours or mine. So the argument here is a strong one
from the perspective of the original audience.
But it is important for modern readers to understand the line of reasoning that the writer of Hebrews
employs here not simply because it helps us understand this passage, but also because it helps us understand
the Gospel. The idea in play here is sometimes referred to as “covenantal representation” or “federal
headship.” My guess is that most of you have never heard those terms. They would have been much more
familiar to Christians of previous generations though.
Interestingly, I was talking with pastor Derek yesterday and he told me that he was first exposed to the
concept of “federal headship” through Christian hip-hop. There are at least two different songs by a rapper
(and pastor) named Shai Linne that touch on this idea. I won’t rap for you (because you ain’t ready for
that!), but let me read you an example. In a song called, “Theology Q&A” and it’s exactly what its name
suggests, a series of questions and answers. By the way [commercial], if a person memorized and
understood the content of his “Atonement Q&A” and “Theology Q&A” songs, I’m convinced that they
would understand Christianity and the Gospel better than 99% of Americans. I don’t think that’s an
exaggeration. Even if you don’t like hip-hop, there’s no denying that it can pack a lot of content in a small
space and memorable verse. That can be good or bad, of course, which is why I’m thankful for many
Christians artists that have leveraged this musical genre to disciple people in the truth. Derek would tell you
that Christian rap was important part of his discipleship early on. Ask him about it sometime. Even if you
don’t like rap, you will walk away from the conversation praising God for how God can use it. [End of
commercial]. Here’s the second half of the first verse of “Theology Q&A”:
“Why did He make us? He made us for His pleasure
To glorify His name and enjoy Him forever
What happened? Though God made Adam and Eve perfect
Deceived by the serpent, they then received curses
How did that affect us? It left us for dead
Because Adam represented us as our federal head
Our federal head? It means we’re born sinners as well

And apart from God’s grace we’re all headed for hell
What’s the good news? The good news is seen in God’s plan
To elect a people to be redeemed by the Lamb!
That’s straight Pauline theology right there. Listen to what Paul told the Corinthians…
“ For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. 22 For as in
Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.” (1 Corinthians 15:21-22)
To the Romans, he wrote,
“Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death
spread to all men because all sinned… For if, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through
that one man, much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of
righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ. 18 Therefore, as one trespass led to
condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men.
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For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s obedience
the many will be made righteous. 20 Now the law came in to increase the trespass, but where sin
increased, grace abounded all the more, 21 so that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign
through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” (Romans 5:12, 17-21)
That’s “federal headship” or “covenantal representation.” In the worlds of philosophy and theology those
terms essentially mean that “descendants are considered to have participated in their ancestors’ actions,”17
particularly when there is a shared covenant involved. In fact, the word “federal” comes from a Latin word,
foedus, which means “covenant.”18 So a “federal head” is some individual “who, through a covenant
relationship, represents or stands for someone else.”19 So in Paul’s theology, our “federal head” is either the
first Adam or the second Adam, Jesus Christ. We are either “in Adam” or “in Christ.”
This is an idea that is much easier for those with an eastern worldview to grasp, then it is for us here in the
west. But there are some points of contact in our society. Let me offer a few examples I picked up from Tim
Keller. In a trade union there are representatives who negotiate on behalf of the union members. So your
representative in the collective bargaining agreement is your “federal head.” He or she is there to represent
you and your colleagues in the negotiations. So that’s an example. Another example would be in legal
contracts that grant “power of a attorney” to another individual. When we give a person “power of attorney”
we are voluntarily granting them authority to represent us in legal matters, to serve as our “federal head.”
Let me give you a third example. This week we have the opportunity to exercise the incredible privilege of
voting in the midterm elections (if you didn’t already early vote). What are we doing when we cast our
ballots? We are indicating who we want to represent us in the local, state, or national government. The
result of the election grants power to these elected representatives we put in office through our vote. They
represent us.
“A national leader (or the legislature) can declare war. Even in the vast majority of the world’s
democracies, this power to declare war does not belong to the people. People do not vote popularly
on whether to declare war. There are good reasons for this: such a decision could not be made fast
enough, and sufficient information could not be distributed for an intelligent decision. So we allow
and expect our representatives [to] act for us—and the consequences of their actions come to us. If
our federal representatives declare war on a country, we can’t say: ‘Well, I’m not at war with this
country!’ Yes, you are! If your representatives declare war, you have declared war. If they make
peace, you are at peace.”20

These are all examples related to “federal headship.” However, these are all examples of “federal headship”
from a western point of view, in which we as individuals get some sort of say in who is are representative
head. But in the Bible, that’s not necessarily how it works. And there’s the rub for westerners. Keller
explains it like this:
“In the east today (and around the world in former times), it is considered legitimate for some people
to have this relationship to you, either by birth or by assignment. In the western world, we only
recognize the legitimacy of such a person if we voluntarily choose to be in that relationship….When
it comes to Romans 5:12–21 [or 1 Corinthians 15, etc.], the rub for westerners is two-fold. First, we
dislike the very idea of someone standing in for us. We say: It’s not fair that I should be judged for
what someone else did! I should have had a chance in the Garden of Eden myself! And second, even
if we grant that federal headship sometimes is legitimate, we dislike the lack of a choice of our
federal head. What immediately strikes us as unfair is that we did not elect Adam as our
representative. We had no say in it. If we are going to give someone ‘power of attorney’ or ‘power
of collective bargaining,’ we want to be able to choose someone just like us, someone who would
share all our views and perspectives, but who would be highly gifted and able to represent us well.
But if we are thinking of it this way, we are on the verge of understanding how God did it!
First, no one could choose a representative for you as well as God could. We must not think we
could have made a more intelligent selection than God! And second, God did not simply choose
Adam, he created Adam to be our representative. He was perfectly created and designed to act
exactly as you, personally, as an individual, would have acted in the same situation. You cannot say:
I would have done a better job, because that would be to claim that you could have been a better
representative than God created, or chosen a better representative than God chose. No—God gave us
the right, fair federal head in Adam. And so we are guilty in Adam because we actually sinned in
him.”21
That’s the exact same logic we see in Hebrews 7. The Levites paid a tithe to Melchizedek. How? Because
their patriarchal “head,” Abraham, paid a tithe to Melchizedek. They acted in him. Similarly, mankind’s
“head,” Adam, rebelled against God in sin and incurred the sentence of death. In him, we too have sinned
and incurred the sentence of death. We inherit both his sin nature and sentence. If we recoil from that idea, it
has more to do with our individualistic culture than it does with reality.
Yet that reality sounds horrible, does it not? It’s biblical. But it’s horrible news. And yet, with a little
thought and the benefit of divine revelation, this idea of “federal headship” can actually prove to be good
news for us. How so? I’m glad you asked.
“Because if Adam’s disobedience is our disobedience then, if there were an obedient man, a perfect
second Adam, he would be able to be our federal head. He could represent us before the heavenly
throne, and through him we could have the life that in Adam or left to ourselves we could never
enjoy. It is wonderful news that God deals with us through a federal head—because [as Romans 5:14
tells us] Adam…was a pattern [i.e. a type] of the one to come’ (v 14c). It is because humanity is
corporate, under a federal head, that we…‘through our Lord Jesus Christ…have now received
reconciliation’ (v 11). Federal headship means we can have a peace with God that the western
individualism we are soaked in can never offer.”22
Amen, someone? You may not like the idea of Adam’s headship as Paul describes it, but it is precisely that
idea that paves the way for Christ’s headship for sinners like us. He can represent us before God through
faith. And there’s no greater news than that!
So the same logic at work in Hebrews 7 to help us understand that Jesus is a better priest than any Levite
could ever be also helps us understand the Gospel. Hopefully you can see why this archaic sounding idea of

“federal headship” is good news for us and, in the words of James Montgomery Boice, is “proof of God’s
grace,” for while the failure of Adam has brought terrible results, this idea of having a “head” represent us is
“the only way it would later be possible for God to save us once we had sinned.”23 Jesus acted on our
behalf. He’s our representative. He lived the life we should have lived in our place. He died the death we
deserved to die in our place. He rose from the dead in victory so that all who would believe in Him, turning
from sin and trusting in Him alone for their salvation, could be brought to His place. “Jesus represented us
so completely on the cross that it could be said that we have died with Him.”24 So Paul says to the
Colossians, “you [Christians] have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God” (Col. 3:3). And to the
Romans, “Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him” (Rom. 6:8). He’s our
representative. Levi, in Abraham, paid tithes to Melchizedek. We, in Christ, died and are raised. This is the
Gospel. In Adam, you die. But in Christ, you can live. So trust in Him. He is your only hope in life and
death. And all God’s people said? Amen!
Next week, Lord willing, we will pick up on what these verses in Hebrews 7 teach us about the permanence,
performance, and pertinence of Christ’s priesthood and why these ideas are really good news for us. We will
consider at great length one of my favorite verses in the Bible. So we should meet up again next week.
How’s that sound? Invite a friend. Or an enemy…
Let’s pray…
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