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Over the last few days, we have been focusing on the Letter to the Hebrews and have 
heard repeated references to the priest Melchizedek.   

In Hebrews 7, we hear the familiar phrase, “You are a priest forever, according to 
the order of  Melchizedek. 

Today, I will pray the Roman Canon, Eucharistic Prayer I.  We will hear these 
familiar words of the Roman Canon: “Be pleased to look upon these offerings with 
a serene and kindly countenance, and to accept them, as once you were pleased to 
accept the gifts of your servant Abel the just, the sacrifice of Abraham, our father in 
faith and the offering of your high priest Melchizedek, a holy sacrifice, a spotless 
victim.” 

Who is this Old Testament figure Melchizedek?  Why do we say: “You are a priest 
forever in the line of Melchizedek?”  Why does he figure so prominently in the 
Roman Canon? 

I found that the best and most cogent explanation comes from biblical theologian 
Dr. Tim Gray of the Augustine Institute. 

Dr. Gray writes: “Throughout salvation history the People of God have always had 
priests to mediate between God and man. The priests offered sacrifices to atone for 
the people’s sins and officiated over the liturgy. The priests of the Old Covenant 
offered sheep, goats, and bulls. In the New Covenant, Jesus, who is at the same time 
the high priest and the sacrifice, offers Himself on the Cross to the Father in heaven. 
By virtue of our Baptism, each Christian shares, to a certain degree, in Christ’s 
priesthood. This priesthood of all believers is known as the common priesthood of 
the faithful (CCC 1591). We offer the sacrifices of our lives to the Father in union 
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with the sacrifice of Christ, which the priest presents to Our Heavenly Father at the 
Mass.   

 
Out of this common priesthood of all believers, certain men are called to the 
ministerial priesthood, which was instituted by Christ and has been passed down 
from the apostles. These New Covenant priests, ordained by the laying on of hands, 
participate in the priesthood of Christ by offering to the Father in the Mass the 
sacrifice of Jesus on Calvary.   
 
The Gospels emphatically point out that Jesus is a descendant of the line of David, 
from the tribe of Judah. This royal lineage is essential for Jesus’ claim to be the king 
of Israel, the Messiah. But some Jews posed the following challenge: If you claim 
that Jesus is king because He is of the royal line of David, from the tribe of Judah, 
then how can you claim that Jesus is also a priest, especially the high priest, since 
priests must be from the tribe of Levi? Either Jesus is from the tribe of Levi or the 
tribe of Judah: Which is it?   
 
This question arises in the Letter to the Hebrews (Heb 7:14). The text answers the 
question by citing Psalm 110, where the Lord says to the royal Messiah, ‘Thou art a 
priest forever, after the order of Melchizedek’ (Heb 7:17). The Messiah is said to be 
a priest, not after the order of Aaron and the Levites, but according to the order of 
Melchizedek. Melchizedek is the priest-king of Salem who blesses Abraham and 
offers up bread and wine to God. Melchizedek is a priest during the age of the 
patriarchs, before Levi and his descendants are even born. Melchizedek is most 
likely a priest in the order of the first-born sons.   
 
Jewish tradition and the early Church Fathers believed that Melchizedek (‘king of 
righteousness’) was the throne name of the first-born son of Noah: Shem. According 
to Shem’s genealogy, he outlives Abraham, and this would explain the passing on 
of the blessing from Noah to Shem to Abraham. This may also explain why Saint 
Paul stresses that Jesus is the first-born of many brethren (Rom 8:29). As God’s 
eternal first-born son (first-born does not necessarily mean that there are subsequent 
siblings; an only child, for example, is still a ‘first-born’), Jesus is the eternal high 
priest of God. Whether or not Melchizedek is Shem, it is clear that the Messiah, 
according to Psalm 110, would be a priest—not a priest of the order of Levi, but of 
the order of Melchizedek.  
  
The role of the priest is to offer sacrifices for the atonement of sin. Jesus does not 
offer up the blood of bulls and goats, but rather He offers His own body and blood 
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on the Cross. The Letter to the Hebrews describes the contrast between the sacrifices 
of the Old Covenant priesthood with that of Jesus:   
 
‘And every priest stands daily at his service, offering repeatedly the same sacrifices, 
which can never take away sins. But when Christ had offered for all time a single 
sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God. . . . For by a single offering 
he has perfected for all time those who are sanctified. (Heb 10:11-12, 14)’  
 
In the sacrifice of the Mass, the one perfect sacrifice of Christ on the Cross is re-
presented to the Father for the sanctification of the Church. Thus the Catechism can 
say, ‘Everything that the priesthood of the Old Covenant prefigured finds its 
fulfillment in Christ Jesus, the ‘one mediator between God and men’” (CCC 1544).1 
 
As we pray the Roman Canon at today’s Mass, let’s renew our appreciation at this 
time of Eucharistic Revival in our Church of this great Old Testament figure 
Melchizedek: “Be pleased to look upon these offerings with a serene and kindly 
countenance, and to accept them, as once you were pleased to accept the gifts of 
your servant Abel the just, the sacrifice of Abraham, our father in faith and the 
offering of your high priest Melchizedek, a holy sacrifice, a spotless victim.” 

 
 

 

 
1 https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fstpaulcenter.com%2Fin-the-
order-of-
melchizedek%2F&data=05%7C01%7Challig%40drvc.org%7C0805a9b2267a402db05308daf7aa5084%7C4
0af6aff069848a9aeb4a4362b4eb806%7C1%7C0%7C638094608121687732%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZs
b3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7
C&sdata=XdnnkPkahn%2BxBxS0WUFuZwoHNkH1b4m7UUzflLja%2B1I%3D&reserved=0 
 
 


