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This morning it is important to take a few moments before we get into our text to say a word or two about the unfolding catastrophe in Japan. 


Japan

The question always comes up at the time of natural disasters, “Why did God let this happen?” In scale and scope, this seems like the seismic equivalent of Hurricane Katrina, except with no warning – first, a major earthquake followed by a massive tsunami, followed by aftershocks, followed by more waves, followed by a potential nuclear meltdown. Thousands of lives have been lost. Many thousands more have been left in shock, grief, and devastated. It is difficult to fathom the extent of the damage, much less be in the midst of it. How can a good God let these kinds of things happen to people – good people and bad people alike?


We are tempted to sit in judgment of God’s job performance during times like these. We are disappointed that God did not step in to stop it, we are disappointed God was not around to prevent it, or we wonder what kind of a deity God really is? 

The Bible addresses those concerns. In the book of Job, after suffering devastating losses, Job grieved and declared, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return there; the LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD.” Job refused to curse God for the disasters he experienced, responding to his wife saying, “Shall we receive the good at the hand of God and not receive the bad?” Even so, Job demanded an audience with God, demanded an explanation. At the end of the book, Job got his audience with the LORD; however, instead of an explanation, the most poignant statement God made was, “Will you even put me in the wrong? Will you condemn me that you may be justified?” (Job 40:6)

In other words there is a certain humility required here; do we know enough and do we come with clean hands enough to sit in judgment of God? If we are honest, I think the answer is “no.” It is important to remember we live in a world touched by sin and death. Please hear me say this carefully: the Japanese people did not “deserve” this because they were sinners; this disaster was not a respecter of persons and it was not a moral event. 

But disasters happen because we do not live in a perfected creation. We experience loss, tears, and grief as a result of our separation from God. It is part of our existence. I know people who have experienced tremendous shock and grief when their 100+ year old parents have died when they seemed like they were in such good health. I know a guy who is wrestling with God about why his 3½ year-old son has acute aplastic leukemia and has to undergo chemotherapy for the next nine months. Death, loss and pain are a part of our existence. 

Even though sin separated us from God, God did not let us go or walk away. He invaded our experience. Suffering was part of Jesus’ experience, too. “Therefore, Jesus had to become like his brothers and sisters in every respect, so that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the people. Because he himself was tested by what he suffered, he is able to help those who are being tested.” (Hebrews 2:17-18)

We may never be able to make sense out of what happened in Japan – or Christchurch, New Zealand; or New Orleans; or any other place where cataclysmic events have taken place. But we do know that the disaster is not the end of the story.

The Bible promises that there will be

…a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, 

“See, the home of God is among the mortals. He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away. (Rev. 21:1-4)

Until then, though, we live in a corrupted creation. God has not abandoned us, nor has he left us without hope. If this life is not all there is – as the Bible teaches – and if God’s promises are true and our hope in salvation by grace through faith leads to eternal life, then catastrophes like this are sad for a time for those who remain, but they do not in any way minimize God’s sovereign plan for our redemption. Psalm 139 still applies:

Where can I go from your spirit? Or where can I flee from your presence? If I ascend to heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. If I take the wings of the morning and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me fast. If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me, and the light around me become night,” even the darkness is not dark to you; the night is as bright as the day, for darkness is as light to you.  

For it was you who formed my inward parts; you knit me together in my mother’s womb. I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made…. In your book were written all the days that were formed for me, when none of them as yet existed. How weighty to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! I try to count them—they are more than the sand; I come to the end—I am still with you.  ” (Psalms 139:7-18 NRSV)

Friends, we can take comfort that the God who created everything is still sovereign over all creation. We can take comfort in knowing that the God who is good still loves us enough to redeem us – defeating death and promising eternal life for those who receive his gift of grace in Jesus Christ. And we can take comfort from knowing that God grieves with those who grieve today – in John 11, Jesus encountered those grieving Lazarus’ death and, the Bible tells us, Jesus wept. God’s eternity is not lost in our catastrophe, but also, God does not abandon us in the midst as if our pain does not matter. God has given us Jesus who, because he was tested by what he suffered, is able to help those who are being tested. 

And that brings us back around to Hebrews 7 and the eternal priesthood of Melchizedek.
Here’s an odd thing: our text today focuses on Melchizedek and a different priesthood. I covered some of this last year when we were preaching through Genesis. Looking back to what I said then, I came across this opening paragraph. Here’s what I said then:

This is an odd little passage, isn’t it? I suppose you are wondering how this could – in any way – apply to our world today. It seems like an esoteric topic when we see such an immediate crisis with the earthquake victims in Haiti. What possible relevance could Melchizedek have for them or for us? The short answer is: God’s plan for redemption is a mystery revealed through the generations. God’s plan includes us, our children, and all far away; everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him. 

We are gong to take things in a little different direction today, but that short answer is still true: God’s plan for redeeming us is a mystery revealed through the generations; God’s promise to Abraham is still being revealed in us, in our children, and in all whom the Lord calls to himself.

It is odd that these two sermons came in this timing; perhaps a bit of God’s providence. As we turn our attention here today, you should know: what the preacher in Hebrews does in this chapter is most likely the reason this sermon was included in the canon of Scripture. 

In this chapter, the preacher developed for the first time a clear understanding of how Jesus was a priest – a great high priest – on our behalf. 

I encourage you to have your own Bible or the pew Bible open to follow along.  We are going to look at three passages today: Genesis 14, Psalm 110, and Hebrews 7. It will help if you have them marked so we can flip back and forth among them.


Read Hebrews 7:1-28
OK. Let’s start at the beginning and ask the obvious questions: who is this “Melchizedek” and what is the big deal about him? Why should any of us care? 

The Three Curious Steps of Melchizedek

Step 1: Genesis 14

The person Melchizedek shows upon only in Genesis 14. It is the account of Abraham going and saving his nephew Lot, who had been carried off. At the beginning of chapter 14, Lot was taken captive. The armies of Sodom and Gomorrah along with people and goods (including Lot) were carted off into captivity.

One guy escaped. He found Abraham and told him what happened. Abraham gathered his 318 trained men and went out to rescue his nephew. He found the camp of the powerful king, defeated him soundly (even though they were greatly outnumbered) and Abraham gathered up everyone and everything that had been taken and started back home.

On the way home is where we joined in. In the “Valley of Shaveh (that is, the King’s Valley), Abram is met by two kings: the King of Sodom and Melchizedek. 

 The entire episode takes up seven verses, Melchizedek only appears in the middle three. It is worth turning in your Bibles and reading the whole thing:

After his return from the defeat of Chedorlaomer and the kings who were with him, the king of Sodom went out to meet him at the Valley of Shaveh (that is, the King’s Valley).  And King Melchizedek of Salem brought out bread and wine; he was priest of God Most High.  He blessed him and said,

“Blessed be Abram by God Most High,



maker of heaven and earth; 

 
and blessed be God Most High,



who has delivered your enemies into your hand!” 
And Abram gave him one tenth of everything.  Then the king of Sodom said to Abram, “Give me the persons, but take the goods for yourself.”  But Abram said to the king of Sodom, “I have sworn to the LORD, God Most High, maker of heaven and earth, that I would not take a thread or a sandal-thong or anything that is yours, so that you might not say, ‘I have made Abram rich.’
It is a curious encounter. Ultimately, though, it is important to remember a couple of things:

· First, this encounter takes place long before the institution of the Aaronic priesthood (Aaron, the brother of Moses). 

· Second, Melchizedek blessed Abraham by God Most High, a name by which Abraham knew the LORD. Melchizedek declared the LORD’s power of creation and also the LORD’s goodness in delivering Abraham’s enemies into his hand. 

· Third, Melchizedek’s blessing is an initial confirmation of the promise of God to Abraham earlier in Genesis 12, “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. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” Thus, already in Abraham’s time, God’s promise for the redemption of his people was being fulfilled.

Step 2: Psalm 110

Nothing further is said about Melchizedek for more than 1,000 years until we get to Psalm 110. We have read this several times over the last few weeks and it has been quoted in Hebrews several times already. 

Psalm 110 is a song exalting the special role of David. It has two words from the LORD. The first invites the king to take his seat at God’s right hand; that God is the true king and will be responsible for victory over enemies. (Note, this is consistent with the blessing Melchizedek uttered over Abram.) Then, the second word in verse 4, the Psalmist wrote, “The LORD has sworn and will not change his mind. ‘You are a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek.’” The important thing here is that David was established as the king and priest of Jerusalem – exactly the titles held by Melchizedek. This was the oath of God confirming the promise, an oath of a greater priesthood than the Levite priests.

Later, when the people were taken into exile and the temple destroyed, Psalm 110 was a word of hope. The promise of David’s line holding the throne eternally was one of the important expectations of the messiah. God would give the messiah victory over enemies, establish him as the king of peace (king of shalom) and he would pursue God’s righteousness. How all this would happen was a mystery.

Step 3: Hebrews
The only other mentions of Melchizedek in the Bible are more than 1,000 years after Psalm 110, here in Hebrews. 

Turn back with me to Hebrews 7, which is the preacher’s development of a theme. Chapter 7 is the third time the preacher has raised the Melchizedek theme and we get more Melchizedek in this chapter than existed in the entire Old Testament.

After explaining the meaning of Melchizedek’s name, the preacher made this curious comment, “Without father, without mother, without genealogy, having neither beginning of days nor end of life, but resembling the Son of God, he remains a priest forever.”

Let me break in here to explain what is meant here: Melchizedek is not introduced in Scripture with a family identification or genealogy – thus, no father or mother. This is odd in the Old Testament. Further, he is not a priest by birth or pedigree. In Scripture, he is not described by age or birthplace and he does not appear again in person – thus, within the context of Scripture, he does not have a beginning of days nor end of life. Within Scripture, he remains a priest forever. 

The timelessness of his priesthood is important to the writer of Hebrews. Remember, Melchizedek appeared long before the time of Moses and Aaron; and the preacher makes a big deal out of the fact that Abraham gave him a tithe. What is the big deal about that? Remember the context of Hebrews: it was a sermon preached to a congregation that had grown stale in their faith and were beginning to take up old traditions. They were Jews who were beginning to resume old patterns and customs. The point is this: The Levitical priests – the temple priests, that is – were inferior to Jesus. Just as Abraham gave tithes to Melchizedek and received from him a blessing, so Jesus was superior to the descendants of Abraham. The congregation, Jewish Christians, who traced their heritage to Abraham, need to recognize Jesus’ superior priesthood, superior sacrifice, and received his blessing. 

Why the Priesthood of Melchizedek Matters To You and Me

This brings us back to where we started today: how do we begin to understand God in a world capable of experiencing such overwhelming tragedy? Yet, it is only when we look to God that we can begin to understand the world.


First, we remember. We remember God’s promises and the confidence we have that God will be faithful to his promises. God is at work – even in the midst of disaster – to bring to fruition the ultimate realization of his heavenly kingdom. We cannot always see it; but that does not it is not so. God’s plans often are visible only through the generations.

Second, we look to Jesus. Jesus Christ is the great high priest in the order of Melchizedek, whose sacrifice, once for all, deals with your sins. God’s plan for the redemption of his people was realized through the life – obedience and suffering – death and resurrection of Jesus. Jesus is our hope in times of distress. Death and destruction do not have the last word; Jesus does. The preacher in Hebrews is correct in telling the congregation, “How can we escape if we neglect so great a salvation?” “There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved.” Life – eternal life which includes now – is found only in Jesus Christ. 

The priesthood of Melchizedek matters to you and me because it is a confirmation to us of God’s promise and oath to Abraham. Jesus “is able for all time to save those who approach God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them.” Jesus’ work as high priest forever continues on our behalf, even today.

Remembering God’s promises and looking to Jesus will not take away the pain and heartache we feel looking at the video of the destruction in Japan, but it does give us a larger vision of hope. What God has promised with his word and oath, he will do.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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