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Contemporary scholarship does not furnish a consensus
concerning the possible provenance of 2 (Slavonic) Enoch.1 In the
context of the ambiguity and uncertainty about the cultural and
theological origins of 2 Enoch, even distant voices of certain
theological themes in the text become very important. One of these
important theological reminiscences of 2 Enoch is the theme of
Melchizedek—the legendary priest of God Most High.2
Before giving an exposition of the content of the story it is worth
mentioning that for a long time the legend was considered to be an
interpolation in the text of 2 Enoch. Charles, Morfill, and Bonwetsch3
thought that the theme of Melchizedek was a sort of appendix and did
not belong to the main body of the text. For this reason, the legend
was not investigated for a long time. Even Fred Horton in his
fundamental work dedicated to the Melchizedek tradition ignores the
material of 2 Enoch on the basis that it is found only in one recension.4
On the contrary to these opinions, A. Vaillant successfully
demonstrates that Melchizedek’s legend is an integral part of 2 Enoch.
F. Andersen supports this position. His new collation of manuscripts
shows that the Melchizedek tradition is found in both recensions, in six
manuscripts which represent four text families. His final conclusion is
that “there is no evidence that the second part ever existed
separately.”5
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Exposition
The Melchizedek narrative occupies the last chapters of the
book. The content of the story is connected with the family of Nir,6 the
priest, who is pictured in the book as “second son of Lamekh”7 and the
brother of Noah. Sothonim8 the wife of Nir, gave birth to a child “in
her old age,”9 right “on the day of her death.”10 She conceived the
child, “being sterile” and “without having slept with her husband.”11
The book narrates that Nir the priest had not slept with her from the
day that the Lord had appointed him in front of the face of the people.
Therefore, Sothonim hid herself during all the days of her pregnancy.12
Finally, when she was at the day of birth, Nir remembered his wife and
called her to himself in the temple. She came to him and he saw that
she was pregnant. Nir, filled with shame, wanted to cast her from him,
but she died at his feet. Melchizedek13 was born from Sothonim’s
corpse. When Nir and Noah came in to bury Sothonim, they saw the
child sitting beside the corpse with “his clothing on him.” According to
the story they were terrified because the child was fully developed
physically. The child spoke with his lips and he blessed the Lord.
It is of great significance that the newborn child was marked by the
sign of priesthood. The story describes how “the badge of
priesthood”14 was on his chest, and it was glorious in appearance. Nir
and Noah dressed the child in the garments of priesthood and they fed
him the holy bread. They decided to hide him, fearing that the people
would have him put to death. Finally, the Lord commanded His
archangel Gabriel15 to take the child and place him16 in “the paradise
Eden” so that he might become the high priest after the Flood. Final
passages of the short recension describe the ascent of Melchizedek on
the wings of Gabriel to the paradise Eden.

Shem Traditions
The Melchizedek narrative in the book is connected with the
name of Noah, the legendary pre-deluge patriarch. We can not only
find Noah in the book but also his grandfather, Methuselah17 and his
father, Lamech. The midrashim of these descendants of Enoch occupy
chapters 68-73 of the text. Right after Enoch’s ascension to the
highest heaven, the firstborn son of Enoch, Methuselah, and his
brothers, “the sons of Enoch,” constructed an altar at Achuzan,18 the
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place where Enoch had been taken up (ch. 68). It is important to
stress that the term Achuzan here is a specific name for the hill of the
Temple in Jerusalem. In chapter 69 the Lord appeared to Methuselah
in a night vision and appointed him as the priest before the people.
Verses 11-16 of this chapter describe the first animal sacrifice of
Methuselah on the altar. Chapter 70 reveals the last days of
Methuselah on the earth before his death. The Lord again appeared to
Methuselah in a night vision and commanded him to pass his
priesthood duties on to the second son of his son Lamech—Nir. The
text does not explain why the Lord wanted to pass on the priesthood
to Nir instead of Noah —Lamech’s firstborn son. The text just mentions
that the people answered on that request, “Let it be so for us, and let
the word of the Lord be just as he said to you.” Further the book
narrates that Methuselah invested Nir with the vestments of
priesthood in front of the face of all the people and “made him stand at
the head of altar.”19
As shown, 2 Enoch presents Melchizedek as a continuation of
the priestly line from Methuselah, son of Enoch, directly to the second
son of Lamech, Nir (brother of Noah), and on to Melchizedek. 2 Enoch
therefore considers Melchizedek as the grandson of Lamech. This
understanding of Melchizedek as the continuation of the priestly line of
descendants of Enoch has interesting parallels in rabbinic literature.
In the Babylonian Talmud the following passage is found:
R. Zechariah said on R. Ishmael’s authority: The Holy One, blessed be He,
intended to bring forth the priesthood from Shem, as it is written, ‘And he
[Melchizedek] was the priest of the most high God’ (Gen 14:18). But because
he gave precedence in his blessing to Abraham over God, He brought it forth
from Abraham; as it is written, ‘And he blessed him and said, Blessed be
Abram of the most high God, possessor of heaven and earth, and blessed be
the most high God’ (Gen 14:19). Said Abraham to him, ‘Is the blessing of a
servant to be given precedence over that of his master?’ Straightway it [the
priesthood] was given to Abraham, as it is written (Ps 110:1), ‘The Lord said
unto my Lord, Sit thou at my right hand, until I make thine enemies thy
footstool;’ which is followed by, ‘The Lord hath sworn, and will not repent,
Thou art a priest forever, after the order of Melchizedek’ (Ps 110:4), meaning,
‘because of the word of Melchizedek.’ Hence it is written, And he was a priest
of the most High God, [implying that] he was a priest, but not his seed (b.
Ned. 32b).20
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This identification of Melchizedek with Shem, son of Noah, descendant
of Methuselah and Lamech by Rabbi Ishmael ben Elisha was very
popular in rabbinic literature.21 We can find the origins of the tradition
from a very early time; identifying Melchizedek as Shem can be found
in the Targums,22 Aramaic renderings of the Hebrew Bible. Tg. Neof.
on Gen 14:18 shows the exegetical development of this identification:
“And Melchisedech, king of Jerusalem—he is Shem the Great—brought
out bread and wine, for he was the priest who ministered in the high
priesthood before the most High God.”23 The Tg. Ps.-J. holds a similar
exegetical position when it reads: “... the righteous king—that is
Shem, the son of Noah—king of Jerusalem, went out to meet Abram,
and brought him bread and wine; at that time he was ministering
before God Most High.”24 Biblical chronology proves the possibility of
the meeting of Shem (Melchizedek) and Abraham after the defeat of
the kings (Gen 14:17). According to Gen 11:10-26, Shem lived 500
years after the birth of his first son Arphaxad. There were 290 years
between the birth of Arphaxad and the birth of Abram. When Abram
was born, Shem lived for another 210 years. According to Gen 25:7
Abraham lived 175 years. Therefore Shem in fact outlived Abraham by
35 years.
Another important point in identification of Shem and
Melchizedek is the fact that the blessing of Shem in Gen 9:26 has
distinct parallels with the blessing which Melchizedek gives to
Abraham. Fred Horton proves that both blessings have some
similarities from “a form-critical standpoint.”25
It is interesting to note several important similarities between
targumic and rabbinic material and Melchizedek’s portion of 2 Enoch.
a. 2 Enoch as well as targumic and rabbinic sources tried to put
the genealogy of Melchizedek into the Semitic context of Enoch’s
descendants. They endeavored to give this abstract and
ahistorical character of Genesis a certain historical location and
place him in the context of the pre-Deluge generation.
b. Both traditions are interested in the descriptions of the priestly
functions of Enoch’s family.26 2 Enoch has a lengthy account of
Methuselah and Nir with elaborate descriptions of their priestly
and sacrificial duties and practices. As Rubinstein notes, “it is
hard to escape the impression that the purpose of the account is
Journal for the Study of Judaism, Vol. 31 (2000): pg. 23-38. DOI. This article is © Brill Academic Publishers and permission
has been granted for this version to appear in e-Publications@Marquette. Brill Academic Publishers does not grant
permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Brill
Academic Publishers.

4

NOT THE PUBLISHED VERSION; this is the author’s final, peer-reviewed manuscript. The published version may be
accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page.

to build up the priestly antecedents of Melchizedek.”27 The main
point of the passage from b. Ned. as well as from Gen. Rab. and
Pirke R. El. is the building up of the priestly antecedents of
Melchizedek (Shem) in the context of the transmission of this
priestly line to Abraham.
c. Both traditions are also interested in taking away the priestly
line from Enoch’s historical descendants. b. Ned. 32b stressed
about Shem-Melchizedek, “he was priest; but not his seed.”
Melchizedek’s final translation to heaven at the end of 2 Enoch
also shows discontinuation of the historical priestly line of
Enoch’s relatives. In the text, the Lord says: “Melchizedek will
be my priest to all priests,28 and I will sanctify him and I will
change him into a great people who will sanctify me....
Melchizedek will be the head of the priests in another
generation.”29
d. Another important point, which can be found in observations of
the rabbinic and 2 Enoch sources, is that the text of the Slavonic
Enoch attempts to build an alternative to the traditional rabbinic
line from Methuselah’s priestly vocation, which can be some
type of parallel to the official Noah-Shem line. The important
theological role in this shift is played by previously unknown Nir,
the young brother of Noah.30
We can see some sort of theological polemic by the author of 2
Enoch with traditional Judaic (targumic, rabbinic) positions. It shows
that the traditional Judaic settings of the Oral Torah about Melchizedek
as Shem were very important and authoritative for the audience of 2
Enoch even in the situation of their rejection.

Noachic Traditions
Our previous analysis of Shem traditions in the Melchizedek
story reveals also some references to the Noachic tradition.31 A
substitution of the line Noah-Shem for the line Nir-Melchizedek shows
that one of the main targets of the author’s polemic in 2 Enoch is in
fact a Noah figure. It is not a coincidence that this sort of polemic
takes place in the Enochic narrative. From the earliest Enochic
materials we can see the interdependence of Noachic and Enochic
traditions. Kvanvig shows that in Noachic traditions Noah and Enoch
Journal for the Study of Judaism, Vol. 31 (2000): pg. 23-38. DOI. This article is © Brill Academic Publishers and permission
has been granted for this version to appear in e-Publications@Marquette. Brill Academic Publishers does not grant
permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Brill
Academic Publishers.

5

NOT THE PUBLISHED VERSION; this is the author’s final, peer-reviewed manuscript. The published version may be
accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page.

often appear in the same roles.32 The Slavonic Enoch in many ways is
a continuation of this tendency.
According to some scholars, Melchizedek’s story in Slavonic
Enoch recalls some parallels with the birth of Noah33 in the Genesis
Apocryphon of Qumran.34 In the Qumran text, Lamech is worried
about the birth of Noah, his son. Lamech suspects that his wife
Bathenosh was unfaithful to him and that “the conception was (the
work) of the Watchers and the pregnancy of the Holy Ones, and it
belonged to the Nephil[in].”35 The story of the relationship between
Lamech and Bathenosh found in the Apocryphon is very similar to the
story of the relationships between Nir and Sophonim. However, there
are some essential differences between the texts. In the Qumran text
the wife of Lamech, in response to his angry questions, tries to remind
him of their intimacies—“Oh my brother and lord! remember my
sexual pleasure... [...] in the heat of intercourse, and the gasping of
my breath in my breast.”36 She swears that the seed was indeed of
Lamech: “I swear to you by the Great Holy One, by the King of the
hea[vens...]...[...] that this seed comes from you, [...] and not from
any foreigner nor from any of the watchers or sons of heav[en].”37
On the other hand, in 2 Enoch Sothonim did not explain the
circumstances of the conception. She answered Nir: “O my lord!
Behold, it is the time of my old age, and there was not in me any
(ardor of) youth and I do not know how the indecency of my womb
has been conceived.”38 However, some scholars draw attention to the
fact that both texts have similar features in this situation. Delcor
affirms that the phrase of Lamech in the beginning of the Apocryphon,
“Behold, then I thought in my heart that the conception was the work
of the Watchers and the pregnancy, of the Holy Ones...” can be
compared with the words of Noah in 2 Enoch spoken at the time of the
examination of Melchizedek: “This is of the Lord, my brother.”39 An
important supporting detail here is the fact that the description of
Enoch and his descendants in Genesis Apocryphon shows a number of
interesting similarities with 2 Enoch’s story.
Chapters 39-66 of 2 Enoch describe the instruction which Enoch
gave to his sons and the elders of the people during his thirty day visit
to the earth. The text makes clear that during this visit Enoch is
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already an angelic being. In chapter 56 of 2 Enoch he says to his son:
“Listen, my child! Since the time when the Lord anointed me with the
ointment of my glory, it has been horrible for me, and food is not
agreeable to me, and I have no desire for earthly food.”40

Chapter 67 of 2 Enoch describes the final departure of Enoch to
heaven. The information about the transformed Enoch can be found
also in the Genesis Apocryphon. The text says that when Methuselah
knew about Lamech’s suspicions he decided to ask advise from Enoch.
The Genesis Apocryphon continues that “he (Methuselah) left for the
higher level, to Parvaim, and there he met Enoch, [his father...].”41
This reference to the “higher level” can be considered as a hint for the
elevated status of the translated Enoch. Apocryphon further says that
“ He (Methuselah) said to Enoch, his father: O my father and lord, to
whom I have co[me...] [...] I say to you: Do not be annoyed with me
because I came here to [...] you [...] fear (?) before you [...].”42
Methuselah’s fear before Enoch is an additional supporting detail that
he in fact met not a man, but a heavenly being.
Another feature of 2 Enoch which shows some possible
connection between this text and the sectarian Judaism is the issue of
animal sacrifices. The description of animal sacrifices occupies a very
important place in the narrative of 2 Enoch. In chapter 59, Enoch
instructed Methuselah, his brothers—Regim, Ariim, Akhazukhan,
Kharimion—and the elders of all the people how to perform animal
sacrifices: “... he who brings a sacrifice of clean beasts, it is healing,
he heals his soul. And he who brings a sacrifice of clean birds, it is
healing, he heals his soul. And everything which you have for food,
bind it by four legs43; there is healing, he heals his soul. He who puts
to death any animal without binding it, it is an evil custom; he acts
lawlessly with his own soul.”44 Further the book tells that right after
the appointment of Methuselah to the position of the priest he came
up to the Lord’s altar “with all the people in procession behind him and
he stood in front of the altar with all the people ... around the altar ...
and ... the elders of the people, ... taking sheep and oxen ... tied
(their) four legs together, and placed (them) at the head of the
altar.”45 S. Pines draws attention to this unique practice of tying
together four legs during animal sacrifices. He refers to a passage in
the Mishna (m. Tamid, 4:1) which, according to the most probable
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interpretation, states that each of the forelegs of the sacrificial animal
was tied to the corresponding hind leg and declares that the tying
together of all the four legs was contrary to the tradition.46 Pines gives
one of the two explanations found in the Gemara of the Babli that this
expression of disapproval was due to the fact that the customs of the
heretics, minim,47 should not be imitated.48 The practice of tying
together all four legs had very strong sectarian meaning for the
authors of Mishnaic sacrificial prescriptions. In his final conclusion,
Pines suggests that “it may have been an accepted rite of a sect,
which repudiated the sacrificial customs prevailing in Jerusalem. It
might be conjectured that this sect might have been the Essenes,
whose sacrificial usage differed according to the one reading of the
passage of Josephus49 from those practiced at the Temple.”50

Sethian Traditions
Schlomo Pines’ reference to sacrificial practices of “minim,”
heretics, which were usually represented in the Jewish orthodox
mindset as Jewish Gnostics,51 necessitated further examination of the
relationship between the Melchizedek story of 2 Enoch and some
Gnostic traditions. One of the tractates of the Nag Hammadi corpus,
Melchizedek (further Melch.) deserves special attention because it
contains materials that echo certain motifs in 2 Enoch’s story.52 The
text has a form of revelations given by heavenly intermediaries to
Melchizedek who communicates the revelations to a privileged few,
“the congregation (e)kklhsi&a) of [the] [children] of Seth (5:1920).”53 According to scholars, Melch. has important similar features
with traditions associated with Sethian gnosticism.54 It is possible that
the author of the tractate reworked some earlier Judaic Melchizedek’s
traditions into gnostic Christian settings.55 In spite of the fragmentary
character of the tractate, there are a number of important details
which can be connected with Melchizedek’s story in 2 Enoch. Two
features of the Gnostic text are especially valuable. First, the author’s
use of the phrase “the children of Seth” (5:20), and second, his usage
of the phrase “the [race] (ge&nov) of the High priest (a)rxiereu&v)
(6:17).”56 These details seem to have certain parallels with
Melchizedek’s narrative of 2 Enoch, which contains materials about
priestly functions of Seth. In chapter 72 of the shorter recension of 2
Enoch, the following statement comes from the lips of the Lord: “...
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and Melchizedek will be the head of the priests in another generation
as was Seth in this generation.”57 The author’s familiarity with the
traditions which exalted Seth, however, become evident much earlier
in chapter 33:10 where the Lord promises to give Enoch an intercessor
archangel Michael and guardian angels Ariokh and Mariokh on account
of his handwritings and the handwritings of his fathers—Adam and
Seth.58 Mentioning all three traditions together shows that Sethian
tradition has in the eyes of 2 Enoch’s author equal value to the
tradition of Adam and Enoch.
Melch. also gives an interesting list which includes Adam, Enoch,
and Melchizedek.59 Birger Pearson suggests that “the list of biblical
figures mentioned in this passage, culminating with Melchizedek, may
be intended as a list of those heroes of the past who functioned as
priests.”60
Another important testimony to Sethian tradition is found in
chapter 71 where the author of 2 Enoch depicts a priestly line which
begins with Seth: “Therefore honor him (Melchizedek) together with
your servants and great priests, with Seth, and with Enoch, and
Maleleil, and Aamilam, and Phrasidam, and with Maleleil, and with
Rusif and with Enoch and with your servant Nir....”61
These testimonies to Sethian tradition show that there are
obvious similarities between Melch. and 2 Enoch. Both stories
emphasize priestly functions of Seth in their connections with priestly
functions of Melchizedek. It is noteworthy that this emphasis on
priestly role of Seth is a rare motif in Sethian traditions. In the variety
of Sethian traditions, Seth is often pictured as an astrologer, a scribe,
or the head of a generation, but he is rarely viewed as a priest.62
From the other side, despite these parallels,63 there is a
fundamental divergence between Melch. and 2 Enoch. The purpose of
the author of Melch. is apparent—to place Melchizedek in the context
of Sethian priestly authority. In observations on the tractate, B.
Pearson stresses that because of the reference to the “children of
Seth” (5:20), and the parallel reference to the “race of the high priest”
(i.e. Melch. 6:17), it is possible that in Melch., the priest-savior
Melchizedek is regarded as an earthly incarnation of the heavenly
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Seth.64 On the contrary, in 2 Enoch, however, there is an established
attempt to challenge the Sethian priestly line and replace it with a new
postdiluvian priestly authority of Melchizedek.

Conclusion
The fragmentary character of our observations about the Melchizedek
legend does not allow for the complete picture of the possible cultural,
historical, or theological provenance of Melchizedek’s story in 2 Enoch
to be considered. However, some conclusions can be made at this
stage of the research. These conclusions focus on the problem of the
hypothetical community behind the Melchizedek narrative.
First, the Melchizedek portion demonstrates the interest in the
issues of priestly practice, succession and authority, which occupy an
important part in the eschatology of 2 Enoch.
Second, the material reflects complicated polemics with various
traditions of priestly practice and the priestly succession inside
Judaism.
Third, the story of Melchizedek, this sacerdos in aeternum, is
used in 2 Enoch as well as in many other traditions as the theological
tool of legitimization of alternative priestly authority (line).
Fourth, it is possible that in the text we can see a specific
attitude toward the priestly authority (hierocracy) connected with the
Temple in Jerusalem.65 The important supporting detail here is naming
the place of sacrificial duties of Enoch’s descendants as Achuzan.66 This
may also be the main reason for the replacement of official priestly
line Noah-Shem to the line Nir-Melchizedek, as a legitimate
background for the new sectarian priestly authority.
Fifth, the Melchizedek material of 2 Enoch was probably
composed in a community which respected the authority of the Jewish
lore (the opinion about Enoch’s ancestors as predecessors of
Melchizedek). This community might have had certain liturgical and
theological differences (sectarian biases) from the mainstream of
Second Temple Judaism.
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Sixth, the community of 2 Enoch apparently repudiated the
sacrificial customs prevailing in traditional Judaism (Jerusalem) (the
tying together of all the four legs of the animals during the sacrifices).
Seventh, liturgical (priesthood line) and exegetical (Noah,
Melchizedek) features of the Melchizedek portion of 2 Enoch have
certain similarities to the ideology of the Qumran community (an
alternative priestly line, exegesis of Noah, and Melchizedek’s story). It
is evident, however, that the ideological and theological settings of the
document cannot be explained solely by referring to the Qumran
materials because of an absence of major Judaic symbols and themes
which occupied a central place in the ideology of the Qumranites.
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Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic
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In the longer recension – Michael,
The preservation of Melchizedek as protection against the
unrighteousness of the world reveals an interesting parallel to the
Qumranic term )+#q sdrp—“paradise of righteousness.”
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