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What people are saying about

Dining with Jesus

Dining with Jesus provides an insightful study guide to the most important mealtimes in the Bible. The book weaves together biblical insights with contemporary application and includes creative ideas for interaction. It will provide an excellent resource for small groups and individuals wanting a deeper encounter with Jesus Christ.

Dr Andrew Ollerton, bestselling author of The Bible: A Story That Makes Sense of Life

In a world of change and innovation, mealtimes remain not only a staple of life, but an effective resource for community and relationship building as well as being times of refreshment and joy: eating and drinking can be very pleasurable! In taking the theme of Dining with Jesus, Kate has looked at how those who ate and drank in the gospels had their lives changed: both by the personal encounter with Jesus, and as part of the way Jesus taught in parable story. This study guide gives an informative and clear picture of the historical events but goes much further: Dining with Jesus is as much for us today as it is a reminder of words and events 2000 years ago. Kate has written a practical and accessible guide that enables us to look at our own lives in the light of Jesus Christ – and with a subject matter most of us can relate to, we are challenged to see our lives are changed by his loving, joyful presence. The Gospel has to be true to itself – Good News, and this guide allows us to discover for ourselves and share with others more of how God’s love is made real by Jesus Christ. I commend this Study Guide to small groups and individuals who are looking to deepen their understanding of the Christian faith, and who are willing to take the challenge of meeting with Jesus over a shared meal together.

Bishop of Dunedin (New Zealand), Steven Benford
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Friendship is unnecessary, like philosophy, like art…. It has no survival value; rather it is one of those things which give value to survival. - C. S. Lewis

This book is dedicated to my Mum, my sister, Jim, Jonny and to everyone in my house group. Your continued support adds immeasurable value to my life.





Preface

After much thought I have come to a conclusion: My chickens have become archaeologists. Perhaps that sentence needs a little explaining…

There is a paddock which our chickens have access to and inside it there is, or rather there was, a small hillock. However, over time and through much digging, not only has the hillock shrunk, but a conglomeration of stones has been revealed underneath, along with a few pieces of pottery. Nothing very old, so far, but we live in hope of something older, like a Roman coin appearing one day.

The chickens of course are responsible for this, systematically digging away the layers of soil; three or four of them all lined up. This is a full body workout for them, beginning with a lot of claw scratching, which is then followed by much pecking within the loose soil for any insects they can find. From there the chickens begin their dust bath, rolling around and shaking the soil over themselves. Chicken archaeology is a very immersive experience.

So why am I telling you about this?

Well, it struck me one afternoon that studying the Bible shares a number of similarities, or at least it should do. Digging deeper into the Bible is a quest we are never going to complete this side of heaven. There will always be more to learn and for me this is exciting! Whether you are an actual archaeologist, a chicken or a reader of the Bible, you are going to need tools to execute your task, and this is what I hope this study guide will provide for some of the key passages in the Gospels.

The aim of this guide is to help individuals and groups to grow in their understanding of the big picture, as well as the small details of the meals Jesus attended or held. A key part of this support will be in considering these dining experiences through the lens of the stories and teachings which bookend them, and the meals will also be looked at in light of parallels found in the Old Testament. Historical and social background will be fed into the chapters, but in bite sized pieces, so you can come to this book without extensive prior knowledge. In writing this guide it was important to me to encourage others in reading the Bible and I hope those using the guide gain confidence in doing so.

Each chapter concludes with questions which equip you to examine your own lives and to see how Jesus’ teachings can be further incorporated into them. Christian faith, if it is to be life-altering, cannot be an academic exercise and like a muscle it needs to be stretched and engaged in consistent activity to increase its strength.

I hope this book helps you on this journey.

I would like to thank everyone who supported me in my own journey of writing this guide and for those who took the time to read it in its draft stages. Your comments and encouragement were hugely appreciated.

Whether you are just starting out in your Christian faith, or are a seasoned pilgrim, as my chickens would say: Keep Digging!

K. J.





Introduction


Mealtimes in the First Century AD

What are your mealtimes like? Fraught affairs as you attempt to juggle several tasks, and plates, at once? Is there a roar of conversation as everyone tries to share about their day? Or are they moments ensconced in front of the television, eager to find out what is happening in your favourite soap? Is it homemade food all the way, or are you King or Queen of the microwave?

In some ways mealtimes probably haven’t changed very much since Jesus’ time on earth. There is still the child who likes to drop their food on the floor to feed the family pet, and the one who speaks with their mouth full, spraying crumbs liberally as they talk. Even some of the food would not be poles apart, though our intake of meat is predominately higher, as during that time meat was something you ate mostly at religious festivals. Fish was a more common source of protein and two rather than three meals a day was the norm.

Yet in some respects, dining has changed significantly, in the import and meaning it is given as an activity. For Jews in the first century AD, mealtimes were closely related to your membership of a social group, who you ate with was tied up with your identity and even your moral character. Eating together as a social group1 was a key part of maintaining and expressing the level and purity of your faith in Jewish culture, at that time, and this affected the guests at a meal, as well as the one hosting it. Offering hospitality is a practice explicitly encouraged and even commanded in the Old Testament, with early examples shown in the conduct of Abraham (Genesis 18) and Lot (Genesis 19). Indeed, hospitality towards foreigners who have come to live in their land, became a witness to the freedom God gave the Israelites when he rescued them from the Egyptians (Leviticus 19 v 33–34).

Greeting guests was a far more intricate activity in the Classical era as well, going beyond words. Those who are familiar with John 13 v 1–7, will know how crucial a step it was to ensure your guests’ feet were washed on arrival. Such meals were not simply about consuming nutrients and gaining energy to go on to fuel further activities but were also very much about table fellowship. The New Living Translation Study Bible notes that ‘sharing a meal with another indicated both covenantal and social equality’2; a theme which is highly pertinent to Chapter 1 of this Bible study, when we look at two occasions Jesus challenges who makes it on to the guest list.

Meals also have huge symbolic value for Jews. When in the form of lavish banquets, meals become a central image used by Old Testament writers to encapsulate their hope for the future, when God’s kingdom would be fully manifest on earth; a time in which evil is finally expunged from the world and God’s justice is completely restored and executed. For example, Isaiah 25 looks ahead to what God will do for his people:


In Jerusalem, the Lord of Heaven’s Armies will spread a wonderful feast for all the people of the world. It will be a delicious banquet with clear, well-aged wine and choice meat.3



The banquet symbolises God’s provision and this is an image Jesus builds upon, using the metaphor of the feast to encompass all of God’s promises to transform us to enter and participate in his kingdom. In particular Jesus employs the banquet motif to show how through himself, these promises were beginning to be fulfilled. Throughout this story, we will consider the varying reactions people at the time had towards this claim. Jesus’ meals were far from free of dissent and division.

‘Jesus uses the banquet as a metaphor for the presence of the kingdom’4 such as in Matthew 9 v 14–175 and Matthew 22 v 1–10,6 and in the Parable of the Ten Virgins, (Matthew 25 v 1-13), we are warned to make ourselves ready for Jesus’ return. In the parable Jesus is portrayed as the bridegroom and his celebrated return represents the full restoration of God’s kingdom on earth. It is in many passages like this, that we see the symbolism of the banquet making its way into Christian tradition and theology, which is why it is important for us to consider what lessons the meals Jesus shared have for us and our relationship with God.




The Exodus Story

As I was researching the topic for this study, I became increasingly aware of how often the story of God rescuing his people from Egypt is a theme which makes its way into the meals Jesus had. The Exodus story is not just of great importance to Jews, but also for Christians, as it is part of our story too. God has Moses tell the Israelites:


I am the Lord. I will free you from your oppression and will rescue you from your slavery in Egypt. I will redeem you with a powerful arm and great acts of judgement. I will claim you as my own people, and I will be your God. Then you will know that I am the Lord your God who has freed you from your oppression in Egypt. I will bring you into the land I swore to give to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. I will give it to you as your very own possession. I am the Lord! (Exodus 6 v 6–8)



From there we have the ten plagues which came upon Egypt, from the first plague of the Nile turning to a river of blood, to the tenth in which the firstborn children of Egypt died.7 Only then did the Pharaoh agree that the Israelites could leave, and even then, he changed his mind and had his army chase after them into the desert. It took the miracle at the Red Sea to completely secure the Israelites’ freedom. They had passed through one set of trials, but the wilderness was going to present a whole new set of challenges…

As followers of Jesus, it is important for us to remember that this was more than a one-off event. Looking back, we can see that it was only the beginning of God’s rescue story for humanity and that ultimately it was God’s plan to set us all free from the one foe we have in common: sin, which leads to death. Yet it is on the cross that Jesus confronts his own Red Sea moment, going through death and coming out the other side; with death the vanquished enemy,8 a process powerfully explored in the Last Supper, which this study looks at in Chapter 6.

Yet it is not just in the Passover meal that we can hear echoes of the Exodus story. In the Gospel accounts of the feeding of the 5000, (see Chapter 2), there are strong parallels to the time the Israelites were in the wilderness, fed by God with manna. Later Jesus reveals that he is the bread of life,9 the manna which will not go mouldy the next day, the manna which can do more than fill your stomach.

In the feeding of the 4000, Jesus warns against the yeast or leaven of the Pharisees and Chapter 3 explores how Jesus uses leaven as a symbol of the old way of life. The Israelites in Exodus were expected to turn away from the life of slavery they had in Egypt and learn to be God’s people and 2000 years later there is still this same expectation. If you want to follow Jesus then you need to leave your old life behind; a task which we have to respond to on a daily basis. This demand sometimes produced a negative response from certain quarters; Moses was not an instant hit with the Israelite community10 and there was more than one grumbler in the wilderness who wanted to go back to how things were.11 Jesus, unsurprisingly, frequently created a similar, if not stronger, adverse response, this time with the religious elite. They disapproved of the Kingdom message he was teaching, and this is a conflict which comes up in the meals Jesus had. We will be looking at one such meal in Chapter 5.





Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread


The rescuing of the Israelites from Egypt was so important, in what it represented and in what it now meant for the Israelites, that God instructed the Israelites to commemorate it in what is now known as the Passover meal or Passover Seder. God gave precise details12 as to how the meal should be prepared, in particular the lamb and the bread, and also what was to be done with the lamb’s blood. In Exodus 12 v 7 the Israelites are told to take some of the lamb’s blood and ‘smear it on the sides and top of the doorframes of the houses where they eat the animal’. This instruction was given for a very good reason which is provided in verse 13:


[T]he blood on your doorposts will serve as a sign, marking the houses where you are staying. When I see the blood, I will pass over you. The plague will not touch you when I strike the land of Egypt.



The plague in question was the final one, the death of firstborn children, and the blood prevented the Israelite households from coming under that judgement. Beyond the practical reasons for the instruction, it is also a deeply symbolic one as the lamb’s blood became a form of atonement for the Israelites’ sins. Yet as Richard Booker notes, this blood ‘could only cover their sins, it could not take them away’.13 Moreover, as I said above, this was just the beginning of God’s rescue plan, but to look at the direction it was heading in, we need to take a wider and deeper look at the Passover.

Passover is more than just a meal, it is a season, occurring during Nisan (March–April), and during this time three Jewish festivals take place: the Passover Meal, the week-long Feast of Unleavened Bread and the Feast of the First Fruits. ‘At festivals, Israel celebrated God’s work in the past, present, and future and reaffirmed its relationship with this covenantal God.’14 In fact, Booker points out how God ‘used visual aids as object lessons to teach people specific truths’.15 This is a helpful way to look at the Jewish feasts and festivals, as within them are important truths, which God wanted to remind the Israelites. Booker goes on to write that:


God gave these visual aids in the Hebrew Scriptures (Old Testament part of the Bible) in the form of various religious laws and rituals which the Jews were to observe. As the Jews practised these laws and rituals, they would learn through their physical senses, spiritual truths concerning their relationship with God.16



The final aim of these aids was to show the way to the Messiah and his arrival on earth, which is why it is important to consider the many times Jesus identifies himself with these earlier aids and signs. Booker sums it up well when he says that Jesus was ‘God’s ultimate visual aid’ as it is through Jesus that we can come to know the nature of God. (see John 14 v 6–11 and Colossians 1 v 15)

So, what does the Passover meal have to say about our ‘relationship with God’? By saving the Israelites from death, through the sign of the lamb’s blood, this also paved the way for the Israelites to be in relationship with God and to ‘find God’s peace’.17 As we will go on to explore in Chapter 6, the Passover meal is a powerful symbolic representation of Jesus’ death on the cross; a final and ultimate sacrifice which enabled our sins to be completely forgiven. This in turn allowed us to be fully reconciled with God, as well as having access to God’s peace and to be at ‘peace with God’.18 Paul brings this all together in Romans 5 v 1: ‘Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ…’ In a nutshell the Passover meal enabled the Israelites to consider the process involved in making a relationship with God possible, and to also point ahead to the ultimate solution – Jesus.

In the Gospel accounts it is clear that Jesus is trying to make his followers and others listening to him, understand the parallels between his life and forthcoming death and the Passover meal. Not only in what he says, but also in his personal itinerary leading up to his arrest and death. It is no coincidence that ‘Jesus was set aside to be sacrificed, examined and crucified on the exact month, day and hour that the Jews had been handling the lambs for 1,500 years in keeping the Feast of the Passover.’19 Chapter 6 encourages and supports readers in exploring these parallels more closely.

I don’t know about you, but when I’ve been reading accounts of the Last Supper, I have often wondered why it is sometimes said that the diners reclined whilst partaking of the meal. As a child, sitting up straight at the dinner table was always considered the correct thing to do. Primary school left me with the strong impression that reclining at dinner was a decidedly Roman activity, though of course it was a much more widely employed lifestyle choice in the ancient world. But how did it make its way into Jewish feasting habits? Interestingly, it was not a custom that began from the very earliest celebrations of the Passover. In Exodus 12 v 11 regarding this meal, the Israelites are told:


These are your instructions for eating this meal: Be fully dressed, wear your sandals, and carry your walking stick in your hand. Eat the meal with urgency, for this is the Lord’s Passover.



Yet by the Second Temple era, (516 BC–70 AD), a switch to reclining at the Passover meal was made; a switch which contains a further echo of the Exodus story. Rabbi Levi in the Pesachim20 said that ‘because it is the way of slaves to eat standing up’ but at the Passover meal we are ‘here to eat reclining, [it is] made known that they went from slavery to freedom’.21 In passages such as this one we see how reclining when eating was used as a way of symbolising the freedom the Israelites had gained. The couches reclined upon were known as triclinia and three people were usually allotted to each one. The base of the couch was made of stone or wood and cushions were placed on top. The most important position belonged to the host and it was on the triclinium on the left-hand side. Jesus’ warnings about the pitfalls of trying to claim the best place at the dinner spring to mind at this point and are explored in Chapter 4.

The second feast of the Passover season is the Feast of Unleavened Bread and in Deuteronomy 16 v 3–4 the Israelites are instructed that:


For seven days the bread you eat must be made without yeast, as when you escaped from Egypt in such a hurry. Eat this bread – the bread of suffering – so that as long as you live you will remember the day you departed from Egypt. Let no yeast be found in any house throughout your land for those seven days.



Why did they need to remember their departure from Egypt? In keeping with what I said earlier about leaven and its sin connotations, this is a feast which is concerned with our changed condition, after atonement has taken place. It is a reminder for the Israelites, and then Christians, to put off their old way of living and lead a life separate from it. This point is reinforced by the command to keep yeast out of the home for seven days and prior to celebrating this feast Jewish homes will undergo a thorough cleaning. Again, this has relevance and direct implications for Christians as this cleaning is symbolic of the moral overhaul we need to give our own lives. The regular nature of the activity also intimates how this is not a one-off task and should occur throughout our walk with God. Paul puts it well when he writes:


Since you have learned the truth that comes from him, throw off your old sinful nature and your former way of life, which is corrupted by lust and deception. Instead, let the Spirit renew your thoughts and attitudes. Put on your new nature, created to be like God – truly holy and righteous. (Ephesians 4 v 21–24)



This decision then to consecrate our lives and dedicate them to the way of life Jesus taught, is the final truth to be explored in the Passover season, in the Feast of First Fruits. Yet again, the physical acts of setting aside money, crops, and livestock, had the further purpose of pointing to the way we need to set aside our lives for God’s kingdom.


Endnotes

1. This is also known as commensality.

2. Anon. (2008; 1996). Eating Together. In: NLT Study Bible. Illinois: Tyndale House Publishers. p. 1595. All subsequent references to this translation will be abbreviated to NLT.

3. See Isaiah 25 v 6. Unless otherwise mentioned, quoted scripture will be taken from the NLT translation.

4. Anon. (2013). Banquet. In: Longman III, Tremper The Baker Illustrated Dictionary. Michigan: Baker Books. pp. 167–168 (p. 167).

5. During Jesus’ meal with Matthew, the tax collector, some of John Baptist’s followers question Jesus as to why he and his followers do not fast.

6. This is the Parable of the Wedding Feast, which is explored in Chapter 4.

7. An account of the ten plagues can be read in Exodus 7 v 14 – Exodus 11 v 12.

8. A comparison that is explored by Tom Wright in Mark for Everyone (SPCK Publishing; 2001).

9. See John 6 v 35.

10. See Exodus 5 v 21 and Exodus 6 v 9.

11. See Exodus 16 v 3.

12. See Exodus 12 v 1–14 and 43–48 for further information.

13. Booker, R. (1987). Jesus in the Feasts of Israel: Restoring the Spiritual Realities of the Feasts to the Church. Pennsylvania: Destiny Image Publishers. p. 21.

14. Anon. (2013). Festivals. In: Longman III, Tremper The Baker Illustrated Dictionary. Michigan: Baker Books. pp. 584–590 (p. 584).

15. Booker, R (1987). p. 1.

16. Ibid., p. 2.

17. Ibid., p. 4.

18. Ibid., p. 12.

19. Ibid., p. 22.

20. The Pesachim is a part of the Mishnah. The Mishnah was completed c.200 AD and was the first collection made of the Jewish oral traditions, which concern all aspects of life, including festivals and eating practices.

21. Lev i, R. Pesachim 68b:13. This can be found at: https://www.sefaria.org/Jerusalem_Talmud_Pesachim.68b.13, alongside the full Pesachim and other Jewish texts.
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