The Great Reversal: The Power of a Shared Meal
Pastor John Rosensteel

Big Idea:

There is power in a shared meal.

Purpose:

To challenge people to embody the Kingdom of God by sharing a meal.

Passage:

Luke 5:27-32

Verse:

Luke 5:29

Opening
Story

-There is power in a shared meal. Last fall our family was invited to share a meal at the
home of Debbie and Ron Crawford who are part of our church. It took us about two
seconds to say yes because we had been privileged to experience Debbie’s cooking
previously. Debbie took cooking classes in Europe and is a gifted chef. We also love
spending time with the Crawfords.
-Debbie told me to come hungry because she
had prepared lots of food. That was an
understatement. When we arrived, this menu
was on display. Let me read some of the menu
for those of you who might just be listening to
this later:
The appetizers were pumpkin cheese balls with
crackers and roasted tomato basil soup with
crème fraiche and parmesan frico. I don’t even
know what some of those things are but it tasted
incredible. Then we had green salad with dried
cranberries, pine nuts and blueberries and
cheese souffle, with a vinaigrette dressing and
rosemary focaccia bread, gluten free baguette,
olive oil and balsamic vinegar.

I knew I should pace myself but everything was so good. I was already getting full and we
hadn’t even gotten to the main course.
Debbie is a true host. She knew that because of my heart condition the only meat I
typically eat is fish. The main course was stuffed salmon in phyllo dough with brandy
mustard sauce and basil oil and a side of roasted asparagus and potatoes. It is simply
impossible for me to describe how delicious it was.
Then Debbie said, “I hope you left room for dessert.” I quickly Googled belly stretching
exercises as I tried to create more space.

Dessert was baked Alaska with hot fudge sauce. Do
you know what Baked Alaska is? I had never heard of it.
Baked Alaska is an ice cream cake topped with
meringue that you bake in an oven. You put ice cream
in an oven. I don’t get it, but I think it changed my life.
-Our meal with the Crawfords was such a gift. I can
only imagine it took Debbie many hours to prepare all
of that exquisite food. And we spent many hours eating
it. That led to lots of deep conversations and laughter. We even played a game after
dinner. By the end of that night, we felt like our relationship with the Crawfords had gone
to a deeper level. We hope they felt that way about us. That is the power of a shared
meal. The table is not just a place we gather to eat. It is the place where our relationships
with one another are transformed.
Series/review

-We are in a series on Luke’s gospel called The Great Reversal. Luke’s eyewitness account
of the life of Jesus highlights how Jesus is constantly turning things upside-down and
inside-out. We cannot truly encounter Jesus and stay the same. One of the primary places
of transformation in Luke’s gospel is a table. Let’s pray before Anna Perez comes to read
our Scripture.
Prayer
Public reading

-After this, Jesus went out and saw a tax collector by the name of Levi sitting
at his tax booth. “Follow me,” Jesus said to him, and Levi got up, left
everything and followed him. Then Levi held a great banquet for Jesus at his
house, and a large crowd of tax collectors and others were eating with them.
But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law who belonged to their
sect complained to his disciples, “Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors
and sinners?” Jesus answered them, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor,
but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.”
(Luke 5:27-32)
A Kingdom Feast (Luke 5:27-32)
Table Fellowship in the Ancient Near East

-Life in the Ancient Near East revolved around the table. Romans and Greeks would
regularly participate in banquets or symposia. The Greek word symposia is formed by two
smaller words meaning joint drink. Symposia were feasts that lasted 10 or more hours.
They included copious amounts of food that included delicacies such as flamingo tongues,
mullet livers and swans stuffed with live larks. The food was followed by lots of wine and
long philosophical conversations. Romans would typically stand for breakfast, sit for lunch
and recline for dinners which were lengthy affairs. It was called the Roman daily decline.

-Meals were central to almost all organizations and groups in the ancient world. Trade
guilds, funeral societies, philosophical groups and religious sects all gathered regularly
around tables to eat and drink. This was true of the early churches as well.
-Mealtime was more than just about eating. When you shared a meal with someone in the
Ancient Near East, it was synonymous with extending intimacy, solidarity and acceptance.
To share a meal with someone was to treat that person like family. The opposite was also
true. To refuse to share a meal with someone was to ostracize them and treat them like
outsiders.
-Because of this reality, seats at a table established who was in and who was out. Seating
order around tables also showcased and reinforced status. The quality and quantity of
food a guest was given also indicated status. Only the most high-ranking guests got the
swans stuffed with live larks.
-In first century, Jewish context purity laws kept Torah-observant Jews, like the Pharisees,
from dining with Gentiles and other Jews who did not observe the Torah. Pharisees
referred to anyone who did not maintain a proper diet, observe daily prayers, offer
required sacrifices in the Temple and maintain distance from other unclean people and
outsiders as sinners. They also considered anyone that was physically impaired, of mixed
origin, from certain trades, and most women to be unclean as well. To share a table or a
meal with an unclean person or a sinner would make everyone else at the table unclean.
Jesus establishes new table manners (27-29)

-With that context in mind, we now see how Jesus’ actions in our story were viewed as
radical. This is yet another example of Jesus’ great reversal. This is the first table scene of
many in Luke’s gospel. We will get to that shortly. As the first table scene, Luke positions
it as paradigmatic for the many table scenes to come. This story is also in Matthew 9 and
Mark 2, but Luke provides us with some extra details.
-We can’t possibly cover every story in Luke, so we are skipping over some sections. I
encourage you to read Luke along with us over these months so that you can pick up on
some of these sections. Luke writes ‘…after this…’. If you have your Bibles open to Luke 5,
you will see that Jesus has called the fishermen Peter and Andrew, and James and John to
follow Him. They leave everything to follow him. Then Jesus heals the paralyzed man who
is lowered down through the roof. In that healing, Jesus also forgives the man’s sins. The
Pharisees who are present are angry and indignant that Jesus puts Himself in the same
position as God. They are already fired up—and then we have our present story. After this,
Jesus sees Levi the tax collector sitting at his tax booth. Jesus is still in the process of
recruiting His disciples. Levi is the next in line. Jesus doesn’t just happen upon Levi. Jesus
is intentionally seeking Levi out. We know from Matthew’s account that Levi and Matthew
are the same man.
-Tax collectors were despised by anyone under Roman rule. The Romans taxed all people
under their rule but they delegated the collection of taxes. The Roman authorities would
hire local people to collect taxes on their behalf and those people could keep a portion of
the taxes collected. It is like a modern franchise model.

The people the Romans hired to collect taxes would then hire other people to collect
taxes. It operated like a first century mafia. Tax collectors were notorious for collecting
more taxes than were required from the people. Many tax collectors got wealthy on the
back of the middle and lower class. You can understand why they were hated.
Jews especially despised other Jews like Levi who became tax collectors. They were
working for the enemy and profiting off of God’s people. As we discussed, the Pharisees
considered many people to be sinners, but tax collectors were at the bottom of the barrel.
Tax collectors were placed on the same level as adulterers, pimps, and government
informants. That is why we often see the use of the phrase tax collectors and sinners to
sum up people thought to be unclean and far from God. Tax collectors were viewed as so
sinful they got special mention.
-Jesus approaches Levi who is sitting at his tax booth on a road collecting road taxes. The
Jewish people viewed the highway taxes with disdain. They were being taxed to travel in
what they considered their own land. It was viewed literally as ‘highway robbery’. Levi is
probably a lower-level tax collector, whereas Zacchaeus, who is introduced later, is a
higher-level tax collector or a mob boss. Imagine the Pharisees’ dismay when Jesus
approaches unclean Levi. They are watching from a distance to maintain their own purity
but they are definitely watching.
-Jesus gives Levi the same command He gave His fishing disciples earlier in the chapter –
follow me. It is the same command He gives to all of us. And Levi responds the same way
Peter, Andrew, James, and John respond. Levi leaves everything to follow Jesus. Levi gets
up from his tax booth, flips the sign to closed, and walks away from an incredibly lucrative
business. His Roman guards probably don’t know what to do.
If you have watched any of the tv show The Chosen, they do a good job portraying
Matthew’s call to follow Jesus. The Pharisees are beside themselves. And then Jesus gets
really crazy. Jesus goes to Levi’s house for a banquet. And Luke tells us the banquet is a
great banquet that is attended by a large crowd of tax collectors and others. Luke uses
the term great banquet again in chapter 14 where it is clear it is a massive feast with
formal invitations. These others as Luke calls them are other people considered sinful and
unclean. These were not the religiously pure or the social elite. These were the down and
out low-lifes that could never imagine sharing a meal with a rock star Jewish rabbi.
Can you imagine the scene? Jesus and His pious disciples reclining at a table for many
hours, eating and drinking, laughing and swapping stories and most definitely discussing
the grace of God with the mafia and others with very questionable reputations. I think
Zacchaeus was there. I can also picture the Pharisees at a distance, trying to peer through
the windows to see what was going on. They had to be absolutely losing their minds.
-When Jesus reclined at a table with tax collectors and sinners, He broke every dining rule
of His day. According to Jewish and Roman custom, Jesus was displaying terrible table
manners. But Jesus was doing so very intentionally. It wasn’t as if Jesus didn’t understand
how things worked. He understood it very well. But Jesus was inaugurating the great

reversal. Jesus is turning things upside-down and inside-out to illustrate the Kingdom of
God. Jesus is embodying and fulfilling His mother Mary’s prayer from Luke 1.
The religious leaders grumble (30-32)

-Luke then tells us the Pharisees and teachers of the law who belonged to the purity sect
grumbled to Jesus’ disciples. Your translation might read that they complained, but the
better translation is grumbled. The word in the Greek, gonguzō (gawn-goo-zoh) sounds
like grumbling. This could be a hyperlink to the Israelites continually grumbling in the
desert. Why are they grumbling? Why are they unhappy with Jesus? Their complaint is
captured in their question: Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors and sinners? Note
that Luke originally said that Jesus was eating with tax collectors and others. The
Pharisees are the ones who refer to them as tax collectors and sinners. Also note that they
don’t have the guts to ask their question to Jesus directly. They try the end-around and
ask His teenage disciples.
-In Luke 15:2, right before Jesus tells the parable of the lost coin, the lost sheep and the
lost son, we are told that the Pharisees are again grumbling to find Jesus surrounded by
tax collectors and sinners. They proclaim this man welcomes sinners and eats with them.
They are not only upset that Jesus eats with sinners but that Jesus welcomes and accepts
sinners. The Greek word for welcome is more than just offering a greeting, it suggests
acceptance.
-Jesus overhears their question and responds. Jesus announces another great reversal. He
tells them that healthy people don’t need a doctor. Jesus is probably quoting a proverb or
ancient philosopher here. Sick people need doctors. Jesus announces that His kingdom is
not about calling the righteous, or those who think they have it all together. His kingdom
is for the sinners, or those who recognize they need to be saved. It is a kingdom of grace.
-The irony and great reversal is that Jesus chose to fill His table with those considered
sinners and unclean while those who considered themselves to be clean and righteous
where on the outside looking in. There is a warning for us in this revelation. Modern
Christians have tended to harshly judge the Pharisees. But in reality, the Pharisees were
the sect who took God’s word most seriously. They were the religious leaders of the
common people. They share many qualities with modern Bible believing Christians. As a
pastor friend of mine likes to say, many Christians become accidental Pharisees. And most
of them entirely missed Jesus due to their self-righteousness. Their self-righteousness
blinded them. Their self-righteousness drove them to kill the incarnate God who came to
save them. Some scholars argue compellingly that one of the primary reasons Jesus was
put to death was due to who He shared a table with. There is power in a shared meal.
Table scenes in Luke

-One scholar stated that it is hard to find a scene in the gospels where Jesus is not eating
or drinking. In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus referred to Himself as the Son of Man who comes
eating and drinking. (Matthew 11:19)

Jesus is like Brad Pitt in all the Ocean’s 11 movies.
This is certainly on full display in Luke’s gospel. In
more than any other gospel we find Jesus eating and
drinking. There are over 60 references to food and
drink in Luke’s gospel. That is 2.5 per chapter. This is
not a peripheral idea. This is a central idea. Jesus
knew the power of shared meals.
-Here’s a brief survey of scenes or stories from Luke
that center around a meal:
Luke Table Scenes:

-Feast with Levi and his friends (5:27-32)
-Dinner at Simon the Pharisee’s house (7:36-50)
(sinful woman anoints feet)
-Feeding the 5,000 (9:10-17)
-Dinner at the home of Mary and Martha (10:38-42)
-Dinner at Pharisee’s house (11:37-54) (did not wash hands/outside of cup)
-Sabbath meal at Pharisee’s house (14:1-14) (places of honor)
-Parable of the Great Banquet (14:15-24) (great reversal of Kingdom feast)
-Parable of the Lost Son (15:11-32) (self-righteous on outside looking in)
-Party at home of Zacchaeus (19:1-10) (mob boss)
-The Last Supper (22:7-38) (washed feet/Peter and Judas)
-Breaking Bread at Emmaus (24:29-32) (recognized at a table as a host)
-Jesus eats in presence of disciples (24:41-43) (last thing Jesus did before ascension)
Jesus uses tables to preview the Kingdom of God

-What we see again and again in Luke’s table scenes and stories is that Jesus understands
the power of shared meals. And Jesus uses tables to preview the Kingdom of God. Again
and again Scripture tells us that those of us to look to Jesus for life are headed to a great
feast in the Kingdom of God referred to as the Wedding Feast of the Lamb. In a parable
Jesus tells in Luke 14 He says, “People will come from east and west and north and south,
and will take their places at the feast in the kingdom of God.” (Luke 13:29) What will the
Kingdom of God look like? Just look at Jesus’ tables in Luke.
-In Luke 14, after Jesus lectures the Pharisees for using positions at their table to reinforce
status, He is interrupted by a Pharisee who deflected by saying, “Blessed is the one who
will eat at the feast in the Kingdom of God.” (Luke 14:15b) Jesus takes this open door by
reversing the commonly held expectation of who would sit at the table at that great
Kingdom feasts. The Pharisees expected that the seats would be populated by people
who are like them.

Before we judge them let’s just be honest and admit that many of us think the same way.
The Kingdom of God will be filled with people like me. Jesus shocked the Pharisees with
His parable of the great banquet. In this story, the initial guests who were invited to a
prestigious banquet are too busy to attend. Then the owner of the house tells his servant,
“Go out quickly into the streets and alleys of the town and bring in the poor, the crippled,
the blind and the lame.” (Luke 14:21b)
What must have been unsettling to the Pharisees was that none of the people Jesus
named would have been allowed at the Pharisees’ tables. And yet Jesus was telling them
those were the very types of people who would be sitting at table in the Kingdom of God.
Those were the very types of people who consistently sat at Jesus’ table. If we want to
see what the Kingdom of God is like just look at Jesus’s table.
-As a pastor I often get asked what the Kingdom of God will be like. I often respond, I
have no idea but we will be surprised who’s at the party. We experience this in Luke’s
table scenes. In almost every table scene and story in Luke, there are unexpected guests
at the table. Even when Jesus is eating at the home of Simon the Pharisee with other
Pharisees, in waltzed a prostitute. In Luke’s gospel, Jesus is almost always at the table
with the “wrong type” of people.
-The Pharisees were shocked who sat at Jesus’ table. If we are honest, we are shocked
who sat at Jesus’ table. And we are going to be shocked at who is sitting at Jesus’ table in
Kingdom come. That’s because invitations to Jesus’ table are not based on merit.
Invitations to the tables in the first century world were absolutely based on merit.
Invitations to tables in our world are based on merit. But invitations to Jesus’ table are not
based on merit, they are based on grace. There was no one who sat at Jesus’ table in the
1st century and no one who will sit at Jesus’ table in Kingdom Come who deserves to be
there. Invitations will be based on grace.
This is why we can look at Luke’s table scenes and stories and get a preview of the
Kingdom of God. If you are here today and think that you deserve a place at Jesus’ table
because of who you are and what you have done, be forewarned. You are in danger of
becoming one of the Pharisees who were on the outside looking in, or the Elder Son who
would not enter the party because he couldn’t make sense of grace. But if you had to
summon up courage just to walk through these doors today because you don’t think you
belong, take heart. Jesus has done all the work to prepare a place for you to sit with Him
at His table.
-One of my favorite books is A Ragamuffin Gospel by Brennan Manning. In the preface,
Brennan writes that the seats at Jesus’ table are for:
“…the bedraggled, beat up and burnt out, the sorely burdened who are shifting
the heavy suitcase from one hand to another, the wobbly and weak-kneed
who know they don’t have it all together and are not too proud to accept the
hand-out of amazing grace….

Seats at Jesus’ table are for the inconsistent
unsteady disciples whose cheese is falling of their
cracker, for poor, weak, sinful men and women
with hereditary faults and limited talents, for
earthen vessels who shuffle along with feet of clay,
for the bent and bruised who feel their life is a
grave disappointment to God, for smart people
who know they are stupid and honest disciples
who admit they are scalawags, for those who have
grown weary and discouraged along the way.”
If that is you, take heart, Jesus is preparing a place
for you at His table.
-When I first read those words in my mid-20s I didn’t
think there was space at God’s table for me. My life was
a train wreck. Brennan’s words gave me hope that Jesus’
table is bigger than I could have ever imagined. It was
even big enough for me.
Jesus is the host of our tables

-Another thing we see in most of Luke’s table scenes is that Jesus is the host. Jesus starts
by being the guest, but almost always ends up being the host. This is profoundly
important to our discipleship. As followers of Jesus, we must recognize that Jesus is the
host of our tables.
-Luke tells us that Levi left everything to follow Jesus. What does that mean? It doesn’t
mean that Levi gave away everything he owned because Levi immediately has a big party
at his house. It means that the moment Levi decided to follow Jesus, his table became
Jesus’ table, his possessions became Jesus’ possessions.
-We see this playing out in 1 Corinthians 11. The house church at Corinth was experiencing
division because the rich members were eating before the poor members. Paul strongly
condemns this behavior and reminds them that their table is the Lord’s table. Isn’t that a
profound thought? Our table is the Lord’s table. The next time you sit at a table, any
table, think – this is not my table, this is the Lord’s table. That thought profoundly
transforms our meal times. If we treat our tables as the Lord’s tables, then our tables
become much more generous, gracious, diverse and unifying.
-Have we left everything to follow Jesus? Is our table the Lord’s table? If so, do our tables
give a preview of the Kingdom of God? Sadly, many followers of Jesus have fallen prey to
the same tribal mindset of the world. And because of that the people who populate our
table are people who look like us and think like us and live like us and vote like us. That is
not a preview of the Kingdom of God.
Again and again, we are told that the Kingdom of God will consist of people from every
nation, tribe, people and language. That line is used purposely in John’s Revelation seven

times to describe the Kingdom of God. That means people that look, think, live and vote
differently from us will be with us in the Kingdom of God. It is high time we start
expanding our tables to look more like Jesus’ table.
-What are some practical ways we can do that? Invite someone you don’t know, someone
who looks, thinks, and lives differently from you to a meal. There is power in a shared
meal. I promise you that if you do so, you will grow as a person and a follower of Jesus.
You will begin to taste and experience and get a preview of the Kingdom of God.
-I am not asking you to do something that I don’t do all the time. I am constantly breaking
bread with people from inside and outside our church. I have had a meal with many of you
in this room. When young pastors ask advice on how to build or rebuild a church, my
advice is always the same: share a meal with as many people as possible. What else?
That’s it. When my wife and I planted a church in Madison, I bet I had a meal with over 100
people before we even launched. Over the last 7 years at New Hope, I averaged 2-3 meals
a week. That’s about a thousand meals. I don’t even want to think about how many
calories that is. I am convinced healthy Kingdom-centered churches flourish around a
table. That is the power of a shared meal.
-Last week we discussed an experience called The Colossian Way. The Colossian Way is
based on Colossians 1:17— in Jesus all things hold together. The Colossian Way believes
that we can explore differences in thought and theology and politics because what we
share in common in Jesus is stronger than anything that might divide us. At New Hope,
The Colossian Way is a small group experience led by Mike Stern, Denise Douglas and
Andrea Cook that will meet weekly on Wednesday nights from 6:30-8:30 PM from Feb.
23-April 27. This is a wonderful opportunity to get around the table with other people
from our church to listen and learn and even disagree while coming together instead of
coming apart. To learn more and to register go to newhopepdx.org/events.
-Perhaps the simplest most profound way we can bring Kingdom Come to earth as in
heaven is to invite people to join us at a table for a meal. Few of us are as gifted as Debbie
when it comes to cooking a meal, but you do not need to be a gourmet chef to invite
people to your table. Grilled cheese and soup will get it done. I love how Paul says it to
the Corinthian church: So whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do it all for the
glory of God. (1 Corinthians 10:31) There is power in a shared meal.
-One of my favorite prayer books is called Every
Moment Holy. Let’s transition to communion with
this marvelous prayer:
Let us stretch our artistry, O Lord, using every
means at our disposal, to craft a meal that might
awaken in the souls of those who share it a yearning
hunger which might only finally be satisfied by the
Bread of Life, and the Wine of God, at the time of
the world’s remaking….

Let us make this day a meal that would point to that day, a meal to remind of
the beauty and the love and the promise undergirding all creation. Let us
make a meal to remind our pilgrim guests that life will not always be so
burdened, that their days of exile will end, and that they will feast at last
joyfully in the city of their hope, at the table of their God-King, at the wedding
feast of their Prince, at the dawning of a golden age, untouched by mortal
sorrows. Amen. (Every Moment Holy)
Closing
The Power of a Shared Meal

-We have the privilege of experiencing the power of a shared meal every Sunday. Each
week we come together to participate in the Lord’s Supper. Jesus asked us to celebrate
the Lord’s Supper often because Jesus knows the power of a shared meal. In a world that
is literally coming apart—in a church that feels like at times it is coming apart—the Lord’s
Supper brings us together as brothers and sisters in Christ. It reminds us that what we
hold in common is so much greater than what divides us.
-Did you know that word companion is made up of two words that literally mean common
bread. To be a companion with someone is share bread with them. In the ancient world, to
break bread with someone meant a ceasing of hostilities. Sharing bread was a sign of
friendship, respect and camaraderie.
-Sharing a meal together creates unity around a common experience. Not unanimity. God
does not want a church that looks alike, thinks alike, and lives alike. God loves diversity.
But God also deeply values unity. As we experience the Lord’s supper together today, we
are equipped to come together in a world that is coming apart. May that be true for our
church today. And as we break bread, may we get a foretaste of the Kingdom feast to
come. There is power in a shared meal.

