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Food
	Food fills the Bible from beginning to end, just as it fills a human life day after day. In the OT food offers pictures of God’s providence, the pleasurableness of his creation and the proper ordering of life. Food in the NT offers all these pictures but takes them to more complex levels of symbolism, which come together most fully in the person of Jesus Christ, the food from heaven.
	Food as Provision. Food shows the abundant providence of God. People in Scripture do not find food as a random good but receive it as a gift from God’s hand. In the Garden of Eden Adam and Eve first receive from God “every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it” and were told, “They will be yours for food” (Gen 1:29 NIV). God’s provision extends further than just to human beings: “And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air and all the creatures that move on the ground—everything that has the breath of life in it—I give every green plant for food” (Gen 1:30 NIV). The bounty and extent of God’s provision shows clearly in the recurring “all” and “every” of this Genesis narrative: no living creature anywhere, anytime, is overlooked in God’s plan to meet one of life’s most fundamental needs.
	The psalms many times praise God for such full provision for the needs of all living things. Psalm 104, for example, celebrates the God who “makes grass grow for the cattle, and plants for man to cultivate—bringing forth food from the earth” (Ps 104:14 NIV). The psalmist looks out over this earth full of creatures, from coneys to lions to humans, claiming: “These all look to you to give them their food at the proper time.… When you open your hand, they are satisfied with good things” (Ps 104:27–28 NIV). The original giving of food in Eden grows into a continuing picture of God’s hand outstretched to provide food.
	Moses, addressing the Israelites about to enter the Promised Land, reminds them of how God has provided manna as food in the wilderness: “He humbled you, causing you to hunger and then feeding you with manna … to teach you that man does not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD” (Deut 8:3 NIV). God’s physical providence is to turn them in humble submission and attentiveness to the all-provident God.
	When the prophet Elijah tells King Ahab that God will stop the rain for several years thus bringing about severe famine in Israel, he is showing an idolatrous people, this time through the withdrawal of food, that they need the one God who controls and provides all things (1 Kings 17:1). Elijah himself is given provision: water from a brook and bread and meat brought by ravens morning and evening. Through the food, God reveals himself to his obedient servant who indeed lives according to every word that comes to him from the mouth of the Lord. And when the brook dries up, God in his providence takes Elijah to a starving widow who first receives unending stores of flour and oil, who later receives the gift of restored life for her son, and who finally believes in “the word of the LORD” from Elijah’s mouth (1 Kings 17:7–24). God’s provision of food for this widow of Zarephath is the first step in turning her to himself.
	Food as Pleasurable. God not only provides, and provides abundantly for his creatures, but he also provides an immense variety of pleasurable flavors, textures, colors, shapes and smells, all of which indicate the joy and delight of the Creator with his creation. From the abundance of seed-bearing plants and fruit-bearing trees in Eden, to the broader diet including all living things allowed by God after the flood (Gen 9:3), the foodstuffs mentioned in the biblical texts grow in number and variety. Not just fruit, but figs (Deut 8:8), apples (Prov 25:11), pomegranates (Joel 1:12), grapes (Mt 7:16) and melons (Num 11:5) appear. Grapes provided fresh fruit (Num 6:3), dried raisins (1 Sam 25:18), sweet juice (Is 49:26), wine (Prov 3:10) and vinegar (Ruth 2:14). For his first miracle Jesus chooses to change water to wine at a wedding celebration in Cana of Galilee, facilitating the enjoyment and indeed showing the source of the pleasurable fruit of the earth (Jn 2:1–11).
	The land promised to God’s people is described over and over again in Scripture as a land flowing with milk and honey (e.g., Ex 3:8). God desires to give his people not just basic food but much pleasurable food—even honey, a highly-valued delicacy. Herbs and spices, such as salt, are given by God to increase the flavor of foods. “Is tasteless food eaten without salt,” Job asks, “or is there flavor in the white of an egg?” (Job 6:6 NIV). As Job compares the unhelpful advice of his friends to bland, unseasoned food, his comparison assumes the basic good of taste and flavor, gifts from a delightfully creative God, small signs of his pleasure in his creation.
	Food as a Symbol of Order. Through food God signals not random provision or pleasure but rather a certain intended order to life. In Eden he chooses to use a fruit tree as a symbol of the knowledge of good and evil; and the act of eating that fruit constitutes Adam and Eve’s disobedience (Gen 2:17). Food marks the proper limits. The most basic, concrete stuff of life pictures the most basic level of obedience or disobedience. And the fact that God designed humans to take that stuff into their bodies so that it becomes part of them offers a perfect picture of opening themselves up to good or evil, taking in either one or the other so that it becomes part of them.
	After Adam and Eve eat the fruit, part of God’s resulting curse involves the whole process of cultivating [p. 298] and eating food. The original, perfect order of that process is disrupted along with everything else in the Fall. Now the ground is cursed, producing thorns and thistles. It yields food, not freely as before but only through painful human toil and sweat (Gen 3:17–19). After the flood, God looks with pleasure and mercy on righteous Noah, promising never again to curse the ground in response to human sin, but promising rather to continue the process of seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, all in their proper order, “as long as the earth endures” (Gen 8:22 NIV). The seasonal cycles that produce food today, even with the thorns and thistles and toil remaining from the original curse, continue as signs of God’s ordered providence for his people. Clearly the order is not perfect or identical to that of Eden: after the flood God declares a “fear and dread” on the part of animals and birds and fish toward humans, who can now eat “everything that lives and moves,” not just vegetation (Gen 9:2–3 NIV). God’s providence allows this change in the boundaries of his provision, which continue, but without the original harmony of Eden. Signs of both grace and sin evidence themselves in all of life, even in the ordering of the food we eat.
	When sin entered the human race through the eating of that fruit in Eden, sacrifices of food to God became part of the necessary order. In a sense the sacrificial food in the OT stands between human beings and God, whereas before the Fall they were in direct communion. The food on the altar represents not only separation but also restored communion, through the humility and repentance of the sacrificer, and ultimately through the perfect atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ. Leviticus records a series of complex laws regarding which foods were clean or unclean to sacrifice or eat. In the first five chapters of Leviticus, five different kinds of sacrifices (burnt, grain, fellowship, sin and guilt offerings) involve bulls, rams, birds, grain, oil, salt, goats, lambs—all with carefully prescribed procedures and orders; for example, only an animal that has a split hoof and chews the cud is “clean” and can be eaten. Through this intricately ordered system of food, God shows his people the life–and–death significance of purity and defilement—not just physically but more important, spiritually—in relation to their God. So Daniel, when he refuses to disobey God’s laws concerning the food he should and should not eat, is staking his life not just on physical purity but on the purity of his obedient heart (Dan 1).
	Scripture’s notice of amounts of food distributed also gives a sense of a divinely intended order. The Israelites in the wilderness are given manna daily, and they are to gather only enough for each day, no more. When they greedily try to gather extra, it rots overnight and develops maggots. Only on the sixth day can they gather double, and the extra does not rot, but stays fresh for the day of rest (Ex 16:16–26). God intends the daily provision of just enough food to depict his sufficient daily care for his people. He means the special distribution before the sabbath to indicate the special holiness of that day.
	In the Bible God creates a well-ordered earth, able to produce enough food for the creatures living on it. His providence is sufficient for all, and he clearly grieves over and cares for those who receive too little when the balance and order of food distribution is disturbed. Scripture often pictures God’s hand as reaching specifically to the poor and the hungry. “He upholds the cause of the oppressed,” the psalmist writes, “and gives food to the hungry” (Ps 146:7 NIV). “He has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty,” Mary sings in Luke 1:53 (NIV). Hoarding or consuming excess is consistently condemned. The wise Solomon advises eating “just enough” honey; “too much of it, and you will vomit” (Prov 25:16 NIV).
	Spiritual Food. Especially in the OT, physical food clearly pictures providence, pleasure and God’s intended order. But another level of imagery exists in relation to food: a metaphorical level. For example, Isaiah calls, “Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters; and you who have no money, come, buy and eat” (55:1 NIV). Isaiah goes on to develop his food metaphor until he declares at the end of verse 2: “Your soul will delight in the richest of fare.” We understand that Isaiah refers to food for the soul, spiritual food.
	Jesus begins to explain the distinction between physical food and spiritual food when he tells his disciples not to worry about what they would eat or what they would wear. “Life is more than food, and the body more than clothes,” he told them (Lk 12:23 NIV). In this passage Jesus does not denigrate the value of physical food, but he affirms God’s providence over that area of life and challenges his followers to seek a whole different realm, his kingdom (12:31).
	With his own words and actions, Jesus illustrates how to go about seeking the kingdom (Lk 12:22–34). Once, when his disciples urge him to eat something, Jesus tells them he has food to eat that they know nothing about (Jn 4:32). He uses Isaiah’s metaphor, referring to that “richest of fare” in which the soul delights. When his disciples do not catch on, Jesus explains, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work” (Jn 4:34 NIV). Seeking God and his kingdom becomes his food in that it draws him, fills him and nourishes him.
	Jesus not only talks about spiritual food, he becomes spiritual food for his followers, a living metaphor to take in and live. After miraculously feeding a crowd of five thousand from one little boy’s lunch, Jesus cautions his disciples: “Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you” (Jn 6:27 NIV). His disciples are impressed by the miracle of the physical food, which they connect with the OT miracle of manna in the wilderness. But as they converse, Jesus turns their eyes from the actual bread to the God who sends that bread from heaven and who has [p. 299] sent that bread most fully in the form of his son.
	The passage climaxes in that great declaration, “I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty” (6:35 NIV). Jesus is manna from heaven, bread, the food that will satisfy the souls and give eternal life. He is the word proceeding from the mouth of God by which men and women live (see Deut 8:3; Is 55). Jeremiah writes, “When your words came, I ate them; they were my joy and my heart’s delight, for I bear your name, O LORD Almighty” (Jer 15:16 NIV). When Christ, who in the beginning was the Word, comes to his followers, he comes as the food that gives life (Jn 1:1).
	John 6 continues in a long discourse on Jesus as food. Jesus makes the metaphor utterly graphic, insisting that unless believers eat his flesh and drink his blood, they have no life in us: “For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink” (Jn 6:55 NIV). What shall we do with such a living metaphor? Those who hear it call it a “hard teaching” (Jn 6:60 NIV). For one thing, apart from the shocking prospect of eating another person, any Jew would know the divinely established ceremonial laws forbidding the eating of the blood of any animal. Each animal had to be completely drained, because “the blood is the life, and you must not eat the life with the meat” (Deut 12:23 NIV). When Jesus reverses this law in himself, he means that through his blood shed for his own, they can take his life, the life of God, into themselves.
	The blood smeared on the doorframes of the Israelites in Egypt saved them from death. In memory of that exodus, God’s people celebrate the Passover every year, with the sacrifice of lambs and the feast of unleavened bread (Ex 12). When the Israelites receive God’s law at Mt. Sinai, the blood of the sacrificed animals is sprinkled on the people, to represent “the blood of the covenant” of God with his people (Ex 24:8). From the biblical perspective all that bread and all that blood are signs of the flesh and blood of Jesus Christ, who comes and delivers his people from eternal wrath, by offering himself as the perfect sacrificial lamb for sins.
	At the first Lord’s Supper Jesus celebrates the traditional Passover meal with his disciples and reveals to them the full meaning of that feast. Offering the bread, he says, “This is my body” (Mt 26:26). He then offers the cup and tells them, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Mt 26:28 NIV). In truly eating that feast—that is, in personally accepting the sacrifice of Jesus—a person takes into himself the death and life of God’s Son. When a person eats food, that food goes into him and becomes a part of his own living body. So Paul writes to the believers in Corinth: “We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body” (2 Cor 4:10 NIV).
	Jesus as the believer’s food offers the perfect culmination of all the references of food in the Bible. For from the beginning, the only living food was Christ. Paul writes of Moses and the Israelites: “They all ate the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritual drink; for they drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ” (1 Cor 10:3–4). In his providence God planned from before the foundations of the earth to send the bread of life, to give abundant life, to offer a way to restore the order of Eden, where human beings know full communion with God.
	The NT develops other food imagery to show spiritual truth metaphorically. Jesus is not only our bread but living water, welling up like a spring inside his disciples, to eternal life (Jn 4:14). Individual foods emerge as metaphors: milk, for example, pictures the first basic instruction for “infants in Christ” and “solid food” becomes the more advanced teaching for the more mature believers (1 Cor 3:1–2; Heb 5:12–13). Jesus used salt to give a picture of his followers and their effect on this earth (Mt 5:13).
	But Jesus himself is the center to which one must come when looking at the food imagery in Scripture. Those who have eaten his flesh and drunk his blood will find themselves at that final feast, the wedding supper of the Lamb (Rev 19:7–9). That celebration will be the last supper on the other side of Jesus’ death. There he will not be the Lamb ready to shed his blood, but the Lamb risen and glorified and ready to embrace his bride, the church he purified through his own death. “Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!” (Rev 19:9 NIV).
