
The eating motif is the character who does not speak or act on his own, but yet is 

found at every major turning point of the divine drama.   Creation, fall, redemption, and 

consummation all involve the eating motif.  Dennis Okholm writes,  

Our first parents plunged the human race into sin by violating a prohibition 

against eating.  The Hebrews were given a sense of identity in a meal that 

signifies the defining moment in their history.  The second Adam was victorious 

over a temptation involving the production and consumption of bread.  Christians 

celebrate their life together in Christ around a family meal initiated by Jesus—one 

which anticipates an eschatological banquet that will mark the consummation of 

salvation history.
1
 

 

Further, many other accounts and subplots in Scripture hinge on and are enriched by the 

eating motif.  This paper will seek to trace the eating motif throughout the Old 

Testament, synthesize these accounts into general themes, unpack the fulfillment of these 

themes in Jesus Christ, trace their continuation in the early church, and conclude with 

reflections on the bearing of the eating motif on worldview, ministry and life. 

Eating Motif in the Old Testament 

 Food is given to man for his sustenance and nourishment both after his creation
2
 

and after the flood.
3
  As a part of the initial creation of life as well as the reestablishment 

of life, food is a necessity for life and a gift from God.  It is upon this premise that our 

theological understanding of food and eating should begin.
4
  Because he is unable to 

provide for himself the most basic necessity of food, man’s proper posture is humility;
5
 

boasting is excluded because he unable to live without the food provided by God.  

                                                
1
 Dennis Okholm, “Being Stuffed and Being Fulfilled,” in Limning the Psyche: Explorations in 

Christian Psychology, ed. Mark R. Talbot and Robert Campbell Roberts (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 

1997), 318. 

2
 Gen 1:29; 2:9; All Scripture is quoted from the New International Version. 

3
 Gen 9:3 

4
 Schweitzer, Don, “Food as Gift, Necessity and Possibility,” Religious Studies and Theology 20 

(2001): 2. 

5
 Cf. Deut 8:3 where Israel is humbled as a result of her hunger in the desert 



 2 

Despite man’s utter dependence on God for life as demonstrated in the initial eating 

motif, his appetite for self-sufficiency and self-rule will be enacted, ironically, through 

the act of eating. 

 Genesis 3 records that the descent of man into sin and rebellion against God was 

encapsulated in eating fruit from a particular tree.  The fruit of this tree, on pains of death, 

was forbidden by God.
6
  But Adam and Eve ate, and man has faced the consequential 

“spiritual indigestion” since that day.  Man’s basic need for food coupled with his now 

sinful nature resulted in his use of food for the exploitation of his neighbor—or even twin 

brother.  

 The eating motif plays a prominent role in the sly reversal of the birthright and 

resulting embittered relationship between Jacob and Esau.  In a famished state, Esau 

hastily exchanges his birthright for a meal prepared by his younger twin Jacob.
7
  Jacob 

then fully acquires this birthright through an act of deception fortified in part by his 

mother’s culinary prowess.
8
  Esau’s famished state and Jacob’s exploitation through food 

would ultimately cause Esau and his descendents to hunger the rest of their days and 

“symbolize those who abandon their hope of glory for the sake of the things that are seen 

and not eternal.”
9 
 As in the Garden, foolish rebellion is bound up in the eating motif.

10
  

But God is gracious and allows food to also have a powerfully redeeming effect.   

 Similar to our day, relationships were solidified and deals made over meals.  After 

making an agreement with his father-in-law Laban, Jacob—following the culture and 
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etiquette of his grandfather
11

 and father
12

 and foreshadowing the same of his son
13

—

“invited his relatives to a meal” (Gen 31:54).  This backdrop then lends credence to the 

“wide spread belief that those who partake in shared meals will be unwilling to harm one 

another.”  Such trust is precisely what is displayed in Psalm 41:9 where the psalmist’s 

trust is based on the table fellowship he once experienced with his betrayer: “Even my 

close friend, whom I trusted, he who shared my bread, has lifted up his heel against 

me.”
14

  In addition to these meals which embodied strong relationships between humans, 

God’s redemption of Israel would also be encompassed in a meal.   

God’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt is the defining moment of Israel’s 

history
15

 and is to be remembered and commemorated as “a lasting ordinance” (Exod 

12:14) primarily through the sacred Passover meal.  In Exodus 12 God gives specific 

directions for this first Passover meal.  The centrality and importance of this meal is 

shown in that during the festival of Passover the only work allowed was for the 

preparation of the food.
16

  Indeed eating motifs found in sacred meals and festivals such 

as the Feast of Firstfruits, Feast of Trumpets, and Feast of Tabernacles would continue to 

play an important role in the religious life of Israel as she remembered God’s goodness to 

her.
17
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The theme of food as a sustaining gift from God, which was first seen in creation, 

is renewed and articulated as He delivers his people from the Egypt and leads them 

through the desert to the Promised Land.  Man’s need for food and dependence on God is 

clearly shown as Israel’s first complaint is over the lack of water
18

 and food.
19

  But God’s 

gracious provision is also demonstrated as He supplies drinkable water
20

 and “bread from 

heaven” (Exod 16:4)—but this time to a people in a rebellious relationship with God, 

unlike Adam and Eve in Genesis 2.  This water and bread will act as a signpost of Israel’s 

unbelief and God’s faithfulness for generations to come when Israel remembers the 

Exodus.
21

 

 But, as in the Garden, not all food was to be consumed.  Part of the law given to 

Israel prohibited eating certain foods in order to remind them of their unique identity as 

well as to sustain that identity.
22

  “[The food laws] expressed an understanding of 

holiness, and of Israel’s special status as the holy people of God.  The division into clean 

(edible) foods and unclean (inedible) foods corresponded to the division between holy 

Israel and the Gentile world.”  Hence, with each meal, Israel made a theological 

statement regarding her distinctiveness and responsibility as well as the holy character of 

her God.
 23

  

In addition to obedience to food laws, some food was not to be eaten so that it 

could be sacrificed.  Food sacrificed through a burnt offering or a sin and guilt offering 

would make atonement through the application of the spilt blood.  In this sense the eating 
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motif—or, more properly, the not-eating motif—is seen to restore the relationship 

between God and man.  Even the other offerings which did not involve blood or total 

eating abstinence picture a intimately shared meal with God.
24

  A similar theme of 

restoration through food (but solely between humans) is seen in the story of Abigail who 

sent “two hundred loaves of bread, two skins of wine, five dressed sheep, five seahs of 

roasted grain, a hundred cakes of raisins and two hundred cakes of pressed figs” (1 Sam 

25:18) to placate the disgruntled David. 

Synthesizing the Accounts 

 Five major themes seem to characterize the eating motif in the Old Testament.  

The first is gracious sustenance.  As Leon Kass writes, “We are only because we eat.”
25

 

Rooted firmly in reality, the Scriptures repeatedly affirm this basic truth.  The creation 

account made clear that man is dependent on God not only for his existence, but also 

sustenance and nourishment through the creation and supply of food.  This is reaffirmed 

in the Exodus account where God, despite Israel’s unbelief, provided water and bread in 

the desert—an unmerited miracle that would be remembered and reflected upon for 

generations to come.  Therefore we see the eating motif representing God’s gracious 

provision of life for his creation.   

The second theme is scandal and separation.  The fall of man through the illicit 

supper of forbidden fruit in the Garden severed the relationship between man and God 

and paved the way for the deceitful and dividing dinners of Jacob and Esau.  

But for all the malady delectable morsels have caused, shared meals have also 

been balm to heal relationships and are bound up in third theme of solidifying 
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relationships.  Whether an impromptu meal put together by Sarah
26

 or a formal meal for 

the ratification of a treaty between Isaac and the Philistines,
27

 the eating motif has helped 

seal friendly relationships.   

Part of the solidification of these relationships has been found in the fourth theme 

of demarcation through prescribed eating patterns.  God solidified his relationship with 

his people by giving them food laws.  That is, Israel’s food laws became be a visible 

reminder to the Israelites and a tangible distinction to the world of their identity as the 

consecrated people of the most holy God.   

The final theme embodied in the eating motif of Scripture is that of sacrifice and 

satisfaction.  Through the offering up of food items, atonement was made and God’s 

wrath was temporarily satisfied.   

Fulfillment in Christ 

 The stage has been set.  The eating motif in the Old Testament has provided the 

soil from which its fulfillment in Christ blossoms.  Just as the theme of the gracious 

sustenance of food was foundational to the divine drama, so this theme is primary for the 

divine Son of God.  In a powerful parallel to God miraculously providing food for the 

wandering Israelites, Jesus miraculously feeds the 5,000.
28

  Jesus supplies their daily 

bread while demonstrating his divine power to provide the meal.  In the Johannine 

account, the drama continues and describes in greater detail the true source and quality of 

this divine sustenance.  Intrigued by this miracle, the crowds follow Jesus.  But Jesus tells 

them not to be satisfied with physical food which spoils, but to work for “food that 
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endures to eternal life” (John 6:27).  After the crowds ask for a miraculous sign and quote 

a number of Old Testament passages
29

 citing the manna in the desert as “bread from 

heaven,” Jesus contrasts the bread of Moses’ time with himself and ultimately declares, 

“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….Your forefathers ate manna and died, but he who feeds on 

this bread will live forever.” (John 6:35, 58b).  While the food provided to the Israelites 

and to the 5,000 was high quality food, it was only a shadow of the highest quality food 

found in Jesus.
30

  Adam and Eve’s sin banished them from the Garden so that they would 

not eat of the tree of life, but the Second Adam counters the work of the First Adam and 

provides eternal life to those who eat “the bread of life, Jesus himself.”
31

 

 Jesus is this bread of the life because He succeeded where Adam and Eve failed.  

Although Adam and Eve had full stomachs from the rich provision in the Garden, they 

ate the forbidden fruit.  In stark contrast, Jesus, although famished from 40 days of 

fasting in the barren desert, did not give in to Satan’s temptation to eat.
 32

  Strategically 

done at the beginning of his ministry, Jesus’ triumph over Satan in the desert sets the tone 

for his serpent-crushing ministry where the effects of the Garden scandal are reversed and 

the separation between God and man as well between men themselves is undone.   

 The climax of this ministry is when Jesus becomes the sacrificial Passover 

Lamb
33

 who dies for the sins of the world.  Like the sacrifices in the Old Testament his 

blood is spilt for the restoration of relationship with God.  But unlike the blood of bulls 
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and goats, Christ is the final and ultimate atoning sacrifice who “made perfect forever 

those who are being made holy” (Heb 10:14).   Because the eating motif often represents 

the solidifying of relationships as well as sacrifice, the resulting restored relationship 

between God and man through the sacrifice of Christ is fittingly remembered in the 

shared Passover meal of the Lord’s Supper.  

Other eating accounts in Jesus’ earthly ministry are vivid reminders of the 

fulfillment of the food laws in Christ.  Although Jesus undid the scandal of the Garden, 

He creates his own scandal by eating with sinners
34

 and declaring all foods clean.
35

  

Through these actions, Jesus demonstrates that the external demarcation of God’s people 

through food laws is obsolete and identity in Christ is now the defining marker of God’s 

people.   

Thus Jesus fulfills the eating motif themes which were first presented in the Old 

Testament.  But even Jesus’ qualifications to fulfill these themes are partially based on 

the eating motif.  Jesus is able to be the bread of life and the Passover lamb who brings 

reconciliation because He is the Son of God as confirmed through his resurrection.
36

  And 

his resurrection is established, in part, through the eating motif when He eats broiled fish 

in their presence.
37

   

Continuation in the Early Church 

 The eating motif continues to be an important influence in the life of the early 

church.  In Acts 10 Peter has an astonishing vision which, though in line with the 

trajectory of Jesus’ ministry, rivets the early church.  Three times Peter is told to eat food 
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which he considers unclean.
38

  Not until he arrives at the house of a Gentile named 

Cornelius does he realize that “God does not show favoritism but accepts men from every 

nation who fear him and do what is right…. everyone who believes in him receives 

forgiveness of sins through his name.” (Acts 10:34-35, 43)  This is such a scandalous 

thought and plays such a pivotal role in the nature of the early church that it is repeated in 

the next chapter as Peter defends his ministry to the Gentiles.
39

  Hence this account, 

which turns upon the eating motif, illustrates the inclusion of the Gentiles in the Kingdom 

of God.  Further, God’s people are no longer to be separated by their diet; rather, Jew and 

Gentile relationships are solidified in Christ.  Just as the Israelites were making a 

theological statement about their God and their identity when they ate, so the early 

church would make theological statements when they fellowshipped with Gentiles.  

 The eating of meat offered to idols is another important situation which centered 

around the eating motif.  In 1 Corinthians 8 Paul balks at abstaining from such meat 

simply because it was offered to idols, but deems abstaining for the benefit of the weaker 

brother as acceptable.  In the subsequent chapters Paul adamantly prohibits, however, the 

intake of such food when the food is involved directly in idol worship—lest one 

participate in idolatrous worship.
40

  Eating is an intimate act which somehow binds you 

with the object of worship.  Therefore, one should come to the Lord’s Supper with a holy 

and worshipful attitude.
41

  The eating motif here continues the themes of scandal and 

demarcation.  Christians, contrary to the thoughts of some, actually may eat of meat 
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offered to idols.  They are to be identified, then, not by the food they eat, but through 

their intimate relationship with the Lord by means of the Lord’s Supper. 

 The eating motif is throughout the divine drama—God meets the needs of his 

creation with food; man falls through a forbidden fruit; redemption occurs through the 

Passover lamb of Christ—but Jesus and the early church still looked forward to the 

consummation of the Kingdom of God.  And this consummation would be encapsulated 

by the eating motif.  After Babylon is defeated in Revelation 18, the glorious feast of the 

wedding supper of the Lamb is described in the following chapter.  Any doubt stemming 

from Adam and Eve’s eating regarding the sovereignty and power of God is dissolved 

with a glorious picture of the wedding feast.  The story of Scripture is complete, and the 

eating motif acts as its bookends. 

Personal Reflections 

 At the highest level the method of tracing a theme throughout the Scriptures has 

been eye-opening.  It surprised me how such a seemingly minor theme such as eating is 

not only present, but highly developed from Genesis to Revelation.  As I increasingly 

view the Scriptures as one unified book, I am made aware of more motifs and themes 

thread throughout the Old and New Testaments.  Suddenly trajectories and sinews are 

connecting parts of the Scriptures—including fulfillment in Christ—which I previously 

thought had few similarities. 

 This has affected my teaching and preaching as I aim to convey the unity of the 

Scriptures in their salvation-historical context to others.  In particular I hope to emphasize 

the fulfillment of all texts in Christ so that people will have a Christ-centered view of 
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Scripture and theology.  Having seen the complete story, I am confident that smaller 

Scriptural difficulties will play less of a role in hindering their faith.
42

 

 Specifically, the tracing of the eating motif throughout Scripture has helped me 

develop my worldview regarding food.  We live in “the fattest nation on earth”
 43

 where 

each day “about one-quarter of the adult population visits a fast food restaurant.”
44

  So, at 

the same time, we know how to eat and do not know how to eat.  We are paradoxically 

both utilitarian and idolatrous when it comes to food.  Therefore it is critical that 

Christians have a thoughtful and biblical view of eating.  Eating is not simply a utilitarian 

act similar to refueling a car.  Rather, every eating act should be an act of worship 

because it humbles us as it reminds us of our own need for food and God’s gracious 

provision of that food.
45

  When we share a meal with friends and family we should give 

thanks to God for his common grace whereby we can solidify these relationships over the 

gift of food.  As we partake of all types of food, we should remember that we can eat 

such a variety of foods because our identity is not in our food intake, but rather in 

Christ—the Passover lamb who reconciles us to God and whom we particularly 

remember at the Lord’s Supper. 

 If eating is not to be utilitarian, neither is it to be idolatrous.  While the early 

church wrestled with consuming meat sacrificed to idols, we must wrestle with 

consumption itself.  From 1991 to 2001 the number of obese Americans rose from 12 
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percent to 21 percent.
46

  Gluttony is morally wrong and the church must address it as 

such lest our stomach become our god.
47

  At the same time, we must also address other 

eating abuses such as anorexia, bulimia, and binging which, in my experience, are 

plaguing many young women in the church.  As we shed Christ-centered and Gospel-

oriented light on all of these abuses, we will be salt and light to the world.   

 In short, I have come to realize that Christians make profound theological 

statements by what and how they eat.  As we communally receive the common meal and 

the Lord’s Supper with gratitude, we honor our gracious God who meets our physical and 

spiritual needs.  As we enjoy it in proper amounts we declare that we will not worship the 

false god of consumption nor bow down to the false god of self-image.  May we all 

“Taste and see that the LORD is good”!
48
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