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27 After this he went out and saw a tax-collector 
named Levi, sitting at the tax booth; and he said to 
him, ‘Follow me.’ 28 And he got up, left everything, 
and followed him. 
 
29 Then Levi gave a great banquet for him in his 
house; and there was a large crowd of tax-collectors 
and others sitting at the table with them. 30 The 
Pharisees and their scribes were complaining to his 
disciples, saying, ‘Why do you eat and drink with 
tax-collectors and sinners?’ 31 Jesus answered, 
‘Those who are well have no need of a physician, 
but those who are sick; 32 I have come to call not the 
righteous but sinners to repentance.’  (Luke 5:27-32, 
NRSV) 
  

 
 
60,000 times.  I did some calculations this week, and 
that is approximately how many times over the course 
of my life that I have sat down for a meal.  The average 
person eats about 100,000 meals over the course of a 
lifetime.  In my case, I don’t remember the vast majority 
of those meals.  Some of them, frankly, are not worth 
remembering.  There was that pepperoni pizza from 
Chuck E Cheese I never should have ordered, and those 
pig brain tacos in Mexico that I really should have 
passed on.  Other meals I remember for all the right 
reasons, like the clam chowder and calamari at 
Barbara’s Fish Trap in Half Moon Bay I enjoyed with 
Esther on our very first date, or all those Christmas 
Eve’s with our whole family gathered around a fondue 
pot.  I bet you can remember some meals you would 
love to relive.  Some of our most cherished times in life 
have been around tables full of good food, and good 
drink, and good people. 
 
Whether or not we think a lot about it, food is 
absolutely central to our lives.  In many ways, it sets 
the rhythms for our days, almost as much as the rising 
and setting of the sun.  We certainly can’t live very 
long with out food.  And in most societies down 
through history, people devoted the vast majority of 
their waking hours to either planting, harvesting, 

                                                           
1 Genesis 1:29.  This and all biblical citations are from the New Revised 

Standard Version (NRSV). 

hunting for, or preparing meals.  It’s still that way in 
many parts of the world.   
 
But eating is far from just a utilitarian activity, 
something we do only because of necessity.  The fact 
that we have entire cable channels dedicated exclusively 
to food tells us that eating for us is far more than just 
consuming calories.  Think about it, most, if not all, of 
the important events of life involve food.  What are 
most couples going to do this Valentine’s Day?  Go 
bowling?  Probably not.  Most will have a romantic 
meal, hopefully with candlelight.  One of the best parts 
of every wedding I’ve ever been to is the reception, 
which always involves a feast.  And when a person dies, 
what do we immediately do for the grieving family.  
Even though they may not have the appetite for it, we 
bring them food.   
 
Food is also everywhere in the Bible.  The Bible opens 
with food.  One of the very first things God tells people 
to do is to eat: “God said, ‘See, I have given you 
every plant yielding seed that is upon the face of all 
the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; you 
shall have them for food.’”1  Adam and Eve then rebel 
against God because they eat the wrong thing.  The 
Bible eventually ends with Revelation pointing us to a 
great feast, a wedding banquet, that will take place at 
the end of time when Christ will take to himself his 
bride, the church.  Jesus pointed forward to this day 
when he declared, “Then people will come from east 
and west, from north and south, and will eat in the 
kingdom of God.”2  The kingdom of heaven is a lot 
more like a wedding feast than it is a bunch of people 
sitting on clouds listening to harp music.   
 
It’s been said before that if you took all the meals out of 
the Gospel accounts, you would have very little left.  In 
fact, Jesus always seems to be either heading to a meal, 
sitting at a meal, or coming from a meal.  Lots of his 
teaching uses food as an illustration.  He even calls 
himself at one point the “bread of life.”3  And do you 
know the reason why he became so hated among so 
many of the religious leaders of his day?  They didn’t 
like his teaching, of course.  It’s also true that they took 

2 Luke 13:29 
3 See John 6:22-35 
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issue with his theology.  They came after him when he 
disregarded Sabbath rules.  But they hated him most 
because he ate meals with the wrong kinds of people.  In 
the end, it was his table fellowship that made people 
want him dead.    
 
Why is this?  Why is the table so central to human life?  
Why are meals so sacred to so many of us, even to 
Jesus?  That’s what I want to explore with you today, 
and the perfect way to do that is by looking at this story 
of Jesus calling Levi to be his disciple.  Levi, who we 
also know as Matthew, was a tax collector.  I have a 
friend who works for the IRS.  She’s a lovely person.  
People these days don’t necessarily love paying taxes, 
but most of us aren’t particularly scornful towards 
those who collect them from us.  That was not the case 
in ancient Israel.  The Romans occupied Israel in those 
days and subjected the Jews to all sorts of taxes – poll 
taxes, road and bridge taxes, taxes on merchandise, 
even property taxes.  The Romans contracted with local 
Jews to do the collecting.  It was a profitable job 
because the Romans allowed such men to collect extra 
to keep for themselves.  Imagine if in our day local 
business owners could set sales tax anywhere above 
what the government demanded and then keep the 
extra for themselves.  It made things ripe for 
corruption. 
 
Few people in ancient Israel were more despised and 
excluded than tax collectors.  It makes sense, because 
not only had these men betrayed and cheated their own 
people, they had done so in collaboration with the hated 
Roman occupiers.  Their close association with these 
Gentiles even made them spiritually unclean, and so 
Jewish society completely barred them from synagogue 
life.  Even today, nobody is more hated in society than a 
traitor, especially a traitor motivated not by principal, 
but by greed. 
 
So one day Jesus is walking through town, presumably 
with his disciples, and he sees one of these tax 
collectors, Levi, sitting at his tax booth cheating his 
fellow Jews.  Though we don’t pick it up in the English, 
the word “saw” here means more than just “noticed.”  
Literally, it means “to look intently and purposively.”4  
You see, when most people walked past Levi they saw 
one thing – a greedy traitor, an enemy of God, a piece of 
human trash.  But that’s not what Jesus sees, because 
Jesus looks more carefully at people, and with the 
ability to see beneath the surface, not only to what a 
person had become, but what a person could become, even 
what a person was made to become.  Levi, like all people, 

                                                           
4 James Edwards, The Gospel According to Luke, (Eerdmans, 2015), 169.  Also 

see https://studybible.info/strongs/G2300  
5 This scene is marvelously portrayed in the series The Chosen.  See the clip at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=87JIUxqTMLk  

was a person made in the image of God, loved by God, 
and created to bring glory to God.  That’s what Jesus 
sees.  Which makes me wonder how often we only see 
people for what they have become, and miss seeing 
people the way Jesus sees people.  I shudder to think 
how often I make that mistake. 
 
Jesus must have shocked everybody present that day 
when he approaches Levi and tells him to follow him.  
Without even mentioning all the betrayal and greed, 
which Matthew is engaged in that very moment, Jesus 
simply calls him to be his disciple.  Can you imagine 
what the other disciples must have been thinking?  
There is zero possibility that they were excited about 
this new addition to their group.  I have to imagine that 
they could not believe Jesus had just invited Levi to join 
them, and that Levi actually took him up on his offer.  
There goes the neighborhood.5   
 
Things go from bad to worse when Jesus then accepts 
Levi’s invitation to dinner and the house ends up filled 
with even more tax collectors and other “sinners”.  That 
word doesn’t just refer to people who had been 
occasional transgressors, but the degenerates who stood 
completely outside the Torah.  These “sinners” were 
people who had so willfully, consistently, and publicly 
broken the Law of Moses that the whole community 
knew that they, like tax collectors, were permanently 
outcast from synagogue life.  Luke tells us that Levi 
threw a great banquet for a large crowd of these people, 
emphasizing just how wealthy this man had become as a 
traitor to his people.  The display of opulence must have 
further agitated the disciples.  It’s not hard to imagine 
some of them questioning their decision to follow this 
rabbi who was very quickly taking things too far. 
 
The whole scene certainly agitated the Pharisees and 
their scribes.  As a reminder, the Pharisees were an 
unofficial but powerful Jewish renewal movement in 
Jesus’ day.  People in those days couldn’t understand 
why God had made covenant promises to Israel, but 
then allowed them to be subject to Rome.  The 
Pharisees had an answer, believing that the problem 
was that the people weren’t taking the law seriously 
enough.  And so their primary aim was to purify Israel 
through an intensified observance of the Jewish Law in 
an effort to please God enough that in response he 
might send the Messiah and deliver Israel from Rome.6   
 
One of the places where they intensified the law was 
around the table.  Like most people in the ancient 
world, and even many people in our day, Pharisees put a 

6 N.T. Wright, Mark for Everyone (Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 
236-237. 

https://studybible.info/strongs/G2300
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=87JIUxqTMLk
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high value on table customs.  Basically, you identified 
people by who they ate with.  There was an ancient 
Near Eastern proverb that stated, “I saw them eating 
and I knew who they were.”7  Essentially, if you shared 
a table with somebody you demonstrated your full 
acceptance of that person.  So in an effort to please God, 
the Pharisees wanted to make sure their fellow Jews 
only ate with acceptable people.   
 
Add to this the fact that the Pharisees, in their efforts to 
purify Israel, didn’t just demand compliance to the Law 
of Moses, but added to the Law many, many more 
requirements, almost like extra credit they hoped would 
help earn God’s favor.  As an example, there were Old 
Testament holiness commands that dictated that when 
the priests approached the altar in the Temple in 
Jerusalem that they had to be extra clean, extra 
consecrated.  So they had all these purification rites and 
secondary customs to ensure that this happened.  Well, 
the Pharisees had a vison – what if every Jewish home 
were like the Temple, and every Jewish table like the 
altar?  If we could get ordinary Jews to all live the 
standards of priests, maybe then we might get God to 
deliver us.8   
 
So can you now understand why these men, once they 
see what is going on at Levi’s place, are horrified.  
Immediately, they come to Jesus’ disciples – interesting 
that they don’t go straight to him – and they ask, “Why 
does your teacher eat with tax-collectors and 
sinners?”  Why is he doing something which will 
clearly delay, if not impede, the coming of God’s 
Messiah to save us?  If only they could have seen the 
irony, that they were speaking to the very Messiah 
himself.    
 
In a way, however, the Pharisees were right.  They 
understood, as most of us understand if we think about 
it, that since something sacred happens around the 
table, table fellowship shouldn’t be taken lightly.  In 
fact, I think they were even right in their belief that to 
eat with a person was to fully accept that person.  Jesus 
never argues that point with them.  They just got all 
screwed up when it came to the sorts of people God 
accepted.  As Jesus says in response to them, the 
Messiah didn’t come to save people who are so good 
they don’t need saving.  Still, they were right about the 
sacredness of the table.  Something special happens 
when people break bread together.  

                                                           
7 Cited by Fred B. Craddock, Interpretation Bible Commentary: Luke (John Knox 

Press, 1990), 78. 
8 I’m indebted here to Jon Tyson in his sermon “The Jesus Stuff: The Table”, 

a sermon which was part of the inspiration for this message.  Delivered 
at Church of City, New York, October 24, 2022.  Watch at: 
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=the+jesus+stuff+the+table+jo
n+tyson&docid=607992328340270936&mid=6AA2B165D055278FC1C
86AA2B165D055278FC1C8&view=detail&FORM=VIRE  

Countless studies have shown that the practice of 
eating together as a family might be the most powerfully 
formative activity a family can do together.  A recent 
Harvard study affirmed what many studies before have 
revealed, that family dinners promote physical health, 
academic performance of kids, better nutrition, and 
stronger bonds in those families.  Yet sadly, only 30% of 
American families eat meals together regularly.9  I’m 
grateful that I grew up in a family that always ate 
dinner together.  Esther and I made plenty of mistakes 
as parents, but this is one thing we got right, and I’m 
convinced that all those unrushed meals around our 
table did as much to nurture the souls of our kids as 
almost anything else we did.  There is a lot more 
happening around the family dinner table than just the 
consumption of calories. 
 
A simple takeaway from today might be a renewed 
commitment in your household, especially if you still 
have kids at home, to eat as many meals together as 
possible, and to take as much time as possible lingering 
around the table.  And by all means, don’t allow any 
devices at the table, including the TV!  Esther and I 
recently had dinner with friends who both had their 
phones on the table during the meal and were regularly 
checking them.  Let’s just say it took something 
significant away from our time together.   
 
I have no doubt that Jesus understood better than 
anybody else the sacred space at the table, the power 
that exists to connect people when they break bread 
together.  So he knew exactly what he was doing when 
he went along with Levi that evening and sat down and 
shared a feast with a crowd of people others imagined 
would never find favor with God.  His whole ministry 
embodied table fellowship.  There wasn’t anybody Jesus 
wouldn’t eat with because there wasn’t anybody who 
was beyond the love and grace of God.  As one 
commentator put it, the Pharisees practiced salvation 
by segregation, while Jesus practiced salvation by 
association.10  This was so true, that when Jesus chose a 
tangible sign of God’s generous love, grace and 
acceptance, he chose a meal around a table, and 
instituted a practice where we might remember his 
sacrifice for us every time we break the bread and drink 
from the cup. 
 
In his marvelous book, Faithful Presence, David Fitch 
describes the table by using three different circles.11  I 

9 Jill Anderson, “The Benefit of Family Mealtime” (an interview with Anne 
Fishel), Harvard Graduate School of Education, April 1, 2020.  Read at 
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/20/04/harvard-edcast-benefit-
family-mealtime  

10 Cited by Fredrick Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary, Volume 1, 
(Eerdmans, 2004), 421. 

11 David E. Fitch, Faith Presence (IVP Books, 20016), 54-64. 

https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=the+jesus+stuff+the+table+jon+tyson&docid=607992328340270936&mid=6AA2B165D055278FC1C86AA2B165D055278FC1C8&view=detail&FORM=VIRE
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=the+jesus+stuff+the+table+jon+tyson&docid=607992328340270936&mid=6AA2B165D055278FC1C86AA2B165D055278FC1C8&view=detail&FORM=VIRE
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=the+jesus+stuff+the+table+jon+tyson&docid=607992328340270936&mid=6AA2B165D055278FC1C86AA2B165D055278FC1C8&view=detail&FORM=VIRE
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/20/04/harvard-edcast-benefit-family-mealtime
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/20/04/harvard-edcast-benefit-family-mealtime
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think his framework is incredibly instructive for us.  He 
says that this table, the Lord’s Table, is the first table 
we gather around.  He calls this table a close circle – 
not closed, but close.  This table is for those who are 
followers of Jesus.  In fact, if you’re not a Christian it 
makes no sense to come and eat around this table 
because to do so is an act of devotion and submission to 
Christ.  And so, because it is believers only around this 
table, this is the closest table fellowship we will 
experience in this life, not only with one another as 
brothers and sisters in Christ, but with Christ himself, 
who is our host at this table.   
 
It’s not by accident that this table is in the very center 
of our worship space, as it is in all Christian worship 
spaces.  We should gather around this table regularly.  
To be honest, here at Faith we probably don’t celebrate 
the Lord’s Supper often enough.  This is sacred space at 
this table.  We meet Christ around this table.  There is 
great mystery here, but somehow in the broken, poured 
out, and shared bread and cup, we encounter an 
intimacy with Christ and one another that is one of the 
sweet gifts of life in the church.   
 
Fitch says that the second table is symbolized by a 
dotted circle.  In a way, this second table is an extension 
of the first, the Lord’s Table, an extension out into our 
neighborhoods at ordinary times and in ordinary places.  
These are tables in our homes, or in restaurants and 
coffee shops, where we gather as brothers and sisters in 
Christ to share meals together. But now the circle is 
intentionally open to allow others around those tables 
with us, others who do not yet know and trust Christ.  
The circle is porous.  We are the hosts at these tables, 
though Christ is still there as a guest.  Remember that 
as Jesus’ disciples, we are being shaped to be the faithful 
presence of Christ.  We are Christ’s body in this world.  
God doesn’t make his temple any longer in structures of 
brick and wood, but in people, in his church.  It is in us 
that others will meet Christ in this world.  Jesus even 
said at one point that the way others will know we are 
his disciples, is that they see us love one another.12 
 
This is the sort of table that was there at Levi’s house 
that night.  His table was a dotted circle.  Levi, having 
discovered the grace and acceptance of Jesus, invites 
Jesus and the other disciples to his table, but also invites 
his outcast friends who have no idea how much God 
loves them.  Levi is the host, but Jesus is the honored 
guest.  And when this happens, whether at Levi’s table 
that night, or at our tables this week, who knows what 
might take place around the table?  Who knows how 
hearts might soften and eyes open.  Who knows what 
sort of healing might take place.  Who knows what God 
will do.   
                                                           
12 See John 13:35 

Fitch uses a semi-circle to represent the third table.  
These are tables where Christians go as guests, not as 
hosts, where we receive hospitality rather than extend 
it.  In particular, these are places where we might end 
up sharing a meal with the marginalized, the tax 
collectors of our day.  These are places where we give 
up control, risk humiliation, even scandal.  Honestly, if 
we are never criticized by other religious people for our 
choice of dinner companions, then we might want to ask 
ourselves if we are eating with the same people Jesus 
eats with.   
 
We see Jesus teaching this half-circle practice to his 
disciples in Luke 10 when he sends the 70 out to 
neighboring villages and tells them to go into homes 
and extend peace to those they meet, and watch for 
people who extend peace in return.  When that happens, 
Jesus says they are to, “Remain in that house, eating 
and drinking whatever they provide…Do not move 
about from house to house.”13  Eventually, when the 
time was right, they were then to declare to their table 
companions that the kingdom of God had come near to 
them.  It’s never a question as to whether or not Jesus 
will be present around these half-circle tables; he will 
be.  It’s just a question of whether or not he will be 
recognized and received.  How are people who don’t 
know a thing about Jesus to recognize him, much less 
receive him?  That’s why we go when we are invited.   
 
The applications of these three tables here are so clear I 
probably don’t need to say anything else.  But just in 
case, let me point out the obvious, and end with some 
very practical suggestions I hope you will consider.  
You might end up sitting down for over 100,000 meals 
before your time on this earth is done.  Assuming you 
eat three times a day, every week you likely sit down at 
one table or another 21 times.  What if you dedicated 
even just one of those meals every week, 1 in 21, to 
making your table a dotted-circle table?  As a family, 
simply open up your table once a week and share it with 
some others who don’t yet know how much they are 
loved by God.  Might be neighbors or friends, people 
from work or school, whoever.  And if you live alone, 
find a couple of friends from church and then together 
invite some others to join you once a week for a simple 
meal. 
 
These are not times where we manipulate conversation 
or outcomes.  We are not inviting people to our table to 
convert them.  That’s not our job anyway.  It seems to 
me that our job instead is simply to extend hospitality 
to others, and then sit down for a meal with a prayerful 
awareness that Christ is also a guest at the table.  Then 
we just listen to people’s stories, and tell our own 
stories as they are interested in hearing them, even the 

13 Luke 10:7 
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parts of our stories that involve Jesus.  We extend 
blessing.  We create space and watch for God to work.    
 
A South African missionary named Alan Hirsch puts it 
this way in his book, Right Here Right Now,  
 

Sharing meals together on a regular basis is one of 
the most sacred practices we can engage in as 
believers. Food is the product of our work, an 
extension of our very lives…By bringing the fruit of 
our labor to be shared with others, we are saying, 
'My life for your life’…People should be able to 
experience a foretaste of heaven from our families 
and our homes…Missional hospitality is a 
tremendous opportunity to extend the kingdom of 
God.  We can literally eat our way into the kingdom 
of God.14 

 
Just to assure you that I’m not asking you to do 
something I won’t do myself, Esther and I have made a 
commitment this year to set aside one evening a week 
to invite others around our table to share a meal.  Some 
of those guests will be brothers and sisters in Christ, 
many of you.  Others will be friends and neighbors who 
don’t yet know Jesus.  Jesus himself will always be a 
guest.  We will not have an agenda other than being 
attentive to what Jesus, our guest, might be doing.  We 
will probably open the meal with a prayer of blessing, 
letting others know that’s a practice in our home.  
Other than that, the conversation won’t necessarily be 
religious.  Mostly, we will listen to our guests and learn 
their stories.  As Jesus opens doors in those 
conversations, we’ll walk through them.  Otherwise, 
we’ll just keep making space at our table.   
 
We also – and I’d encourage you here as well – will be 
open to invitations we receive from others to experience 
their hospitality, especially others who might be quite 
different from us.  If we are ready and willing, and 
demonstrate such in our prayers, I have to believe that 
these invitations will come.  When they do, we should 
go, not as hosts but as guests, submitting ourselves to 
the hospitality of others, giving up control, and paying 
attention to what God is doing as we listen, tending to 
his work.15  Because through people may not realize it, 
when they invite us around their tables, they also invite 
Jesus.   
 
You don’t need to know any more than I just told you 
to begin this practice in your life, but if you’d like to 
learn more, send me an email this week and I’ll send 
email you back that chapter in Fitch’s book which will 

                                                           
14 Cited by Carter Moss, “Eating Our Way Into the Kingdom of God”, posted 

January 16, 2011, https://patch.com/illinois/montgomery/eating-our-
way-into-the-kingdom-of-god  

help fill out a picture of what this might look like for 
you. 
 
In the end, what a gift God had given us in the table.  
100,000 opportunities to sit and break bread with him 
and others.  First around this table with one another, 
and then around all sorts of other tables in all sorts of 
others places, every one an opportunity to meet the 
resurrected Christ in ways that transform not only us, 
but those with whom we break bread.   
 
I can’t help but remember that time after the 
resurrection when Jesus meets those two disciples on 
the road to Emmaus.  Remarkably, though they walk 
and talk with Jesus for miles, they have no idea who he 
is.  Do you remember when it was that they realized 
they were in the presence of Jesus?  Luke 24:30-31: 
“When he was at the table with them, he took 
bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to 
them.  Then their eyes were opened and they 
recognized him.”  Who knows how many people first 
recognize the gracious, loving presence of Jesus when 
bread is broken and shared around tables marked by 
hospitality.   
 
Amen.






The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
  
1. Read the passage again from Luke 5:27-32.  What 

stands out to you? 
 

2. Why do you think that the religious leaders were so 
upset with Jesus for eating with tax collectors and 
sinners?  What’s the big deal? 

 
3. Why do you think that breaking bread around 

tables is such a sacred activity?  Why did Jesus 
spend so much time around tables? 

 
4. Reconsider David Fitch’s description of the three 

tables – the close circle of the Lord’s Table where 
Jesus is the host, the dotted circle where we are the 
host, and the half circle where we are the guest.  
What is your response to this idea? 

 
 
 
 

15 Fitch, 61. 

https://patch.com/illinois/montgomery/eating-our-way-into-the-kingdom-of-god
https://patch.com/illinois/montgomery/eating-our-way-into-the-kingdom-of-god
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5. Author Karen Mains writes, “The essence of 
hospitality is a heart open to God, with room 
prepared for the Guestness of the Holy Spirit, that 
welcome the presence of Christ.  This is what we 
share with those to whom we open our doors.  We 
give them him.”16  What’s your response?  

 
6. What would it look like for you to create space at 

your table, once a week or at some other regularly 
scheduled time, to offer hospitality to those who 
don’t yet know the love of Christ?  Be as specific as 
you can.   

 
7. Do you ever share meals with people who might get 

you in trouble, those whom some religious people 
might consider to be inappropriate meal 
companions?   

 
8. What specifically have you heard Christ say to you 

through this message?  What is your response?   
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

                                                           
16 Cited by Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciples Handbook (IVP Books, 
2005), 138. 

Table to Table: A Question for kids and  
adults to answer together. 

 

Who does Jesus want us to invite to share meals 
with us around our dinner table?  When should 

we do that, and how often?     
 


