An Owner’s Manual for Daily Living #18

‘‘When To Say When’’

selected Proverbs


One of the true paradoxes in American society has to do with the use of alcoholic beverages. Movies and television programs often portray (if not glamorize) drinking, while the commercials that sponsor them promote some form of alcohol. Beer companies are major advertisers in sports, accounting for 10 to 12 percent of all network sports revenue. In 1988, Anheuser-Busch sponsored broadcasts for all but one major league team, eighteen NFL teams, twenty-two NBA franchises, and thirteen domestic NHL franchises, not counting other less significant sporting events.
 Americans spend about 120 billion dollars on alcohol each year.


And yet consider these sobering statistics:

· More than one-half of American adults have a close family member who has or has had alcoholism.

· Approximately 14 million Americans—about 7.4 percent of the adult population—meet the diagnostic criteria for alcohol abuse or alcoholism.

· It is estimated that over 3 million teens between the ages of 14 and 17 in the United States today are alcoholics.

· 500,000 Americans who are dependent on alcohol are between the ages of 9 and 12.
· Drunk drivers are responsible for 50% of highway fatalities, about 65 people each day.

· 95% of alcoholics die from it, on average 26 years earlier than normal life expectancy.
· Alcohol-related deaths rank third in frequency, behind only heart disease and cancer.
· Alcohol is a factor in nearly half of America’s murders, suicides and accidental deaths.

· About half of state prison inmates and 40% of federal prisoners incarcerated for committing violent crimes report they were under the influence of alcohol or drugs at the time of their offense.

· The cost of untreated drug and alcohol abuse in the U.S. in a year is estimated at $276 billion in lost productivity, law enforcement costs, health care and welfare programs.

Where does the Christian and the Christian Church stand on this subject of alcohol use and abuse? Historically the Church has run the gamut between preaching total abstinence, calling alcohol “the devil’s water” and even leading the charge to make alcoholic beverages illegal in the early decades of the last century, to a more moderate stance that allows the use of alcohol in moderation—some churches even serve alcoholic wine as part of the Lord’s Supper. Even today there are congregations as well as individual Christians who represent both sides of this discussion. 

What, then, does the Bible say about alcohol? Believe it or not, the Scriptures address the subject frequently, particularly in the book of Proverbs. Regardless of our personal experiences, our political or sociological views on the subject, I ask this morning that we come with an open mind both toward what the Bible says and toward those who may disagree with us. There is no need to split the church or sever relationships on this subject. 

The Persistent Prohibition concerning Alcohol


One area of agreement by all who take Scripture seriously is the persistent prohibition concerning alcohol. Simply put, drunkenness is always considered sinful. Through Old and New Testaments, coming “under the influence” of alcohol is consistently condemned. Perhaps the most direct statement is found in Ephesians 5:18, “Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit.” There is no ambiguity here.


Solomon echoes this sentiment in several places. Proverbs 20:1 states, “Wine is a mocker and beer a brawler; whoever is led astray by them is not wise.” I like how the Good News Translation renders this verse: “Drinking too much makes you loud and foolish. It’s stupid to get drunk.” Direct and to the point! 


Proverbs 23:20-21 add, “Do not join those who drink too much wine or gorge themselves on meat, for drunkards and gluttons become poor, and drowsiness clothes them in rags.” Once again, the Bible clearly comes down against overindulging when it comes to alcohol (as well as food or any other substance). 


Later in that same chapter, verses 29-35 provide a vivid picture of the effects of drunkenness:

Who has woe? Who has sorrow? Who has strife? Who has complaints? Who has needless bruises? Who has bloodshot eyes? Those who linger over wine, who go to sample bowls of mixed wine. Do not gaze at wine when it is red, when it sparkles in the cup, when it goes down smoothly! In the end it bites like a snake and poisons like a viper. Your eyes will see strange sights and your mind imagine confusing things. You will be like one sleeping on the high seas, lying on top of the rigging. “They hit me,” you will say, “but I’m not hurt! They beat me, but I don’t feel it! When will I wake up so I can find another drink?” 


How many of us have witnessed similar effects too much alcohol has on a person (or possibly ourselves)? At first it all seems great—it “sparkles in the cup” and “goes down smoothly.” But what does it lead to when the person has too much? Look at the list: woe, sorrow, strife, complaints, and needless bruises. Hallucinations and strange thoughts are mentioned later. The mind is dulled and the body feels no pain…at the time. This points to the fact that alcohol isn’t a stimulant, it’s a narcotic; and when the brain is affected by alcohol, the person loses self-control.


One final passage from the last chapter of Proverbs addresses this subject. We read in Proverbs 31:4-7,

It is not for kings, O Lemuel—not for kings to drink wine, not for rulers to crave beer, lest they drink and forget what the law decrees, and deprive all the oppressed of their rights. Give beer to those who are perishing, wine to those who are in anguish; let them drink and forget their poverty and remember their misery no more. 31:4-7

King Lemuel—scholars are still not certain of the identity of this person—was advised by his mother not to drink wine or beer (in those days, as today, wine was made from fruit while beer was made from grain) because of his position of leadership and authority. He was to keep a clear mind to execute his official duties, so alcohol was not a good idea for him. The last two verses, though, seem to allow for others to drink, and this leads us to our second point.

The Permitted Practice concerning Alcohol


We also find throughout Scripture the permitted practice concerning alcohol. In other words, the Bible allows for alcoholic beverages in moderation. Let me re-emphasize an earlier point: Nowhere is drunkenness permitted; it is always prohibited. But, as Wiersbe points out, 

While drunkenness is condemned by the Law and the Prophets, the use of wine was not forbidden, except to priests serving in the holy precincts (Lev. 10:8–10) and to people under a Nazirite vow (Num. 6:1–12). Wine was used as a drink offering to the Lord (Exo. 29:38–41; Num. 15:1–15), and could be brought as part of the Jews’ tithes (Neh. 10:36–39), so wine itself wasn’t considered sinful. The problem was what wine did to people.


Psalm 104:15 lists “wine that gladdens the heart of man” as one of the blessings coming from the hand of God. Jesus was known for drinking wine (Matthew 11:19), He used a cup of wine to represent His blood at the Last Supper (Luke 22:17-20), and His first miracle was turning water into wine at a wedding in Cana (John 2). Paul advised Timothy to “Stop drinking only water, and use a little wine because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses” (1 Timothy 5:23).


I have heard some preachers claim that the wine of Bible times was only unfermented grape juice, or if it was fermented, it was watered down three-parts water to one-part wine. While it is true that the distilling process used today to make hard liquor was not around until the Arabs invented in during the Middle Ages,
 those who argue for non-alcoholic wine in Scripture are on shaky interpretive ground. David O’Brien explains:


I’ve read all the arguments about unfermented grape juice and how fermentation doesn’t take place naturally in the climate of Palestine, and I have to tell you—they’re based more on wishful thinking than on linguistic study or scientific under​standing. Jesus turned the water into real wine.
I know this makes some believers nervous. I know it makes some hostile. “How can I counsel alcoholics not to drink if you’re telling them drinking isn’t a sin?” they ask.
I wish the Bible did teach that drinking is a sin, but it doesn’t. It contains numerous warnings against the abuse of alcohol, but nowhere does it say it’s a sin. And we are not free to make the Bible say what it doesn’t say just to make our decisions easier. For me there’s a very profound principle at work here: Don’t bend and twist the meaning of the biblical text to avoid an unpleasant con​clusion. If we convolute the meaning of a text to avoid a conclusion that we find unpleasant, we might as well give up the doctrine of inerrancy. If we reject the clear meaning for an interpretation that is more palatable, we render such a doctrine irrelevant.

We have good reason, of course, for our strong feelings about alcohol… Christians in my situation have an even stronger reason for avoiding alcohol. I’m the son of an alcoholic, which means that if I were to drink, my odds of becoming an alcoholic would drop from one in ten to one in two. It’s not worth the risk.

But despite all this, the Bible does not say that the drinking of alcohol is a sin.

The Prudent Principles concerning Alcohol


The Christian Church is known for the saying, “Where the Bible speaks, we speak; and where the Bible is silent, we are silent.” When it comes to the abuse of alcohol, the Bible speaks very clearly against drunkenness; but when it comes to the moderate use of alcohol, the Bible is silent. There are, however, some prudent principles found in God’s Word that can be applied to the use of alcohol in moderation.


Two key texts on dealing with any matter that is not specifically spelled out in Scripture are found in Romans 14-15 and in 1 Corinthians 9-10. Briefly put, Christians in those days were divided on one sticky subject: meat sacrificed to idols. Back then, pagan religions offered animal sacrifices to their gods, not unlike the Jews offering sacrifices to Yahweh. These pagan priests would offer up in their temples those parts of the animal that no one wanted (like the eyeballs and ears). Then they would butcher the rest of the animal and sell the meat to the community. Usually the meat sold at the pagan temples were the best quality around.


Some Christians had no qualms about buying and eating such meat. “After all,” they reasoned, “there is no such thing as another god—they’re worshiping a piece of rock, wood, or metal—so who cares what they do with it beforehand.  This is good meat…pass the steak sauce!”


Other Christians—particularly those who came out of the pagan lifestyle—wouldn’t touch the stuff, thinking that purchasing such meat was supporting the pagan temple and legitimizing it. “I don’t want to be associated with the pagan temples in any way,” they reasoned, “and if that means becoming a vegetarian to make sure of it, so be it.”


These differing conclusions would not have been a problem except that each side thought the other side should agree with them. The first group (whom Paul calls the “strong”) thought the other group (called the “weak”) was immature and should grow up. The weak thought the strong were immoral and should repent. Both sides judged the other side, and divisive spirit permeated both the Roman and the Corinthian churches. 


In Romans 14, Paul outlined three steps every Christian ought to take when facing what he calls “a disputable matter”—one that, as we have seen, is not specifically spelled out in Scripture as right or wrong. To summarize, we need to:

· Be convinced – Romans 14:5 states, “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.” (How we can do that I will address in a moment.) We need to know what we believe and why we believe it.

· Be considerate – Romans 14:3-4 commands, “The man who eats everything must not look down on him who does not, and the man who does not eat everything must not condemn the man who does, for God has accepted him. Who are you to judge someone else’s servant?” Romans 14:13 adds, “Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another. Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother’s way.”
· Be consistent – Romans 14:22-23 concludes, “So whatever you believe about these things keep between yourself and God. Blessed is the man who does not condemn himself by what he approves. But the man who has doubts is condemned if he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and everything that does not come from faith is sin.” Once we have come to our convictions (step 1 above), we need to consistently follow them, so that we do not violate our own conscience or leave ourselves open to criticism for being inconsistent.

But how do we come to a solid conviction about something the Bible does not command or condemn? Allow me to share with you five prudent principles from God’s Word that can guide us in making personal convictions. I am not trying to tell anyone what conviction they should arrive at, but rather how to arrive at whatever conviction they may. 


The first is the principle of exaltation. In other words, does this action reflect positively or negatively on the God whom we serve? Positively, “a course of action ought to be taken because it best reflects the character, nature, and will of God.”
 On the other hand, “no thought, word, or action should mar the reflection of who God is or prevent His qualities from being developed in us.”
 Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 3:18, “And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.” Given our subject matter this morning, can I moderately use alcohol in a way that reflects the Lord’s glory?

A second is the principle of evangelism. One of our primary purposes for being on earth as Christians is to bring others to a saving knowledge of Christ. How does my activity in question affect that responsibility? Paul provides his answer in 1 Corinthians 10:27-33, 

If some unbeliever invites you to a meal and you want to go, eat whatever is put before you without raising questions of conscience. But if anyone says to you, “This has been offered in sacrifice,” then do not eat it, both for the sake of the man who told you and for conscience’ sake—the other man’s conscience, I mean, not yours. For why should my freedom be judged by another’s conscience? If I take part in the meal with thankfulness, why am I denounced because of something I thank God for? So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God. Do not cause anyone to stumble, whether Jews, Greeks or the church of God—even as I try to please everybody in every way. For I am not seeking my own good but the good of many, so that they may be saved. 


A third principle is the principle of example. Whereas evangelism deals with our relationships with those outside the body of Christ, this principle deals with our relationships within the church. Paul again writes in 1 Corinthians 11:1, “Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” Can we honestly say that while having an alcoholic beverage? (Remember, I am only asking questions; I am not trying to sway you one way or the other!) Some might say, “Yes, I can say that, because Jesus Himself did drink wine though He never got drunk,” while others might come to a different conclusion based on the frequency of alcoholism in our culture today. Either conclusion is legitimate.


A similar principle is the principle of edification. Once again, the focus is not on ourselves but on fellow believers. Paul writes in Romans 14:19-21 

Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification. Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food. All food is clean, but it is wrong for a man to eat anything that causes someone else to stumble. It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall.
He goes on to add in Romans 15:1-3 

We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak and not to please ourselves. Each of us should please his neighbor for his good, to build him up. For even Christ did not please himself but, as it is written: “The insults of those who insult you have fallen on me.”

Then finally in 1 Corinthians 10:23-24, 

“Everything is permissible”—but not everything is beneficial. “Everything is permissible”—but not everything is constructive. Nobody should seek his own good, but the good of others. 


A fifth principle is the principle of enslavement. This is a personal consideration, put this way in 1 Corinthians 6:12, “‘Everything is permissible for me’—but not everything is beneficial. ‘Everything is permissible for me’—but I will not be mastered by anything.”  Peter adds in 2 Peter 2:19-20 “…a man is a slave to whatever has mastered him.”  The Christian is not to be enslaved to anything except the Holy Spirit. For the believer who begins to drink and cannot stop without becoming drunk, he or she should not ever start. (This applies to any other activity as well.)


Using these five principles (and this is not an exhaustive list), we can thoughtfully arrive at a personal conviction about this matter of moderate drinking or any other activity that falls outside direct Biblical commands for or against. Every one of us ought to make it a practice to carefully be convinced for ourselves.


Once we have reached that conviction, we ought to be consistent with our convictions, so that we do not open ourselves up to charges of hypocrisy or even give the Devil the opportunity to confuse us with false guilt. 


But we need to balance our liberty with love—whichever side of the question we decide upon. If, in our case this morning, we conclude that moderation is the way to go, don’t look down upon other Christians who favor total abstinence. And for those folks, don’t become judgmental against those who take a different view than you do.


As Paul concludes in Romans 14:17and 20, “The kingdom of God is not a matter of eating or drinking, but of righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit… Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food [or drink].”  Allow wisdom, humility, and a genuine love for God and for others guide us as we seek to please Him.
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