Greelings in the Lomd's Mame, Ths fasiive seasons of Chhsimas
and Chimgse New year have gone by. During these pénods mamy people
consumed alcohdic drinks and some endad up a5 tmaiffic accidenl casualies.
Many young poople today 100 Tequént “watenng holes™ downtown, AS Christians
the burning question ks often this: *Could you hefp explain whether the Bible

promobes drinking alcohol ar whether || condemns iL,”

Assislant Professor Daninl Wallace of Dallas Theological seminary has (he

following insights in scriplures to shara with us

"This is obviously & concem o many Christians—and
lor good reason! With the rempant ablse of alcohol in
this. country (USA), resulimg in shatlered Bves and
tens of thousands of deaths each year, any person
wilh @ conscence should be deeply concemed about
this issue. However, caulion is also needed In &
different direction: oo often Christians have maoral
outrage because of abuses of one of God's piffs—
pulrage thal Ieads 10 & condemnation of thase who are
nof abusers. Things thal ance were ssuas
are oftlen now mgarded as normal
acibvilies, For example, when my
grandmother and grandiather were
dafing, hes parenls were concamed
about this youn) man because he hkéd
o go io foolball games. Thal wes faboo
for them. Some Christians have

condemned olhers for weating make-up, poing 1o the
opera, or @ven sendiag Chnsimas cards. Christians, it
soems, kave an incredible abdity to nvent mules and
regulations. I's endemic 10 human nalure—but IU's
also 2 modem, prvarnished form of Pharsalsm
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Ciur aftitude loward alcohol may well be conditioned by our culiure more than we
realize. Since the days of Prohibition, many believers have simply assumed that
pariaking of alcohalic beverages was sinful. Whal is interesting Is thal In many
olher countrias God-fearing Christians see no problem with aleoholic beverages.
{When | was on sabbatical in England, for example, | heard (he pastor at an
evangelical church use an illustration, which invalved alcohol in a positive light.
He was speaking aboul our alfitude toward Iifie disasters—such as when one
brings home the groceries and the one sack that had the Shemy in it falls to the
ground and the Shermy bottle breaks! The very casualness of this ilustration put
in bold relief the difference in altifude belween many Amerncan Chrislians and
many European Christians regarding alcoholic beverages. If a pastor In the
States were 1o use the same llustration, most churches would censure him for it
il nol outright sack him,)

One guestion we mus! wresthe with is this; If there is a subcultural Christian
prohibition that goes beyond scripture, are we abligated to follow #7? Should we
even endorse 17 Ignore it? Fight against A7 As we all know, there are numerous
Chrislian tabcas thal go beyand senpture, depending on when and where one
Inves. Perhaps this ong can be seen as paradigmaiic for how 1o treal the others.

At all poinis, we must seek o be biblical. This requires resisting the temptation to
go beyond whal the Bible resinicls. As | began to look inlo this topic, | was
aclually guite amazed sl the bibiical wrilers' attiiude toward alcohol. | had
expected i to be far more pegative than i really was, One lesson | have learned
from this is thal although | think thal | am being blblical, often my tradition and
Christian subculture shape my thinking more than | realize.

Preliminary Framework; Grey Areas

A word should be said aboul grey areas to begin with, Some Chrislians view grey
areas as those moral zones in which one believer has the nighl o brow-beal
another. Thus, if one believer thinks i Is wrong for another fo go 1o football
games, the first believer has the right to exercise judgment on the second, This
'sin-snifling' deives into &ll areas, and the things that get lumped into this
cauldron of evil deeds are quite numerous; attending the opera, playing camds,
attending any kind of motion piclures, owning a television, lislening fo rock or
country-westem or even Mozard, invesiing in the slock markel, observing
Christmas wilh a decoraled free, reading mysiery novels, spouses having
separate checking accounis, women wearing make-up or slacks, elc. Whal all
these areas have in commaon is that they are nol discussed in scnplure. Thus, if
one wanis to label them &s evil, he either has to do some rather ingenious



interpretation of the Bible or else simply appeal 1o one's conscience as lhe
slandard by which others are 1o be measured,

We all can see the ludicrousness of such a slance when il comes o grey Zones
thalt are inoffensive to me. Bul when there is something that | have found
offensive, the natural lendency is for ma (o make sure éveryone else around me
abides by the same rules,

Cine of the hallmarks of modem Amercan Chrastianity is s presccupaltion with a
Tormula faith.” Tremendously popular are conferences thal address confiicls
belween parenis and youlh and how 1o resolve them. Cne wel-known such
conference lums [occasionally) good advice inlo hundreds of rules ihal can
suffocaie one’s walk with God. We are enamored of the 'How o' books fhal work
for olhars and perhaps may work for us. All oo often, once a parson has found a
tailor-made Bible-reading schedule, or a lailor-made palterm of prayer or diel or
method of raising children or love-making fechnique, he writes a book about il
and proclaims iis universal applicabilty and even ils normativeness The reason
such sells? Because legalism is endemic to human nature, We can package
such as 'praclical Christianily” or "a wise and godly lifestyle® or ‘principles 1o e
by." bul al bollom when such advice goes beyond lhe scriptures and lums inbo
more than adwice, i is legalism, Such a preccoupalion with legalism s seen in
church membership requirements, missionary and pasioral ordination bodies,
and Bible college/seminary codes of conducl. Take a look at a catalog of almeost
any evangelical inslitule of higher leaming. You will notice thal all too often the
code of conduct seclion will spend an inordinale amounl of space making grey
areas laboo while spending aimosl no space arliculating what the Bible declares
1o be sinful behavior

Church historian M. James Sawyer receplly spoke al the weslern regional
meeling of the Evangelical Theological Sociely on Sofa Scnpfura in the
Pratestant tradition. In his leclure he noted the irony of the modem milieu:

Among conlemporary denominations we find stalements such as
thal of the [densminalion’s name withheld], who in their Icensing
and ordinalion questionnairg asks candedates If they agree that
ihe Bible is the "only and infaliible rule of faith and praclice’ for
the believer (The guestionnaire on the very nexi line asks the
candidate if he agrees 10 abstain from the use of alcohol moall
forms.)




The point we are trying to make here is twofold: (1) Christians tend to compiie
rules and regulations that go beyond what is written; and (2) when such grey
zones are considered evil, those who do not abide by such rules are often
viewed as ‘the weaker brother.’ In reality, the weaker brother in scripture is the
one who has too many scruples, not too few (cf. Romans 14)! It is a tragic irony
that as one matures in the faith, all too often his life collects more and more
oppressive chains of legalism. As much as there may well be good reasons for
one to personally hold to certam convictions, we must be very careful about
extending such beyond ourselves.’

The Biblical Data:

Wine and other Alcoholic Beverages in the Bible

The following are some roughly random notes on wine and other alcoholic
beverages in the Bible. Even a casual look at the scriptures reveals a much
different perspective than what most modern American Christians have about
this topic.

In general, we can say that the Bible neither condemns drinking per se nor
promotes it. Drinking aicoholic beverages is one of those grey areas that is a
matter of one's personal conscience. But there is more in ’
scripture than just this individualistic approach.

Isn’t it Really Grape Juice?

Some take the words for wine to mean ‘grape juice.’ If this were
so, then why would there be prohibitions against drunkenness? ~—— l...I
One cannot get drunk on grape juice. Further, Jesus’ first miracle was changing
the water into wine at the wedding of Cana in Galilee. He made between 120 and
180 gallons of wine! Even if this had been grape juice, it would soon turn to wine
because the fermentation process would immediately begin. But it most certainly
was not grape juice: the head waiter in John 2:10 said, “Every man sets out the
good wine first, then after the guests have drunk freely, the poor wine. But you
have kept the good wine until now.” The verb translated ‘drunk freely’ is aimost
always used of getting drunk (and is so translated in the NRSV here). In the
least, the people at this wedding feast, if not drunk, would certainly be drinking
alcoholi falrly freely (if not, this verb means something here that is nowhere else
attested” ). And this makes perfect sense in the context: The reason why a man
brings out the poorer wine Iater is because the good wine has numbed the
senses a bit. Grape juice would hardly mask anything. Note also Acts 2:13—




"they are full of sweet wine™—an inaccurate comment made about the apostles
when they began speaking in tongues, as though this explained their unusual
behavior. The point is: If they were full of grape juice would this comment even
have made any sense at all? That would be like saying, “Well, they're all acting
strange and silly because they have had too much orange juice this morning!”

There are other references to alcoholic beverages in the Bible: Severatl times in
the first books of the Bible, wine and strong drink are prohibited to those who
take a Nazarite vow (cf. Num 6, Judges 13). Even grape juice and fresh and
dried grapes (i.e., raisins, as the NIV renders the word) are prohibited to the
Nazarite (Numbers 6:3)!5’ But that restriction is only for those who make this vow.
If someone today wants to claim that believers do not have the right to dnink
alcohol on the analogy of a Nazarite vow (as some today are fond of doing), they
also should say that believers ought not to eat Raisin Bran!

Negative Statements about Wine Indicate that it is not Grape Juice

Further, the Bible at times speaks very harshly about becoming enslaved to drink
or allowing it to control a person, especially to the point of drunkenness. Proverbs
20:1—"Wine is a mocker, strong drink a brawler, And whoever is intoxicated by it
is not wise” (NASB). Cf. also Prov 21:17 (where heavy drinking and gluttony are
equally condemned); 1 Sam 1:14; Isa 5:11, 22; 28:1 (drunkenness is
condemned); 28:7; 29:9; 56:12; Jer 23.9; 51:7; Joel 3:3. In the New Testament
notice: Eph 5:18 ("do not get drunk with wine”); 1 Tim 3:3, 8; Titus 1:7 ([elders
and deacons ought not be] “addicted to wine or strong drink”); Titus 2:3 (older
women, who would serve as role models to the younger ones, must not be
addicted to wine). As well, numerous passages use wine or drunkenness in an
analogy about God's wrath, immorality, etc. (cf. Rev. 14:8, 10; 16:19; 17:2; 18:3).

The significance of these negative statements is just this: If this were only grape
juice, why would excess in drinking it be condemned? If this were only grape
juice, why are certain mental effects attributed to it (cf., e.g., Psalm 60:3)? One
can't have it both ways. You can't say that wine is always grape juice, for then
the negative statements in scripture make no sense; those who say that it is only
grape juice tend to focus just on the neutral and positive
passages, conveniently allowing them to condemn the
drinking of real wine at all times. But even this position
is not logical: /f the Bible only speaks of grape juice,
then it makes no comment about alcoholic wine. And
if so, then it does not directly prohibit it. And if we

are going to prohibit something that the Bible




does not address, why stop at wine? Why don't we include the ballet, opera,
football games, country-western music (actually, | might be in favor of banning
this onel), salt water fishing, zippers on clothes, etc. Once legalism infests the
soul it doesn’t know where to quit.

In sum, is wine the same as grape juice? No, for if it were, the Bible would hardly
condemn the abuse of such. Those who argue that the two are identical simply
cannot handle the passages that speak about excess.

Neutral and Positive References to Alcoholic Beverages in the Bible

At the same time, there are several neutral, almost casual references to alcoholic
beverages. Genesis 14:18 refers to Melchizedek, a type of Christ, as offering
wine to Abram; Nehemiah 2:1 refers to the king drinking wine (Nehemiah was
required to taste it first to make sure it was not poisoned); Esther 5:6; 7:1-2
speaks of wine that Esther (the godly Jewess) drank with the king; Job 1:13
refers to righteous Job's family drinking wine; Daniel 10:3 speaks of drinking wine
as a blessing after a time of fasting. Some of Jesus’ parables are about wine,
wineskins, vineyards (cf. Matt 9:17; 21:33; even John 15 speaks of God the
Father as the vinedresser!). Paul 'tells Timothy to drink some wine for his
stomach’s sake and not just water (1 Tim 5:23). The same Greek and Hebrew
terms that were used to speak of the abuses of wine are used in these passages.
One cannot argue, therefore, that alcoholic beverages are in themselves
proscribed, while grape juice is permitted. The lexical data cannot be so twisted.

There are, as well, positive statements about aicoholic beverages: Deut 14:26
implies that it is a good thing to drink wine and strong drink to the Lord: "And you
may spend the money for whatever your heart desires, for oxen, or sheep, or
wine, or strong drink, or whatever your heart desires; and there you shall eat in
the presence of the LORD your God and rejoice, you and your household”
(NASB). Psalm 4.7 compares joy in the Lord to the abundance of wine; Psalm
104:14-15 credits God as the creator of wine that “makes a man’s heart glad™ (cf.
also Hos 2:8); honoring the Lord with one’s wealth is rewarded with the blessings
of abundant stores of wine (Prov 3:10); love is compared to wine repeatedly in
the Song of Songs, as though good wine were similarly sweet (1:2, 4; 4:10; 7:9).
The Lord prepares a banquet with “well-aged wines... and fine, well-aged wines”
for his people (Isa 25:6) [obviously this cannot be grape juice, for aging does
nothing but ferment it!].

The lack of wine is viewed as a judgment from God (Jer 48:33; Lam 2:12; Hos
2:9; Joel 1:10; Hag 2:16); and, conversely, its provision is viewed as a blessing



from the Lord (cf. Gen 27:28; Deut 7:13; 11:14; Joel 2:19, 24; 3:18; Amos 9:13-
14). Cf. also Isa 55:1; Jer 31:12; Zech 9:17.

Indeed, there was even the Passover tradition that went beyond the biblical
teaching: by the time of the first century, every adult was obliged to have four
glasses of wine during the Passover celebration. Jesus and his disciples did this
in the Last Supper.? The fact that the wine of the Passover was a symbol the
Lord used for his blood and for the new covenant implicitly shows that our Lord's
view of wine was quite different from that of many modem Christians.

What is truly remarkable here are the many positive statements made about wine
and alcoholic beverages in the Bible.! Wine is so often connected with the
blessings of God that we are hard-pressed to figure out why so many modern
Christians view drink as the worst of all evils. Why, if one didn't know better, he
might think that God actually wanted us to enjoy life! Unfortunately, the only Bible
most of our pagan friends will read is the one written on our lives and spoken
from our lips. The Bible they know is a book of ‘Thou shalt nots,’ and the God
they know is a cosmic killjoy.

I think the best balance on this issue can be see in Luke 7:33-34: John the
Baptist abstained from drinking wine; Jesus did not abstain [indeed, people
called him a drunkard! Although certainly not true, it would be difficult for this
charge to have been made had Jesus only drunk grape juice]. Both respected
one another and both recognized that their individual lifestyles were not universal
principles. One man may choose not to drink; another may choose to drink. We
ought not condemn another servant of the Lord for his choice.

As well, Romans 14 is a key passage for gleaning principles about how we ought
to conduct ourselves in relation to one another on this issue: weaker brothers
ought not to judge those whose freedom in Christ allows them to enjoy alcoholic
beverages; stronger brothers ought not to disdain weaker brothers for their
stance. Whether we drink or not, let us do all things to the glory of God.

Conclusion

There is much more that could be said about this issue; no doubt many readers
will respond critically for what was left out. In later essays | hope to address
some questions that arise because of this piece.

This brief essay really has no conclusion; rather, this is the first volley in an
ongoing discussion. The general contours of biblical teaching are that wine is a
blessing from the Lord, something to be enjoyed. But like any good gift from God,



it can be abused: in this case, abuse involves addiction and drunkenness. But
whenever we condemn others who are able to enjoy God's good gifts in
moderation as though they were abusers, we misrepresent biblical Christianity.
At bottom, it seems that biblical Christianity has a much different face than what
much of modem Christianity wears. In many respects, we resemble more the
ancient Pharisees than the Lord's disciples.” f /)mm,-,.;?[mh‘“ ,fll”f-',

SORSE .

1 The reader may wish to consult my essay, “1 Thessalonians 5:22—The Sin-Sniffer's Catch-All
Verse: 'Avoid Every Appearance of Evil” to get a broader based treatment on the issue of grey areas
in the Christian life.

2 For example, we all know of some folks whose family history involves alcoholism. Many of these
folks rightfully abstain for fear of their own tendencies to abuse alcohol. | have a friend who used to
be an alcoholic and now cannot even gargle (since mouthwash usually has a large amount of alcohol)
or else he could go into a drinking binge. He recognizes that his own convictions about alcohol are
not universally applicable; his friends are sensitive enough not to drink in his presence.

3 My views comport with my understanding of what it means to be a New Covenant Christian. Since
we have been given the Spirit, we are no longer under the Old Testament law, but now must live by
the law of Christ. The Spirit himself guides each one of us. There are, to be sure, several laws that
must be obeyed (the New Testament has over two hundred); but as a New Covenant Christian |
recognize both that the overriding principle of these commandments is love and that the undergirding
power is provided by the Spirit of God.

4 In the least, the verb mequvskw, when used of drinking, always means at least ‘freely drinking of
alcoholic beverages' (once in the LXX it is used metaphorically of being filled with grain [Hosea 14:8],
though even here the imagery might involve a metonymy of cause for effect [if so, grain would mean
fermented grain]). LSJ give as the first definition of this verb the causative notion of make drunk,
intoxicate, for the passive form of the verb the lexicon gives drink freely, get drunk. BAGD gives the
following definition: "cause to become intoxicated; in our lit. only pass. ... get drunk, become
intoxicated... drink freely, become drunk.” The semantic domain lexicon by Louw and Nida (23.37)
offers this definition (though they incorrectly parse the verb as coming from mequvw); “to drink freely,
to drink a great deal, to get drunk.” (LN’s definition for the verb mequvskw [88.285] is “to become
intoxicated, to get drunk™; 1 Thess 5.7 uses both verbs interchangeably: “those who get drunk get
drunk at night.”) .

S The very fact that the Hebrew text makes a distinction between wine and grape juice implies that
when 'wine' is spoken of the fermented drink is in view.

6 Technically, Jesus and the disciples had only three ritual cups of wine. The fourth cup, which
represented the kingdom, was not drunk. Thus, when Jesus prayed in the garden, “If it is your will,
take this cup from me” he was referring to the symbolism of the third cup--the cup of redemption by
judgment. However, even though they had only three ritual cups, they may well have had more non-
ritual wine, for this was allowed.

7 'Wine' occurs 236 times in the NASB, 214 times in the NIV, 230 times in the NRSV, and 210 times
in the REB. Now, to be sure, not all of these are in positive statements, but neither are the majority in
negatives statements. The most common Hebrew word is nyy (134 times in the MT), while the Greek
word oi\no" occurs in the New Testament 26 times.



Modern Translations of God's Word

written by Dr. D. Bloomaquist

It is good that in the last VINE (February 2001), John Lee brought before us the
subject of which Bible translation to use. | understand John to be making two
key points. First, regardless of which translation we use, what is central is the
Gospel of Jesus Christ, which is accurately presented in all translations. |
heartily agree!

John's second point, | believe, was that there is an endless debate over "which
- Bible version is best," and to "demonstrate the love of Jesus" is best exhibited in
encouraging everyone to use NIV or King James or whichever version we enjoy.

| could feel much more comfortable with this if | could be sure that most of us are
acquainted with at least the following facts.

1. Bible "versions" are translations into English, Chinese, Tamil, etc., from
manuscripts in the languages in which the Bible was originally written: Hebrew
(for the Old Testament) and Greek (for the New Testament). In our day, for all
reliable modern translations, teams of linguistic Bible scholars use all available
Bible manuscripts to ascertain what was onginally written.

2. In our day there is so much more to help get back to the original text than was
available, for example, when the King James Version was published—now nearly
400 years ago. 1 will mention just two outstanding examples.

a. One of the very earliest, nearly complete Greek manuscripts of the
Bible used to establish what was originally written is the "Sinaiticus,” which was
not discovered until 1844!

b. The "Dead Sea Scrolls" began to be discovered in 1947. Al-
together, they contain most of the Old Testament. They were copies, in Hebrew,
made not later than 100 B.C.! Before they were found, the eariest Hebrew
copies of the Old Testament dated from the 800's A.D. So, modern translations
get the benefit of the Hebrew Bible copied almost 1,000 years earlier! (The main
effect of these finds has been to thank God for the care with which the Bible had
been copied all those centuries, so that, as John Lee sald the Gospel of Jesus
Christ was preserved.)

Note: neither of these extraordinary finds were available to the King James
translators. That's just a small sample why | say the main problem with the King
James Version is that it isn't OLD ENOUGH! All creditable modern translations



“weigh™ much, much more manuscripl evidence than was available belore, in
order 10 bring o us the Bitde as onginally written

4. Of course, the main reason why almost any modemn version s preferable to
ihe King James is simply thal language has changed In the 400 years since the
King James \Version was published. “We just don talk thal way anymone”
Exampie: the King Jamas version of Mafthew 16014 has Jesus saying, “Suffer
litle children.. to come unto me.™ We dont use the word “suffer” thal way in
conternporary English. So, both NIV and RSV have. "Lgt the iitie children come
mm—lu

Bible transiation seeks the original laxt. It ks faithiul 1o that; and A should speak so
we can understand what God wants Lo say to us
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Saturdny, 10t March 2001 - Bro
Vincent Chia (lvy Lec's hushand)
shared an amaring testimony of God's
protection over his life.

They had been rehearsing their wedding
recital on Thursday night &t JCC. He
then sent Ivy home and was driving
home when suddenly a car from the
right lane swerved into his lane forcing
him to swerve bt in order to avoid a
molircycie on his l=f, he had to alam
his brakes causing his car to roll over.

In his pvm words, the recinngular car he
wai driving ended op in 3 sguare dupe.
The front had = fire but he was pulled 10
safety, If you had seen him on the
widding day, you would never susped
thit he had been in soch a serious
accident only 2 days before,

Fortunately for him, it was o renied car
and the motorcyclist had come up as a
witness fior him.

Thank God for His protection over bro
Veceni Chua.
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whwr in nll ihingy Cesll may s peincend tewaph |
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Acts 6:1-8 : §s i Tweive gathaed all the
discipies togeilior mid pald, "0 waild i be Fighs
for gm 1o peglect the mansiny of ihe ward of Crod
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mem S mmamg ye who are kinsn o be fll ol
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Vistitig e Stel

Broa. James Sum and John Lee visiled
Rodney Ratnam af YWoodbridge Hospital
on Bunday, &th Maxh 2001, Rodney s
from a failed kidney s well as
dlmlndhhsﬁ-umdmnd
and even suicidal psooofding 1o
James' gesessment.  Ha  leels Ihﬂ
Rodney needs a lol of veilors io ohiser
him up.

YWhile they ware praying for Rodnay, tea
mental palienis, young men, came up io
them to tbques! for prayes beciuss
thay caimed thet ey Bear woices
tailing Bem 0 do ovll dosds.  Beo John
prayed for them in Chinsse

Acoconding o he |afesl update from Do
Witked, who visiled Rodney one weak
later on 110 March, he found that
Rodney was abla io lecoghise him and
was of sound mind pithough somiwhal
chpressad,

Bro Rodney (s due o be discharged
vary soon. Confinue o pray for him and

hiis family thal they may be supporiveg of
oich ather,

The Straits Timen : Tuesduy, March 13,
2001 - DIFFERENT RELIGIONS...
COMING TOGETHER. This report
is abomt a temple st Loymag, which
houses Tpoist, HBuddist snd Hindu
satpes and have sn average of 20,000
visitors per month in spite of the fact
that it is balf sn how's walk from the
nenres! bus stop,

Devetees claimed that thesr proyers for
prosperity and wealth were always

answered, One deviloe sid: “The gods
bere wre very effective” The temple
cluims to have succeeded in brhging
people of different Giths together,

Befer to some Biblical texts on how 1o
kandle [dols

Bowem chir [ohoals i Pha b T )

Ul dhorwrs e fedolr .-.ﬁp-nlu
Duisorogy @il fhaty cirend

conf idoll, ami el
places, fiem 33,35

Some questions to ponder about:

1. Why are people willlng o go so 0w off
ik way 1o wiali & chrine 15 ldols?

1 'Why are they willing to domate 3o
waiach money fo bulld e empis]

1 Why dont Chelalluny have the same
drive for e Lord (rod Almighey T

d. T the Tiedeban doing the right thing?

o
1
1

E- XX

The InterNuil - someone who is
. grary about the Internet.
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