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Minister’s Article 
 

 

 

 

 
  

The Bible, Alcohol - and the Lord’s Supper (Part 1) 

In church life, as in every area of the Christian life, it is important for us to understand what 

we do and why we do it. Indeed, doing so is part of our privilege and our duty to our Lord. 

Also, unless we make the effort, much of what we do will inevitably lapse into mere habit, 

ritual - or sin. Perhaps this is particularly true concerning the sacraments around which so 

much misunderstanding and error have sadly accumulated over time. 

 

Over the next few issues of the magazine, we will examine why we use real wine in 

communion. Although using wine is the historic and majority Christian practice throughout 

Christendom, its use has become problematic for many who refuse to take real wine on 

principle, so it is important to understand why we do so.  

 

However, to set this issue in its wider context, we need to take the opportunity to look at what 

the Bible has to say about wine and alcoholic drinks in general. It is necessary to do this 

because, although all Christians acknowledge that drunkenness is a sin (‘Do not be drunk with 

wine’ Eph. 5:18 – see also Proverbs 23:20; Isaiah 5:11), and a sin which breeds untold misery in 

the lives of all connected with it, not all Christians agree as to whether there is such a thing as 

a lawful use of alcoholic drinks.  

 

There are three viewpoints held regarding this matter.  

 

First, there is the prohibitionist view. The prohibitionist believes that the Bible prohibits the 

use of alcoholic drinks. 

 

Second, there is the abstentionist view. The abstentionist acknowledges that the Bible does not 

prohibit the use of alcoholic drinks but believes, on Biblical grounds, that it is wise for him – 

and possibly for others – to refrain from their use. 
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Third, there is the moderationist view. The moderationist believes that the Bible allows, and 

indeed commends, the use of alcoholic drinks in moderation. 

 

It’s not surprising that the view taken on this particular issue should affect the way in which 

churches hold the Lord’s Supper. With the rise of the temperance movement in the late 19th 

century, with its twin emphasis on prohibition and abstention, it was only to be expected that 

a good number of churches would move away from using fermented (alcoholic) wine at the 

Lord’s Supper and begin to use grape juice or some other alternative instead. What was a 

surprise, however, was the slowness of the pace of change: it is only in the last 70 years or so 

that the pace has really accelerated. The reason for the reluctance to change lay in the fact that 

the original abstentionists considered the Lord’s Supper to be an exception to the abstentionist 

rule – in other words, they believed the Supper demanded wine. However, as the 20th century 

progressed, and as American Fundamentalism began to deepen and spread, non-alcoholic 

alternatives began to replace wine in the Lord’s Supper.   

 

Of course, this means that the question becomes even more important: whether to consume 

alcohol or not is no longer a matter of general ethics but one which touches one of the most 

intimate areas of Christian worship. But, in the light of the increasing practice of avoiding wine, 

particularly by ‘conscientious objectors’, should we continue to use it? Is our practice right? Is 

it biblical? And does it matter? 

 

As reformed Christians, our source of authority is the Bible and so we need to hear what it 

says. Let’s begin this month with the Old Testament. 

 

Evidence from the Old Testament 

 

Many people are surprised to discover that there are many words used to describe alcoholic 

drinks in the Old Testament:  

 

Yayin (wine) - this word, the most common Hebrew word for wine, appears well over 100 

times in the Bible. This is the wine which God gives as a blessing to his people (Deuteronomy 

14:26; Psalm 104:14-15; Proverbs 9:1-5; Isaiah 55:1; Amos 9:13-15) and which Melchizedek – 

who was both a type of Christ and a priest of the Most High God – gave to Abraham (Genesis 
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14:18; Hebrews 7:3). God also commanded this wine to be brought to Him as an offering in 

worship (Exodus 29:38, 40; Leviticus 23:13; Numbers 15:5, 7, 10). However, sadly and solemnly, 

it was the abuse of this wine which intoxicated Noah (Genesis 9:21), Lot (Genesis 19:32-35), 

Nabal (1 Samuel 25:36-37) and many others (Isaiah 28:1, 7). This tells us that this wine must 

have been fermented wine (that is, wine with an alcoholic content).  

 

Tirosh (new wine) - this word, used nearly 40 times in the Old Testament, means ‘new wine’ 

and is also a ‘blessing’ from God (Genesis 27:28,37; Deuteronomy 7:13; Proverbs 3:10). Indeed, 

to be without it in the land was a sign of God's curse (Deuteronomy. 28:51). Again, the fact that 

the abuse of this new wine could ‘enslave the heart’ (Hosea 4:11) indicates its alcoholic content.   

 

'asis (sweet wine) - this wine is used in the Bible as a sign of the messianic blessings to come 

(Joel 3:18; Amos 9:13) but, again, the abuse of this sweet wine can result in drunkenness (Isaiah 

49:26; Joel 1:5). Clearly, then, this sweet wine was also alcoholic. 

 

Hamer (this is the word for wine in the Chaldean language and comes from ‘hamar’ which 

means ‘to ferment’) - although this wine is also a blessing from God (Deut. 32:14) it is 

nonetheless abused to intoxication by Belshazzar (Dan. 5:1-4). Yet again, then, this wine was, 

as its name indicates, an alcoholic drink. 

 

Mesek (wine mixed with spices) - this rare word for wine refers to the process of mixing spices 

with wine (Proverbs 9:2, 5) or with strong drink (Isaiah 5:22) and, although it forms part of the 

feast prepared by God’s Wisdom (Proverbs 9:2, 5), it also possesses the power to intoxicate 

(Isaiah 5:22).  

 

Shekar (strong drink, from the root shakar, to be drunk or intoxicated) - this word, used just 

over 20 times in the Old Testament, is universally acknowledged to be an alcoholic drink. 

However, it is important to note that this strong drink – which can make a person drunk 

(Proverbs 20:1; Isaiah 5:11) – is not only to be offered as a drink offering to the Lord in worship 

(Numbers 28:7) but is also to be joyfully consumed unto the Lord (Deuteronomy 14:26). Aside 

from any other evidence, this is sufficient in itself to demonstrate that alcoholic drinks were in 

use in worship as well as in social contexts. This will become important when we come to 

discuss the Lord’s Supper later. 
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Sobe (strong drink, wine, liquor, and drunken) - this word only occurs three times in the Old 

Testament (Isaiah 1:22; Hosea 4:18 and Nahum 1:10). In the first of these instances, God 

condemns Jerusalem because she ‘has become a harlot’ and because her ‘silver has become 

dross (and her) wine mixed with water’ (Isaiah 1:22). Although this text does not prove the 

power of intoxication, it is noteworthy that it appears to contradict the common (and 

erroneous) argument to the effect that the wine used in biblical times was diluted with water 

to limit its alcoholic content so as to render it more or less negligible. Far from being a blessing, 

such a dilution with water is here pronounced a curse. Clearly, then, this sobe was an alcoholic 

drink and, by implication, a blessing from God when unmixed. 

 

Mishrah (grape juice) - finally, we come to the word in the Hebrew language which means 

‘grape juice’. Remarkably, it is only used once in the Old Testament. It is used in Numbers 6:3 

where the Nazarite is not only forbidden from drinking wine and strong drink but is also 

prohibited from drinking grape juice (mishrah). This grape juice is distinguished from wine. As 

noted above, only this word – and not the word tirosh (see above) – was reserved in use for 

unfermented grape juice.  

 

There were four circumstances in which alcoholic drinks were prohibited in the Old Testament: 

 

Priests engaged in God’s service - priests were forbidden to use alcoholic drinks while 

ministering before the Lord in the Tabernacle. This was probably to ensure that their judgment was 

not impaired, in a most holy context, that they might not incur the wrath of God. In the context 

of the prohibition, there is a suggestion that drunkenness may have been one reason why 

Nadab and Abihu sinned by offering ‘strange’ or ‘unauthorised’ fire before the Lord (Lev 10:9). 

However, the priests were given new wine from the first fruits offerings for their use outside 

of the sanctuary. 

 

Kings on judgment seats - kings were forbidden the use of alcoholic drinks while sitting as 

judges of the realm in courts – again, as was the case with the priests, this was to prevent their 

judgment being impaired (Proverbs 31:4, 5). 

 

Nazirites - in order to demonstrate their special, and typical, consecration to God, Nazirites 

were to refrain from several things which were lawfully enjoyed by others (Num. 6:2-6). To 

argue, as some do, that the Nazirite vow is effectively urging New Testament believers to  
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refrain from alcohol would only make sense if it was also urging them to refrain from grapes, 

grape juice, vinegar, raisins, haircuts and funerals (Numbers 6: 3-7). Also, it is also easy to 

overlook the fact that it was lawful for the Nazirites, when their vow had expired (Numbers 

6:20), to drink the very wine that was forbidden while under the vow (Numbers 6:3) – unless, 

of course, they were life-long Nazirites like Samson and John the Baptist. 

 

Rechabites - the vow of the Rechabites to abstain from wine (Jeremiah 35:1-19) was a voluntary 

vow and, as well as involving abstention from wine, it also involved abstention from other 

lawful activities such as building houses, sowing seed, and planting vineyards – all of which 

activities were clearly lawful for others. The Rechabites did not condemn others for drinking 

wine or building houses. 
 

Conclusion from the Old Testament Evidence 
 

First, in the light of the foregoing evidence, it is quite evident that the ‘wine’ and the ‘strong 

drink’ referred to in the Old Testament, as listed above, were alcoholic drinks. Were it not for 

the zeal of the temperance movements of the 19th and 20th centuries, there would be no 

argument to the contrary. 

 

Second, it is equally evident that, in the Old Testament, alcoholic drinks were to be received as 

a gift from God. Although open to abuse, as are all God’s gifts, their provision is presented as 

a blessing and they were to be enjoyed as such. 

 

Third, the alcoholic drinks were used in both social and religious contexts. In social contexts, 

their use was to be characterised by moderation while in religious (worship) contexts, their use 

was precisely regulated by God. While it is unclear whether the drink offerings were entirely 

offered to God or whether partly consumed by the one making the offering, it is nonetheless 

the case that wine and strong drink were used in worship and were also drunk ‘before the 

Lord’ (Deuteronomy 14:26). 

 

This lawful and commanded use of alcohol in worship settings as well as in social settings 

should immediately leave us open to a possible lawful and commanded use under the new 

covenant as well. And this is precisely what we find when we turn to the evidence from the 

New Testament…as we’ll see next time. 
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    Spotlight On… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evangelism 

Last month, we held two evangelistic meetings 

titled, ‘An Introduction to the Christian Faith’. 

The format of these meetings was a 25-minute 

presentation, led by our minister, followed by 

an open question and answer session then 

informal discussion over tea and coffee. The 

topics were ‘The Bible — is it worth reading?’ and 

‘Jesus — is He worth knowing?’.  

 

We were pleased to welcome some visitors — a 

 mixture of friends and family of members of the congregation. The gospel message was 

clearly set before them and brought about some good discussions. Often with such meetings 

we expect to see immediate results but we are praying that the Lord will bring forth fruit in 

His own time.  

 

Following on from this, we have been running a  

‘Christianity Explored’ course on Tuesday  

evenings. Having started on 27th February, the  

six-week course will be running through to 3rd 

April. The content is based on Mark’s gospel and 

serves as an introduction to the key elements of 

Biblical Christianity. Each meeting runs from  

7-9pm, with a meal followed by a video and then  

group discussion. So far, we have covered the  

topics of Christ’s identity, sin and the cross.  

 

We have enjoyed getting to know those who have joined with us as well as having the 

opportunity to share the good news of the gospel with them. Our prayer is that those who 

have been coming along will not only be enjoying the meals and the discussions, but above  
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all, receiving good food for their souls. For ‘man shall not live by bread alone, but by every 

word that proceeds from the mouth of God’ (Matthew 4:4).  

 

Aside from these organised meetings, a few of our members hand out gospel tracts on the 

street outside the church every Wednesday afternoon — seeking to share the gospel with the 

local community. The response is not always warm but we press on with Ecclesiastes 11:1-2 

in mind: ‘Cast your bread upon the waters, for you will find it after many days’.  

 

Please remember our evangelistic efforts in your prayers.  
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What is the Gospel? 

  

Here Burk Parsons, of Ligonier Ministries, provides an important reminder of what 

the gospel message consists of, as well as our responsibility to share it… 

(source: https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/what-gospel/)  

 
 The nineteenth-century Princeton theologian Charles Hodge said, “The gospel is so simple that 

small children can understand it, and it is so profound that studies by the wisest theologians 

will never exhaust its riches.” The gospel is absolutely fundamental to everything we believe, 

and it is at the very core of who we are as Christians. However, many professing Christians 

struggle to answer the simple question: What is the gospel? When I teach, I am astounded by 

how many of my students are unable to provide a biblically accurate explanation of what the 

gospel is, and, what’s more, what the gospel is not. If we don’t know what the gospel is, we 

are of all people the most to be pitied. For, if we can’t explain the gospel, then we can’t proclaim 

the gospel in evangelism so that sinners might be saved, and we in fact may not be saved 

ourselves. In our day, there are countless counterfeit gospels, both inside and outside the 

church. Much of what is on Christian television and on the shelves of Christian bookstores 

completely obscures the gospel, thereby making it another gospel, which is no gospel at all. 

Since Satan cannot destroy the gospel, as J.C. Ryle wrote, “he has too often neutralized its 

usefulness by addition, subtraction, or substitution.” It is vital we understand that just because 

a preacher talks about Jesus, the cross, and heaven, that does not mean he is preaching the 

gospel. And just because there is a church building on every corner does not mean the gospel 

is preached on every corner. 

 

Fundamentally, the gospel is news. It’s good news—the good news about what our triune God 

has graciously accomplished for His people: The Father’s sending the Son, Jesus Christ, God 

incarnate, to live perfectly, fulfill the law, and die sacrificially, atoning for our sins, satisfying 

God’s wrath against us that we might not face an eternal hell, and raising Him from the dead 

by the power of the Holy Spirit. It is the victorious announcement that God saves sinners. And 

even though the call of Jesus to “take up your cross and follow me,” “repent and believe,” 

“deny yourself,” and “keep my commandments” are necessary commands that directly follow 

the proclamation of the gospel, they are not in themselves the good news of what Jesus has  
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accomplished. The gospel is not a summons to work harder to reach God— it’s the grand 

message of how God worked all things together for good to reach us. The gospel is good news, 

not good advice, just as J. Gresham Machen wrote: “What I need first of all is not exhortation, 

but a gospel, not directions for saving myself but knowledge of how God has saved me. Have 

you any good news? That is the question that I ask of you.” 
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Proposed Smacking Ban 

 

 

 

It might be useful to bring before you the letter our Minister wrote, on behalf of the 

RPCS, in response to the recent consultation on ‘smacking’. Although it was a few 

months ago, it remains a live issue and the matter needs to be kept before us and to be 

kept before the Lord in our prayers: 
 

Rt Hon John Finnie, 

 

Dear Sir, 

 

I am writing to you in my capacity as Moderator of the Reformed Presbyterian Church of 

Scotland – a church descended from the Scottish Covenanters and which has been in existence 

in Scotland since 1743 and is a part of a much wider global fellowship of churches. 

 

I write as part of the consultation process in connection with the proposed criminalisation of 

physical chastisement as a means of disciplining children. 

 

Our objections to this proposal are as follows: 

 

First of all, thousands of Christian parents, who take the teachings of the Bible seriously, use 

‘smacking’ because the Bible requires them to do so as part of the process of nurturing and 

disciplining their children. 

 

Second, moderate physical discipline of this kind has been used across cultures and across the 

millennia and has been recognised, by millions of parents, as an effective deterrence–

particularly in the absence of developed powers of abstract reasoning in the child. 

 

Third, it is also the case that a great number of parents will feel that this proposal will, 

effectively, hinder them from disciplining their children and will, accordingly, make family 

life even harder. This might be particularly so in the case of single female parents with very 

young boys. 
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Fourth, the use of this kind of chastisement has never been confused – until recently – with 

the abuse of it, which occurs when unreasonable force is applied. The current law, which has 

now been on the statute book for a significant length of time, has proved perfectly adequate 

in dealing with such abuse. As with every other good law, in order to be effective it only 

needs to be properly enforced. 

 

Fifth, the use of a words such as ‘reasonable’ to defend the appropriate amount of physical 

chastisement is not a defect in the law: Laws continually use words of this kind – a reflection 

of the fact that Law is not an exact science and depends, in the final analysis, both in its 

creation and implementation, on the Word of God, the common sense of the people and the 

communities in which they live. It is this very common sense which is in favour of the 

current arrangement and which recognises violations immediately. 

 

Sixth, when physical chastisement is carried out within a family, in a context of love and 

respect, it is not only acceptable to the child but leads to a deepened relationship between 

the child and its parent –as thousands of adults raised this way will testify. As a Highlands 

and Islands MSP, you will doubtless be aware of communities of adults raised with this 

form of discipline and in which, for decades, the crime rate has been remarkably low and 

family life remarkably stable. This, in itself, is sufficient evidence to demonstrate that 

whatever practices contribute to a ‘cycle of violence’– and there are many of them – this is 

not one of them. Despite claims to the contrary, it has not been shown that children brought 

up with moderate and loving smacking, within the family, are damaged psychologically by 

it. Where genuine physical abuse occurs, it will probably found that mental abuse occurs 

also and the likelihood will be that, as usual, it will be even more vicious and harmful. The 

proposal simply does not address the problems and will increase indiscipline within 

families and, as a result, within society at large. 

 

In the absence of such clear evidence of harm, and the testimony of many as to the 

effectiveness of reasonable and loving chastisement, then is ought to be the case that a 

practice adopted by so many parents, and deemed both useful and right by them, ought not 

to be made illegal by the power of the state. Rather, the current law, which forbids 

unreasonable force and protects the freedom of conscience of Christian parents –as well as 

the consciences of those of other faiths and none – should remain in force. 
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I write, on behalf of the church, with the sincere and prayerful desire that this proposal 

will not be adopted and that parents will be able to continue, with the full support of the 

law, to raise and train their children as their conscience, their instincts –and their Bible – 

tells them. 

 

With greetings, 

 

Rev Kenneth Stewart, (Moderator of Reformed Presbyterian Church of Scotland). 
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Save the Date 
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    race that is set before us, looking  

         unto Jesus, the author and  

               finisher of our faith”  

                   Hebrews 12:1-2                            
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