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In addressing the use of wine, we must always begin with three foundational principles.   
 

1.   Material substances are not evil in themselves.   
 

First, we must declare that material objects were not inherently evil before the fall of man into sin. To declare 
that God created from the beginning that which was inherently evil is to make the infinitely holy God Himself 
the author of sin (which is blasphemous). To the contrary, after God had completed the creation of all things 
visible and invisible (material and spiritual), the Scripture declares:   
 

And God saw every thing that he had made, and behold, it was very good” (Genesis 1:31).   
 

It is the dualism of ancient Greek philosophers and Gnostic religious teachers (rather than the Bible) that 
proposed, “That which is material is evil and that which is spirit is good.” The same dualism is evident 
whenever you hear someone refer to wine (or any other alcoholic beverage) as being evil. If for no other 
reason than to condemn such an unbiblical dualism, it is important to preach on the lawful use of alcoholic 
beverages (for this dualism is a major corruption of the doctrine of sin as presented in Scripture wherein sin is 
not defined as being within material objects [whether wine, or money, or computers, or cars, or televisions, or 
tobacco], but as the transgression of the law of God (1 John 3:4).   
 

Second, we must also add that material objects did not become inherently evil after the fall of man into sin 
due to the curse of God. If that which is material has become evil due to the curse of God, I would submit that 
it is as much a sin to have a glass of water as it is to have a glass of wine (for both are material in nature). In 
fact, this heresy leads to the inescapable damnation of every single human being. For if all material substance 
was cursed and made evil due to the fall of man, then the human body of Christ must be evil (thus, making his 
atonement for sin of no effect—in other words, Christ could not offer Himself as a perfect sacrifice for others 
having been polluted by sin Himself). This leaves all men to perish in their sins.   
 

2. It is the abuse of wine that is condemned by Scripture. It is not the moderate use of wine that is 
condemned by God, but the abuse of wine to the point of drunkenness that is sinful. There may be passages of 
Scripture which describe the destructive effects of wine (and alcoholic beverages) when abused (as does our 
text from Proverbs 20:1), but such passages do not condemn the lawful and moderate use of wine. Such 
passages simply warn us what will happen if we abuse that which is lawful for us to use in moderation. Note 
carefully that the Lord Jesus Christ clearly states that sin proceeds from the evil heart of man and not from 
what we eat or drink:  Read Matthew 15:17-19. If we would say that certain material substances are evil in 
themselves (like wine), but other material substances are not evil in themselves (like food), we must be able to 
explain why this is the case. For just as wine can be abused to the point of drunkenness (which is condemned 
in Scripture), so likewise food can be abused to the point of gluttony (which is also condemned in Scripture). In 
fact, any material object in this world may be sinfully abused (whether water, money, house, job, family, etc.) 
but that does not make the material object itself sinful.   
 

3. Scripture alone can define the lawful use and unlawful abuse of alcoholic beverages. It is not the 
opinions or preferences of man that determine whether the use of an object is sinful in itself or not, but rather 
the revealed will of God in Holy Scripture (Deuteronomy 29:29). It is our liberty which Jesus Christ purchased 
for us to use the material substances He has created (including wine) for His glory (1 Corinthians 10:31) and  
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for our enjoyment (1 Timothy 6:17 “who giveth us all things to enjoy”).   
 

This Lord’s Day let us seek to answer briefly the following three questions: (1) What Is the Unlawful Use of 
Wine? (2) What Is the Lawful Use of Wine? (3) Are There Further Restrictions to the Lawful Use of Wine? 
 

I.  What Is the Unlawful Use of Wine? 
 

 A. Solomon begins by personifying wine as a mocker (or scorner) and strong drink as a raging man 
(i.e. like a loud and boisterous fool). Now obviously, wine and strong drink (as they merely fill a cup) display no 
such qualities as mocking and raging (wine has neither a mind with which to scorn nor a tongue with which to 
rage). It, therefore, could not be the wine itself that is a mocker nor strong drink itself that is loud and 
boisterous. These human qualities are attributed to wine and strong drink because when they are ingested to 
excess they lead one under their influence to act as a mocker and as a raging maniac.   
 

 B. The mocking scorner and the raging fool express well the effects of one who is drunk and has 
lost his ability to control his mind and his tongue. In the latter part of Proverbs 20:1, it is noted by Solomon 
that one who thinks this will not happen to him if he abuses alcoholic beverages has deceived himself and is 
not wise.   
  1. Dear ones, likewise, when you get into your car, you should realize the consequences of 
abusing the speed and safety of that material object. For if you don’t, you have deceived yourself into 
believing you are invincible and that is not wise. Every good gift given to you by God may be abused (whether 
your family, house, radio, television, computer, clothing, or body, and even Baptism and the Lord’s Supper 
may be abused, 1 Corinthians 11:30). The potential of abusing wine to your own destruction is not unique to 
wine. The potential of being so deceived is not unique to wine. When you relegate such deception to wine 
alone, you set yourself up to be deceived by a hundred other material objects which you believe cannot 
destroy you if abused.   
 

 C. What is implicitly condemned, therefore, in Proverbs 20:1 is not the wine or the strong drink 
itself, but the drunkenness which actually leads to mocking and raging against God and man. Note what God 
says about drunkenness in other passages: Proverbs 23:20-21 (where the abuse of both wine and food are 
condemned); Proverbs 23:29-35; Ephesians 5:18. Let us be clear then that it is not wine or strong drink (in 
itself) that is a mocker or raging fool, but rather the one who sinfully abuses wine or strong drink and becomes 
drunk that becomes a mocker or raging fool. 
 

 D. The question naturally arises: When does one reach a drunken state so that he/she sinfully 
abuses wine and strong drink? It is not always easy to define the precise moment in which you drink to excess 
(or eat to excess for that matter). However, the following guidelines may prove to be helpful in setting 
boundaries for you in these matters. As in most moral issues, your liberty in Christ should not lead you to see 
how close you can get to the edge of the cliff before falling over the edge, but rather how far you can safely 
remain from the cliff while enjoying the beauty of the mountains and valleys all around you. Dear ones, I 
would suggest you have crossed over the line into the sinful abuse of alcoholic beverages:  
  1. When you cannot control your actions or speech (and become mockers or scorners of 
God and man or raging fools). 
  2. When you scorn the advice of others around you who warn you that you should stop 
because you have had enough. 
  3. When you can no longer think clearly and reasonably so that if an emergency were to 
arise, you would not be able to respond to it with sound judgment. 
  4. When you absolutely must have another drink immediately (i.e. when wine is the  
master and you are its slave).  
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  5. When you do not want to be around those who exercise discretion in their use of wine, 
but rather prefer to be around those who more inclined to sinfully abuse alcoholic beverages. 
  6. When you cannot drink to the glory of God nor for your own blessing.    
  7. These are the excesses in the unlawful use of wine which you must avoid if you would 
not fall over the edge of the cliff to your own hurt or destruction. For you never know where one sin will 
ultimately lead you. You never know what you will have to suffer for that one sin into which you fall.  Dear 
ones, avoid the edge of the cliff and walk in your Christian life a comfortable distance from the edge as you 
enjoy the material blessings in this world with which the Lord has blessed you to His glory and honor. 
 

II.  What Is the Lawful Use of Wine? 
 

 A. Let us first consider the actual words used for wine and strong drink in our text here in Proverbs 
20:1. Each of these words is used elsewhere in the Scripture for a beverage that has the capacity to intoxicate 
and yet at the same time when used moderately is a blessing given by God to man. 
  1. The Hebrew word used for “wine” in Proverbs 20:1 is yayin. 
   a. The same yayin (wine) that intoxicated Noah (in Genesis 9:21) and Lot (in 
Genesis 19:32-35) was given by God as a gracious blessing to be enjoyed by His people (according to Psalm 
104:14-15). Note in Psalm 104:14-15 that yayin (wine) is grouped together with other wholesome items given 
as blessings by God to mankind—like bread and oil.  
  2. The Hebrew word used for “strong drink” in Proverbs 20:1 is shekar. The verbal form of 
this word (shakar) actually means “to be drunk or to be intoxicated.” So there is no doubt that the “strong 
drink” found in Proverbs 20:1 was capable of intoxicating those who abused it.   
   a. For, the same shekar (strong drink) that leads to a drunken state (as we see in 
Isaiah 5:11) is offered to the Lord as a drink offering in worship (Numbers 28:7), and is to be lawfully 
consumed by God’s people as a part of their rejoicing when they brought their tithes unto the Lord 
(Deuteronomy 14:26—note that both wine [yayin] and strong drink [shekar] are used in this passage). 
   b. It is important to observe at this point that there was a perfectly good Hebrew 
word that referred to the mere juice of the grape which might have been used in the Old Testament if it were 
only grape juice that God wanted His people to drink and not alcoholic beverages: mishrah (Numbers 6:3—
where it is translated as “any liquor of grapes” or literally, “any juice of grapes” according to Hebrew and 
English Lexicon of the Old Testament by Brown, Driver, and Briggs, p. 1056; Commentary On The Old 
Testament, Vol. III, p. 35 by Keil and Delitzsch on Numbers 6:3). However, this is the only place in the Old 
Testament where the unfermented juice of the grape (mishrah) is mentioned. Therefore, if there was such a 
word for the juice of the grape, why did the Holy Spirit not use that word instead of yayin or shekar when 
speaking of beverages that were to be used in worship (Numbers 28:7), in feasts of rejoicing (Deuteronomy 
14:26), and for man’s well-being (Psalm 104:14-15)? The Lord indicates by the very choice of words that wine 
and strong drink are not evil in themselves and are lawful when used in moderation. 
  3. Let us briefly consider the predominant word used in the Greek New Testament for 
“wine”: oinos.   
   a. Here again let us observe that this oinos (wine) was not mere grape juice, and 
yet it is commended by Christ. For the same oinos (wine) that we are prohibited from drinking in excess 
(Ephesians 5:18) is miraculously created by Christ to be used at a wedding feast (John 2:1-11).   
    (1) There we see that Mary, the mother of Christ, informs Him that they 
have run out of oinos (wine) in verse 3.   
    (2) The Lord commands that certain large pots be filled with water and that 
the water that has now been miraculously changed into oinos (wine) be taken to the master of the feast that  
he may taste it (verse 9).   
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    (3) Now the master of the wedding feast did not know the origin of this oinos 
(wine), but he declares in John 2:10: Read it. The master of the feast says the “good wine” (oinos) is usually 
brought out first until men have “well drunk”, and then the inferior wine is brought out. Why is the best wine 
served first and the inferior wine served last? Because those who drink the best wine first have “well drunk” 
and cannot tell the difference between the good wine that was served at first and the inferior wine that is 
brought out when they run out of the good wine. What does it mean to have “well drunk?” Without 
exception, this Greek word (metheuo) is used in the New Testament to refer to one who is intoxicated in the 
six times it is used (Matthew 24:49; Acts 2:15; 1 Corinthians 11:21; 1 Thessalonians 5:7; Revelation 17:2,6).  
Furthermore, the Greek word for “drunkard” (methusos) is used two times in the New Testament  
(1 Corinthians 5:11 and 1 Corinthians 6:10) and is derived from this same word (metheuo) in John 2:3,9,10.  
Thus, the master of the feast says that the “good wine” (oinos) is first brought out because after becoming 
drunk (to whatever degree that may mean), the people will not be able to tell the difference between the 
good and the inferior wine. It is, therefore, clear that the “good wine” (oinos) could intoxicate, and that the 
master of the feast calls the wine which was made by Christ “good wine” (oinos). Christ knowing that this wine 
could intoxicate when abused, yet miraculously creates it to be enjoyed by those in attendance at the wedding 
feast. Please understand that the Lord does not commend the practice of those who became “well drunk.” As 
already noted, it is a sin to become drunk. But that being the case, Christ still created wine for this wedding 
feast that had the capacity to intoxicate if abused.  
   b. Just as in Hebrew so also in Greek, there is a word that refers to the 
unfermented juice of a grape: trux (Greek-English Lexicon, Liddel and Scott, p. 719). This word actually never 
appears in the New Testament at all (although it is used in Greek literature outside of the Bible). Again, if there 
was a Greek word which might have been used to distinguish non-alcoholic grape juice from alcoholic wine, 
why did the Holy Spirit not use that word so as to make perfectly clear that only non-alcoholic grape juice is 
lawful for man to use? To the contrary, the Holy Spirit chose to use a word for wine (oinos) which has the 
ability to intoxicate.   
   c. Those who would wish to cite some ancient practice of diluting the wine with 
water before consumption must still recognize that there was still alcoholic content in the wine that was used.  
For all of the passages just cited (and many more) demonstrate that the wine and strong drink commended in 
Scripture could be abused to the point of drunkenness (thus, if it was diluted it could still intoxicate if enough 
was drunk). Furthermore, note that God likens “wine mixed with water” to “silver that is become dross” in 
Isaiah 1:22. The point being made there is that just as dross corrupts good silver, and water corrupts good 
wine, so harlotries and murders have corrupted the city of Jerusalem. This is not a very apt illustration of the 
so-called virtues of diluting wine with water, for God Himself says that water corrupts good wine!    
  4. How is wine used lawfully? Wine is used lawfully according to God, (1) when it is used to 
the glory of God (1 Corinthians 10:31), (2) when it is enjoyed as a gift from God (1 Timothy 4:4-5; 1 Timothy 
6:17), (3) when it is used medicinally (1 Timothy 5:23), (4) when it is used sacramentally in the Lord‘s Supper 
just as it was used in the Passover (“the fruit of the vine” in Matthew 26:29 was a Jewish expression found in 
the Mishna for sacramental wine), and (5) when it is used moderately (Galatians 5:23 where we see that 
“temperance”, moderation, or self-control is one of the fruit of the Spirit which distinguishes a Christian from 
a non-Christian). 
  5. Are all people required to use wine socially simply because it is lawful to do so? Of 
course not! Some may not like the taste of wine, some may be allergic to wine, some may not be able to 
control their use of wine and think it better to avoid the private and social use of wine altogether. The only 
exception is that wine is to be used sacramentally in the Lord‘s Supper (the Corinthians Christians were getting 
drunk on wine in coming to the Lord’s Supper and yet Paul does not forbid them to use wine in the future, 1 
Corinthians 11:21-22).   
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III.  Are There Further Restrictions to the Lawful Use of Wine?  
 

 A. Here I simply want to note that we must be careful that we do not take a liberty that is ours in 
Christ and abuse it in such a way that it becomes a means of leading others into sin or use it so as to bring 
reproach upon the name of Christ. This we may do if we flaunt our liberty to use wine before others.   
  1. There are professing Christians who may have a weak conscience believing that the use 
of wine is sinful (due to what they have been taught, or due to what they have experienced by way of it being 
abused). While they remain in the state of having a weak conscience, we do not want to tempt them to do 
what they believe to be wrong (even if it is not actually wrong according to God’s Word). “For whatsoever is 
not of faith is sin” (Romans 14:23). We should rather take the approach of patiently seeking to teach them 
that wine may be used moderately to the glory of God according to Scripture, which is our supreme and 
infallible standard for faith and life. Until they move from having a weak conscience to having a strong 
conscience in the use of wine, we should restrict ourselves from exercising our liberty in their presence. If, 
however, this weakness of conscience is not removed after much forbearance, instruction, love, and kindness, 
we must not allow the conscience of the weak to tyrannize the liberty of the strong. This would be a sinful 
extreme to which we may go as well if we are not careful.          
  2. There also may be those who have abused wine to such a degree, they voluntarily 
abstain from all personal and social use of wine (except for the sacramental use of wine in the Lord‘s Supper, 
which is authorized by God). Likewise, we should not set a stumbling block before these dear brothers or 
sisters if they find the social use of wine to be a tempting or uncomfortable situation.   
 

 B. The principle in all such cases that should guide us is found in 1 Corinthians 8:12-13 (read it).  
We are to love our brother or sister more than we love that wine. Our liberty in Christ is not a liberty to sin 
against our brother and against Christ who redeemed them. We have a proper view of our liberty in Christ 
when we love our neighbor as ourselves and when we do not flaunt our liberty before those who are weak in 
conscience or weak in self-control. When we flaunt our liberty in such cases, we actually act the part of Satan 
in tempting our brethren to fall. Dear ones, our love for God and our brethren is manifested in how we use our 
liberty in Christ. Do you use your liberty in Christ to lead others to sin or do you use it to edify and build up 
others in their faith in Jesus Christ? Furthermore, how would you want others to treat you if you were the 
ones who were weak in conscience or weak in self-control? Do to others as you would have others do to you 
and bear the burdens of one another, thus fulfilling the law of Christ.  
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