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Proverbs on Alcohol  Prov. 20:1; 23:20-21, 29-35  10/18/15 

I grew up in a teetotaling home.  There was no alcohol in the house 

and I never saw my parents drink anywhere else.  Abstinence from alcohol 

was also the standard in our strict Baptist Church.  And there are some 

pretty good reasons for that standard.  About 20% of the adults in our 

country got drunk last year.  70% of our high school seniors use alcohol.  

Last year over 88,000 of us died from alcohol-related causes.  That’s 

almost twice as many Americans that were killed in Vietnam.  Almost 95% 

of violent crimes committed against college students involve drinking.  14 

million of us are in 12-step programs, and the total cost of drug and alcohol 

abuse to our economy is estimated at $200 billion dollars each year, which 

comes to over $1000 for each of us!  Clearly we’ve got a problem with 

alcohol in this country! 

But, what does Proverbs and the rest of the Bible have to say about 

alcohol?  Actually, quite a bit.  And what it says may surprise you!  Let’s 

start with Proverbs 20:1 which says, “Wine is a mocker, strong drink a 

brawler, and whoever is led astray by it is not wise.”  A pretty 

straightforward warning about alcohol.  I’m intrigued by that phrase, 

“whoever is led astray by it is not wise.”  I think that is a pretty insightful 

observation.  Alcohol promises us a lot, but what does it deliver?  It leads 

us astray and into unwise decisions. 
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People who drink, especially people who drink heavily, often have 

unconscious hopes and expectations for their drinking.  They hope to feel 

good.  To forget their problems for a while.  To feel self-confident.  To 

escape from whatever pain they may be carrying.  To feel bonded with their 

friends.  To fit in.  As I said, these expectations are not usually conscious, 

but they do prompt many people to drink.  But rather than delivering on 

these hopes, alcohol ends up leading people astray.  Here is what Proverbs 

says they actually experience when they drink too much alcohol.  

Who has woe?  Who has sorrow?  Who has strife?  Who has complaining? 

 Who has wounds without causes?  Who has redness of eyes?  Those who 

linger late over wine, those who keep trying mixed wines.  Do not look at 

wine when it is red, when it sparkles in the cup and goes down smoothly.  

At the last it bites like a serpent and stings like an adder.  Your eyes will 

see strange things, and your mind utter perverse things.  You will be like 

one who lies down in the midst of the sea, like one who lies on top of a 

mast.  “They struck me,” you will say, “but I was not hurt; they beat me, but I 

did not feel it.  When shall I awake?  I will seek another drink.”  (Prov. 

23:29-35) 

This creative description of drunkenness begins with six questions.  

“Who has woe?  Who has sorrow?  Who has strife?  Who has 

complaining?  Who has wounds without causes?  And, Who has redness of 
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eyes?”  This is what heavy drinking really gives us.  Woe and sorrow,   for 

alcohol is a depressant.  It intensifies feelings of sorrow and depression.  It 

leads to strife, because many drunk people get in altercations, either 

physical or verbal.  

And there are consequences for our bodies, physical costs- including 

loss of balance (which may lead to those “wounds without causes.”).  The 

loss of balance is likened to being tied to the mast of a sailboat or trying to 

lie down on a raging sea.  There is also a physical numbness which may 

lead us to ignore serious injuries to ourselves.  There are mental costs, 

even hallucinations, “seeing strange things,” like those notorious pink 

elephants. 

And then the worst consequence of all.  “When shall I awake?  I will 

seek another drink!”  Excessive drinking can lead to an addiction.  We need 

another drink.  We get hooked on the stuff. 

Doctors tells us that anyone can become addicted to alcohol if we 

abuse it long enough, but that a certain percentage of us are likely to 

become addicted after very little use.  And we’ve all seen the phenomenal 

damage that alcoholics do to themselves and their loved ones.  The human 

wreckage is astounding. 

Because of the physical, mental, and social costs of alcohol use and 

the very real danger of addiction, many Christians, pointing to passages like 
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these in Proverbs, believe that the only Christian response to alcohol is 

abstinence.  On our mission trips to Mexico, I have noticed that our 

Presbyterian brothers and sisters there abstain from alcohol. 

In fact, about 100 years ago, all the major Protestant denominations 

in America advocated abstinence from drinking.  This concern began in the 

early 1800's when people became deeply concerned about the devastating 

effect alcohol was having on families and children and the quality of life in 

their communities.  Rallies were held where individuals pledged themselves 

not to drink.  By the 1840's the temperance movement shifted to a 

prohibition movement, advocating that states prohibit the sale and use of 

alcohol.  By the 1850's thirteen states did just that.  The movement lost 

steam during the Civil War and Reconstruction, but gained momentum 

again in the 1880's.  Many churches changed their practice of the Lord’s 

Supper, substituting grape juice for wine for the first time in the history of 

the church.  In 1912, GPC had its own Temperance Committee.  And by 

1920, 33 states had adopted prohibition and the consumption of alcohol 

was dropping steadily.  In that same year, the 18th amendment was 

adopted, prohibiting the sale or possession of alcohol in the entire United 

States.  Unfortunately, this “noble experiment,” supported by virtually all the 

churches, was a failure and the amendment was repealed in 1933. 

However, many Christians, including those in my home church and at 
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the Bible College I attended until I was kicked out, continued to believe that 

abstinence is the only responsible Christian choice.  And if the passages 

we just read were all the Bible had to say on the subject, we might be 

forced to agree.  But the Bible has more to say about alcohol. 

Psalm 104:14,15 says, “You (God) cause the grass to grow for the 

cattle, and plants for people to use, to bring forth food from the earth, and 

wine to gladden the human heart, oil to make the face shine, and bread to 

strengthen the human heart.”  Here, wine is seen as a good gift from God 

for us to enjoy, not as a horrible curse!  In the New Testament, we find 

Jesus turning an enormous quantity of water (well over 100 gallons) into 

some really fine wine!  And Jesus himself drank wine and was even 

accused of imbibing too much!  Finally, Jesus and the church chose wine 

as the sacramental symbol of his sacred blood. 

So which is it?  Are we to think that alcohol is “demon rum,” a 

substance to be avoided?  Or, is it a good gift of God for all to enjoy?  The 

teaching of the Bible seems to be confusing on this matter, doesn’t it?  

That’s because sin has tainted everything, including God’s good gifts to us. 

 God’s good gift of wine, which can be used to “gladden the heart,” can also 

be abused.  And that explains the different perspectives on alcohol we find 

in the Bible.  The Bible affirms both that alcohol is a good gift from God and 

that the abuse of alcohol results in horrific consequences both for the 
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drinker and others. 

So what should we do?  Let me make four brief observations.  First, 

the Bible is clear that getting drunk is off-limits.  The apostle Paul clearly 

commands, “Do not be drunk with wine, for that is debauchery.” (Eph. 5:18) 

He states elsewhere that drunkards will not inherit the kingdom of God.  

One concern of the biblical writers is that excessive drinking results in the 

loss of self-control.  While some modern people believe that most of us 

need to loosen our inhibitions, the biblical writers knew that a loss of self-

control often results in harm to us and others. “Like a city breached, without 

walls, is one who lacks self control.”  (Prov. 25:28) And Galatians 5:22 

teaches that self-control is one of the fruits of the Spirit.  At any rate, 

drinking to the point of intoxication is forbidden to Christians. 

Secondly, there are some people who should not drink at all.  That 

would include those who are not able to drink without getting drunk or who 

become dependent on this drug.  Some people are simply unable to drink 

in moderation, probably because of a genetic predisposition.  Those people 

must abstain from alcohol.  If you are in this situation- and it is very hard for 

most people to admit they are- you should seek the help and support you 

need to deal with this problem.  You need to do this not only for yourself, 

but for those you care about.  I would be glad to talk with you and assist you 

in finding the help you need.  But, some people should not drink at all. 
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Third, most people are free to drink in moderation.  This seems to be 

the norm in the Bible.  It was the rule of the church for the vast majority of 

its history.  It was the practice of the great reformers like Martin Luther and 

John Calvin.  The notion that all Christians should abstain from alcohol is a 

recent one, and it is not commanded by the Bible.  However, the human 

capacity for self-deception is real.  And many people are able to convince 

themselves that they are in control of their drinking when they are not.  If 

your friends or relatives are concerned about your drinking, they almost 

always have good reason to be.  Groups like Alcoholics Anonymous have 

questions designed to help you decide if you have a problem with drinking.  

Check out their website, or ask me for their list of questions so you can 

evaluate your own drinking habits.

Finally, we ought to note Paul’s advice to the Christians in Corinth 

who faced another morally ambiguous question related to eating meat that 

had first been offered to pagan idols.  Paul acknowledged that Christians 

might come to different conclusions on such matters.  He cautions those 

with freer consciences to be sure not to do anything that would tempt those 

with stricter consciences.  I think that applies to alcohol, too.  We need to 

be very careful about tempting or encouraging others to drink for whom it 

would be harmful.  Paul says that would be sin on our part. 

The Bible sees alcohol as a good gift of God, but a gift with a very 
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dark side.  While most people are free to drink in moderation, some people 

should not drink at all.  And since we are our brother’s keeper, we need to 

be sure our drinking does not adversely affect anyone else either. 


