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What Does the Bible Say 
about Alcohol? 

“All things are lawful,” but not all things are helpful. 
“All things are lawful,” but not all things build up. Let 
no one seek his own good, but the good of his neighbor. 
Eat whatever is sold in the meat market without raising 
any question on the ground of conscience. For “the 
earth is the Lord’s, and the fullness thereof.” If one of the 
unbelievers invites you to dinner and you are disposed 
to go, eat whatever is set before you without raising any 
question on the ground of conscience. But if someone 
says to you, “This has been offered in sacrifice,” then 
do not eat it, for the sake of the one who informed you, 
and for the sake of conscience—I do not mean your 
conscience, but his. For why should my liberty be 
determined by someone else’s conscience? If I partake 
with thankfulness, why am I denounced because of that 
for which I give thanks? So, whether you eat or drink, 
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or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God. Give no 
offense to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of God, 
just as I try to please everyone in everything I do, not 
seeking my own advantage, but that of many, that they 
may be saved. . . . Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ. 

1 Cor. 10:23–33, 11:1

Drinking alcohol was acceptable in our home when 
I was growing up. Like many other families, there 
were those who drank responsibly and those who 

abused it. Unfortunately, for those who abused it, alcohol 
was one of the contributing factors that led to physical and 
mental abuse, abandonment, financial hardship, crime, 
prison, and divorce. But that did not deter me from 
 abusing alcohol myself. 

My first experience with drinking alcohol was at the 
age of 15. I stole a bottle of vodka out of the liquor cabinet 
and headed over to my best friend’s house. We mixed 
vodka with fruit juice and succeeded at drinking the 
entire bottle. The rule in my house was to be home before 
the street lights came on, but I didn’t make it back home 
on time. It wasn’t too long before my mom formed a 
search party to go find me. Mom found me up the street 
completely inebriated. Safely at home, the effects of 
my drinking began to surface. I got violently sick, and 
the next morning I experienced the worst hangover. 
This one event had such an effect on me that for years I 
couldn’t even smell the juice we used that day without 
feeling sick to my stomach. From that day on, I never 
wanted to put anything in my body that would make 
me feel like that again. 
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At the age of 19, I was introduced to another sub-
stance. For six long years, I chose methamphetamine 
over every other relationship in my life. Sadly, my 
 addiction contributed to the physical and mental abuse 
of myself and others. I abandoned every meaningful 
 relationship that I had and invested every last dollar to 
buy more drugs. This led me to crime, jail, and divorce. 
So from an early age, up until my mid-20s, alcohol and 
drug abuse wreaked havoc in my life and the lives of 
others. After serving time in jail for grand theft, I quit 
using meth, thinking that was the source of my problems 
while I continued to drink alcohol on occasion. 

There is much debate in Christian culture about 
the consumption of alcohol. Some churches are very 
conservative, and they oppose drinking alcohol in any 
quantity. Their reasoning is that they believe alcohol is 
inherently sinful in itself. On the flip side of that coin, 
there are Christians who passionately teach against 
legalism. They say we Christians have license in these 
areas, and we can do whatever we want. Addiction was 
the prominent issue that had dominated the lives of the 
people in the church where I was saved. Without any 
biblical conviction, abstinence made sense considering 
there were so many people in the church who were 
recovering addicts. Given my own experiences 
combined with the culture of this church, I latched onto 
the abstinence-only belief. It wasn’t until I was asked by 
a pastor and friend to support my anti-alcohol position 
from the Bible that I realized I had a lot to learn. My 
views were inconsistent with all that the Bible had to 
say on the subject. 
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During this discovery, by God’s grace, the Holy Spirit 
convicted me of my self-righteousness and condemning 
attitude. I believed the lie that alcohol and things like it 
were the source of the problem and that abstinence was 
the answer. This is a dangerous lie to believe because 
it minimizes the effects and consequences of sin into 
something we can manage. This lie also fools us into 
believing that we can save ourselves. Who needs a Savior 
from the sin of alcoholism when we can save ourselves 
through abstinence? My self-righteousness then fueled a 
prideful, divisive, judgmental, and condemning attitude 
toward alcohol and those who consumed it.

God began to reveal to me that the source of our 
problems is not outside of us (like the alcohol), but rather 
inside of us (our hearts). Jesus tells us, 

There is nothing outside a person that by going into 
him can defile him. . . . For from within, out of the 
heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, 
theft, murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness, deceit, 
sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. All these 
evil things come from within, and they defile a person.

Mark 7:15, 21–23 

Jesus tells us here that the source of all sin comes from 
a heart that is corrupted by sin. God revealed to me the 
depth of my sin and my need for Jesus Christ to do for 
me what I could not do for myself. I desperately needed 
a new heart washed clean by the Savior’s blood and the 
Holy Spirit’s empowering to live more like Christ. God 
has given me opportunities to confess my sin to many that 
I have hurt and falsely condemned and, by God’s grace, 
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we are still friends to this day. Maybe you can relate to my 
story. Or maybe you have other reasons why you think 
alcohol isn’t redeemable. Or maybe you’re in control of 
your alcohol consumption and you don’t know what the 
big deal is. Wherever you stand on the subject, I want to 
challenge you to support your position, or develop one, 
from the Bible. 

Jesus the Drunkard? 
As I began to study what the Bible says about alcohol, 
I found some big inconsistencies between what I had 
thought and what Jesus seemed to think about the subject. 
I had to ask myself questions such as these: If alcohol is 
inherently sinful, why did Jesus condone drinking? In 
the Gospels, Jesus was seen eating and drinking so often 
that he was accused by the legalistic Pharisees of being a 
glutton and a drunk. Jesus says in his own words, “The Son 
of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Look at him! A 
glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’” 
(Matt. 11:19). In addition to that, Jesus’s first miracle was 
turning water into wine, and not just any wine, but “good 
wine” (John 2:10). Top shelf wine, which was brought out 
only for the rarest occasions. Jesus even uses wine at the 
last supper to introduce the new covenant and sacrament 
of communion to us. 

As I carefully read the Bible and reconsidered my 
views on alcohol, I came to a few conclusions: One, Jesus 
never sinned, and two, he consumed wine. I also knew that 
Jesus would never condone, enable, or give permission 
for others to sin with alcohol; that in itself would be a 
sin. So there had to be another explanation. But there is 
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still tension that exists around alcohol because so many 
problems in our world are fueled by it. So what does the 
Bible say about alcohol?

To help us get to the answer, we will borrow the 
Apostle Paul’s thinking found in 1 Corinthians. Here are 
some key questions that Paul gives us. Is it lawful? Is it 
helpful? Is it hurtful? Is it dominating? I believe these 
four questions will help us navigate through this very 
important question.

Is Drinking Alcohol Lawful?
We Christians have God’s law in the Bible and the 
laws that govern our land as Americans. Our culture is 
different now, but many of the parameters still apply. 
First, we will start with God’s law and ask this question: 
Is it lawful to consume alcohol? The answer is yes and no. 
God has not prohibited everyone from drinking alcohol, 
but there were circumstances in which he commanded 
people not to drink. In Leviticus 10 and Ezekiel 44, we are 
told no priests were to drink alcohol while performing 
their duties. What I get from this for our context is that 
we’re not to drink on the job. It would be helpful if I 
wasn’t drunk while I’m doing my job preaching! It was, 
however, lawful for a priest to consume alcohol while not 
working (Num. 18:12, 27, 30). In Proverbs 31:4–5, we are 
told no king was to drink while he was judging the law. 
In Esther 1, we see a bad example of a king getting drunk 
and making laws. God also prohibits drunkenness. In 
Ephesians 5, Paul writes, “And do not get drunk with wine, 
for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18). 
We will discuss this verse later in this chapter. 
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Second, Christians are called to obey the laws of our 
land (Rom. 13). There are laws in America that prohibit 
underage drinking, drinking and driving, and public 
intoxication, and there are rules that prohibit employees 
from drinking on the job, and so on. We have God’s law 
and man’s law. So the answer to the question “Is it lawful 
to consume alcohol?” is both yes and no, depending on the 
circumstances. This is one way we can navigate through 
this question. 

Is It Helpful?
This is a question that can get sticky. But there are 
some scriptures that discuss alcohol in positive terms. 
The Apostle Paul told Timothy to “No longer drink only 
water, but use a little wine for the sake of your stomach and 
your frequent ailments” (1 Tim. 5:23). Today, we can 
argue that we have doctors and pharmaceuticals to help 
with these kinds of stomach ailments. But this helps us 
understand that at one time, drinking alcohol was helpful 
in certain situations. If there had been a prohibition by 
God from drinking alcohol, Paul never would have given 
permission to Timothy to drink it.

Ecclesiastes instructs us to enjoy life with our loved 
ones. “Go and eat your bread and drink your wine with a 
merry heart, for God already approved what you do” (Eccles. 
9:7). It can’t be clearer than this. When we eat and drink 
responsibly with the ones that we love, God approves 
of it. Psalm 104:15 states that God gives wine “to gladden 
the heart of man.” Amos 9:14 discusses drinking wine 
from your own vineyard as a sign of God’s blessing. 
Sometimes, farmers had enough grapes left over to 
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make wine, and this was a sign of God’s blessing on 
their lives. 

God has given you the right to drink, and it can be 
good and helpful. But let’s be very clear here. For every 
positive verse in the Bible about alcohol, there are 20 
verses where God warns us about the destructive power 
of alcohol. That leads us to the next question.  

Is It Hurtful? 
Even though alcohol is not inherently sinful, the abuse 
of alcohol, drunkenness, and addiction are sinful. The 
Bible calls wine a “mocker” and strong drink a “brawler” 
and says that whoever is led astray by it is not wise 
(Prov. 20:1). In 1 Corinthians 10:23–24, we are told that 
”’All things are lawful,’ but not all things are helpful. ‘All 
things are lawful,’ but not all things build up. Let no one seek 
his own good, but the good of his neighbor.” Paul ends his 
thought with this: “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever 
you do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31). 

Do our liberties bring glory to God and good to 
others? God has given us the responsibility to conduct 
ourselves in a certain way—a way that does not cause 
others to stumble. God tells us in 1 Corinthians 8:9, “But 
take care that this right of yours does not somehow become a 
stumbling block to the weak.” I don’t know about you, but 
every time I see someone post pictures of their drinks on 
social media, the first thing in my mind is not “Oh look, 
so and so is at the pub sharing the gospel.” I am not telling 
you whether you can or can’t drink or where you can or 
can’t drink. What I am asking you to do is prayerfully 
consider the choices you make and what those choices 
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might communicate.  Here are some examples. If you 
live in a home where a loved one struggles with alcohol, 
maybe there shouldn’t be alcohol in your home. If you 
have a brother coming over for a visit who struggles 
with alcohol, maybe you shouldn’t have bottles out of 
the cupboards. Being a follower of Christ is about being 
more like Christ. Jesus gave up his liberties for the sake of 
others, and we are called do the same. God calls us to put 
others before ourselves and be conscious of the fact that 
what we have the liberty to do can also be hurtful and a 
stumbling block for someone else. 

Another way that drinking alcohol can be hurtful is 
when we drink in excess and become drunk. Ephesians 
5:18 tells us, “And do not get drunk with wine, for that is 
debauchery.” The definition of debauchery is excessive self-
indulgence, something our culture has a real problem 
with. Here’s what current statistics say about excessive 
self-indulgence. A study done by The National Institute 
on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism says nearly 88,000 
people die from alcohol-related causes annually.1 That 
makes alcohol the third leading preventable cause 
of death in the United States. More than 10 percent of 
American children live with a parent who has alcohol 
problems, and 1,825 college students between the ages 
of 18 and 24 die from alcohol-related injuries every year. 
Researchers estimate that 696,000 students are assaulted 
by another student who has been drinking every year. 
A total of 97,000 students between the ages of 18 and 
24 report experiencing alcohol-related sexual assault or 
date rape each year. In 2014, alcohol-impaired driving 
fatalities accounted for 9,967 deaths (31 percent of overall 
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driving fatalities). Also, in 2014, there were 72,559 liver 
disease deaths among individuals aged 12 and older, 
and 45.8 percent of those deaths involved alcohol. And 
the list goes on and on. Based on these facts alone, there 
is no doubt that alcohol can be hurtful. 

The Apostle Paul takes it one step further for the 
Christian. Not only are we called not to get drunk, but 
we are also called to be filled with the Spirit:  “And do not 
get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with 
the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18). Being drunk takes away our ability 
to be used by the Holy Spirit. If you’re not in your right 
mind, how can God use you? To be drunk is to willingly 
remove ourselves from the ability to bless others. We’re 
called to love and serve others. When we’re not in control 
of our minds and bodies, how can we love those God has 
called us to serve?

Is It Dominating?
Lastly, drunkenness that goes unchecked can lead to 
addiction and what the Bible would call idolatry. Without 
a doubt, I can say consuming alcohol can be enslaving 
and dominating. Annually, 16.3 million adults aged 18 
and over and 679,000 children aged 12 through 17 are 
diagnosed with an addiction to alcohol. The Apostle Paul 
tells us in 1 Corinthians 6:12, “All things are lawful for me,” 
but not all things are helpful. And later, in 1 Corinthians 
10:23–24, Paul mentions the same theme again. This is 
where I think everything comes full circle. 

Yes, we are free as Christians, but we are free to not 
only consider our own liberties, but we’re also free to 
build up others. If I indulge in a freedom that keeps me 
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from building others up in community, then I’m exercising 
my freedom wrongly. On the far end of the spectrum, 
when we become dominated by or addicted to alcohol, 
we give up healthy community, family, and friends—the 
very people we’re called to love. But we can’t love well 
if we’re controlled or dominated by something. I have 
a friend who is definitely controlled by his addiction; 
he’s been through rehab many times when he had to 
be monitored during detox in case he went into cardiac 
arrest. He’s not just addicted, he’s physically dependent 
on alcohol. There are many reasons why he’s addicted, 
and it’s tragic. But there’s hope for him and for all of us. 

Conclusion
When it comes to alcohol consumption, consider these 
questions again. If you can drink responsibly and it builds 
community, praise God!  But also consider whether you 
are controlled or dominated by alcohol. If the answer is 
yes, the gospel can heal many of the issues that lead to 
addiction. 

Consider that perhaps God has given us our rights 
and liberties for the sake of laying them down for others. 
There is no more genuine love than that. Our willingness 
to give up our rights for another is saying to that person, 
“I love you more than I love my own rights and liberties.” 
This is the kind of love Christ shows us. It is sacrificial 
love. It is what Christ did when he gave up heaven to 
come to earth. Heaven was rightfully his. He was the 
only one who deserved heaven, and he gave it up for us 
so that we can have it too. Jesus tells us in John’s Gospel, 
“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have 



THANKS FOR ASKING

32

loved you. Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay 
down his life for his friends” (John 15:12–13). In our culture, 
we often look for an escape from pain and suffering, but 
Jesus willingly endured pain and suffering for us. While 
we may cope with pain and difficulty by using alcohol 
or other substances, Jesus didn’t try to avoid his pain. 
Did you know that Jesus was even offered wine when he 
was on the cross to dull the pain, but he refused it? Christ 
laid down his own rights for the sake of others, and he’s 
asking us to do the same. 

For those who have problems with alcohol, there is 
hope. My out-of-control alcoholic friend I mentioned 
earlier loves Jesus. The conviction to fight his sin is 
there. But I see this man as I see the victim in the Good 
Samaritan story. God loves the guy that is dying on the 
side of the road. Whenever I come in contact with my 
friend, I am going to intentionally bind up his wounds, 
care for him, love him, and be willing to take him to a 
place where he can get extended care, and put it on my 
tab. Seriously. This is the kind of community we want 
to be, and this is the love and care that Jesus gives to us. 
Jesus said, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, 
and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28). There are far too 
many people burdened by guilt, shame, grief, sorrow, 
stress, worry, depression, fear, and hopelessness. Jesus 
wants us to come to him and find rest, and as it says in 1 
Peter 5:7, we can cast all of our anxieties on him because 
he cares for us.


