Does Deuteronomy 14:26 Permit One
To Purchase and Drink Alcohol Today?

A question was recently brought to my attention concerning Deuteronomy 14:26. Does this passage permit one to purchase alcohol for consumption today? The verse reads: “and thou shalt bestow the money for whatsoever thy soul desireth, for oxen, or for sheep, or for wine, or for strong drink, or for whatsoever thy soul asketh of thee; and thou shalt eat there before Jehovah thy God, and thou shalt rejoice, thou and thy household.”

“Strong drink” in this verse is from the Hebrew word shekar, and it refers to intoxicating drink (The New Brown-Driver-Briggs-Gesenius Hebrew and English Lexicon, page 1016). It was a non-distilled “alcoholic beverage prepared from either grain or fruit” (Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, volume 2, page 927). This Hebrew word is found 23 times in the Old Testament (Lev. 10:9; Num. 6:3 [twice]; 28:7; Deut. 14:26; 29:6; Judg. 13:4,7,14; 1 Sam. 1:15; Psa. 69:12; Prov. 20:1; 31:4,6; Isa. 5:11,22; 24:9; 28:7 [three times]; 29:9; 56:12; Mic. 2:11). When you study these passages you find that “strong drink” is often condemned. So, why does it appear to be commended in Deuteronomy 14:26?

To answer this question, first look at the context. The context of this passage deals with the law concerning tithes. An Israelite was to bring his tithe to the sanctuary (14:22-23). If it was too far to carry his tithe, he could turn his tithe into money at home and then bring the money to the sanctuary (14:24-25). When he arrived at the place of offering, he was to spend his money to purchase what he needed to eat before the Lord and also give a portion to the Levites (14:26-29). Deuteronomy 12:1-19 also deals with this law. The “strong drink” in verse 26 along with the oxen, sheep and wine could be used for sacrifices. Specifically, “strong drink” was used for a drink offering according to Numbers 28:7. In this case, the “strong drink” here would not even be swallowed, but would be poured out upon the altar as a drink offering.
Second, both the “wine” (Hebrew, tiyrosh in v.23, and yayin in v.26, both could be unfermented grape juice) and the “strong drink” in Deuteronomy 14:26 were often mixed with water in Bible times (three parts water to one part wine). Even if an Israelite drank the “strong drink” at the sanctuary, he was not drinking a modern alcoholic type beverage, he was not allowed to get drunk on it (Prov. 20:1; Isa. 5:11,22; 28:7; Mic. 2:11), and he was not allowed to offer it to the Levite (Lev. 10:9). The other Old Testament passages listed above that condemn drunkenness would certainly apply here. Deuteronomy 14:26 should not be taken out of its immediate context, or the broader context of the Old Testament in order to justify drinking alcohol today. One’s interpretation of Deuteronomy 14:26 should not contradict other clear passages in the Old Testament that are against “strong drink.”
No, Deuteronomy 14:26 does not permit one to purchase alcohol for consumption today. First, Deuteronomy 14:26 is talking about a religious, sacrificial meal at the sanctuary, not the daily, social drinking of alcohol. Second, the “strong drink” in this passage may not have even been swallowed at all. Third, the diluted “strong drink” of Bible times does not compare to the alcoholic content of modern intoxicants. And finally, the Old Testament law concerning “strong drink” at the sanctuary has been done away and there is no New Testament law replacing it. The New Testament forbids both the drinking of small amounts of alcohol (1 Pet. 4:3), and the process of getting drunk (Eph. 5:18). Both start with the first drink.
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