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GLOSSARY





The original texts of the Bible: 

The Old Testament: Hebrew, as well as some chapters in the book of Daniel in Aramaic.

The New Testament: Greek.



Hebrew and Greek words

Where Hebrew and Greek words are used in this text, the English meaning is provided. For information, the following words appear frequently:



Hebrew, the original language of the Old Testament

Shekar—beer

Tirosh—must (grape juice)

Yayin—wine



Greek, the original language of the New Testament

Gleukos—must (grape juice)

Kainos—renewed, repaired, reconditioned

Kalon oinon—good wine

Methúō—“finished drinking” (there is no more wine left (John 2:11)) or “already drunk” (someone has already drunk their bowl of wine before the other person’s wine has been poured (1 Corinthians 11:21)).

Neos oinos—new wine

Neos—firsthand, brand new or new

Oinos—wine

Oinos polus—much wine
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Prologue








Dear Fred, 

Thank you so much for your email to Marina and me about the wine that Jesus made at the wedding in Cana. If I understand correctly, you want to know how wine is used in the Bible so that you can justify your use of it as a Christian. This is a very important matter and I appreciate the effort you’ve made to find out for yourself what the Bible has to say about it. You have come to the conclusion that Jesus made fermented wine. This assumption is of great interest to me, because in my opinion, the sign where Jesus turned water into wine, as John describes it (2:1-11), is one of the most misunderstood passages in the Bible. And yet it is a wonderful piece of scripture which, with a little knowledge of the customs of that time, tells the incredible story of how Jesus revealed his glory as he started his earthly ministry.

I am excited to have this opportunity now to answer your question through this book. I was initially hesitant to respond to your email, because it just would not have been possible to do justice to the subject in one single email. However, the Lord encouraged me to share with you what I have learned about the use of wine in biblical times, but in such a way that it will also be useful for other people—and this is how this book came into being. 

As I understand it, you used to have a problem with alcohol and abstained for eight years after your conversion, until a preacher for whom you had a great deal of respect told you:

“You can definitely drink wine, because Jesus began his ministry by turning water into wine. Furthermore, he associated with the harlots and the publicans so frequently that he was even known as ‘a glutton and a wine drinker’. We should imitate him in this, too, and set an example to others as to how to drink.”

In this book you will discover that things are not quite that simple. Once we understand how wine was made during biblical times and how it was served, it becomes clear from the text of John 2:1-11 what wine Jesus made that day. The world as we know it is vastly different from the world in which Jesus lived. We must therefore first understand the customs of that era before we will be able to understand what wine Jesus made.

We have various ways of helping to discover that world at our disposal today. Two wine farms from antiquity were excavated in recent years, shedding a great deal of light on the way in which wine was produced during that time. We have also experimented for ourselves with pressing and fermenting grapes in the way it had been done in biblical time, which gave us tremendous insight into what the biblical text is about. Added to information from the texts of scholars from antiquity such as Columella, Pliny and Cato, this information can now give us a clearer understanding of the use of wine at that time—an understanding that previous generations could never have had. In this book I share everything I have learned with you and anyone else who is also interested in this topic.

Apart from reading this book, you can also watch What Wine Did Jesus Make And Why? - An Illustrative Video online, in which many of the things we refer to can be seen. The video is available free via the Kerugma Productions website: www.kerugma.org.

We trust that you and anyone else who may read this book will enjoy it and benefit from it.



Yours sincerely,

Ignatius and Marina








  
  

1

The Role of Wine at an Engagement Ceremony





Let’s imagine ourselves in biblical times, where a young man has noticed a girl and wants to ask her for her hand in marriage? Of course, he has never actually met her in person, because apart from his sisters, a young boy would not have mixed with other girls. But he knows that there is a daughter on the neighboring farm, whom he has seen in the distance where she and her sisters are tending their father’s sheep (Genesis 29:9). He has spoken to her eldest brother, knows that she is almost 13 years old, so he realizes he must act speedily to secure her hand. At least he is aware that her parents are keen for her to get married, otherwise they would have to start making other plans for her. And his own parents will be only too happy if he brings home another daughter, especially since his sister has recently married. A new daughter could take his sister’s place in his parents’ home, helping his mother with the chores, with the younger children and with attending to the livestock. He has been saving as much as he could since he started earning, for the day when he would ask a girl for her hand in marriage. After all, he does not want to have to work for her father for seven years, like Jacob of old (Genesis 29:18). But just as Jacob had to negotiate with Laban for Rachel (Genesis 29:15-19), the day has arrived when he will have to approach this girl’s father. 

He counts all his money again and gathers all his courage. Then he sets off for his neighbor’s farm, taking a detour through the fields to make sure that the girl and her sisters are out tending the livestock. Upon arriving at the homestead, he calls out for her father to invite him in.






Genesis 29


9 Now while he was still speaking with them, Rachel came with her father’s sheep, for she was a shepherdess. 15 Then Laban said to Jacob, “Because you are my relative, should you therefore serve me for nothing? Tell me, what should your wages be?” 16 Now Laban had two daughters: the name of the elder was Leah, and the name of the younger was Rachel … 19 And Laban said, “It is better that I give her to you than that I should give her to another man. Stay with me” (NKJV).





As they keep up a casual conversation about this and that and farming, he is constantly looking for an opportunity to broach the real purpose of his visit. All the while, the father is acting as if he has no idea why the boy is there. He is behaving as if the boy visits him every day. The boy is aware that the girl’s mother would also be listening in from behind the curtain, as mothers do. Then he gathers his courage and asks the man about his daughter. “Oh, that daughter of mine,” he says, “she is very hard-working around the house and excellent at looking after the livestock. I have never suffered any damage when she takes them to the field. Why do you ask?” “Well,” says the young man, “from what I have seen, she is so ugly that if my sheep were to see her, she would scare the wool off of them.” “No, no,” the father says, “my daughter is very beautiful, and she is so strong, she is good at everything. I would leave the entire farm in her care at any time.” And so the two continue to negotiate until they arrive at the amount the boy must give the girl’s father in exchange for his daughter. The father starts to negotiate with a very high offer and the boy returns with a very low amount and from there they negotiate.

Once they’ve come to an agreement, the father calls his wife and asks her to send one of the younger boys to call his daughter. When her brother finds her and delivers the message, he tells her that he thinks someone has come to see their father about marrying her. Terrified, she hurries home and cleans herself up. While she polishes the bronze mirror, she thinks of Songs of Solomon 1:5 and 6 and regrets the sunburn she got from herding the sheep. In an attempt at making repairs, she quickly applies some olive oil, because shiny skin is a sign of beauty. When she enters, her father informs her that the young man has come to ask for her hand in marriage. He then also tells her the amount they have agreed upon, and so she finds out what she is worth in financial terms to the two men.

Most of this information comes from Dr. Randall Smith’s presentation of this custom in his TV series>1 7 Days That Changed The World2, as well as from his video Jesus In His Hometown3.

In 7 Days That Changed The World, Dr. Smith is seated at a typical Roman triangular dining table, or triclinium, while he explains the customs and habits as it would have played out during the Last Supper where the Lord Jesus said to his disciples:

“Do not let your heart be troubled; you believe in God, believe also in Me. In My Father’s house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, I would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you. If I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself, that where I am, there you may be also” (John 14:1-3).

Dr. Smith explains that there was only one way in which the disciples could have understood these words of Jesus, namely that Jesus refers to Himself here as a bridegroom and to them as His bride. Dr. Smith goes on to explain how a marriage contract would have been concluded during that time.

The father informs his daughter of the young man’s offer, and she is given the opportunity to respond. To this end, she fetches some bread and wine from their dinner table. She must now respond to the young man’s offer, and this will be the only opportunity she will have to turn him down. She will break the bread, but if she does not eat of it herself, it means that her answer is “no” and the young man would have to leave, having failed at his mission. However, if she eats of the bread, it means she says “yes.” She would then also offer the young man a piece of bread, thereby having served her husband for the first time. By both of them eating the bread, they symbolically declare together that they have faith that God will from now on provide for the two of them.

Next, she drinks the wine and hands it to the young man to drink, because Psalm 104:15 says that “wine gladdens the heart of man.” Henceforth, they can praise and serve the Lord, because the wine indicates that God in his goodness gives man even more than what he needs.

This “wine” is the wine that was commonly present on a family table. It consisted of water in which a little fermented grape juice or “wine” had been added, as well as honey to sweeten it. It also contained a pebble, which someone would have to move around with their finger in order to stir the mixture before drinking. This “wine” was available to everyone because it constituted the drinking water in the house.

We will look at this wine or water later, and the different degrees of it that were available at the time. It is interesting that this “drinking water” was always known as “wine”—yayin in Hebrew or oinos in Greek—because it contained a small amount of the fruit of the vine. The alcohol content of this wine was at most around 2%, but usually much lower. Dr. Smith explains that this tiny amount of wine was added to kill things you would rather not know about in the water. The alcohol therefore disinfected the water in the same way that we use chlorine and other chemicals to purify our drinking water today.>4



The act of eating the bread and drinking the wine therefore represents the conclusion of the marriage contract, a legal agreement, after which the groom returns to his father’s house to build a room for him and his bride. It was the custom that each son could build such a room in his family’s insula style house when he gets married. The insula style of building is illustrated in Dr. Randall Smith’s video in which he explains such an engagement ceremony, namely Jesus In His Hometown.5 Once the room is finished and his father has approved it, he would fetch his bride for the wedding feast.

Such a marriage contract was a written legal document signed by both parties. Upon its conclusion, the couple was considered legally married and the engagement could not be terminated other than by a formal letter of divorce.

Dr. Smith points out that there is a simple promise locked in the symbolism of the bread and the wine. The night when Jesus used this image during the Last Supper, everyone around the triclinium understood it. And to this day, every time I eat the bread and drink the wine at the Lord’s Supper, I am saying:

“I am betrothed to Him and I cannot marry another man. He is my first and only love. He is the One I live for. He is the One whose coming (when He comes to fetch His bride) I await so that we will be together forever.”

Every one of the disciples who heard the Lord Jesus say that night, “I go to prepare a place for you. If I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself, that where I am, there you may be also,” understood the image that Jesus used. They heard how He compared Himself to a groom who, after having his offer of marriage accepted, excitedly returns to his father’s house to build a room for him and his bride, after which he will then be able to fetch his bride so that the two of them may live there together.

One can only imagine what those words would have meant to the disciples later, after the ascension. They describe a customary engagement ceremony in biblical times, and this is what we commemorate at the Lord’s Supper when we eat the bread and drink the wine as signs of the body and blood of our heavenly Bridegroom, the Lord Jesus Christ, who paid for us with His body and His blood.

Does this not give us wonderful insight into the practice of the Lord’s Supper? Now when we discover what the disciples had actually heard Jesus say, it gives us a really beautiful and simple image of something precious in the meaning of what the Lord had said. And just as it happened with this image, the meaning of many other images and customs in the Bible have become lost over the centuries. One such custom is the use of the ancient wine at wedding celebrations such as the one where Jesus turned water into wine.

There were of course slight differences in the way customs such as these were practiced throughout Israel at the time. For instance, we know that a marriage contract was usually concluded in front of the elders in the city gates. Both sets of parents of the couple who became engaged would also have been present. We find that many customs differed slightly in the way the Jews in the south and the Galileans in the north practiced them. Broadly speaking, however, this helps us gain an understanding of how the relationship between couples who were to be married started - and what the disciples would have understood from Jesus’ parting words.

Although the disciples did not realize that these would be Jesus’ last words to them, Jesus of course, knew. He thus used a simple image with which they were very much familiar: the image of a young man saying goodbye to the girl who has accepted him as her life partner, with the assurance that he would return to claim her as his own as soon as his father approves of the room he has built for the two of them and sends him to fetch her.

When customs such as engagement and marriage are brought up in the Bible, it surprises many people that marriages were not arranged by the parents shortly after their children were born, and also that the bride herself actually had a say in the matter. Although pre-arranged marriages did occur, the Messianic Jew and theologian Alfred Edersheim explains the situation in his text Sketches of Jewish Social Life (1876) as follows:

Where the social intercourse between the sexes was nearly as unrestricted as among ourselves, so far as consistent with Eastern manners, it would, of course, be natural for a young man to make personal choice of his bride. Of this, Scripture affords abundant evidence. But, at any rate, the woman had, in case of betrothal or marriage, to give her own free and expressed consent, without which a union was invalid. Minors — in the case of girls up to twelve years and one day — might be betrothed or given away by their father. In that case, however, they had afterwards the right of insisting upon divorce.6


This begs the question: How did it come about that simple biblical truths such as the meaning of Jesus’ parting words could have become so veiled for us that our understanding of the meaning of Holy Communion today is so different from what Jesus had intended? As we continue to explore how wine was used in biblical times, it will soon become clear how vastly different many things were in biblical times compared to what we now think they were.

Much of the information about the biblical background in this work, my wife Marina and I acquired in the biblical lands during our filming of the archaeologist Dr. Randall Smith’s TV series Exploring The Lands Of The Bible. The Lord led me to meet Dr. Smith in December 2000 at the site of a full-scale tabernacle that he had inaugurated during October of that year in the desert between Qumran and Jericho in Israel.7 He had constructed it according to the instructions that the Lord gave to Moses, and with the correct materials, such as genuine goat’s hair, gold, silver, and copper.

Dr. Randall Smith and his family lived in Israel for many years, and in his role as the International Director of Christian Travel Study Programs (CTSP) he regularly leads tours to all the Bible lands. He is not only a tour guide himself, but also teaches and trains tour guides.

After all the years that Marina and I spent studying theology and then preaching the Word full-time in different congregations, we were amazed during that first visit to Israel by the unbelievable wealth of biblical background that beckons from all over. The very thing that we had longed for since answering the Lord’s call, we all at once discovered there.

We started producing videos as part of our congregational ministry in 1995. Because the message of the videos was intended for all Christians everywhere, we distributed them under the name Kerugma Productions. After praying about it, we were then led by the Lord to venture in faith into this activity full-time, so that we could give all our attention to the production of these broadcast-quality videos. We have since then “be preaching the Word” through these productions and placing our faith in the Lord to provide us with everything we need for ourselves as well as for the ministry.

Thus the Lord made it possible for us, after that first meeting with Dr. Smith, to keep returning to Israel to capture on video what we have learned from him. Although we also make videos of other preachers, we have of late been focusing on releasing Dr. Smith’s presentations in different episodes— initially as VHS videos, later as DVDs, and nowadays as online videos to make them accessible to all.

One of the topics that we have learned more about in this way is the use of wine in biblical times. Dr. Smith himself speaks of this in the videos that we have made of his tours. When relevant, we name the specific videos as a reference and in acknowledgment of the information, and also so that readers can watch it on the Kerugma Productions website at www.kerugma.org. Some of the information that Dr. Smith provides about wine can also be seen on a video that is complementary to this book and that readers can watch for free on our website—What Wine Did Jesus Make And Why? - An Illustrative Video.

For the sake of clarity, please note that what we discuss in this book reflects our personal beliefs and not necessarily those of Dr. Smith. The same applies to a great deal of other information from a variety of sources. Furthermore, we also make use of information related to wine and viticulture that we have obtained from interviews with various wine experts, vintners and winemakers, some of whom helped us with the experiments we conducted, which we mentioned earlier. A few of them have also read the pre-publication copy of this work and provided feedback. We are very grateful to all of them for their contributions; please read the Acknowledgments section at the end of the book for a list of these and various other individuals who have helped us.

Now that we know more about the role that wine played at an engagement ceremony, we will need to understand the role of wine at a marriage ceremony in biblical times. However, John 2:10 mentions that the “good wine” is served first, and then the “inferior.” Do we understand how this worked? Before we can look at the wedding where Jesus turned water into wine, we first need to establish how wine was made at the time, as well as how and what it was used for. As we delve into this topic, we will begin to understand how it happened that biblical truths such as the customs at an engagement ceremony and a wedding, as well as the wine that was required for these, have become so obscured for us.








  
  

2

“They Thought You Knew”





In the introductory video in the series Exploring The Lands Of The Bible, They Thought You Knew, The Biblical Way Of Looking At Things,1 Dr Randall Smith explains that it never occurred to the authors of the Bible that their texts would one day have to be read by an audience with a completely different perspective and world view. They were writing to readers who were familiar with what they were talking about, their contemporaries, people who knew not only the objects and the places they referred to, but also the customs of the day. There were many things in the Bible that the authors never thought to explain or describe, because they assumed that their readers would be familiar with these. They also had no way of knowing that future readers would confuse the wine we know today with the wine that they and their children enjoyed with their food at their dinner table, or as their daily source of hydration. It is therefore imperative to understand that what we know today as “grape juice” and “wine,” respectively, bear no resemblance whatsoever with what the authors of the Bible referred to. Pure non-alcoholic grape juice and alcoholic wine, as we know it, was simply not available at the time. Fermented wine that could render a person intoxicated did indeed exist, but was it anything akin to the glass of red wine that a person may enjoy with their meal today? In the introduction to his work Inventing Wine: A New History of One of the World’s Most Ancient Pleasures, Professor Paul Lukacs, a wine expert and author of several books on wine, explains:

Most previous accounts of wine’s past, no matter when they were written, celebrate continuity. Their authors assume a fundamental correspondence between contemporary wines and those that people drank hundreds, even thousands of years ago. This book tells another story. It contends that while wine is old, wine as we know it is new. Far from being the end point in an unbroken series of vintages stretching back to antiquity, today’s wines are the product of a set of radical, even revolutionary changes involving both how wine was produced and why it was drunk.2


Furthermore, in South Africa today we are able to purchase good quality alcohol-free fruit juices anywhere, including sparkling apple and grape juice. This is something that the people in biblical times did not know at all. The products that they had access to were seasonal and not available throughout the year. In They Thought You Knew,3 Dr. Randall Smith explains that most people in Israel went hungry at certain times of the year. Food and of course also wine was simply not always available everywhere. One must also bear in mind that most households in Israel lived from what they could produce themselves on “the land of their possession” (Joshua 22:9).>4

There is such a vast difference between the biblical world and the world as we know it today that translators of the Bible often confuse things that are familiar to them, in their time, with something other than what the authors of the original text meant. Over the centuries, this phenomenon has contributed to the fact that there are, as we shall see, various words and concepts in our Bibles of today that do not correspond to their original intent.



Dr. Smith provides some examples of this in the series Exploring The Lands Of The Bible.>5 For example, in biblical times there was a variety of wine products which are completely unknown today. These products were in common use and were collectively referred to as “wine”—in other words, as something that comes from the vine. These included both alcoholic and non-alcoholic products. The problem is that wherever these different products appear in the Bible, they are always translated as “wine” in our Bibles, without any distinction. As a result, that which is called “wine” in our Bibles of today is understood to be similar to a bottle of modern wine—something which of course never existed in biblical times.

Villa Rustica

In one of the chapters in Dr Randall Smith’s video Paul’s Response To The Roman World,6 called “Villa Rustica,” we are taken to a large crater-like hole that has been excavated in the lava of Mount Vesuvius near the ruins of the famous city of Pompeii, in Italy.




[image: ]
Villa Regina, Boscoreale, Italy


From the edge of this hole we look down upon a wine estate with a red tiled roof in the middle of a vineyard, a sight reminiscent of a modern day wine farm. This location also appears in What Wine Did Jesus Make And Why? - An Illustrative Video.7

It is quite conceivable that Paul may have stopped there on his journey from Puteoli to Rome (Acts 28:13), because the villa is located on the Appian Way in Boscoreale, Campania. The villa suffered fire damage when Mount Vesuvius erupted in AD 79 and it was buried under the lava, where it remained for centuries until it was discovered in 1977. It had been so well preserved that it could be partially restored and we can now see what it had looked like before it was buried. Today it is known as a villa rustica (a Roman farmhouse) with the name “Villa Regina.” After Villa Regina’s discovery, the lava was systematically dug away to reveal the entire complex. The wine cellar was discovered intact in the center of the villa, with 18 large dolia or terracotta pots buried in the ground. In addition, a wine press and an olive press were also unearthed. 

This find is of great importance to our topic because this wine farm is one of only two locations in Italy where we can see how wine was produced in antiquity, the other being another similar wine farm called the “Villa of the Mysteries” in Pompeii. In the Antiquarium of Boscoreale, the museum located next to Villa Regina, there is a model of yet another wine farm called Villa della Pisanella. This farm is even larger than Villa Regina—it had a total of 84 dolia!
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Model of the dolia of Villa della Pisanella in the Antiquarium of Boscoreale. Photo: Tom Guthrie.




Of these, 72 were used for wine fermentation, while the remainder were for storing oil and grain. Villa della Pisanella was discovered in 1868 and after excavations were carried out from 1895 to 1903, it was reburied to protect it from treasure hunters. It has not been made accessible again since then, but photos and other records provide insight into its functionality. Thus Villa Regina and the Villa of the Mysteries are the only two vineyards that one can visit today. It is estimated that many more such wine farms remain buried beneath the volcanic ash.

The Romans used dolia mainly for fermenting grape must. Once the grapes were pressed, the must was channeled through pipes into these dolia. This is different from the method that was used in Israel, where the must flowed through a channel in the floor of the press into a reservoir or fermentation vat. These reservoirs were typically much larger than a single dolium. Heskett & Butler reference the archaeoagronomist, Amos Hadas, who explains:

“there is a great difference between the Roman smaller dolia-type winepresses and the larger, Levantine open basin gat [winepress in Hebrew] units.”8


Following this insight, they elaborate:

In both processes managing the heat generated during fermentation was the principal issue for ancient winemakers and required different approaches. One must follow different regimes fermenting the must to maintain the heat (smaller volume) in the dolia systems, compared to dissipating it in the open basin systems (larger volume). Therefore, “The vinification cycle is shorter for the basin systems (4 to 7 days) than for the dolia systems (10 to 15 days).”9


The key difference between the method used in Israel where wine was fermented in open reservoirs and Roman winemaking lies in the dolia system, as seen at Villa Regina.

A scholar from antiquity who must have been well acquainted with these two wine farms is Gaius Plinius Secundus, or Pliny—more commonly known as “Pliny the Elder.” We will from here on refer to him simply as “Pliny,” since his son does not feature in our discussion. At the time of Paul’s missionary journeys and his visits to Rome, Pliny was a commander in the Roman fleet. He lived from AD 23—79 and wrote, among other things, a ten-volume encyclopedia in Latin known as Historia Naturalis (Natural History). Each section of the encyclopedia is subdivided into several smaller parts or books, so that the ten parts consist of a total of 37 books. Book 14 is a comprehensive treatise on viticulture and is thus pertinent to our subject matter here. In this book, Pliny describes a great number of vine varieties that originate from Spain to India and even China. He also describes the different wines that were made from these varieties, the process of wine making itself, and the effect that the various wines have on a person. For example, he issues a very clear warning each time with a wine that has shown the tendency to result in a headache.

We rely heavily on this encyclopedia of Pliny for information about the production and use of wine by the Romans during biblical times. 

The reason why we assume that Pliny was familiar with Villa Regina and the Villa of the Mysteries is that he traveled there by ship in his capacity as commander of the Italian fleet to investigate the appearance of an unusual cloud formation above Mount Vesuvius. As soon as he stepped ashore, he was engulfed by gases from the volcanic activity. With his research on viticulture—and especially that of Italy—it would be strange if he were not familiar with these farms, which were likewise engulfed by lava from Mount Vesuvius at the same time.

As I stood there looking down upon the homestead of Villa Regina, it occurred to me that this scene was symbolic of what we at Kerugma Productions are doing with the video series Exploring The Lands Of The Bible. The gradual uncovering of Villa Regina as the lava was removed felt similar to how we are removing the figurative “lava” that has buried the knowledge of the biblical background over the centuries, one video at a time.

In his text In The Fullness of Time, Professor Paul L. Maier points out how archaeological discoveries during the past century have made a tremendous contribution to our knowledge of the biblical world. We are uncovering a world which, as we become familiar with it, has a wonderful and far-reaching effect on our understanding and our translation of the Bible, and therefore also on our theological beliefs. He says that:

Any interested person today can, if he or she wishes, know more about Jesus and the origins of Christianity than would have been possible for the greatest names in Church history, including Calvin, Luther, Thomas Aquinas, or even Augustine.10


The reason for that, he says, is that:

… Christianity’s … closest cousin is archaeology–the systematic excavations of sites whose buried artifacts deliver “hard evidence” from the past. Though the very term reflects a crusty patina of age, archaeology is a comparatively young discipline, since scientific archaeology is only a century old. In that hundred years, however, a bulging treasury of thousands of artifacts relating to the biblical world have been discovered, greatly enhancing our understanding of that world.11


As one watches the episodes of Exploring The Lands Of The Bible, the life and customs of the biblical world is systematically revealed and the Bible becomes more easily understood.

Mount Vesuvius certainly did not erupt only once. One of its major eruptions was in AD 79, twelve years after Paul’s beheading in Rome. It was during this event that cities such as Pompeii and Herculaneum—and also Villa Regina—were buried under the lava, which preserved their treasures for centuries until archaeologists began to uncover them in the 20th and 21st centuries.

The eruption of Vesuvius in AD 79 had a tremendous effect on the world at the time, as did the next big eruption in AD 513, shortly after the fall of the Roman Empire in 476 AD. In addition, Antioch and Constantinople were also hit by earthquakes, and several other natural disasters also occurred.12 This led to a time of great instability, the effect of which was felt in all areas of life. This was followed by the Dark Ages, which lasted until the 15th century. As we will see later, the wine industry was very negatively affected by these events, and so was Christianity. Almost all knowledge that man possessed up until that time was lost. It is as if what was known about God and his Word became totally obscured. The printing press had not yet been invented, so those members of the public who were able to read (and this was limited to the nobility) did not have access to the Bible. The ecclesiastical scenario was thus largely determined by the church of Rome, whose pope had even greater power than the kings. Knowledge of God and His Word was therefore deficient and hard to come by.

Although the Bible was later translated and with the invention of the printing press became more available, knowledge of the Word was still obscured behind limited and deficient theological insight that was overshadowed by remnants of the Roman religion. That is why knowledge of the backdrop against which the Bible came into being is still systematically being exposed today by, among other things, archaeological excavations.

An understanding of the wine that was used in biblical times is a good example of this. Since this knowledge was lost over the centuries, we don’t understand what exactly the wine was that Jesus made that day. As we chip away at the metaphorical “lava” under which this knowledge is buried, it will become clear to us—as clear as it was to the people for whom John wrote his gospel. For them it was very simple, which is why we don’t find any indication whatsoever that the first readers of John’s gospel struggled in any way to understand what he was talking about. They all knew the wine of that time and they were all familiar with the customs at such a wedding. After all, they grew up with it, having regularly participated in such festivals from childhood. We, on the other hand, have no idea at all what this wine was, and we moreover have not the faintest idea of how it was used at such celebrations.

Should it not be strange to us that the wine that was used at weddings was also served to children?

Against the background of our knowledge and experience of modern wine and the effect it has in our society, as well as its uses at worldly wedding ceremonies today, we read John 2:1-11 in a very different light than the one in which John had intended it.

Much of what we read about wine and beer in our Bible translations today is therefore strongly influenced by the translators’ knowledge of modern alcoholic beverages and the effect it has on its users. Where it is dealt with in this book, it may give the impression that our translations are riddled with errors. Yet this is not the case. No translation is perfect and above constructive evaluation. What makes this so conspicuous is that no other topic in translations of ancient works has been more influenced by knowledge of the modern product than matters concerning wine and beer. Even our best literal translations show that the translators were not familiar with ancient wine, beer and their everyday uses in biblical times, or the enormous difference between ancient and modern wine and the respective uses for it.

What the original authors wrote about wine and beer was done with the assumption that their readers would know what they were talking about. Since translators have often not realized what the authors were actually referring to, especially when it comes to concepts around wine and beer, this has led to a lot of unintentional mistranslations.

So please try and put all your knowledge and experience of today’s wine aside for a moment while I paint a picture for you of what life in the biblical world was like. Try to imagine yourself in the world of Israel in the time of the Lord Jesus. This will help you to better understand many things in the Bible, including the use of wine and beer.

As Dr. Randall Smith always tells people at the beginning of his Bible land tours, try to put on the skin of a Middle Eastern person from biblical times and observe the world around you through their eyes. Think like someone who lived in Israel at that time.



What the wine was like in their time will start to become clearer to us as we now take a look at how wine was produced in biblical times.
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Wine Production in the Ancient World





The production of wine in the ancient world may have undergone slight differences and developments between regions and over time, but in general it came down to the same basic techniques and customs. Both the Baker Encyclopedia Of The Bible1 and the wine historian Professor Rod Phillips in his text A Short History Of Wine2 state that the pressing process normally consisted of three stages. The grape harvest in September was a festive event, with the pickers singing and dancing as they carried their baskets of grapes to the wine press. The reason for this festive exuberance, Lukacs explains, is that the wine from the previous harvest that was still left over had long been oxidized to vinegar and that the water that was being disinfected with it, no longer had a pleasant taste:

Then come summer, when that same wine [from the previous harvest] almost always had just about turned into vinegar, vintners and drinkers alike would look longingly ahead to the next harvest. Yet since heat made it especially imperative to quench thirst in summer, the absence of fresh wine proved quite painful. Given how rapidly wine’s flavors degenerated with the seasons, it is not surprising that medieval men and women celebrated the grape harvest with feasts and festivals. The peasantry especially rejoiced in autumn. It was the one time of year when they could drink decent-tasting wine.3


The wine press would have been carved out of sandstone, built of stone and cement, or even made of wood. It was usually square, but could also be oval or round, and it was normally large enough so that four to six people could stand in it at the same time to tread the grapes. A small family press, however, such as one would have found on many farms in Israel, could have been a cement or earthen vase in which only one or two people would be treading the grapes. If the grape seeds were cracked during the pressing process, it would lend a bitter taste to the wine. Because human feet won’t crack the seeds, the grapes were pressed by foot in those times–and, depending on the situation, to this day. The treaders held onto ropes that were attached above them to keep their balance and prevent them from slipping on the grape pulp. They would usually tread the grapes rhythmically to the beat of the pickers’ and other onlookers’ singing. Today, Jews can be seen swaying rhythmically at the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem while reciting Psalms and other passages from the Old Testament as prayers. According to what Dr. Randall Smith explains in What Wine Did Jesus Make And Why? - An Illustrative Video,4 this custom can apparently be traced back to the pressing of grapes.5

The three stages of pressing each produce their own quality of juice or must, which of course also results in different qualities of wine, each with their own respective alcohol content.6 “Must” is the word used in the wine industry for pressed grape juice.

The first pressings are sometimes preceded by a bonus step. As the pickers pour their baskets of grapes into the press, the weight of the bunches going in last puts the bunches at the bottom under such pressure that it causes some of the grapes that are already ripe to burst. The must (grape juice) that results from this is then collected, and although it is only a small amount, it produces the sweetest wine. This wine apparently lasts longer than other wine and was mainly used for medicinal purposes.7

The first must that is produced flows “through a channel cut into the limestone to a smaller rock-cut cistern (yeqeb)”8 or is poured into dolia, cement vessels, earthen jars, large Egyptian amphorae or leather bags, where it is left to ferment.9 Larger presses even have an intermediate tank where the husks, stalks, and seeds are first separated before the filtered must can flow to the storage tank.
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The old wine press at the ancient village Katzrin, Israel.




According to the Mishnah,>10 a collection of Jewish oral traditions, it was a very important custom in Israel, unlike in the gentile countries, that the freshly pressed must had to be strained out.>11 To this end, grape stalks from the pressed must were bundled together and used as a “sieve” to keep back the husks and the rest of the stalks as the must was filtered through it to flow to the storage tank.

When we pressed grapes by foot (on the wine estate RAKA Wines as part of our experiment,) we were most impressed with the effectiveness of this method. We will take a closer look at this experiment later, and it can also be seen in What Wine Did Jesus Make And Why? - An Illustrative Video.12 The farm manager who helped us with this, Pieter Dreyer, took some bare stalks from the must in the container and placed them in the opening through which the must flowed out. It was noticeable how clean the must was that flowed into the bucket. Very few husks and seeds slipped through.

Another way in which the must was strained or filtered was especially practiced when the must had finished fermenting and had to be poured out for storage. Dr. Smith describes this method where he mentions how a cloth was stretched over the opening of the container into which it was to be poured. When the must was poured through this cloth, not only any remaining sediment was strained out, but also the gnats, vine flies and other insects that had settled on the must in the meantime. It was to this practice that Jesus referred when he said to the scribes and Pharisees in Matthew 23:24:

“You blind guides, who strain out a gnat and swallow a camel!" (NASB).

An image that everyone understood well.13

This first must was the most valuable, because it made the best wine. It started fermenting almost immediately. The Baker Encyclopedia Of The Bible explains that the time required for fermentation is strongly influenced by the climate:

In Greece the fermentation period was usually six months, during which the liquid was constantly skimmed. However, in the ancient Near East the fermentation process was usually over in three or four days, the optimum growth temperature being 77°. The ancients knew that any further fermentation would produce acid.14


After the pressed must was collected in the cement vessels, a portion of it was used for boiling grape juice (Numbers 6:3), balsamic vinegar, and grape must syrup. The rest was left in the cement vessels to ferment up to the stage that Solomon mentions in Proverbs 23:31. (We explain in full later what it is that Solomon refers to there).

When the must had finished fermenting, or as it is called on wine farms, when it has “fermented to dryness,” this fresh or new wine was carefully poured into earthen pots or large Egyptian amphorae, as well as into leather bags, for storage. This is what Jesus referred to when He said, “new wine (neos oinos) must be put into new (kainos) wine skins” (Mark 2:22—more on this in the chapter dealing with New Wine in “New” Wineskins).

The majority of this new wine was stored as the medicinal supply for the year. The rest of it was put to different uses. Some of it was stored to be mixed with water as the “good wine” during festive occasions. A further part was given to the king and his princes to be used according to the prescriptions of Proverbs 31:4-9, as we will see later. In the neighboring countries, however, it was a different story. There it could be consumed by those who owned and controlled the wine farms, namely the king and his princes, as well as the priests and nobles.15 That is why it was also known as “royal wine,” such as when King Ahasuerus hosted his seven-day festival where “royal wine was lavished according to the bounty of the king” (Esther 1:7 - ESV).

However, we know that many of the customs of the heathen kings often also appeared in Israel. This is especially true for that period in Israel before the exile to Babylon. After Israel’s return from exile, many things were different. Therefore, as we will see in detail later, we must distinguish between the Old Israel before the exile and the New Testament Israel from after the exile.

Thus it also happened on occasion in the Old Israel that some of the royal wine that was placed under the control and supervision of the king was consumed by the king and his sons.

What must be understood is that there were different factors that exerted an influence on the alcohol content of this first-grade wine in Israel. Although the effect it had on a person was known, the people did not know of the existence of alcohol as such, or of cane sugar. It was not until the seventeenth century that the chemical and biological process of fermentation became known. It was therefore not in their power to achieve and control a primary and secondary fermentation, as wine producers do today, to obtain tastier wine with an alcohol content of as much as 15%.

In Israel they also harvested the grapes at the stage at which table grapes are picked today, namely as soon as the first berries begin to ripen. Ripe and unripe grapes were therefore all picked together on the one occasion during which they could be harvested. This was to prevent the grapes from being spoiled by the elements or fall victim to hordes of birds. Furthermore, red and white grapes were often pressed together. Wine was therefore normally red in color and although there is mention of white wine, it would appear that this was a rarity. As we have already seen, they also did not leave the must in the husks during the fermentation process, but filtered it immediately after it was pressed. These factors all contributed to the alcohol content of this first-grade wine being estimated to be merely as high as 4-6%. This corresponds well with the estimations of Stefan K. Estreicher, who says the following about medieval wine stored in wooden barrels:

The alcohol level was often low (around 7-8%), the acidity high, and the wine unstable.16


The slightly higher alcohol percentage of this medieval wine is possibly due to the fact that the must in the gentile countries was not filtered as in Israel, but was left to ferment with the skins after pressing. This produces a darker red wine with a more full bodied taste as well as a higher alcohol content.

However, if the grapes were harvested later when the sugar quality would be higher, Estreicher explains that:

... if the must has enough sugar, natural fermentation produces wine that contains 12 to 14% alcohol.17


In such a case, the wine would not only become unstable, the acidity could also get so high that it would become toxic. The ideal for ancient wine producers was therefore wine with an alcohol content of no higher than 6%. Although they had no way of measuring the percentage of alcohol, from what we understand today this would have been the ideal strength of their first-grade wine.

The second step began after the must had flowed from the press into the cement vats. In this step an equal amount of water was added to the remaining pulp of the pressed grapes as the amount of must that had been pressed from it. It was then trodden again or placed in bags for wringing in order to squeeze out the remaining juice. The Romans used this second-grade wine, which was known as posca, as a daily ration to their soldiers, among other things. Lukacs explains:

In Rome, the most common everyday beverage was known as posca, a mixture of sour, acidic wine and water. It was consumed by free men as well as slaves; the Justinian Code prescribed it as part of military rations, and according to the Bible, the Roman soldiers on the Hill of Calvary dipped their sponge into posca and lifted it up to Christ on the cross.18


Estreicher explains how this posca was used:

Unless water is filtered, boiled or chemically treated, people are at risk of dysentery, cholera, and other water-borne diseases. In Neolithic times, wine was used.19
The Romans made sure to supply their troops with wine so that they had something safe to drink. In the first century, they even built a harbor and planted vineyards around Bordeaux in order to ship wines to their troops in England.20


We will deal with this in more detail later, but thus far it appears that a small amount of this second-grade wine or posca was commonly used in Israel and in other countries to disinfect their water. Estreicher explains:

The amount of alcohol in wine is high enough to kill many harmful bacteria, particularly in water.21


By “many harmful bacteria” it is clearly meant that not all the bacteria have been eliminated by it. The Baker Encyclopedia Of The Bible casts further light on the matter:

In the western Mediterranean world the term “wine” refers to the mixture of wine and water. If one desired to mention wine without water, it was necessary to add the word ‘unmixed’. For the Greeks to drink wine unmixed was regarded as barbaric.22


A third quality was produced by adding more water, but in this step a smaller percentage, to the remaining pulp and letting it stand for a day. The scholar Pliny explains that it was made:

… by adding to the skins water to the amount of a tenth of the quantity of must that has been pressed out, and so leaving the skins to soak for twenty-four hours and then again putting them under the press …23


According to Pliny, the must pressed from this could not rightly be called “wine.” Sometimes it was consumed as is, but at other times it was boiled until two-thirds had evaporated.24 This last and therefore lowest quality wine was intended mainly for the poor and for slaves. The Romans called it lora, and according to Phillips it was known in France as piquette:

The poor very likely drank inferior wine on a daily basis, often what was later known in France as piquette, a thin, low in alcohol and frequently bitter solution made by fermenting water added to the skins, stalks and seeds that were left after the final pressing.25


Posca and to some extent also lora, was therefore commonly used because it helped to disinfect the drinking water. During the dry season, in particular, when water levels in the reservoirs dropped, the water often not only tasted bad but also caused diarrhea and other problems. Adding a small amount of this wine, which had a very low alcohol content, to the drinking water largely solved these problems.

The first-, second- and third-grade wines were all called yayin in Hebrew and oinos in Greek. As we have seen, even water in which a small amount of this wine was mixed, in other words the drinking water, was also known as “wine” (yayin or oinos).

A Variety of Alcohol-free Wine Products

Apart from the different grades of wine, several alcohol-free products were also made from the same must. Ignorance about these is a contributing factor that some alcohol-related products in the Bible as well as in other ancient writings, are often mistranslated. We see this especially when we look at the variety of alcohol-free products that were available in biblical times.
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Alcohol-free Products - Grape Must Syrup








In the process of pressing grapes in biblical times, the fresh must was divided into different quantities for the production of a variety of products that included grape juice, balsamic vinegar, grape must syrup, and wine. The portion reserved for making wine was left in the reservoir or fermentation vat of the grape press so that it could ferment. If there was no such reservoir, the must was poured into amphorae, clay jars, or leather skins for fermentation. The remaining quantities were boiled down to various stages to make grape must syrup, balsamic vinegar, and grape juice. This is mentioned in the description of excavations of the vineyard Villa della Pisanella, where a large cauldron was used for this purpose: 

In the right corner, which was formed from the facade and walls of the nubilarium, the cauldron-room (cortinale); (where new wine was boiled down); … remained leaning; i.e. a large lead boiler walled above a circular hearth, within which the must for making the wine was boiled.1


One can see how this description might be misunderstood by someone who is not familiar with the practice of boiling certain quantities of ancient wine in order to produce different products. Especially since the people who discovered it, wrote that “the must for making the wine was boiled” inside the cauldron. But let’s consider this carefully: What would happen if you boiled wine—or rather, must? Is this to make wine? Of course not. We know that everything that was made from must was referred to as “wine,” because unlike us, they did not distinguish between alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages.

Because the must was boiled, these products had no alcohol content: it was used to make grape must syrup, balsamic vinegar, and grape juice.

In this chapter, we first take a look at how grape must syrup is made.
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The reservoir of a wine press at the Garden Tomb in Jerusalem. At the far end, the inflow channel from the pressing floor—still awaiting excavation—can be seen. Photo: Tom MacKay.




Grape Must Syrup

Grape must syrup was a sought-after household product in the ancient world. It is a wonderful alcohol-free grape product that was commonly used in biblical times and for centuries thereafter, and is still cooked on a small scale today. The name “grape must syrup” comes from the name that is used on wine farms to refer to grape juice, namely “must.” When you visit a wine farm, it’s not long before you hear people constantly talking about “must” or sometimes also “juice.” This “must” is the juice of the grapes from the time they are pressed until it has completed dry fermentation. Once it has fermented to dryness, it is referred to as “wine.” Grape must syrup can be described as “boiled must syrup,” because it is freshly pressed grape juice or must that is boiled for hours in open pots until about 80% of the water has evaporated. In the ancient literature it is normally described as “reduced must” or “must that has been boiled down.” Grape must syrup is alcohol-free and also contains no preservatives, yet it remains stable for years. It is apparently still produced on a small scale in various Mediterranean wine-producing countries to this day. If you are not familiar with it, do go and search on the Internet for “grape must” or “grape must syrup”; in Italian “defrutum” (or “sapa”), in Turkish “molasses,” and in French “raisiné.”

Grape must syrup is a delicious and healthy alcohol-free grape product that can be enjoyed as a syrup on bread or in various dishes. As a grape extract it can be mixed with water or milk to make a refreshing and nutritious healthy energy drink: simply pour some grape must syrup into a glass, fill it with water and you have a delicious glass of grape juice. Use milk instead of water and you have an antique milkshake! It is quite possible that Isaiah is referring to this use of grape must syrup when he says:

“Yes, come, buy wine and milk” (55:1).

The famous ancient recipe book Apicius, supposedly named after the connoisseur M. Gabius Apicius (80 BC – 40 AD), for example included “reduced must” or “grape must syrup” as an ingredient in many of his recipes.2 It is interesting that many people believed that Apicius repeatedly refers to the contemporary custom of using modern wine in the preparation of a dish. When one reads the recipes, it is noticeable that nowhere does it tell you to add wine, but rather wine that has been boiled down until a certain percentage of it is left over. It was therefore always alcohol-free balsamic vinegar or grape must syrup that the recipe book referred to. “Reduced must” as Apicius refers to it, is strongly reminiscent of the way vino cotto is used in food today. Real vino cotto is a 50% reduction “boiled wine.”

Grape must syrup is very sweet, tinged with the slight sour taste of grapes. Among other things, it was also used as a preservative and a sweetener in ancient times.


The Word Must in Bible Translations


“Must” is translated as tirosh in Hebrew and gleukos in Greek. It appears 38 times in the Old Testament and once in the New Testament, namely in Acts 2:13.

Because tirosh, as we will see below, was in many Bible translations not translated as “must” but as “wine” or even “new wine,” the 38 texts in which tirosh appears are named here.




The word “must”" or “tirosh” appears in these


38 texts in the Old Testament:


Genesis 27:28, 37; Numbers 18:12; Deuteronomy 7:13, 11:14, 12:17, 14:23, 18:4, 28:51, 33:28; Judges 9:13; 2 Kings 18:32; 2 Chronicles 31:5; 32:28; Nehemiah 5:11; 10:37, 39, 13:5, 12; Psalm 4:8; Proverbs 3:10; Isaiah 24:7, 36:17, 62:8, 65:8; Jeremiah 31:12; Hosea 2:7, 8, 21, 4:11, 7:14, 9:2; Joel 1:10; 2:19, 24; Micah 6:15; Haggai 1:11 and Zechariah 9:17.





The reason why I am so well aware that tirosh (must) in most Bible translations is translated differently, is that I am privileged that the youngest language in the world, namely Afrikaans, is my mother tongue.>3 Afrikaans is a language indigenous to South Africa; it is mostly derived from Dutch but also influenced by many other languages. The first Afrikaans Bible translation was published in 1933 and revised in 1953. This 1933/53 edition is a literal translation and has been called the “Old Translation” ever since the New Translation was published in 1983. In the Old Testament of the Old Translation, tirosh is correctly translated as “must” in all 38 texts. This is also the case in the Dutch of the old Statenbijbel—the “States Bible” or “States Translation”—where it is repeatedly translated as “most.” In other words, growing up I was familiar with must not only as a regular condiment on our table, but also since it appeared in my Bible. It was only when I started writing this book that I realized that the two new translations of the Afrikaans Bible (1983 and 2020) as well as all the English versions that I was able to reference, mistranslated tirosh as either “wine” or “new wine.”

One particular place of interest amidst the 38 texts where the word tirosh (must) occurs, is Isaiah 65:8. There Isaiah refers to the juice inside ripe grapes, even before they are harvested, as “must”:

“As the must (tirosh) is found in the cluster, and one says, ‘Do not destroy it, for there is a benefit in it.’”

According to this, the juice inside the ripe grape is already called tirosh or “must” even before it is harvested. “Must” or tirosh is therefore the name for the juice in ripe grapes even before they have been picked, as well as for the juice after it has been pressed and until it fermented to dryness. The word tirosh in Isaiah 65:8 can therefore be translated as “must” as well as “juice,” as it appears in the NIV and the Amplified Bible, but never as “wine” or “new wine” as in many translations such as the KJV, NKJV, ESV and NASB. In all the other 37 texts, the correct translation of tirosh is “must.”

In antiquity, the must was left to ferment spontaneously without any interference, after which it was tapped to be stored as wine. Today this fermentation process is known as natural or spontaneous fermentation. This should not be confused with the modern concept of “primary fermentation.” Primary fermentation is the name for the modern process during which must is technically manipulated in order to allow it to undergo a secondary fermentation.

To make a distinction between ancient and modern wine, it is therefore important to understand that no man-made techniques were used with ancient wine to influence or manipulate the quality of the wine, the alcohol content or its taste. That is why it is called natural or spontaneous fermentation. It was the must itself that spontaneously fermented on its own, without the intervention of human hands or any techniques. The wine that was created through such a natural fermentation process was normally acidic and had a relatively low alcohol content compared to modern wine.

Today’s wine maker has the knowledge to keep grapes healthy on the vine for longer. This results in grapes with a naturally higher sugar content that yield a fuller, better wine with a higher percentage of alcohol. At the same time, the modern wine maker manipulates the fermentation rate, which has a further positive effect on the taste and palatability of the wine.

Tirosh

The Hebrew word for “wine” is yayin, the Greek is oinos. It is notable that in the famous King James Version (KJV), tirosh (must) is equated with yayin (wine): in some texts it is simply translated as “wine” and in others even as “new wine,” but never once as “must.” If I have counted correctly, the KJV has tirosh as “new wine” 13 out of 38 times and as “wine” the other 25 times. This is possibly why the KJV has gleukos also as “new wine” in Acts 2:13. Could this be the reason that so many other subsequent versions have mistakenly translated tirosh and gleukos as “wine” and “new wine”? It is noticeable that the terms “wine” and “new wine” appear very randomly in these translations. 

Someone who is not aware of the distinction between the ancient wine of biblical times and today’s stronger modern wine will in all these cases accept the Bible to mean what we know today as wine—something that tirosh simply is not; it does not refer to wine, only grape juice or must.

One has to ask how the reader of a version of the Bible in which the word “must” (tirosh) is translated as “wine” or “new wine” in these 38 texts, is supposed to know that what the text is repeatedly referring to is not wine, but must. The original author was indeed talking about grape juice and not wine.

And here’s another question: Why is tirosh (must) sometimes translated as “wine” and at other times as “new wine”? What is the difference between these two concepts and how do translators determine when to translate tirosh as “wine” and when as “new wine”? Furthermore, the translation of tirosh in the 38 texts as “wine” or “new wine” varies widely from one Bible translation to another. What is the contextual or linguistic motivation for this difference?

“New Wine”?

This now begs the question: What is meant by “new wine”?

You would never hear of must referred to as “wine” or “new wine” on a wine farm or anywhere in the wine industry. It is mostly called “must” and sometimes referred to as “juice,” but never as “new wine.” When I asked one wine maker what “new wine” was, he thought for a while, shook his head and said that he really didn’t know such a term.

However, the glossary of the 2020 Afrikaans Translation of the Bible, which we called the “Modern Translation,” explains that “new wine” refers to any stage of the production of wine, from the juice of ripe grapes (Isaiah 65:8), through the process of fermentation (Proverbs 3:10; Hosea 9:2) to the wine that is distinguished from, as they call it, mature wine.>4

According to this explanation, the term “new wine” is therefore in the Modern Translation used to mean the juice of grapes as well as wine during the following stages:




	From when the grapes begin to ripen


	During the harvesting and pressing


	During the whole process of fermentation


	During the bottling and its circulation within the trade


	Until the remaining bottles are stored to become “mature wine”





“New wine” is therefore, according to the Modern Translation, the juice of grapes from the time the grapes begin to ripen on the vine, right through the entire process of pressing, fermentation and bottling until the wine is available in the trade. Only those bottles that are put away for aging the wine are not included.

Because of this definition of “new wine,” the Modern Translation translates tirosh not as “must” but as “new wine”—in other words, as neos oinos. We cannot be sure, but it is possible that this understanding also underlies the usage of other translations to translate “must” as “wine” or “new wine.” It turns out, therefore, that very different words that have entirely different meanings, namely tirosh and neos oinos, are translated as being the same entity, namely “new wine.” As has already been pointed out, this means that the reader is placed under the impression that the Bible means that which we know as wine today in all these texts—something that tirosh or “must” quite simply is not.

“Matured” or “Aged” Wine

The Afrikaans term for “matured,” which the Modern Translation uses in this definition, is normally used for the modern practice where cheese or wine products are stored under controlled conditions so that they can become “more palatable.” “Matured wine” is therefore wine that is subjected to an aging process. The problem with using the term “matured wine” is that ancient wine was not subjected to a process of aging as we know it today. Lukacs reports that it could indeed occur that ancient wine stored in exceptionally well-sealed amphorae “could survive winter’s death.” It could therefore have kept relatively well until after the winter—in other words, for about 6 months.5 In contrast, texts on ancient viticulture sometimes give the impression that ancient wine could age for years. One example of a scholar who suggests that the practice of aging wine did occur in antiquity is Emlyn Dodd, whose article The Archaeology of Wine Production in Roman and Pre-Roman Italy was featured in the American Journal of Archaeology. She presents her findings as follows:

Recent research in the north of Italy, at Valpolicella, is beginning to show that specific regional practices also extended to cellaring and aging, with excavation revealing artificially heated rooms perhaps used to warm fermentation and storage areas for wine. This practice, which is also described in the ancient literature and included ‘smoking’ wines, accelerated the aging process and aided the preservation of grape must.6
… secondary fermentation and aging—a system used commonly in Greece and across the eastern Mediterranean.7


It is clear that there is no evidence for the assumptions she makes here. As we will see, the term “‘smoking’ wines” refers to grape must syrup that was cooked. In his book Ancient Wine: The Search for the Origins of Viniculture, Professor Patrick McGovern describes this as “smoked wine” that is “boiled down” to a sweet syrup reduction.8 It is interesting that Dodd claims these “‘smoking’ wines” contributed to the “preservation of grape must” in order to aid the “aging process.” However, grape must syrup is one of the ways in which boiled-down grape must (but not wine) could be preserved for years.

Regarding her reference to “secondary fermentation” of ancient wine, we will also see in the chapter on The Great Upheaval that the technique of applying primary and secondary fermentation only became possible in the 20th century.

Another example comes from McGovern himself, who mentions Persian wine which, according to the Greek philosopher Strabo, “could be aged for over 50 years with continual improvement.”9 But it is not clear what exactly Strabo is talking about. The more general impression one gets from texts on viticulture is rather that there was indeed wine in antiquity that could “age” for three to four years. One example is Phillips’ comment about a particular Egyptian wine:

It is likely that most wine was consumed within a year of production and that it would have soured within three or four years.10


He continues by mentioning how the wine from the Appianus estate in Egypt, for example, was judged:

It was judged by sweetness and to a lesser extent by age: some wines were described as ‘readier’ or ‘more aged’. Even so, most wine was consumed within a year of the vintage, because the summer heat and poor sealing methods meant that wine quickly turned to vinegar or began to smell bad. For example, many of the jars of wine made in August 245 were ‘off’ by February 247, eighteen months later.11


However, with regard to Greek and Roman wine, he explains:

Age is, of course, relative, and Romans would not have expected wines to age for decades, as we expect of varietals like cabernet sauvignon and blends like bordeaux.12


But Lukacs then offers clarity on the issue of the aging of ancient wine:

To increase alcohol, and hence promote longevity, some vintners added sugar in the form of honey, dates, or other fruit during fermentation. The resulting wines become thick and heavy. When stored in amphorae, these wines could last for years, and people who could afford them value older vintages. Less esteemed wines, though, tasted much thinner and tarter and were consumed as young as possible. These spoiled quickly, especially since they would succumb to oxidation as soon as a large jar or amphora began to be emptied. Greek winemakers added all sorts of spices and other ingredients to mask deteriorating flavors, and these cheaper and more common wines invariably were cut with a great deal of water when they were consumed.13


Ancient wine makers had no knowledge of sugar or alcohol as such. From experience, however, they knew to add items like honey and dates to wine to sweeten it and make it last even longer. Today we think that such wine would have had a higher alcohol content due to the increased sugar content. The alcohol would have helped to preserve it, so that it could last longer before it started to oxidize. But such wine was rare, thick, and very expensive. The common man on the street could not afford it, and due to its rarity, it would not have been easy for just anyone to obtain it either.



The fact is, although this way of “aging” did exist, it was far removed from the process of maturing wine as it is practiced today. An obvious problem with ancient wine was precisely that it deteriorated and oxidized the older it became. This problem was mainly due to the fact that they did not have airtight containers with equally airtight stoppers in which to store the wine. 

That is why everyone looked forward to the grape harvest every year, because then there would once again be fresh wine with which to treat the water.

So Where Does the Concept of “New Wine” in Bible Translations Come From?

Jesus was the only person who used the term “new wine” in the Bible. He did this in the parable He told about “new wine in old wineskins.” The three places where this parable is recorded in the three different synoptic gospels are therefore the only instances where the concept of “new wine” (neos oinos) appears: 

“No one pours new wine (neos oinos) into old wineskins; if he does, the new wine (neos oinos) will burst the skins ...” (Matthew 9:17; Mark 2:22 and Luke 5:37).

What Jesus was saying through this parable is very interesting. We will look at it in detail in the chapter dealing with New wine in “new” wineskins, but for now the question is:

What is This “New Wine” That Jesus is Talking About?

Henry R. Immerwahr wrote an informative article that sheds light on the matter, namely New Wine In Ancient Wineskins. In this article, Immerwahr analyzes the ceramics used on a variety of ancient Greek wine vases. He also included prints of these ceramic works in his article. In his analysis of the ceramics, Immerwahr explains that he believes some of the artworks to be depictions of scenes where grapes are pressed and buyers bring wineskins or leather bags to buy some of the fresh must.14

We saw earlier that where freshly pressed must could not be fermented in a reservoir, it was poured into amphorae, jugs, or leather bags, as Immerwahr explains here.

From our experiments where we allowed must to ferment, we know that anyone who has ever fermented fresh must in a smallish container will know that you could only ferment a limited amount of must in such a leather bag. The problem is that the temperature of the fermenting must rises several times during the process, causing the foam to bubble and rise. A leather bag that was used for fermenting must could therefore only be partially filled, to leave room for the movement and expansion of the fermenting must, while the opening had to be left partially open until all the carbon dioxide had evaporated. Immerwahr confirms this and says that only small quantities of must (gleukos) were thus fermented in leather bags:

Although the New Testament passage speaks of new wine put in wineskins, what we have … is grape juice or gleukos, “sweet juice,” used immediately after pressing. This juice loses no time in going into fermentation and produces both alcohol and carbon dioxide, that is, a great amount of gas. It is important, therefore, that the skins are not filled completely. A small opening must be left so that the air can be expelled by the carbon dioxide (fermentation being anaerobic), after which the skins may be closed, if they are strong enough to withstand the pressure! A partial filling is what is indicated …15


What is important is that Immerwahr refers to Jesus’ words about the new wine to be placed in leather bags, but then he says that what is depicted by the ceramic images he analyzed is not new wine (neos oinos) but “grape juice or gleukos.” Remember, gleukos is the Greek for the Hebrew word tirosh (must) and appears in the New Testament only in Acts 2:13. This is where some of those who heard the disciples speak in their respective languages about the great deeds of God responded by saying mockingly, “They are full of must” (gleukos). The popular translation that they are “full of sweet wine” is therefore not correct, because gleukos is must.

Immerwahr thus draws a clear distinction between “must” (gleukos) and “new wine” (neos oinos). He furthermore refers to the limited volume of wine which, according to the ceramic artworks, could be poured into the leather bags.

The first occasion when must (gleukos) is poured into leather bags is therefore just after it has been pressed. It is put there to ferment, therefore the bags are only partially filled.

There is also a second occasion in the fermentation process when must is poured into leather bags (different leather bags), and this time the bags are filled to the top. In his article, Immerwahr refers to a specific leather bag that is depicted in the ceramics. He explains this as follows:

... when applied to the wineskin, it refers to the amount of wine contained in it ... The passage refers to finished wine, not must, and there is no indication that the wineskin is not full ...16


The substance that is poured into these bags is no longer gleukos (must) but neos oinos (new wine). After the must has fermented to dryness in the reservoir, it is poured into amphorae, earthen jars and leather bags for storage. According to Immerwahr, this is now “finished wine”—must that has fermented to dryness.

At this point, it is important to understand that after this wine has been poured into the bags, it continues to ferment lightly for several days. During this light fermentation, it does not heat, bubble and foam as during the original rough fermentation. These bags can therefore be filled to the top; they are flexible enough to handle this slight fermentation.

This neos oinos is a very precious product, but this light fermentation is also an extremely sensitive time in the process. It must be watched very carefully, because a limited amount of air (oxygen) must still be let in so that it can ferment. But the moment it stops fermenting, it must immediately be sealed as airtight as possible so that it can no longer come in contact with fresh air, which will cause it to oxidize.

As we shall see later, jars and amphorae were found in Egypt which, after the new wine had been poured into them, were sealed with clay in which small holes were made or thin straws were pressed so that the carbon dioxide could escape and the necessary air was still allowed in. The moment it finished fermenting, the holes would be sealed to prevent any more air from seeping in.17

During the few days from the time the must which had been fermenting to dryness was poured into these containers until completely fermented and the containers tightly sealed, it was referred to as neos oinos, or “new wine”! It is this wine that Jesus referred to in the parable when he called it neos oinos or new wine.

When we read in the Bible that He speaks of “new wine,” it is not tirosh or gleukos (fermenting must) that He refers to, but neos oinos. There was therefore a clear distinction between “must” (gleukos) and “new wine” (neos oinos). Therefore, where the concept of “new wine” appears in a Bible translation in any place other than Matthew 9:17, Mark 2:22 and Luke 5:37, it is a mistranslation and can lead to misunderstanding.

One could ask where the misunderstanding originated that led to the tirosh of the Old Testament being translated today as “wine” or “new wine.” One specific source that could have given rise to this is the English translation of an important ancient text. 


Aristoteles and Neos


An ancient scholar who referred to the cooking of grape must syrup is the Greek philosopher and scientist Aristotle, who lived several centuries before Jesus and his disciples (384—322 BC). In his text Meteorologica, Aristotle describes experiments he conducted by boiling three different liquids. We shall take a look at the experiments themselves in more detail later. For now, suffice it to mention that one of the liquids he boiled was wine (oinos). However, this was not actually wine, but instead must.

In his article The Ancient Process of Preserving Grape Juice, Kyle Pope confirms that Aristotle, where he describes the experiment of boiling oinos in Meteorologica, is not talking about wine but instead grape must syrup:

Aristotle wrote about wines in Arcadia so thick they were scraped off the wineskins so they could be rehydrated in order to drink them (Meteorologica 388b, 6).18


This is not a description of wine, but of crystallized grape must syrup: something that is dissolved in water to be drunk.

Furthermore, it appears that in his experiment Aristotle did not boil the wine—or rather, the must—himself, but that he carried out his experiment during an event where grape must syrup was being boiled. We don’t know whether H.D.P. Lee, who translated Meteorologica from classical Greek into English, was unaware of the existence of grape must syrup or of the process of boiling it. It seems that he did not realize that Aristotle had performed his experiment during an event in which grape must syrup was being boiled.

One objective of Aristotle’s experiment was to determine which of the basic elements of the original must remained in the pots after most of the water in the must had evaporated during boiling. What is important now is that he referred to the grape must syrup (in other words, that which was left in the pots after the experiment) in Greek as “the new” (neos). By this he meant to say that “the new” substance was something new which was also must, but which contained much less water than the original must before it was boiled. To him, this experiment was not about the grape must syrup as such, but about determining out of which “elements” the new substance, in other words “the new,” was made up. A very important point that must now be noted is that Lee simply translated Aristotle’s description of what remained, namely “the new” (ó neos), in his English version as “new wine.”19 He omitted the article “the” and added the word “wine” to it. Instead of translating it as “the new,” he translated it as “new wine.”

Right away he then did the same thing by again inserting the word “wine” into his English translation.20 Lee thus twice translated Aristotle’s “the new” as “new wine.” As a result of this translation, readers of the English version of Meteorologica are left with the impression that Aristotle himself had used the term “new wine,” whereas Aristotle never used the term “new wine” anywhere in his text. The concept of “new wine” therefore does not appear in Aristotle’s original Greek text of Meteorologica, but only in Lee’s English version of it. 

This distinction between “must” and “new wine” may seem to some like an unnecessary splitting of hairs, but it is important to note that Jesus did not speak of must (tirosh or gleukos), but of new wine (neos oinos). It is also important to note the difference between these two, because if we misunderstand it, it can result in our also mis-translating it—a mis-translation that could lead to our not being able to understand the meaning of what the Lord Jesus intended to impart through the parable.

The bystanders understood what Jesus said because they had heard Him speak of neos oinos, something with which they were all familiar. If He had used the word gleukos instead, they would not have understood what He was trying to say at all. A correct translation can therefore help everyone hear the wonderful news! We will get to this news later when we take a comprehensive look at Jesus’ parable about the new wine in the chapter on New Wine in “New” Wineskins. For now, we just want to make sure that we know what it is that Jesus is talking about, namely “new wine.”

The Final Fermentation

From what we have seen so far and especially from Immerwahr’s article, we know that there were two occasions when must was poured into jars, amphorae, and leather bags. The first was right after it had been pressed, and the second was as soon as it had been fermented to dryness. Immediately after it was pressed, it was called “fermenting must” (gleukos), but later, after it was fermented to dryness, it was called “new wine” (neos oinos) for a few days.

Thus when Jesus speaks of “new wine,” it is not must (tirosh) that he means but new fresh wine (neos oinos), which was still in its final phase of fermentation. It is therefore the must that has already been poured from the dregs that Jesus is talking about when He says that one does not pour new wine into old, bone dry, hard leather bags. When the Lord Jesus speaks of “new wine, old and new wineskins,” He uses images with which everyone was familiar at the time, but which are completely lost on us. For example, we don’t know anything like “new wine” today. It no longer exists anywhere.

However, the bystanders who heard Jesus say this would have understood it all too well, because these were familiar, everyday images that He used. The “new wine” that Jesus spoke of was therefore no longer must. It was now fresh or new wine that had just successfully fermented, had been poured into leather bags and was still lightly fermenting for the last time before being sealed and stored. 

Colin Brown’s The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology Vol. 2 confirms this by explaining Jesus’ words “new wine” as follows:

… new wine, fresh wine, still fermenting (Matt. 9:17, par. Mk. 2:22, Lk. 5:38).21


Likewise, “new wine” is explained in Spiros Zodhiates’ The Complete Word Study Dictionary: New Testament as:

… new referring to recently made fermenting wine (Matt. 9:17; Mark 2:22; Luke 5:37–39).22


New wine, neos oinos, is therefore something different from must, tirosh (in Hebrew) or gleukos (in Greek). It is no longer fermenting must but must that has recently fermented to dryness, that has been separated from the sediments and that will still secrete a small amount of carbon dioxide for a few days until it has reached complete dryness. New wine is therefore wine in the short transition phase between must that has fermented to dryness, until all carbon dioxide gas has escaped from it and it can be sealed airtight.

The practice of translating tirosh as “wine” or “new wine” can therefore create the impression for the modern reader that these 38 texts do not speak of fermenting must, but of today’s strongly fermented wine and even matured wine. This is something entirely different from what the authors meant when they used the word tirosh. Must or tirosh is therefore a word with which the authors of the Bible clearly distinguished precisely that which they were describing from what the word wine (yayin or oinos) represents.

Wine or new wine is therefore not mentioned in any of the 38 texts in the Old Testament where the word tirosh is used, but must is.

Our ultimate aim with dissecting this issue of the translation of tirosh is to highlight the following: the problem with a translation in which the meaning of a word is changed, is that much of what the original authors intended is lost. Furthermore, this brings readers under a different impression than what the text is actually about. The Word of God should not be handled in such a way, least of all when it comes to grape products where it can so easily happen that ancient wine can be confused with our modern alcohol. On the contrary, in light of the outreach by the church to a world that is caught up in the vortex of modern alcoholic beverages, it is indeed essential that these concepts must be translated correctly.

The problem with such a translation is that readers may get the impression that the Word of God justifies the use of modern wine and beer, not to mention highly fortified and distilled liquor!

And instead, pressed grape juice or must (tirosh) was used in biblical times to make a variety of products including grape juice, balsamic vinegar, grape must syrup and ancient wine. And this wine, as we shall see, as a very different product from modern wine and which was also used quite differently. 

The Making of Grape Must Syrup

Cooking grape must syrup is a very simple but time-consuming process. You don’t add anything to the must; you just boil it for hours on end until most of the water has evaporated and only a thin syrup remains. This syrup is then called “grape must syrup.” 
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Freshly pressed and filtered must is poured into stainless steel drums.




Our search for exactly how this is made took Marina and me to Ingrid de Waal of Canettevallei, a wine and lavender farm in Stellenbosch, South Africa.23 At the time, Ingrid was to the best of our knowledge one of the only remaining producers of real grape must syrup in South Africa. There are indeed products that are marketed as “grape must syrup,” but one of the producers of such a grape must syrup product that we were able to speak to admitted that their product is not real grape must syrup, because they don’t cook it for the required time but instead add sugar. Their “grape must syrup” also tends to crystallize. It is similar to vino cotto when sugar and other products are added to it.



Ingrid graciously gave me and Marina the opportunity to film the entire process of making grape must syrup. It can be seen in What Wine Did Jesus Make And Why? - An Illustrative Video24 as well as in the cover photo. They make it according to a recipe that dates back to the time of Julius Caesar (100—44 BC).
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The must is cooked outdoors on wood fires.
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Boiling must.






The must, which had been pressed the day before, is boiled for about ten hours in large stainless steel pots on open fires. These pots each contain approximately 150 liters (almost 40 gallons) of must. Smaller volumes of must require significantly less time. When it is ready, it is a dark, almost black sticky liquid, thinner and more runny than fresh honey. Because it is boiled, it contains no alcohol and can last for years without spoiling. 
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When the must is finished boiling, only about 20% of the must remains.




In the end, only about a fifth of the original volume of must is left in the pot. Other producers do not cook it for quite as long and therefore retain a greater percentage of the must.
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The grape must syrup is scooped out to be bottled.
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Grape must syrup can be enjoyed in various ways.




In his book The Bible And Wine (1907), Ferrar Fenton, an expert on the everyday life of the biblical world and languages such as Hebrew, Arabic, Aramaic and Greek, recounts how a missionary in Syria told him that grape must syrup was still widely used in that country at the time:

… it is thick and very sweet, and is in common use in the villages in Syria. They make us presents of it, and we eat it with porridge and drink it mixed with milk, also use it as you use golden syrup with bread.25


Fenton goes on to say:

Here we have the very custom continued to our day, referred to by the prophet Isaiah (55:1), where he says, ‘Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price.’ I have drunk some of this myself, and it is [a] delightful drink. It is simply the Greek glukus, or the Latin mustum or defrutum, mixed with milk.26


It is interesting that Pliny, if I have counted it correctly, refers to “must that has been boiled down,” in other words “grape must syrup,” about eleven times in Historia Naturalis.

He also mentions different countries where grape must syrup was used at the time, as well as the different names for it in the different languages. In his country (Italy) they call it sapa, he says. He explains:

… sapa, is a product of art, not of nature, made by boiling down must to a third of its quantity; must boiled down to only one-half is called defrutum.27


Pliny therefore mentions two products here that are cooked from must. The first is “sapa” or grape must syrup that is boiled until only a third of the must is left in the pot. But what is the second product?
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Alcohol-free Products - Balsamic Vinegar





When filming the making of grape must syrup, Ingrid de Waal explained that when must is boiled down halfway, it later turns into the popular balsamic vinegar we know today. Since balsamic vinegar is boiled, it is also alcohol-free like grape must syrup. Apicius also distinguishes in his recipes between grape must syrup, which he calls must “that has been boiled down to one third of its volume,” and balsamic vinegar or “defrutum.” He describes the defrutum as must “spiced, boiled down to one half of its volume.”1

The ordinary vinegar we use today is alcohol-free, but this was not the case in antiquity. When wine oxidizes, it turns sour and later transforms into vinegar, but it still retains the alcohol. Balsamic vinegar differs from this, because it is boiled and therefore alcohol-free. This distinction is important to keep in mind when we refer to the oxidized wine of antiquity. At the time, wine soured and oxidized in a fairly short time, but was called yayin or “wine” because it still contained alcohol. It could therefore still be used to disinfect water. Thus when we read about “wine,” we can’t always tell to what extent it has already oxidized or soured. Knowing what time of year it is, how long since the last harvest, would give an indication.

However, when the wine (yayin) is completely oxidized, it is called “vinegar”—homes in Hebrew—as it appears in Proverbs 10:26. Vinegar is called homes when it is made either of wine or beer, such as in the Nazarite vow:

“… he shall separate himself from wine and beer; he shall drink neither wine-vinegar (yayin homes) nor vinegar made from beer (homes shekar), neither shall he drink any grape juice, nor eat fresh grapes or raisins” (Numbers 6:3). 

It is important to know that although Pliny calls balsamic vinegar defrutum, the word defrutum is also sometimes used to mean grape must syrup.

Furthermore, where Pliny refers to sapa and defrutum and the other names by which grape must syrup and balsamic vinegar were known, he refers to them as: “All these wines ...”2. So when he speaks of “wine” (yayin or oinos), he includes grape must syrup and vinegar, because the word “wine” (yayin) functioned as an overarching term for all products made from must (tirosh), or that contained must. This falls strangely on our modern ears, because we clearly distinguish between soft drinks and liquor, in other words between non-alcoholic and alcoholic drinks. It was different in biblical times, because alcoholic beverages were not as strong and drinkable as modern wine, nor did they play the same role in society that the wines of today do. They called their drinking water, which contained a small amount of their wine or beer, “wine.” This was more common for them to consume than any soft drinks are for us. They had to carry some with them wherever they went in their hot desert world. There was not really anything like “soft drinks” or even anything else that they could drink apart from this “water.” And this water they called “wine” (yayin or oinos), in order to distinguish it from untreated water. This is because the existence of alcohol as such was not yet known at the time, and the treated water also did not have the intoxicating effect on people that modern wine has. Lukacs explains it thus:

In ancient cultures … no one divided wine into subsets of different elements, and no one knew anything about alcohol as such. Instead, wine was itself a single entity …3


In other words, they did not distinguish between non-alcoholic and alcoholic beverages. Fruit juice was rare and furthermore seasonal. They did not know about preservatives, nor did they have glass bottles, or plastic and cardboard containers. And they certainly did not have refrigerators in which to cool them. They did not know fruit juices in the way we are privileged to do today.

What exactly they understood about what happens to the must remains an open question. All they knew was that this must, as Pliny described it, “boiled” naturally and by itself, without the intervention of human hands. In other words, something made it “boil,” made it bubble and fizz. And when it had finished “boiling” and therefore no longer made bubbles, it had an intoxicating effect when someone drank it. The Latin word he uses here for “boil” or ferment, he says, is the word that describes the process for “the passage of the must into wine”.4

Other writers from antiquity also generally described the picture of fermenting must with the word “boiling.” “Boil” in this sense does not refer to something that boils, but to what must looks like as it is fermenting. The bubbles and the movement in the must make it appear as if it is “boiling,” although there is no heat source involved. This phenomenon where the must is “boiling” can also be seen in What Wine Did Jesus Make And Why? - An Illustrative Video.

Pliny’s description of fermenting must as something that “boils,” however, should not be confused with the practice of boiling the must on an open fire to make grape juice, balsamic vinegar or grape must syrup.

The must that is boiled at Canettevallei in Stellenbosch is filtered must without the skins and seeds. That which Aristotle refers to, as Pope also mentioned earlier, is must that is cooked with skins and all:

... it contains considerable quantities of heat and earth, as ... the smoke dries it up in the skins to such an extent that it must be scraped off before it is drunk.5


Fenton explains the following with regard to grape must syrup:

This unfermented grape juice improved by age when kept in skin bottles, or tanks and casks, and became a thick treacle-like syrup, which had to be cut with a knife or spoon before being diluted in water to form a drink. In flavor it far surpasses any of the fermented wines made from the same grapes, and is no more intoxicating than is a cup of Chinese tea, as I can testify from using it. As a restorative in illness, or after sickness, its nourishing power is great.6


When the must has been boiling for about ten hours, Ingrid de Waal takes a few drops from each of the pots and tests them with a refractometer to determine that the sugar content is correct before the fire is raked out from under the pots. She explained that if it were to boil for too long, the sugar content would become so high that the grape must syrup could crystallize after a while. This is possibly what Aristotle and Fenton are talking about when they say it gets so thick that it has to be scraped off or even cut away. But if the boiling process is stopped at the right stage, it remains a thin, liquid syrup for years. So although they were not aware of sugar content in biblical times, this would not have made a significant difference—it could crystallize but, like honey, it did not spoil and retained its value.

Fenton also mentions the common use of grape must syrup throughout the ages:

The juice of the grape has been preserved in an unfermented state in all grape-growing countries, and in some for 3000 years, and it has been called wine. It is called wine by nearly all the great travelers and in ancient and modern dictionaries.7


Fenton thereby sheds light on the use of the Hebrew word yayin, which is generally translated as “wine.” This word is evidently used generically for any of the products derived from must, including grape juice, vinegar, grape must syrup, and wine. Hence we read, for example:

“... I have drunk my grape must syrup (yayin) with my milk” (Song of Songs 5:1).
“... come, buy without money and without price, grape must syrup (yayin) and milk!” (Isaiah 55:1).

The word yayin is indeed most commonly understood to mean “wine,” but here we see that it was sometimes also used for other grape products, such as grape must syrup. Yayin can therefore be seen as an overarching term for everything derived from grapes. Important to note, however, is that this does not mean that must (tirosh) itself can also be translated as “wine,” as is found in so many translations. The word tirosh is furthermore not used as such an umbrella term: tirosh or must is the juice of grapes from the time they are pressed until they are fermented to dryness. Nowhere is it used to mean “wine” or “new wine”; it is in fact clearly distinguishable from those meanings. It is not the must (tirosh) itself, but the products made from must, such as grape must syrup, that are called wine (yayin). A translator must therefore pay close attention to the context in which the word yayin appears in order to determine whether it should be translated as wine, vinegar, grape juice, or grape must syrup.

Depending on how far along the fermentation process is, one can naturally get quite intoxicated from must (tirosh). That is why those who insinuated that the disciples were intoxicated when they spoke in tongues, said: “They are full of must (gleukos)” (Acts 2:13).

McGovern

Exploring the topic of grape must syrup further, Professor Patrick McGovern’s book Ancient Wine: The Search for the Origins of Viniculture is a very informative text on viticulture in general and specifically on the viticulture of antiquity. As a biomolecular archeologist, he did pioneering research on the wine of the ancient world, including of Israel. His laboratory developed a technique whereby he could determine the contents of excavated earthen pots and amphorae. This made it possible for him to establish which of the jars contained wine, beer or water, or something else like grape must syrup. He explains how they determined if such a jar had contained grape must syrup. He says that the:

… thick, viscous liquid would probably have left a uniform coating of residue on the inside of the jars.8


His laboratory would then analyze such a sediment in the jar to determine exactly what the grape must syrup had consisted of. He describes the syrup itself as follows:

Concentrating grape juice down by heating … was known to the ancient peoples of Mesopotamia as well as the Greeks and Romans. It enables the fruit to be preserved, and, diluted with water, it produces a refreshing, nonalcoholic beverage.9


McGovern says that it is possible that the cooking of grape must syrup was practiced as far back as the late Iron Age:

Other late Iron Age jugs and jars are inscribed with terms such as “smoked wine” and “very dark wine.” If we project later practice back into the past, we can understand “smoked wine” to mean either a “cooked” wine, in which the wine was concentrated down to a sweet syrup (Latin sapa or defrutum) …10


The grape must syrup from Canettevallei is boiled outdoors, in large open pots on wood fires. It is this that makes connoisseurs detect a slight taste of smokiness in it. This is possibly also what the inscriptions on these ancient jars referred to as “smoked wine.”

McGovern goes on to say that this practice has survived to this day in countries such as Iran and Turkey:

“… to make the popular shireh of modern Iran …”11
“… in modern Turkey … Grapes are boiled down to a thick syrup or solid to produce basduk and kessme, which keep well and are diluted with water to make refreshing drinks as needed.”12


Cane sugar was only discovered in the seventeenth century. Although grape must syrup is sweet, the demand for something sweet was so great in those times that they even added honey to grape must syrup, as McGovern explains:

The craving for sugar in the ancient diet set a high priority on these beverages, which entailed boiling down the grape must and adding honey.13


Columella

Ancient wine is also described by the agronomist Lucius Junius Moderatus Columella, simply known as Columella, in his 12-volume agricultural handbook On Agriculture (De Re Rustica), in which he also quotes Pliny’s encyclopedia several times. This text is widely regarded as the most important source on agriculture in Roman times. Columella, who lived during the time of Jesus and the apostles (4 BC to 70 AD), gives us a vivid image of the practice of agriculture. From the results of research and experiments he carried out on his farms in Italy, he provides detailed instructions for the production of wine products. In Volumes 3 and 4 he gives advice on, among other things, the variety of vines you could plant in your specific type of soil, how to prepare the soil, the cultivation of the vine, and the best time to prune it. Volume 12 offers advice on something of particular importance to us, namely how to make and preserve the various wine products.

The preservation of wine was a very big problem. They did not realize that they could use sulfur dioxide, with which we preserve wine today. The Romans did, however, prepare their amphorae for the new wine through a comprehensive cleaning process every year before the grape harvest. They finished this cleansing process by burning a sulfur stone inside the vessel, a custom that is practiced in some circles in the wine industry to this day. According to Professor Rod Phillips, burning sulfur has the side effect that the wine cannot complete its natural process of fermentation.14 Little did the Romans realize that they actually had the answer to their search for a preservative right there in their hands, while they were using it to their own detriment in this way.

It is clear from both Pliny’s and Columella’s texts that they tried all kinds of things to extend the relatively short time that wine could remain potable.

In one chapter called “Of several Compositions for preserving and Strengthening Wine,” Columella writes:

Care must be taken, that the must, which is squeezed out of the grapes, may keep for a long time, or, at least, that it be durable till it be sold.15


Columella then explains that the wine could be preserved by thoroughly boiling it. He also describes how to work with the wood and the fire, the type of pots that could be used, the sieves with which the dregs had to be scooped off constantly while the must is boiling, how to prevent the must from burning, and to what stage it should boil before the fire had to be raked out from under the pots so that they could cool down in good time. He writes:

Of the must which they have thrown into leaden vessels, some boil away a fourth part of it, others a third: nor is there any doubt, but, if any should boil it to one half, he would make a better rob of grapes, and so much the more profitable for use …16

… if the must be of its own nature small, when it is boiled away to a third part, the fire must be withdrawn from it, and the furnace must be forthwith cooled with water: which tho' we have done, nevertheless the sodden must sinks below the third part of the vessel. But, tho’ this may be of some detriment, yet it has its advantage for, the more it is boiled away, (provided it be not burnt) the better and thicker it will be.17


It is clear that the longer the must was boiled, the better, because then the grape must syrup would form a stronger concentrate that could last for years:

Whatever character the wine may be of, which can be kept for years, without any composition or mixture to preserve it, we are of opinion that is the best; nor must any thing at all be mixed with it, whereby its natural taste may be blunted or allayed; for that, which can please by its own natural-quality alone, is the most excellent.18


Descriptions such as this, namely that the wine—or rather, the grape must syrup—“could keep for years,” might be one of the misunderstandings on which the assumption is based that ancient winemakers practiced the process of aging wine. It was not of wine that Columella wrote here, but of alcohol-free grape must syrup.

This grape must syrup—or wine, as Columella calls it—can be used for purposes such as preserving fruit. Columella describes how olives and apples can be placed in this wine to make it last longer.19 Pliny also writes that:

Grapes are also preserved … by being placed in must that has been boiled down …20


Columella has much more to teach us about the technique of boiling grape must syrup and the different uses for it. It is clear from this text of Columella, as also from texts written by Aristotle and Pliny, that it was a common practice in biblical times for winemakers to boil must down. It would be unusual for a household not to have any grape must syrup; it was available and in use everywhere. The ideal would have been for each household to boil the must (tirosh) from their own vineyard and thereby produce enough grape must syrup (yayin) for the rest of the year until the next harvest. To have this delicious grape product at your disposal all year round—what more could you ask for!
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“Be on your guard
for yourselves, lest
your hearts be
weighed down with
carousing and
drinking ...”
Jesus Christ

Luke 21:34
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