
The Nazirite vow

The Hebrew word translated Nazirite, nāzîr, has the literal meaning of
‘consecrated’ or ‘devoted one’; it comes from nāzar, ‘to consecrate’ or
‘separate [oneself]’.1 It also has the meaning ‘a diadem’, the ‘crown of

God’, possibly derived from the Nazirite’s uncut hair.2 The prohibitions of the
vow (see below) may have been linked with the worst features of Canaanite
worship. Certainly that relating to alcohol evidences a wider biblical concern.
This is reflected in the restriction imposed on the priesthood: ‘Then the LORD

said to Aaron, “You and your sons are not to drink wine or other fermented
drink whenever you go into the Tent of Meeting, or you will die. This is a
lasting ordinance for the generations to come”’ (Leviticus 10:8–9).

We also see it in the general warning of Proverbs: ‘Wine is a mocker and
beer a brawler; whoever is led astray by them is not wise’ (20:1); and in the
sad example of Noah: ‘Noah, a man of the soil, proceeded to plant a
vineyard. When he drank some of its wine, he became drunk and lay
uncovered inside his tent’ (Genesis 9:20–21).

Amos links the corruption of the Nazirites along with the silencing of
the prophets as one of the chief causes of the apostasy that characterized his
own day:

‘I also raised up prophets from among your sons
and Nazirites from among your young men.

Is this not true, people of Israel?’ declares the LORD.
‘But you made the Nazirites drink wine

and commanded the prophets not to prophesy’ (Amos 2:11–12).

The prophet Samuel may well have been a Nazirite3—certainly the vow
relating to the cutting of hair was applied to him (1 Samuel 1:11).

In order to understand Samson and his Nazirite vow it is important to
read Numbers 6:1–21 carefully. The most important aspects as they affect
the life of Samson are outlined below:
• ‘He must abstain from wine and other fermented drink … As long as he

is a Nazirite … (6:3–4).
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• ‘During the entire period of his vow of separation no razor may be used
on his head. … He must let the hair of his head grow long’ (6:5).

• ‘Throughout the period of his separation to the Lord he must not go near
a dead body’ (6:6).

The significance of these three aspects is heightened in Samson’s case
because his status as a Nazirite was to be in force throughout his life. He
was dedicated at the moment of conception and only death could release
him from it. Consequently there are two ways of understanding the sin of
Samson and his subsequent loss of strength.

According to the first understanding Samson progressively breaks all
three aspects of the vow, and when the final transgression is made, forfeits
his strength from God. If we follow this line of reasoning then the first
transgression is recorded in 14:8–9, when he scoops the honey from the
carcass of the lion he has slain. This interpretation requires an
understanding of ‘dead body’ in Numbers 6:6 to refer to any cadaver, not
just a human one. It seems far from certain that the text should be stretched
to accommodate such an understanding. A second assumption is also
needed to sustain this first theory and that is in connection with the
prohibition on alcohol. Samson’s wedding reception was, as we will see
later, set against the backdrop of a drinking bout. The text does not,
however, say that Samson himself partook of the alcohol that would have
been available in plentiful supply. Equally, it seems unwarranted to argue
that ‘A vineyard was a dangerous place for a man who was not supposed to
have anything to do with grapes’, which is the point Warren Wiersbe
makes in relation to Samson’s journey recorded in 14:5.4 Neither of these
incidents seems conclusively to point to a break in the vow and, most
significantly, Scripture nowhere designates them as such.

The simpler explanation seems the best: that the breaking of the vow
was solely accomplished through the cutting of his hair.

The person of Christ
Professor John G. Gammie agues that: ‘In the NT it is likely that one of the
significances attached to Jesus’ being called a “Nazarene” (Matthew 2:23)
is that he too should be viewed as a Nazirite in the sense of being
consecrated to God from the womb.’5
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This idea, though popular, is fraught with difficulty. Jesus certainly
did not avoid dead bodies; indeed there are a number of occasions when
he is specifically recorded as being in close proximity to them. In the
account of the miracle of the raising of Jairus’ daughter we are expressly
told that ‘he took her by the hand’ before raising her to life again (Mark
5:22–43).

There are further difficulties when we come to the question of alcohol.
Jesus’ first miracle was, after all, the changing of water into wine (John 2).
He was accused of being a drunkard: ‘The Son of Man came eating and
drinking, and they say, “Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax
collectors and ‘sinners’.” But wisdom is proved right by her actions’
(Matthew 11:19); however, this was undoubtedly a gross exaggeration and
distortion of the truth. We do know that he did indeed eat in the homes of
tax collectors and sinners. We have no evidence either way on the issue of
his drinking alcohol, in moderation, in their company.

It is also true of course that the New Testament furnishes us with no
physical description of Jesus so the length of his hair is a matter of complete
conjecture. We do know that the Apostle Paul said, ‘If a man has long hair,
it is a disgrace to him’ (1 Corinthians 11:14). Though this was written in a
Gentile context it seems highly unlikely that he would have made such a
remark if the Lord himself had the flowing locks so familiar to us from the
artist’s brush.

That Jesus was a Nazirite, is, I feel, wholly unproven and extremely
unlikely.

The consecration of the Saviour to his Father’s will and purpose is,
however, a totally different matter. While the obedience of Samson was
found wanting, that of Jesus was total; while the life of Samson was
flawed, that of Jesus was beyond reproach.

Dedication to God was the hallmark of Jesus’ life from start to finish. As
a child he questioned why his parents were perplexed and concerned over
his whereabouts. In reply to their rebuke, when their frantic search finally
located him in the temple precincts, he calmly asked, ‘Why were you
searching for me? … Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?’
(Luke 2:49).

The writer to the Hebrews was inspired to place the words of Psalm
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40:6–8 into the mouth of Jesus: ‘Here I am—it is written about me in the
scroll—I have come to do your will, O God’ (Hebrews 10:7).

There was a holy determination evident towards the end of his earthly
ministry when he told his disciples: ‘We are going up to Jerusalem … and
the Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and teachers of the law.
They will condemn him to death and will hand him over to the Gentiles’
(Mark 10:33).

There is a quiet dignity and profound resolve reflected in Luke’s
observation: ‘As the time approached for him to be taken up to heaven,
Jesus resolutely set out for Jerusalem’ (Luke 9:51, emphasis mine). The
KJV6 renders the same verse: ‘And it came to pass, when the time was come
that he should be received up, he steadfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem’
(emphasis mine).

Despite his complete awareness of all that lay before him, he was
resolute in following the path his Father had ordained for him. Even in his
darkest hour, in the Garden of Gethsemane, his horror of all that awaited
him was overruled by his utter obedience to his divine mission: ‘Going a
little farther, he fell with his face to the ground and prayed, “My Father, if
it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you
will”’ (Matthew 26:39).

Questions

COMPARING SCRIPTURE WITH SCRIPTURE

1. Consider the story in 1 Samuel 15 particularly as it relates to the
subject of obedience. Give special consideration to verses 22–23.

2. What are the characteristics of true obedience? (See Deuteronomy
11:13–14; Romans 6:17; Isaiah 1:19–20; Deuteronomy 28:14; Philippians
2:12–13.)

3. Why does Paul take what appears to be a vow, very similar to the
Nazirite vow, in Acts 18:18?

APPLYING SCRIPTURE TO DAILY LIFE

1. What attitude towards vows should be generated by a study of
Proverbs 20:25 and Ecclesiastes 5:4–7?
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2. What practical steps can we take to increase our obedience to God?
3. What would you consider to be a wise attitude towards the use of

alcohol?
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