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How the Early Rabbis Considered the Drinking, Rebellious Son
When encountering the curious, yet somewhat morally challenging
situation of the rebellious son, there are many different directions to
pursue (indeed, a simple search yields hundreds, if not thousands of
results on the Internet). As this publication focusses on drinking, that is
precisely our direction to consider. When we encounter the section in
which it appears, it’s not entirely clear what this child is doing drinking-
wise during his transgressing (Deut. 21:18-21):

If a man has a wayward and defiant
son, who does not heed his father or
mother and does not obey them even
after they discipline him, (19) his
father and mother shall take hold of
him and bring him out to the elders of
his town at the public place of his
community. (20) They shall say to the
elders of his town, “This son of ours is
disloyal and defiant; he does not
heed us. He is a glutton and a [???].”
(21) Thereupon, his town’s elders
shall stone him to death. Thus, you
will sweep out evil from your midst:
all Israel will hear and be afraid.

בֵּ֚ן אִ֗ישׁ   יֶ֣ה לְ  כִּֽי־יִהְ )יח( 
עַ שֹׁמֵ֔ וּ   נֶ֣נּ י ה אֵ רֶ֔ רֵ֣ר וּמוֹ סוֹ
מּ֑וֹ  ק֣וֹל אִ  וּבְ בִ֖יו   ק֥וֹל אָ  בְּ
מַ֖ע  שְׁ לֹ֥א יִ וֹ וְ וּ אֹת֔ ר֣ יִסְּ וְ

וּ ב֖וֹ שׂ תָ֥פְ הֶֽם׃ )יט( וְ י לֵ אֲ
ת֛וֹ וּ אֹ צִ֧יא מּ֑וֹ וְהוֹ  בִ֣יו וְאִ  אָ
ר שַׁ֥עַ  ל־ וֹ וְאֶ יר֖ נֵ֥י עִ  קְ ל־זִ אֶ

וּ  ר֞ מְ ׃ )כ( וְאָ קֹמֽוֹ מְ
וּ זֶה֙ נֵ֤נ  ר֗וֹ בְּ י נֵ֣י עִ  קְ ל־זִ אֶ
מֵ֖עַ שֹׁ וּ   נֶ֥נּ י ה אֵ רֶ֔ וּמֹ רֵ֣ר  סוֹ
בֵֽא׃ )כא( ל וְסֹ וּ זוֹלֵ֖ נ קֹלֵ֑ בְּ
יר֤וֹ שֵׁ֨י עִ   נְ ל־אַ וּ כׇּ ה גָמֻ֠ וּ֠רְ
תָּ֥   רְ בִֽעַ וּ ת  ם֙ וָמֵ֔ י נִ בָ בָֽאֲ

אֵ֖ל  רָ ל־יִשְׂ בֶּ֑ךָ וְכׇ  רְ קִּ ע מִ רָ֖  הָ
וּ א רָֽ יִ וּ וְ ע֥  מְ שְׁ יִ

“Come, I’ll get some wine; Let us swill
beer.
And tomorrow will be just the same,
Or even much grander!”

יַ֖יִן ה־ חָ קְ וּ אֶ תָ֥י  אֵ
כָ֑ר  שֵׁ אָ֣ה   בְּ סְ וְנִ

ר חָ֔ י֣וֹם מָ ה֙  זֶ יָ֤ה כָ  וְהָ
אֹֽד ר מְ יֶ֥תֶ וֹל  גָּד֖

How Can We Understand סבא?
I have explicitly removed the translation of the word סבא - what is this 

person? This
word of סבא does
not appear many
times in the Bible
(this is its only
appearance in
the Torah). It
does, however,
appear in
successive
verses in the
book of Proverbs
and a 

While the verse in Ezekiel refers to a group of drunken men, it is interesting
that the verse in Isaiah mentions wine, but getting drunk off of beer. In
Proverbs, it appears in 23:20-21 where it refers to wine:

Do not be of those who guzzle wine,
Or glut themselves on meat;
For guzzlers and gluttons will be
impoverished,
And drowsing will clothe you in tatters.

יָ֑יִן י־ אֵ סֹֽבְ הִ֥י בְ  ל־תְּ אַ
מוֹ שָׂ֣ר לָֽ  י בָ לֵ֖ זֹלְ בְּ

רֵ֑שׁ וָּ  ל יִ וְ֭זוֹלֵ בֵ֣א  כִּֽי־סֹ
בִּ֥ישׁ  לְ תַּ עִ֗ים   רָ וּ֝קְ

מָֽה וּ נ
So we see that it refers once to beer and once to wine in the Bible. So,
perhaps we can translate סבא as a “guzzler”.

couple of times in the prophets. In addition to appearing in Ezekiel 23:42,
it appears in Isaiah 56:12:

Aside from all of the conditions concerning eating, when it comes to
problematic drinking, the sages narrow down the problematic drinking to a
certain amount of wine and no other beverages. How much wine this boy is
to drink to become culpable, according to the anonymous opinion, is
around 7 ounces, whereas for Rabbi Yosei, it is over 13 ounces. This is
certainly not an insignificant amount of wine, but considering all of the
loopholes, it is pretty small, considering that 13 ounces is just over half of
a typical bottle of wine these days. Another aspect is that if it is a non-wine
intoxicating beverage, this child is able to be exempt from this category,
such as beer. 

Concerning the quantitative consumption of this boy, Rachel Rosenthal
describes in her 2019 doctoral dissertation (“Rebel with a Clause:
Interpretation, Pedagogy, and the Problem of the Stubborn and Rebellious
Son”, 91-92):

Mishnaic Parameters
When our sages consider what triggers a transgression for this problematic
boy, they focus only on wine, as they quote the verse in Proverbs (Mishnah
Sanhedrin 8:2):

From when is a stubborn and rebellious son
liable?
From when he eats a tarteimar of meat and
drinks a half-log of Italian wine.
Rabbi Yosei says: "A maneh of meat and
drinks a log of wine."
If he ate them with a mitzvah gathering,
or he ate them at the intercalation of a
month, or he ate them as second tithe in
Jerusalem, if he ate the meat of
unslaughtered animal carcasses or animals
that had wounds that would have caused
them to die within twelve months or
repugnant creatures or creeping animals, or
he ate untithed produce, or first tithe from
which its terumah was not separated, or
second tithe outside Jerusalem or
consecrated food that was not redeemed, if
he ate an item that a mitzvah or an item of a
transgression, or if he ate any food but did
not eat meat, or if he drank any beverage but
did not drink wine, he does not become a
stubborn and rebellious son, unless he eats
meat and drinks wine, as it is stated: “is a
glutton and a drunkard” (Deut. 21:20).
And although there is no proof to the matter,
there is an allusion to the matter, as it is
stated: “Be not among wine drinkers, among
gluttonous eaters of meat” (Prov. 23:20).

ל יֹּאכַ  שֶּׁ   יָּב, מִ  י חַ תַ ימָ אֵ מֵ
ה תֶּ  שְׁ יִ ר וְ שָׂ ר בָּ ימַ טֵ רְ טַ
י. קִ לְ יטַ אִ לֹג יַיִן הָ י  צִ חֲ

ר שָׂ נֶה בָּ ר, מָ י אוֹמֵ י יוֹסֵ בִּ רַ
לֹג יָיִן. וְ

וָה, צְ ת מִ בוּרַ חֲ ל בַּ כַ אָ
, שׁ חֹדֶ וּר הַ בּ עִ ל בְּ כַ אָ

י נִ שֵׁ ר  שֵׂ עֲ ל מַ כַ אָ
יִם, לַ שָׁ וּ יר בִּ

פוֹת, רֵ לוֹת וּטְ בֵ ל נְ כַ אָ
ים, שִׂ מָ וּרְ ים  צִ קָ שְׁ

וֹן אשׁ ר רִ שֵׂ עֲ ל וּמַ בֶ ל טֶ כַ אָ
תוֹ רוּמָ ה תְ לָ טְּ לֹּא נִ  שֶׁ

לֹּא  שֶׁ שׁ  דֵּ קְ י וְהֶ נִ שֵׁ ר  שֵׂ עֲ וּמַ
וּ,  דּ פְ נִ

וָה צְ הוּא מִ שֶׁ ר  בָ ל דָּ כַ אָ
ה, רָ בֵ הוּא עֲ שֶׁ ר  בָ וְדָ

ל כַ לֹא אָ ל וְ כָ אֲ ל מַ ל כָּ כַ אָ
ר, שָׂ בָּ

לֹא ה וְ קֶ שְׁ  ל מַ ה כָ תָ שָׁ
ה יַיִן, תָ שָׁ

ר ן סוֹרֵ ה בֵ שֶׂ ינוֹ נַעֲ אֵ
ר שָׂ ל בָּ יֹּאכַ  שֶׁ ד  ה, עַ וּמוֹרֶ

ר מַ נֶּאֱ שֶׁ ה יַיִן,  תֶּ  שְׁ יִ וְ
א. ל וְסֹבֵ )דברים כא( זוֹלֵ
יָה אָ ין רְ אֵ שֶׁ י  פִּ ל  ף עַ וְאַ

ר מַ נֶּאֱ שֶׁ ר,  בָ דָּ ר לַ ר, זֵכֶ בָ דָּ לַ
י הִ ל תְּ )משלי כג( אַ

מוֹ ר לָ שָׂ י בָ לֵ זֹלְ י יָיִן בְּ אֵ סֹבְ בְ

Even as the volumes of meat and wine seem smaller than we might have
expected, tying the stubborn and rebellious son to only meat and wine
still accomplishes the unstated goal of limiting the scope of the case. 

After framing the base amounts of meat and wine that are required for
conviction, the mishnah further limits its already narrow
requirements...by limiting the cases where those requirements are 
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imposed. ... The notion that a son cannot be prosecuted as a stubborn
and rebellious son when he is performing a commandment is rational.
Judaism is not a religion of asceticism. Bodily pleasure is not only
permitted but encouraged, as long as it takes place within prescribed
parameters. This becomes even more true when partaking in pleasure is
for the sake of fulfilling a commandment, whether through consuming a
sacrifice or the celebratory Sabbath meal. Within this framework, the
possibility of overindulgence seems probable, if not ideal.

More importantly, as we see in our mishnah, eating and drinking can
sometimes be at the heart of performing a commandment. It is not
ancillary or a reward for the fulfillment of the commandment, but
actually at the heart of the commandment itself. Even as it seems
unlikely that the son, who has so little regard for his parents, will have
much regard for the fulfillment of commandments in general, there is a
clear benefit in encouraging him to fulfill commandments, even if they
are performed for the wrong reason. The hope is that commandments
that are fulfilled for the wrong reasons can ultimately be observed for
the right reasons.

Indeed, according to this mishnah, there are plenty of occasions on
which this child would be able to consume such amounts of wine, yet not
be culpable, whether of laudatory mitzvah activities or of regrettable
transgressions, as we read of Rosenthal further describing this
problematic son (Ibid., 95):

Ultimately, the stubborn and rebellious son, as defined by the mishnah,
is a son who is out of control. He shows no fear of his parents and
follows his appetites wherever they lead him—even, eventually, to
violence. Because of the potential severity of his crimes, a reader might
come to believe that the rules for qualifying foods should be extended
to include food that is otherwise forbidden, and especially food that
rightfully belongs to the priests, the Levites, or the Temple. The
mishnah comes to tell us that this is not the case. The requirement of
meat and wine is absolute, and the meat and wine themselves have to
be otherwise permissible in order for the son to be eligible for
conviction as stubborn and rebellious. No other case can be combined
with that of the stubborn and rebellious son—a dramatic limitation
imposed on the case. This does not mean that he will not be prosecuted
for eating forbidden things in a forbidden way, but rather, that the
violation blocks him from being stubborn and rebellious. Here,
categories of violations cannot be mixed, and again, a layer of
protection is added for the son.

As we understand from Rosenthal, there are other non-consumptive
limitations that the sages place on this boy, making it seem to be so
comically narrowly possible for one to actually be culpable for this
category.

Other Rabbinic Perspectives 
Indeed, with all of these restrictions, even the Talmud points the very
narrow likelihood of anyone achieving such culpability (Sanhedrin 71a):

There has never been a stubborn and
rebellious son and there will never be
one in the future, so why was it written?
To expound and receive reward.

תניא בן סורר ומורה
לא היה ולא עתיד
להיות ולמה נכתב
דרוש וקבל שכר

While there is certainly a lot to unpack in his statement, Rabbi Yosei the
Galilean is pointing out the broader value to the society of ending this
boy’s life at this point in time. Moreover, it is only the boy’s parents who
have the ability to bring him to be considered to be guilty of this
problematic behavior. I am also fascinated by his indirect reference to
the subsequent verse in Proverbs that is not quoted in The Mishnah, that
such people will become “impoverished and drowsing will clothe you in
tatters” (Prov. 23:21). Concerning Rabbi Yose the Galilean’s statement,
Rabbi David Fried wrote a few years ago ("Ben Sorer U-moreh Was and
Will Be"), that, "If God gave us a law, we must have faith that in at least
some instances, it is the right thing to do, even if those instances may be
rare. What we can do is work on our own morality; work on making sure
we never give up on any child; work to ensure that we build a society
where the kind of circumstances that call for such an unpleasant
consequence never arises."

Indeed, this whole consideration is clearly a challenging situation where
the boy has defied his parents to such a great degree and is consuming
in a clearly problematic way that they are even concerned for his well
being, not only in the present, but certainly the future. While teenagers
may eat a lot of food, to be drinking even seven or 13 ounces of wine
may seem only a moderate amount for adults, when one considers how
their appetite for meat grows, their tolerance for wine will also likely
grow, yielding an older teenager or young adult who consumes to such a
great degree as to be quite worrisome. What we ultimately end up with is
a curious tension between never wanting to see such a situation occur
with a young boy, but also seeking to curb ravenous appetites and
dangerous behaviors.

While this text presents an easy way out of the moral considerations of
killing such a young person for these activities, one early second
century rabbi provided a framing for why the Torah included this
mitzvah (Sanhedrin 72a):

It was taught: Rabbi Yosei The
Galilean says: "And since he ate a
tarteimar of meat and drank a half-log
of Italian wine, the Torah states he
shall be taken out to court to be
stoned? Rather, the Torah penetrated
the ultimate mind-set of the stubborn
and rebellious son that, in the end, he
will squander his father’s property,
and, seeking that to which he had
become accustomed but not finding
them, he will go out to the crossroads
and rob people. The Torah said he
should die innocent, and not die
guilty, because the death of the
wicked is beneficial to them and
beneficial to the world, [while the
death] of the righteous is detrimental
to them and detrimental to the
world...."

תניא רבי יוסי הגלילי
אומר וכי מפני שאכל

זה תרטימר בשר
ושתה חצי לוג יין
האיטלקי אמרה

תורה יצא לבית דין
ליסקל אלא הגיעה

תורה לסוף דעתו של
בן סורר ומורה שסוף

מגמר נכסי אביו
ומבקש למודו ואינו
מוצא ויוצא לפרשת
דרכים ומלסטם את
הבריות  אמרה תורה
ימות זכאי ואל ימות
חייב שמיתתן של

רשעים הנאה להם
והנאה לעולם

ולצדיקים רע להם
ורע לעולם


