
There is lit tle ques tion that the day
many Chris tians cel e brate the birth
of Je sus is not, in fact His birth day.

No body knows the ac tual date of His
birth, but most likely it was dur ing the
warmer sea son, as ev i denced by the Scrip -
tures which tell us that shep herds were
tend ing their flocks in the fields at the
time (Luke2:8).

Adding to the prob a bil ity that the
Lord’s birth did not take place dur ing the 
win ter is the fact that Jo seph and Mary
had to travel from Naz a reth to Beth le -
hem in or der to com ply with Caesar Au -
gus tus’ cen sus decree. This was a dis tance 
of some sev enty miles as the crow
flies—no small dis tance in those days.

His to rians are un cer tain of the date
of the cen sus men tioned in Luke 2:1-2,
but it is im prob able that Caesar Au gus tus 
would call for a cen sus of his en tire em -
pire dur ing the win ter. Long-distance
travel would be im pos si ble in many ar eas
in cluding in Is rael. Traveling on foot and
upon beasts of bur den dur ing the win ter
would have been im pos si ble in most ar -
eas of the Ro man Em pire at that time.
Even ar mies could not march to war, let
alone the av er age cit i zen take to the high -
ways.

Yet the fact re mains that De cem ber
25th has tra di tion ally been set aside for
the com mem o ra tion of Christ’s birth.
This is due to Ro man Cath o lic tra di tion
which was re tained by most Protestant
churches.

The Christ mas sea son is ac tu ally com -
prised of a se ries of fes ti vals that are sa -
cred to Ro man Ca thol i cism: All Saint’s
Day (No vem ber 2), St. Mar tin’s Day (No -

vem ber 11), St. Nich o las’s Day (Decem -
ber 6), Christ mas Day (De cem ber 25), St. 
Ste phen’s Day (De cem ber 26), New
Year’s Day (Jan u ary 1), and Epiph -
any—com mem o rat ing the ar rival of the
Magi—also known as Old Christ mas Day
(Jan u ary 6).

It is for good rea son that the Lord
chose not to re veal the date of His birth
in Scrip ture. Man’s re li gious spirit tends
to place more im por tance upon cer tain
days and dates than on oth ers. In so do -
ing men be lieve they are pleas ing God
when, in fact, they are pander ing to their
own ideas of what con sti tutes righ teous -
ness. This is why Paul was dis tressed with
the Galatians’ ob ser vance of spe cial days:

But now, after you have known
God, why do you turn again to the
weak and beggarly el e ments, with
which you again de sire to be in bond -
age?

You ob serve days, and months, and
times, and years.

I am afraid for you, lest I have be -
stowed la bor upon you in vain.
Galatians 4:9-11

Yet it was not the ob ser vance of the
days that Paul was con cerned about but
the le gal ism at tached to those ob ser -
vances. This is clear in his epis tle to the
Romans where he sanc tioned the in divid -
ual con science to es teem one day above
an other:

One man es teems one day above an -
other; another es teems ev ery day alike.
Let ev ery man be fully per suaded in his 
own mind. 

He that re gards the day, re gards it
unto the Lord; and he that does not re -
gard the day, to the Lord he does not

re gard it. He that eats, eats to the Lord, 
for he gives God thanks, and he that
eats not, to the Lord he eats not, and
gives God thanks.

For none of us lives to him self, and
no man dies to him self. For whether
we live, we live unto the Lord, and
whether we die, we die unto the Lord.
There fore, whether we live or die, we
are the Lord’s. (Romans 14:5-8)

So it is not the ob ser vance of days in
it self that is un godly, but the re quire ment 
of those ob ser vances as a re li gious duty.
And with the pos si ble ex cep tion of the
Easter sea son, no ob ser vance has car ried
with it more le gal is tic re quire ments than
that of the Christ mas sea son. This is true
not only among Ro man Cath o lics, but
among East ern Or tho dox and even some
Prot es tants and other Chris tians.

How ever, the ques tion re mains
whether or not it is proper to cel e brate
the Lord’s birth at all, and, if so, how the
day or sea son should be com mem o rated.
We should be gin by rec ogniz ing that the
par tic u lar day cho sen for ob ser vance is
not as im por tant as our heart’s at ti tude.
As Chris tians we should keep every day
holy unto the Lord. And that spirit of
love and good will which is sup posed to
ac company the sea son of Christ mas
should pre vail in our hearts at all times.

Nor should we al low our selves to
dwell on Je sus’ in fancy be yond the won -
der of God’s grace that would al low His
Word to be come vul ner a ble to the dan -
gers of a sin ful world. No doubt many
pre fer to think of Je sus as a harm less babe 
rather than the King who will one day re -
turn to the earth to judge righ teously and
to rule with a rod of iron. It seems ir rever -
ent to dwell upon His help less ness while
in a man ger and at the mercy of a world
that hates Him.

The at mo sphere of the world dur ing
the Christ mas sea son is ev i dence of its in -
com pat i bil ity with Christ. The me dia are
filled with ad ver tis ing and pro gram ming
that turn Christmas into a he do nis tic cel -
e bra tion. Booze, babes and blas phemy
sat u rate the air waves and make a mock -
ery of the very sanc tity that Je sus instills
in those who love Him. Jesus is so rarely
men tioned that it’s ob vi ous He has lit tle
to do with the day any how. And why De -
cem ber 25th was cho sen as the date to
cel e brate His birth is espe cially sig nif i -
cant in view of the de bauched rev elry and 
drunken ness that ac com pa nies it. 
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SATURNALIA
De cem ber 25th was the date of the

Roman Sat ur na lia, a cel e bra tion to honor
the Ro man god, Sat urn. The date gen er -
ally co in cides with the win ter sol stice,
when the days be gin to lengthen and na -
ture seems to come to life. To an cient pa -
gan civ i li za tions this was the birth day of
the gods, giv ing hope to man kind for the
life that the earth would pro duce dur ing
the spring and sum mer months.

On the old Ro man cal en dar De cem -
ber 25th was in di cated as Dies Natalis
lnvicti Solis—the Day of the Birth of the
Un con quered Sun. When the Ro man
Church be gan to ex er cise religious au -
thor ity with the back ing of Rome’s mil i -
tary might, its tac tic to per suade pa gan
Romans into adopt ing its brand of Chris -
tian ity was to con vert the pa gan fes tivals
into “Chris tian” fes ti vals. The church ap -
plied fes ti vals in honor of pa gan gods to
the only true God and His Christ, Je sus.
In time, many pa gan gods were re named
as departed saints, or sup posed saints,
and the pa gan fes ti vals be came “holy
days” to be ob served in their honor.

Cel e bra tions in honor of the sun
were es pe cially sa cred, not only to the
Romans, but to cul tures that pre ceded
them. The an cient Chaldeans and Egyp -
tians observed fes ti vals and laws that
com mem o rated the birth of the sun.

Nearly 1,400 years be fore Je sus’ birth, 
a pha raoh-mystic named Akenaten made
a sym bol of the sun with each of its rays
end ing in a hu man hand. He called it the
Atonthe light of the world. Akenaten
de clared that Aton gave its light to all
na tions, to all races, and to crea tures of
ev ery kind. Aton did not judge or con -
demn, but sim ply gave light and life. To -
day’s re li gious hu man ists pres ent a
sim i lar pic ture of a non-judgmental God.

The ancient pa gans equated na ture
with God, and wor shiped the cre ation
rather than the Cre ator (Romans 1:25).
This, too, is the sin of today’s re li gious
phi los o phers who equate man with God
or be lieve that God is in ev ery one.

Be cause much of God’s truth was
known to man from the be gin ning, there
are some sim i lar i ties be tween pagan
teach ings and those of Chris tian ity. But
the Scrip tures which de fine true faith in
God are God’s truth; all other re li gious
phi los o phies—even those that go by the
name of “Chris tian”—are per ver sions of
God’s truth. 

CHRIST’S MASS
The name “Christ mas” is a con trac -

tion of “Christ’s Mass,” a spe cial Ro man
Cath olic mass per formed in cel e bra tion
of Christ’s birth. Christ mas is a holy day
of ob li ga tion to Ro man Cath o lics and
must be at tended un der pen alty of what
is known as “mor tal sin”—a sin so griev -
ous it con demns the of fender to hell
should he die with out con fess ing his sin
to a priest, or at least in tend ing to do so. 

In the Cath o lic mass Je sus is con sid -
ered both the priest and the vic tim. As
priest He is represented by the Cath o lic
priest who of fers Him as a sac ri fice at ev -
ery mass. The Cath o lic Church teaches
that the priest is em pow ered by God to
change the bread and wine into Je sus’ lit -
eral flesh and blood, and that they are to
be wor shipped in the same man ner God
is worshipped:

There should be no doubt in any -
one’s mind that all the faith ful ought
to show to this most holy sacra ment
[the com mu nion wa fer] the wor ship
which is due to the true God, as has al -
ways been the cus tom of the Cath o lic
Church. Nor is it to be adored any the
less be cause it was in sti tuted by Christ
to be eaten. (Vat i can II: The Conciliar
and Post Conciliar Doc u ments [Northport,
NY: Costello Print ing Co., 1975], EM
ef, re af firm ing the Coun cil of Trent,
Ses sion 13: De cree on the Eucha rist,
ch 5; Denz. 878, 1648.)

Many Ro man Cath o lics in the United
States and other “Protestant” coun tries
do not think of the Eu cha rist in these
terms; nor do they nec es sar ily be lieve ev -
ery thing the Ro man Cath o lic Church in -
sists is es sen tial for right stand ing in that
body. It is pri mar ily in coun tries where
Ro man Ca thol i cism dom i nates that such 
idol a try is con sciously ad hered to.

Over the cen turies, and be cause of
Protestant re jec tion of the sac ri fice of the
mass, the name Christ mas has taken on
an en tirely dif fer ent conno ta tion for
most of the world. It is no lon ger as so ci -
ated with the Ro man Cath o lic mass ex -
cept by Cath o lics, but is spe cif i cally the
day when most who call them selves
Chris tians cel e brate the birth of Je sus.

Un like Easter, which is spe cif i cally
named for Ishtar (or Astarte, or any num -
ber of names for the pa gan “Queen of
Heaven”), Christ mas is named for
Christ. Even so, its or i gins are rooted in
the apos tasy of the Ro man Church,
which apos tasy is still with us to day.

THE CHRISTMAS TREE
The ev er greens, be cause of their abil -

ity to re main verdant through out the win -
ter, have long sym bol ized im mor tal ity
and fer til ity. The Egyp tians be lieved that
the fir tree sprang from the grave of their
god Osiris who, af ter being mur dered,
was res ur rected through the tree.

The cus tom of bring ing the tree in -
doors and dec o rat ing it has been at trib -
uted to Mar tin Lu ther. He al leg edly de sired
to du pli cate the beauty of stars shin ing
through the ev ergreens of his na tive for -
est in Ger many by bring ing a fir tree into
his home and dec o rat ing it with can dles
rep re sen ta tive of the twin kling stars.

The true or i gin of dec o rat ing trees
has been lost in an tiq uity. But al most ev -
ery cul ture, at least among Christianized
na tions, has some such tra di tion. For
ages sprigs of ev er green were brought
into homes dur ing the win ter for good
luck and hope for a fruit ful new year.

Some Chris tians cite Jer e miah 10:2-4
as a de scrip tion of the or i gin of the
Christ mas tree. But it is gen er ally ac -
cepted among bib li cal schol ars that what
was re ferred to was an Asherah pole,
erected in honor of the Canaanite god -
dess Ashera, (AKA, Ashtoreth, Astarte
and Anath). Some com men tar ies im ply
that the prac tice orig i nated with the
Chaldeans who carved the trees into as -
tro log i cal shapes. The Scrip tures say
noth ing about the tree other than that it
was cut out of the for est and dec o rated
with sil ver and gold.

The im me di ate pre de ces sor to to day’s 
Christ mas tree was the par a dise tree. In
the me di eval Ro man Cath o lic Church
De cem ber 24th was cel e brated as Adam
and Eve Day, dur ing which plays re en -
acted the fall of our first par ents. The pur -
pose was to dem on strate that Je sus, as the 
“sec ond Adam,” came to re deem what
was lost by the first Adam. The par a dise
tree was a fir hung with ap ples to rep re -
sent the for bid den fruit. If the leg end of
Mar tin Lu ther’s can dle-lit tree is true, it’s
pos si ble that he merely added a twist to
the par a dise tree.

It is be lieved by some who hold to the
be lief that the Christ mas tree was a Chal -
dean in ven tion, that the star which tops
many of to day’s Christ mas trees did not
orig i nate as a rep re sen ta tion of the star
that the wise men fol lowed, but rather as
a rep resen ta tion of the stars to which the
an cient Chaldeans looked for guid ance. 

2



SANTA CLAUS
The name Santa Claus is be lieved to

be a cor rup tion of the Dutch “Sant
Nikolaas” (Sant-Ni-Klaus). St. Nich o las
(as he was can onized by the Ro man Cath -
o lic Church) was made bishop of Myra
be cause of his re puted pi ety. Leg end says
he gave aid to the poor, provid ing his gifts 
anon y mously. In mem ory of his gener os -
ity moth ers would hide gifts and tell their
chil dren the gifts were left by St Nich o las.

Be cause of the leg ends at trib ut ing to
him mir a cles which cen tered on children
and the be stow ing of fer til ity upon child -
less cou ples, St. Nich o las is re vered by the 
Ro man Cath o lic Church as the pa tron
saint of chil dren.

The leg ends of St. Nich o las bear many
sim i lar i ties to those of the an cient Egyp -
tian god Bes, a ro tund, gnome-like person
who was the pa tron of lit tle chil dren. Bes
was said to live at the North Pole, work -
ing year-round to pro duce toys for chil -
dren who had been good. Santa Claus
and the tra di tions that surround him are
an out growth of this an cient pa gan be lief.

Bes had his coun ter part in the Roman
god Sat urn, the old man who lived at the
North Pole and brought to chil dren a sprig
of ev ergreen and the gift of a new year.

To day chil dren look to Bes or Sat urn
un der the name of Santa Claus for good
things at Christ mas time. In the minds of 
many, Santa Claus takes pre ce dence over
Je sus. If one were to ask sev eral children
at random who the most im por tant per -
son at Christ mas time is, with few ex cep -
tions the an swer will be “Santa Claus.”

Even the name “Christ Child” has
been given to this pa gan de ity un der the
name “Kriss Kringle” (a cor rup tion of the 
Ger man “Christ Kindl”). This is one of
the most sub tle of Sa tan’s blas phe mies.

Ar gu ments of ten heard in fa vor of
pro mot ing Santa Claus are that “it’s only
make be lieve,” and “chil dren re late to him.”
Yet if a child can com pre hend Santa
Claus he can certainly compre hend Je sus.

As chil dren grow older and learn that
Santa was only “make be lieve,” will they
not be in clined to think that Je sus, too, is
only “make be lieve”? This is the great est
dan ger in teach ing chil dren to be lieve in
fairy tales and fa bles which are, in re al ity,
cul tural su per sti tions. With out the liv ing
faith nec es sary to keep a child close to
God through Je sus, he is prone to equate
faith in God with faith in Santa Claus. As 
he grows older he may well re ject both. 

MISTLETOE
The cus tom of kiss ing un der the mis -

tle toe can be traced to the an cient Dru -
ids. A sa cred plant and a sym bol of
fer til ity, mis tle toe was be lieved to contain 
cer tain mag i cal pow ers.

Why kiss ing is as so ci ated with mis tle -
toe is some what ob scure. But be cause of
mis tletoe’s role as a fer til ity sym bol, it
stands to rea son that the kiss ing as so ci -
ated with it car ries sex ual rather than
merely pla tonic im pli ca tions. The prac -
tice is be lieved to have orig i nated with or -
gi as tic cel e bra tions in con nec tion with
the Celtic Mid sum mer Eve cer e mony
when the mis tle toe was gath ered. Dur ing
that fes ti val the men would kiss each
other as a dis play of their ho mo sex u al ity.
The cus tom was later broad ened to in -
clude both men and women.

Some his to ri ans be lieve that kiss ing
under mis tle toe is rem i nis cent of the temple 
pros ti tu tion and sex ual li cense that pro -
lif er ated dur ing the Ro man Sat ur na lia.

To day mis tle toe pro vides an ex cuse
for peo ple to ex press their at trac tion to -
ward some one. With out it they might
not have the cour age to ex press those feel -
ings for fear of re jec tion. If the feel ings
are mu tual, they will readily know it.

THE YULE LOG
The term “Yule” has noth ing to do

with Christ, but is a Celtic re li gious fes ti -
val as so ci ated with the winter sol stice. As
Chris tian ity spread to north ern Eu rope,
a fes ti val of the Celtic and Ger manic peo -
ple, Julmond, was melded into the Christ -
mas cel e bra tion. It is be lieved that the
word Jul re lated to the Ger manic word Iul
or Giul, mean ing “a turn ing wheel” which
rep re sented the turn ing of the sun. An -
other the ory is that Jul de rives from
Geola, which means “a feast,” and some -
times re fers to the month of De cem ber.

During the Yule fes ti val, ev er greenswere 
used for dec o ra tions since they sym bol ized 
the life that would re turn in the spring.

Fire was sa cred to ev ery an cient cul -
ture and was an es sen tial ele ment dur ing
the Yule fes tiv i ties, be ing nec es sary to dis -
pel the pre vail ing dark ness of win ter. The 
Yule log was a sa cred log whose fire pro -
vided prom ises of good luck and long life. 
A rem nant of the log was kept to relight
the next year’s Yule log. Each year the log
had to be se lected by the fam ily us ing it,
and could not be bought, or the su per sti -
tions as so ci ated with it would not ap ply.

WREATHS
Wreaths have from the ear li est of

times been as soci ated with pa gan super -
sti tions. They were worn dur ing ini ti a -
tion into the mys tery re li gions of the
an cient Greeks and Romans. Ev er green
wreaths, es pe cially, were as so ci ated with
the Di o ny sian mys ter ies as fer til ity sym -
bols, and sig ni fied the perpe tu ity of ex is -
tence—the cy cles of life and re gen er a tion.
This is why, to this day, wreaths are a pop -
u lar form for ar rang ing funeral flow ers.

Some Chris tians say that the wreath
rep re sents the crown of thorns placed
upon our Lord’s head at His Cru ci fixion.
But it is more likely that the crown He
wore was re ally a cap which cov ered His
entire crown, not a cir cle that merely en -
cased the brow and tem ples.

THE GIVING OF GIFTS
It has been gen er ally as sumed that the 

tra di tion of ex chang ing gifts dur ing
Christ mas is a reenactment of the Magi
giv ing gifts to Je sus. But the cus tom has
other or i gins.

Among the Romans it was cus tom ary
to ex change food, trin kets, can dles, or
stat ues of their gods dur ing the
mid-winter Kalends (the first day of the
month in the an cient Ro man cal en dar).
This cus tom was trans ferred to Decem -
ber 25th by the Ro man Cath o lic Church
in keep ing with the Sat ur nali an fes ti val.

In old Eng land there was a cus tom
known as “let ting in Christ mas.” This su -
per sti tion focused on the first per son to
enter a house on Christ mas Day. No one
would leave the house that morn ing un til 
the “lucky bird” (the first per son en ter -
ing) was let in. He would en ter through
the front door and pro ceed through the
house, leav ing at the rear. Along the way
he was given gifts to in sure his be stowal
of good luck on the house hold. To have a 
dark-haired man “let in Christ mas” was
be lieved to bring good luck. Red-haired
per sons were shunned as pur vey ors of
evil. For a woman to “let in Christ mas”
was be lieved to bring very bad luck.

There is cer tainly noth ing wrong with 
giv ing gifts to fam ily and friends out of
love and genu ine ap pre cia tion for what
they have meant through out the year.
Like all things ma te rial, those gifts are
nei ther good nor evil. But it would be
better if they were given spon ta ne ously
rather than un der pres sure to meet the
so cial re quire ments of a pa gan hol i day. 
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