
How Christian Is Our Christmas? #1

“A Pagan Holiday?”

selected Scriptures
The Christmas season is upon us once again, the time of year we celebrate the birth of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Christmas Day falls on December 25, but I like to celebrate Christmas the entire month of December. (Retail stores begin the day after Halloween!)

This is one of two widely accepted religious holidays still accepted by our culture at large (Easter being the other), though for the most part the world celebrates the birth of Jesus for all the wrong reasons. Christmas has become an excuse for self-indulgence, materialism, and partying; it has degenerated into a secularized social event that misses entirely its true meaning.
 Now, in our increasingly secular society, we hear many claims that Christmas is not a religious celebration at all; they call it a pagan holiday.

There is no doubt that many of our present-day Christmas customs have little relevance to biblical Christianity. As a matter of fact, many of these things seem more properly associated with ancient Roman festivals, and other similar periods of feasting and revelry that were almost universally practiced in the ancient pagan world near the end of the year than they do with Christianity. There is in fact much historical evidence that these were pagan customs that became grafted on to the modified forms of Christianity that began to be prominent in the centuries following the apostolic age.

Partly because so many Christmas customs seem to have their roots in paganism, Christians have often been resistant to some of the rituals of the holiday. The Puritans in early America rejected Christmas celebrations altogether. They deliberately worked on December 25 to show their disdain. A law passed in England in 1644 reflected a similar Puritan influence; the law made Christmas Day an official working day. For a time in England it was literally illegal to cook plum pudding or mince pie for the holidays.
 (I’m not so sure I disagree with that particular legislation!)

In fact, there is no indication in the New Testament that the early Christians observed Christmas at all. Scholars cannot agree upon when Christ was born, except that some agree it was not December 25. It is not surprising, therefore, that there have been various groups of Christians, both in the past and in the present, who have reacted against Christmas celebrations so vigorously as to reject them altogether and to prohibit their members from taking any part in them.

But is that really necessary? Must we stop celebrating the birth of Christ because some call it a pagan holiday? Or because some of the elements that have become a part of Christmas may have less than biblical significance? During this Advent season, I want to address the question, “How Christian is our Christmas?” and what we can do about it.

For the next four weeks I want to consider various components of our Christmas celebrations. We will look at the secular allusion, the Scriptural attestation, and a spiritual application for each. Even for those elements that do not have a biblical connection to the birth of Christ, I believe we can use these as means to share our faith with unbelievers and still enjoy the holidays without losing sight of the true reason for the season.

Let’s begin with the date of Christmas. Max Lucado writes, 

God made so little of his Son’s coming. He didn’t even circle the date on the calendar. Ancient Christmases bounced from date to date before landing on December 25. Some early leaders favored dates in March. For centuries the Eastern Orthodox church celebrated Christmas on January 6, and some still do. Only in the fourth century did the church choose December 25 as the date to celebrate Jesus’ coming.

Why do we celebrate the birth of Jesus on December 25? Is there any biblical or historical data that lends credence to this date? Or were there other reasons this day of the year was chosen?

The Secular Allusion 

We begin with the secular allusion. I must admit, pinpointing the precise time of Jesus’ birth is very difficult. Scholars cannot agree on the year Jesus was born, let alone the month and day! Historian Paul Maier points out, “Although a precise date…still seems unattainable for the Nativity, some further refinement within the usual range of 7 to 4 b.c. is possible, which would suggest late 5 b.c. as the most probable time for the first Christmas.”

This is based on the role of King Herod in the birth of Christ as Matthew records it. Herod was very much alive when Jesus was born, but died shortly thereafter. Josephus mentions that Herod’s death occurred between an eclipse and Passover (Antiquities of the Jews 18.167). The only eclipse recorded in this period was in March 4 bc, while Passover would have been mid-April. So Jesus was born at least a few months before spring 4 bc, either the winter of 5 bc or the following spring.

Why do we not know Jesus’ birthday without more precision? Some early Christians, especially Origen of Alexandria, objected to birthday celebrations because the Bible mentions only two of them: one for Pharaoh and one for Herod Antipas which both resulted in executions!
 By the second century, the actual date of Christ’s birth had been forgotten, as evidenced by the numerous dates proposed for it (January 2 or 6; March 21 or 25; April 18 or 19; May 20 or 28; and November 17 or 20).

History records that by ad 336, the birth of Christ was celebrated on December 25 (although December 25 was in use by the early 200s). By the sixth century, the entire Western Church had moved the celebration of the nativity to December 25, along with the shepherds’ visit and adoration of the Magi. The Eastern Church continues to link the adoration of the wise men with Epiphany, January 6.

The most common explanation for a December 25 date for Jesus’ birth is a matter of substitution.
 The Romans of the time celebrated a festival called “Saturnalia” from December 17-24.
 Saturnalia was an ancient Roman pagan festival honoring the agricultural god Saturn. It was considered the most popular holiday on the ancient Roman calendar, and was derived from older farming-related rituals of midwinter and the winter solstice, especially the practice of offering gifts or sacrifices to the gods during the winter sowing season. During Saturnalia, work and business came to a halt. Schools and courts of law closed, and the normal social patterns were suspended. People decorated their homes with wreaths and other greenery, and shed their traditional togas in favor of colorful clothes known as synthesis. Even slaves did not have to work during Saturnalia, but were allowed to participate in the festivities; in some cases, they sat at the head of the table while their masters served them. Instead of working, Romans spent Saturnalia gambling, singing, playing music, feasting, socializing and giving each other gifts. Wax taper candles called cerei were common gifts during Saturnalia, to signify light returning after the solstice. On the last day of Saturnalia celebrations, known as the Sigillaria, many Romans gave their friends and loved ones small terracotta figurines known as signillaria.

Saturnalia was by far the jolliest Roman holiday; the Roman poet Catullus described it as “the best of times.” So riotous were the festivities that the Roman author Pliny built a soundproof room so that he could work during the raucous celebrations.

By the end of the fourth century, many of the traditions of Saturnalia—including giving gifts, singing, lighting candles, feasting and merrymaking—had become absorbed by the traditions of Christmas as many of us know them today.

Saturnalia was followed by the feast of Sol Invictus, the Unconquerable Sun, on December 25, which was their date of the winter solstice (instead of December 21).
 In their minds, the shortest day of the year was like the birth of the sun, and with each day that passed as daylight lengthened, the sun grew stronger. And so, most historians tell, in the mid-fourth century, the Roman church imposed a Christian celebration over the pagan day, calling it the Feast of the Nativity of the Sun of Righteousness (from Malachi 4:2, “the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings”).

Frankly, this leaves many Christians uneasy about the date chosen to celebrate the birth of Jesus. Was December 25 really chosen just to counteract the pagan festivals of Saturnalia and Sol Invictus? Have we really just incorporated pagan rituals such as giving gifts, singing, lighting candles, feasting and merrymaking into the holiest of occasions? If there is nothing more than this recommending the date of Christmas, should we even be celebrating it?

I believe there is a good historical basis as to why the date of December 25 may be a good approximate date.
 Early church leader Hippolytus (ad 170–236) wrote, “The first coming, of our Lord, that in the flesh, in which he was born at Bethlehem, took place eight days before the kalends of January, a Wednesday, in the forty-second year of the reign of Augustus, 5500 years from Adam.” The eighth day before the kalends of January is the twenty-fifth day of December.

Others landed on this date as the birth of Jesus was set as nine months from the spring solstice, which in their calendar was March 25. The belief was that Jesus was conceived on the first day of spring—a time of new life—and was born, then, on December 25.
 The first recorded reference to that date as the day of Christ’s birth is found in the writings of Sextus Julius Africanus early in the third century.
 That might seem to be flimsy reasoning for setting the birth of Christ on that date, but it does prove that the Christian celebration on December 25 precedes the establishment of the feast of Sol Invictus, which was later in the third century.

By the fourth century, December 25 was firmly established as the official date of “Christ’s mass,” shortened to “Christmas.”
 By the fifth century, Western churches observed a preparatory period for Christmas. Northern Italy had such a period by the fifth century, and Advent, with that name, appears in Rome in the sixth century. Pope Gregory the Great (ad 590-604) set the Advent period as four Sundays leading up to Christmas.

The Scriptural Attestation

Let’s now turn to the Scriptural attestation of the birth of Christ. Does the Bible provide chronological clues to this question? Luke tried to date the event with some precision in his famous prologue about Augustus’ decree “that all the world should be enrolled. This was the first enrollment, when Quirinius was governor of Syria” (2:1-2). The solution, then, is merely to find the date for Augustus’ imperial census, as well as the ruling dates for the Syrian governor Quirinius. And how scholars have tried to do just that—and with what little success! The imperial census is dated at 8 bc, too early for the birth of Christ, and Quirinius governed Syria beginning in ad 6, too late for the birth of Christ!

Many maintain that Christ could not have been born on December 25, because Scripture says there were shepherds in the fields watching over their flocks, and that would have been highly unlikely in the middle of winter.
 Yet in many of the rural districts of Palestine, the flocks were not fed in pens but had to forage for their food both in summer and winter. And a passage in the Jewish Mishnah states that some sheep pastured near Bethlehem were destined for sacrifice at the Temple in Jerusalem, and suggests that these flocks lay out in the fields all year around.

Furthermore, it was pointed out by early Christians that Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, was a “priest of the division of Abijah,” according to Luke 1:5. That division of priests, according to Jewish history, would have been serving during the Feast of Tabernacles (Tishri 10-15 or September 20-25). Luke 1:26 records that Elizabeth was in her sixth month of pregnancy when Mary was told she would bear the Messiah, which would be around March 25, with the birth of Jesus nine months later.

The chief reckonings attested by the oldest sources, then, put the conception of Jesus in the spring, and his birth in midwinter. In the Eastern churches, the birth was celebrated on January 6, while in the Western churches the birthday of Christ was December 25.
 And, no, this date was not solely based on the Roman festivals of Saturnalia and Sol Invictus. So Christmas is not a pagan holiday.
The Spiritual Application

Let’s move on to the spiritual application. How can our celebration of Christ’s birth be a point of reference in our testimony to unbelievers? As far as the date of Christmas is concerned, this is unimportant in comparison with its message.
 I agree with Bruce Shelley who writes, 

Our celebration of Christmas or any other Christian “holy day” goes much deeper than the date on which we observe it. The first Christmas celebration did not commemorate a date at all but a supremely important event—the appearance of Israel’s promised Messiah and Lord of the Nations.

We can say, though, with certainty that Christmas is also a historic event. By ad 120 Roman historians mention “Christ” several times as a real person. His crucifixion is specifically mentioned. Since He died, obviously Jesus was born.

Furthermore, Paul writes in Galatians 4:4, “In the fullness of time, God sent His Son.” God had a good sense of timing, since conditions prevailing in the Mediterranean world could not have been more ripe for the spread of Christianity. The Old Testament had predicted the birth of a Messiah for centuries, and the Greeks had given their world a universal language through which Jesus’ message could spread easily and quickly. The Roman Empire had organized the whole Mediterranean area into a vast communications network, perfectly geared to foster the spread of Christianity, since its missionaries could travel from city to city with relative ease. Rome had also spread the welcome blanket of peace across the world, the Pax Romana, a time in which the new faith could thrive. And so the first Christmas happened “in the fullness of time” indeed.

Has modern Christmas become too commercialized? Most definitely. Have we lost sight of the real meaning of Christmas in all the lights, gifts, and other elements that have no biblical basis? Perhaps. But does this mean we should discard it altogether?

I think not. There is much in our Christmas observances which, even though not explicitly found in the Bible, makes it a legitimate and wholesome application of the significance of the incarnation to the world. In a society which is becoming increasingly secularized and fragmented, it is surely good to have an annual and universal remembrance of the great historical fact that “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). Even rank unbelievers and hardened cynics somehow seem to sense, at Christmastime, that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners” (1 Timothy 1:15), and this makes it a good time for evangelism.
 Instead of seeing the secular aspects of Christmas as a threat to the spiritual ones, we would do well to see the many good elements of the secular holiday, such as the trees, lights, music, family dinners, and all-around good cheer that make Jesus’ birth the most beloved of Christian days.

The early Christians transformed their culture, and so do we, even if we often think we do not. Let me give an example. Every December television abounds with Christmas movies burdened with commercials urging people to buy and buy. But has anyone ever seen a television Christmas movie about a child who got an enormous hoard of presents and rejoiced to show them all off and lord it over friends who received less? On the contrary, the movies typically deal with families getting together, troubles put aside, estranged siblings being reconciled, misers recognizing the true joy of Christmas, and good people helping those who have less. All of these are values we believers promote. Even the most ruthless advertisers pay us a compliment by recognizing that people will not watch shows exalting greed and selfishness but rather want to see programs that portray the Christian values of Christmas. The spiritual character of Christmas may occasionally become obscured, but the great religious feast created by learned Christians almost two thousand years ago still survives and, if I may say so, flourishes.

Christmas is an opportunity for us to exalt Jesus Christ. We ought to take advantage of it.
 Instead of allowing the world to brand Christmas as a pagan holiday, Christians ought to show how the truth of Jesus Christ brings meaning to every facet of our Christmas celebrations. As Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 10:31, “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”
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