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Is Christmas

the Birthday of Jesus?

For many people throughout the world, the Christmas season is
the happiest and busiest time of the year. Millions of believers in
Christ celebrate December 25th as a special religious holiday
because they believe it marks the date of Christ’s birth. But could
December 25th be the date of Christ’s birth? Businessmen often
take advantage of the giving of gifts at this season to make an extra
profit. Some religious people protest at this “commercializing” of
Christmas because they feel that a sacred, holy day is desecrated
by it. Their protests are often voiced in slogans such as “Put Christ
back into Christmas.” Few people, however, including many
believers in Christ, are aware of the fact that the Bible is completely
silent concerning any special festivities to commemorate the date of 
Christ’s birth.

History shows that December 25th was popularized as the date
for Christmas, not because Christ was born on that day, but
because it was already popular in pagan religious celebrations as
the birthday of the sun. But could December 25th be the date of
Christ’s birth?

The Bible does not give us the date of the birth of Jesus! Whether 
He was born in December or July or some other month of the year is 
not stated in the Scriptures. Scholars confess that they do not know 
the actual date of Christ’s birth. For more than 300 years following
the close of the New Testament, Christmas was kept on various
dates. In 354, the bishop of Rome decreed that December 25th, a
pagan feast day in honour of the god, Saturn, should be observed
by Christians in honour of Christ’s birth. However, in the East, this
date was not accepted; and for centuries, January 6th was
celebrated as the birthday of Jesus, particularly in Egypt. Some
branches of the Eastern Orthodox Church, even today, keep
January 6th as Christmas Day.

It is interesting to note also that many of the festivities connected 
with Christmas had their origin in paganism, not in the Bible. Many 
of them came from Catholicism also. For example, the name
“Christmas” itself comes from “Christ” and “Mass” referring to the
worship of the Roman Catholic Church. The Christmas tree
originated in Scandinavia. The pagans of that part of the world
worshipped trees before they became believers in Christ.
Decorating with mistletoe originated with the ancient Celtic priests, 
called Druids, who used mistletoe as charms to ward off evil spirits.
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The burning of yule logs, which is customary in many countries,
came from the ancient Norsemen who burned a log once a year in
honour of Thor, god of Thunder. There are many other examples of
the pagan influence in Christmas customs that can be found in
encyclopedias or on the Internet.

A careful analysis of Scripture, however, clearly indicates that
December 25th couldn’t be the date for Christ’s birth. Here are two
primary reasons:

First, we know that shepherds were in the fields watching their
flocks at the time of Jesus’ birth (Luke 2:7-8) “And she brought forth
her firstborn son, and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid
him in a manger; because there was no room for them in the inn.  And
there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field,
keeping watch over their flock by night.” (American King James
Version). Shepherds were not in the fields during December.
According to "Celebrations": The Complete Book of American
Holidays, Luke’s account "suggests that Jesus may have been born
in summer or early fall. Since December is cold and rainy in Judea,
it is likely the shepherds would have sought shelter for their flocks
at night” (p. 309). Also, from “Climate and Seasons in Israel, Israel
Science and Technology Directory — “Israel is located, between
29°-33° north of the equator, which is characterized as a
subtropical region, between the temperate zone and the tropical
zone. The northern and coastal regions of Israel show
Mediterranean climate characterized by hot and dry summers and
cool rainy winters. Whereas the southern and eastern areas of
Israel are characterized by an arid climate.”

Similarly, The "Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary" says this
passage argues “against the birth [of Christ] occurring on Dec. 25th

since the weather would not have permitted” shepherds watching
over their flocks in the fields at night.

Second, Jesus’ parents came to Bethlehem to register in a
Roman census (Luke 2:1-4), “And it came to pass in those days, that
there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world
should be taxed.  (And this taxing was first made when Cyrenius was
governor of Syria.)  And all went to be taxed, every one into his own
city.  And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of
Nazareth, into Judaea, unto the city of David, which is called
Bethlehem; (because he was of the house and lineage of David:)”
Such censuses were not taken in winter, when temperatures often
dropped below freezing and roads were in poor condition. Taking a
census under such conditions would have been self-defeating.

Given the difficulties and the desire to bring pagans into
Christianity, “…the important fact then which I have asked you to
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get clearly into your head is that the fixing of the date as December
25th was a compromise with paganism” ("William Walsh, The Story of 
Santa Klaus", 1970, p. 62).

If Jesus Christ wasn’t born on December 25th, does the Bible
indicate when He was born? The biblical accounts point to the fall of 
the year as the most likely time of Jesus’ birth based on the
conception and birth of John the Baptist.

Since Elizabeth (John’s mother) was in her sixth month of
pregnancy when Jesus was conceived (Luke 1:24-36) “And after
those days his wife Elisabeth conceived, and hid herself five months,
saying, Thus has the Lord dealt with me in the days wherein he
looked on me, to take away my reproach among men. And in the sixth
month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of Galilee, named
Nazareth, To a virgin espoused to a man whose name was Joseph, of
the house of David; and the virgin’s name was Mary. And the angel
came in to her, and said, Hail, you that are highly favored, the Lord is
with you: blessed are you among women. And when she saw him,
she was troubled at his saying, and cast in her mind what manner of
salutation this should be. And the angel said to her, Fear not, Mary:
for you have found favor with God. And, behold, you shall conceive in
your womb, and bring forth a son, and shall call his name JESUS. He
shall be great, and shall be called the Son of the Highest: and the Lord 
God shall give to him the throne of his father David: And he shall reign 
over the house of Jacob for ever; and of his kingdom there shall be no
end. Then said Mary to the angel, How shall this be, seeing I know not 
a man? And the angel answered and said to her, The Holy Ghost
shall come on you, and the power of the Highest shall overshadow
you: therefore also that holy thing which shall be born of you shall be
called the Son of God. And, behold, your cousin Elisabeth, she has
also conceived a son in her old age: and this is the sixth month with
her, who was called barren.” We can determine the approximate
time of year Jesus was born if we know when John was born. John’s 
father, Zacharias, was a priest serving in the Jerusalem temple
during the course of Abijah (Luke 1:5), “There was in the days of
Herod, the king of Judaea, a certain priest named Zacharias, of the
course of Abia: and his wife was of the daughters of Aaron, and her
name was Elisabeth.” Historical calculations indicate this course of
service corresponded to June 13-19 in that year (The Companion
Bible, 1974, Appendix 179, p. 200).

It was during this time of temple service that Zacharias learned
that he and his wife, Elizabeth, would have a child (Luke 1:8-13)
“And it came to pass, that while he executed the priest’s office before
God in the order of his course, According to the custom of the priest’s
office, his lot was to burn incense when he went into the temple of the
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Lord. And the whole multitude of the people were praying without at
the time of incense. And there appeared to him an angel of the Lord
standing on the right side of the altar of incense. And when Zacharias
saw him, he was troubled, and fear fell on him. But the angel said to
him, Fear not, Zacharias: for your prayer is heard; and your wife
Elisabeth shall bear you a son, and you shall call his name John.”
After he completed his service and traveled home, Elizabeth
conceived (Luke 1:23-24). “And it came to pass, that, as soon as the
days of his ministration were accomplished, he departed to his own
house. And after those days his wife Elisabeth conceived, and hid
herself five months, saying,” Assuming John’s conception took
place near the end of June, adding nine months brings us to the
end of March as the most likely time for John’s birth. Adding
another six months (the difference in ages between John and Jesus
(Luke 1:35-36), “And the angel answered and said to her, The Holy
Ghost shall come on you, and the power of the Highest shall
overshadow you: therefore also that holy thing which shall be born of
you shall be called the Son of God. And, behold, your cousin
Elisabeth, she has also conceived a son in her old age: and this is the
sixth month with her, who was called barren.”, brings us to the end
of September as the likely time of Jesus’ birth.

Although it is difficult to determine the first time anyone
celebrated December 25th as Christmas Day, historians are in
general agreement that it was sometime during the fourth century.
This is an amazingly late date. Christmas was not observed in
Rome, the capital of the Roman Empire, until about 300 years after
Christ’s death. Its origins cannot be traced back to either the
teachings or practices of the earliest Christians.

The Bible gives two accounts of the birth of Jesus. They are
found in Matthew 1 and 2 and Luke 2. No mention is made of the
date. No command is given for our Lord’s birthday to be observed in
any way. No example is found in the New Testament of any
celebration of Christ’s birth. Rather, the New Testament emphasis
is on the death and resurrection of Christ. His death made possible
the forgiveness of our sins. His resurrection makes possible our
victory over death. The Lord’s Supper is to proclaim the Lord’s
death till he come (I Cor. 11:26). The only day in any way set aside
for special religious observance in the New Testament is the Lord’s
day, Sunday, the first day of the week (Acts 20:7; I Cor. 16:2; Rev.
1:10).

What should be the Christian’s attitude toward Christmas?
Should we celebrate it as Christ’s birthday? Definitely not! To do so
is to do such without Scriptural authority. Should we observe the
Christmas holiday in any way at all? In this writer’s opinion, there
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is nothing wrong with enjoying the holiday at Christmas, just as
one would enjoy any other legal holiday during the year. If one
wishes to have a big dinner and get together with family and
friends, there is certainly nothing wrong with this. But to honour
December 25th as Christ’s birthday, and thus as a special holy day,
is to speak where the Scriptures are silent and to follow the
traditions of men rather than the Word of God.
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