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11.27.2022 
 
We are in a new series that I am calling “Ask Pastor Steve.” 
 
First question:  
 
Why is Christmas on Dec. 25th? 
 
Let’s start with an article from Breakpoint:  
 
Several years ago, in a documentary called “Religulous” (clever, right?), 
Bill Maher claimed that most of the story of Christ, especially the parts 
about His birth, were cribbed from pagan mythology. After all, Maher 
claimed, the Egyptian God Horus was born of a virgin on December 25th, 
was baptized, had twelve disciples, performed miracles, and ultimately 
died and rose again. Christianity, said Maher, is nothing but a cheap 
knockoff.  
 
Maher’s claims are complete nonsense. No original source material backs 
up his description of Horus or, for that matter, of Mithras or Krishna, two 
other deities Maher claims early Christians copied. 

For instance, Sunshine argued that December 25th was not chosen as the 
date for Christmas in order to co-opt a pagan solstice festival. More 
likely, it was based on an ancient Jewish belief that people are conceived 
on the date of their deaths. Since Christ died on or around March 25th, 
some Church Fathers believed that Christ must have been conceived on 
that day and born nine months later… December 25th. 

Was this Jesus’ actual birthday? No one knows, of course. Still, the 
choice to celebrate Christ’s birth at the end of December reflects a 
“sacramental” view of reality, which Christians have held through the 
ages.  

In this more “enchanted” perception of the world, one that held sway in 
the Early and Medieval Church, nature itself was understood to have 
signified the life of Christ. The visible death of winter—the withering of 
the leaves, the dormancy of the ground, and the longer nights—
symbolized to many Christians of centuries past the death Jesus came to 
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die. The turning of the seasons and the increase in daylight symbolized 
the dawning of the Light of the World in a manger.  

Many of our traditions, like Christmas trees, probably began as symbols 
of life in the midst of death. Dr. Sunshine suggests that this mingling of 
symbols of atonement with the joyous news of the Savior’s birth can even 
be detected in the Gospel narratives. For instance, could those swaddling 
clothes be the burial cloth Joseph carried with him in case of death? 

Even more, the pagan myths that atheists often exaggerate to attack 
Christianity, Dr. Sunshine thinks, offer tantalizing echoes of Christ in 
other religions. C. S. Lewis also recognized this when he wrote in Mere 
Christianity of what he called “good dreams,” or “those queer stories 
scattered all through the heathen religions about a god who dies and 
comes to life again and, by his death, has somehow given new life to 
men.”  

For Lewis, these echoes were not evidence of religious plagiarism, but 
that Christ is the “true myth,” the waking reality behind these “good 
dreams.” To celebrate Christmas well, focused on Christ as opposed to 
“stuff,” we do more than repeat old traditions. We are glorifying the King 
of Kings who came to save His people from darkness and make all things 
new.1 

Now, let’s watch this video: 
 
What Would You Say Video: 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ddZs9uxeT8 
 
Let’s review some of the points of the video:  
 

1) Christmas is rooted in Scripture and has always been about Christ. 
2) The date of Christmas probably has nothing to do with pagan festivals. The 

idea that the date coincided with a Roman feast day has fallen out of favor 
with historians. According to the Biblical archaeology society “…We don’t 
have evidence of Christians adopting pagan festivals in the third century, at 
which point dates for Christmas were established. This, it seems unlikely 
that the date was simply selected to correspond with pagan solar festivals.” 

 
1 https://www.breakpoint.org/is-christmas-a-pagan-holiday-jesus-is-myth-become-fact/ 
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A more convicning theory is that the early church simply calculated 
December 25 as Jesus’ birthdate because it was 9 months from the date they 
believed was His conception and death (March 25). Saint Augustine (A.D. 
354-430) wrote “For [Jesus] is believed to have been conceived on the 25th 
of March, upon which date He also suffered.. but He was born according to 
tradition upon December 25th.” It was not until the 12th century that any 
writer even suggested that Christmas was influenced by a pagan festival. 
Footnote from the video: Biblical Archaeology review: A marginal note on 
a manuscript of the writings of the Syriac biblical commentator Dionysius 
bar-Salibi states that in ancient times the Christmas holiday was actually 
shifted from January 6 to December 25 so that it fell on the same date as the 
pagan Sol Invictus holiday.5 In the 18th and 19th centuries, Bible scholars 
spurred on by the new study of comparative religions latched on to this 
idea.6 They claimed that because the early Christians didn’t know when 
Jesus was born, they simply assimilated the pagan solstice festival for their 
own purposes, claiming it as the time of the Messiah’s birth and celebrating 
it accordingly… The Christmas tree, for example, has been linked with late 
medieval druidic practices. This has only encouraged modern audiences to 
assume that the date, too, must be pagan.2  

3)  It is okay to adopt and redeem some pagan traditions. The origins of some 
of the traditions seem to have been traditions to Europe before Christianity 
arrived. But remember the cross was a Roman tool or torture before it was 
formed into a symbol of eternal life by Christ. Several months of our year 
are named after Roman deities. Even some of our days are named after 
Roman gods: Wednesday is named after “Odin’s Day” and Thursday is 
“Thor’s Day.” Yet Christians use these on their calendars. Christ is Lord of 
all. Even the idea of Santa Claus is based on a Christian saint.  

 
 
A Closer Look at Christmas by Dr. Glenn Sunshine on Breakpoint 12/21/2017 

At this time of year, every year, we hear the Christmas story again. The 
familiar elements—the full inn, the stable, the manger, the animals (not 
mentioned in the Gospels, by the way), swaddling clothes, angels and 
shepherds—all provide comfort by their very familiarity. They connect us 
to tradition and to great art and music, providing an anchor for the 
rituals and rhythms at the end of the year. 

 
2 https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/new-testament/how-december-25-became-christmas/ 
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We also hear regular discussions about the “true meaning of Christmas.” 
This is frequently associated with peace on earth and good will toward 
men, generosity, and related ideas—but rarely about the Incarnation. 
Perhaps the story has become so familiar that we no longer possess the 
wonder we should have about the Christmas event so long ago. 

So let’s look again at some familiar elements of the story in light of 
recent scholarship. I expect this will give us a fresh view of the nativity. 

No Room at the Inn 

In the traditional translation, Jesus is laid in a manger because there is 
no room for them in the inn (Luke 2:7).  In some retellings, the innkeeper 
has compassion on the wayfarers and sends them to his stable; in others, 
he sees an opportunity for more cash; in still others, Joseph and Mary 
retreat to a cave as a last resort. 

All of which is probably wrong. 

The Greek word katalyma can mean inn, but that is not how it is used in 
the New Testament. In Luke 22:11 and Mark 14:14, it is translated as 
“guest room,” referring to the upper room where Jesus celebrated the 
Last Supper. When Luke wants to designate an inn with an innkeeper, he 
uses an entirely different word (pandocheion). 

The idea that Mary and Joseph were turned away from an inn is not 
supported by the text. 

So what did happen? 

To understand the text, we need to know something about how houses 
were constructed in the Middle East during this period. Houses typically 
had only one story. The family would stay on the ground floor. If the 
family were poor and had only a few animals, the flock would be penned 
in at night in a section of the main floor with the family. 

The roof, meanwhile, could be used for work space, storage, sleeping on 
warm nights, and so on. Sometimes a guest room would be built there, 
either as a permanent part of the house or as a temporary shelter, like 
those used in the Feast of Booths. Some scholars believe that the room on 
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the roof could also have been used as a bridal chamber for newlyweds, in 
which case it would have been the logical place for Joseph and Mary. 

Joseph, who was from King David’s line, probably had planned to stay 
with relatives in Bethlehem, or at least had made prior arrangements. He 
and Mary probably expected to stay in the guest room/bridal chamber. 
But when they arrived, they found it occupied. What happened? Perhaps 
it was bad planning, or an unexpected marriage in Bethlehem, or the 
social stigma attached to Mary’s pregnancy. 

You would expect that Mary going into labor would have made their 
sheltering in the guest room a priority, but no–which suggests that 
Mary’s pregnancy was seen as scandalous. Maybe they stayed on the 
main floor with the family and animals, but in light of the scandal and 
subsequent events, it seems more likely that tradition is correct and they 
were sent to a nearby cave. 

While Shepherds Watched their Flocks by Night 

To understand why Joseph and Mary would be sent there, we need to 
know something about sheep and shepherds in the area. 

Bethlehem was just a few miles from Jerusalem. Most of its sheep were 
destined for sacrifice, especially as Passover lambs. The flocks mostly 
stayed out in the fields; they were not brought into the caves at night. 
Rather, the shepherds, who were mostly Levites or even from priestly 
families, brought the ewes into the caves to give birth. The caves thus had 
to be kept ritually clean. So they were not an unlikely place to send Mary 
in her condition. 

Wrapped in Swaddling Clothes 

Luke in the King James tells us that Jesus was “wrapped in swaddling 
clothes” (literally, “was bandaged”). 

After Jewish babies were born, they were washed in salt water and 
rubbed with salt, then wrapped up tight, with their arms against their 
sides and their legs extended, looking rather like mummies. This 
treatment was believed to be good for the baby, but it was also an act 
with spiritual significance. 
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In Ezekiel 16:3-4, God is berating Israel for its apostasy. He says that 
Israel was not washed, rubbed with salt, or swaddled. Because of this, 
following the ritual of washing, salting, and swaddling was seen as a sign 
of faithfulness, while failing to do so was seen as a mark of apostasy. 

Where did the bandages for swaddling come from? There are two 
possibilities. 

When a Jew died, the Law said that he was to be buried immediately. 
When traveling long distances with all the accompanying dangers, 
faithful Jews in Jesus’ day would wrap bandages around their waists for 
use as a burial shroud should they die or be killed along the way. Joseph 
may thus have used cloth prepared as a burial shroud to swaddle Jesus. 

The other possibility has to do with the lambs that were born in the cave. 
In order to be fit for sacrifice, the lambs had to be without spot or 
blemish. As a result, according to the Mishnah, newborn lambs were 
inspected and, if without blemish, were then swaddled to keep them from 
injuring themselves as they thrashed around. Thus, the bandages for 
swaddling could have been in the cave when Mary and Joseph arrived. 

In either case, the swaddling clothes carried with them a powerful 
message: Jesus was to be faithful to the Covenant, and he came to die, the 
Passover lamb of God who came to take away the sin of the world. 

Thus the angel told the shepherds that the baby wrapped in swaddling 
clothes and lying in a manger was a sign for them. As Levitical 
shepherds, this was a sign they could not possibly have misunderstood. 

And so the shepherds went to the obvious place to find the unusual sight 
of a swaddled baby in a manger: the birthing caves. They found the 
family, telling them and anyone who would listen about the angels and the 
baby. Mary kept these things in her heart, and decades later, related them 
to Luke. 

*** 

Hidden in the details of the Christmas story are profound theological 
insights into Jesus and His work. Beyond it is the much larger and deeper 
significance of the Incarnation itself—God becoming human, taking on a 
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human nature that He will have in Himself for all eternity. This is a 
wonder beyond words. 

In the midst of all of our busyness during this season, may we take time to 
ponder these insights in order to appreciate more deeply the 
incomparable Christmas story. 

Glenn Sunshine is a professor of early modern European history 
specializing in the Reformation at Central Connecticut State University 
and a senior fellow of the Colson Center for Christian Worldview.3 

 

 
3 https://www.breakpoint.org/a-closer-look-at-christmas/ 


