
Historical Timeline 
of Traditions and Observances concerning  

”ChristmaS”  

 

B.C. 
December 25 was the date of the Mithric (Mesopotamian sun-god, Mithras) observance of the "Birthday of the Invincible Sun." 
Mithras was related to the Semitic sun-god, Shamash, and his worship spread throughout Asia to Europe where he was called Deus 

Sol Invictus Mithras. Rome converted this to a celebration of the god, Saturn, and the rebirth of the sun god during the winter 
solstice period. The winter holiday became known as Saturnalia, and began the week prior to December 25th. The festival was 
characterized by gift-giving, feasting, singing and downright debauchery, as the priests of Saturn carried wreaths of evergreen 

boughs in procession throughout the Roman temples. Since the day was already being kept as a holiday, Christians may have 
adjusted the symbolism of the day, declaring it the birthday of their "Invincible Son."  

B.C. 
"The festivals of Rome are innumerable; but five of the most important  that may be singled out for elucidation: Christmas-day, Lady-
day, Easter, the nativity of St. John, and the Feast of the Assumption. Each and all of these can be proved to be Babylonian." (The 

Two Babylons, by Alexander Hyslop, page 91) 

B.C. 
Many of the symbols associated with the modern holiday of Christmas such as the burning of the Yule log, the eating of ham,  
the hanging of boughs, holly, mistletoe, etc. are apparently derived from traditional northern European Yule celebrations.  

When the first missionaries began converting the Germanic peoples to Christianity, they found it easier to simply provide a  
Christian reinterpretation for popular feasts such as Yule and allow the celebrations themselves to go on largely unchanged,  
rather than trying to suppress them.  

 
The use of evergreen trees during Christmas comes from Germany, where it was used in the Yule Time worship and celebration,  
as well as in observance of the resurrected sun god, and of the Winter Solstice. The evergreen represented life, and also was   

regarded as a phallic symbol in fertility worship.  

It was believed that the red berries of the holly were a symbol of the menstrual blood of the queen of heaven, Diana. The white 

berries of mistletoe were considered to be the droplets of the semen of the sun god.  Branches of holly and mistletoe were hung in 
doorways of temples and homes, and it was believed that kissing beneath them will make the spirits of the god and goddess to enter 
one’s body and make them fertile. 

 
The Scandinavian tradition of slaughtering a pig at Christmas, and not in the autumn, is evidence of this conversion.  

The tradition derives from the sacrifice to the god Freyr at the Yule celebrations.  
English historian Bede's Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum ("Ecclesiastic History of the English People") contains a letter from 
Pope Gregory I to Saint Mellitus, who was then on his way to England to conduct missionary work among the heathen Anglo-

Saxons. The Pope suggests that converting heathens is easier if they are allowed to retain the outward forms of their  traditional 
pagan practices and traditions, while recasting those traditions spiritually towards the one true God, instead of to their pagan gods 
(whom the Pope refers to as "devils"), "to the end that,  whilst some gratifications are outwardly permitted them, they may the more 

easily consent to the inward consolations of the grace of God". The Pope sanctions such conversion tactics as Biblically acceptable, 
pointing out that God did much the same thing with the ancient Israelites and their pagan sacrifice. 

270 
Nicholas was born in Parara, Turkey in 270 CE and later became Bishop of Myra.  He died in 345 CE on December 6

th
.   

He was only named a saint in the 19
th
 century. Nicholas was among the most senior bishops who convened the Council of Nicaea in 

325 CE and created the New Testament.   

274 
The winter solstice was regarded as the birthday of the sun and at Rome a pagan festival of the nativity of 'sol invictus' was 

introduced by the Emperor Aurelian on 25th December 274. The assembly, unable to stamp out this popular festival, spiritualized it 
as the feast of the Nativity of the Sun of Righteousness. When Messiahianity spread northwards it encountered a similar pagan 
festival also held at the winter solstice – the great Yule feast of the Norsemen. Once again Christmas absorbed heathen customs. 

From the various sources came the Yule log, the Christmas tree introduced into England from Germany and first mentioned in 
1789." (Chambers Encyclopaedia 1970, page 538) 

313 
After the conversion of emperor Constantine to Christianity, this new religion was spread throughout the empire and Mithraism, as 
St. Jerome reports, was forcefully subdued, especially in Rome and in Alexandria.  

340 
"Christmas customs are an evolution from times that long antedated the Christmas period - a descent from seasonal, pagan, 
religious and national practices, hedged about with legend and tradition... In the beginning many of the earth's inhabitants were sun 
worshippers because the course of their lives depended on its yearly round in the heavens, and feasts were held at its return from 
distant wanderings. In the south of Europe, in Egypt and Persia the sun-gods were worshipped with elaborate ceremonies at the 

season of the winter solstice, as a fitting time to pay tribute to the god of plenty, while in Rome the Saturnalia reigned for a 
week...The exact day and year of Messiah's birth have never been satisfactorily settled, but when the fathers of the assembly in A.D. 
340 chose the day of the winter solstice which was firmly fixed in the minds of the people and which was their most important 



festival." (Encylopaedia Britannica article Christmas page 642) 

350 
The first change to making a pagan holiday Christian was when Pope Julius I declared that Christ’s birth  would be celebrated on 

December 25. This was so that it would take over a pagan celebration. But the best explanation of the intent in changing pagan 
holidays comes in some correspondence that would follow centuries later. 

354 
Bishop Liberius of Rome ordered the people to celebrate on December 25. He probably chose this date because the people of 

Rome already observed it as the Feast of Saturn, celebrating the birthday of the sun. 
The first mention of a Nativity feast appears in the Philocalian calendar, a Roman document from 354 CE, which lists December 25

th
 

as the day of Jesus’ birth. 

376 
Pope Leo destroyed the temple of Mithra. Despite that, the Mithraic festival of the birth of the Sun continued, as it was fun to be 
merry in the middle of the winter. 

450 
The name "Christmas" appeared when Pope Julius decreed that all Catholics must celebrate the birthday of Christ at the same time 
that the heathen were celebrating the Saturnalia, etc. It was designated as "Christe-masse," or Christ's mass. 

530 
The church commissioned the Monk Dionysius Exiguus to proclaim this popular time of the year as the birth of Christ. Constantine 
converted to Christianity, but he kept celebrating this pagan festival, and transformed it into the Christian holiday of Christmas. 

601 
The equinoxes and solstices were a time of great celebration in most pagan traditions, and when you want people to worship your 
new deity, you've gotta offer at least as many cool parties as their old deity. Pope Gregory advised in a letter delivered to a traveling 

missionary that rather than attempt the difficult task of stamping out paganism, it would be easier to swap pagan feasts for Christian 
ones -- so that pagans may "no more offer beasts to the devil, but kill cattle to the praise of God in their eating." Thus, was Jesus 
born on the Winter Solstice and conceived on the Vernal Equinox, and thus did the feasts of John the Baptist and St. Michael fall on 

the Summer Solstice and the Autumnal Equinox, respectively. 

731 
Augustine of Canterbury was a monk sent Pope Gregory to evangelize the Angles (from which we get the words anglo and  
anglican among others) living in Britain. After Augustine and a group of monks arrived and begin to live and pray among the 
 peoples around Canterbury England, they ran into a lot of sticky problems and Augustine wrote his boss, Gregory to ask for  

advice on some of these problems. Their correspondence survives in a book by the author Bede called The Ecclesiastical  
History of the English People written in the year 731. In that book, it notes that Augustine and his fellow monks were  
successful in converting the people because, They practiced what they preached, and were willing to endure any hardship,  

and even to die for the truth, which they proclaimed. 
 
A key problem was that pagans once converted still wanted to return to old holy sites as they were fond of them and they  

liked the old pagan festivals to which they were accustomed. Gregory wanted these pagan places and holidays "baptized"  
or made holy through Christian use. They were to use pagan places of worship, but to do so by destroying the idols found there  
and exorcising the place, then building Christian altars and bringing Christian worship to the spot. Then the people could  

worship the one Triune God in the place now sanctified for that worship. 
 
Gregory wrote to Augustine, For if these temples are well built, they must be purified from the worship of demons and dedicated 

to the service of the true God. In this way, we hope that the people, seeing that their temples are not destroyed, may abandon their 
error and, flocking more readily to their accustomed resorts, come to know and adore the true God. Further, they were to take pagan 
holidays and end the slaughter of animals as sacrifices, but substitute for those solemnities other  

Christian holidays. In this way Christmas and Easter were attached to pagan holidays and given an all Christian significance.  
The date of December 25 may have been a pagan choice, but the purpose was now to be a celebration of the incarnation,  
God becoming man in Jesus. 

 
Gergory  wrote, They are no longer to sacrifice beasts to the Devil, but they may kill them for food to the praise of God, and give  
thanks to the Giver of all gifts for the plenty they enjoy. If the people are allowed some worldly pleasures in this way,  

they will more readily come to desire the joys of the spirit. For it is certainly impossible to eradicate all errors from  
obstinate minds at one stroke, and whoever wishes to climb to a mountain top climbs gradually step by step, and not in one leap. 

Gregory's plan, which may seem like a marketing ploy, bore good fruit. The people worshipped in new ways in familiar  

places and times and in generations the old sites and practices were fully Christianized. People came to think of December 25  
only for its new Christian message of “God with us” in the celebration of the Christ Mass or communion service held in  

honor of our Lord's birth. 
 
The struggle to Christianize pagan practices continued for centuries more. Christmas trees are a remainder from a  

German pagan celebration at the winter solstice. In 1521 in the Alsace region of Germany/France. A Lutheran pastor  
declared: “Better that they should look to the true tree of life, Christ” and brought the evergreens into Christian use for Christmas. 
 

There was a holy purpose accomplished in the ongoing process and while Christmas fights secularism now even the 
 secular meaning of Christmas, which seems to be attached to gathering with family and friends to share gifts, at least  
flows from the Christian ideal of celebrating the gift of God's own self in Jesus. We are in danger of losing the "God with us"  

message of celebrating Immanuel's birth, but that is due to our own consumer culture and commercialism taking over a  
Christian feast and not because of Christmas' pagan roots. The old solstice holidays of Christmas and Easter were truly  
baptized and did come to hold Christian meaning rather than pagan ones. 



Late 

800s 
Alfred the Great establishes the twelve days of Christmas. Working during the twelve days is illegal 

1000 
The word "Christmas" means "the mass of Christ," and originated in the 11th century as a name for this feast. It was one of the most 
popular and universally celebrated holidays in Europe during the Middle Ages.  

1066 
Extravagant Christmas celebrations and rowdiness. There are celebrations in church where people wear costumes, sing off-color 

songs, perform comic sermons, and even play games where they roll dice on the altar. 

1087 In 1087, a group of sailors who idolized Nicholas moved his bones from Turkey to a sanctuary in Bari, Italy. There Nicholas 

supplanted a female boon-giving deity called The Grandmother, or Pasqua Epiphania, who used to fill the children's stockings with 
her gifts.  The Grandmother was ousted from her shrine at Bari, which became the center of the Nicholas cult.  Members of this 
group gave each other gifts during a pageant they conducted annually on the anniversary of Nicholas’ death, December 6.  

The Nicholas cult spread north until it was adopted by German and Celtic pagans.  These groups worshipped a pantheon led by 
Woden –their chief god and the father of Thor, Balder, and Tiw.  Woden had a long, white beard and rode a horse through the 

heavens one evening each Autumn.  When Nicholas merged with Woden, he shed his Mediterranean appearance, grew a beard,  
mounted a flying horse, rescheduled his flight for December, and donned heavy winter clothing.  

1248 
Henry III establishes practice of giving to the poor for Christmas 

1377 Richard II hosts a Christmas feast for over ten thousand people. Prepared by 2,000 cooks 

1466 
Some of the most depraved customs of the Saturnalia carnival were intentionally revived by the Catholic Church in 1466 when Pope 

Paul II, for the amusement of his Roman citizens, forced Jews to race naked through the streets of the city.  An eyewitness account 
reports, “Before they were to run, the Jews were richly fed, so as to make the race more difficult for them and at the same t ime more 
amusing for spectators.  They ran… amid Rome’s taunting shrieks and peals of laughter, while the Holy Father stood upon a richly 

ornamented balcony and laughed heartily.” 

1500s Caroling and nativity plays become popular 

1533 
Henry VIII starts elaborate Christmas customs. Parties with dancing, plays and food; Elizabeth I and James I carry on these 
customs. 

 
During the Reformation the celebration of Christmas began to decline in importance. Reformers engaged in complex doctrinal 

arguments in an attempt to prove the celebration of Christmas was unscriptural. 

1644 
Puritans ban Christmas festivities. The Puritans lead by Oliver Cromwell release a proclamation outlawing public Christmas 
revelries. 

1642 

- 

1652 

"Christmas", COLLIER'S ENCYCLOPEDIA, Vol. 6, 1992 "... The suppression of the Mass during the Reformation led to a sharp 
change in the observance of Christmas in some countries. In England, the Puritans condemned the celebration and, from 1642 to 

1652, issued a series of ordinances forbidding all church services and festivities. This feeling was carried over to America by the 
Pilgrims and it was not until the nineteenth-century wave of Irish and German immigration that enthusiasm for the feast began to 
spread throughout the country. Objections were swept aside and the old traditions revived among Protestants as well as Catholics." 

1659 
Because of its known pagan origin, Christmas was banned by the Puritans and its observance was illegal in Massachusetts between 

1659 and 1681.  However, Christmas was and still is celebrated by most Christians. 
In some countries, the Protestant reforms brought about a ban of Christmas celebrations.  By the time of the Restoration in 1660, 
however, the celebration of Christmas as a much more secular holiday was revived in these countries.  

1687 
The Reverend Increase Mather of Boston observed in 1687 that “the early Chr istians who  first observed the Nativity on December 

25 did not do so thinking that Christ was born in that Month, but because the Heathens’ Saturnalia was at that time kept in Rome, 
and they were willing to have those Pagan Holidays metamorphosed into Christian ones.”  

1809 
In 1809, the novelist Washington Irving (most famous his The Legend of Sleepy Hollow and Rip Van Winkle)  wrote a satire of Dutch 
culture entitled Knickerbocker History.  The satire refers several times to the white bearded, flying-horse riding Saint Nicholas using 



his Dutch name, Santa Claus. 

1822 
Dr. Clement Moore, a professor at Union Seminary, read Knickerbocker History, and in 1822 he published a poem based on the 

character Santa Claus: “Twas the night before Christmas, when all through the house,  not a creature was stirring, not even a 
mouse.  The stockings were hung by the chimney with care, in the hope that Saint Nicholas soon wou ld be there…”  Moore 
innovated by portraying a Santa with eight reindeer who descended through chimneys. 

1836 
United States declares Christmas as a National Public Holiday. 

1836 
As part of the Saturnalia carnival throughout the 18

th
 and 19

th
 centuries CE, rabbis of the ghetto in Rome were forced to wear 

clownish outfits and march through the city streets to the jeers of the crowd, pelted by a variety of missiles. When the Jewish 
community of Rome sent a petition in1836 to Pope Gregory XVI begging him to stop the annual Saturnalia abuse of the Jewish 

community, he responded, “It is not opportune to make any innovation.”  

1841 
Queen Victoria marries Prince Albert of Germany in 1840. Prince Albert brings the Christmas traditions of his homeland to England.  
Prince Albert introduces the Christmas tree to England by having one at Windsor Castle. 

1843 
Charles Dickens writes A Christmas Carol. 

Henry Cole creates the Christmas card.  

1862 
The Bavarian illustrator Thomas Nast almost completed the modern picture of Santa Claus.  From 1862 through 1886, based on 
Moore’s poem, Nast drew more than 2,200 cartoon images of Santa for Harper’s Weekly.  Before Nast, Saint Nicholas had been 

pictured as everything from a stern looking bishop to a gnome-like figure in a frock.  Nast also gave Santa a home at the North Pole, 

his workshop filled with elves, and his list of the good and bad children of the world.  All Santa was missing was his red outfit. 

1870 
In New England, Christmas remained outlawed until the mid-nineteenth century, and in Boston classes were held in the public 
schools on Christmas Day until 1870, with pupils who missed school that day being punished or dismissed. The mass immigration of 
Irish Catholics to New England brought about the reinstitution of Christmas celebrations. 

1931 
In 1931, the Coca Cola Corporation contracted the Swedish commercial artist Haddon Sundblom to create a coke-drinking Santa.  

Sundblom modeled his Santa on his friend Lou Prentice, chosen for his cheerful, chubby face.  The corporation insisted that Santa’s 
fur-trimmed suit be bright, Coca Cola red.  And Santa was born – a blend of Christian crusader, pagan god, and commercial idol. 

 


