
 

  Why do we celebrate the birth of Jesus  
   on December 25th? 
 
 

 
The Gospels don’t tell us what day or time of year that Jesus was born.  Christianity’s earliest recorded 
religious observance of Jesus’ birth can be found in an old list of Roman bishops, a notation dated 
December 25, 336 A.D. – “Natus Christus in Betleem Judeae”  (“Christ born in Bethlehem, Judea”).  The 
earliest Christians attached more emphasis to Christ’s Resurrection than to His birth. 
 
The Western (Roman Catholic) Church, along with most Protestant denominations that branched off 
from it, celebrate Jesus’ birth as Christmas (meaning “Christ’s Mass”) on December 25th.  One theory is 
that this was done to counteract a Pagan celebration that occurred around the time of the winter 
solstice, but there is little evidence that such an official Roman festival existed in the fourth century.  
Eastern Christian and Orthodox Churches that use the Julian calendar rather than the Gregorian 
calendar continue to celebrate Christmas on January 7th. 
 
The winter solstice, December 21st or 22nd in the northern hemisphere, is the day when sunlight is the 
shortest.  People knew that around his time of the year, the hours of daylight would gradually begin to 
lengthen and the sun would begin to “win out” over the darkness of winter.  In his Gospel, St. John 
introduces Jesus as “the light that shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”     
 
Six months before Christmas, on June 24th, around the time of the summer solstice when the hours of 
daylight begin to shorten, the Church observes another nativity, the birth of John the Baptist. In his 
Gospel St. John describes John the Baptist’s role as the forerunner of the Messiah in this way:  “He was 
not the light, but came to testify to the light. The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into 
the world.”  Later in St. John’s Gospel, at the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry, John the Baptist says of 
Jesus “He must increase, but I must decrease.”  St. Augustine found this Scripture passage and these 
dates appropriate for, after the birth of John the Baptist daylight begins to grow shorter, whereas after 
Jesus’ birth it begins to increase.    
 
We hear the following passage from the prophet Isaiah read every year at the First (Midnight) Mass of 
Christmas: 
 

“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; 
upon those who dwelt in the land of gloom a light has shone.”  

 
Perhaps it was this Old Testament prophecy of Isaiah that the Church Fathers had in mind when they 
decided on December 25th as the date on which to celebrate the birth of the Son of God, the Light of the 
world. 
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