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Aid to Bible Understanding, 1969 ed., p 237
“However, thereis no indication in the Scriptures
that faithful worshipers of Jehovah ever indulged in
the pagan practice of annually celebrating
birthdays.”

The Watchtower, July 15, 1980, p. 31

“So even though the Bible does not contain a
specific prohibition against birthday celebrations,
Jehovah' s Witnesses have long noted the Scriptural
indications and have not celebrated birthdays. In
this, they harmonize with the pattern of the earliest
Christians.”

The Watchtower, September 1, 1992, p. 31
“Given the known origin of celebrating birthdays,
and more important, the unfavorable light in which
they are presented in the Bible, Jehovah's
Witnesses have ample reason to abstain from the
practice.”

The Watchtower, July 15, 1994, p. 25

“The celebration of birthdays is regarded by most
people today as merely an innocent custom. But the
Bible does not paint a positive picture of this
tradition.”

The Watchtower, April 15, 1995, p. 30
“According to The World Book Encyclopedia, ‘the
Early Christians did not celebrate [Jesus'] birth
because they considered the celebration of

anyone' s birthday to be a pagan custom.”

(continued)



The Watchtower, May 15, 1995, p. 19

“In time, it was seen that if the most important birth
that ever took place could not be celebrated, we
should not celebrate any birthday.”

(done)
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The second, some 1,800 years later, was the
birthday of Herod Antipas. The account in
Mark 6:21-24 reads:

“But a convenient day came along when
Herod spread an evening meal on his birthday
for his top-ranking men and the military com-
manders and the foremost ones of Galilee.
And the daughter of this very Herodias came
in and danced and pleased Herod and those
reclining with him. The king said to the
maiden: ‘Ask me for whatever you want, and
I will give it to you.’ Yes, he swore to her:
‘Whatever you ask me for, I will give it to
you, up to half my kingdom.’ And she went out
and said to her mother: ‘What should I ask
for?’ She said: ‘The head of John the bap-
tizer.’ "—See also Matthew 14:6-11.

Regarding the account of Herod’s birthday,
Dr. Richard Lenski comments: “The Jews
abhorred the keeping of birthdays as being a
pagan custom, but the Herods even outdid the
Romans in these celebrations, so that ‘Herod’s
birthday’' (Iferodis dics) came to be a prover-
bial expression for excessive festival display.”

How are we to look at these two birthday
celebrations? Is it just coincidental that they
are mentioned and that both were for persons
not having God’s approval? Or could it be that
Jehovah deliberately had these details recorded
in his Word, which he says is “beneficial for
teaching, for reproving, for setting things
straight”? (2 Tim. 3:16) At the very least it
can be said that these two accounts Biblically
put birthday celebrations in a bad light, as a
practice of those estranged from God.

Also, it is worth noting that God did not
record the exact date of Jesus’ birth, which
certainly would be the most important birth-
day if God’s servants were to celebrate birth-
days. Instead, the Bible indicates the date of
Jesus’ death and instructs Christians to com-
memorate that as an anniversary each year.
(Luke 22:19: 1 Cor. 11:23-26) This harmonizes
with the fact that the Bible says that the day
of a person’s death is more significant than the
day of his birth if he has made a good name
with God during his lifetime.—Eccl 7:1, 8.

Consistent with the Secriptural indications,
the early Christians did not hold birthday
celebrations.

wThe notion of a birthday festival was far
from the ideas of the Christians of this period
in general”—The History of the Christian
Religion and Church During the First Three
Centuries, by Augustus Neander.

As time passed and there was a falling away
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from pure Christianity, what began to be com-
memorated was the death, not the birth.

“The reverence in which the martyrs were
held led to an undue attachment to the scene
and day of their death. By a happy thought the
day of a martyr’s death was called his birthday.
The places where the martyrs had died were
regarded with a holy awe. ... On the anniver-
sary days the services [in the churches] were
largely devoted to recalling his services and
character. . . . It must be remembered, how-
ever, that these [annuall memorial services
were no part of the general order of the
Church.”—History of the Christian Church,
by Dr. John F. Hurst, Vol. 1, pp. 350, 351.

So even though the Bible does not contain a
specific_prohibition against birthday celebra-
tions, Jehovah's Witnesses have long noted
the Scriptural indications_and have not cele-

brated birthdays. In this, they harmonize with

the pattern of the earliest Christians.

Also, while there is no Bible justification for
annually celebrating the date of a Christian’s
death, we can agree that the day of death is
better than the day of his birth. Thus we
should concentrate, not on the day of birth but
on each day imitating Christ and reflecting
God’s image. Should we die, then we will have
glorified God by our way of life, and he will
surely remember us.—Heb. 5:9; 11:6; Phil. 3:
8-11.

“WATCHTOWER'' STUDIES FOR THE WEEKS

August 17: The “Fine Shepherd” and the
“Little Flock.” Page 17. Songs to Be Used:
41, 1.

August 24: The “Fine Shepherd” and His
“Other Sheep.” Page 22. Songs to Be Used:
29, 65.
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evil fairies. Everyone was afraid of these spirits,
that they would cause harm to the birthday cele-
brant, and so he was surrounded by friends and
relatives whose good wishes, and very presence,
would protect him against the unknown dangers that
the birthday held. Giving gifts brought even greater
protection. Eating together provided a further safe-
guard and helped to bring the blessings of the good
spirits. So the birthday party was originally intend-
ed to make a person safe from evil and to insure a
good year to come.’—Birthday Parties Around the
World, 1967.

The book explains, too, the origin of many birth-
day customs. For example: “The reason [for using
candles] goes back to the early Greeks and Ro-
mans who thought that tapers or candles had mag-
ical qualities. They would offer prayers and make
wishes to be carried up to the gods by the flames of
candles. The gods would then send down their bless-
ings and perhaps answer the prayers.” Other such
background information is collected on pages 69
and 70 of Reasoning From the Scriptures, published
by the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society of New
York, Inc.

As mentioned, however, more is involved in this
question than whether celebrating birthdays was or
still is religious. The Bible brings up the matter of
birthdays, and mature Christians wisely are sensi-
tive to any indications it gives.

God'’s servants of old noted when individuals
were born, which allowed them to figure ages. We
read: “Noah got to be five hundred years old. After
that Noah became father to Shem, Ham and Jo-
pheth.” “In the six hundredth year of Noah’s life,

.. all the springs of the vast watery deep were
broken open.”—Genesis 5:32; 7:11; 11:10-26.

As even Jesus mentioned, among God's people
childbirth was a blessed, happy event. (Luke 1:
57,58; 2:9-14; John 16:21) Yet, Jehovah's people
did not memorialize the date of birth; they kept
other anniversaries but not birthdays. {John 10:
22, 23) Encyclopaedia Judaica says: “The celebra-
tion of birthdays is unknown in traditional Jewish
ritval.” Customs and Traditions of Israel observes:
“The celebration of birthdays has been borrowed
from the practices of other nations, as no mention
is made of this custom among Jews either in The

Bible, Talmud, or writings of the later Sages. In fact,
it was an ancient Egyptian custom.”

That Egyptian connection is clear from a birthday
celebration related in the Bible, one that true wor-
shipers were not observing. It was the birthday feast
of the Pharaoh who ruled while Joseph was in an
Egyptian prison. Some of those pagans may have
been happy over the feast, yet the birthday was
linked to the beheading of the chief of Pharaoh’s
bakers.—Genesis 40:1-22.

A similar unfavorable light is shed on the other
birthday celebration described in the Scriptures
—that of Herod Antipas, son of Herod the Great.
This birthday celebration is hardly presented in the
Bible as just innocent festivity. Rather, it occasioned
the beheading of John the Baptizer. Then, “his dis-
ciples came up and removed the corpse and buried
him and came and reported to Jesus,” who ‘with-
drew from there into a lonely place for isolation.’
(Matthew 14:6-13) Do you imagine that those dis-
ciples or Jesus felt drawn to the practice of birthday
celebrations?

Given the known origin of celebrating birthdays,
and more important, the untavorable light in which

they are presented in the Bible, Jehovah's Witness-

es have ample reason to abstain from the practice.

They do not need to follow this worldly custom, for
they can and do have happy meals any time during
the year. Their gift giving is not obligatory or under
the pressure of a party; it is spontaneous sharing of
gifts at any time out of generosity and genuine af-
fection.—Proverbs 17:8; Ecclesiastes 2:24; Luke
6:38; Acts 9:36, 39; 1 Corinthians 16:2, 3.

In Our Next Issue

Why Do Good People Suffer?

Jehovah Forgives in a Large Way

You Can Cope With Frustration!
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Birthday Celebrations

Have Left a Trail of Death

HE celebration of
birthdays is re-
garded by most

people today as merely an
innocent custom. But the
Bible does not paint a
positive picture of this
tradition. For one thing,
the Scriptures contain
no indication that any of
God’s faithful servants
celebrated birthdays.

The only two birthdays the Bible does
mention were for rulers who were enemies
of God. Each celebration included an execu-
tion, so that the guests could gloat over the
death of one who had displeased the king.
In the first instance, Pharaoh, the king of
Egypt, executed his chief baker. (Genesis
40:2, 3, 20, 22) The Egyptian ruler did so
during the feast because he had grown in-
dignant with his servant. In the second in-
stance, Herod, the immoral ruler of Galilee,
beheaded John the Baptizer as a favor to a
girl whose dancing at the party had pleased
him. What repulsive scenes!—Matthew 14:
6-11.

Yet has not the Bible focused on two very
exceptional birthdays? Not really. The an-
cient Jewish historian Josephus reveals
that these incidents were not unique. He
records other instances of the practice of
birthday executions for entertainment.

For example, some occurred after Jerusa-
lem’s destruction in 70 C.E., when 1,000,-
000 Jews perished and 97,000 survived to be
taken prisoner. En route to Rome, Roman
general Titus took his Jewish captives to

Arena at Caesarea

the nearby seaport of
Caesarea.

Josephus writes: “While
Titus remained at Cae-
sarea, he celebrated his
brother Domitian’s birth-
day with great splendor,
putting over 2,500 prison-
ers to death in games with
beasts and flames. After
this he moved to Berytus
[Beirut], a Roman colony in Phoenicia, where
he celebrated his father’s birthday by kill-
ing many more captives at elaborate exhibi-
tions.”— The Jewish War, V11, 37, translated
by Paul L. Maier in Josephus: The Essential
Writings.

It is no wonder that The Imperial Bible-
Dictionary comments: “The later Hebrews
looked on the celebration of birth-days as
a part of idolatrous worship, a view which
would be abundantly confirmed by what
they saw of the common observances asso-
ciated with these days.”

Faithful first-century Christians would
not have felt like joining in a custom so
darkly presented in the Bible and so grue-
somely celebrated by the Romans. Today,
sincere Christians realize that the Bible
accounts about birthdays were among the
things written for their instruction. (Ro-
mans 15:4) They avoid celebrating birth-
days because such observances bestow un-
due importance on the individual. More
significant, Jehovah's servants wisely take
into account the unfavorable presentation
of birthdays in the Bible.
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DO YOU REMEMBER?

Have you appreciated reading the recent issues of The
Watchtower? Well, see if you can answer the follow-
ing questions:

0 Why did early Christians not celebrate Jesus’
birthday? According to The World Book Encyclope-
dia, “the Early Christians did not celebrate [Jesus’]
birth because they considered the celebration of any-
one’s birthday to be a pagan custom.”—12/15,
page 4.

o Should prayers be directed to Jesus? No, be-
cause prayers are a form of worship that belongs
exclusively to Almighty God. By addressing all our
prayers to Jehovoh God, we indicate that we have
taken to heart Jesus’ direction to pray: “Our Father
in the heavens.” (Matthew 6:9)—12/15, page 25.

0 Why was o different judgment rendered for
the serious sin of King David as compared with
the sins of Ananias and Sapphira? (2 Samuel 11:
2-24; 12:1-14; Acts 5:1-11) King David's sin was
due to fleshly weakness. When confronted with what
he had done, he repented, and Jehovah forgave him
—although he had to live with the results of his sin.
Ananias and Sapphira sinned in that they hypocriti-
cally lied, trying to deceive the Christian congregation
and thus to ‘play false to the holy spirit and to God.’
{Acts 5:3, 4) That turned out to be evidence of a wick-
ed heart, so they were judged more severely.—1/1,
pages 27, 28.
0 What can help us to serve Jehovah with a
_joyful heart? We should cultivate a positive and
appreciative view of our blessings and God-given
privileges of service, and we ought never forget
that by following God’s Word, we are pleasing him.
—1/15, pages 16, 17.
u What two things must we keep in mind if we
are to give effective encouragement? First, think
about what to say so that the encouragement is spe-
cific. Second, look for the opportunity to approach a
person who deserves commendation or who needs to
be built up.—1/15, page 23.
0 Why do the “great crowd” have “palm
branches in their hands”? (Revelation 7:9) The
waving of palm branches indicates that the “great
crowd” joyfully hail Jehovah's Kingdom and his
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anointed King, Jesus Christ. (See Leviticus 23:39, 40.)
—2/1, page 17.

0 What valuable lessons are found in the book
of Job? The book of Job shows us how to handle
problems. It provides striking examples of how some-
one who is facing trials should—and should not—be
counseled. Furthermore, Job’s own experience can
help us to react in a balanced way when we find
ourselves buffeted by adverse circumstances.—2/15,
page 27.

o What do the miracles of Jesus teach us? Jesus’
miracles glorify God, setting a pattern for Christians
to glorify God. {Romans 15:6) They encourage the
doing of good, the showing of generosity, and the
displaying of compassion.—3/1, page 8.

0 What purpose is served by the elders’ review-
ing prepared questions with newly dedicated
ones? This confirms that each candidate fully under-
stands the basic teachings of the Bible and is aware
of what is involved in being a Witness of Jehovah.
—3/1, page 13.

u How can Biblical prayers benefit us? By look-
ing closely at Scriptural prayers, we can identify
those said in situations similar to our own. Finding,
reading, and meditating on such prayers can help to
enrich our own communication with Jehovah.—3/15,
pages 3, 4.

0 What is godly fear? Godly fear is an awe of Je-
hovah, a profound reverence for him, coupled with a
wholesome dread of displeasing him. (Psalm 89:7)
—3/15, page 10.

0 What are three ways in which the Bible shows
that we are precious in God’s eyes? The Bible
teaches that each of us has worth in God's eyes (Luke
12:6, 7), it clarifies what Jehovah values in us (Mal-
achi 3:16); and it relates what Jehovah has done
to demonstrate his love for us. (John 3:16)—4/1,
pages 11, 12, 14,

O Why is Hebrews 10:24, 25 more than just a
command that Christions meet together? These
words of Paul set a divinely inspired standard for all
Christian meetings—really, for any occasion when
Christians associate together.—4/1, page 16.



Christmas—A Pagan Holiday

13 Shortly thereafter, a flash of light
caused the Bible Students to stop celebrat-
ing Christmas. Before that time Christmas
had always been celebrated by the Bible
Students worldwide, and its celebration at
Brooklyn headquarters was a very festive
occasion. But then it was discerned that
the observance of December 25 was actual-
ly pagan and was chosen by apostate Chris-
tendom to make it easier to convert pagans.
Moreover, it was found that Jesus could
not have been born in the winter, since
at the time of his birth, shepherds were
grazing their flocks in the fields—some-
thing they would not have been doing at
night in late December. (Luke 2:8) Rath-
er, the Scriptures indicate that Jesus was
born about October 1. The Bible Students
also realized that the so-called wise men
who visited Jesus about two years after his
birth were pagan magi.*

A New Name
141n 1931 a bright flash of truth revealed
to those Bible Students a fitting Scriptur-
al name. Jehovah’s people had understood
that they could not accept any of the nick-
names that others had given them, such as
Russellites, Millennial Dawnists, and “no

*In time, it was seen that if the most important
_birth that ever took place could not be celebrated,
we should not celebrate any birthday. Besides, nei-
ther the Israelites nor the early Christians cel-
ebrated birthdays. The Bible mentions only two
birthdays, one of Pharaoh and the other of Herod
Antipas. Each celebration was marred by an execu-
tion. Jehovah's Witnesses do not celebrate birthdays
because these observances have pagan origins and
tend to exalt the ones having a birthday.—Genesis
40:20-22; Mark 6:21-28.

13. (a) What light was shed on Christmas cele-
brations? (b) Why were birthdays no longer cel-
ebrated? (Include footnote.)

14. Why did the name Bible Students not do jus-
tice to Jehovah’s people?

hellers.”* But they also began to appreci-
ate that the name that they themselves had
taken—International Bible Students—did
not do them justice. They were far more
than just Bible students. Besides, there
were ever so many others who were stu-
dents of the Bible but who had nothing in
common with the Bible Students.

5 How did the Bible Students come to
have a new name? For years The Watch
Tower had been making the name of Jeho-
vah prominent. Therefore, it was most ap-
propriate that the Bible Students should
adopt the name found at Isaiah 43:10: “‘You
are my witnesses,’ is the utterance of Je-
hovah, ‘even my servant whom I have cho-
sen, in order that you may know and have
faith in me, and that you may understand
that I am the same One. Before me there
was no God formed, and after me there con-
tinued to be none.””

Vindication and the “Great Crowd”

16 In the second volume of Vindication,
published by the Watch Tower Society in
1932, a flash of light revealed that the res-
toration prophecies recorded by Isaiah, Jer-
emiah, Ezekiel, and other prophets did not
apply (as once thought) to the fleshly Jews,

* This was a mistake made by a number of Chris-
tendom’s denominations. Lutheran was a nickname
that enemies of Martin Luther gave his followers,
who then adopted it. Likewise, the Baptists adopt-
ed the nickname that outsiders had given them be-
cause they preached baptism by immersion. Some-
what similarly, Methodists adopted a name given
them by an outsider. Concerning how the Society of
Friends came to be called Quakers, The World Book
Encyclopedia says: “The word Quaker was original-
ly meant as an insult to Fox [the founder], who told
an English judge to ‘tremble at the Word of the
Lord.’ The judge called Fox a ‘quaker.’”

15. What name did the Bible Students adopt in
1931, and why is it appropriate?

16. Why cou{d the restoration prophecies not
apply to the natural Jews’ return to Palestine,
but to whom do they apply?
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