“The Truth About New Year’s Day Celebrations”

Janus: The Roman God of Gates and Doors

The Bible is not the source of popular religious and secular holidays that are celebrated in many parts
of the world today. What, then, is the origin of such celebrations? If you have access to a library, you
will find it interesting to note what reference books say about holidays that are popular where you
live. Consider the example of the celebration of New Year’s Day.

On the 1 st January of every year, many countries around the world celebrate the beginning of a new
year. But there is nothing new about New Year’s Day celebrations. In fact, festivals and celebrations
marking the beginning of the calendar have been around for thousands of years. While some
festivities were simply a chance to drink and be merry, many other New Year celebrations were
linked to agricultural or astronomical events. In Egypt, for instance, the year began with the annual
flooding of the Nile, which coincided with the rising of the star Sirius. The Phoenicians and Persians
began their new year with the spring equinox, and the Greeks celebrated it on the winter solstice. The
first day of the Chinese New Year, meanwhile, occurred with the second new moon after the winter
solstice.
The Celebration of Akitu in Babylon
The earliest recorded New Year’s festivity dates back some 4,000 years to ancient Babylon, and was
deeply intertwined with religion and mythology. For the Babylonians of ancient Mesopotamia, the
first new moon following the vernal equinox—the day in late March with an equal amount of sunlight
and darkness—heralded the start of a new year and represented the rebirth of the natural world. They
marked the occasion with a massive religious festival called Akitu (derived from the Sumerian word
for barley, which was cut in the spring) that involved a different ritual on each of its 11 days. During
the Akitu, statues of the gods were paraded through the city streets, and rites were enacted to
symbolize their victory over the forces of chaos. Through these rituals the Babylonians believed the
world was symbolically cleansed and recreated by the gods in preparation for the new year and the
return of spring.

In addition to the new year, Atiku celebrated the mythical victory of the Babylonian sky god Marduk
over the evil sea goddess Tiamat and served an important political purpose: it was during this time
that a new king was crowned or that the current ruler’s divine mandate was renewed. One fascinating
aspect of the Akitu involved a kind of ritual humiliation endured by the Babylonian king. This
peculiar tradition saw the king brought before a statue of the god Marduk, stripped of his royal
regalia, slapped and dragged by his ears in the hope of making him cry. If royal tears were shed, it
was seen as a sign that Marduk was satisfied and had symbolically extended the king’s rule.

Ancient Roman Celebration of Janus

The Roman New Year also originally corresponded with the vernal equinox. The early Roman
calendar consisted of 10 months and 304 days, with each new year beginning at the vernal
equinox. According to tradition, the calendar was created by Romulus, the founder of Rome, in the
eighth century B.C. However, over the centuries, the calendar fell out of sync with the sun, and in 46
B.C. the emperor Julius Caesar decided to solve the problem by consulting with the most prominent
astronomers and mathematicians of his time. He introduced the Julian calendar, a solar-based
calendar which closely resembles the more modern Gregorian calendar that most countries around the
world use today.

As part of his reform, Caesar instituted January 1 as the first day of the year, partly to honour the
month’s namesake: Janus, the Roman god of gates & doors, changes and beginnings, whose two
faces allowed him to look back into the past and forward into the future. This idea became tied to the
concept of transition from one year to the next.

Romans would celebrate January 1st by offering sacrifices to Janus in the hope of gaining good
fortune for the New Year, decorating their homes with laurel branches and attending raucous parties.
This day was seen as setting the stage for the next twelve months, and it was common for friends and
neighbours to make a positive start to the year by exchanging well wishes and gifts of figs and honey
with one another.
Middle Ages: January 1st Abolished
In medieval Europe, however, the celebrations accompanying the New Year were considered pagan
and unchristian-like, and in 567 AD the Council of Tours abolished January 1st as the beginning of
the year, replacing it with days carrying more religious significance, such as December 25th or March
25 th, the Feast of the Annunciation, also called “Lady Day”.
The date of January 1 st was also given Christian significance and became known as the Feast of the
Circumcision, considered to be the eighth day of Christ's life counting from December 25th and
following the Jewish tradition of circumcision eight days after birth on which the child is formally
given his or her name. However, the date of December 25 th for the birth of Jesus is false … and is in
fact a date adopted during the 4th century to appease the Roman Emperor Constantine and coincides
with a particular favourite festival of his … the Saturnalia.

In 1582, after reform of the Gregorian calendar, Pope Gregory XIII re-established January 1 st as New
Year’s Day. Although most Catholic countries adopted the Gregorian calendar almost immediately, it
was only gradually adopted among Protestant countries. The British, for example, did not adopt the
reformed calendar until 1752. Until then, the British Empire, and their American colonies, still
celebrated the New Year in March.

Both the date and the customs associated with New Year’s celebrations vary from one country to
another. In many places revelry and drinking are part of the festivities. However, Romans 13:13
counsels: “As in the daytime let us walk decently, not in revelries and drunken bouts, not in illicit
intercourse and loose conduct, not in strife and jealousy.” (See also 1 Peter 4:3, 4; Galatians 5:19-21.)

Is there any objection to sharing in celebrations that may have unchristian roots as long as it is
not done for religious reasons?

Eph. 5:10, 11: “Keep on making sure of what is acceptable to the Lord; and quit sharing with them in
the unfruitful works that belong to the darkness, but, rather, even be reproving them.”

2 Cor. 6:14-18: “What fellowship do righteousness and lawlessness have? Or what sharing does light
have with darkness? Further, what harmony is there between Christ and Beʹlial? Or what portion does
a faithful person have with an unbeliever? And what agreement does God’s temple have with idols?
. . . ‘“Therefore get out from among them, and separate yourselves,” says Jehovah, “and quit touching
the unclean thing”’; ‘“and I will take you in, . . . and you will be sons and daughters to me,” says
Jehovah the Almighty.’” (Genuine love for Jehovah and a strong desire to be pleasing to him will help
a person to break free from unchristian practices that may have had emotional appeal. A person who
really knows and loves Jehovah does not feel that by shunning practices that honour false gods or that
promote falsehood he is in any way deprived of happiness. Genuine love causes him to rejoice, not
over unrighteousness, but with the truth. See 1 Corinthians 13:6.)

Compare Exodus 32:4-10. Notice that the Israelites adopted an Egyptian religious practice but gave it
a new name, “a festival to Jehovah.” But Jehovah severely punished them for this. Today we see only
21st-century practices associated with holidays. Some may appear harmless. But Jehovah observed
first hand the pagan religious practices from which these originated. Should not his view be what
matters to us?
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