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of His words; it’s that serious a matter.

Let us carefully examine the details of those fateful days. Each of the
Gospel writers gives an account of the events, but each presents different
aspects that need to be correctly synchronized and harmonized to produce a
clear sequence and understanding of what happened. We will see that, when
each account is considered, the chronological details mesh perfectly.

For instance, John 19:31 preserves a crucial point that provides insight
into the other narratives. The preparation day on which Jesus was crucified
is described as the day before the Sabbath. But John clarifies it by stating
that this approaching Sabbath “was a high day.” This does not refer to the
weekly Sabbath (Friday sunset to Saturday sunset) but to the first day of
Unleavened Bread, which is one of God’s annual high, or Sabbath, days
(Exodus 12:16-17; Leviticus 23:6-7), which could—and usually did—fall
on other days of the week.

Some believe that this high day fell that year on the seventh day of the
week, making it coincide with the weekly Sabbath, with the preparation day
being on Friday. But Luke’s account shows that this was not the case. Notice
the sequence of events outlined in Luke 23. Jesus’ moment of death, as well
as His hasty burial because of the oncoming Sabbath, is narrated in verses
46-53. Verse 54 then states, “That day was the Preparation, and the Sabbath
drew near.”

Two Sabbaths mentioned

Many have assumed that it is the weekly Sabbath mentioned here. But
that’s incorrect. Instead, it was a Sabbath that occurred on a Thursday,
since verse 56 shows that the women, after seeing Christ’s body being laid
in the tomb, “returned and prepared spices and fragrant oils” for the final
preparation of the body.

Such work would not have been done on a Sabbath day since it would
have been considered a Sabbath violation. This is verified by Mark’s
account, which states, “Now when the Sabbath was past, Mary Magdalene,
Mary the mother of James, and Salome bought spices [which they would not
have purchased on the high-day Sabbath], that they might come and anoint
Him” (Mark 16:1).

The women had to wait until this Sabbath was over before they could buy
and prepare the spices to be used for anointing Jesus’ body. Then, as Luke
23:56 says, it was after purchasing and preparing the spices and oils on Fri-
day that “they rested on the Sabbath according to the commandment.” This
second Sabbath mentioned in the Gospel accounts is the regular weekly
Sabbath, observed from Friday sunset through Saturday sunset.

By comparing details in both Gospels—where Mark tells us the women
bought spices after the Sabbath and Luke relates that they prepared the
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spices and then rested on the Sabbath—we can clearly see that two differ-
ent Sabbaths are mentioned. The first was a “high day” (John 19:31)—the
first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread—which in that year, A.D. 31,
fell on a Thursday. The second was the weekly seventh-day Sabbath. (See
“The Chronology of Christ’s Crucifixion and Resurrection” below.)

Sign of the Messiah

After the women rested on the regular weekly Sabbath, they went to
Jesus’ tomb early on the first day of the week (Sunday), “while it was still
dark” (John 20:1), and found that He had already been resurrected (Matthew
28:1-6; Mark 16:2-6; Luke 24:1-3). When we allow the Scriptures to inter-
pret themselves, all four Gospel accounts accurately harmonize and attest to
the validity of Jesus’ promise that He would be in the grave three days and
three nights—not just part of that time.

Several Bible translations recognize that more than one Sabbath is dis-
cussed in these events. In Matthew 28:1 some Bible versions, including
Alfred Marshall’s Parallel New Testament in Greek and English, Ferrar
Fenton’s Translation and Green’s Literal Translation, properly translate this
phrase as “after the sabbaths.” Young’s Literal Translation and The Com-
plete Word Study Dictionary: New Testament (1992, p. 1270) similarly
acknowledge that multiple Sabbaths are intended here.

The wording of Mark 16:1-2 is confusing to some because it seems to
suggest that the spices were purchased after the weekly Sabbath rather
than before it, on Friday. However, this is explained by Luke 23:56, which
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clearly shows that the women bought the spices before, and not after, the
weekly Sabbath, “and they rested on the Sabbath according to the com-
mandment.” Mark did not mention this weekly Sabbath rest in his account,
but Luke, who wrote his account of these events later, did.

Some also stumble over Mark 16:9, not taking into account that there is
no punctuation indicated in the original Greek. Therefore, to be in harmony
with the material presented in the other Gospels, a better translation would
be: “Now having risen, early the first day of the week He appeared first to
Mary Magdalene...” These verses are not saying that Jesus rose early on
Sunday morning, but that He appeared early on Sunday morning to Mary
Magdalene, having already risen some time earlier.

When we consider the details in all four Gospel accounts, the picture is
clear. Jesus was crucified and entombed late on Wednesday afternoon, just
before a Sabbath began at sunset. However, that was a high-day Sabbath,
falling that year on the fifth day of the week, sunset Wednesday to sunset
Thursday, rather than the weekly Sabbath from Friday sunset through Satur-
day sunset. He remained entombed from Wednesday at sunset until Saturday
at sunset, having risen from the dead. Thus, when Mary Magdalene came
to the tomb on Sunday morning before sunrise, “while it was still dark,” she
found the stone rolled away and the tomb empty.

We can be assured that the duration of Christ’s entombment before His
resurrection, which He foretold as proof of His Messiahship, was precisely
as long as He said it would be—equaling the “three days and three nights
[Jonah was] in the belly of the great fish” (Matthew 12:40). Thus, Jesus
rose late Saturday afternoon around sunset—not Sunday at sunrises—which
was exactly three days and three nights after He was placed in the tomb just
before sunset on Wednesday.

Christ’s prophecy of the time He would be in the tomb was fulfilled pre-
cisely. Because most people do not understand the biblical high days kept
by Jesus Christ and His followers, they fail to understand the chronological
details so accurately preserved for us in the Gospels.

A better way

As we have seen, Easter and its customs originated not from the Bible,
but in pagan fertility rites. It is a curious mixture of ancient mythological
practices and arbitrary dating that obscures and discredits the proof of Jesus
Christ’s Messiahship and resurrection.

Having learned the sources and backgrounds of two major religious
holidays, one might rightly wonder which days, if any, a Christian should
observe. God in His Word shows a better way of life with better days of
worship He has appointed for His people. The next chapter reveals the days
God commands.
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God’s Days of Worship

ince the Word of God doesn’t sanction the celebration of either

Christmas or Easter and condemns the pagan embellishments

associated with these humanly devised holidays, how should Chris-

tians worship God? Do annual celebrations exist that Christians
should observe?

God has given us seven annual festivals, or feasts, on which to wor-
ship and honor Him. By observing them according to His Word, we can
understand His ultimate plan for humanity. Let us now take note of the
days God instructs us to formally worship Him on. His festivals are far

God has given us seven annual festivals, or feasts, on
which to worship and honor Him. His festivals are far
more significant than this world’s holidays because they
reveal His plan for humanity.

more significant than this world’s holidays because they reveal His plan
for humanity.

The first commanded day of worship

Leviticus 23 lists all of God’s commanded festivals in order. The first one
is to be observed every week—the weekly Sabbath day (Leviticus 23:3).

In the first book of the Bible, Genesis, we find that God created man
on the sixth day of the creation week (Genesis 1:24-31). “And on the sev-
enth day God ended His work which He had done, and He rested on the
seventh day from all His work which He had done. Then God blessed the
seventh day and sanctified it, because in it He rested from all His work
which God had created and made” (Genesis 2:2-3).

The Hebrew word for “rested” is shabath and is related to the word
Sabbath. Literally, God sabbathed, or rested; He ceased from the work
of creating (Exodus 20:8-11).

In resting, God also blessed and sanctified the seventh day as a gift for
mankind (Genesis 2:2-3; Exodus 16:29). To sanctify something means
to set it apart as holy. Since God made the Sabbath holy (Exodus 16:23;
20:11; Nehemiah 9:14), He instructed those who follow Him to remember
to keep it holy by resting on it as well (Exodus 20:8-11; Deuteronomy
5:12-15). Keeping the Sabbath, then, reminds us that God is our Creator.

Besides making the Sabbath for rest, God also revealed that the Sabbath
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is a day of worship. In Leviticus 23 He told Moses: “Speak to the children
of Israel, and say to them: ‘The feasts of the LORD, which you shall pro-
claim to be holy convocations, these are My feasts. Six days shall work be
done, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of solemn rest, a holy convocation.
You shall do no work on it; it is the Sabbath of the LORD in all your dwell-
ings’” (verses 1-3). Holy convocations are sacred assemblies for worship.

When Jesus Christ came to live as a human being on earth, He did
not come to abolish or weaken God’s commands (Matthew 5:17). He
came to “exalt the law and make it honorable” (Isaiah 42:21). Jesus kept
the Sabbath (Mark 1:21; 6:2; Luke 4:16; 6:6), as did His apostles and
other members of the early Church (Acts 13:14; 17:2). Gentile believers
met with them on the Sabbath (Acts 13:42, 44; 18:4).

This blessing from God, enshrined in one of the Ten Commandments,
did not change. The seventh day of the week—observed from Friday sun-
set to Saturday sunset—has continued as God’s commanded holy day for
rest and worship. Even though misguided people later initiated a change
to worshipping on Sunday, God’s command was never rescinded, nor was
there biblical authorization for a change to the first day of the week.

This is only the briefest explanation of God’s Fourth Commandment.
If you would like to discover much more about the biblical Sabbath,
please download or request your free copy of our booklet Sunset to
Sunset: God’s Sabbath Rest.

Besides the weekly Sabbath, God gave His people yearly festivals
that correspond with the harvest seasons of Israel. These were also “holy
convocations” to be observed at their appropriate times (Leviticus 23:4)
and represent God’s master plan of salvation for humankind.

The Passover

Passover (Leviticus 23:5), which falls in early spring in the Holy Land,
is a reminder of how God took the lives of all the firstborn Egyptian
males (Exodus 12:7, 26-29) but passed over the Israelites’ homes because
they had placed the blood of a sacrificed lamb on their doorposts.

The blood of the lamb foreshadowed the sacrifice of Jesus Christ,
which spares mankind from eternal death. In the New Testament, Chris-
tians came to understand that Christ is the true Passover Lamb (compare
Exodus 12:21 with 1 Corinthians 5:7). In observing His last Passover
with His disciples, Jesus explained that the symbols of bread and wine
represent His body and blood, offered by Him for the forgiveness of our
sins (Matthew 26:26-28; Mark 14:22-24).

The death of Christ then actually took place during the daylight hours
that followed—which was still the same date according to Hebrew sunset-
to-sunset reckoning. So He was sacrificed on Passover.
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Our observance of this annual occasion marking Jesus” death (1 Corin-
thians 11:26) reminds us that eternal life is possible only through Him (John
6:47-54; Acts 4:10-12). His sacrifice is the starting point for salvation and
the foundation of the annual feast days that follow.

The Feast of Unleavened Bread

In conjunction with the Passover, God instituted the seven-day Feast of
Unleavened Bread, which immediately follows (Leviticus 23:6-8). Histor-
ically it commemorates the ancient Israelites fleeing Egypt in such haste
that they didn’t have time to let their bread rise (Exodus 12:33-34). This
feast came in Israel at the beginning of the early spring barley harvest.

God commanded the Israelites to keep this festival by removing
leaven (yeast) out of their homes for seven days. The first and last days of
this week-long festival were specifically set apart as holy convocations—
annual Sabbaths—days devoted to rest and assembly for worship.

During His earthly ministry, Jesus identified leaven as a symbol of sin
(Matthew 16:6-12; Mark 8:15; Luke 12:1). Thereafter members of the
early Church continued to observe this festival by putting leaven out of
their homes for the week as a symbol of the clean minds and attitudes God
desires of His people (1 Corinthians 5:6-8). After accepting Christ’s sacri-
fice for our sins, we must follow His example in practicing righteousness.

It was during this festival that Jesus was raised from the dead—a vital
factor for us to be led out of sin and on to God’s Kingdom.

The Feast of Pentecost

The third annual festival is the Feast of Weeks, or Pentecost (Leviti-
cus 23:16-21; Acts 2:1). This festival, also called the Feast of Harvest or
Firstfruits (Exodus 23:16; 34:22), corresponding with the start of the late
spring wheat harvest in Israel, was the day God miraculously granted
His Spirit to the New Testament Church (Acts 2).

Pentecost continues to remind us that God is the Lord of His harvest,
choosing and preparing the firstfruits of His coming Kingdom by grant-
ing them His Spirit (Matthew 9:38; Luke 10:2; Romans 8:23; James
1:18). God’s Spirit empowers us with the love of God, the motivation to
obey Him, and a sound mind to discern His truth (2 Timothy 1:7; John
15:26; 16:13). Only those led by God’s Spirit are called the sons of God
(Romans 8:9, 14).

The Feast of Trumpets

The next feast day, in late summer or early fall in Israel, is the Feast of
Trumpets (Leviticus 23:24-25). Ancient Israel understood that trumpets
were used as a way of announcing special messages (Numbers 10:1-10).
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The New Testament reveals a great event to be announced with the
sounding of a trumpet—the return of Jesus Christ to the earth (Revela-
tion 8:2, 11:15). This day also pictures the time when faithful Christians
who have died will be resurrected to life (1 Corinthians 15:52; 1 Thessa-
lonians 4:16) to reign with Christ for 1,000 years (Revelation 20:4-6).

Interestingly, it was around this time of year that Jesus was born—not
in the dead of winter (see “Biblical Evidence Shows Jesus Wasn’t Born
on December 25” on page 12). And the fall feast season represents the
time when Christ will come to the earth again to reign in glory.

The remaining fall feast days describe steps in the establishment of
the prophesied Kingdom of God on earth and judgment of humanity
after Christ’s return.

The Day of Atonement

The Day of Atonement is the next holy convocation (Leviticus
23:26-32). Observed by fasting (verse 27; compare Isaiah 58:3), refrain-
ing from eating or drinking (Esther 4:16), this day represents humanity’s
need to be reconciled to God through the forgiveness of sin.

At the return of Christ, Satan the devil, who now leads mankind
astray (Ephesians 2:2; Revelation 12:9), will be bound (20:1-3) so the
nations can be reconciled to the Father through Christ. Luke referred
to this observance as “the fast” in Acts 27:9.

The Feast of Tabernacles

The next festival period lasts for eight days (Leviticus 23:33-39) and
pictures the final steps in God’s master plan to bring all of humanity into
His eternal family. It includes the last two of God’s annual festivals and
marks the celebration of the completion of a full year of harvests. The
two festivals symbolize the last two great spiritual harvests of human
beings under the reign of Jesus Christ.

The first seven days, the Feast of Tabernacles, also known as the Feast
of Ingathering to mark this great harvest period (Exodus 23:16), pictures
the 1,000-year rule of Jesus Christ immediately following His return to the
earth (see Revelation 20:4-6) known as the Millennium.

Isaiah describes this future period as a time of peace when God’s law
will go forth to all nations from Jerusalem (Isaiah 2:2-4). The fierce
nature of some animals will change (Isaiah 11:6; 65:25), the earth will
become highly productive (Isaiah 35:1), and, most important, “the earth
shall be full of the knowledge of the LORD as the waters cover the sea”
(Isaiah 11:9). With Satan’s evil influence removed, all of humanity will
at last learn God’s ways.

This perfect environment will be designed to offer all people the
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opportunity to repent of their sins and come to God the Father through
Jesus Christ. The Bible shows that Jesus attended this important festival
(John 7:2, 10, 14).

The Last Great Day

The final step in God’s plan of salvation for all mankind is represented
in a feast day at the conclusion of the Feast of Tabernacles (Leviticus

God’s Festivals in
the New Testament

Observed by Jesus
Christ, the apostles
or the Church in the
New Testament

Matthew 26:2, 17-19;
Mark 14:12-16; Luke
2:41-42; 22:1, 7-20; John
2:13, 23; 6:4; 13:1-30;

1 Corinthians 11:23-29

Commanded

Biblical Observance in the 0Old Testament

Passover Leviticus 23:5

Matthew 26:17; Mark
14:12; Luke 2:41-42:
22:1, 7: Acts 20:6;
1 Corinthians 5:6-8

Feast of Unleavened Bread | Leviticus 23:6-8

Acts 2:1-21; 20:16;

Leviticus'23:15:22 1 Corinthians 16:8

Feast of Pentecost

Matthew 24:30-31;
1 Thessalonians 4:16-17;
Revelation 11:15

Feast of Trumpets* Leviticus 23:23-25

Day of Atonement Leviticus 23:26-32 Acts 27:9

John 7:1-2, 8, 10, 14;

Leviticus 23:33-43 Acts 18:21

Feast of Tabernacles

Last Great Day Leviticus 23:36 John chapters 7-9

*Although the Feast of Trumpets is not mentioned by name in the New Testament,
the theme of the day—the sounding of trumpets announcing Jesus Christ’s return—is
mentioned by several New Testament authors as noted in the references.
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23:39). Also called the eighth day or the Last Great Day, this festival
pictures the great judgment of humankind described in Revelation
20:11-13. During this time all people who have died not knowing God’s
plan for them will be resurrected to life to be given an opportunity to
respond to God’s call. Thus it represents the completion of the spiritual

harvest of mankind.

Our Creator wants “all men to be saved” (I Timothy 2:4) and is “not
willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance”

(2 Peter 3:9). Through His wonderful plan everyone will have an opportunity
to know His truth, repent and receive salvation.

The Church of the first century followed Jesus’ example of observ-
ing these days. Peter and John urged the brethren to walk in Jesus’ steps
(1 Peter 2:21), to “walk just as He walked” (1 John 2:6). They followed
Christ’s command to teach converts to “observe all things that I [Jesus]
have commanded you” (Matthew 28:19-20).

Obedience or idolatry?

Observances rooted in paganism break the first two of the Ten Com-
mandments. Is God pleased when people claim to worship Him by
adopting celebrations of pagan gods and goddesses in man-made

What About Thanksgiving,
Hanukkah and Purim?

Since the Jews added the feasts of Purim
(the origins of which are described
in the book of Esther) and Hanukkah,
otherwise known as the Feast of Lights
or Feast of Dedication (mentioned in John
10:22-23), some believe we are free to
add any religious holidays and celebrations
of our own choosing. Is this true?

Important differences in the background
and intent of these observances are obvi-
ous when we compare them to Christmas,
Easter and Halloween. The Jews instituted
Purim to commemorate their deliverance
during the time of Esther, and Hanukkah to
celebrate the rededication of the Jerusalem
temple after its defilement by the Syrian
invader Antiochus Epiphanes.

Neither celebration originated in pagan-

ism, although over the centuries these
celebrations have taken on some practices,
like the Hanukkah bush, that are rooted in
paganism.

In their original form, Hanukkah and
Purim, like the American holiday of Thanks-
giving, are celebrations of thanks and
honor to God for His intervention and bless-
ings. The way some Americans celebrate
Thanksgiving is far removed from the origi-
nal intent, but that does not alter the real
meaning and significance of the day.

An important distinction between
acceptable holidays and those rooted in
paganism (like Christmas and Easter) is
that they do not alter, replace or distort
the meaning of a festival of God or other
biblical truths.
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holidays while they ignore His commanded days and ways of worship?
Celebrating the birthday of the sun god or adopting fertility rites to
other gods and goddesses violates God’s clear instruction: “You shall
have no other gods before Me” (Exodus 20:3).
Inventing religious feasts to replace those given by God contradicts

Why would anyone choose to reject God’s instructions
and His marvelous feast days, especially since He gave
them to us to reveal our ultimate destiny?

His teaching: ““You shall not make for yourself an idol ... You shall not
bow down to them or worship them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jeal-
ous God...” (verses 4-5, New International Version). Substituting pagan
customs and practices for what God has commanded—regardless of how
well intentioned it might be—is idolatry.

Why would anyone choose to reject God’s instructions and His mar-
velous feast days, especially since He gave them to us to reveal our
ultimate destiny? To discover more about these magnificent festivals and
how to observe them, be sure to request your free copy of our booklet
God’s Holy Day Plan: The Promise of Hope for All Mankind. You will
find further proof that Jesus and the apostles observed these days and
will learn much more about their significance in helping us understand
God’s master plan for all of humanity.

Following the instruction and example of Jesus Christ, the apostles
and the early New Testament Church, members of the United Church of
God continue to observe these annual days. We welcome all who wish to
join us in worshipping our Creator on these great festivals of hope. We
invite you to contact our nearest office to locate a congregation near you.
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Does It Matter to God?

ver the last two millennia, traditional Christianity has systemati-

cally laid aside the “feast days of the LORD” and established its

own holidays. Christmas was established to enable pagan con-

verts to come into church fellowship without forsaking their hea-
then customs and practices. Easter is a replacement for the biblical Passover
and Days of Unleavened Bread.

Even the weekly Sabbath was abandoned in favor of Sunday, the pagan
day of the sun, supposedly to commemorate Jesus’ resurrection (though, as
we demonstrated earlier, it took place not on Sunday morning but at the end
of the weekly Sabbath at sunset Saturday).

Although we should immediately recognize that overruling God’s instruc-
tions is dangerous behavior, let’s consider, from the biblical record, whether
such inventions and alterations are acceptable worship to our Creator God.

Changing God’s instructions

When God began working with the ancient Israelites, He intended they
set an example of obedience to Him for the nations around them (Deuter-
onomy 4:1, 6-8). They were to be a model nation, showing other peoples that
God’s way of life produces abundant blessings. Their experiences serve as
continuing examples for us (1 Corinthians 10:1-11).

During their years in Egypt, the Israelites were exposed to Egyptian
culture and worship. Notice what Unger’s Bible Dictionary says about this
culture: “The Egyptian religion was an utterly bewildering polytheistic con-
glomeration in which many deities of the earliest periods, when each town
had its own deity, were retained...

“Every object beheld, every phenomenon of nature, was thought to be
indwelt by a spirit which could choose its own form, occupying the body of
a crocodile, a fish, a cow, a cat, etc. Hence the Egyptians had numerous holy
animals, principally the bull, the cow, the cat, the baboon, the jackal, and
the crocodile” (1966, p. 291, “Egypt”).

Shortly after miraculously delivering the Israelites from their bondage
in Egypt, God instructed them how He wanted to be worshipped. He gave
them His commandments (Exodus 20), along with statutes and judgments
detailing how to apply them (Exodus 21-22). God revealed His feast days
(Exodus 23:14-17; Leviticus 23) and gave directions regarding a priest-
hood, tabernacle and offerings (Exodus 25-31). God told Moses to climb
Mount Sinai and gave him two tablets of stone engraved with the Ten
Commandments (Exodus 24:12; 31:18).
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When Moses didn’t come down from Mount Sinai for some time (Exo-
dus 32:1), the people prodded his brother Aaron into fashioning an idol
for them to worship. They essentially mixed the Egyptian form of worship
with the instructions they had just received from God. The practice of
blending religious beliefs and practices is known as syncretism.

After creating a golden image of a calf, Aaron proclaimed the next day a
holiday—*a feast to the LORD” (verses 4-5). They then “rose early and sacri-
ficed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings. Afterward they
sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry” (verse 6, NIV).
This celebration combined God’s instruction with Egyptian religious practice
and tradition.

We are not told why the Israelites chose this mix of worship. Perhaps they
thought it was not a good idea to abandon all the familiar forms of worship
at once and they simply practiced what they were accustomed to from their
years immersed in Egyptian culture. Whatever their thinking, God was not
pleased. He told Moses: “Go down, because your people, whom you brought
up out of Egypt, have become corrupt. They have been quick to turn away
from what I commanded them” (verses 7-8, NIV).

God shows from His Word that He expects more from those who
claim to follow Him. He wants people to worship Him “in spirit and truth”
(John 4:23-24)—not with corrupted, vile practices rooted in the worship
of other gods.

Consequences of futile worship

The Israelites were in no way justified in departing from the God-
ordained instructions introduced in the wilderness. God was so angered by
their actions that He was ready to destroy the nation (Exodus 32:10). Only
on Moses’ pleadings did God relent and spare them (verses 11-14).

Ancient Israel’s experiment with combining parts of God’s instruction
with pagan customs and elements was a disaster. In punishment for this
sin, 3,000 men lost their lives (verses 27-28). Those who weren’t killed had
to drink water polluted with the ground-up idol, pulverized into powder
(verse 20).

Being presumptuous—taking unauthorized liberty to do things such as
altering God’s instructions for worship—is sinful. The Bible describes the
Israelites’ actions as “a great sin” (verses 21, 30, 31). God’s law is clear
concerning presumptuous behavior (Numbers 15:30-31).

The principle holds true today among God’s people. Once we come
to understand His truth, we have an obligation to take steps to obey
Him. We recognize that the instruction and examples in His Word were
recorded for our spiritual instruction and benefit (1 Corinthians 10:6, 11;
Romans 15:4).
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Halloween: A Celebration of Evil

hat must an unfamiliar observer think

of Halloween? Parents dress their
children as monsters, vampires, devils,
witches and ghosts and encourage them
to approach total strangers to ask them
for candy and other treats. Homeowners
decorate their houses with images of black
cats, ghosts, goblins and carved pumpkins
and sometimes transform their yards into
make-believe graveyards. Adults dress in
similar strange and outlandish costumes
and go to parties in rooms decorated like
dungeons or crypts.

Why are such bizarre practices so popu-
lar? Why would anyone celebrate a holiday
emphasizing the morbid and macabre? Where
did such strange customs originate?

As with Christmas and Easter, we can
trace the roots of Halloween far back into
the pagan past. The Encyclopedia of Reli-
gion says, “Halloween, or Allhallows Eve, is
a festival celebrated on 31 October, the eve-
ning prior to the Christian Feast of All Saints
(Al Saints’ Day). Halloween is the name for
the eve of Samhain [pronounced Sow-en], a
celebration marking the beginning of winter
as well as the first day of the New Year within
the ancient Celtic culture of the British Isles.
The time of Samhain consisted of the eve of
the feast and the day itself (31 October and
1 November)” (1987, p. 176, “Halloween”).

Besides Halloween, the Celts observed
many other holidays including the winter
solstice (later transformed into Christmas),
spring fertility rites (reborn later as Easter)
and May Day as a harvest festival.

Concerning Halloween The Encyclope-
dia of Religion continues: “On this occa-
sion, it was believed that a gathering of
supernatural forces occurred as during no
other period of the year. The eve and day
of Samhain were characterized as a time
when the barriers between the human and

supernatural worlds were broken. Other-
worldly entities, such as the souls of the
dead, were able to visit earthly inhabitants,
and humans could take the opportunity
to penetrate the domains of the gods and
supernatural creatures.

“Fiery tributes and sacrifices of animals,
crops, and possibly human beings were
made to appease supernatural powers who
controlled the fertility of the land ... Sam-
hain acknowledged the entire spectrum of
nonhuman forces that roamed the earth
during the period” (pp. 176-177).

On this holiday “huge bonfires were set
on hilltops to frighten away evil spirits ... The
souls of the dead were supposed to revisit
their homes on this day, and the autumnal
festival acquired sinister significance, with
ghosts, witches, hobgoblins, black cats,
fairies, and demons of all kinds said to be
roaming about. It was the time to placate
the supernatural powers controlling the
processes of nature. In addition, Halloween
was thought to be the most favourable time
for divinations concerning marriage, luck,
health, and death. It was the only day on
which the help of the devil was invoked for
such purposes” (Encyclopaedia Britannica,
15th edition, Micropaedia, Vol. 4, p. 862,
“Halloween”).

Ancient practices continued today

As with Christmas and Easter, church
leaders adopted this ancient celebration
to serve their own purposes. “Samhain
remained a popular festival among the
Celtic people throughout the christianiza-
tion of Great Britain. The British church
attempted to divert this interest in pagan
customs by adding a Christian celebration
to the calendar on the same date as Sam-
hain. The Christian festival, the Feast of
All Saints, commemorates the known and
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unknown saints of the Christian religion just
as Samhain had acknowledged and paid
tribute to the Celtic deities” (The Encyclope-
dia of Religion, p. 177, “Halloween”).
Several ancient Halloween practices still
exist in modern observances. Bobbing for
apples was originally a form of divination
(fortune telling) to learn of future marriages.
The first person to bite an apple was pre-
dicted to be the first to marry in the coming

year ... The jack-o-lantern ... represent[ed]
a watchman on Halloween night or a man
caught between earth and the supernatural
world” (Jack Santino, All Around the Year:
Holidays & Celebrations in American Life,
1994, p. 26).

The Bible condemns the occult

Although some may dismiss the demonic
symbolism and divination associated with
Halloween as harmless fun, the Bible
reveals the existence of evil spirits, led by
Satan the devil, whom God holds respon-
sible for great suffering and sorrow inflicted
on the human race. Revelation 12:9 speaks
of “the great dragon...that serpent of
old, called the Devil and Satan...[who]
deceives the whole world ..."

The name given him in the Bible, Satan,
means adversary or enemy. The apostle
John tells us that “the whole world lies

under the sway of the wicked one” (1 John
5:19). Satan and the other fallen angels
(demons) constantly try to keep humanity
spiritually blinded, turning them aside from
their awesome destiny as part of the family
of God.

As a loving Father, God commands us to
avoid things that can harm us. Concerning
the spirit world, notice what God says to His
people: “Give no regard to mediums and
familiar spirits; do not seek after them, to
be defiled by them: | am the Lorp your God”
(Leviticus 19:31).

In addition to this command to avoid
practices that pertain to evil spirits, God
warned ancient Israel to avoid any kind
of occult practices: “There shall not be
found among you anyone who ... practices
witchcraft, or a soothsayer, or one who
interprets omens, or a sorcerer, or one who
conjures spells, or a medium, or a spiritist,
or one who calls up the dead. For all who
do these things are an abomination to the
Lorp” (Deuteronomy 18:10-12).

God has called His people to a differ-
ent standard. Instead of superstitions and
myths, God tells us to look to Him for our
blessings, direction and future.

Modern celebrations of Halloween may
appear on the surface to be quite harmless,
but the spiritual implications of dabbling
with the spirit world are extremely seri-
ous. Fortune-telling, Ouija boards, astrol-
0gy, voodoo, clairvoyance, black magic and
the like can all be related to occult, satanic
forces or the worship of natural phenomena
and are forbidden in Scripture.

Jesus Christ tells us that “the first and
greatest commandment” is to love our
Creator “with all your heart, with all your
soul, and with all your mind” (Matthew
22:37-38). God alone is the giver of life and
all good things. To give recognition to false
gods, and to imitate practices that honored
them, is unacceptable and idolatrous.
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Additional warnings for Christians

The generation of Israelites who called for the golden calf apparently
never learned to trust and obey God. Only a short time later, while prepar-
ing to go into the land God had promised them, they grew afraid of the
land’s inhabitants and refused to enter (Numbers 13-14). As a result, God
told them they would wander 40 years in the wilderness until all those who
had refused to follow His instructions had died (Numbers 14:33). After their
deaths, God then began preparing the next generation to enter Canaan.

Part of God’s instructions included an explicit warning against incor-
porating pagan customs into their worship. Here are His exact words:

“When the LoRD your God cuts off from before you the nations which
you go to dispossess, and you displace them and dwell in their land, fake
heed to yourself that you are not ensnared to follow them, after they are
destroyed from before you, and that you do not inquire after their gods, say-
ing, ‘How did these nations serve their gods? I also will do likewise.’

“You shall not worship the LORD your God in that way, for every abomi-
nation to the LORD which He hates they have done to their gods; for they

An Ancient Cultural Clash

Some 2,600 years ago, three young
men, Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-
Nego, faced a cultural crisis when they were
commanded to show honor to a false god.

After their native country of Judah was
conquered by the Babylonian Empire, the
three were taken to Babylon to be trained
for service in King Nebuchadnezzar’s gov-
ernment (Daniel 1:1-7). They were in a
vulnerable position in a kingdom in which
the monarch ruled with absolute power.

The king had an idolatrous image of
gold built and commanded that everyone
should show honor to his creation by bow-
ing down to it (Daniel 3:1-7). Although some
may have reasoned that they should show
respect to the ruler by accepting some of
his customs, Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-
Nego determined to show respect to God by
refusing to comply with this decree.

They knew their decision was punishable
by being thrown into “a burning fiery furnace”
(verses 6, 12-15), but they remained firm

in their conviction. When the moment of
decision arrived and the king personally com-
manded them to show honor to His idolatrous
image, they replied: “O Nebuchadnezzar, we
have no need to answer you in this matter. If
that is the case, our God whom we serve is
able to deliver us from the burning fiery fur-
nace, and He will deliver us from your hand,
0 king. But if not, let it be known to you, O
king, that we do not serve your gods, nor will
we worship the gold image which you have
set up” (verses 16-18).

These courageous young men were
willing to give their lives, if necessary, to
show loyalty to God alone. Appreciating
their devotion, God spared their lives in a
powerful and miraculous witness to Nebu-
chadnezzar (verses 19-30). The faith and
faithfulness of these young men remains
an enduring example of respect for God.
Their example should inspire all of us to
honor our Creator with a similar sense of
loyalty and dedication.
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burn even their sons and daughters in the fire to their gods. Whatever I com-
mand you, be careful to observe it; you shall not add to it nor take away
from it” (Deuteronomy 12:29-32).

Regrettably, the Israelites often failed to heed God’s warning. Time and
time again they let their fascination with the religious practices of those
around them get the better of them as they lapsed into idolatrous worship.

In the 600s B.C. God gave three more warnings against this kind of
behavior. First, through the prophet Jeremiah, God said, “Do not learn the
way of the Gentiles,; do not be dismayed at the signs of heaven, for the Gen-
tiles are dismayed at them” (Jeremiah 10:2). Here God cautioned His people
against following the gentile (non-Israelite) practices of worshipping the
heavenly bodies (like the sun on Dec. 25) and against astrology in general.

In the following verses (3-9), God describes some of their idolatrous
customs. They cut a tree from the forest, prop it up and decorate it with
precious metals.

Although this account is specifically referring to setting up an object of
idolatrous worship (verses 6-8), God’s command here, “Do not learn the
way of the Gentiles,” applies to all pagan religious customs. Christmas trees,
mistletoe and colorful lights that come from pagan winter-solstice celebra-
tions, rabbits and Easter eggs as fertility symbols, and demonic concepts at
Halloween, all fit this prohibition. Likewise a number of other modern tradi-
tions, such as New Year’s Day celebration and Valentine’s Day, also fit the
prohibition—as they, too, originate in pagan worship. (You can search for
more information on these at our Web site, www.ucg.org.)

In giving this instruction against learning the way of the gentiles, God
wanted His people to avoid the type of sin their forefathers had committed
with the golden calf.

A few years after the statement in Jeremiah, God again expressed His
anger with His people: “For they have committed adultery, and blood is
on their hands. They have committed adultery with their idols, and even
sacrificed their sons whom they bore to Me, passing them through the fire,
to devour them. Moreover they have done this to Me: They have defiled
My sanctuary on the same day and profaned My Sabbaths. For after they
had slain their children for their idols, on the same day they came into My
sanctuary to profane it; and indeed thus they have done in the midst of My
house” (Ezekiel 23:37-39).

Here it appears that Israel practiced one of the customs like those origi-
nally associated with the Saturnalia and worship of Saturn—the sacrificing
of children—and then came to worship God on one of His Sabbaths!

Through the prophet Zephaniah God decried “those who worship the
host of heaven on the housetops; those who worship and swear oaths by
the LORD, but who also swear by Milcom” (Zephaniah 1:5). God is not
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pleased when people are double-minded (James 1:8; 4:8) in their worship—
accepting false religions and customs while professing to worship Him.

A consistent message throughout the Bible

Some people wrongly assume that Old Testament prohibitions against
mixing paganism with godly worship were annulled during apostolic times.
Nothing could be further from the truth.

To prove the continuity of God’s teaching in the New Testament, let us
consider the city of Corinth. Here we find one of the most instructive exam-
ples about incorporating paganism into Christianity.

Strategically located just south of the narrow isthmus connecting central
Greece with the Peloponnesus, this city sat on an important trade route. Its
inhabitants grew rich by transporting goods across the four-mile isthmus,
which saved merchants a 200-mile trip by ship. Worship of Aphrodite
(the Greek goddess of love) had long been part of the city’s history. It also
boasted a temple to Apollo, the Greek sun god.

What was Corinth like in the first century? “[Here] the apostle Paul
established a flourishing church, made up of a cross section of the worldly
minded people who had flocked to Corinth to participate in the gambling,
legalized temple prostitution, business adventures, and amusements available
in a first-century navy town...

“The city soon became a melting pot for the approximately 500,000
people who lived there at the time of Paul’s arrival. Merchants and sailors,
anxious to work the docks, migrated to Corinth. Professional gamblers and
athletes, betting on the Isthmian games, took up residence. Slaves, some-
times freed but with no place to go, roamed the streets day and night. And
prostitutes (both male and female) were abundant. People from Rome,
the rest of Greece, Egypt, Asia Minor—indeed, all of the Mediterranean
world—relished the lack of standards and freedom of thought that prevailed
in the city.

“These were the people who eventually made up the Corinthian church.
They had to learn to live together in harmony, although their national, social,
economic, and religious backgrounds were very different” (Nelson’s New
Hllustrated Bible Dictionary, “Corinth”).

Paul’s instruction regarding other religious practices

Writing to this diverse group, primarily gentiles with a tradition of idol
worship (1 Corinthians 12:2), Paul addressed the issue of whether outside
religious customs and practices had any place among God’s people:

“What fellowship has righteousness with lawlessness? And what com-
munion has light with darkness? And what accord has Christ with Belial?
Or what part has a believer with an unbeliever? And what agreement has the
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temple of God with idols? For you are the temple of the living God. As God
has said: ‘I will dwell in them and walk among them. I will be their God,

and they shall be My people.

“Therefore ‘Come out from among them and be separate, says the Lord.
Do not touch what is unclean, and I will receive you. I will be a Father to
you, and you shall be My sons and daughters, says the Lord Almighty.
Therefore, having these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from
all filthiness of the flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God”

(2 Corinthians 6:14-18; 7:1).

Instead of renaming some of the pagan customs as Christian or allowing
the new converts to retain some of their former practices, the apostle Paul
commanded them to leave behind all of these forms of worship. He con-
demned the sexual immorality that was a common part of the fertility rites
in honor of the goddess Aphrodite (1 Corinthians 6:13, 18; 1 Thessalonians
4:3). No doubt the new church did not participate in winter-solstice celebra-
tions honoring the sun god Apollo. Nor did they imitate these to honor
Christ—as this would not have honored Christ at all.

Christianity that is faithful to the Bible teaches its followers that “our
old man was crucified with Him [Jesus Christ], that the body of sin might
be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves of sin” (Romans
6:6). If someone is strongly committed to following Christ, “he is a new
creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have become

new” (2 Corinthians 5:17).

Paul explains that we are not to retain our favorite past religious tradi-
tions. Indeed, ““all things have become new”! As part of the “old man”

The Delights of Obedience

Ajoy and peace of mind come from mak-
ing right choices, from knowing you are
conscientiously obeying God’s instruction
in the pages of the Bible.

Before the time of King Josiah of
Judah, the scroll containing the Book of
the Law had been lost, along with the
knowledge of God’s festivals. But Hilkiah,
the high priest, found that scroll, and
Shaphan the scribe read it in the pres-
ence of young Josiah. The repentant king
quickly restored the true worship of God
according to the instruction he found in
the scroll.

One of Josiah’s first steps in restoring

proper worship of God was observing the
Passover and the Days of Unleavened
Bread. For a time the whole country caught
the righteous fervor of the youthful king,
and a national festival observance ensued
such as had not been seen for centuries
(2 Chronicles 34-35).

Later that same spirit of obedience and
joyful festival celebration swept the Jewish
settlements in the Holy Land during the
days of Ezra and Nehemiah. Not only did
the people enjoy the physical aspects of
these days, but the nation gained renewed
understanding of God’s Word as well
(Nehemiah 8:9-12).
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(Ephesians 4:22; Colossians 3:9), our former styles of worship must go.

As Jesus taught, we simply cannot serve two masters (Matthew 6:24; Luke
16:13). We cannot simultaneously embrace two competing systems of worship.
We see the obvious continuity between the Old and New Testaments of
the Bible; the new also forbids mixing pagan tradition with the “worship in

spirit and truth” God commands (John 4:23-24).

Authority from man or God?

Since God is so strongly opposed to altering His revealed days of wor-
ship (Deuteronomy 12:32; Revelation 22:18-19), by what authority did
human beings change the days we observe? Here is what The Encyclo-
paedia Britannica says about some early Christians: “Though many of
[Jesus’] disciples continued to observe the special times and seasons of the
Jewish Law, new converts broke with the custom because they regarded it
as no longer needful or necessary” (15th edition, Vol. 4, p. 601, “Church
Year”). Notice the lack of divine authorization. The people decided to
make this change.

One humanly devised change in the early centuries after Christ was to
worship on Sunday rather than the seventh-day Sabbath, the day authorized
in the Bible. The same source acknowledges that “the New Testament writ-
ings do not explain how the practice began” (ibid., p. 603). Though some
have theorized this change occurred in honor of Christ’s resurrection, we
have already seen that this rationale is flawed because Christ was resurrected
near sundown on Saturday rather than on Sunday.

Replacing God’s annual feast days with pagan holidays was also
done in the same spirit. This same encyclopedia article makes this frank
admission: “Unlike the cycle of feasts and fasts of the Jewish Law, the
[modern] Christian year has never been based upon a divine revelation.
It is rather a tradition that is always subject to change by ecclesiastical
law. Each self-governing church maintains the right to order the church
year” (p. 601).

When the kingdom of Israel divided after Solomon’s death, King
Jeroboam of the northern 10 tribes soon changed the date of the annual
autumn festival from the seventh to the eighth month of the Hebrew cal-
endar (1 Kings 12:32-33). So the first king of the new northern Israelite
dynasty established a corrupting pattern in the nation’s religious life, one
that eventually helped lead to the northern tribes’ destruction at the hands
of the Assyrian Empire.

Throughout the northern kingdom’s history, the political and ecclesiasti-
cal leadership stubbornly persisted in “the sins of Jeroboam” (1 Kings 13:34;
15:30; 16:2-3, 19; etc.), one of which was his unauthorized alteration of the
date of a God-ordained religious festival.
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Time to leave nonbiblical religious traditions behind

As creatures of habit, we can find ourselves following traditions that are
contrary to God’s instructions. Almost 2,000 years ago Jesus Christ pointed
out that a devoutly religious group, the Pharisees, was in just such a situa-
tion. He told them, “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is writ-
ten: ‘This people honors Me with their lips, but their heart is far from Me.
And in vain they worship Me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of
men.” For laying aside the commandment of God, you hold the tradition of
men ... All too well you reject the commandment of God, that you may keep
your tradition” (Mark 7:6-9).

Just proclaiming that something is Christian does not make it so. No mat-
ter what our traditions have been or what rationalizations we may employ,
the Bible is clear that we must follow our Creator’s directions on His days
and forms of worship.

In Colossians 2:8 the apostle Paul warns, “Beware lest anyone cheat
you through philosophy and empty deceit, according to the tradition of
men, according to the basic principles of the world, and not according
to Christ.”

Similarly, one of the last messages in the Bible reveals this warning for
people caught up in a great worldwide system that established itself in oppo-
sition to God: “Come out of her, my people, lest you share in her sins, and
lest you receive of her plagues. For her sins have reached to heaven, and God
has remembered her iniquities” (Revelation 18:4-5).

We have a choice. We can choose the feast days instituted by God or the
holidays substituted by men unwittingly deceived by Satan. The choices we
make affect our destiny and impact our relationship with our Creator.

We can take great comfort in the meaning of the days of worship
revealed in the Bible, since they represent the magnificent plan of God, who
will give every human being an opportunity to understand and accept His
way of life either now or, for the majority of human beings, in an age yet
to come. If your eyes have been opened, you have a clear responsibility
to make the right choice today. Will you now act on what you know?
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Kingdom of God to all the world
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in the public interest. We invite you
to request your free subscription

to The Good News magazine and
to enroll in our 12-lesson Bible Study
/| Course, also free of charge.

| We are grateful for the generous
J tithes and offerings of the members
- of the Church and other supporters
who voluntarily contribute to support this work. We do not solicit the general
public for funds. However, contributions to help us share this message of hope

with others are welcomed. All funds are audited annually by an independent
accounting firm.

Personal counsel available: Jesus commanded His followers to feed His
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