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Why do we exchange gifts at Christmas time?  
Where did this idea come from? How did it start?  
Where in the bible does it tell us to exchange gifts? 
What is Christmas really all about? 
What should we be giving at Christmas? 
 
I would like you to try and answer the first question for yourself as we go through God’s word today. I 
will start with the second question … 
 
Where did this idea come from? How did it start? 
If you Google the “origin of giving presents at Christmas”, the top answer on Google is Wikipedia. 
Wikipedia says: “A Christmas gift or Christmas present is a gift given in celebration of Christmas. ... 
The practice of giving gifts during Christmastide, according to Christian tradition, is symbolic of the 
presentation of the gifts by the Three Wise Men to the infant Jesus.” 
Many school teachers will tell you to be very careful of what Wikipedia tells and don’t use it as a 
reference when you do research. That is great advice because Wikipedia’s answer (in this case) is 
definitely wrong.  
Let’s go back in history before Jesus was born… around 217 BC., there were public banquets (big 
fancy dinners) which celebrated a festival called Saturnalia. It started as a festival where farmers 
celebrated the end of the Autumn planting season in honour of Saturn (a Roman God). Satus means 
sowing. It was celebrated on 17 December and then it grew to be a whole week ending on 25 
December.  It was a week of eating, drinking and exchanging gifts to celebrate the winter solstice – 
the longest night in the northern hemisphere. Various Christian Roman emperors tried stop this 
pagan festival after the birth of Jesus, but people wanted to have a party, so it changed into 
celebrating the birth of Jesus on 25 December.  
 
That’s how the exchanging of gifts stayed. And it seems that the eating and drinking stayed too. Have 
you heard the expression: “any excuse for a party”? The people continued to have a reason for a 
party… the birth of Jesus. Look at what has happened to Christmas over time. The shops are abuzz 
encouraging you to spend. In some countries it is no longer acceptable to call it Christmas or a 
Christmas tree – it is now “happy holidays” and a “holiday tree”. We have even taken the “Christ” out 
of the word by using Xmas. “X” is used for delete on websites (top right corner of the web page). 
So now we know how it started, but is it in the bible or do we just do it because it has become a 
yearly tradition. As a church which is bible-based, Christ-centred and Holy Spirit-led, we go to the 
bible as our guide. 
 
Where in the bible does it tell us to exchange gifts? 
Most Christians will point you to Matthew 2:11. Let me read it to you. 
Text:  



11 On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and 
worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold, frankincense 
and myrrh (Matthew 2:11) 
What do you do when your friend has a birthday? You take them a gift. You can imagine how easy it 
is to believe that the wise men were bringing gifts to Jesus because it was his birthday.  
 
Why is this not an accurate understanding of the text?  
Firstly, they were not celebrating his birthday. In fact, they arrived some days or weeks after his birth. 
We are not sure exactly when, but the text says: “on coming to the house”. Where was Jesus born? 
(In a stable – part of an Inn). So they definitely did not arrive at the stables on the day he was born. 
Secondly, it was accepted practice to bring gifts to a King. The wise men knew that Jesus was their 
King. They bowed down and worshipped him. 
Thirdly, they did not exchange gifts amongst themselves. If you do go to a friend’s house for his party, 
do you exchange gifts? No. So there is no evidence in the bible to say that we should exchange gifts 
at Christmas. 
 
What is Christmas really all about? 
 “16 For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall 
not perish but have eternal life.” (John 3:16). 
Jesus was born so that we could see God in the flesh; we could learn from him; we could get to know 
him personally and then finally so that he could die on the cross for our sins so that we could be 
forgiven and be in a relationship with God now and forever. 
God gave us this free gift at Christmas. We just need to repent, turn from our old ways, accept this 
free gift and decide to follow him as Lord and Saviour. 
Do we need to give him a gift? 
Do we need to give him anything in return? Jesus says: “If you love me, obey my commands” (John 
14:15). 
We are all children. Your parents don’t want you to buy them gifts at Christmas. They just want you to 
love them and obey them? Why? Because they love you and they know what’s best for you. The 
same with Jesus. He loved you enough to die for you. Do you love him enough to obey him? 
 
Let’s examine the second question: What should we be giving at Christmas? 
Let’s go to his word:  
“Now I want you to know, dear brothers and sisters, what God in his kindness has done through the 
churches in Macedonia. 2 They are being tested by many troubles, and they are very poor. But they are 
also filled with abundant joy, which has overflowed in rich generosity. 3 For I can testify that they gave 
not only what they could afford, but far more. And they did it of their own free will. 4 They begged us 
again and again for the privilege of sharing in the gift for the believers in Jerusalem. 5 They even did 
more than we had hoped, for their first action was to give themselves to the Lord and to us, just as 
God wanted them to do.” (2 Corinthians 8:1- 4) 
Verse 4: The Macedonian church were poor, yet they gave more than they could afford, to the believers 
in Jerusalem, who were struggling. Notice how they were filled with “abundant joy” (lots of joy) from 
their giving. Do you get that same abundant joy when you give presents at Christmas time? 
Paul says they begged them again and again for the privilege of sharing in the gift for the believers in 
Jerusalem. They really wanted to give. 
 
I have dealt with these verses in the order they come (verse 4 then verse 5) but note verse 5:  
Although it comes after verse 4, it says: “their first action (that means before they gave to the 
Jerusalem church) was to give themselves to the Lord”.  
That’s what we should be giving at Christmas. Do we give ourselves first to Jesus? 



It is an opportunity to examine our hearts and ask, do we truly worship the King of Kings, the way the 
wise men did. Jesus doesn’t want physical things, but are we prepared to give ourselves to Jesus, that 
means, our hearts, our lives, our priorities, our everything. That’s what he would love. 
 
The Lord has laid on the hearts of the preachers this year, a few times, to preach about this theme … 
you may recall the sermon “Die to self”?  
 
Let’s examine our heart this Christmas and ask: 

a. Am I ready to give to others the way the churches in Macedonia gave so generously (beyond 
what they could afford) to the believers in Jerusalem who were in need, even though they 
themselves were poor. 

b. Am I ready to give myself to Jesus? 
The most important thing is - I urge you to decide today – give yourself to Jesus. 
Amen 
 
 


