
The History of Christmas Trees 

Many of our homes and some of our churches are beautified this time of 
year with  bright, decorated Christmas Trees, usually evergreens like 
spruce, pine, fir, or cypress.  
The custom of bringing a tree indoors to commemorate the birth of Christ 
dates back to the Renaissance, but using Christmas Trees as a Christian 
symbol probably started in the Middle Ages, by linking the birth of Christ to 
the story of Creation.  Since Christmas Eve fell on the Feast of Adam and 
Eve, many Medieval plays symbolized the Garden of Eden with a 
“paradise tree” hung with fruit.  
 
In the 17th and 18th centuries, many German, Dutch and Scandinavian 
families brought trees inside and placed gifts on them or around them, 
another symbol of Christian significance associated with the Wise Men or 
with taking a collection for the poor, as St. Nicholas of Myra had done.   
 
It was Victorian England, however, where our modern tradition was set, as 
Queen Victoria and Prince Albert set up an elaborate tree at Windsor 
Castle in 1841. At about the same time in America, Clement Moore’s 
poem, “’Twas the Night Before Christmas” became popular, giving us a 
uniquely American picture of happy, middle-class families exchanging 
gifts around a tree.  
 
Christmas trees have not been without controversy. Some Christians love 
to point out that evergreen trees, cut and placed in homes, were used as 
an ancient Roman symbol of pagan winter festivals or emperor worship. 
Such Christians demonstrate an error of reasoning. The genetic fallacy is a 
faulty way to link the contemporary significance of a practice or symbol 
with its origin, as if Christ had no power to redeem. That’s like saying that 
water baptism is a pagan symbol because it was already practiced by 
ancient Egyptian and Greek religions. (As if Christ didn’t know that when 
he commanded his followers to be baptized.) 
 
In reality, Christian missionaries in the Middle Ages took cultural traditions 
like the trees used in pagan festivals and re-framed them to proclaim 
Christ as Lord. He is Lord over not just individuals, but also cultures and the 
entire natural order, so natural symbols and cultural traditions can and 
must be converted. What was formerly associated with pagan rituals and 
traditions would be converted to symbols of Christian significance.  
 
Christmas trees today, then, have significance whether we know it or not. 
For us, they can be just a symbol of the materialism of our culture, or we 
can use them to proclaim Christ, as many Christian homes and churches 
do.  
 


