
Dating back to 1551, the term Xmas (properly pronounced Christmas, incorrectly pronounced eks-mus) is not of modern origin.  In the early church, Christ’s name (Χριστος, transliterated Christos) was abbreviated by the initial Greek letter of His name, chi (X), which forms the hard “ch” sound in Christ.  Indeed, many of the early New Testament manuscripts have Christ’s name abbreviated as chi (X).  When the Roman alphabet displaced Greek, the abbreviation of X for Christ remained.  However, the Greek chi is identical in form to the Roman ex.  Moreover, much of the early Christian art abbreviated Christos as chi or chi rho (the first or first two letters of Christ’s Greek name).

Why did they abbreviate Christ’s name with the Greek X?  1) It was convenient because it was the first letter of His name.  2) It allowed the early church a furtive means to communicate about their religion.  3) It saved scribes time in copying endless manuscripts.  4) The letter chi fortuitously is the form of a cross, rotated forty-five degrees.  Thus, it was seen by many as a sign from God.


When considering that Wycliffe used X for Christ in many of his writings, we find that such an abbreviation could not have been explicitly anti-Christian.  Similar words formed with X include Xian and Xianity, pronounced Christian and Christianity respectively.  Similarly, one finds IΧΘYΣ (ichthus), the Greek word for fish, representing the phrase “Iesous Christos Theou Yios Soter” meaning “Jesus Christ, God’s Son, Savior.”

With a grounded historical account of Xmas and X for Christ, one needs not be appalled at the sight of either.  Xmas was not a calculated plot by retailers to remove Christ from Christmas.  However, it is true that many retailers have latched on to this abbreviation with an esoteric origin for one of two reasons: 1) to conserve space in their advertisements or 2) to seek to be as inoffensive and politically correct as possible.
