The true story of Santa Claus

The true story of Santa Claus begins with Nicholas, who was born during the third century in Patara, a village in what is now Turkey. His wealthy parents, who raised him to be a devout Christian, died in an epidemic while Nicholas was still young. Obeying Jesus' words to "sell what you own and give the money to the poor," Nicholas used his whole inheritance to assist the needy, the sick, and the suffering. He dedicated his life to serving God and was made Bishop of Myra while still a young man. Bishop Nicholas became known throughout the land for his generosity to those in need, his love for children, and his concern for sailors and ships.

Under the Roman Emperor, Diocletian, who ruthlessly persecuted Christians, Bishop Nicholas suffered for his faith, was exiled and imprisoned. The prisons were so full of bishops, priests, and deacons, there was no room for the real criminals—murderers, thieves and robbers. After his release, Nicholas attended the Council of Nicaea in AD 325. He died December 6, AD 343 in Myra and was buried in his cathedral church.

How did the kindly Christian, good Nicholas, become a roly-poly red-suited American symbol for merry holiday festivity and commercial activity? The first Europeans to arrive in the New World brought St. Nicholas. Then during the time of the American Revolution Patriots formed the Sons of St. Nicholas in 1773, not to honor Bishop Nicholas, but rather as a non-British symbol to counter the English St. George societies.

After the American Revolution, New Yorkers remembered with pride the colony's nearly-forgotten Dutch roots. John Pintard, influential patriot and antiquarian, who founded the New York Historical Society in 1804, promoted St. Nicholas as patron saint of both society and city. 

In January 1809, Washington Irving joined the society and on St. Nicholas Day that year he published the satirical fiction, Knickerbocker's History of New York, which made numerous references to a jolly St. Nicholas character. This was not a saintly bishop, rather an elfin Dutch burgher with a clay pipe. 

The New York Historical Society held its first St. Nicholas anniversary dinner on December 6, 1810. John Pintard commissioned artist Alexander Anderson to create the first American image of Nicholas for the occasion. Nicholas was shown in a gift-giving role with children's treats in stockings hanging at a fireplace. 

The jolly elf image then received a big boost in 1823, from a poem destined to become immensely popular, "A Visit from St. Nicholas," now better known as "The Night Before Christmas.”

Washington Irving's St. Nicholas strongly influenced the poem's portrayal of a round, pipe-smoking, elf-like St. Nicholas. Other artists and writers continued the change to an elf-like St. Nicholas.

In 1863, political cartoonist Thomas Nast began a series of annual drawings in Harper's Weekly which were based on the descriptions found in the poem and Washington Irving's work. These drawings established a rotund Santa with flowing beard, fur garments, and an omnipresent clay pipe. As Nast drew Santas until 1886, his work had considerable influence in forming the American Santa Claus. Along with changes in appearance, the saint's name changed to Santa Claus as a natural phonetic alteration from the German Sankt Niklaus and Dutch Sinterklass. 

Dozens of artists portrayed Santa in a wide range of styles, sizes, and colors, including Norman Rockwell on Saturday Evening Post covers. But it was in the 1930s that the now-familiar American Santa image solidified.  Haddon Sundblom began thirty-five years of Coca-Cola Santa advertisements which finally established Santa as an icon of contemporary commercial culture.

It's been a long journey from the Fourth Century Bishop of Myra, St. Nicholas, who showed his devotion to God in extraordinary kindness and generosity, to America's jolly Santa Claus. However, if you peel back the accretions he is still Nicholas, Bishop of Myra, whose caring surprises continue to model true giving and faithfulness. For indeed, St. Nicholas, lover of the poor and of children, bowed before the Lord Jesus Christ, the gracious gift of God, who was at the center of his life, his ministry, and his entire existence.
Shorter Version

From Bishop to Santa

Nicholas, a devout Christian born in the 4th century dedicated his life to serving the Lord Jesus.  Using his whole inheritance he assisted the needy, the sick and the suffering. He became well known for his generosity and his love for children. 


The first Europeans to arrive in the New World brought their remembrances of St. Nicholas.  In 1804 St. Nicholas was made patron saint of New York and its historical society.  In 1809 Washington Irving published some satirical fiction characterizing St. Nicholas as an elfin Dutch burgher with a clay pipe.


The image further changed in the 1823 poem titled “A Visit from St. Nicholas” better known as “The Night before Christmas.”  However, it was in the 1930’s that the now familiar Santa image solidified.  Haddon Sundblom began 35 years of Coca-Cola Santa advertising, which finally established Santa as an icon of contemporary commercial culture.

It's been a long journey from the Fourth Century Bishop of Myra, St. Nicholas, who showed his devotion to God in extraordinary kindness and generosity, to America's jolly Santa Claus. However, if you peel back the layers of imaginative buildup you will find Nicholas, Bishop of Myra, whose caring surprises continue to model true giving and faithfulness. For indeed, St. Nicholas, lover of the poor and of children, bowed before the Lord Jesus Christ, the gracious gift of God, who was at the center of his life, his ministry, and his entire existence.
Nicholas, a devout Christian born in the 4th century dedicated his life to serving the Lord Jesus.  Using his whole inheritance he assisted the needy, the sick and the suffering. He became well known for his generosity and his love for children. 


The first Europeans to arrive in the New World brought their remembrances of St. Nicholas.  In 1804 St. Nicholas was made patron saint of New York and its historical society.  In 1809 Washington Irving published some satirical fiction characterizing St. Nicholas as an elfin Dutch burgher with a clay pipe.


The image further changed in the 1823 poem titled “A Visit from St. Nicholas” better known as “The Night before Christmas.”  However, it was in the 1930’s that the now familiar Santa image solidified.  Haddon Sundblom began 35 years of Coca-Cola Santa advertising, which finally established Santa as an icon of contemporary commercial culture.

It's been a long journey from the Fourth Century Bishop of Myra, St. Nicholas, who showed his devotion to Jesus in extraordinary kindness and generosity, to America's jolly Santa Claus. And in truth, St. Nicholas isn’t the central figure of Christmas but it is the Lord Jesus Christ, to whom St. Nicholas bowed, and who was at the center of his life, his ministry, and his entire existence; the Son of God who came and gave us the greatest gift of all, His life, so we might live through faith in Him. 
