
 

 

 

The Mayan Calendar: 2012 
By Ben Williamson 

The Mayans: The Ancient Mayan civilization dwelt in what is today southern Mexico and 
Northern Central America. The Mayan culture reached its’ apex from AD 200-900. 

Documents: Dresden Codex, Madrid Codex, Paris Codex and Grolier Codex. The Popol Vuh and 
Chilam Balam are transcribed Mayan hieroglyphics done in the 1500’s and 1600’s.   

Publications: Publications addressing the Mayan Calendar and the 2012 date are 
predominately New Age. A few of the most popular writings are Gregg Braden, et. al. The 
Mystery of 2012: Predictions, Prophecies & Possibilities; Patrick Geryl, How to Survive 2012; 
John Major Jenkins, Maya Cosmogenesis 2012; Daniel Pinchbeck, 2012: The Return of 
Quetzalcoatl.   

The Theory: The Ancient Mayans were privy to astronomical knowledge and made elaborate 
calendars based on these observations. It is alleged that their calendar ends on December 
21, 2012.  

HISTORY 
 The History of the Mayan people can be divided up into three major periods, Pre-Classic 
(up to AD 200), Classic (AD 200 to AD 900) and Post-Classic (AD 900 to AD 1521). Debate 
exists regarding the origin of the Mayan people, both to its time and appearance.  

 The Olmec are another Mesoamerican people, who were then followed by the Zapotec. 
Historians believe that the Olmec civilization predates the Mayan by over a thousand years.1 
Due to the vast differences between the civilizations, some suggest that the Mayans originated 
independently of the Olmec, and not in succession.2 It is probably safe to say “that the Mayan 
civilization did not evolve in a vacuum. All around the Maya lands were other related peoples, 
developing on parallel lines.”3 

 A popular theory holds that the Mayans (and other Mesoamerican groups) are the 
descendents of one of the lost tribes of Israel. However, modern DNA research has dismissed 
this theory4 in addition to the realization that the Mesoamerican worldview is vastly different 
from that of the Israelite’s.5 The most popular theory today is that the Mesoamerican 
civilization has its origin when man crossed the Bering Strait and journeyed south sometime in 
the distant past, though possible arrival by sea cannot be ruled out either.  

 Whatever their origin is, Mayan civilization is credited with reaching its zenith during the 
Classical Period (200 BC to 900 AD). “The Mayans occupied eastern Mesoamerica, which today 
is the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico, extending down into modern Guatemala, Honduras, and 
Belize. Mayan cities were large population centers. Tikal, a Mayan city in what is now 
Guatemala, had a population of about 50,000, had more than 3,000 buildings, and covered an 
area of six square miles.”6 

 The Post-Classical period of the Mayans closes with the arrival of the Spanish 
Conquistadors under the leadership of Hernando Cortes (1485-1547). After the Aztec Empire 
collapsed in 1521, the Mayan civilization would be the subsequent focus of the Spaniards. 
“Conquest of the Maya was more difficult because there was no single political center to 
overthrow. Each Mayan city-state fiercely resisted the Spanish and each had to be overcome 
one by one. In the end it was not Cortes who subjugated the Maya. A member of his original 
war party returned with his own army. He waged war with the Maya through three separate 
campaigns between 1527 and 1546. It would take over 150 years before Itza, the last Maya 
stronghold, fell in 1697.”7 

 Due to the order of the destruction of Mayan religious books under the Franciscan bishop, 
Diego de Landa, most of the Mayan literature is extinct today except for the Dresden, Madrid, 
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Paris and Grolier Codices. Two other important documents for Mayan study are the Popol Vuh 
and Chilam Balam, which are Spanish and Latin transcriptions from Mayan hieroglyphics done 
in the 1500 and 1600’s. These sources “are rich resources for understanding Mayan 
spirituality”8 and “have become cornerstones in understanding Mayan beliefs.”9 

 Though there are remnants of the Maya people still around today,10 the mighty civilization 
as it was in its former days during the Classical Period is long gone. What became of them? 
“The most accepted theory today is some kind of environmental collapse and resulting famine 
from overfarming, deforestation, and depleted soils. While no one can be certain, a fatal 
combination of several causes makes the most sense.”11 

MAYAN RELIGION 
 Mayan belief regarding God was highly polytheistic. “There were hundreds of individual 
Mayan deities.”12 As detailed in the creation account in Popol Vuh, the supreme god was Hunab 
K’u. “Hunab Ku…was so remote, impersonal and incomprehensible that in practice little 
account was taken of him. His son, Itzamna, was the god of the heavens and of night and 
day.”13 In addition to these gods, there were the Bacabs who “held the heavens up on their 
shoulders” plus gods that pertained to everyday life.14 

 A key element of Mayan religion were ceremonies. Here, purification rites were undertaken, 
incense burned, and offerings of food and blood sacrificed to the gods. “The ceremony closed 
with dancing, feasting, and drinking.”15 

MAYAN CALENDARS 
 The reason for the current fascination with the 2012 date is the Mayan calendars. This is 
seen in their use of mathematics16 and their preoccupation with the sky.17 To just speak of the 
Mayan calendar would be inappropriate since the Mayans used many calendars, but three of 
the calendars are most noteworthy. 

 The first is the Haab, also called Vague Year, which was a solar calendar. It consisted of 18 
months with 20 days each.18 Since this adds up to being five days short of a solar year, the 
remaining five days were “known as wayeb, or unlucky days, and were devoted to religious 
ceremonies concerned with the New Year.”19 

 The second calendar is the Tzolkin consisting of 260 days. Numbers 20 and 13 are 
important to this calendar. There are 20 names for each day but you would only count 13 days 
and start again. Therefore, when day 14 came, it would be counted as day 1, though the name 
for the fourteenth day would be used. Likewise, when day 21 came, it would be counted as day 
8 but the name used for it would be the name for the first day. “How such a period of time even 
came into being remains an enigma, but the use to which it was put is clear. Every single day 
had its own omens and associations, and the inexorable march of the twenty days acted as a 
kind of perpetual fortune-telling machine guiding the destinies of the Maya and of all the 
peoples of Mexico.”20 

 Interconnecting the Haab and Tzolkin calendar forms the Calendar Round. To have a 
certain day and number on the Haab calendar line up with a certain day and number on the 
Tzolkin calendar would be once every 52 years.21 

 The third, and of particular interest to 2012, is the Long Count calendar which is “the 
greatest of all Maya timekeeping cycles.”22 Each day has five separate parts. Using Mayan 
terms, these are spelled out as: 1 kin (=1 day); 1 uinal (=20 kins); 1 tun (=18 uinals); 1 katun 
(=20 tuns) and 1 baktun (=20 katuns). Day one on the Long Count calendar would be 
converted to read 0.0.0.0.1. When you would get to 20 kins (20 days), it would be 0.0.0.1.0, 
indicating 1 uinal. 23 kins would be recorded as 0.0.0.1.3. If you wanted to record 1 baktun 
(144,000 days) it would be 1.0.0.0.0. A full Long Count calendar is one “Great Cycle” which is 
13 baktuns (5,125.37 years), or 13.0.0.0.0.  

 The Mayans believed the world consisted of five Great Cycles. When one Great Cycle was 
completed, the next Great Cycle would start. The last day of the Great Cycle would read 
12.19.19.17.19. The next day, which would be day zero, is 13.0.0.0.0. The next day, day one, 
would be 0.0.0.0.1. For this reason, many researchers explain this calendar in terms of an 
odometer—when the odometer reaches its highest count, it will simply turn over and start 
again. 
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 Due to the syncing of a Mayan date with a Spanish date of the same event, researchers were 
able to tie a Gregorian date with a Mayan date. Counting back in time to when this present Great 
Cycle began would also show when the Great Cycle would end. The result is that the beginning date 
of the present Great Cycle was calculated to August 11, 3114 B.C. The ending date would be 
December 21, 2012 A.D.23 “The year 2012 is the year that the fifth great cycle is supposed to end. 
This is the genesis of the belief that the end of days is 2012.”24 

Events Surrounding December 21, 2012 

 What is supposed to take place on 12/21/2012? We do know that this is a winter solstice, 
which is nothing out of the ordinary. What is said to take place is an event that supposedly happens 
every 26,000 years: the alignment of the sun with the center of the Milky Way. However, “[r]eal 
astronomy does not support any match between the Baktun-13 end date and a galactic alignment. 
The advocates both admit and ignore this discrepancy.”25 Other natural phenomenon is said to 
occur, though “there is no indication the Maya cared a whit about solar flares, sunspots, or 
magnetic fields.”26 

 Typical of the 2012 proponents are New Age prophecies regarding entering a New Age of 
awakening27 or experience the next “jump” in “the evolutionary stage.”28 It is taught that we are 
gradually moving from one age into the next: the Age of Aquarius. “Like the Mayan researchers, 
modern astrologers can’t agree on when the Age of Aquarius is really supposed to start, or the Age of 
Pisces end. It’s generally agreed that the switchover doesn’t happen on a single day, but will be 
happening around the change of the millennia—which puts it right in the ballpark of 2012.”29 

 What the Mayans believed would happen at the end of the current “Great Cycle” is virtually 
nonexistent. “Though the Maya believed that successive creations were cyclic, there is no evidence of 
what they thought would happen on our 13.0.0.0.0. The same holds true for what happened last 
time the odometer of creation turned over.”30 Others agree: “What did the Maya themselves think 
about End Times? There is no evidence that they saw the calendar and a world age ending in either 
transcendence or catastrophe on December 21, 2012.”31 

 Of the Mayan codices that have survived to this day, the Dresden Codex (so-called because of 
its present location, in Dresden, Germany) may have the closest suggestion as to how the Mayans 
believed the world would end. The last page of this codex shows some kind of a description of a 
flood. Did the Mayans believe the world would end in a flood? While this page “could be a prophecy 
[by the Mayans] of a massive flood,” writes Hitchcock, it may just simply “refer to some past event, 
such as the biblical flood event, or even the Mayan rainy season.”32 While this may be the only 
possible surviving clue as to how the Mayans believed the world would end (if that is what this page 
in the Dresden Codex is actually saying), it is interesting to note that “contemporary prophets of 
doom haven’t seized on the flood myth as a mode of destruction, though moviemakers certainly 
have.”33 

 There is one Maya monument that is said to reference the 2012 date but even this is not 
conclusive. “In all of the Long Count texts discovered, transcribed, and translated, only one 
mentions the key date in 2012: Monument 6 at Tortuguero, a Maya site in the Mexican state of 
Tabasco. The text is damaged, but what remains does not imply the end of time.”34 

CHRISTIAN RESPONSE 
 As noted, the most popular proponents pushing 2012 are New Agers. Hitchcock writes, “I 
believe the entire 2012 phenomenon is the eschatology of the New Age movement. It’s their view of 
how this world will end or how a new age of human consciousness will begin.”35 Therefore, what can 
be said in critiquing the New Age Movement aptly applies here as well.36 

 People in the New Age that are using 12/21/2012 are doing so inconsistently. Though one of 
the Mayan calendars may point to this date,37 there is no indication anywhere that the Mayans 
believed a great awakening or a new evolutionary jump would take place then. The Mayans were 
polytheists, thus would have rejected such a notion. As stated above, this might be the only date 
when the calendar is reset to 0.0.0.0.1. If they did believe it was the end of the world, the only 
current information we have regarding how they believed the world would end might be by a flood. 
Hence, New Agers looking to 2012 have borrowed the date from a religion it disagrees with, and 
given it an entirely different meaning. Hence, 12/21/2012 may have significance to the New Age, 
but the Mayans should not be credited (blamed) for the current interest in it. Plus, even if the Maya 
were predicting a flood at the end of this present age, we know this is wrong because Scripture 
specifically states that this present world will not be destroyed by a flood (Gen. 9:12-17). 

 Futhermore, Scripture is clear that God has chosen not to disclose when the world will end, 
especially the date of Christ’s return (Matt. 24:36; Acts 1:7). Therefore, any attempt to assign a date 
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to such matters will result in futility as is evidenced in the many previous attempts to prophesy 
acertain day. This includes even using the Bible to come up with dates.38 Because God has chosen 
not to reveal this information to mankind, Christians are called to be “ready” and “faithful” always 
(Matt. 24:44-45) for Christ could come at any moment. 

 Finally, while God can and does use pagans for His purposes and glory (Num. 23:11-12; Isa. 
45:1), it would be out of character for God to reveal to the ungodly the time of the end of the world 
and not to His own children (cf. Matt. 13:11; 1 Cor. 2:14).  
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