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THE CROSS ABOVE THE MANGER 

 

Galatians 4:4-7 

 

Madelaine L’Engle, best known for her novel A Wrinkle in Time, wrote a poem for Advent 

entitled “The Risk of Birth,” that goes like this: 

 

This is no time for a child to be born, 

With the earth betrayed by war and hate 

And a comet slashing the sky to warn 

That time runs out and the sun burns late. 

 

That was no time for a child to be born, 

In a land in the crushing grip of Rome; 

Honor and truth were trampled by scorn –  

Yet here did the Savior make His home. 

 

When is the time for love to be born? 

The inn is full on the planet earth, 

And by a comet the sky is torn –  

Yet Love still takes the risk of birth. 

 

That was no time for a child to be born.  Or so it must have seemed.  The timing wasn’t right.  

The circumstances were all wrong.  Why then?  Why there?  The world wasn’t ready for the 

birth of that child in Bethlehem whose coming has changed the whole course of history. 

 

And yet the Bible tells us that from the perspective of God, who sees the end from the 

beginning, and who, in His wisdom, works in surprising ways, it was precisely the right 

moment:  Hote de eithen to pleroma tou chronou – “when the fullness of time came,” God 

sent His Son. 

 

As we noted on Sunday, the Bible doesn’t tell us exactly when Jesus was born.  We don’t 

know the exact date of His birth.  But more important than the exact date of His birth is the 

fact that He was born, that He did come into the world at God’s appointed time to carry out 

His mission from heaven. 

 

In the wisdom of God, the time was right.  That is what Paul means when He speaks of “the 

fullness of time.”  Several factors converged to make it such an auspicious time for the Savior 

to come:  The vastness and unifying influence of the Roman Empire, the use of the Greek 

language throughout the Empire, the system of Roman roads that made travel easier (sort of a 

1st-century “interstate highway system” that connected distant parts of the Empire), the 

relative peace and stability under Roman rule that became known as the Pax Romana (or 
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Roman peace).  Add to these a longing for a religious faith that could adequately make sense 

of the world and give meaning to life itself.  Put all these factors together and you have what 

God had determined before the beginning of time to be the right time for Him to intervene in 

human affairs in a daring and dramatic way.  In the wisdom of God, the time had arrived for 

the day of salvation to dawn.  When the time was right – not a moment too soon and not a 

moment too late – God sent His Son.  Which is what we celebrate here tonight. 

 

Do you know what this means?  It means that the birth of Jesus wasn’t an accident.  It didn’t 

happen by chance.  God planned it.  He was, and is, in control.  Even though men and women 

and organizations and nations shake their fists in God’s face and resist His rule in their foolish 

pride, God is working out His purposes.  Even “though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is 

the Ruler yet.”  “This is our Father’s world” (Maltbie Babcock, “This Is My Father’s World”), 

and His purposes will not fail. 

 

God would not abandon this world and us to our own devices and destructive ways.  He loves 

us too much to do that.  So He sent His Son.  He sent Him with a purpose.  He sent Him on 

purpose.  He sent Jesus on a mission to do what only Jesus could do:  To redeem sinners like 

you and me. 

 

This is the Christmas story according to the apostle Paul.  We are most familiar with the 

Christmas story as we find it in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke.  John tells the Christmas 

story in a dramatic way in his Gospel when he writes that “the Word” – the veritable 

expression of the essence of God (which is one way John describes Jesus) – “became flesh 

and made His dwelling among us.  And we beheld His glory, the glory of the only begotten of 

the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). 

 

You could say that the Christmas story according to Jesus Himself is found in Hebrews 10:5-

7, where it says:  “When Christ came into the world, He said: 

 

‘Sacrifice and offering You did not desire, 

but a body You prepared for me; 

with burnt offerings and sin offerings You were not pleased. 

Then I said:  “Here I am – it is written about me in the scroll –  

I have come to do Your will, O God.”’ 

(From Psalm 40:6-8) 

 

Paul also points to the Christmas story in 1 Timothy 1:15, where he says:  “Here is a 

trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance:  Christ Jesus came into the world to save 

sinners.” 

 

Again, in Titus 2:11-14, Paul calls attention to the coming of Jesus at Christmas and its 

implications for all of us who are followers of Jesus.  “The grace of God that brings 

salvation,” says Paul, “has appeared to all men.”  He is talking about Jesus, who is the 

incarnation, the embodiment of the grace and love and character of God.  His coming, says 

Paul, “teaches us to say No to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, 

upright, and godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the blessed hope – the glorious 



 3 

appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for us to redeem us 

from all wickedness and to purify for Himself a people that are His very own, eager to do 

what is good.” 

 

What I want you to see in all of this is that the birth of Jesus – His coming to this earth “in the 

fullness of time” – cannot be separated from the purpose for which He came.  The manger 

scene in Bethlehem becomes just a quaint, sentimental picture unless we see that above the 

manger, there is a cross.  It is the cross and the suffering of Jesus there that give His birth in 

Bethlehem its significance. 

 

Like the birth of Jesus, there was nothing accidental about the cross.  It was not the result of a 

plan that went awry.  It was in the picture from the very beginning.  It was central – crucial – 

to God’s eternal plan for our salvation. 

 

You cannot separate the birth of Jesus from His mission, a mission that involved suffering and 

death.  Apart from the cross, the story of the incarnation doesn’t make sense.  The beginning 

of the story has no lasting significance without the ending.  Christmas tells us not only that 

Jesus came, but that He came to save us from our sins (Matthew 1:21).  He came to remove 

the sin-barriers that separate us from God and from one another.  He came to redeem us – to 

buy us back from our slavery to sin.  He came to rescue us.  He came to ransom us by offering 

up His life for us.  He came to bring us back to a right relationship with God.  He came to 

give us the power to live as God’s beloved children.  He came to do the Father’s will.  Which 

meant going to the cross.  If you want to understand the meaning of Christmas, you must look 

at the crèche through the perspective of the crown of thorns. 

 

Just as the beginning of the story doesn’t make sense apart from the end, the end of the story 

cannot be separated from the beginning.  The death of Jesus cannot save us unless Jesus is the 

One the Scriptures say He is.  The One sent by God to accomplish our redemption was the 

only One able, the only One who had “the right stuff” to do it.  He was truly God and truly 

man.  He was God-in-the-flesh.  He lived a life of unqualified obedience and faithfulness to 

God the Father.  Where all others have failed, Jesus succeeded.  He fulfilled the righteous 

requirements of God’s law perfectly.  Because He is who the Bible says He is – the perfect 

Son of God – Jesus is qualified to be our Savior. 

 

John Stott put it this way:   “If He had not been man, He could not have redeemed 

(humankind).  If He had not been a righteous man, He could not have redeemed the 

unrighteous.  If He had not been God’s Son, He could not have redeemed us for God or made 

us the children of God.” 

 

The manger and the cross are two parts of the Christmas story.  The manger tells us that Jesus 

came.  The cross tells us why.  At the center of the Christmas story is the cross of Calvary, 

and its shadow falls on the manger where a precious child sleeps. 

 

So often at Christmas we focus on shepherds and angels and wise men and a star – all of 

whom (or which) play important roles in the story. But tonight I want to focus your attention 
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on the cross above the manger, because it has something important to say about us and about 

God. 

 

First, the cross says something about us and our need for a Savior.  It reveals the awfulness of 

the sin and evil that stain our lives and pollute the world.  You don’t have to look very hard or 

very far to see what theologians call the doctrine of depravity on display.  The evidence is all 

around us.  Even more, it is in us.  In you and me.  None of us is immune to it.  The Bible says 

that “the whole world is a prisoner of sin” (Galatians 3:22). 

 

Jesus came to die, you see, because it was the only way to set us free from our imprisonment 

to sin.  The need of the world was and is so great that only the Son of God could meet that 

need.  He took upon Himself the curse, the punishment that you and I deserve. 

 

At the cost of His life, Jesus paid the price to redeem us, to buy us back, to free us from the 

enslaving power of sin, and to enable us to live in a personal relationship with God.  At the 

cost of His life.  That’s what it took.  It says in 1 Peter 1:18-19:  “You know it was not with 

perishable things like silver or gold that you were redeemed from your empty way of life, but 

with the precious blood of Christ.” 

 

Nothing less would do. The cross shows the depth of our need and the awfulness of sin.  More 

than 30 years ago, I got to know a guy named Terry.  We met at a conference for Bible 

teachers in Madison, Wisconsin.  I learned that during the 60s, Terry had been a campus 

radical at the University of California-Berkeley, when Berkeley was in the forefront of the 

student protest movement.  One day as we walked together on the campus of the University of 

Wisconsin, I asked Terry about that time in his life and what it had been like.  He was 

reluctant to talk about it.  It seemed painful for him to recall that period in his life.  But he said 

one thing that put not only that time but his whole life in perspective.  He said:  “I thank God 

for the cross!” 

 

So do I.  I thank God for the cross, too, for without it, you and I and Terry would all be driven 

to despair, haunted by the sins and failures of the past.  Sin is such an awful and pervasive 

reality that were it not for the cross and Christ’s sacrifice there, there would be no hope for us. 

 

Second, the cross shows how deeply God loves and values us. The Christmas story tells us 

that God loves us enough to come to us.  The cross tells us that God loves us enough to die for 

us.  In the cross, God says:  “You are worth dying for.  I love you so much that I will give up 

my only Son to win you back.” 

 

Someone has said that the cross is “God’s definition, written in blood, of the value of 

(humankind).”  Jesus came to die for you, to prove by the sacrifice of His life how deeply 

God loves and cares for you. 

 

The good news of Christmas is not just that God has come to us, as wonderful as that is.  The 

good news is that the Son of God has come to redeem us, to pay the debt for your sin and 

mine, to reconcile us to God and to make us children of God. 
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Paul Rees has described the cross as “the Calvary-place where my sin and God’s holy love 

come together in a meeting in which the defiance of the one is melted clean away in the 

furnace of the other.” 

 

There is a cross above the manger, and its shadow reaches across many centuries to touch 

your life and mine. 

 

You may have come to the manger many times at Christmas to see the Babe of Bethlehem.  

But have you come to the cross where Jesus died for you? 

 

Have you come to the cross and asked Him to pay the debt for your sin? 

 

Have you come to the cross, asking Jesus to do for you what you cannot do for yourself – to 

save you from your sins, to make you a new person from the inside out, and to give you peace 

with God? 

 

Come to the cross tonight.  Jesus is waiting to meet you there. 

 

As we sang earlier this evening: 

Where meek souls will receive Him still, 

The dear Christ enters in. 

- Phillips Brooks 

 

May it be so in each of us.  Amen. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 


