
What Child Is This? 

Matthew 2:1-12 

William Chatterton Dix was born in Bristol, England in 1837 to a life of sorrow and of 

hardship. You see, his father was an alcoholic who failed to pay his bills and who finally 

fled to America, abandoning both his debts and his family when William was only 8 years 

of age.  Despite this, William went on to get his education and then went to work in his 

grandfather’s soap and candle making enterprise.  When he was 27, William married 

Juliet Wartnaby, with whom he ultimately had seven children, and then he moved to 

Scotland sometime thereafter where he went to work for a marine insurance agency.   

Things were looking up.  But then, somewhere around the age of 29, William was struck 

with some unnamed but serious sickness that kept him bedfast for several long months.  

In addition to this sickness, or perhaps because of it, William suffered feelings of severe 

depression.  This combination of illness and depression drove him, it appears, to read the 

bible in search of spiritual solace, and in the process of doing so, he experienced a 

renewal of faith.1  Out of this dark night, there arose a bright light, and William penned the 

words to one of the most beloved of all our Christmas and Epiphany carols: 

What Child is this, who, laid to rest, 

On Mary's lap is sleeping? 

Whom angels greet with anthems sweet, 

While shepherds watch are keeping? 

This, this is Christ, the King, 

Whom shepherds guard and angels sing: 

Haste, haste to bring Him laud, 

The Babe, the Son of Mary! 

So bring Him incense, gold, and myrrh, 

Come, peasant, king to own Him. 

The King of kings salvation brings; 

Let loving hearts enthrone Him. 

What child is this?  It’s a good question, don’t you think, especially at the end of Christmas 

and the beginning of the Epiphany season.   What child is this, who, laid to rest, on Mary’s 

lap is sleeping?  In Matthew’s story of the wise men we see various people asking and 

answering that question – if not explicitly with their words – then implicitly by their actions.  

“What child is this?” Herod asked himself when the wise men first appeared before his 

throne, asking, “Where is he who is born king of the Jews?”  “He’s a rival to be feared,” 

was the answer his heart gave as Herod contemplated the words of the wise men and 

the mysterious meaning of their strange query.  So, Matthew says, “When King Herod 

heard (these words), he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him.” (Mt. 2:3) 

                                            
1 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/What_Child_Is_This%3F and 
https://www.hymnsandcarolsofchristmas.com/Hymns_and_Carols/Biographies/william_chatterton_dix.htm 



Yes, Herod was frightened.  He was afraid of Jesus because, as King of the Jews, Herod 

could not countenance any other claimant to his throne.  He would not tolerate any other 

rival to his rule.  In the words of the commentator William Barclay, “Herod had one terrible 

flaw in his character.  He was almost insanely suspicious…If he suspected anyone as a 

rival to his power, that person was promptly eliminated.  He murdered his wife Mariamne 

and her mother Alexandra.  His eldest son, Antipater, and two other sons, Alexander and 

Aristobulus, were all assassinated by him.  Augustus, the Roman Emperor, had said, 

bitterly, that it was safer to be Herod’s pig than Herod’s son.”2 

No, given Herod’s jealous character, he could not countenance any other claimant to his 

throne.  He would not tolerate any other rival to his rule. So, in the eyes of Herod, Jesus 

was a rival to be feared and an enemy to be eliminated.  That’s why Herod plotted Jesus’ 

execution.  Based on the ancient prophecies, Herod told the wise men where Jesus could 

be found and then sent them on their way, asking them to send him word once they had 

found him – all with the intent of executing Jesus once he was discovered, as is revealed 

in the passage that immediately follows our text.  For, when the wise men refused to send 

Herod word of Jesus’ location, “…he was infuriated and sent and killed all the children in 

and around Bethlehem…” in a vain attempt to murder the baby Jesus.  (Mt. 2:16) Yes, for 

Herod, Jesus was a rival to be feared, an enemy to be eliminated. 

What child is this, who, laid to rest, on Mary’s lap is sleeping?  Is he a rival to be feared?  

He is for some today.  And truth be told, he is for us at times.  You see, he comes 

demanding our fealty and commanding our obedience.  “Follow me,” he says.  And we 

gladly follow him until his demands bump up against our desires and then, like Herod, we 

find ourselves fearing this little child! Now we may not go to the Herodian extreme of 

seeking to execute Jesus, though we cannot forget that a later crowd, very much like us, 

did cry for his crucifixion.  No, we may not go to the Herodian extreme of seeking to 

murder Jesus, but we do, at times put his claims to death by simply ignoring or denying 

them, don’t we?  What child is this, for you today? Is he a rival to be feared, an enemy to 

be extirpated?  Or is he something else? 

For Herod, he was a rival to be feared.  For the priests, he was a subject to be studied.  

You see, when the wise men went to Herod and asked, “Where is he who is born king of 

the Jews?” Herod had no answer.  So, Herod called the chief priests and the scribes and 

asked them where the Messiah would be born.  And the priests and scribes had a ready 

answer.  After all, they had studied the scriptures for many years and in very great detail.  

So, combining words from the prophet Micah with words from Second Samuel, they 

answered Herod, saying, “(He shall be born) in Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been 

written by the prophet: ‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least 

among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people 

Israel.’” (Mt. 2:6, Micah 5:2, 2 Sam. 5:2)  

                                            
2 The Gospel of Matthew, Vol. 1, Revised Edition by William Barclay.  The Westminster Press, 
Philadelphia, 1975, p. 29. 



Then, having made their pronouncement, they faded from the scene.  The Messiah may 

very well have been born among them and they didn’t even send a party to his birthplace 

to investigate the claim.  Instead, they went back to their scrolls to continue their study, 

patting themselves on their backs all the while, and congratulating themselves on their 

detailed knowledge of the scriptures!  For them, the Messiah was a subject to be studied, 

not a person to be found, followed, and obeyed.   

It reminds me of something that happened later in Jesus’ life.  Jesus was confronted by 

some religious leaders who were angry at him for healing on the Sabbath.  They were so 

angry with him that they wanted to kill him.  Never mind the 6th Commandment which 

says, “Thou shalt not kill,” they thought Jesus’ healing on the Sabbath had violated the 

4th Commandment which says, “Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy.  Six days 

you shall labor and do all your work.  But the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your 

God; you shall not do any work…” (Ex. 20:13KJV, Ex. 20:8-10) And so, believing Jesus 

had violated the sabbath, by his healing work, they wanted to put him to death as a 

consequence of his actions.   

You see, they were experts in the Law.  They knew the scriptures better than any. They 

had studied them in detail and missed the point of them entirely.  They could tell you 

about the Messiah but they couldn’t recognize him when he was standing in their midst.  

So, Jesus said to them, “You search the Scriptures because you think they give you 

eternal life. But the Scriptures point to me! Yet you refuse to come to me to receive this 

life.” (Jn. 5:39-40 NLT) For them, the Messiah was a subject to be studied, not a person 

to be followed and obeyed.          

What child is this, who, laid to rest, on Mary’s lap is sleeping?  Is he the Messiah to be 

followed or is he just a subject to be studied?  He is only the latter for some people today.  

And truth be told, he is that for us at times.  We come to church, which is good, and we 

study the bible, which is great, and we have our devotional time in the morning, which is 

wonderful, but do we truly follow the Messiah, to whom all our readings and our studies 

point?  Or do we just find our studies interesting, and fascinating, and stimulating, and 

entertaining, but not life changing?  Are we comforted by our study of Jesus but not 

changed by all the study that we do?  If so, then for us, he’s probably just a subject of 

study and not the Messiah he came to be.  Now that’s something to think about, don’t you 

think? 

What child is this, who, laid to rest, on Mary’s lap is sleeping?  Is he a rival to be feared?  

A subject to be studied?  Or is he something more?  Is he the King of kings to be 

worshipped?  He was that for the wise men. 

There’s much about the wise men that we really do not know.  We think they may have 

come from Persia or somewhere in the east.  They may have been primitive astrologers 

of a sort.  They may have even been counselors to kings.  We really cannot say with any 

measure of certainty.  But whoever they were, they traveled a long distance to worship 

Jesus, the King of the Jews and the King of all kings!   And so, they gave him their talent 

– their talent in stargazing.  They gave him their time – their time in a long journey to 



Jerusalem.  And they gave him their treasure – treasures of gold, frankincense, and 

myrrh.  In a word, they gave him their worship – they gave him their all!    

And they were not alone in doing this.  When they finally found and entered the house in 

Bethlehem where Jesus was resting, the bible says, “…they saw the child with Mary his 

mother.” (Mt. 2:11) You see, Mary, too, had given her all to Jesus.  For earlier, when the 

angel Gabriel visited Mary and told her that she would be the mother of the Messiah, Mary 

answered, saying, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your 

word.” (Lk. 1:38) Yes, she, too, had given her all, and more, to Jesus, for she had given 

him her heart and her affection – the kind of love that only a mother can give.  For Jesus 

was more than Mary’s King, though he certainly grew to be that.  Jesus was the Son that 

she adored.    

What Child is this, who, laid to rest, 

On Mary's lap is sleeping? 

Whom angels greet with anthems sweet, 

While shepherds watch are keeping? 

What child is this?  Is he a rival to be feared or a subject to be studied?  No!   

This, this is Christ, the King, 

Whom shepherds guard and angels sing: 

Haste, haste to bring Him laud, 

The Babe, the Son of Mary! 

So bring Him incense, gold, and myrrh, 

Come, peasant, king to own Him. 

The King of kings salvation brings; 

Let loving hearts enthrone Him. 

This year, may each of us treat Jesus less as a rival to be feared or a subject to be studied 

and more like the King he is – a good King – a great King – the best King of all – the King 

of Kings and Lord of Lords to be worshipped and adored!  If we do that then we’ll be like 

the wise men, who, after worshipping Jesus, “left for their country by another road.” (Mt. 

2:12) Like them, we’ll travel along a different and better path this year, a path that leads 

us closer to our true spiritual home!  And all God’s people said – Amen! 

 

     

       

        


