
Day 15: What Child Is This  Dec. 12 
 

1 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? 
 
  Chorus:  This, this is Christ, the King, 
  Whom shepherds guard and angels sing: 
  Haste, haste to bring Him laud, 
  The Babe, the Son of Mary! 
 
  2 Why lies He in such mean estate, 
  Where ox and ass are feeding? 
  Good Christian, fear: for sinners here 
  The silent Word is pleading.  [Chorus] 
 
  3 So bring Him incense, gold, and myrrh, 
  Come, peasant, king to own Him. 
  The King of kings salvation brings; 
  Let loving hearts enthrone Him.  [Chorus] 
 
The angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most 
High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son 
of God.” (Luke 1:35) 
 
 Neither a preacher nor the son of a preacher (unlike many hymnists), William Chatterton 
Dix authored several Christian hymns including What Child Is This.  The year was 1865, the 
place was England.  An insurance company manager by trade, as a young man Dix suffered a 
life-threatening illness, followed by deep depression.  It was out of his great distress that his 
spiritual life deepened enormously, and he went on to write devotional books, a book for the 
instruction of children, various magazine articles on spiritual topics, as well as poetry and hymns 
(all the while managing his insurance business). 
 What Child Is This is set to the hauntingly beautiful medieval tune, Greensleeves, which 
gets its name from the woman to whom it was originally addressed, Lady Green Sleeves.  
Ironically, Lady Green Sleeves was presumed to be a promiscuous young woman, which was the 
cause of her notoriety.  She was the antithesis of the Virgin Mary on whose lap the Babe lies 
sleeping.  And yet in another turn of irony, Mary too was unfairly defamed by many who could 
not conceive of a virgin birth. 
 The hymn What Child Is This reflects on the mystery of Christ the King being found in 
such a humble estate.  He sleeps on the lap of his mother Mary in the resting place of barnyard 
animals, surrounded by the exceedingly strange mixture of sheep, oxen and donkeys, yes, but 
also peasants, kings and even angels. 
 Both the lyrics and music carry the same mood.  The hymn begins with minor chords.  
We observe the strange scene as it unfolds before us on earth, which leaves us scratching our 
heads, wondering aloud, “What child is this?”  Everything from our perspective is mysterious.   



This child who is “laid to rest, on Mary’s lap is sleeping.”  But also in the scene are angels who 
provide “anthems sweet, while shepherds watch are keeping.”  Please, can someone explain this 
mystery to me?  What does it all mean? 
 And that’s when, with full-throated major chords, the chorus boldly asserts: “This, this is 
Christ, the King, Whom shepherds guard and angels sing.”  Together, the verses and the chorus 
form a kind of call and response between our confused earth and the certainty of heaven.  We 
see, but do not grasp what it means; not even the visitation of angels amongst us is self-
explanatory.  But then heaven opens and gloriously fills in our understanding. 
 In the most reverential way possible, I can’t help but think of some of the TV 
commercials we all see daily.  In the advertiser’s vignette, an average person (like ourselves) is 
perplexed over what to do about ... heartburn, laundry stains, a legal difficulty.  But then an 
expert appears on the scene to reveal the solution to our problem.  What Child Is This is a sort of 
highly perfected medieval version of the TV advertiser’s strategy.  Only in this case, it is the 
absolute highest authority who addresses our dilemma.  And it is no temporary fix to some 
momentary inconvenience.  Heaven itself sings aloud the answer to our greatest need.  Thus in 
verse 3: “The King of kings salvation brings.  Let loving hearts enthrone Him.” 
 What do we do once the mystery is explained?  “Haste, haste to bring Him laud, The 
Babe, the Son of Mary!” 
 
Questions 
 

1. With the hymn-writer, William C. Dix, as our model, what in addition to your job can 
you do today to advance the gospel? 

2. Have you ever been ridiculed for your faith as Mary was and so many others of Christ’s 
followers?  If so, how? 

3. Where do you go to find the deeper meanings of your life? 
 
Prayer 
 
 Jesus, I am amazed at the scene that first Christmas in Bethlehem.  I think of all the 
distinctly different characters who showed up to see a baby in a humble setting, knowing that 
there are other people like me.  Along with them, I also want to enthrone you in my heart this 
day.  Keep me close to you, Jesus.  Amen. 


