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WHO IS JESUS CHRIST?

Professor Simon Greenleaf was one of the most eminent lawyers of all time. His “Laws of Evidence” for many years were accepted by all States in the United States as the standard methodology for evaluating cases. He was teaching law at a university in the United States when one of his students asked Professor Greenleaf if he would apply his “Laws of Evidence” to evaluate an historical figure. When Greenleaf agreed to the project he asked the student who was to be the subject of the review. The student replied that the person to be examined would be Jesus Christ. Professor Greenleaf agreed to undertake the examination of Jesus Christ and as a result, when he had finished the review, Simon Greenleaf personally accepted the Lord Jesus Christ as his Saviour.

Professor Greenleaf then sent an open letter to all jurists in the United States saying in part “I personally have investigated one called Jesus Christ. I have found the evidence concerning him to be historically accurate. I have also discovered that Jesus Christ is more than a human being, he is either God or nothing and having examined the evidence it is impossible to conclude other than he is God. Having concluded that he is God I have accepted him as my personal Saviour. I urge all members of the legal profession to use the “Laws of Evidence” to investigate the person of the Lord Jesus Christ and if you find that he is wrong expose him as a faker but if not consider him as your Saviour and Lord”

HOW CAN I BE SAVED?

Salvation is available for all members of the human race.

Salvation is the most important undertaking in all of God's universe. The salvation of sinners is never on the basis of God's merely passing over or closing His eyes to sin. God saves sinners on a completely righteous basis consistent with the divine holiness of His character. This is called grace. It relies on God so man cannot work for salvation, neither can he deserve it.  We need to realise that the creation of this vast unmeasured universe was far less an undertaking than the working out of God's plan to save sinners.

However the acceptance of God's salvation by the sinner is the most simple thing in all of life. One need not be rich, nor wise, nor educated. Age is no barrier nor the colour of one's skin. The reception of the enormous benefits of God's redemption is based upon the simplest of terms so that there is no one in all this wide universe who need be turned away.

How do I become a Christian?

There is but one simple step divided into three parts. First of all I have to recognise that I am a sinner (Romans 3:23; 6:23; Ezekiel 18:4; John 5:24).

Secondly, realising that if I want a relationship with Almighty God who is perfect, and recognising that I am not perfect, I need to look to the Lord Jesus Christ as the only Saviour (I Corinthians 15:3; 1 Peter 2:24; Isaiah 53:6; John 3:16).

Thirdly, by the exercise of my own free will I personally receive the Lord Jesus Christ as my Saviour, believing that He died personally for me and that He is what He claims to be in an individual, personal and living way (John 1:12; 3:36; Acts 16:31; 4:12).

The results of Salvation

The results of this are unbelievably wonderful:

My sins are taken away (John 1:29),

I possess eternal life now (I John 5:11,12),

I become a new creature in Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17),

The Holy Spirit takes up His residence in my life (I Corinthians 6:19),

And I will never perish (John 10:28-30).

This truthfully is life's greatest transaction. This is the goal of all people; this is the ultimate of our existence. We invite and exhort any reader who has not become a Christian by trusting in the Lord Jesus Christ to follow these simple instructions and be born again eternally into God's family (Matthew 11:28; John 1:12; Acts 4:12; 16:31).
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INTRODUCTION

Esther is one of two books in the Bible that is named after a woman, the other being Ruth. As with the book of Ruth, one of the main themes of the book of Esther is the strong sense of the providence of God. This is despite the fact that Esther is noted for the fact that God is not actually mentioned in the book, and it is also not referred to in the New Testament. 

The book is about an attempt to wipe out the Jewish nation, extravagant ostentation, power politics, greed, and some rather dubious characters. Notwithstanding that, God’s overruling hand is clearly seen in His protection of the Jewish nation against the threat of ethnic cleansing. By doing so, God is silently reiterating His promises to Abraham, Isaac & Jacob that He would keep and protect the Jewish nation through the course of history. 

G Campbell Morgan wrote in his book, The Living Messages of the Books of the Bible, “While there is no name of God, and no mention of the Hebrew religion anywhere, no one reads this book without being conscious of God.” Despite the book taking place in the courts of the king, God’s overruling hand is clearly seen in the book of Esther. 

Dr Strong defined God’s providence as “God’s attention concentrated everywhere”, and this shines through the story of Esther. God is clearly active in this book – He may be hidden but He is not hiding. God has no need to write His name in order to let us know that His wisdom and power control human events on earth, as it is clear He is doing. We will see that Divine Omniscience anticipated the threat of evil, and Divine Omnipotence thwarted the plans of the wicked.

The book is the first to refer specifically to the people of Israel as the “Jews”. The dating of the book is uncertain in terms of when it was written, although the events related in the book occurred in between 483 and 473BC, when the Persians were in control. Certainly the book shows great familiarity with Persian court life and lifestyle and these are known from other sources, and this may well suggest that it was written soon after the events recounted in it. 

The book of Esther fits between chapters 6 & 7 of Ezra in terms of timing. Xerxes ruled between 486 and 465BC, and Esther became queen in 479BC. At the time a Jewish remnant was struggling to rebuild their nation in Israel (Ezra 1-6), but the people were not fully committed to God. In the story, some 60 years have passed since the end of the Babylonian exile, but a substantial part of the Jewish community has yet to return to the Jewish homeland.

One of the main features of the book is the inauguration of the Feast of Purim, which commemorated the deliverance of the Jews from the plots of Haman, as well as to perpetuate the memory of the captivity of Israel in Babylon. The feast is not mentioned in Leviticus 23, where the feasts instituted directly by God are described, or anywhere else in the Law, so the meaning of the feast would be a mystery without the book of Esther. Indeed, feasting is a common theme throughout the book of Esther, as there are 10 feasts or banquets recorded. 

The Book of Esther is entitled by the Jews, “the volume of Esther,” or simply “the volume.” In ancient times, it was always written on a separate roll, which was read entirely at the Feast of Purim. The Greek translators retained only “Esther,” which thus became the ordinary title among Christians. This book is not only of use to the Jews, as it shows the origin and foundation of the feast of Purim, still kept up by them, but serves to show the providence of God in taking care of His people in adversity, in humbling the proud, and exalting the lowly, and saving those that pray to Him, and trust in Him. There is a powerful message of submission to God in 4:16, when Esther was prepared to perish for he people, yet trusted God to deliver her and her people. She took the opportunity God gave her, and for which He had prepared her, just as each Christian is given opportunities to serve Him.

There is no clear indication of who wrote the book, and there are various theories, including Mordecai, who is one of the main characters of the story, but we do not know. However, we do know from chapter 9:20 that Mordecai recorded the events related in the book, and sent a letter around the empire, so it would not be surprising if he wrote the record that we have in our Bible. If it was Mordecai who wrote the book, then it may be that much of the book is taken from the memoirs of the Persian king, in which case it is not surprising that God is not specifically mentioned. 

The historical character of the book is undoubted, since, besides many internal evidences, its authenticity is proved by the strong testimony of the feast of Purim, the celebration of which can be traced up to the events which are described in this book. Its claim, however, to canonical authority has been questioned on the grounds that the name of God does not once occur in it. 

Traditionally, however, there has been general acceptance of the canonicity of the book among Jews and Christians. Although the name of God is strangely enough omitted, the presence of God is felt throughout the history; and the whole tone and tendency of the book is so decidedly subservient to the honour of God and the cause of true faith that it has been generally received by the Church in all ages into the sacred canon.

The setting for the book is probably the reign of Xerxes in Persia, although this is not entirely clear and it may have been the reign of Artaxerxes. The son and successor of the famous Persian king Xerxes was Artaxerxes, surnamed Longimanus, or, in Persian, Ardsheer Diraz dest, the long-handed Ardshur. Most modern commentators regard the king in Esther as being Xerxes, and I will assume that to be the case for the purposes of this study, although it should be borne in mind that Artaxerxes might have been the man referred to as Ahasuerus, a kingly title.

DIVISION OF THE BOOK
The book can be summarised as follows:

1.   The king’s banquet (1:1-9)

2.   Vashti defies the King (1:10-12)

3.   The king’s decree (1:13-22)

4.   The beauty contest (2:1-4)

5.   Esther enters the contest (2:5-11)

6.   Esther becomes Queen (2:12-18)

7.   Mordecai exposes the plot to kill the king (2:19-23)

8.   The introduction of Haman (3:1-6)

9.   Haman’s decree against the Jews (3:7-15)

10. Mordecai’s response (4:1-3)

11. Esther learns of the danger (4:4-9)

12. Esther agrees to go to the king (4:10-17)

13. Esther’s first banquet (5:1-8)

14. Haman’s pride before his fall (5:9-14)

15. The king cannot sleep (6:1-5)

16. Haman honours Mordecai (6:6-14)

17. Esther’s request to the king (7:1-4)

18. The villain exposed (7:5-10)

19. Esther again approaches the king (8:1-6)

20. The king’s proclamation (8:7-17)

21. The Jews are vindicated (9:1-19)

22. The establishment of Purim ((9:20-32)

23. Finale (10:1-3)
1. THE KING’S BANQUET (1:1-9)

Esther 1:1-9: Now it came to pass in the days of Ahasuerus, (this [is] Ahasuerus which reigned, from India even unto Ethiopia, [over] an hundred and seven and twenty provinces:) [That] in those days, when the king Ahasuerus sat on the throne of his kingdom, which [was] in Shushan the palace, In the third year of his reign, he made a feast unto all his princes and his servants; the power of Persia and Media, the nobles and princes of the provinces, [being] before him: When he shewed the riches of his glorious kingdom and the honour of his excellent majesty many days, [even] an hundred and fourscore days. And when these days were expired, the king made a feast unto all the people that were present in Shushan the palace, both unto great and small, seven days, in the court of the garden of the king's palace; [Where were] white, green, and blue, [hangings], fastened with cords of fine linen and purple to silver rings and pillars of marble: the beds [were of] gold and silver, upon a pavement of red, and blue, and white, and black, marble. And they gave [them] drink in vessels of gold, (the vessels being diverse one from another,) and royal wine in abundance, according to the state of the king. And the drinking [was] according to the law; none did compel: for so the king had appointed to all the officers of his house, that they should do according to every man's pleasure. Also Vashti the queen made a feast for the women [in] the royal house which [belonged] to king Ahasuerus.

REFLECTION
The author starts the book with the familiar term, “now it came to pass”, a typical formula for introducing historical narrative. We are first introduced to Xerxes the king, and he reigned from 486 – 465BC. The king’s Persian name was Khshayarshan, which became Ahasuerus in Hebrew, but the Greek version of his name was Xerxes. He was a proud man like most monarchs of his day, and we see several examples of his pride in the book. His empire was enormous, as the introduction tells us, and the setting for the story is Susa (Shushan in Hebrew), where the royal court spent the winter. This city is also mentioned in Daniel 8:2 as the scene of Daniel’s vision of the ram and male goat, which ironically focuses on the destruction of the Persian Empire. The empire was divided into 20 satrapies, which in turn were subdivided into provinces. The king was in absolute control over his empire. 

The time is pinpointed in v3 as the 3rd year of his reign, and we know that in that year a great council was held to discuss a military operation against Greece. This is not referred to in the text, which instead mentions the great banquet, which went on for 180 days. Eastern rulers enjoyed hosting lavish banquets because each one gave them an opportunity to impress their guests with their royal power and wealth. There are 3 banquets mentioned in this chapter: one for the key military and political officers (v1-4), one for the men of Susa (v5-8), and one for the women of Susa (v9) which was given by Queen Vashti. There are also a number of other feasts or banquets mentioned in the book.

The king probably didn’t assemble all his provincial leaders at the same time, for that would have kept them away from their official duties for 6 months and would have weakened the empire. It is more likely that he brought them to the city on a rotating basis, which culminated with the 7 day feast so they could confer together. 

Although the text of the book does not give us the reason for the feast, we do gain a hint from secular history. It is Herodotus ((485 – 425BC) who tells us that Xerxes conferred with his military leaders about a possible invasion of Greece. Xerxes’ father, Darius I, had invaded Greece and been defeated at Marathon in 490. While preparing to return to Greece to gain revenge, Darius had died in 486BC, and it seems that his son now felt moved to avenge his father, and hopefully expand his empire at the same time. 

Herodotus tells us that Xerxes planned to invade all of Europe and reduce the whole earth to one empire. It is probable that the banquet was designed to secure the loyalty of the various officials, and the emphasis was on showing off the king’s power, wealth and luxury, so that people were overawed, and maybe intimidated. Indeed, the luxury was such that over a century later, Alexander the Great was impressed by the amazing wealth at the palace in Susa. According to Herodotus, the king was planning to throw a bridge over the Hellespont and march an army through Europe against Greece to obtain vengeance from the Athenians for the wrongs that they had committed against the Persians and Xerxes’ father. The king’s uncle, Artabanus, strongly opposed the plan, but the king persisted and succeeded in persuading the princes and officers to follow him.

It was therefore important that Xerxes was able to impress his officials and military commanders with his wealth and power. We read of marble pillars, gorgeous drapes hung on silver rings, gold and silver couches, a beautiful marble pavement, and gold and silver table service, so it would have been difficult not to be impressed. Behind the king on his throne would stand a eunuch with a fan, with his mouth covered, in case his breath should be offensive to the mighty monarch. White and blue (or violet), were the royal colours of Persia, which would explain the use of those colours in the drapes. As an aside, the plan didn’t work, for in 480BC the Persian navy was destroyed at Salamis, and in 479BC the Persian army was beaten at Plataea. Pride surely goes before a fall.

The passage mentions the quantity of wine that flowed at the banquet. People were not compelled to over-indulge, but inevitably many would have done. Although the Bible doesn’t condemn wine in moderation, it does condemn excess, and there is another Biblical example of too much wine flowing in Daniel 5, at Belshazzar’s feast, where there were disastrous consequences. 

The ‘royal wine’ (v7) would have been a very costly wine known as Chalybonian wine, that the Persian kings used to drink. The extravagance of the king’s banquet and the vivid description of the colours, set against the events outside the palace, give a theme of contrasting appearance with reality, and this occurs several times through the book. The colour and beauty here are for the exaltation of Xerxes; he regards himself as a god. There is actually no mention of pagan gods in Esther, just as the living God is also not mentioned. Instead the reality behind idolatry comes out, that the worship of self is at the root of idolatry.

Meanwhile, Vashti has her own banquet (v9), and there is no mention of excess here. This could imply commendation of Vashti, but actually the narrative neither commends nor criticises either Xerxes or Vashti; the story is told just as it is. It was not customary with the Persians, nor other eastern nations, to admit women to their festivals, but they feasted by themselves, even for celebrating the same festival. The two banquets are set alongside each other, and it is easy to sense some foreboding here before the narrative proceeds further. 

Who Vashti was is not known with any certainty. If Ahasuerus is indeed Xerxes as appears likely, Vashti would probably be Amestris, whom the Greeks regarded as the only legitimate wife of that monarch, and who was certainly married to him before he ascended the throne. The name may be explained either as a corruption of Amestris, or as a title, Vahishta, (Sanskrit: vasishtha, the superlative of vasu, “sweet”). It is also possible that the disgrace recorded later in this chapter was only temporary, as Amestris in the later part of Xerxes’ reign recovered her former dignity. 

Bishop Usher, who takes Ahasuerus to be Darius Hystaspis, thinks Vashti was Atossa, the daughter of Cyrus, whom he married. The writer of the Jewish Targum says she was the daughter of Evilmerodach, the son of Nebuchadnezzar. Her name seems to be the same with Vesta, a deity worshipped by the Persians, and signifies vehement fire, which was in great veneration with them; and therefore this queen is most likely to be of Persian origin. Vashti is, however, a Persian word, and signifies a beautiful or excellent woman, so it maybe that it is too easy to read too much into her name and her identity is less clear.

2. VASHTI DEFIES THE KING (1:10-12)

On the seventh day, when the heart of the king was merry with wine, he commanded Mehuman, Biztha, Harbona, Bigtha, and Abagtha, Zethar, and Carcas, the seven chamberlains that served in the presence of Ahasuerus the king, To bring Vashti the queen before the king with the crown royal, to shew the people and the princes her beauty: for she [was] fair to look on. But the queen Vashti refused to come at the king's commandment by [his] chamberlains: therefore was the king very wroth, and his anger burned in him. 

REFLECTION

In this section Xerxes decides to summon his wife, Vashti, in order to show off her beauty to his male guests. Perhaps this is only a natural development of what occurred in the rest of the feast, in that Xerxes was showing off his riches and power, so now he decides to show off his wife too. The fact that he does this implies that he regards her as one of his possessions, which would not go down well in modern Western culture that is riddled with political correctness! However, he finds that Vashti has a mind of her own, which is more than he had bargained for, as she refused to come and be shown off to the drunken men. Even in this, the king’s anger (v12) is extravagant, like the rest of his behaviour, for he was burning with anger. He had been humiliated before his nobles and officers, and he did not take kindly to this. The seven men named in the passage were the eunuchs who had charge of the royal harem. 

The refusal of Vashti to obey an order which required her to make an indecent exposure of herself before a company of drunken revellers, was becoming both of the modesty of her sex and her rank as queen; for, according to Persian customs, the queen, even more than the wives of other men, was secluded from the public gaze. Had the king not had his judgement clouded by the wine, he would have seen that his own honour, as well as the queen’s, was being compromised by his command for her to appear in public in this way. 

There was a triple rebellion here, for Vashti had rejected the authority of a man, had disobeyed her husband, and also rejected the command of the king. Vashti of course, was taking a considerable risk, for the king could easily have had her put to death for her rebellion, but her action did show a male chauvinistic culture that women are not just objects to be played with. She probably knew that the refusal to comply with the king’s wishes would cost her the throne at least, but her modesty took precedence for her, for which she should be commended, assuming that she was not acting purely out of selfish rebellion. It is worth noting that the gospel of Jesus liberates and elevates the role of women in society. Galatians 3: 28 confirms this: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.”

Perhaps it is worth pausing here to consider the dangers of an excess of alcohol. The king was “merry with wine” at this point, and it is likely that he would not have required Vashti to come and show off her beauty before the other men had Xerxes not been drunk (or at least on the way to being drunk). Drunkenness should have no place in the life of the Christian, and the Bible is clear that it is a sin. The Bible does not command total abstinence, but we are expected to use considerable discretion, and err on the side of caution rather than excess. At all times we should be in control of our senses, for we are to walk in humility and faith before God daily, and we cannot do this if we have consumed too much alcohol (or drugs either). Furthermore, our lifestyle should not be a stumbling block to others, so that their walk with God is weakened, or that they might be led into sin.

Xerxes had ended up losing credibility before his people because of his own stupidity. Surely this reminds us to live our lives in a measured and controlled way, for we have seen already that the king could control an empire, but not himself. So many people who are power hungry have problems with their own character, but the Christian is to grow in and display the fruit of the Holy Spirit, part of which is self control.

3. THE KING’S DECREE (1:13-22)

Then the king said to the wise men, which knew the times, (for so [was] the king's manner toward all that knew law and judgment: And the next unto him [was] Carshena, Shethar, Admatha, Tarshish, Meres, Marsena, [and] Memucan, the seven princes of Persia and Media, which saw the king's face, [and] which sat the first in the kingdom;) What shall we do unto the queen Vashti according to law, because she hath not performed the commandment of the king Ahasuerus by the chamberlains? And Memucan answered before the king and the princes, Vashti the queen hath not done wrong to the king only, but also to all the princes, and to all the people that [are] in all the provinces of the king Ahasuerus. For [this] deed of the queen shall come abroad unto all women, so that they shall despise their husbands in their eyes, when it shall be reported, The king Ahasuerus commanded Vashti the queen to be brought in before him, but she came not. [Likewise] shall the ladies of Persia and Media say this day unto all the king's princes, which have heard of the deed of the queen. Thus [shall there arise] too much contempt and wrath. If it please the king, let there go a royal commandment from him, and let it be written among the laws of the Persians and the Medes, that it be not altered, That Vashti come no more before king Ahasuerus; and let the king give her royal estate unto another that is better than she. And when the king's decree which he shall make shall be published throughout all his empire, (for it is great,) all the wives shall give to their husbands honour, both to great and small. And the saying pleased the king and the princes; and the king did according to the word of Memucan: For he sent letters into all the king's provinces, into every province according to the writing thereof, and to every people after their language, that every man should bear rule in his own house, and that [it] should be published according to the language of every people. 

REFLECTION
The king summoned his officials, arguably being somewhat heavy-handed given the situation. These “wise men” who understood the times would be like the astrologers and diviners of Daniel’s day on whom Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar relied. They would be men who knew the customs and events of former times, as well as being specialists in the law. The seven advisors had access to the king and knew well how to flatter the king to secure their positions and obtain from him what they wanted. 

It is not exactly subtle that it takes a conclave of the king’s advisers to resolve the king’s marital problems, and that the judgement given is what any male chauvinist would offer. In the king’s world, power politics impinge upon his personal life. It is worth remembering that a hurt ego can release poison that causes people to do things they would not otherwise do. Francis Bacon wrote in his Essays, “A man that studies revenge keeps his own wounds green, which otherwise would heal and do well.” In v15 it may be that the king was genuinely seeking to abide by the law as to how to treat Vashti; alternatively it might be that he was seeking a legal reason to punish her for shaming him in front of his nobles.

Memucan, as spokesman for the group, exaggerates the importance of the matter and widens the issue to make a general statement about the roles of husbands and wives. His reaction is larger than the situation demanded, and the prospect of an irrevocable law that would affect families throughout the realm might suggest nervousness rather than true power. Men in power, or seeking it, are frequently greedy and ruthless and want no one to stand it their way, and this is not the way of the true disciple of God. The matter of an unchangeable law also features in the book of Daniel, especially in the account of the lion’s den, but also later in Esther when Haman tries to wipe out the Jews. It wasn’t the only time that the king acted before thinking, and a characteristic of God’s people should be that we act prudently, under God’s leading, so that His name is glorified in and through our lives.

There is something of an irony here, in that Vashti was required never to enter the king’s presence again (v19), but as this is probably what she actually wanted, it could well have been a meaningless punishment. Furthermore, by issuing the decree, Memucan and the other “wise men” reveal their own domestic insecurity, and actually achieve what they purported to prevent, namely that the queen’s conduct would become known to all the women so that they would despise their husbands (v17). 

The punishment of Vashti would not have made the women of the empire love their husbands more, but rather may have put more of a wedge between husband and wife. They were encouraging every husband to act like Xerxes and run their home in an unpredictable and dictatorial manner. Had the king thought the matter through, he would have realised that his wife showed more character than he did, and would not have deposed her. In v17 the word “women” means women in general, whereas the word in v18 refers to women of the aristocratic class. As such the king might be seen in a poor light in the court. By exaggerating the problem, the counsellors to the king inflated their own importance so the king was more dependent on them.

It is perhaps questionable as to whether the situation was really as serious as the counsellors suggested. It may well be that many of those present would have seen something of their own home life in the queen’s refusal to obey; women do have a mind of their own! In all probability many would have just shrugged the matter off as something that frequently happens in a marriage, and had the king done the same the incident would probably have passed without any detriment to his standing. Perhaps Proverbs 12:16 is relevant here: “A fool’s wrath is presently known; but a prudent man covereth shame.” The situation starkly shows the difference between the world’s wisdom and the way that God operates. Josephus says that Xerxes was fond of Vashti, so might have been reluctant to put her away completely, but having been aroused by anger, and taken the advice of his counsellors, it was difficult for the king to go back on what had been decreed.

From a historical note, the king didn’t immediately replace Vashti, but went off to invade Greece, where he met with a humiliating defeat. It was when he returned home that he sought comfort, or perhaps distraction, in searching for a new queen, and filled his harem with candidates for the role. The women in Xerxes’ empire were considered to be subservient to the men, but were also kept to provide pleasure for the men, and this was the purpose of the king’s harem. The Bible does not tell us what happened to Vashti; some Bible scholars believe that she was Amestris, the mother of Artaxerxes who ruled from 464 - 425 BC. It seems likely that Esther was either out of favour or dead during the reign of Artaxerxes, for Amestris exerted great influence as queen mother during her son’s reign. Artaxerxes was born in 483 BC, the year of the great banquet described in Esther 1, so it is possible that Vashti was pregnant at the time and for that reason did not want to appear in public to be shown off by the king.

4. THE BEAUTY CONTEST (2:1-4)

After these things, when the wrath of king Ahasuerus was appeased, he remembered Vashti, and what she had done, and what was decreed against her. Then said the king's servants that ministered unto him, Let there be fair young virgins sought for the king: And let the king appoint officers in all the provinces of his kingdom, that they may gather together all the fair young virgins unto Shushan the palace, to the house of the women, unto the custody of Hege the king's chamberlain, keeper of the women; and let their things for purification be given [them]: And let the maiden which pleaseth the king be queen instead of Vashti. And the thing pleased the king; and he did so. 

REFLECTION

Having returned from his unsuccessful campaign against Greece, Xerxes holds, at his servants’ suggestion, what is in effect a beauty contest to find a suitably beautiful wife to replace Vashti. It could be implied in v1 that Xerxes was missing his wife, and we do know from other sources that he was fond of her. Indeed, Josephus says that when his anger was over he was exceedingly grieved that the matter was carried so far, and would have been reconciled to Vashti but that, by the constitution of the government, the judgment was irrevocable. Consequently, to make him forget her, the officials contrived how to entertain him first with a great variety of concubines, and then to fix him to the most agreeable of them all for a wife instead of Vashti. True, the king had plenty of concubines to choose from, but there is a clear difference between love and sex; between the passing pleasures of a one night stand, and the commitment and love of a lifetime relationship in marriage. 

The king’s advisers would have been keen to ensure that Vashti was not restored to favour, for then she might have sought revenge on them for having her put away from the court. Looking ahead, God was also at work, for Vashti would almost certainly not have interceded for the Jews when they were threatened by Haman, and God needed to raise up a queen who would. The marriages of princes were commonly made by policy and interest, for the enlarging of their dominions and the strengthening of their alliances; but this must be made partly by the agreeableness of the person to the king's fancy, whether she was rich or poor, noble or ignoble.

In our passage here, it is implied that Xerxes was using these young girls for his own pleasure, probably because he saw them as possessions. According to Josephus, up to 400 girls were taken in for this purpose. His influence in this regard was not only restricted to females, for Herodotus tells us that he had 500 boys castrated each year to serve as eunuchs in the Persian court. The danger is that when leaders take too much power to themselves, they treat other people, especially those under them, according to their whims, and not as individual human beings made in the image of God. Christian leaders take note! It is important for adequate checks and balances to be in place, and this is why the New Testament gives teaching on the basis for leadership in the church.

The girls in the beauty contest would probably have been teenagers, maybe even in their early teens. It is worth noting that the king seemed to focus on the outward beauty of the girls, and paid no attention to the character and inner beauty that they might possess. How many young girls of the day were married off by their parents quickly to anyone who would take them, and thus avoid being consigned to the harem, we do not know. After a night of anxious and maybe tearful suspense and worry, the girls would be confined to the king’s harem for the rest of their lives. 

Once they had been with the king, they belonged to him and could not marry elsewhere. They were placed under the care of Hegai, the king’s eunuch (v3) but this may not have meant that they were well treated. Today, Xerxes would be charged with child abuse, serial rape, and assault, but no one dared question the king’s actions. This is, perhaps an example of the depths of depravity that humans will sink to without the rule and grace of God in their lives, and the Bible never shrinks from reporting this, for in doing so we are shown our sin and drawn back to God’s righteous ways. We are not to be gods in our own lives, and we are indeed called to treat others with respect, kindness and compassion.

With hindsight, we can look back and see that God was at work here in the choosing of a new queen. God was not endorsing the sin and selfishness of the king, but He used the situation to ensure that His choice of a queen was on the throne at the right time. God raises up leaders, and He also brings them down when He knows it is right. Xerxes thought he was in control, but the providence of God was very much at work here. A good description of what is going on is found in Proverbs 21:1, “The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord, like the rivers of water; He turns it wherever He wishes (NKJV).” It is reassuring to know that God’s sovereign power and will are ever watchful over the affairs of men. Charles Spurgeon is quoted as saying: “There is no attribute of God more comforting to His children than the doctrine of divine sovereignty.”

5. ESTHER ENTERS THE CONTEST (2:5-11)

[Now] in Shushan the palace there was a certain Jew, whose name [was] Mordecai, the son of Jair, the son of Shimei, the son of Kish, a Benjamite; Who had been carried away from Jerusalem with the captivity which had been carried away with Jeconiah king of Judah, whom Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon had carried away. And he brought up Hadassah, that [is], Esther, his uncle's daughter: for she had neither father nor mother, and the maid [was] fair and beautiful; whom Mordecai, when her father and mother were dead, took for his own daughter. So it came to pass, when the king's commandment and his decree was heard, and when many maidens were gathered together unto Shushan the palace, to the custody of Hegai, that Esther was brought also unto the king's house, to the custody of Hegai, keeper of the women. And the maiden pleased him, and she obtained kindness of him; and he speedily gave her her things for purification, with such things as belonged to her, and seven maidens, [which were] meet to be given her, out of the king's house: and he preferred her and her maids unto the best [place] of the house of the women. Esther had not shewed her people nor her kindred: for Mordecai had charged her that she should not shew [it]. And Mordecai walked every day before the court of the women's house, to know how Esther did, and what should become of her. 

REFLECTION
We have two new characters entering the story in this section, one of whom is Esther, from whom the book derives its name. The other is Mordecai, a descendant of Kish, who had been taken into exile in 597 BC. He was from the tribe of Benjamin, and a much earlier Kish was also a Benjamite, and was the father of King Saul. 

We do not know whether Mordecai was descended from King Saul, but he was clearly a man whose name was rooted in the history of the Jewish nation. His name may have an allusion to Marduk, a Babylonian god, which reminds us of Daniel and his friends who were also given pagan names in a foreign culture. To a degree, therefore, Mordecai’s name brings into focus one of the main thrusts of the book, namely staying faithful to God in a pagan society. Mordecai is frequently referred to as a Jew in the book of Esther, which underlines the racist element that comes forth in the book.

It is natural to ask the question of whether Mordecai was right to put Esther into the beauty contest, which was a compromising situation, where she was compelled to conceal her faith and national identity. The author does not comment on this, but perhaps what is more important is the fact that God was going to use her in this situation to deliver His people, so she needed to be there. We also do not know how strong Esther’s faith was, but God is able to use people with or without faith (e.g. Cyrus in Isaiah 45:1) to achieve His purposes. 

While the Babylonians made life difficult for the Jews, the Persians were more lenient to foreigners, and many Jews prospered in the land of their captors. Mordecai eventually held a high position in the government and sat in the king’s gate (2:21), where official business would be conducted. However, it seems likely that he did not obtain this position until after Esther’s coronation, for in v11 here he is seen walking back and forth in front of the house of the women to find out how she was faring. Some commentators suggest that if he were an officer of the king at that point, he would have had access to official information. However, according to an institution of Cyrus, all state officers were required to wait in the outer courts till they were summoned into the presence chamber. He might, therefore, have been a person of some official dignity. 

Esther was Mordecai’s cousin and adopted daughter, because her own parents were dead. Her Persian name Esther means ‘star’ and her Hebrew name Hadassah means ‘myrtle’. It is of some interest that a myrtle tree bears a flower that looks like a star. It may be that Esther is the Hebrew form of Ishtar, a powerful Babylonian goddess of love and war. These are both factors of the story that unfolds though the book. She was clearly a beautiful young woman, and she was taken into the harem as one of the contestants in the contest to find a new queen. The passage tells us nothing about Esther’s feelings as she entered the harem; they could be places of fear and humiliation, but Esther seems to have found favour with the eunuch Hegai so that she received special treatment. We also know that Mordecai kept an eye on her, albeit from a distance. The apartments of the women were accounted so inviolable, that it was even a crime to enquire what passes within their walls. This would explain why Mordecai was not allowed to go near.

Esther did not reveal her national identity, at Mordecai’s instruction. This could raise a dilemma in the minds of Christians, for we are called to be witnesses in the world that is lost and dying. It also brings to mind Romans 12:2 that we are not to be conformed to the pattern of this world, but transformed by the renewing of our mind. As Christians we are to be different, so that the world can see that in Christ there is a better way. However, in the case of Esther, in the first place she was living in the Old Testament era and not in the church age. We are also considering in her case a question of national identity, rather than spiritual, although a good, believing Jew should have a spiritual perspective on daily life. 

Esther is also a special case to some degree, in that God needed her to conceal her identity until a later time, so that she could find a place in the king’s heart and through that be able to save her people. There was probably a degree of anti-Semitism around, which was probably Mordecai’s prime reason for telling Esther to keep her identity a secret, but God used this for greater purposes. We need God’s wisdom and discernment to know when to speak up for Christ, and when to be quiet and let our witness show in an unspoken way. There are often areas of ambiguity where Christians have difficult and complex decisions to make.

It is frequently more difficult for Christians in high office to maintain an effective witness for Christ. It is not for us to judge motives for such people, and we should pray for those in authority, especially Christians, that they might be effective for Christ in the positions in which He has placed them. Perhaps it is worth bearing in mind in Esther’s case that she is not held up as a spiritual leader as an example to follow; rather she is part of God’s story and was used by Him as such. She must have been faced with the problem of having to live a non-kosher lifestyle (compare Daniel when he was taken to Babylon – Daniel 1), who had to live as a Jewess in a harem, eventually marrying a Gentile. The law of Moses prohibited illicit sex and mixed marriages, and despite that she ended up marrying a lustful, non-Jewish king, who would have been a worshipper of Zoroaster. Despite this, God allowed her to be there, and indeed used her mightily for His purposes there. As Christians we need to be slow to judge, and quick to learn!

There are some commentators who believe that the girls for the beauty contest were selected by the king’s officers, rather than being volunteers. Although they were not forced to comply, it was rarely prudent to refuse the request of the king, or those acting for him. If this is the case, we should be less quick to judge Esther for going into the harem or she would have had little control over it. It seems likely that the Jewish people were generally fairly backslidden at this time in their relationship to God, and therefore this may also explain why Esther did not seem to object to being part of the harem, and Mordecai did not seek to prevent it.

What is reassuring for Esther is that she found favour with Hegai, who was effectively the keeper of the harem. His job was to bring pleasure to the king, so he put in place a year long programme of beauty treatment for the girls in his care. This would have included a prescribed diet, the application of special perfumes and cosmetics, and probably a course on court etiquette. 

They were being trained to do one thing – bring pleasure to the king and satisfy his desires. The one who brought the most pleasure would become queen. Esther received special treatment because she found favour with Hegai, and was given the best place in the house to live with her maids.

6. ESTHER BECOMES QUEEN (2:12-18)

Now when every maid's turn was come to go in to king Ahasuerus, after that she had been twelve months, according to the manner of the women, (for so were the days of their purifications accomplished, [to wit], six months with oil of myrrh, and six months with sweet odours, and with [other] things for the purifying of the women;) Then thus came [every] maiden unto the king; whatsoever she desired was given her to go with her out of the house of the women unto the king's house. In the evening she went, and on the morrow she returned into the second house of the women, to the custody of Shaashgaz, the king's chamberlain, which kept the concubines: she came in unto the king no more, except the king delighted in her, and that she were called by name. Now when the turn of Esther, the daughter of Abihail the uncle of Mordecai, who had taken her for his daughter, was come to go in unto the king, she required nothing but what Hegai the king's chamberlain, the keeper of the women, appointed. And Esther obtained favour in the sight of all them that looked upon her. So Esther was taken unto king Ahasuerus into his house royal in the tenth month, which [is] the month Tebeth, in the seventh year of his reign. And the king loved Esther above all the women, and she obtained grace and favour in his sight more than all the virgins; so that he set the royal crown upon her head, and made her queen instead of Vashti. Then the king made a great feast unto all his princes and his servants, [even] Esther's feast; and he made a release to the provinces, and gave gifts, according to the state of the king. 

REFLECTION
This passage starts with an extravagance that we have seen before in the Persian court. The length of time taken to beautify the girls is considerable (v12) and marks the excess so often found in a royal court. Spices and oils were a major part of the economy of rich and powerful nations of the day, and they are used here with reckless abandon. 

However, Clarke suggests a very practical solution to the long period of preparation: “The most beautiful of all the young virgins of all the provinces of Babylon were to be selected; and these were taken out of all classes of the people, indiscriminately; consequently there must have been many who were brought up in low life. Now we know that those who feed on coarse strong food, which is not easily digested, have generally a copious perspiration, which is strongly odorous; and in many, though in every respect amiable, and even beautiful, this odour is far from being pleasant. Pure, wholesome, easily digested, and nourishing aliment, with the frequent use of the hot bath, continued for twelve months, the body frequently rubbed with olive oil, will in almost every case remove all that is disagreeable of this kind. This treatment will give a healthy action to all the subcutaneous vessels, and in every respect promote health and comfort.” Certainly the preparation would have made their skin smooth and soft, and the year long treatments would have ensured that they were not pregnant by another before they went into the king’s presence.

There is, perhaps an analogy to the Christian life here, in that we read that the girls had 6 months with the oil of myrrh, and 6 months with spices, before they were ready to go before the king, and for the winner, to serve him as queen. Myrrh was used to anoint a body for burial, but was also perfumed. In the life of the Christian, as part of our preparation for service, we need to die to the self life, so spiritually we need to apply the myrrh. We cannot effectively serve God if our desires and wants are uppermost, so we must die to self so that He might be pre-eminent. 

Similarly with the spices, these were applied after the 6 months of myrrh. They added a fragrance to the girls to make them appealing to the king, but they could have anything they wanted. As Christians, when we have known Christ for a few years, there is the temptation so often to lose something of our first zeal and get comfortable. We enjoy the good things of life, like the spices, and something of the cutting edge of our witness fades. We need to guard against this, so that our love and zeal for God remain fresh. We should be a sweet smelling aroma before God, and reflect the fragrance of Christ to the world.

There is an atmosphere of sensuality and indulgence, in that the girls were allowed anything they wanted (v13) in this preparation time. This would have included costly jewels, spices and perfumes, as well as clothing that would enhance their beauty for the king’s pleasure. Despite that, there is a hardness and a good deal of sorrow, for the unsuccessful girls (the vast majority) were returned to the harem, where they would remain, and would not see the king again unless he specifically summoned them. They returned to the “house of the women,” but not to the same part of it. They became inmates of the “second house,” or “house of the concubines,” under the superintendence of a distinct officer, Shaashgaz.

It was common for Persian kings to have a large number of concubines; as an example Darius, who was conquered by Alexander, had 360 concubines. What was probably harder for them was that they would not see their families again, despite the luxury, so it was not always an ideal situation. Even from the king’s perspective, there must have been an element of boredom that crept in as a new potential queen was brought to him every night to try, in which there was no love, but merely lust and sensuality that for most of the time brought him little satisfaction.

When Esther’s turn came, she went into the king’s presence, and clearly pleased the king with her beauty. Something about Esther must have stood out to set her apart as different from all the other girls. In v15 we find confirmation that Mordecai was her cousin, and not her uncle as is sometimes suggested. The passage here occurs in the month Tebeth, which corresponds with our December/January, and the events recounted were in the 7th year of the king’s reign, i.e. the winter of 479/478 BC. When she was crowned, we read that she had a crown put on her head. This consisted only of a purple ribbon, streaked with white, bound round the forehead.

It is likely that v17 is saying, in a not too subtle way, that the king found Esther more satisfying in bed than the other virgins in the harem, such that he made her his queen. There is no hint in the text about Esther’s feelings in all this, and we do not know whether she was fearful or pleased to be a part of what occurred.  

The expression that the king “loved” Esther more than the others does not mean that he had fallen in love immediately, but rather that he was attracted to her more than the other girls. As a consequence she was taken to another part of the palace that was fitting for her new role, rather than back to the harem where the other girls were kept.

Esther’s selection as queen occurred at a time when for the Jews back home (see Ezra 9:12) marriage with gentiles had become a serious issue. It is almost ironic, therefore, that Esther is taken into a foreign harem with all of its sensual luxury, has sex with and marries a pagan king, and becomes queen of a godless empire. Nevertheless, God wanted her in the palace so that in due course she could intercede before the king for her nation. In a similar way, God has a place for all Christians to be His light wherever He places them, and we can and should intercede for those that God puts us close to.

Esther had put herself into the hands of Hegai and did all that she was told to do. He knew what the king liked, and being fond of Esther, he prepared and clothed her accordingly. Esther was naturally beautiful, and perhaps did not need so many of the “extras” to make her attractive. This brings to mind 1 Peter 3:1-6, where Christian women are called to have an inner beauty that is not dependant on outward trimmings and adornments. Whatever their natural looks and appearance, every Christian woman can radiate with an inner beauty, and with God’s love that will be attractive to others. Just as Esther submitted to the care and directions of Hegai, so we as Christians should submit to God’s care and direction, for He has a plan for each of us to fulfil.

Perhaps there is the need to ask why Esther was prepared to participate in being prepared to appear before the king in such a way that she was clearly more attractive and beautiful that the others. We can only surmise whether she was more seductive that the rest, or whether she was actually more chaste and thus stood out from the crowd who were presumably doing their best to please the king’s every whim. There seems to be such a contrast with the behaviour of Joseph, when he was seduced by Potiphar’s wife, and fled the temptation, even to his cost (Genesis 39). Similarly, the story of Ruth, who as a gentile was led to marry Boaz, a rich and powerful Jewish man, is a picture of piety and purity. 

It is worth noting that Bishop Patrick observes, that those who suggest that Esther committed a great sin to come at this dignity of queen of Persia, do not consider the custom of those times and countries.  Every one that the king took to his bed was married to him, and was his wife of a lower rank, as Hagar was to Abraham.

In v18 we see that the king made a great feast to celebrate the occasion, with some release for certain cities. This may be explained by the fact that we learn from Herodotus and Atheneus, that the Persian monarchs were accustomed to give their wives distinct cities and provinces for the purpose of supplying them with different articles of dress. One was assigned for ornamenting the head and neck; another provided robes, etc.; and the city of Anthilla was given to a Persian queen, we read, to supply her with shoes and sandals. It is probable, therefore, that, at the desire of Esther, Xerxes relieved those cities and provinces that had previously paid it, from this expense.

There are times when we have to recognise that God’s ways are higher than ours, and He clearly wanted Esther in the palace as queen, and it is dangerous for us to make simplistic judgements. This is not to say that we should not adhere closely to God’s clearly revealed standards for moral behaviour, especially in the area of male/female relationships, for we now have the benefit of God’s full revelation in the Bible. 

God does require us to be upright in our relationships, and there is a clear message of judgement in the Bible for those who are sexually immoral. Nevertheless, God is willing and able to forgive those who have fallen short in this area when they come to Him through Christ in repentance and faith (See 2 Corinthians 11:2). We do not know how Esther looked back on her role in what occurred, but we do know that God used her to fulfil His plan in her life and in her nation.

7. MORDECAI EXPOSES THE PLOT TO KILL THE KING (2:19-23)

And when the virgins were gathered together the second time, then Mordecai sat in the king's gate. Esther had not [yet] shewed her kindred nor her people; as Mordecai had charged her: for Esther did the commandment of Mordecai, like as when she was brought up with him. In those days, while Mordecai sat in the king's gate, two of the king's chamberlains, Bigthan and Teresh, of those which kept the door, were wroth, and sought to lay hand on the king Ahasuerus. And the thing was known to Mordecai, who told [it] unto Esther the queen; and Esther certified the king [thereof] in Mordecai's name. And when inquisition was made of the matter, it was found out; therefore they were both hanged on a tree: and it was written in the book of the chronicles before the king. 

REFLECTION
This section gives us a brief diversion into state politics rather than the account of the search for a new queen. Mordecai is sitting in the king’s gate, which was not just an entrance but an area where business was transacted and justice administered. This section recounts one of the “coincidences” in the book, and is linked with the rest of the chapter to the extent that we still find Esther obeying the instructions of Mordecai by keeping her nationality secret. 

The section also begins with the king still gathering virgins for the harem a 2nd time, which suggests that he had not suddenly become a monogamist by appointing Esther as queen. It should be said that some commentators suggest that the king gathered the virgins a 2nd time to thank them for entering the contest to become queen, and was saying farewell to them before sending them back home. On balance I believe that this scenario is unlikely; a man like Xerxes was not the sort to release a large number of beautiful women from his palace (compare the life of Solomon with his wives and concubines)!

We learn in this passage of a plot to assassinate Xerxes, which indicates a weakness in an otherwise apparently invincible regime. No earthly ruler has total power, for that belongs to God alone, and each king or president will have a point of weakness and vulnerability. However “great” they might be, they still need a Saviour! Mordecai learns of the plot, and he tells Queen Esther, as she is now known, who told the king. An enquiry revealed the truth of the matter, and the two offenders were executed. The event is recorded as part of the chronicles of Xerxes reign, and this is confirmed in chapter 6. 

In Eastern courts, palace intrigue was not unusual, and only a few officers had free access to the king (Esther 1:10, 14). Although we do not know how Mordecai discovered the plot, the Jewish writers say these two men were Tarsians, and spoke in the Tarsian language, which they thought Mordecai did not understand; but he, being skilled in languages, overheard them, and understood what they said. According to Josephus, it was discovered to him by Barnabazus, a servant of one of the chamberlains;

It is possible that the assassination attempt was connected with the crowning of Esther as queen, and that Vashti’s supporters resented what Xerxes had done. Although it wasn’t always obeyed, there was a tradition that Persian kings should select their wives from women in the seven noble families of the land. Any supporters from such a group might resent Esther as an outsider, and perhaps wanted to be rid of the king accordingly. It is also possible that the plot was linked to the continuing dispute with Greece. The vulnerability of kings can be seen by the fact that Xerxes was indeed assassinated some 14 years after this event. He was ultimately murdered by Artabanus, the captain of the guard, and Aspamitras, a chamberlain and eunuch.

Although God’s name is not found in the book of Esther, there is a clear example of divine providence in this passage, for Mordecai is found sitting in the king’s gate at just the right time to hear of the plot. It would seem that Mordecai had an official position to be sitting at the gate, as this suggests a position that he held. Perhaps Esther had used her influence as queen to get the job for him, but we don’t know. 

Throughout Scripture, and in the lives of many people generally, important events occur during the course of carrying out our ordinary everyday work or activities. For example Moses was tending sheep when God met with him (Exodus 3), and Samuel was lying down to sleep when God called to him (1 Samuel 3). 

This gives a dignity to the life of each person, however outwardly humble, and underscores the need for Christians to be in the place that God has called them to. Significant events do not occur every day, but we need to be ready, serving God faithfully, so that He can move in and through us when He chooses. The book of Esther brings out the working of God behind the scenes in a wonderful way, and God frequently has to order our lives so that we are in the place where He can move at just the right time. God also ensures that good works that are done for Him are noted and recorded from His perspective.

The providence of God is perhaps the more remarkable given that neither Esther nor Mordecai were apparently, or at least overtly, honouring the God of Israel at this time, for they were keeping their nationality secret. In some ways they are similar to Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea, who were “secret disciples” of Jesus, yet were used of God to protect and bury the body of Jesus (John 19:38-42). In the same way, Esther and Mordecai were hidden in the Persian capital because God had a work for them to do.

It is also worth noting that when Esther reports the plot to the king, she still gives the credit to Mordecai. Apart from being necessary in the providence of God, as we shall see later in the book, it is clear that she still held Mordecai in honour and respect, and has not let her new position as queen go to her head. It would have been very easy for her to take the credit for the information to expose the plot, but she still had principles of honour and loyalty to her cousin. There are many examples in this book of unworthy characters, but this incident gives us a glimpse of the need to be people of good and honest character. Attitudes and actions do matter, and although Mordecai received no recognition for exposing the plot at the time, she apparently shows no resentment. How we react to situations in life shows depth of character, and the extent to which Christ is truly our Lord and Master.

The two would be assassins were hanged on a tree (v23), but the phrase may mean impaled on a stake, as that was one of the usual forms of capital punishment used by the Persians. Leniency to prisoners was not something that the Persians were known for. When a victim was impaled, a pointed stake was set upright in the ground, and the culprit was taken, placed on the sharp point, and then pulled down by his legs till the stake that went in at the fundament passed up through the body and came out by the side of the neck. The culprit lived a considerable time in excruciating agony. By contrast the Jews normal method of capital punishment was stoning, which although unpleasant, was more humane, and indeed God-decreed.

8. THE INTRODUCTION OF HAMAN (3:1-6)

After these things did king Ahasuerus promote Haman the son of Hammedatha the Agagite, and advanced him, and set his seat above all the princes that [were] with him. And all the king's servants, that [were] in the king's gate, bowed, and reverenced Haman: for the king had so commanded concerning him. But Mordecai bowed not, nor did [him] reverence. Then the king's servants, which [were] in the king's gate, said unto Mordecai, Why transgressest thou the king's commandment? Now it came to pass, when they spake daily unto him, and he hearkened not unto them, that they told Haman, to see whether Mordecai's matters would stand: for he had told them that he [was] a Jew. And when Haman saw that Mordecai bowed not, nor did him reverence, then was Haman full of wrath. And he thought scorn to lay hands on Mordecai alone; for they had shewed him the people of Mordecai: wherefore Haman sought to destroy all the Jews that [were] throughout the whole kingdom of Ahasuerus, [even] the people of Mordecai. 

REFLECTION
In this passage we are introduced to Haman, who turns out to be the villain of the story. In typical style, Xerxes gives power to Haman that is excessive, in keeping with the excess displayed in earlier chapters. Haman is described as an Agagite, which in itself could be ominous, for Agag was king of the Amalekites, one of Israel’s traditional enemies at the time of King Saul. They had previously attacked the Israelites as they journeyed through the desert (Exodus 17). When Moses commanded Joshua to fight against the Amalekites, the Israelites won as long as Moses had his hands lifted up in intercession. God then told Moses that he wanted it recorded in a scroll to be remembered that He would blot out the memory of Amalek. 

It is also worth noting that the founder of the Amalekites was a descendant of Esau (Genesis 36:12), and for a time Esau was the enemy of his brother Jacob. We should not be surprised therefore to find in Haman an example of the age old battle between good and evil, between God’s ways and Satan’s ways.

In the time of Samuel, King Saul failed to exterminate them as Samuel had instructed (by God’s command), and they remained a thorn in the flesh to the Israelites (1 Samuel 15). Because of that failure, Saul lost his crown. Because Saul failed to obey God fully, some of the Amalekites lived, and a descendant by the name of Haman now presents himself. As such, we are here introduced to a man who is likely to be an enemy of the Jewish people. This also reminds us of the need to get rid of the things in our lives that will be a hindrance to the grace and work of God. We cannot allow sins to fester, for they will return to haunt us in the future.

The introduction of Haman reminds us of the impulsive and irrational nature of Xerxes, and sounds a warning note that builds the suspense of the story. It is more than likely that Haman used what influence he had, and flattered the king to obtain his position of authority. This is in contrast to Mordecai who had saved the king’s life, but received no recognition. There are many injustices in life, but it is important that as Christians we do not become bitter if we are passed over; it is God who raises up leaders and deposes them. He knows what is best for us, and it is for us to respond to Him in faith, humility and gratitude.

It is difficult not to see a parallel between Haman and the end-time Antichrist. Haman enjoyed great power from the king, and Satan will give great power to the Antichrist. Haman proved to be an enemy of the Jews, and the Antichrist too will usher in a wave of anti-Semitism. Haman was eventually judged and defeated, and the Antichrist too will be judged and defeated by Christ Himself at His return in glory. 

God permitted Haman to be appointed to a position of authority because He had purposes to fulfil through him, even though Haman was not aware of it. God has made promises to the Jewish nation that He will not break, and we oppose Israel at our peril. Not content with having a high office, Haman wanted to flaunt it and receive public honour and acclamation. 

Although the people of the near East were accustomed to giving public displays of homage, it seems that the king needed to issue an edict that Haman should be honoured in that way (v2), perhaps because Haman would not otherwise have received the honour he wanted. This again suggests that Haman had wheedled his way into office, for if he was truly worthy of the position others would have gladly given him the respect he desired. The fable writer Aesop wrote: “Fools take to themselves the respect that is given to their office”, and it seems that this was true of Haman.

We are not told why Mordecai would not bow down to Haman, but it would certainly not have been out of disrespect for the king, to whom he had just proved his loyalty. It is likely that Mordecai had seen in Haman a man who was overflowing with self-importance and was unworthy of such an honour. He therefore resisted the continued pressure from the court officials to bow down to him. It may well be that Mordecai refused to bow down to Haman because the latter was an Amalekite, and thus an enemy of Israel. If so, he was making a statement that he was on God’s side in the national struggle between Israel and the Amalekites.

It is also likely that as a Jew, Mordecai would have recoiled at the prospect of bowing down to a proud and unworthy human being. We are reminded of Daniel’s three friends who refused to bow down to Nebuchadnezzar’s image (Daniel 3). Although God is not mentioned in the book, Mordecai would probably have been unwilling to give the honour due to God to an unworthy man. It should be borne in mind that Jews did not violate the 2nd commandment (Exodus 20:4) by bowing down to people in authority, just as Christians today show respect to their leaders. There are many examples of Old Testament saints bowing down to leaders who reserved respect, but clearly Mordecai did not see Haman as falling into that category.

This reminds us that in every age we need men and women of integrity who will not be swayed by popular opinion or men who flaunt their temporal, earthly power. Through history Christians have died for matters of principle when it comes to fundamental issues of the faith, and the church desperately needs people of that calibre today. How people in authority use their power is a great test of their character; will they glorify themselves or honour God? 

Daniel when he was in power remained humble and served God faithfully; Haman did the opposite. Each one of us will have influence of some kind – may we use it to please and honour God. Although we are called to be good citizens, there are times when it is right for a Christian not to obey the laws. This would normally only apply when the law is in conflict with God’s word, such as in the case of the disciples in Acts 5:29. Such cases should be rare, and our attitude should still be respectful.

There is a further possible reason why Mordecai refused to pay this honour to Haman, and the reason of such refusal must be sought in the notions which the Persians were accustomed to combine with the action, i.e., in the circumstance that they regarded it as an act of homage performed to a king as a divine being. We learn from Herodotus that the Spartans also refused to fall down before King Xerxes, because it was not the custom of Greeks to honour mortals after this fashion. This homage, then, which was regarded as an act of reverence and worship to a god, was by the command of the king to be paid to Haman, as his representative, by the office-bearers of his court; and this Mordecai could not do without a denial of his religious faith.

We also learn in this passage that Mordecai has let it be known that he is a Jew. Haman becomes aware of this, and he is sufficiently incensed to determine that not only Mordecai will suffer for his slight of Haman’s power, but the whole Jewish nation too. Today we call this attitude genocide, or ethnic cleansing, and it reflects the ultimate idolatry of a man who thinks he is god. Pride is indeed a dangerous thing.

The Bible records nothing good about Haman, and indeed when the book of Esther is read at the Feast of Purim, whenever the reader mentions Haman’s name, the people stamp their feet and shout “May his name be blotted out!” It is interesting to consider Proverbs 6:16-19 in relation to Haman: These six [things] doth the LORD hate: yea, seven [are] an abomination unto him: ‘A proud look, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood, An heart that deviseth wicked imaginations, feet that be swift in running to mischief, A false witness [that] speaketh lies, and he that soweth discord among brethren.’ We will see much of this coming forth as we go through the book.

9. HAMAN’S DECREE AGAINST THE JEWS (3:7-15)

In the first month, that [is], the month Nisan, in the twelfth year of king Ahasuerus, they cast Pur, that [is], the lot, before Haman from day to day, and from month to month, [to] the twelfth [month], that [is], the month Adar. And Haman said unto king Ahasuerus, There is a certain people scattered abroad and dispersed among the people in all the provinces of thy kingdom; and their laws [are] diverse from all people; neither keep they the king's laws: therefore it [is] not for the king's profit to suffer them. If it please the king, let it be written that they may be destroyed: and I will pay ten thousand talents of silver to the hands of those that have the charge of the business, to bring [it] into the king's treasuries. And the king took his ring from his hand, and gave it unto Haman the son of Hammedatha the Agagite, the Jews' enemy. And the king said unto Haman, The silver [is] given to thee, the people also, to do with them as it seemeth good to thee. Then were the king's scribes called on the thirteenth day of the first month, and there was written according to all that Haman had commanded unto the king's lieutenants, and to the governors that [were] over every province, and to the rulers of every people of every province according to the writing thereof, and [to] every people after their language; in the name of king Ahasuerus was it written, and sealed with the king's ring. And the letters were sent by posts into all the king's provinces, to destroy, to kill, and to cause to perish, all Jews, both young and old, little children and women, in one day, [even] upon the thirteenth [day] of the twelfth month, which is the month Adar, and [to take] the spoil of them for a prey. The copy of the writing for a commandment to be given in every province was published unto all people, that they should be ready against that day. The posts went out, being hastened by the king's commandment, and the decree was given in Shushan the palace. And the king and Haman sat down to drink; but the city Shushan was perplexed. 

REFLECTION
This section begins in the 1st month of 12th year of Xerxes’ reign (March/April 474BC), and so Esther has been on the throne for over 4 years. During that time Mordecai has discovered the plot against the king, and Haman has risen to power. 

Haman has been aggravated by Mordecai’s refusal to bow down to him, so he plots the destruction of the Jews. Despite his power and arrogance, it seems that Haman is superstitious, for we find that those around him were casting lots to find out the best time to carry out his evil plan. The passage tells us that they cast the pur, a kind of dice or lot, and the name pur is significant later in the book as it gives its name to the feast of Purim. Assyrian calendars note lucky and unlucky days as early as the eighth century B.C. Lots were in use both among the Oriental and the Classical nations from a remote antiquity.

When cast, the lot fell on the 13th day of the 12th month, which answers to part of January and part of February. It seems that the lot was cast for every month and every day of the month throughout the year, to find out which was the most lucky month, and which was the most auspicious day in that month, to destroy the Jews in and none could be found till they came to the last month, and the thirteenth day of that month. Although Haman was looking to chance to appoint the day, we clearly see the working of God in a providential way, for the planned destruction of the Jews was postponed by some months, and this proved to be significant. 

Proverbs 16:33 says: “The lot is cast into the lap; but the whole disposing thereof is of the Lord.” Matters that seem randomly open to chance are still directed by God, who is sovereign. This is not to advocate the use of casting lots as a way to discern guidance from God, for we do not need to use such methods when we have God’s word and His Holy Spirit to guide us. What we can establish, however, is that there are no circumstances where God cannot overrule. Note that Haman selected the day privately before he went to the king; it seems he wanted to ensure that his gods were with him before approaching the king with the plot.

The Eastern peoples of the day took few important steps or decisions without consulting the stars and omens. As an example, a century earlier Nebuchadnezzar had consulted his gods for his campaign strategy: “For the king of Babylon stood at the parting of the way, at the head of the two ways, to use divination: he made [his] arrows bright, he consulted with images, he looked in the liver” (Ezekiel 21:21). It is clear there that he used divination, and the reference to the arrows is translated in some versions as ‘shaking the arrows’. This is likely to be similar to the more common practice in our day of drawing straws, and the arrows may have been marked with possible choices of action. Looking at the liver involved an animal sacrifice and getting direction from the shape and marks on the liver.

It is interesting that the lots are cast on the 13th day of the 1st month, nearly a year before the judgement was to fall. There is a significance here, because this was the day before Passover (see, for example Exodus 12:18), the time when the Jews remembered God’s deliverance of the nation from Egypt. Could God deliver them again, and would He do so? Haman may think he is in charge of events, but he is on dangerous ground in opposing God’s chosen people. 

Although Haman might have been frustrated that there would be a delay in executing the judgement on the Jews, the time lag would at least give him more time to plan for it, and enjoy the anticipation of his evil plot coming to fruition. He would have the pleasure of watching the Jews panic as the day drew nearer, and even if they chose to flee the empire, he would still be rid of them and would be able to appropriate any property they left behind. In his pride, it seemed that his plan had no flaws

When Haman goes to the king with his proposal to destroy the Jews (v8), he puts forth an argument that is a mixture of truth, half truths and lies, and even his temptation of Eve in the Garden of Eden fell into this category. This is so often the way that Satan works to defame God’s people and God’s work. Rarely will the enemy accuse on the basis of lies alone (even though he is the father of lies), but by mingling truth with falsehood the attack becomes more subtle and more plausible. As Christians we need to be on our guard, and to live close to God in the knowledge of His word, so that we are not deceived. Even Christians can sometimes unwittingly be recruited to serve the Devil’s purposes by accepting a mix of truth and error, often through ignorance of God’s word.

Haman refers to a ‘certain people’ scattered throughout the empire, and this is true enough. However, the fact that they follow different customs would be entirely expected in such a large and diverse empire, and there must have been other people groups in the empire that also did not have the same customs as the Persians themselves. It became a lie also when he accused the Jews of not obeying the king’s laws; so far in the story the only two Jews we have met are Mordecai and Esther, and they have been particularly loyal to the king. The only law Mordecai had broken was to fail to bow down to Haman. 

There is some truth in the suggestion that these ‘people’ had laws that were different from others. They sought to follow God’s laws (how closely they followed them is another matter) and it was God who had given them instructions for their behaviour. There is a false logic, however, in the argument that because these people did not allegedly obey the king’s laws, they should be wiped out. That approach is too extreme, but perhaps not entirely out of keeping with the extravagant approach that we have seen from Xerxes and his advisors. 

In Jeremiah (29:4-7) God had told the Jews of the exile to behave as good citizens and co-operate with their captors, and generally this seems to have been the case. It is therefore a large leap of credibility to jump from the truth to the suggestion that they needed to be wiped out. If the Jews had been regularly disobeying the laws of the land, or acting as a threat to the king, he would have known about it, and would have taken action before now.

Haman appeals to the king’s self-interest, and Xerxes was typically paranoid about any threat to his position. There is also an appeal to the king’s greed, for his treasury would have been depleted by the wars with Greece, so the offer of money would have been welcome. 

Here Haman is obliged to acknowledge that there would be a loss to the revenue, which he was willing to make up out of his own resources. According to the Greek historian Herodotus, the annual income of the entire Persian Empire was 15,000 talents of silver, so Haman was offering the king two thirds of that amount. Haman must have been immensely rich, but he would hope to recoup much of that money from the spoils that he would seize from the Jews.

In v11 the king appears to reject the money, and seems to be prepared to bear the cost of the exercise himself. We should, however, bear in mind that in typical Oriental fashion the king would make this polite offer, fully expecting Haman to insist that he accept it. In that culture, it was normal to bargain over money in transactions.

Xerxes does not come out of this episode well. He does not ask Haman for evidence to support his claims, nor does he even ask who the ‘certain people’ are. The vague description, coupled with the fact that they were scattered throughout the empire must have made the situation seem worse for the king.  He merely accepts Haman’s word and allows him to carry out his plan with the approval of the king’s seal. 

With the Persians, for a king to give a ring to anyone was a token and bond of the greatest love and friendship imaginable. In taking off his ring which acted as a seal, the king was effectively allowing Haman to write what he wanted in the king’s name, and this would then become law and had to be obeyed. Once decreed, the law could not be changed, and Haman acted quickly to ensure that the king would not be able to change his mind. It was typical of what we have seen from Xerxes already, that he acted first and thought (and sometimes regretted it) afterwards.

Haman was clearly very thorough in his plan to destroy the Jews (so often God’s enemies are thorough in their evil plans). He summoned the royal secretaries and instructed them to write out the edict in the language of every province of the empire. No one would be ignorant of the decree, and the couriers were sent to each province. No Jew was exempt from the decree of destruction, even the children were to be wiped out. 

It is interesting that the wording of the decree was very similar to that used by Samuel in 1 Samuel 15:1-3, when he instructed Saul to destroy all of the Amalekites. Given that Haman was probably from Amalekite descent, he is taking the opportunity for revenge here. The difference, however, was that the Jews when attacking the Amalekites were not to take any spoil, whereas the Jews were to have their goods plundered in the attack from Haman.

Perhaps it is pertinent to consider how Haman could be so quick and thorough in getting his edict prepared and sent to all parts of the Persian Empire, with a zeal and urgency that was inspired by Satan. (Note that just as God’s name is not mentioned in Esther, neither is Satan’s, but there is a clear malign influence that is demonically inspired). Bear in mind that had Haman been successful, the Messianic line would have been broken and Jesus could not have been born as prophesied, leaving mankind without a Saviour. By contrast, the Christian church is generally notably slow at spreading the good news of the gospel of Jesus Christ, despite the fact that we have a Divine royal mandate for the task, and adequate resources from God to do it. The problem must be with the couriers!

Xerxes then proceeds to sit down to a drinking session with Haman, showing a disregard for human life. Haman probably has the greater blame here, for he was happy to feast and drink with the king, knowing in far greater detail what he had done. At the same time, the inhabitants of Susa (Shushan) were bewildered by the decree, and with good reason. However, before we condemn Haman too harshly for drinking and feasting while awaiting the execution of the death sentence he had pronounced, we should bear in mind that many Christians are quite happy to celebrate and feast in their churches, while millions of lost souls are outside, under a sentence of eternal punishment.

This recalls the story of J Hudson Taylor, the missionary to China, who went in June 1865 to stay with friends in Brighton, England. He was weary and ill, but seeking God for the future of his ministry. On 25 June 1865, “unable to bear the sight of rejoicing multitudes in the house of God”, he went for a walk on the beach and wrestled with God. He was in agony of soul, but God met him in a fresh way, and he trusted God to provide 24 workers to help him with the work in China. Two days later, he opened a bank account in the name of the China Inland Mission. We are urged in the Bible to rejoice in God and it is clearly right to do so, but this should also be put alongside the clear Biblical command to take the good news to the lost.

10. MORDECAI’S RESPONSE (4:1-3)

When Mordecai perceived all that was done, Mordecai rent his clothes, and put on sackcloth with ashes, and went out into the midst of the city, and cried with a loud and a bitter cry; And came even before the king's gate: for none [might] enter into the king's gate clothed with sackcloth. And in every province, whithersoever the king's commandment and his decree came, [there was] great mourning among the Jews, and fasting, and weeping, and wailing; and many lay in sackcloth and ashes. 

REFLECTION
In this section Mordecai has heard the news of Haman’s decree, and he immediately embarks on a period of grieving, tearing his clothes and putting on sackcloth and ashes. These were typical ways in which the Jews expressed their grief. There must have been the temptation to think that God had lost control of the situation, but that would be very much a premature and unfounded conclusion. Mordecai’s grief went beyond his own situation, but was caused by the destruction decreed for the whole Jewish nation around the entire Persian Empire. Mordecai must have asked himself where God was in all of this, and this reinforces the need for faith in times of difficulty. There are times for all of us when God seems to be distant, but at such times we need to cling to the faith that we should be developing in the good times, so that we can stand firm in that faith when times are hard.

Nationally the Jews were also grieving, but they also fasted, presumably with prayer, although that is not specifically mentioned. The fasting is in stark contrast to the reference to several banquets in the book of Esther, but then the urgency of the situation demanded it. Prayer and fasting are an acknowledgement that we have reached the end of our own resources, and God often needs us to come to that place before He can move in response. God can, and many times does, act without prayer and fasting, but they are a good discipline and are ways of deepening our relationship with God.

In view of the fact that Xerxes ruled from India to Ethiopia (Chapter 1:1) there would be few places to which the Jews could flee, and even their own land of Israel was under his control. By expressing his grief openly as found here, Mordecai was clearly stating to the rest of the population of Susa that he was a Jew, and was therefore identifying with his people in their need. He was also clearly indicating, even if not in recorded words, that he was opposing the murderous decree. A quote usually attributed to the British politician Edmund Burke is relevant: “All that is required for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing.” There is a good deal of truth in that, and it has strong relevance for the modern church too.

Mordecai went as far as the king’s gate in his sackcloth and ashes, but couldn’t go any further than that. Oriental kings lived in an artificial paradise that sheltered them from the realities of life. They expected to have a good time at any cost, living in ease and comfort. This is in contrast to our King, the Lord Jesus, who came to earth to bear our sins and sorrows, and invites us to bring our concerns and problems to Him. Presumably Mordecai went to the king’s gate, the hub of the legal and commercial centre of the city, to catch the attention of Esther’s maids or someone else who might be able to get a message to her about the situation. The response to this comes in the next section.

11. ESTHER LEARNS OF THE DANGER (4:4-9)

So Esther's maids and her chamberlains came and told [it] her. Then was the queen exceedingly grieved; and she sent raiment to clothe Mordecai, and to take away his sackcloth from him: but he received [it] not. Then called Esther for Hatach, [one] of the king's chamberlains, whom he had appointed to attend upon her, and gave him a commandment to Mordecai, to know what it [was], and why it [was]. So Hatach went forth to Mordecai unto the street of the city, which [was] before the king's gate. And Mordecai told him of all that had happened unto him, and of the sum of the money that Haman had promised to pay to the king's treasuries for the Jews, to destroy them. Also he gave him the copy of the writing of the decree that was given at Shushan to destroy them, to shew [it] unto Esther, and to declare [it] unto her, and to charge her that she should go in unto the king, to make supplication unto him, and to make request before him for her people. And Hatach came and told Esther the words of Mordecai. 

REFLECTION
At the beginning of this passage, Esther learns that Mordecai is in the king’s gate wearing sackcloth and ashes. Ordinarily this is not the wisest thing for him to do, so she sends clothing out to him for him to wear, and to collect the sackcloth. When Mordecai refuses to take the clothing, Esther sends Hatach, the king’s chamberlain who had been appointed to attend to her, out to find out what the problem was. He reported back with the news that the Jewish people had been set aside for destruction. It is unlikely that Hatach was aware of the pivotal role that he was playing in the story, but without the messages that passed between Mordecai and Esther there might have been a different outcome to the situation. 

So often in God’s work, He uses insignificant or obscure people to carry out important tasks, even if they don’t appreciate the full impact of what they are doing at the time. As Christians we need to be ready for God to use as He directs, and open to His leading; great events can turn on the involvement of “small” and sometimes anonymous people.

In God’s providence, Mordecai knew the details of the problem, including the amount of money Haman had agreed to pay, and had a copy of the decree from Haman, which he gave to Esther for her to read. This suggests that Mordecai had a high position in the government there, for otherwise it is unlikely that he would have had access to the information or a copy of the edict. Despite Mordecai’s high position, the king’s wives were so separated from the rest of society that Mordecai had no direct access to her. 

In sending a copy of the decree to Esther, Mordecai urged her to approach the king in order to intercede for “her people”. In so doing, he was disclosing to Hatach that Esther was Jewish. Hatach must have been a trusted person to be given the information and messages that passed to and from Mordecai and Esther. Interestingly, the Jewish Targum suggests that Hatach was in fact Daniel, but it is unlikely that Daniel would have lived long enough to qualify. From the Christian perspective, we are to be trustworthy and discreet, with unblemished and upright character. We should also be loyal to God’s chosen people Israel. 

A larger task than that of Hatach the “messenger” was now put before Esther – would she risk her own life for the sake of her people. Some commentators have seen an ambiguity in the expression “her people”, as Esther had been absorbed to a large degree into Persian court life, so there may have been a dichotomy in who she regarded as her people. From Mordecai’s perspective, it is clear that he saw her first calling to be as a Jew, and urged her to act on their behalf. It is important that we recognise that Esther was both part of the Persian royalty, as well as Jewish, and the dilemma she faced was very real. Each Christian is placed into the world, and there needs to be a choice for each of as to the extent to which we will be absorbed into the “world”, as against our calling to be set apart for the Lord.

12. ESTHER AGREES TO GO TO THE KING (4:10-17)

Again Esther spake unto Hatach, and gave him commandment unto Mordecai; All the king's servants, and the people of the king's provinces, do know, that whosoever, whether man or woman, shall come unto the king into the inner court, who is not called, [there is] one law of his to put [him] to death, except such to whom the king shall hold out the golden sceptre, that he may live: but I have not been called to come in unto the king these thirty days. And they told to Mordecai Esther's words. Then Mordecai commanded to answer Esther, Think not with thyself that thou shalt escape in the king's house, more than all the Jews. For if thou altogether holdest thy peace at this time, [then] shall there enlargement and deliverance arise to the Jews from another place; but thou and thy father's house shall be destroyed: and who knoweth whether thou art come to the kingdom for [such] a time as this? Then Esther bade [them] return Mordecai [this answer], Go, gather together all the Jews that are present in Shushan, and fast ye for me, and neither eat nor drink three days, night or day: I also and my maidens will fast likewise; and so will I go in unto the king, which [is] not according to the law: and if I perish, I perish. So Mordecai went his way, and did according to all that Esther had commanded him. 

REFLECTION
To a large extent this section is the heart of the book, given that Esther has the difficult decision as to whether she should appear uninvited before the king to plead for her people. What has gone before is leading to this point, and what follows is in large measure the outflow from it. Esther is at the centre of the narrative from this point on, and we are dealing with the theological perspective that God seems to have brought her to the throne for this reason. God’s presence and power are felt, albeit gently and without the mention of God, but His providential presence and direction are nevertheless still there. Bear in mind in this section, that Mordecai and Esther could only communicate through a third party, and could not see the reaction of the other when the messages were delivered. It is easier to communicate face to face!

There was a law that no one might appear before the king uninvited, and the penalty for doing so was death. The only exception was if the king extended his royal sceptre before the person, showing his favour and mercy. Esther had not been before the king for a month, so she could not guarantee a favourable reception. What a contrast for us as Christians, for we can enter boldly into the very presence of the King of kings, because of what He has done for us through the life and death of Jesus Christ. 

Commentators take differing views, but on balance it seems that Esther was not seeking to evade her responsibilities in v10-11 by responding to Mordecai as she did. Both knew the protocol that surrounded the issue of approaching the king, and it seems that she might have been seeking further advice from Mordecai, rather than trying to avoid becoming involved in the matter. She was probably isolated from the problem, being in the harem, and if she had fallen out of favour with the king she might make matters worse.

It must have been tempting for her to remain quiet and hope for a miracle, rather than put her life on the line. However, even as the queen Esther was not indispensable (the fate of Vashti reminds us of that), and Mordecai tells her that she should not think herself immune form the destruction that was scheduled to befall the Jews. Perhaps Mordecai had misinterpreted her apparent reluctance to become involved. Mordecai expresses faith by saying that if she did not rise to the challenge, relief and deliverance for the Jews would arise from another place, showing his belief (well founded from Scripture – he would have known the Abrahamic covenant of Genesis 12:1-3) that God would indeed protect the Jews, even if Esther failed to do so. Should she remain quiet, however, there was the risk that she might perish and that the nation generally would find protection from elsewhere. Haman’s edict referred to all the Jews, and he would be diligent in locating each one for destruction, even in the palace. Indeed, Mordecai’s comment that she would not escape death if she kept quiet may well suggest that Haman had some indication of the link between them.

It is pertinent to ask why Mordecai thought Esther might perish, yet deliverance would come to the nation from elsewhere. He might have seen this as a punishment for her reluctance to become involved, if she did decline, and James 4:17 tells us that to know to do good, yet fail to do it is sin. It was therefore possible that by keeping silent, Esther might actually be putting herself in jeopardy rather than ensuring her safety. Such seems to be the thrust of his challenge to her.

The decision she faced was not easy, and she decided that the Jews were indeed her people, and that she would do what she could to bring about their deliverance. God has called individuals to fulfil His purposes throughout history, and if they refuse to assist, He will ensure His purposes overall are brought to fruition. How much better, however, to rise to the challenge and the call that God gives us so that we can be in the centre of His will for our lives. Esther, like Daniel, made a deliberate decision to identify with God’s people rather than the pagan court. We too, are called to be God’s people and not flowing with the world’s way. 

When God calls us to obey Him for a task that He calls us to, we have the choice either to obey or disobey. If we do not obey, God might move on and use someone else instead, much as Mordecai was suggesting to Esther. In such cases we would lose the blessing, but God’s purpose would still be fulfilled. Sometimes, however, God will discipline us until we agree to carry out the work that He wants us to do. How much better to obey Him willingly in the first place! It is worth recalling the words of A W Tozer, “In the moral conflict now raging around us whoever is on God’s side is on the winning side and cannot lose; whoever is on the other side is on the losing side and cannot win (The knowledge of the Holy).

Mordecai throws the challenge at Esther that maybe she has been brought to the throne for such a time as this. This is almost as close as we get in this book to a reference to the providential working of God. Her coming to the throne was important for the nation, but also for her as an individual. God moves through individuals to accomplish His will, even though sometimes what He accomplishes through them has wide influence and effect. 

This brings to mind the comment of Joseph when he met his brothers in Egypt: “But as for you, ye thought evil against me; [but] God meant it unto good, to bring to pass, as [it is] this day, to save much people alive (Gen 50:20).” 

God’s purposes for this world involve the Jewish people, the gentile nations and the church. He deals with individuals and nations, and all types of people are involved. There is a sense that each and every Christian can say that they have been brought to their position in God for a specific time and purpose, for each generation needs to be reached for Christ. If only the church would respond faithfully to God’s call, the witness to the world would be markedly more effective.

It is worth noting that God’s leading and guiding are not automatic or mechanical. This is implied by the question from Mordecai “Who knows…?”. Esther had to respond for God’s leading to be effective in her life, just as we need to respond in a similar (even if less dramatic) way. With guidance generally, faith is always needed, and there are sometimes risks involved accompanying that faith, but God is faithful and true, and will not lead us in a way that will be detrimental to our good as He sees it. There will be times in each person’s life where apparently small decisions have a significant outcome, whether that is personal only, or more widespread in effect. It is important to involve God in these times so that He will direct our paths.

Esther chose to identify with her people and take the risk of appearing before the king. She shows humility as she does so, but grows in stature as a person by so doing. Her use of the words, “If I perish, I perish” are not melodramatic, or even fatalistic, but show that she had considered the risks but concluded that she could do nothing else. It appears to be a trusting submission to the will of God that will leave the outcome to Him. We should be aware that persecution is still the lot of many Christians around the world, and we are not immune from that, even with God on our side.

Once Esther had made her decision, she called a 3 day fast, enlisting the support of all the Jews in the area.  Even the gentile ladies in waiting with Esther were called to join in. God in His wisdom will sometimes use non-believers in His purposes to achieve His aims (e.g. Cyrus in allowing the exiled Jews back to Israel). The Jews throughout the empire were already weeping and fasting, so it would not be difficult for Mordecai to obtain their support. Indeed it is likely that the imminent crisis would have brought about something of a spiritual revival for the Jews. The fact that they were fasting implies that those involved would be praying to God at the same time. God is not mentioned, but His involvement is implicit. Fasting and prayer in Scripture frequently go together, and God makes it clear that fasting on its own, without a heart open to Him will accomplish nothing. 

On the face of it, the whole situation was against Esther. The law was against her, because she was not allowed to go in to see the king uninvited. The government was against her, for their decree said she should be slain. Her female gender was against her, for the king was far more chauvinistic than we encounter today. The government officers would be against her, for they would want to keep in favour with Haman. Even the fast was against her, for with 3 days without food she would possibly not be looking her best for the time when she did go to see the king. However, when God is for us, nobody can be against us, and we have a God of miracles!

13. ESTHER’S FIRST BANQUET (5:1-8)

Now it came to pass on the third day, that Esther put on [her] royal [apparel], and stood in the inner court of the king's house, over against the king's house: and the king sat upon his royal throne in the royal house, over against the gate of the house. And it was so, when the king saw Esther the queen standing in the court, [that] she obtained favour in his sight: and the king held out to Esther the golden sceptre that [was] in his hand. So Esther drew near, and touched the top of the sceptre. Then said the king unto her, What wilt thou, queen Esther? and what [is] thy request? it shall be even given thee to the half of the kingdom. And Esther answered, If [it seem] good unto the king, let the king and Haman come this day unto the banquet that I have prepared for him. Then the king said, Cause Haman to make haste, that he may do as Esther hath said. So the king and Haman came to the banquet that Esther had prepared. And the king said unto Esther at the banquet of wine, What [is] thy petition? and it shall be granted thee: and what [is] thy request? even to the half of the kingdom it shall be performed. Then answered Esther, and said, My petition and my request [is]; If I have found favour in the sight of the king, and if it please the king to grant my petition, and to perform my request, let the king and Haman come to the banquet that I shall prepare for them, and I will do to morrow as the king hath said. 

REFLECTION
There is something of an irony at the beginning of this chapter, for in chapter 1 Vashti lost the throne because she refused to appear before the king, whereas now in chapter 5 Esther is risking her life by appearing before him without being summoned. There is suspense in this section as Esther comes before the king, and we wait for his response. Esther had put on her royal robes, confirming the gravity of the situation. She knew that if she had caught the king in the wrong mood, it would mean immediate death for her. The king was on his throne over against the gate. This is the usual situation of the throne in the “throne-room” of an Oriental palace. The monarch, from his raised position, can see into the court through the doorway opposite to him, which is kept open.

She was emerging from the 3 day fast, with this occurring on the 3rd day. This brings into focus again the balance between faith in God, and looking for Him to act, with our own responsibility to act too. God’s sovereign power and our human efforts need to work together. She would have known that God had covenanted with Israel in Genesis 12:1-3; He had brought Jews back from the exile and there was little logic to this if He was then going to destroy them. Her faith was not therefore blind faith, but it still took enormous courage to come before the king uninvited. 

As Christians we have the privilege of knowing that God welcomes us into His presence because of what Jesus has done on the cross, and we do not need to wonder whether we will be acceptable in His sight. However, for the non-Christian there will still be the awesome prospect of judgement in the presence of God, and this should quicken our hearts to reach out to them.

No doubt Esther had prepared herself to look her best, although humanly the 3 day period without food could have reduced the beauty of her appearance. However, just as with Daniel and his friend in Daniel 1, when they made a stand against the king’s rich, non-kosher food and ate vegetables only, God overruled to ensure that Esther was not disadvantaged by the fast. She and others had prayed, and God answered by causing the king to regard her with favour. No doubt she had also prepared herself spiritually, and not just physically, and preparation in prayer is a vital ingredient in our walk with God, especially when important issues are at stake.

So often in the book we have seen extravagance, and the division between appearance and reality. For once appearances do matter, and there must have been a pause that seemed never ending for Esther as she waited for the king to extend his royal sceptre towards her in welcome. Esther shows suitable respect in touching the sceptre that was held out towards her, showing that she had come as a humble petitioner. This was the usual way of acknowledging the royal condescension, and at the same time expressing reverence and submission to the august majesty of the king.

Just for background, the Septuagint represents “the king as being at first greatly enraged when he saw Esther, because she had dared to appear before him unveiled, and she, perceiving this, was so terrified that she fainted away; on which the king, touched with tenderness, sprung from his throne, took her up in his arms, laid the golden sceptre on her neck, and spoke to her in the most endearing manner.” This is more circumstantial than the Hebrew, but is not contrary to it.

The king’s response was typically extravagant, for he offered to grant her request, even up to half the kingdom. It was normal for the Persian kings to give their wives cities for certain purposes, so it seems that the king was here extending that custom, but with potentially extravagant generosity. Surely it is reassuring to us all that God can clearly change and direct the hearts of powerful earthly leaders. It is likely that the king did not expect the answer that he received, any more than Herod did when he made a similar offer to his stepdaughter when she danced before him and she asked for the head of John the Baptist (Matthew 14:6-8).

Esther’s request was quite modest, in requesting that the king and Haman attend her banquet. It is likely that as she had been fasting and praying, God had given her wisdom to know how to approach the king. She was aware of her husband’s unpredictability, and the hold that Haman had on him. She is therefore quite shrewd in inviting the two of them to a banquet, which on the surface seems to agree with her husband’s high opinion of Haman. Her request is a surprise, even to the point of being something of an anti-climax, but she did not want to rush anything. Nevertheless, Esther had clearly been optimistic of success, for she had already prepared the banquet.

Haman responded with typical pride at the invitation – he was the only one invited to attend the banquet with the king and queen. This in itself probably knocked him off guard, and made him more vulnerable to falling into Esther’s trap. His confidence probably grew even as he was eating and drinking with them, thinking that his future was secure. Given that the king and queen were discussing matters in private, Haman must have assumed that the queen valued his counsel. 

In v6 at the banquet we again find the king drinking wine, which is reminiscent of chapter 1 when Vashti was deposed. The Persians at their meals had two courses - the first consisted of meats etc., at which they drank water, the other of fruits, when they drank wine. It was common for the Persians, after they were filled with food, to indulge themselves in drinking wine. Esther still does not reveal her true purpose in coming before the king, but asks the two of them back again the next day for another banquet. 

We cannot let this section pass without asking why Esther did not present her request to the king immediately. In the first place, he was himself unprepared for what she had to say. It would have come as a significant shock for the king to learn that his most trusted advisor was planning to kill the queen and her people, and the timing had to be right for such an announcement. Otherwise, she might have been regarded as spreading palace gossip, or at worst being guilty of treason herself.

It was also important for Esther to select the right place to inform the king of her problem. In the palace when she went before the king, there would have been palace staff around, and it would not be appropriate, or becoming for the queen to be seen pleading for her life in front of such people. The king’s apartment would be a much more suitable place to break the news.

It was also shrewd of Esther to organise events such that Haman, and only Haman was present with the king when she spoke to him about her plight. In this way, Haman and the king would not have their other advisors around, such that Esther would have been significantly outnumbered, and by having just the two men there it would be more likely that Haman would be caught off guard, and thus be more likely to make a mistake and anger the king.

There was a further reason for Esther’s delay in explaining her request to the king, although she did not know it at the time. God was going to move providentially that very night, so that the king would become aware that Mordecai had not been rewarded for saving the king’s life, and thus the king would have this fresh in his mind and be more sympathetic to the situation of the Jews.

When Esther asked the king and Haman to return the next day for another banquet, we see the sovereign hand of God at work again, even though it is anonymous in this book. She must have been anxious to explain her plight to the king, and it must have taken a good deal of restraint for her to keep it until the next day. Surely God was directing her words, while He would be at work in the king’s heart overnight.

It is also something of a miracle that the king was prepared to wait for Esther’s petition until the following day. Xerxes had not shown any great tendency to patience up until now in the book, and kings in that position are not accustomed to being kept waiting. God was at work, and He ensured that Xerxes was open to Esther’s plan. 

Furthermore, it was little short of a miracle that none of Esther’s attendants who knew of her identity as a Jew had disclosed the fact to Haman. If Haman had come to know of Esther’s Jewish background, he would surely have intervened to ensure that his plot was not to be frustrated. Doubtless Haman became even more confident by being invited to a 2nd banquet with just the king and queen present.

14. HAMAN’S PRIDE BEFORE HIS FALL (5:9-14)

Then went Haman forth that day joyful and with a glad heart: but when Haman saw Mordecai in the king's gate, that he stood not up, nor moved for him, he was full of indignation against Mordecai. Nevertheless Haman refrained himself: and when he came home, he sent and called for his friends, and Zeresh his wife. And Haman told them of the glory of his riches, and the multitude of his children, and all [the things] wherein the king had promoted him, and how he had advanced him above the princes and servants of the king. Haman said moreover, Yea, Esther the queen did let no man come in with the king unto the banquet that she had prepared but myself; and to morrow am I invited unto her also with the king. Yet all this availeth me nothing, so long as I see Mordecai the Jew sitting at the king's gate. Then said Zeresh his wife and all his friends unto him, Let a gallows be made of fifty cubits high, and to morrow speak thou unto the king that Mordecai may be hanged thereon: then go thou in merrily with the king unto the banquet. And the thing pleased Haman; and he caused the gallows to be made. 

REFLECTION
Haman is at the centre of this section, and he is clearly delighted, and proud, to be invited to a second banquet to be given by the queen for just him and the king. He does not appear to look beyond the surface to ask why this unusual turn of events should be so, blinded by his pride and ambition. His moods seem to vary like those of the king, but he feels that he must be secure in his high position because of the queen’s kindness to him. He had been invited by the queen herself, and not just by a messenger. Plutarch, in his life of Artaxerxes, informs us that none but the king’s mother, and his real wife, were permitted to sit at his table; and therefore he mentions it as a condescension in that prince, that he sometimes invited his brothers.  Haman, therefore, had some reason to be proud of this favour.

Haman leaves the palace with a sense of euphoria, only to have that spoilt by the sight of Mordecai who as usual does not bow down to, or even move for him. This ate away at Haman, although he contained himself until he arrived home. Proverbs 16:18 says “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall”, and Haman must be a classic example of the truth of this verse. It is also instructive to read Psalm 7: 14-16: “Behold, he travaileth with iniquity, and hath conceived mischief, and brought forth falsehood. He made a pit, and digged it, and is fallen into the ditch [which] he made. His mischief shall return upon his own head, and his violent dealing shall come down upon his own pate,” for this is truly a description of Haman. It was pride that was the downfall of Satan (Isaiah 14:13-14), and God will see to it that pride is dealt with sooner or later.

Maybe we should ask why Mordecai did not show any respect for Haman, in that he did not even move to acknowledge him. For us too, as good citizens, Christians are called to show respect to leaders, if not for themselves, then at least for the office that they hold. Perhaps Mordecai was filled with contempt for Haman in that he (Haman) had been the cause of an edict that would bring destruction to the Jewish people, and Mordecai may well have felt that Haman did not deserve any respect. We need to be careful that we do not fall into the trap of inverted pride, or rudeness, even if we feel we have been genuinely wronged. Jesus was prepared to forgive those who arrested, tortured and killed Him, and He is the one we must follow.

If we are honest we have nothing to be proud of, and the scholar William Barclay wrote: “Pride is the ground in which all other sins grow, and the parent from which all other sins come.” Our ancestry also is nothing to be proud of; as the Puritan preacher William Jenkyn said: “Our father was Adam, our grandfather dust, and our great-grandfather – nothing.” The only thing that God says is great about humanity is its sin (Genesis 6:5). It was once said that pride is the only known disease that makes everybody sick except the person who has it!

When home, Haman called for his wife and his friends, and then boasted about his powerful position, his riches, his many children (he had 10 sons: 9:7-10), and how the queen had chosen him to attend her banquet with the king. Many sons were not looked upon as a great blessing from God by the Israelites only, but were also esteemed a great sign of prosperity among the Persians, the king annually sending presents to him who had the greatest number of sons. 

Yet within this, Haman is not satisfied as long as he sees Mordecai sitting at the king’s gate, and he therefore seeks the advice of his family and friends. This highlights the danger for people in high places, for when they have great power they must be careful who they listen to for advice. So often those under the powerful people of the world will say what the person wants to hear, and maybe even more often the person will only hear what he wants to be said. It is a common characteristic that people ask advice from those who will be sympathetic to their viewpoint. Self-admirers and self-flatterers are really self-deceivers.

The advice he receives is to build a huge gallows and hang Mordecai on it. Apart from the cruelty and issues such as the absence of a fair trial for Mordecai, the gallows are excessively high at 50 cubits (approximately 75 feet), and reflect the extravagance that we have seen in the Persian court throughout the book. This in itself shows the immense pride in Haman’s heart, and he is so hard hearted that he intends to kill Mordecai the next day, and then cheerfully go off to the queen’s banquet and enjoy the feast. Haman is a man of malice, which can never forgive, but is always quick to take revenge. Malice has a good memory for hurts and a bad memory or kindness. As Christians we must examine our own hearts to ensure that there is no malice, which Paul compared to yeast (1 Corinthians 5:8) that starts small but eventually pervades the whole of life.

This type of attitude needs to act, often without due consideration of the facts. If successful, Haman’s plan to execute Mordecai in such a prominent way would cause considerable fear in the hearts of the Jews, who would see that Haman meant business in regard to their destruction as he had decreed. In Haman’s mind, the Jews would become easier to manipulate if they were more fearful.

The book of Esther is in many ways a study of power, and there is a contrast of differing types of power. Xerxes and Haman exhibit huge worldly power from a palace setting, but power that is harsh, selfish and full of whims and pride. They are the sort of people who should not be entrusted with such power, for they are so variable and affected by mood swings. By contrast, Esther is also wielding power, but in a quieter and understated way, and in a manner that is praying and seeking God, even if He is not explicitly mentioned. She is carefully calculating and working through her game plan, even though it is by no means a risk free strategy. A third power seen, albeit under the surface, is God’s power, and He is clearly directing events to fulfil His purposes for the Jewish people. It is his power that will ultimately prevail, as it always does.

From the Christian perspective, our strength is in God, who is utterly sovereign over the universe. We do not need to flaunt any influence we may have on this earth, and indeed the more responsibility we have, the higher standards God will expect from us. We are to see others as of great value in God’s sight, for each person is made in His image and of huge worth, such that Jesus was prepared to come to earth in humility and die for each one. Jesus is surely our example in humility, and although He had ultimate power, He did not use it for selfish ends, but only to bless and heal others.

15. THE KING CANNOT SLEEP (6:1-5)

On that night could not the king sleep, and he commanded to bring the book of records of the chronicles; and they were read before the king. And it was found written, that Mordecai had told of Bigthana and Teresh, two of the king's chamberlains, the keepers of the door, who sought to lay hand on the king Ahasuerus. And the king said, What honour and dignity hath been done to Mordecai for this? Then said the king's servants that ministered unto him, There is nothing done for him. And the king said, Who [is] in the court? Now Haman was come into the outward court of the king's house, to speak unto the king to hang Mordecai on the gallows that he had prepared for him. And the king's servants said unto him, Behold, Haman standeth in the court. And the king said, Let him come in. 

REFLECTION
God’s providential control of events is clearly seen in this passage, for He caused Xerxes to have a sleepless night at this crucial time. Even his choice of entertainment during that night was ordained by God; it would have been so easy for the king to call for a concubine, or a musician to entertain him. Because he couldn’t sleep he called for his servants to read to him, and asked that the records of the chronicles of his kingdom be read to him. There is an element of vanity here, for many people would prefer to have some light reading to help them to sleep, but the king decides to hear of the exploits of his reign. 

This is God’s design, for the servants read of the time 5 years before when Mordecai had exposed the plot when there was an assassination attempt planned for the king. Because of Mordecai’s intervention, the plot was discovered and the culprits brought to justice. Even the choice of that section of the chronicles of the kingdom was God directed, for any other section of the records would not have achieved God’s plan. God can indeed direct the choice of our reading matter, and indeed every time we open God’s word we should be open to His leading and direction. In more recent times, in February 1916 a British student bought a second hand book at a stall in a railway station. By reading the book, the student, C S Lewis eventually became converted to Christ. 

God has often used dreams and nocturnal interruptions to advance His plan – for example in Joseph’s day Pharaoh had dreams and a disturbed night when Joseph was summoned to interpret (Genesis 41). It was important that events should move on between the two banquets that Esther was holding, and God moved dramatically here to ensure that the circumstances started to turn around for the Jews. As it turns out, the king’s attempts to help him sleep spur him into action to give to Mordecai the reward and honour that he did not receive before. No doubt the king could have found a multitude of amusements to while away the night, but God was working behind the scenes to ensure that the king fulfilled God’s plan.

The text in v1 literally says that ‘sleep fled’; we are not told why but there is the possibility that his conscience was not at peace, or maybe he had dreams that disturbed him. The reason is not important; what matters is that God overruled to ensure the king heard the relevant section of the records of his reign that night. With God at work, there is no such thing as a coincidence. Ecclesiastes 5:12 says: “The sleep of a labouring man [is] sweet, whether he eat little or much: but the abundance of the rich will not suffer him to sleep.” It seems that the truth of this was being worked out in the king’s life that night. 

It seems amazing that Haman’s plot proved to be wrecked by the king’s sleepless night, but God can use seemingly insignificant events to bring about His purposes. It is so reassuring that God never slumbers nor sleeps as He holds the universe in His hand, and He caused the king to lose sleep on the night that mattered. If what the latter Targum says is true, it was the more remarkable, that when Shimshai the scribe, who was ordered to bring the book and read, and who, according to the former Targum, was Haman's son, seeing what was recorded of Mordecai, turned over the leaves of the book, being unwilling to read it; but the leaves rolled back again, and he was obliged to read it.

In v3 Xerxes asks what ‘honour and dignity’ has been given to Mordecai in recognition of his loyalty to the king in exposing the assassination plot. Interestingly they are the same Hebrew words used of the king’s majesty in chapter 1:4, when Xerxes was showing off his wealth and glory to his nobles. Despite the majesty of that banquet and the wealth that the king showed off, we are reminded that each of us is in God’s hands, and he directs the days that we have on this earth. We all survive each day because of God’s mercy, and God used Mordecai to save the king as described in the record of the kingdom.

It was also in God’s providence that Mordecai had not been rewarded for saving the king at the time it happened. Had that been the case, he would have received no recognition now, at the time when it made such a difference for the Jewish people. Rewards and punishments were basic to the Persian system of maintaining loyalty, and it was unusual for loyal service of the kind given by Mordecai to go unrewarded. The names of such persons were placed on a special roll, and care was taken that they should be properly recompensed, though they sometimes waited for months or years before they were rewarded.

God decreed that the reward should be delayed, and He had the very day marked out for Mordecai’s eventual honour. God’s timing in our lives is always perfect, and we should trust Him to perform His will for our lives in His good time, not ours. God is never in a hurry, and He is never flustered. Perhaps the greatest example of God’s timing was the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem, for that occurred at precisely the time ordained by God.

Even the arrival of Haman into the king’s court was timely from God’s perspective. Haman was excited about having built the gallows intended for Mordecai, and he was keen to go to the king to obtain his authorisation to put Mordecai to death on the gallows. Haman felt that the sooner the hanging took place, the better, but the account of Mordecai’s loyal service was fresh in the king’s mind, and he had determined that Mordecai should receive recognition for what he had done. 

If Haman had arrived with the plot the day before, the king would not have been ready from God’s viewpoint. Had Haman arrived a few hours later, someone else would have been appointed to bestow the honours decreed by the king upon Mordecai. God, as always, is right on time. God wanted Haman to have the humiliation of spending the day honouring Mordecai, rather than looking at his corpse on the gallows. It was also a warning from God for Haman to change course or he would suffer God’s judgement.

16. HAMAN HONOURS MORDECAI (6:6-14)

So Haman came in. And the king said unto him, What shall be done unto the man whom the king delighteth to honour? Now Haman thought in his heart, To whom would the king delight to do honour more than to myself? And Haman answered the king, For the man whom the king delighteth to honour, Let the royal apparel be brought which the king [useth] to wear, and the horse that the king rideth upon, and the crown royal which is set upon his head: And let this apparel and horse be delivered to the hand of one of the king's most noble princes, that they may array the man [withal] whom the king delighteth to honour, and bring him on horseback through the street of the city, and proclaim before him, Thus shall it be done to the man whom the king delighteth to honour. Then the king said to Haman, Make haste, [and] take the apparel and the horse, as thou hast said, and do even so to Mordecai the Jew, that sitteth at the king's gate: let nothing fail of all that thou hast spoken. Then took Haman the apparel and the horse, and arrayed Mordecai, and brought him on horseback through the street of the city, and proclaimed before him, Thus shall it be done unto the man whom the king delighteth to honour. And Mordecai came again to the king's gate. But Haman hasted to his house mourning, and having his head covered. And Haman told Zeresh his wife and all his friends every [thing] that had befallen him. Then said his wise men and Zeresh his wife unto him, If Mordecai [be] of the seed of the Jews, before whom thou hast begun to fall, thou shalt not prevail against him, but shalt surely fall before him. And while they [were] yet talking with him, came the king's chamberlains, and hasted to bring Haman unto the banquet that Esther had prepared. 

REFLECTION
Haman comes into the king’s presence, having been summoned as being the person who happened to be in the king’s court at the time. Given that it is still early morning, and the king has had a disturbed night, it is possible that the king is still in his bedchamber, in which case Haman would have felt especially privileged to be called to the king. The fate of Mordecai seemed to have been all but sealed, and when the king asks for Haman’s advice on a personal matter, he is flattered further. Haman clearly expects further honours, particularly when the king asks him what should be done to the man whom the king desires to honour. In bestowing tokens of their favour, the kings of Persia do not at once, and as it were by their own will, determine the kind of honour that shall be awarded; but they turn to the courtier standing next in rank to themselves, and ask him what shall be done to the individual who has rendered the service specified; and according to the answer received, the royal mandate is issued.

Haman assumes that there can be no other person who would be the recipient of such favouritism than himself, so he launches into the most exaggerated form of honour that he can imagine. It was normally a capital offence in Persia for any other than the monarch to wear the king’s clothes, so the privilege proposed was great indeed. Herodotus relates, that the kings of Persia had horses peculiar to themselves, which were brought from Armenia, and were remarkable for their beauty; and if the same law prevailed in Persia as in Judea, no man, under the penalty of death, might ride on the king’s horse, any more than sit on his throne, wear his crown, or hold his sceptre. On grand and public occasions, the royal steed is led by the highest subject through the principal streets of the city, a ceremony which may occupy several hours.

Effectively he wants to masquerade publicly as king, and demonstrates his bloated pride, which is distasteful in the extreme. This would be a double blow for Mordecai in Haman’s eyes, for Mordecai would have to see Haman honoured throughout the city, and then Haman could proceed to have Mordecai hanged on the gallows that he had prepared. Haman could then end the day enjoying the feast that he would attend with the king and queen.

Haman was the type of person who was ruthlessly ambitious, and such people do not easily take second place. By selecting these honours to be showered on the one that the king wanted to favour, Haman was showing that he was hungering for the throne. He presumably would have hoped that had anything happened to Xerxes, he would have been able to take the throne. Had Haman been the one to be honoured as he had suggested, he would almost have been showing that the king had named him as his successor. This is a far cry from the humility and compassion that Jesus showed when on earth, yet He was the only one who truly deserved the highest honour.

Pride is always a snare, and it has appeared already in this book. It is the essence of pride that we enlarge our importance in our own eyes, yet blinds us to the truth and to reality. At its roots, pride involves making ourselves gods in our own eyes, rather than looking to the true and only God in heaven. It may manifest itself in many ways, but just as Satan fell because of pride, it will be a stumbling block to us if we give it any space in our lives. God gives us many gifts, and sometimes positions of authority, that may be a blessing, but we do need to ensure that we keep such things in perspective and submit to God in all things. Pride leads to presumption and a feeling of invulnerability, and we need to learn from Haman’s mistakes in this section.

For Haman, his pride became his downfall, and despite his hopes that this was an opportunity to receive yet more favours from the king, it marked the beginning of his removal from power. Ironically, the honours that Haman lusted for were now to be showered upon his worst enemy, Mordecai, who was the last man to be impressed by such a display of outward favour from the king. Haman is instructed by the king to bestow all of the honours that Haman has suggested upon Mordecai, and not to fail in any of them. It must have humiliated Haman immensely to have had to proclaim to those in the city that this was how the king honoured those he chose to favour. As the day progressed, the truth of Proverbs 11:8 became clear: “The righteous is delivered out of trouble, and the wicked comes in his place.”

Haman would have had the added frustration that he couldn’t protest or show his feelings before the king, for it was not permitted to express oneself freely before an Eastern king in those days. Haman would have had the added indignity of having to fetch Mordecai from the king’s gate, dress him in the king’s robes, and then put him on the king’s horse and parade him round the city. The irony was that Mordecai refused to honour or bow down to Haman, yet Haman had to honour Mordecai publicly at the king’s command. It is likely that Mordecai would have been allowed to keep the royal robes at the end of the day, as they had been worn by someone other than the king, and thus would not have been returned to the king.

We find no hint of Mordecai’s reaction to this unexpected turn of events, but we merely read that after he had been paraded round the city, he returned to the king’s gate. The truly humble are not affected by worldly honour, for their roots are deeper than the surface. He did not apparently take advantage of the occasion to celebrate, and he would have been mindful that he and his people were still under a death sentence from Haman’s evil decree. 

It is quite in keeping with Oriental customs that Mordecai, after receiving the extraordinary honours assigned him, should return to the palace and resume his former humble employment. Mordecai is described in v10 as ‘Mordecai the Jew’ and this reinforces the drama involved and helps us not to become distracted from the plight of that nation, despite the temporary honour from the king. It almost suggests that Xerxes had forgotten that the Jews were a condemned people.

We do not know if the people of the city bowed down to the two men as they went round the city; probably they did as Haman had decreed that people should bow down before him. However, here Haman was acting as the servant, and he would have been humiliated by the whole affair. Haman depended on his reputation and public office for his ego, whereas Mordecai had character that did not need such public acclaim. Such people of character are worthy of office, for they have a heart to serve, rather than be served. In that respect, Jesus is our prime example.

Once Mordecai had completed his tour round the city in glory, on the face of it the situation had returned to how it was before that. Haman could still potentially recover and continue as he was before, although we still do not know what Esther has in mind for her 2nd banquet that evening. However, Haman returned home with his head covered, presumably to try and hide something of the shame that he felt. The covering of the head is a token of deep confusion and mourning. There is irony here again, for Mordecai had covered his head when he heard of Haman’s edict, yet the tables are again turned here. If only he had felt true repentance at this stage, rather than just remorse that things had not gone his way! This is perhaps reminiscent of Judas Iscariot, who having betrayed Jesus, felt remorse and regret so that he hanged himself, rather than true repentance that would have brought him to forgiveness.

We have seen on several occasions in this book how people have taken advice from others, especially those in high places, and now Haman seeks the advice of his wife and friends, telling them what has just befallen him. For once the advice he receives is sound and astute, for they recognise that since Mordecai, being a Jew, has been honoured, Haman’s downfall has started, and he would surely come to ruin. The edict against the Jews still stands at this point, but somehow they do not seem so much in danger. 

The honouring of Mordecai is almost an acted out scenario of how the situation would develop, and should have struck Haman’s conscience so that he repented. Pride will so often be a stumbling block to repentance, and we need to avoid it like the plague. The Persians were very superstitious, and Haman’s friends saw the events of the day as a bad omen for him. They may have been aware of God’s covenant with Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3) or maybe just the fact of Jewish history, and as such saw Haman’s downfall coming.

The plight of Haman seems to increase as he is just coming to terms with what his wife and friends have said, when the king’s eunuchs arrived to take him away to attend the banquet that Esther had prepared. Besides the invitation given to an entertainment, a message is always sent to the guests, immediately at the day and hour appointed, to announce that all things are ready. The day that had started so full of excitement and optimism for Haman has turned somewhat sour for him, and the end of the story, nor indeed the end of the day, have not yet been reached.

17. ESTHER’S REQUEST TO THE KING (7:1-4)

So the king and Haman came to banquet with Esther the queen. And the king said again unto Esther on the second day at the banquet of wine, What [is] thy petition, queen Esther? and it shall be granted thee: and what [is] thy request? and it shall be performed, [even] to the half of the kingdom. Then Esther the queen answered and said, If I have found favour in thy sight, O king, and if it please the king, let my life be given me at my petition, and my people at my request: For we are sold, I and my people, to be destroyed, to be slain, and to perish. But if we had been sold for bondmen and bondwomen, I had held my tongue, although the enemy could not countervail the king's damage. 

REFLECTION
This chapter opens with the king and Haman attending Esther’s second banquet, and Esther is referred to as queen. It seems that both Xerxes and Haman are still not aware that Esther is Jewish. Given the events of the day thus far, Haman would either have run for his life or begged for mercy had he known of Esther’s national identity. He had been warned, but had not heeded those warnings.

The king repeats his willingness to grant Esther’s request, as given the day before, and she seems in control of the situation. The king is clearly well-disposed to Esther, and she has permission to ask what she wishes. Esther replies with due respect and courtesy, saying that she would not have troubled the king had it not been for the fact that she and her people were under the threat of death. She speaks in a way that shows she is intent on pleasing the king, rather than herself, and of course if things went badly she would not survive. 

She says that her people have been sold, which would refer partly to the money offered by Haman, but also looks back to the time when Israel were slaves in Egypt, and were under threat again. At this point she carefully avoids giving the identity of the enemy, for she wants to bring the king onto her side before exposing Haman as the villain. 

She is effectively drawing the king’s attention to the fact that his queen’s life is in danger, and he needed to do something about it. It then becomes clear that she is Jewish, and that it is her people who have been condemned to death. Even then she does not say so in so many words, but the king could easily gather her meaning, and realise that he had unwittingly consented to her murder.

It is likely that the king was expecting Esther to ask for something more material from him; perhaps cities, lands, positions of authority for her friends, or something similar. It must have been quite disarming for him to realise that she was not looking for any of this, but the preservation of her own life, and that of his people. The build up of suspense that she had brought about clearly worked in her favour, and no doubt reflected God’s leading during her time of fasting and prayer. Even a stranger, a criminal, would be permitted to petition for his life. But that a friend, a wife, a queen, should have occasion to make such a petition, was very persuasive.

As we saw earlier in the book, the king would suffer loss of revenue and tribute by the annihilation of the Jews, and it is possible that something of this might have come through Esther’s plea for her and her people here. She would not have protested if they were consigned to be slaves, for that would not be worthy of troubling the king, and of course then he would still have the use of their services. Even the 10,000 talents that Haman had offered would not necessarily offset the revenue last from the destruction of the Jews over the years ahead.

18. THE VILLAIN EXPOSED (7:5-10)

Then the king Ahasuerus answered and said unto Esther the queen, Who is he, and where is he, that durst presume in his heart to do so? And Esther said, The adversary and enemy [is] this wicked Haman. Then Haman was afraid before the king and the queen. And the king arising from the banquet of wine in his wrath [went] into the palace garden: and Haman stood up to make request for his life to Esther the queen; for he saw that there was evil determined against him by the king. Then the king returned out of the palace garden into the place of the banquet of wine; and Haman was fallen upon the bed whereon Esther [was]. Then said the king, Will he force the queen also before me in the house? As the word went out of the king's mouth, they covered Haman's face. And Harbonah, one of the chamberlains, said before the king, Behold also, the gallows fifty cubits high, which Haman had made for Mordecai, who had spoken good for the king, standeth in the house of Haman. Then the king said, Hang him thereon. So they hanged Haman on the gallows that he had prepared for Mordecai. Then was the king's wrath pacified. 

REFLECTION
The king here has had the nature of the queen’s problem explained, so he naturally asks her who the culprit is who has the presumption, and audacity to threaten his queen. Once Esther exposes Haman as the villain, the king acts with a not unexpected explosion of anger. Xerxes has shown extravagant excess in almost everything he has done in this book, and his anger now is typical of that. Now that the time has come to explain the situation, Esther does not hold back, and freely refers to Haman as evil. There is a time for sensitivity and tact, and there are also times to speak the truth openly and without restraint. We should, of course, always be truthful, but our words should not be deliberately offensive in the normal course of events.

The king’s anger is such that he goes out of his house into the garden, presumably to cool off, and maybe to decide what to do about the situation. It is quite possible that part of the king’s anger was caused by the fact that he had been tricked into being the unwitting author of his own wife’s death warrant. He may have wanted a few moments to think through what to do next. He had to find a way of saving his own wife, and saving face at the same time. 

In a monarchy such as existed in the Persian Empire, the king would have been viewed as almost godlike, and as such should not have been capable of making mistakes. Thus the question in v5 about who was guilty might have been a way of trying to find a scapegoat who could be blamed for what had happened. When the king of Persia orders an offender to be executed, and then rises and goes into the women's apartment, it is a sign that no mercy is to be hoped for. Even the sudden rising of the king in anger was the same as if he had pronounced sentence.

The king’s pride must have been hurt too, for he had promoted Haman to a position of great honour and authority, and it must have seemed that Haman had betrayed him. The king’s political judgement was called into question here, which is not an easy thing for an absolute monarch to accept. Perhaps the king had not been aware that this was the first time that Haman, too, had discovered that the queen was Jewish. 

God had clearly overruled to ensure that Esther had not put her case before the king until he had been reminded of the loyalty of Mordecai. If Mordecai was as loyal as that, and was a Jew, then why should the king seek to annihilate the Jews? Indeed, why should he put his own wife to death? It must have struck the king that he should have investigated Haman’s plan to destroy the “certain people” that were such a nuisance before acting so impulsively.

In the meantime, Haman was pleading with Esther to save his life, obviously realising that his days are numbered. He had seen enough of the king’s moods to know that this one would be particularly difficult to get round. The one, who had been such a bully to others, now became a grovelling coward, as is so often the case with bullies. He was full of bravado when he had the king’s backing and authority, but left to defend himself his true character was revealed. He must have realised that his only hope of survival was to plead for mercy from Queen Esther. Haman, who had demanded that everyone should bow down to him, is now bowing and scraping at the feet of the queen.

Although he stood up for this, we read that he had fallen at the bed, presumably to beg Esther’s favour, and he was there when the king found him on his return into the house. This aggravated the king even more, that Haman should apparently be attempting to assault the queen, even within the palace itself. Xerxes clearly thinks that Haman is trying to violate the queen, and it perhaps ironic here that Haman is found guilty and condemned for a sin that he actually had not committed. Haman had done many things wrong, but we do not read that he had been guilty of sexual sin. However, molesting the queen was a capital crime, and in the king’s eyes Haman deserved to die.

Once this had happened, Haman’s face was covered. Earlier he had covered his own head in humiliation, having led Mordecai round the city proclaiming him to be the one who the king favoured. Now his head is covered in preparation for his execution, for that was frequently a symbol of the death penalty in ancient cultures. His true need was to cover his head in repentance and true humility, but that was not in Haman’s nature. As Christians we should all adopt the mind of Christ (Philippians 2:5-8), who was willing to humble Himself for our salvation. 

Harbonah, one of the king’s seven chamberlains (see chapter 1:10), mentions the gallows that Haman has had built for putting Mordecai to death. This eunuch had probably been the messenger sent with the invitation to Haman, and on that occasion had seen the gallows. The gallows that had been designed to be so conspicuous so that Mordecai would have received maximum humiliation, now proved to be Haman’s undoing, for they were so easily noticeable and thus became the place for his own execution. He would now be the one to suffer the indignity of a public hanging. It seems that Haman had let it be known in the palace that he planned to hang Mordecai on the gallows, as Harbonah was aware of this, so he could then report it to the king. 

Without hesitation, the king declares that Haman shall be hanged on it instead. So often in Scripture we see that judgement follows character and action. Jesus Himself said in Matthew 7:2 “For in the same way that you judge others, you will be judged.” The king had acted in a headstrong and extravagant way, on the spur of the moment, but then Haman had wanted the king to be like that for he had used that tendency to manipulate him, and indeed had secured the decree against the Jews by such means. Frequently the judgement of God comes when He allows us to have what we want and eventually it destroys us. 

God is not mocked, and Galatians 6:7 tells us that a man reaps what he sows. Mordecai proved the truth of this as he was led away publicly, with his head covered, for execution. The warnings of his wife and friends had proved all too accurate for him, but for the Jews there must have been great encouragement that perhaps deliverance might yet come for them. At least their arch enemy was being removed from the scene. The one who had seemed such an unconquerable enemy had now been silenced. There are many times in this world when an evil dictator or regime appears to flourish, but God has the final say, and the Bible tells us that He will be the ultimate and eternal victor. As Christians we are secure in Him, whatever might befall us in this life.

There are numerous other examples of people reaping what they have sown throughout Scripture. Just as a small sample, Jacob killed an animal and lied to his father, pretending to be his brother Esau. Years later, Jacob’s sons killed an animal and lied to him, pretending that Joseph was dead (Genesis 27 & 37). Pharaoh gave orders to drown the Jewish baby boys, yet years later his own army was drowned in the Red Sea, chasing the descendants of those very Jews he had tried to destroy (Exodus 1 & 14). There are many other examples, such that it is an instructive study to see how God fulfils His word that a man reaps what he sows. There is, of course, the opposite aspect, that if we sow good seed, we will reap good fruit in God’s sight.

Once Haman had been hanged on his own gallows, we read that the king’s anger was pacified. It is the same word used to describe the receding waters of the flood in Noah’s day (Genesis 8:1). The king’s anger had been uncontrollable like a flood, and now it had subsided. 

For many years I have dealt with insurance claims, including a good number of flood claims. One of the common features of a flood is that those affected by it feel helpless. With a burst pipe, water damage can occur, but the water can be turned off. This is not the case with a flood, and after the waters have gone there is a lot of cleaning and drying to be done to deal with the mess that had been left. This brings us to the next chapter, where the king is left to sort out the mess that Haman has left, for the decree against the Jews still stood and could not be revoked.

19. ESTHER AGAIN APPROACHES THE KING (8:1-6)

On that day did the king Ahasuerus give the house of Haman the Jews' enemy unto Esther the queen. And Mordecai came before the king; for Esther had told what he [was] unto her. And the king took off his ring, which he had taken from Haman, and gave it unto Mordecai. And Esther set Mordecai over the house of Haman. And Esther spake yet again before the king, and fell down at his feet, and besought him with tears to put away the mischief of Haman the Agagite, and his device that he had devised against the Jews. Then the king held out the golden sceptre toward Esther. So Esther arose, and stood before the king, And said, If it please the king, and if I have found favour in his sight, and the thing [seem] right before the king, and I [be] pleasing in his eyes, let it be written to reverse the letters devised by Haman the son of Hammedatha the Agagite, which he wrote to destroy the Jews which [are] in all the king's provinces: For how can I endure to see the evil that shall come unto my people? or how can I endure to see the destruction of my kindred? 

REFLECTION
Although Haman has been removed, there is still unfinished business to resolve, for the Jews are still under threat of death. A victory has been won, but there are still battles to be fought, which is typical of the life of faith. The decree against the Jews was irrevocable, so a further solution had to be found. It is often the case that long after wicked people are dead, the consequences of their wicked actions live on. Unless something occurred to alter the situation, within 9 months the words of Haman’s decree would become a reality, and the Jews would be attacked and wiped of the face of the earth, at least within the expanse of the Persian Empire. Conversely, as Christians we should live in such a way that there is a wholesome and beneficial legacy that survives us to bless those that come after us.

According to ancient historians, whenever a traitor was executed, the throne appropriated his property. The king could therefore legitimately have taken Haman’s property for himself, thereby acquiring a great deal of wealth. However, at the beginning of this chapter we read that the king gave the house of Haman to Esther, Perhaps this was the king’s way of showing genuine remorse for the way that he had allowed Haman to trick him into issuing the evil decree against the Jews, including his wife.  

We also read that Esther disclosed to the king that she and Mordecai were related. The king gave his signet ring to Mordecai, effectively making him Prime Minister. For the Persians this was a token of the strongest affection and friendship. With this ring he signed edicts, laws, letters and the like. This gave Mordecai power to act on the king’s behalf, and Haman was the last one to have had this honour. Ironically, when it was given to Haman (3:10) it was the occasion when Haman issued the decree that Mordecai was now seeking to reverse. Had Mordecai not shown courage in persuading Esther to intervene on behalf of the Jews, Haman would still have been in control with the sentence on the Jews still remaining as a threat. Now, however, with a Jewish queen and Prime minister, the Jews were in a stronger position than ever in the empire. 

Mordecai’s position was further established when Esther handed over to him the house of Haman, which completed the reversal of fortunes between these two men. There is something of political formality in the first two verses here, showing that we are dealing with affairs of state, rather than just individual promotion. It is interesting that everything that Haman had acquired from the king by scheming, Mordecai obtained as gifts, because he was a deserving character. God does not always give this type of happy ending to Christians, for some are persecuted for their faith. However, if we do put God and His kingdom first in this life, we will be rewarded in heaven if not on earth.

Esther is clearly burdened by the plight of her people, so she approaches the king a second time to plead for them (v3). She fell at his feet and wept before him, and once again the king extended his royal sceptre to her. She clearly looks for him to deal with the situation to reverse the judgement to befall her people. However, she is again shrewd in her approach, for she omits all reference to the king’s involvement in the plot. She does, however, make it clear that her destiny and that of her people are closely bound together, so if the king wants to keep his queen then he has to do something about it.

Esther is smart enough to propose a solution to the king that will overrule the previous decree, so he can endorse this plan without losing face. She suggests that a new order be written and issued that will override the decree from Haman, for otherwise disaster would fall upon Esther’s people and family. She and Mordecai are now in a position of strength and authority such that no one would be likely to attack them personally, but they show a commendable solidarity with their people to try and see them freed from the tyranny that faced them. Esther could not rest until she had seen her people set free from the threat of attack and even extinction. 

Christians too are called to solidarity with others Christians, for we are all the body of Christ, and when one suffers, all suffer (1 Corinthians 12:26). God does overrule in the events of human history. Indeed Esther’s concern for her people shames many Christians today, who appear happy to enjoy a cosy church life, without any apparent concern for the lost around them. Christian responsibilities are much greater than having fun in a church context.

What is important is that Esther did what she could – she came before the king to intercede for her people. Because of her unselfish action for her people, they were saved and the nation of Israel was not wiped out. What an example for today’s Christians, who have the immeasurably greater privilege of interceding before the throne of the King of kings on behalf of others. If Esther could change the fortunes of her people, how much more can we as Christians change the eternal destiny of those that we know and love, but who do not currently know Jesus as their Saviour. We cannot do everything, for only God can change a heart, but we can pray.

20. THE KING’S PROCLAMATION (8:7-17)

Then the king Ahasuerus said unto Esther the queen and to Mordecai the Jew, Behold, I have given Esther the house of Haman, and him they have hanged upon the gallows, because he laid his hand upon the Jews. Write ye also for the Jews, as it liketh you, in the king's name, and seal [it] with the king's ring: for the writing which is written in the king's name, and sealed with the king's ring, may no man reverse. Then were the king's scribes called at that time in the third month, that [is], the month Sivan, on the three and twentieth [day] thereof; and it was written according to all that Mordecai commanded unto the Jews, and to the lieutenants, and the deputies and rulers of the provinces which [are] from India unto Ethiopia, an hundred twenty and seven provinces, unto every province according to the writing thereof, and unto every people after their language, and to the Jews according to their writing, and according to their language. And he wrote in the king Ahasuerus' name, and sealed [it] with the king's ring, and sent letters by posts on horseback, [and] riders on mules, camels, [and] young dromedaries: Wherein the king granted the Jews which [were] in every city to gather themselves together, and to stand for their life, to destroy, to slay, and to cause to perish, all the power of the people and province that would assault them, [both] little ones and women, and [to take] the spoil of them for a prey, Upon one day in all the provinces of king Ahasuerus, [namely], upon the thirteenth [day] of the twelfth month, which [is] the month Adar. The copy of the writing for a commandment to be given in every province [was] published unto all people, and that the Jews should be ready against that day to avenge themselves on their enemies. [So] the posts that rode upon mules [and] camels went out, being hastened and pressed on by the king's commandment. And the decree was given at Shushan the palace. And Mordecai went out from the presence of the king in royal apparel of blue and white, and with a great crown of gold, and with a garment of fine linen and purple: and the city of Shushan rejoiced and was glad. The Jews had light, and gladness, and joy, and honour. And in every province, and in every city, whithersoever the king's commandment and his decree came, the Jews had joy and gladness, a feast and a good day. And many of the people of the land became Jews; for the fear of the Jews fell upon them. 

REFLECTION

Esther and Mordecai were faced now with the problem that the king could not revoke the first decree that had been issued by Haman. In our modern democracies we become accustomed to governments being able to overturn previous legislation, but this was not the case for the ancient Persians. In that culture the voice of the king was law and it was deemed that the king could do no wrong. Consequently the king could not simply revoke his edict, but he could issue a new one that would have the force of favouring the Jews. The new decree would let all the inhabitants know that the king now had a different attitude to the Jews, and that they were now to be favoured.

The king’s scribes were accordingly summoned, and the dating tells us that this was 70 days after Haman’s edict, which might have been a veiled reference for the Jews to the 70 years exile. After 70 days of fearing judgement, and the threat of being cut off from the other peoples, the Jews now had a more secure future. This left around 8 months to prepare for the day designated for the decree to be implemented. Mordecai was now Prime Minister, so it was his job to draft the new decree. As the first decree couldn’t be revoked, what he did was to give the Jews permission to defend themselves against anyone who might try to attack them on the specified date, and to plunder their property. Note that the edict gave them permission to defend themselves against any attack, but they were not authorised to be the aggressors. 

The description given in v9-10 gives a feeling of comprehensiveness, for the message was to be sent to all 127 provinces with their various governors, and it was written in all the languages of the recipients, so that there would be no excuse for not understanding the decree. There is also a sense of urgency, for it was sent out by mounted couriers on fast, specially bred horses. The same feeling is generated in v14, for there we read that they hastened, or raced out, as the NIV would put it. The message was important, so had to be communicated as quickly as possible. 

There is a challenge for the church here – our message is equally urgent, but how often do we have the same urgency to get the message out? There is also a parallel in that effects of the fall are decreed on all mankind, and God cannot revoke that effect of the fall. However, God has given a second “decree” through Jesus Christ, so that all who would turn from their sin can find forgiveness and deliverance from the judgement that would otherwise befall them.

Verse 11 has caused debate among commentators, for while it echoes the evil mandate of Haman, it seems cruel that potentially the women and children of the foreign nations might fall victim to the sword when the Jews defended themselves. The passage is not entirely clear, and certainly the NIV implies that the Jews can kill those who would attack them, the “them” referring to the Jews. This would mean that they were responding to a threat upon their women and children, rather than apparently going out of their way to kill the vulnerable in the society of their enemies. This seems a more humane interpretation and less vengeful.

The moral issues of this have been debated by many, for those who are prone to be critical of the Bible attack it on the basis that it is cruel to allow widespread killing. It should be remembered that we are living in a fallen world, and in the first place it would not have been God’s will for wars and killings to occur. However, the reality of life is that we all have a fallen nature, and sometimes force is needed to oppose a greater evil. Ideally, it would have been better if Haman’s edict had never been issued, for then there would have been no need for the second one. 

It is also relevant to bear in mind that Mordecai’s decree permitted self-defence, which is not a crime. If there were to be many people who could attack the Jews, and Haman was not their only enemy, then defence would have to be forceful too if it were to have any effect. The practical outworking of this is found in chapter 9, and will be discussed again there. Mordecai’s decree was in harmony with the Abrahamic covenant (Genesis 12:3) that God would bless those who blessed Abraham (and by implication his descendants), and curse those who cursed him. A similar promise was made to them through Moses in Exodus 23:22, where God said that He would be an enemy to their enemies.

In v15 we read that Mordecai was clothed in royal garments of blue and white (royal colours), and these would be clothes that normally only the king would wear, which shows the favour bestowed on Mordecai by the king. There is the clear parallel with us as the bride of Christ, for we have the garments of salvation, and are clothed in His righteousness. Surely there cannot be any greater privilege for mankind than to have the very garments of the King of kings. Mordecai also had a gold crown on his head, once more showing privilege and favour from the king. This may have been a large turban, ornamented with gold. The purple linen robe was probably under the royal outer garment of blue and white.

Those in the city were glad; it seems they were not sorry to see the back of Haman and were rejoicing to see a good man take his place. The repetition of the differing words for joy and rejoicing underlines the greatness of their joy, and this was echoed in all the provinces where the decree went. The new edict gave hope and joy, and the Jews could believe in this that God was watching over them for good. There was great feasting, which brings out the feasting theme seen so often in this book. It also reminds us of the great joy that Christians will experience when Jesus returns to reign, when of course there will be celebration and the banquet that He has prepared for us in the marriage supper of the Lamb.

The Jews became more popular as a people, and fear of them gripped a number of the people of other nationalities, such that many converted to Judaism and weren’t afraid to be associated with them. They could see that God’s favour was upon them, for the original edict had been superseded so that the Jews could defend themselves when the appointed day came. 

God’s church should demonstrate His favour and blessing in such a way that many others would want to convert to Christianity, for it is only in Christ that we have eternal, abundant life. Tragically, many people see little more than a negative witness from so much of the church, but we have a glorious gospel to proclaim.

21. THE JEWS ARE VINDICATED (9:1-19)

Esther 9:1-19: Now in the twelfth month, that [is], the month Adar, on the thirteenth day of the same, when the king's commandment and his decree drew near to be put in execution, in the day that the enemies of the Jews hoped to have power over them, (though it was turned to the contrary, that the Jews had rule over them that hated them;) The Jews gathered themselves together in their cities throughout all the provinces of the king Ahasuerus, to lay hand on such as sought their hurt: and no man could withstand them; for the fear of them fell upon all people. And all the rulers of the provinces, and the lieutenants, and the deputies, and officers of the king, helped the Jews; because the fear of Mordecai fell upon them. For Mordecai [was] great in the king's house, and his fame went out throughout all the provinces: for this man Mordecai waxed greater and greater. Thus the Jews smote all their enemies with the stroke of the sword, and slaughter, and destruction, and did what they would unto those that hated them. And in Shushan the palace the Jews slew and destroyed five hundred men. And Parshandatha, and Dalphon, and Aspatha, And Poratha, and Adalia, and Aridatha, And Parmashta, and Arisai, and Aridai, and Vajezatha, The ten sons of Haman the son of Hammedatha, the enemy of the Jews, slew they; but on the spoil laid they not their hand. On that day the number of those that were slain in Shushan the palace was brought before the king. And the king said unto Esther the queen, The Jews have slain and destroyed five hundred men in Shushan the palace, and the ten sons of Haman; what have they done in the rest of the king's provinces? now what [is] thy petition? and it shall be granted thee: or what [is] thy request further? and it shall be done. Then said Esther, If it please the king, let it be granted to the Jews which [are] in Shushan to do to morrow also according unto this day's decree, and let Haman's ten sons be hanged upon the gallows. And the king commanded it so to be done: and the decree was given at Shushan; and they hanged Haman's ten sons. For the Jews that [were] in Shushan gathered themselves together on the fourteenth day also of the month Adar, and slew three hundred men at Shushan; but on the prey they laid not their hand. But the other Jews that [were] in the king's provinces gathered themselves together, and stood for their lives, and had rest from their enemies, and slew of their foes seventy and five thousand, but they laid not their hands on the prey, On the thirteenth day of the month Adar; and on the fourteenth day of the same rested they, and made it a day of feasting and gladness. But the Jews that [were] at Shushan assembled together on the thirteenth [day] thereof, and on the fourteenth thereof; and on the fifteenth [day] of the same they rested, and made it a day of feasting and gladness. Therefore the Jews of the villages, that dwelt in the unwalled towns, made the fourteenth day of the month Adar [a day of] gladness and feasting, and a good day, and of sending portions one to another. 

REFLECTION
In this chapter the long awaited 13th of Adar arrives, when the enemies of the Jews had originally hoped to destroy them. By contrast, Mordecai and the Jews have the upper hand and confirm the reversal of their fortunes as provided by God, even though He is still not named directly. The day that had been planned for destruction proved to be a day of deliverance. There is the echo of chapter 3 in the wording of what occurred, but this time it is the Jews who are victorious rather than their enemies. There is an echo of the gospel here, for as human beings we were scheduled to receive God’s wrath because of sin, but in Christ that destruction has been turned around to deliverance that is far better than we could have imagined, let alone achieve ourselves.

The Jews had taken the months to prepare to protect themselves, ready to meet an enemy who would take their lives and their possessions. The enemies felt the fear of Mordecai (v3), but underlying this must surely have been fear of Mordecai’s God who had changed the situation so dramatically. Because of this many of the leaders of the provinces fought for the Jews to protect them. This fear must have been the Jews’ greatest weapon, for God had surely sent it to keep the gentiles from fighting the Jews. There are many places in the Old Testament when the fear of God went before His people, so that the enemies had almost given up the battle before the fighting started.

Surely for us as Christians we truly have the victory that Christ has won for us through His death and resurrection, such that we should know God’s presence with us. We still have a wicked and subtle enemy, but he is a defeated foe and we can have confidence in God that He will prevail, and His purposes will come to pass. The tragedy is that so many Christians, who should be experiencing victory in their lives, exhibit little more than defeat, or survival at best, because they are not living in the good of the victory that Jesus has accomplished for us. Note also that the Jews gathered together to defend themselves (v2). There is strength in numbers, and as Christians too we need the strength that is gained from fellowship with other believers.

It is important to note that the Jews defended themselves against those who would seek their harm (v5). He law had not given them the mandate to be aggressors, but they did have the right to defend themselves. In a similar way, the church of Christ is not to be aggressive, for our weapons are not carnal, but spiritual (2 Corinthians 10:3-4). When the church has attempted to fight its way to victory by carnal means, the results have not been good. The crusades were an example of this, and to some extent we are still living with the fallout from this wrong attempt to fight God’s battles in a carnal way. 

The fact that v5 says that the Jews did what they pleased to their enemies does not necessarily mean that they acted with undue cruelty, causing their enemies to die a particularly gruesome death. Rather, it probably means that the Jews were able to fight against their enemies by way of defence, without any official interference from the authorities, for it had been decreed that it was in order for them to defend themselves. The reversal of fortunes reminds us that none are ever too low for God to lift up, or too high for God to cast down.

By “Shushan the palace (or the fort),” (v6) is probably meant the whole of the upper town, which occupied an area of more than 100 acres, and contained many residences besides the actual palace. The Jews would not have ventured to shed blood within the palace precincts.

Amongst the dead were Haman’s ten sons, which would suggest that they had sought to carry out the decree of their late father, and attacked the Jews. Haman and his followers were enemies of the Jewish people, and in so doing had become enemies of God. That is a dangerous place to be! In killing Haman’s sons, who we learnt earlier in this book were descended from the Amalekites, they were accomplishing what Saul had failed to do in 1 Samuel 15. Indeed, the Chaldean paraphrase of the passage suggests that none approached to attack the Jews but the Amalekites, which adds an interesting slant to the situation, although this maybe conjecture.

The bodies of these ten sons were hanged on the gallows, presumably the gallows that Haman had erected for Mordecai but that turned out to be his own place of execution. It is likely that the sight of these bodies hung up on the gallows would have been something of a deterrent for any Persians who might have been inclined to attack the Jews.

Apparently, in the text of Hebrew Scriptures the ten names of these sons are arranged on the page to look like a gallows. On the feast of Purim, which emerged from the deliverance of the Jews at this time, the synagogue reader reads all ten names in one breath because the sons of Haman all died together. 

In v6 we read that the Jews killed 500 men, and after that, in v12, the king reported that to Esther, asking if she had a request for him. She responded with a request that the Jews be given one further day in which to carry out the king’s edict, and defend themselves against their attackers in the city of Susa. 

Some commentators have felt that Esther was being vindictive here, but it should be borne in mind that this was in the city where Haman had been based and where he would have had his strongest support. It may also be that there were still some people who were loyal to Vashti, and wanted to see Esther and her people removed. The fact that a further 300 men were killed by the Jews on the next day shows that there were indeed many who still presumed to attack them, despite the events of the previous day. Esther seems to have realised that there were still pockets of resistance, and it is likely that she was led by God to request this extension of time so that the threat to the Jews could be more thoroughly eradicated. 

In the rest of the empire the Jews had killed a total of 75,000 people who were their enemies. This indicates the strength of feeling that existed against the Jews, and the death toll here averaged slightly fewer than 600 people per province. The Jews would have been significantly outnumbered around the empire, yet through God’s help they prevailed. Nevertheless, this is still a tribute to their faith and courage.

Three times we are told that the Jews did not take any plunder from their victims (vv10, 15, 16), even though the decree in 8:11 had allowed them to do so. Their defence was not motivated by greed, but merely fulfilled the edict that permitted them to defend themselves. In this regard they succeeded where King Saul failed in his fight against the Amalekites (1 Samuel 15:12-23), and as a result of which Saul lost his kingdom.

This passage shows that God is not divorced from the issues of war and fighting on this earth. He is not directly mentioned, but His providential involvement is not hard to see. The need for war is surely the result of sin and the fall, and reflects the fact that man falls short of God’s plan in so many areas. However, God is involved to the extent that He protects His people, and also He subdues evil powers. We also learn from Scripture that there are times when God moves through war in judgement upon evil nations, but again this is the result of man’s fallen nature and the sin that flows from it.

This section ends with the Jews rejoicing and feasting. Around the empire this occurs on the 14th day of Adar where the fighting had taken place on the 13th of the month. In Susa, there had been fighting on the 13th and 14th, so the rejoicing and feasting there took place on the 15th of Adar. This was the establishment of the Feast of Purim, which was not a feast that was ordained by God (unlike the other Jewish feasts set out in Leviticus 23), but it recalled a deliverance that they rightly perceived had been achieved by God. 

It is all too easy for people, Christians included, to forget the landmarks of history and victories and deliverances that have previously occurred. The Jews did not want their descendants to fall into this trap, so they instituted the Feast of Purim to recall the salvation of the Jews at this time from their enemy Haman. It is important that we remember what God has done for us in the past; this was the main reason why Joshua commanded that memorial stones be placed at the point where God enabled the Jews to cross the Jordan River on dry ground (Joshua 4:20-24). The danger for each generation is when a tradition that is established as a reflection of a living faith and remembrance in God, becomes merely a thing that is done, without remembering in faith the reason for it.

22. THE ESTABLISHMENT OF PURIM ((9:20-32)

And Mordecai wrote these things, and sent letters unto all the Jews that [were] in all the provinces of the king Ahasuerus, [both] nigh and far, To stablish [this] among them, that they should keep the fourteenth day of the month Adar, and the fifteenth day of the same, yearly, As the days wherein the Jews rested from their enemies, and the month which was turned unto them from sorrow to joy, and from mourning into a good day: that they should make them days of feasting and joy, and of sending portions one to another, and gifts to the poor. And the Jews undertook to do as they had begun, and as Mordecai had written unto them; Because Haman the son of Hammedatha, the Agagite, the enemy of all the Jews, had devised against the Jews to destroy them, and had cast Pur, that [is], the lot, to consume them, and to destroy them; But when [Esther] came before the king, he commanded by letters that his wicked device, which he devised against the Jews, should return upon his own head, and that he and his sons should be hanged on the gallows. Wherefore they called these days Purim after the name of Pur. Therefore for all the words of this letter, and [of that] which they had seen concerning this matter, and which had come unto them, The Jews ordained, and took upon them, and upon their seed, and upon all such as joined themselves unto them, so as it should not fail, that they would keep these two days according to their writing, and according to their [appointed] time every year; And [that] these days [should be] remembered and kept throughout every generation, every family, every province, and every city; and [that] these days of Purim should not fail from among the Jews, nor the memorial of them perish from their seed. Then Esther the queen, the daughter of Abihail, and Mordecai the Jew, wrote with all authority, to confirm this second letter of Purim. And he sent the letters unto all the Jews, to the hundred twenty and seven provinces of the kingdom of Ahasuerus, [with] words of peace and truth, To confirm these days of Purim in their times [appointed], according as Mordecai the Jew and Esther the queen had enjoined them, and as they had decreed for themselves and for their seed, the matters of the fastings and their cry. And the decree of Esther confirmed these matters of Purim; and it was written in the book. 

REFLECTION
We have almost reached the end of the book, and the theme of feasting recurs, but this time it is the celebrations of the Jewish people that are the reason for the feast, rather than the king trying to impress his leaders and palace officials. The context is the establishment of the feast of Purim, which comes from the Hebrew word ‘pur’ meaning lot. 

Haman had cast lots for the date when he might attack the Jews, and God (albeit in the background) had turned things around so that this proved to be a day of great deliverance, rather than defeat and destruction. God would not let the evil Haman’s chance casting of lots be the end of His promises and covenant towards Israel, and the principle there has not changed. 

The feast was instituted by Mordecai, who issued a decree to that effect, and it started as a spontaneous overflow of joy in response to their deliverance. However, through Mordecai’s decree, it was set down for posterity as a lasting feast to remind the Jews of their deliverance at this time. The heart of the feast is celebration, in contrast to the godless excess of the feasting earlier in the book. Today the celebrations last well into the night with the emphasis being on feasting and laughter. The feast of Purim took on an added significance after the holocaust of World War 2, and conversely the Nazis hated the book of Esther.

Some commentators have criticised this chapter, as they see repetition in vv20-22, 23-25, and 29-32 in the accounts of the issuing of the decree to celebrate Purim. Written records are important in keeping past events available for us to recall, and human beings have a tendency to need reminding of past deliverances by God, so a degree of repetition is often quite healthy. It is also a powerful reminder to mankind to trust in God at all times, perhaps especially when times are favourable, and not to trust in the good times themselves. The message in v30 was one of peace and truth (goodwill and assurance – NIV), which would have given reassurance to the Jews. If there were any differences amongst them this should have resolved them.

It is recorded that both Mordecai and Esther gave the feast their full authority, so that the letters became part of the law of Persia, as well as part of God’s Holy Scripture. Without wishing to appear simplistic, there are dangers in criticising what God has chosen to reveal in Scripture for the benefit of mankind, although of course we do need to ensure that we have a reason for what we believe. Consequently if God has chosen to repeat the account of the decree three times, then we must conclude that He has a good reason for doing so.

There are many times in Scripture when we are called to remember past events for the benefit of our spiritual health, and for future generations. The Exodus is a prime example, especially for the Jewish people, and as Christians perhaps our classic example here is the communion service, where we remember the body and blood of Jesus. There are distinct blessings and benefits to be gained from remembering God’s mighty acts of grace over history. 

The deliverance of the Jews here was celebrated in an annual feast, recorded in two official letters from the Prime Minister and the Queen, written in Mordecai’s journal (probably incorporated into the official records of Persia), and then included in the Bible. God clearly wanted this event to be remembered, which is a lesson to the modern church that is so ready to jettison anything to do with tradition and reflects the throw-away society in which we live, especially in the West. The Philosopher George Santayana described this when he said that those who do not remember the past are condemned to relive it.

It will be appreciated that because the Jews in Susa were allowed an extra day to defeat their enemies, there was an extra day before the feasting started there, whereas in the rest of the empire the feasting started on the 14th of the month of Adar. In order to regularise this, Mordecai’s letter set out that the celebrations should take place on the 14th and 15th of the month. There was no clear divine sanction for this feast, but from v26-28 it is made clear that the feast was to become permanent in their calendar, and that the reasons for the feast should be explained to the children so that it became set into the yearly events with deep meaning.

Today, the celebration is started with a fast on the 13th day of the month of Adar (drawn from v31), commemorating the day of the month that Haman’s decree was issued (See 3:12). The Jews go to the synagogue to hear the book of Esther read publicly, and whenever the name of Haman is mentioned, they cry out ‘May he be accursed’ or ‘May his name perish’. Children bring a special Purim rattle known as a “gregar” and use it to make a noise every time Haman’s name is read out. They shout and stamp their feet at the mention of Haman, but Mordecai’s name is greeted with cheers. They often dress in costumes for the people in the story and act it out. 

On the morning of the 14th of Adar, the Jews again go to the synagogue, and the Esther story is read again and the people engage in prayer. They also read the story about Moses and the Amalekites (Exodus 17:8-16). They then return home for a festive holiday meal with gifts, and the celebrations continue until the following day. Sometimes there are also plays, dramas and recitations that take place. The people often eat a pastry known as “Haman’s ears”, which is shaped to look like an elf’s or demon’s ears. 

Gifts and food are sent to the poor so that all can celebrate. According to the Jewish canons, a man must send two gifts to his friend, at least; and those that give more are most commendable; and these are sent by men to men, and by women to women. Similarly, with the poor, alms money is given, as the Jewish Targum suggests, with which to purchase food and drink, and they may not use it for any other purpose. Some say they may do what they will with it, and a man must not give less than two gifts to the poor; these are called the monies of Purim.  

The modern rabbis regard the feast of Purim as being as important as Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement), and sometimes see Esther as a female figure of the Messiah, as she appears on the scene with no parents, and is instrumental in delivering Israel.

23. FINALE (10:1-3)
And the king Ahasuerus laid a tribute upon the land, and [upon] the isles of the sea. And all the acts of his power and of his might, and the declaration of the greatness of Mordecai, whereunto the king advanced him, [are] they not written in the book of the chronicles of the kings of Media and Persia? For Mordecai the Jew [was] next unto king Ahasuerus, and great among the Jews, and accepted of the multitude of his brethren, seeking the wealth of his people, and speaking peace to all his seed. 

REFLECTION
The concluding chapter depicts Xerxes on his throne, apparently back to “normal”. He imposed tribute, or tax on his empire, but this word can sometimes imply conscription to forced labour, so it may be that there was oppression among the people. It is possible that the king needed to replenish his treasury after the unsuccessful campaign against Greece. In the later years of Xerxes his “power and might” were chiefly shown in the erection of magnificent buildings, more especially at Persepolis. He also abstained from military expeditions at that stage.

We read in v2 that the king’s acts of power and might, as well as a full account of the greatness of Mordecai, are recorded in the annals of the kings of Media and Persia. Perhaps after all, things are not quite as they were before, for Mordecai clearly has great power in his role of Prime Minister, and both king and people have seen the unseen, and unnamed God move mightily to deliver His people. Mordecai’s position is not unlike that of Joseph under Pharaoh in Egypt, for he was second in command only to the king.

We do see, however, that Mordecai was held in high esteem by the Jewish people, for he worked for their good, and spoke up for their welfare. Surely that is the role of a good leader, to have the good of his people at heart, rather than just seeking power and riches for himself. Unlike his predecessor, Haman, Mordecai used his power and influence for the good of the people. The Jews were still foreigners in the land, and Mordecai saw to it that they were protected and could flourish. What he did was recorded in the annals of the nation, but more than that they are recorded by God in Holy Scripture, for posterity. God records what we do and looks for lives that will bear good fruit for him. We also are foreigners on this earth, for our home is in heaven, and God goes to great lengths to guide and protect His people.

In this book, we have seen an account of life in the palace, with no mention of prophets, synagogues, no specific reference to God, no praying actually mentioned. For most of us, this represents daily life, for most of the time there is little direct intervention from God. Nevertheless, there is clear evidence of faith in the book, and God’s providential care is only just below the surface, and can be seen by all who will take the time to look for it. God looks for us to live by faith too, and whilst we should be praying and worshipping daily, there are times for all of us when life continues without apparent major intervention from God. Life needs faith to be fruitful and effective, and we can learn much from the book of Esther in that regard.

In closing, there was an interesting twist to the feast of Purim in modern times. There had arisen another enemy of the Jews, who was intent on wiping them out, and indeed had started sending missiles to Israel to that end. He lived in an area on the banks of the Tigris and Euphrates, in much the same geographical location as the events of the book of Esther. The year was 1991, and his name was Saddam Hussein. He surrendered to the American and British troops on the 14th of the month of Adar, the day when the feast of Purim was being celebrated by Jews. God had again delivered His people from destruction, and His interest in that nation continues unabated.
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