


The book of Esther

Book title: The name Esther (Ishtar) is derived from the Persian word for star, stara. Esther’s Hebrew name was Hadassah, meaning myrtle (a dark green groundcover with shiny leaves and usually violet-blue flowers).
Purpose:  The book serves the purpose of showing how divine guidance overrules all things. Even in a distant country, God’s people, as well as their safety and destiny, remain in His hands. The book addresses God’s interaction with His people to achieve His ultimate plan of salvation for the human race. 
God’s promise to Abraham is very evident in this book: Genesis 12:2-3: “I will make you a great nation; I will bless and make your name great, and you shall be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and I will curse him who curses you, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”
Historical Background: The Israelites had been taken by force from their homeland around 605 B.C. during the reign of King Nebuchadnezzar. The events of Esther span a decade during the reign of King Ahasuerus, also known as Xerxes (486-465 B.C.), who succeeded his father Darius as a ruler of the Persian Empire. After suffering defeat against Greece, he retired to Shushan (Susa), a city in Iran, which was one of the four capitals of the Persian Empire. Around 483 B.C. he threw an extravagant party that opened the events of the book of Esther, and ten years later he executed Haman for his evil schemes.
There is no mention of either Queen Vashti or Esther in history books. However, scholars explained that history recorded that King Xerxes sought refuge in his harem after his defeat. Also, the word translated queen (1:9; 2:22) may have referred to a principal wife rather than a king’s queen.
Importance in the Canon: The book of Esther has held an important place in the canon due to its strong testimony of God’s divine intervention and protection for His people. There is no mention to the word God or God’s name (YAHWEH) in the book of Esther. There are two likely explanations for this. First, the author may have considered the people who remained in exile and did not return to Jerusalem with Ezra to be people separated from God, and the absence of God’s name from the book may represent this separation. Second, the author may have recorded these events in the form of a Persian state chronicle in order to explain to Persians the history, meaning, and circumstances that started the Jewish feast of Purim. 
Although the word God is absent from the book, the presence of God is palpable through out the story. One important verse that is central to the story of Esther and the main purpose of the book–God’s divine intervention and protection of His people–is 4:14 “…. For if you remain completely silent at this time, relief and deliverance will arise for the Jews from another place, but you and your father house will perish. Yet who knows whether you have come to the kingdom for such a time like this.”
Author and dates: The identity of the author is unknown. However, the author was probably Jewish–because of the details involved in describing the feast of Purim–and lived in Persia–because of the familiarity with the palace of King Xerexes in Shushan the Citadel. For these reasons some have suggested that the author was Mordecai. The book was written no earlier than 465 B.C. as it talks about the reign of King Xerexes and Mordecai in the past tense (10:2).
Outline:
I. God is preparing the circumstances: 1:1-2:23
II. Haman plots against the Jews in Persia: 3:1-7:10
III. The Deliverance of the Jews: 8:1-10:3
I. God is preparing the circumstances: 1:1-2:23
· The grand banquet (1:1-10)
The story opens with King Xerxes’ great celebration and a grand banquet. Look for the following character traits in the king throughout the story: lack of self-control and drinking problems. These traits affected his judgment and decisions.

Do you or someone you know lack self-control or have drinking/dependency problems? Are you a compulsive shopper, over-eater, short-tempered, a workaholic -- to name a few examples of lack of self control? 
Self-control is one of the fruit of the spirit (Galatians 5:22-26), let’s all seek it.

· Queen Vashti’s refusal to appear before the people at the great banquet (1:10-12)
1. King Xerxes made a rash, half-drunk decision, based purely on pride and his feelings at that moment. His self-restraint and practical wisdom were weakened by too much wine. 
In everyday life, poor decisions are made when people don’t think clearly because of pride, anger, jealousy, lack of knowledge or understanding, and drinking, among others. Make it a practice to base your decision-making on careful thinking and not on the emotions of the moment.
2. Queen Vashti refused to participate in a lewd, all-male drinking party even upon the request of her husband, the king. She knew that her decision might cause her to die. 
Acts 5:29 instructs us to “…. we ought to obey God rather than men.” How about you? Do you follow your husband, friends, coworkers... etc.? Or do you say no when it is against God’s commandments?
3. Lots of women have a King Xerxes in their lives in the form of a father, a brother, a husband, a boss, or a coworker. We sometimes ask ourselves why God allowed these ungodly people to rule over our lives. The answer is that sometimes God allows ungodly people to be in charge for a divine purpose we sometimes cannot see; however, God still is the King over all the earth (Psalm 47). He rules. He reigns. He is sovereign.  He is in control. He is always at work.

· Queen Vashti’s demotion (1:13-22)
Queen Vashti was demoted and a decree was issued to ensure that all her possessions be given to a better woman than she. This decree meant to teach all the women of Persia a lesson of how to respect their husbands.

1. Sometimes it is worth the pain, the demotion, and the struggle when defending a Biblical truth. Queen Vashti refused to parade in front of drunken men and to display her beauty to satisfy her husband’s pride.
2. To put what really happened to Queen Vashti and what we will see later with Esther in perspective, keep in mind that to be in the king’s harem meant that if the king did not approve of a woman for one reason or the other, including not liking her after an intimate relation, this woman would not be able to marry and would live as a lonely concubine for the rest of her life. Not a happy ending. That was the fate of Queen Vashti and would be the fate of Esther if the king did not like her.
3. The decree of demoting Queen Vashti was meant to make the women of the country to respect their husbands. It might have made them obey their husbands and fear them, but respect between men and women comes from mutual regard and appreciation for each other as equal, yet different, individuals created in God’s image, not from laws and decrees. 

· The discovery and approval of Esther (2:5-20)
Chapter 2 opens with “After these things….”  These things were the battles between Persia and Greece and the defeat of King Xerxes, 4 years following the great banquet and the incident with Queen Vashti.

1. Esther and the young virgins spent one full year in preparation to meet an earthly, lustful, and unjust king. How long do we need to prepare to meet our eternal King? What do we need to do to prepare? Perhaps we should get to know the King, get closer to Him, serve Him, obey Him, and listen to His voice.
2. Esther and the virgins were young women. God has a purpose for the life of every young woman. Have you found out what is God’s purpose for your life? Seek it and you shall find it. 
3. Esther chose not to reveal her identity because that was God’s plan of salvation for His people, yet we were called to confess His name. So should we be silent or confess His name? God usually empowers His people with wisdom and the spirit of discernment. At times a good strategy is to keep quiet until we have won or earned the right to be heard. Meanwhile, we can always let everyone see Christ in us through our daily interactions and behavior. 
· Mordecai uncovers a plot against the king (2:21-23)
Mordecai discovered a plot to kill the king and asked Esther to inform the king, which she did, and the conspirators were put to death. In doing so, he saved the king and ultimately his people, the Jews.

What is our obligation to report wrong doing? Do we care, or do we say we don’t want to get anyone in trouble? We hear these statements all the time: it is none of my business, I cannot save the world, I cannot tell on my friends, among others. Cain said something similar, Genesis 4:9 “... Am I my brother’s keeper?” God was not pleased! Again, we need wisdom and discernment to know when, what, and to whom should we report problems.
II. Haman’s plot against the Jews: 3:1-7:10





· Haman was filled with wrath for Mordecai (3:1-6)
1. In Persia, kings and their high-ranking officials were considered gods. That was why Mordecai refused to bow down to Haman. Daniel and his friends did the same thing (Dan 3). At times, Jews bowed down to government officials as a sign of respect (Genesis 23:7; 1 Sam 24:8), but we should worship God alone. We should never let any person, institution, or government take the place of God, even if they demanded loyalties and duties. 

2. When Haman was angry with Mordecai he sought to destroy him and all the Jews. Do we have the same heart Haman had? When one person does something wrong to us, do we blame the entire race, gender, ethnic group because of one individual? Do we become prejudiced against and seek to destroy everyone as Haman did?  Examine your heart.
· Haman sought to destroy all the Jews (3:7-15)
1. Haman cast lots or threw dice to determine the best day to carry out his decree. The word dice in Persian is Purim. That is why the feast of deliverance from the hands of Haman was named Purim. 

2. The killing was to be carried out through the whole of the Persian Empire, which included the land of Israel. This would have meant killing all the Jews and the end of God’s plan for salvation. Haman was doomed to fail.
3. By casting lots, Haman played into the hands of God. The day of death was set for almost a year away, giving Esther time to make her plea to the king.

· Mordecai persuades Esther to help (4:1-17)
1. Esther did not know why Mordecai was dressed in sackcloth because she was sheltered in the palace. Are you aware of what is going on in your community, church, or country? Are you aware of all the forces, plots, wickedness … etc that will ultimately affect you and your family? Or are we self-absorbed, focusing only on ourselves and our safety? Do we live in our palaces and attend our churches without caring about anyone else or about current events? Hosea 4:6 “My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge.”
2. Esther’s first response when she knew of the plot and learned of Mordecai’s request to go inform the king was “what can I do?” My hands are tied. If I go to the king without appointment, he would kill me (4:10-12). 
We–like Esther–may feel we are in a hopeless situation constructed by God, that we cannot do anything, that we are helpless against the forces of evil that at times are so strong and overwhelming. Always remember that God is in charge; you count on His divine intervention (providence).
3. When Mordecai reminded her that she was not safe just because she was in the palace, and that God would protect His people with or without her, Esther started to feel that she had a responsibility towards her people. She knew she was not in the palace by any random chance.
How about you? Are you here in this country, this marriage, this church, and this job by mere chance? What is your role in God’s great plan of salvation? It is always good to be part of God’s plan. Don’t miss it.
4. Esther responded by asking Mordecai and her maids to fast for 3 days before approaching the king. Contrast that with Haman and King Xerexes after passing the decree in 3:15. They opted to feast and party, Esther and Mordecai opted to fast and pray!
· Esther’s two banquets (5:1-7:10)
Esther risked her life by agreeing to come in front of the king. She gave us a model to follow approaching difficult circumstance. 1) Calculate the cost: she knew her life was in danger. 2) Set priorities: the safety of the Jewish race was more important to her than her life. 3) Prepare: she gathered support and fasted. 4) Determine a course of action and move ahead boldly: she went to the king.
· The first banquet (5:1-8)

1. After the fast Esther started to get ready to go see the king. Notice that she did not stop at fasting and praying, she acted. Often times we forget that, although God is in control, He wants us to work and take action after seeking His will. God chooses to work through those willing to act for Him. We should pray as if all depends on God and act as if all depends on us. In other words pray very hard and work very hard.

2. She prepared herself spiritually and secularly. She did not go meet the king with rollers in her hair or wearing a bathrobe. She had a plan and was executing the plan. So she prepared to the best of her ability and tried to avoid anything that might distract the king.
3. Esther practiced extreme self-control. When she found favor in the eyes of the king, she did not rush to tell him everything.  She waited for the right moment and the right time.

4. Notice also God’s providence. He allowed Esther to stay quiet (she sought His will by fasting and praying) and to invite the king for another banquet to allow for other events to take place.
· The scheme against Mordecai (5:9-14)

Haman left the banquet feeling so happy and honored at being invited not once, but twice, to wine and dine with the king and the queen. However, when he saw Mordecai on his way out he was bitter and sad and lost his joy.
1. Hatred and bitterness are like weeds that grow in the heart and corrupt life. Hebrews 12:15 “…lest any root of bitterness springing up cause trouble, and by this many became defiled.” If the mere mention of someone’s name makes you angry, confess your bitterness as a sin.
2. Haman’s pride led him to accept the advice of his friends and family to build 75 feet-high gallows and to place it on the highest point in town so that everyone could see Mordecai hanging from it when Haman ordered his death.

3. Haman’s wife foolishly fueled his pride rather than calming him down and asking him to think rationally. In a way, she helped him prepare for his own gallows and the destruction of her family.
What kind of advice do you give to your husband, children, coworkers, boss, or friends when they are bent out of shape about something? Please acknowledge that God gave women the gift of influence. Seek to always have godly influence on the people in your life.

· Mordecai’s reward and Haman’s humiliation (6:1-14)

Mordecai gets his reward 5 years after the good deed he had done, foiling a plot to kill the king. Haman, not anyone else, was the one to honor Mordecai on the request of the king.

The least-acknowledged task is the task of being a wife, a mom, and a home-maker. Most of what we do for our husbands and our children seems to go without a reward and it gets frustrating and disheartening at times, but the rewards will come. It will never be lost. Not a cup of cold water given in God’s name will go without reward (Matt. 10:42); imagine making a family and a home. Be patient.
· The second banquet and  Esther’s request to the king (7:1-10)
Finally the time, the right time, had come and Esther told the king about Haman’s plot.

Verse 8: Haman was pleading with Esther for his life when the king thought that he was about to assault the queen. This act by itself was worthy of death in Persia, coming close to the king’s harem was grounds for the death penalty. The veil thrown on his face was because a Persian king should not look at the face of a condemned man. 
Haman was hung on the gallows he built for Mordecai and his estate was given to Esther (the Persian law allowed the estate of a traitor to become the property of the state). He and his family were disgraced because of his hate, bitterness, and pride. 
III. The Deliverance of the Jews: 8:1-10:3
· The king’s edict on behalf of the Jews (8:1-17)
1. While we should not seek earthly rewards for being faithful to God, they often come. Esther and Mordecai were honored by the king, and Mordecai took the place of Haman.

2. Esther started to intercede on behalf of her people and revealed her identity to the king. Notice the wisdom granted by God as to when to speak and when to be silent.

3. v.4 the access to the king was given by the king. We cannot intercede at the throne of grace unless the King of kings grants us access. We have been granted access to the throne room through the blood of Christ. Hebrews 4:16 “Let us therefore come boldly to the throne of grace that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” Come is the Greek word draw near, boldly is the word used for confidence and courage, and God is the throne of grace.
4. Can we intercede on behalf of others? Yes. But how? Do we demand that God change our husband’s or children’s hearts? Do we demand that they come back to Christ? Do we demand to get this particular job?
Esther interceded and did not demand. 8:3-5 “…she spoke again, fell down at his feet, and implored with tears. If it pleases the king, if I have found favor in his sight, and if it seems right to the king”. That is interceding.

5. The king responded by giving Esther and Mordecai the authority to write another decree to save the Jews. Their decree gave the Jews the right to fight back and defend themselves and their families. These events took place approximately 8 months before the day appointed by Haman to kill all the Jews. At the end of the chapter we see that many of the Gentiles became Jews because they revered the God of the Jews, and that they changed their hearts. 
Please note that in Persia no one, even the king, could reverse a written decree; however, a new decree can be written to counteract the previous one. We see that in our lives, bad things happen and then good things come to counteract the bad without canceling it. These bad things remain as reminder of God’s providence so that we do not forget His divine intervention.
· Two days of deliverance (9:1-17)
1. By the end of these events, 75,000 enemies of the Jews were killed and the Jews rested. There was no revenge in their actions; they killed only those who wanted to kill them. They defended themselves. 
2. Do you stand up for your family and your principles and defend them? Or do you take no action and let the enemy destroy you and your family? The enemy can be a person who wickedly and intentionally wants to harm you or the devil who ultimately wants to destroy God’s people.
3. To be delivered from sin and to rest in Christ we have to eradicate the cause of sin (Matt 5:29-30). 
· The feast of Purim (9:18-32)
People tend to have short memories when it comes to God’s faithfulness. To help counter this, Mordecai wrote down the events that took place regarding Haman and encouraged the annual holiday to commemorate the historic day of Purim. Celebrations of feasting, gladness, and gift-giving are important ways to remember God’s specific acts as long as feasting and gift-giving does not mask the meaning of these events. Therefore, during Christmas and Resurrection feasts always remember that “Jesus is the reason for the season.”
· The promotion of Mordecai (10:1-3)

Mordecai enjoyed a good reputation among the Jews because he was their friend when he rose to a place of power. Corruption and abuse of authority often characterizes those in power, but lifting the fallen and easing the burden of the oppressed is a power used well. People placed by God in positions of power or political influence must not turn their backs on those in need.
Meditation
· It is about God

The book of Esther represents the ongoing battle between the kingdom of God, represented by Mordecai and Esther, and the kingdom of man, represented by King Xerexes and Haman. Mordecai and Esther were not perfect - they definitely had flaws - but their lives stand in sharp contrast to the king’s and Haman’s. Esther played a very important and crucial role in this story, but Esther is not the heroine of this story. God is the Hero in this story as you have seen through His providence and protection. 
· See the big picture
In the story of Esther, as well as in the story of every individual, God has a big jigsaw puzzle in mind. He puts the pieces together one piece at a time in certain and particular order. He is behind the scenes. He is orchestrating the events. He is causing “all things to work together for the good of those who love Him and those who are called according to His purpose.” Romans 8:28.

The story of our lives and the story of Esther’s life are about Him. About His purpose being done and His plan being fulfilled. So don’t panic, don’t stress out, don’t manipulate, don’t miss the opportunity, and don’t grab the reign.

· Our culture and the Persian culture

You cannot help but see the glaring similarities between our culture today and the culture of Persia 2,500 years ago. Both cultures are obsessed with wealth, power, entertainment, sexual immorality, and exaltation of physical beauty. You see excessive alcoholism, false religions, the rise of the wicked to high positions of power, and little awareness of God’s reality, and those who believed in God didn’t make a difference in their community; however, God is still in control.

· Esther and a teachable heart
Esther showed a godly and teachable heart. She learned from Mordecai. She endured and learned the etiquette of being queen for one full year. She learned to trust God and to submit to the king. Esther’s teachable heart and humble character elevated her to the position of a queen, made her win the favor of the king and those around her, and ultimately helped her to save her people.

· Mordecai a behind the scene man

Mordecai accepted the behind-the-scenes role in advancing God’s plan. He did not belittle his role, but he worked as hard as he could with whatever he was given to advance God’s plan. Not every role in the plan of God is an obvious or a leading role. There is no job in God’s plan that is menial, unimportant, or useless. From cleaning, to cooking, to raising children, to working outside the house, to brewing coffee for fellowship, to visiting the sick, etc. all are needed and all are honored by God. Don’t dishonor it.
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