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INTRODUCTION

To many people the book of Esther is a closed book. It is a bit of a mystery. How do you understand it? What are its lessons? How can there be a book in the Bible which doesn’t even use the name of God? Does the book have any relevance for the 21st Century Christian Church? These are serious questions.

This study has arisen from a series of sermons preached in the conduct of a regular expository ministry. It does not pretend to be a technical commentary going in to all the details either of the political situation of the day, the distinctives of social life, or the various interpretations proposed or linguistic subtleties. Rather is it a straightforward interpretation which uses a particular ‘key’ to unlock the meaning of the book, in context and for the Church in every age.

Nowadays there are many ‘How to do it’ sort of manuals for all sorts of things: crafts, cooking, computing etc. In our understanding of this book we find in it rather a ‘How not to do it’ aspect. However, it is a story of the overarching providence of God. And we are given great comfort in knowing that He controls history, and may in His goodness even move to overcome the poorest efforts of His professing people. This doesn’t excuse their poverty; but it does exalt His sovereignty, which in the end, though His name is never once mentioned, shines through in this Biblical story. And after all we take it to be ‘sober history’ and given by inspiration of God for our learning (2 Timothy 3:16).
John W Keddie

Struan, Isle of Skye

October, 2009

CHAPTER 1

WHO? WHAT? WHY?
(Read Esther 1:1-2:9)

Opinions do vary about this book. Some will say that it is a thrilling book in which Mordecai and Esther come out as heroes. Some reckon it to be a romantic sort of book. Some will say that it shows you how ‘earthy’ life can be for believers in a pagan society. Some interpreters see the book simply teaching the providence of God governing affairs in the world, and the explanation for the Feast of Purim. Certainly these things are true. But why a story in which those you might expect to be believers fail to seek Him seriously? As far as the Feast of Purim is concerned, true it did become a popular feast of the Jews, yet it was not instituted by God and is not referred to elsewhere in Scripture. 

Now, because it is in Scripture, and we believe that all Scripture is given by God, we accept this too is from God and for our profit. We can agree with Matthew Henry when he wrote: “Though the name of God be not in it, the finger of God is, directing the many minute events for the bringing about of his people’s deliverance. The particulars are not only the most surprising and very entertaining, but edifying and very encouraging to the faith and hope of God’s people in the most dangerous and difficult time.”

However, in eking out the lessons from this book I believe we have to approach it this way: the book shows how the Lord preserves His Church despite our half-heartedness and lack of commitment. This should not make us complacent, but stir us up not to be like that! Yes, we have a picture of how life might be in a pagan society. And we are drifting into a pagan society and are being faced with pressures to be half-hearted and lacking a real commitment to the Lord and His word. If they were silent about the Lord in that society, so can we be in the society in which we live. 
The lesson here will be: Look, this is not good enough! We have this form of teaching also in the New Testament. Take the parable of the unjust judge (Luke 18:1-8). We are to be like the importunate widow of course. But the judge is a contrast to how God is. Our God is not like that judge, grudgingly giving in to the pleas of the widow. Also, the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11ff). We are to be like the prodigal. But by the same token we are not to be like the elder brother of the parable. We might suggest, broadly, as we look at the book of Esther, that this is not how the Church really should be.  But let us look at the background:

(1) When and where does this take place?

It takes place in Persia (Iran, east of Iraq) in the city of Shushan where the Persian King Xerxes (or Ahasuerus in Hebrew) had his winter palace. By this time the Persians under Darius acting for Cyrus had defeated the Babylonians (539BC), as mentioned in Daniel – remember Belshazzar’s feast! (Daniel 5). By a decree of Cyrus at that time exiles were allowed to return to their homeland. The first return under Zerubbabel and Joshua saw the Temple eventually rebuilt (520) (though it took the stirring messages of God through His prophets Haggai and Zechariah to accomplish that end after 18 years of inertia among the returnees!). Many returned from the former Babylonian territories at that time, but some remained where they were in Babylonia or Persia (modern Iraq and Iran, broadly speaking). There were subsequent returns under Ezra (458) and Nehemiah (445). Interestingly Nehemiah himself was based in Shushan at the time of Artaxerxes I. That was some time after the events in Esther’s story which took place around 484-472. 
As far as Mordecai is concerned we are told something of his background in 2:5-6. This tells us that his forefather (Kish) was not among the exiles taken in to captivity in Babylon after Nebuchadnezzar’s capture of Jerusalem in 586BC, but some 10 years earlier when Jehoiakim had been taken prisoner (see 2 Kings 24:1-12), around 597BC. Now, that captivity, and the subsequent rule of the Medes and Persians meant captivity for the Israelites of the former Southern Kingdom (Benjamin-Judah) the Northern Kingdom having ‘disappeared’ under the Assyrians in 722BC. In Jeremiah they are told to settle down and make the best of it, but never to forget where their true home was. The fact was that when opportunity arose to return - under Zerubbabel (538), and Ezra (458) and Nehemiah (445) a minority actually did return – but many did not return. They had put down roots in that foreign society that were too deep. This, in fact, is important background to the events described in this book.

(2) What lessons from this first part of the book (1:1-2.9)?

(1) How really zealous are you for the Lord’s work? This is a story of those who did not return from exile. It is a story of those who had settled all too comfortably in the pagan society they had become used to. It is essentially a story of compromise – a compromise all too easy when you find yourself a small minority in a society unsympathetic to the ways of God and truth. The vitals of spiritual religion so easily seep away and consequently there seems little witness for truth. There is a resort to worldliness. You feel it here in the actions of the main Jewish characters. We sympathise that they are away from the homeland and are making the best of it. The fact is, as Matthew Henry comments, “they had not enough zeal for God’s house and the holy land and city, to carry them through the difficulties of removal thither.” They preferred the comfort of the secular society to the hardships of rebuilding God’s work. 
This is one great overall lesson for us. They were not living as strangers and pilgrims on this earth. How easily believers can compromise truth and be silent about the claims of the Lord. They get too comfortable with the world. George Smeaton has some challenging words on this: “Are we a comfort to the world by conforming to its ways? Are we the cause of evil to unconverted men by our worldly spirit, by our flattering words? Does the fear of man prevent us from openly walking in Christ and Christ in us, so that he may be set in us for the fall and rising again of many? So far we sink into inaction, content to live in friendly neighbourhood to a world lying in the wicked one, content without further aggression, do we show we want that fiery baptism that made the disciples feel they could not without blood-guiltiness let men alone? O, if we can sit as a church or as individuals, in easy fellowship with sinners, not seeking to save souls, not daring to encounter the adversary, face to face, we show that we are not baptized as with fire!” 

(2) Worldly people can sometimes act better than believers. Ouch! We have to look very closely at our lives and ask just what impression we make on others in a positive way. Are we really adorning the things of the gospel? Our previous lesson from this book suggested that the Church and the professing Christian may give occasion for the world to be confirmed in its unbelief because not challenged. This lesson is that sometimes the worldly will set a better standard than the professed believer. Not usually, but sometimes. Here, for instance, we have the case of Vashti, the Queen (at the beginning of the story) (9-12). The story involves for one thing, Vashti being replaced by Esther. But see how it came about. She was famous for her beauty but would not allow herself to be paraded before the people and the officials. You cannot help feeling that she was right. She had some self-respect and modesty. You admire her. Even though she knows she’s going to get into trouble. The exploitation of women is not new. You don’t need to go along with the women’s liberation movement to admit that. Beauty contests, fashion and the seedy areas of film and pornography – these are exploitative. Vashti will not be exploited. She will not display herself. 
So, what’s Esther doing in the ‘harem’, and allowing herself to be put forward for a position which for a Jew must involve some compromise of position, dignity and modesty? The truth is Esther’s position exemplifies a feature of this book: she represents the half-heartedness that will not do for the true people of God. Vashti’s position is better than Esther’s! How often what Jesus says of the unjust steward is true: “the sons [children] of this world are wiser [more shrewd] in their generation than the children of light” (Luke 16:8). 
So, let it be a lesson: ensure it is not so, but that you work out the law of the Lord as consistently as you can in this life and be a bright and shining light for Christ rather than a half-hearted soul no different, or perhaps even worse, than the world! Even the point that the Lord is working out His purposes through such as Esther and Mordecai does not excuse their lack of principle in their dealings. That simply shows that even our worst actions may yet be turned for the good of the Lord’s cause. His finger is here, but Mordecai and Esther do not shine, and the people of God are to be lights in the world!

We may well recognise how relevant this book actually is for us. We are in a society like the Persian one. The Church is experiencing a ‘captivity.’ There will be positive lessons from Esther of course, but also the dangers of being indistinct and half-hearted without edge or zeal for Christ. Yes, the Lord controls events. This is a strengthening thing for believers. But they are responsible for conducting themselves always in a God-honouring way. Are we conducting ourselves in a God-honouring way? Or are we no different from our ‘neighbours’ and give them cause to continue in their indifference and unbelief, because they see nothing better in us?
CHAPTER 2

WORLDLY CONCERNS LEAD TO WORLDLY CHOICES
(Read Esther 2:1-9)
We indicated when we began to look at Esther the last time what the context of the book was. It takes place in Shushan where the Persian King had his winter palace. The southern kingdom of Judah had been defeated in 586 by the Babylonians and many had been taken away into captivity. The Babylonians were in turn defeated by the Persians in 539BC. Under a decree of the Emperor Cyrus a return of Israelites was allowed for the purpose of rebuilding the Temple. The rebuilding, however, was not completed till 520BC. The story of that rebuilding is told in Ezra and Haggai. We are told of subsequent returns to Israel under Ezra (458) and Nehemiah (445). The events of the book of Esther take place between the first return (538) and the return under Ezra (458), around 484/472. 
This story, in other words, speaks of life among those who did not return. We suggested that whilst this book has a powerful lesson for us of the over-ruling of the divine providence in the affairs of the people of God in hard days, major lessons are to be found on the negative side. Here are people not being what they should be. These are people who have not returned. They have become too comfortable in the pagan social life. It is not insignificant that there is no reference here to God or His revelation. There is little evidence of real piety. Indeed where some piety is implied in the actions of the main Jewish characters, that implication seems quite strained. It all brings home to us some serious questions: Do you get too comfortable in an ungodly situation? You want to avoid awkward conflict in the world, and perhaps really do wish to see the cause prosper, but will you be content to remain mute?
How many believers become dull in spiritual things? Has the prevailing secular society blunted our edge without any persecution? We appreciate our religious freedom – but are we taking it for granted when we don’t use it to the full? So, the events of Esther become very challenging. We have to live in a world in which the faith has been marginalized in society. How will we survive if the faith is marginalized also in the Church? Well, we saw last time how we had to be aware that in that time in Persia there was evidence of compromise among those who had not had the concern to return to the homeland from the captivity. We also observed of Queen Vashti how her resistance to being used as a beauty object was commendable. It showed, given how Esther so readily went in to the frame to replace her, how the children of this world can be in their generation wiser than the children of light. It is amazing how unbelievers can often act better than believers. It is no doubt a cause of thanksgiving to the Lord that our poor efforts may still be turned to the good of the cause. That does not commend bad actions of course. Ultimately, however, the Lord’s sovereign providence will prevail.  

Let us go on in this story. We focus on the actions of Mordecai and Esther in this 2nd chapter (5-9). 
(1) Compromising actions
We are told about Mordecai in verses 5-7 of chapter 2. He was a Benjamite (verse 5) who had been taken into captivity at the time of Jeconiah [or Jehoiachin] around 597BC (verse 6). His name is not a common Hebrew name, being derived from Marduk, chief god of Babylon. His name seems to indicate an element of assimilation with the pagan culture, a strong element – and cautionary one – in this story. He had brought up Esther, who had lost her parents. She was his cousin (verse 7). We are told specifically, that after her parents died he treated her as his own daughter (verse 7). She was taken by him to the king’s palace for the contest to replace Vashti as Queen (verse 8). 

In view of this we have to ask: How are we to view Mordecai’s position in this? The answer is, with considerable disquiet. Why? Well, he should never have allowed it to happen. We might even say that he should have been prepared to die rather than put his ‘daughter’ into a harem of the pagan king Xerxes. The fact that this was something voluntary doesn’t make it any better, but maybe even worse. It’s interesting that one of the great problems which both Ezra and Nehemiah had to deal with was intermarriage with the heathen. We have this in Ezra 9 [10-12] and Nehemiah 10 [29-30]. It caused huge heart-searching, huge traumas among the returned Israelites. Here it was even more degrading. Either she would be queen or else confined to a miserable life in the king’s harem. Either way Esther would be in a very compromised situation. How could she keep the Sabbath in that household? How could she refuse to bow before the king? How could she maintain spiritual life, cut off from the other people of God? How could she bring any children up in the fear of the Lord? No, this was not good. There is a distinct contrast here, you see, with the young men of earlier days who refused the king’s delicacies for religious, pious reasons (Daniel 1). In that case God gave the young men blessing and knowledge and good health above all the others who had compromised in the face of the ungodly requirements. By contrast in Esther we have a compromise in a fairly big way.
(2) Cautionary lessons
Now, you can understand how important this is for us. We are in an ungodly society. We face pressures to go along with things in this world. We have lost so much sharpness when it comes to distinctives of the faith. How come Mordecai/Esther fell into such sin? It could be argued that they shouldn’t have been in Shushan. They should have been with God’s faithful people seeking to rebuild the life of the Kingdom of God back in Israel. But no, they found a comfortable material life in exile. They had accepted the values of the land. Mordecai thought he was doing his best for Esther. What was he thinking? He was thinking of their being well off and comfortable. There is no evidence this was done to advance the Kingdom of God. 
We can make the same mistake in our society. We have largely lost the idea of the covenant. We have compromised in so many ways in our society. If you ask people what they most want for their children it will be health and prosperity and comfort. That is all very well. Yet we put great stock on that, notwithstanding that our system had become so secularised. We have come to share the values of society around us. The priorities are good education, good career, and good homes. Sadly there has been a failure to develop distinctive covenant Christian education. Sadly there has been a diminishing of the priority of the claims of Christ in relation to our children and home life. This has been evident in marriage. Inter-marriage with the heathen was a great sin according to the law of God: “Nor shall you make marriages with them. You shall not give your daughter to their son, nor take their daughter for your son. For they will turn your sons away from following Me, to serve other gods; so the anger of the Lord will be aroused against you and destroy you suddenly” (Deuteronomy 7:3-4). The New Testament also clearly teaches that believers ought only to marry fellow-believers: “Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers. For what fellowship has righteousness with lawlessness? And what communion has light with darkness? And what accord has Christ with Belial? Or what part has a believer with an unbeliever?” (2 Corinthians 6:14-15). This does not apply only to marriage partners, but it has clear application there. I know that we cannot draw a direct comparison between the heathen spouses of Persia or the days of Ezra/Nehemiah with Church-going but non-professing spouses of our day. Nevertheless it must be best for the good of the cause that converted people only marry ‘in the Lord.’ That is a far greater encouragement to spiritual life both in the spouses and their children than otherwise. 
The cause of the Lord has surely been undermined by a want of clarity and care in such things. From whatever pressures it comes, compromise is an enemy of clear Christian profession. It is all-too-easy for us to be submerged under the spirit of the age to the detriment of clear Christian witness. This at least is a lesson from this part of Esther. We are to think on priorities and stick to these, whatever, the cost or inconvenience. Are we prepared for the cost of discipleship and separated Christian living in our neo-pagan day in which we can all-too-easily slip in to the unsanctified ways of the world? The priorities of your life? Is it building a faithful and consistent Christian life? Is it being distinct in an indistinct age? Is it glorifying Jesus? Is it maintaining the doctrine, worship, government and fellowship of the Church? Have you marginalized faith in your life? These are searching questions for us today.
CHAPTER 3

ONE COMPROMISE LEADS TO ANOTHER
(Read Esther 2:10-23)
We have suggested that Mordecai’s complicity with or encouragement of Esther to enter the ungodly world of the palace was ill advised. It is true that truly godly exiles took positions in the King’s palace. Daniel earlier, and Nehemiah later. It is true that Jeremiah had told the exiles to make the best of their situation (Jeremiah 29:10-14). That didn’t mean that they were to get comfortable in the fashionable world of the heathen. They were not to forget Jerusalem, their roots, nor the law of their God. When you look at near-contemporaries like Daniel and Nehemiah, you could hardly accuse them of forgetting the Lord and His law. We don’t read here in Esther about the Jews refusing to eat the king’s delicacies, or of praying 3 times a day with their windows open towards Jerusalem, as we read of young men in Babylon and of Daniel a generation earlier. You don’t read here of them being agitated about the state of the walls of Jerusalem, as Nehemiah was a generation later. 
You can’t help but feel that here were people who should have returned to Judah when they had the opportunity (something Jeremiah spoke of) and should not have settled in so comfortably to the Persian society of the day. We might ask: Was this resort of Esther to get in to the harem of the King Xerxes ‘of the Lord.’ We cannot say it is. It is directly contrary to the law of God. True, it was used of the Lord for the deliverance of the people. But then, so too was Rahab’s lie in concealing the spies in Joshua 6. She is mentioned in the cloud of witnesses in Hebrews 11. It is her faith that is commended, however, not her lies. The Lord may bring about a good result though men use wrong means. Rahab’s lie cannot be said to be approved of God. By the same token, neither can the actions of Esther and Mordecai. They may well have been true believers (though they are not mentioned in Hebrews 11 nor anywhere else in the New Testament). If so, they are rather deeply compromised and this book must be seen as a cautionary tale rather than as exemplary actions. It was a compromise for Esther to enter the King’s ‘beauty contest,’ and for Mordecai to encourage her in it. 
We pointed out above that this sort of marital arrangement she entered into was contrary to the law of God. It was the sort of arrangement troublesome in Ezra/Nehemiah day afterwards. Christians ought to marry “in the Lord.” It does happen of course that a husband or wife may be converted afterwards, in which case the exhortations of Peter apply: “Wives, likewise, be submissive to your own husbands, that even if some do not obey the word, they, without a word, may be won by the conduct of their wives, when they observe your chaste conduct accompanied by fear” (1 Peter 3:1-2). And of Paul: “For how do you know, O wife, whether you will save your husband? Or how do you know, O husband, whether you will save your wife?” (1 Corinthians 7:16).

This case in Esther was different, though; because she entered this arrangement voluntarily, and it was against what was forbidden the Jew. There is a lesson of course for the New Testament believer to be careful about relationships. But there is here
(1) A lesson in compromise. 
And we notice here how one compromise leads to another. Not only is Esther encouraged, or not discouraged, from the wrong relationship in the eyes of God, she has to compromise something else too: “Esther had not revealed her people or family, for Mordecai had charged her not to reveal it” (10, see also verse 20).  What was the idea here? It was that her ‘advance’ to a position of importance be not hindered. It is one thing not voluntarily to disclose all the details of your life when it is not necessary to do so, it is another to embark on a positive ploy of concealment to advance personal ambitions or hide religious affiliation/faith. Of course the exiles were ‘up against it’ in Babylon/Persia. They had to make the best of their involuntary captivity. But concealment of religious orientation? That was not the case with the exemplary Shadrach, Meshack and Abed-nego. It was not the case with Daniel, though he did attain a high position. But there was no denial of Jewishness, nor of religious practice. They knew full well he worshipped his God (6:5). Despite the decree of Darius forbidding the worship of any but Darius, he continued his custom since early days of praying to the Lord three times a day, with the window open towards Jerusalem (6:10). Indeed, Daniel was deeply respected for his integrity and up-frontness (6:14). But here there is a strategy of muteness. 
It is a powerful lesson for us. We tend to be mute about our faith; we tend to say little or nothing even when we have opportunity to speak for the Lord and of our own experience of the Lord. Rather than hide, we must confess. Especially in a society becoming so alienated from the ways of God and truth. The tendency will be to become mute. We must resist the Mordecai factor. However, we have to get a balance. We have to be wise as a serpent and gentle as a dove. We will learn to speak tactfully, and respectfully, and wisely. We don’t need to say all at once. We don’t need to invite a violent reaction. But we mustn’t be scared to speak out for the faith and for our Lord. 
It is true that it is more difficult in some situations. We think of the Christians in China or Saudi Arabia. We are conscious that in some situations it is dangerous to profess openly. That is all the more reason to profess privately. This is obviously what has happened in China, given the growing number of Christians in that atheistic country. You would have to act wisely in places like Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, or Northern Sudan, or North Korea. However, ultimately, even in the hardest case testimony is to be borne to Christ and truth even if it means the fiery trial of persecution. 
This is not impressive, this action of Mordecai and Esther. And as for ourselves, we tend to be far too reserved in saying just what we are – if so be you are a Christian. If you are not of course, that is a priority for you! We may feel awkward. But then, let us remember when the honour of Christ is at stake our feelings are a minor matter. Easier said than done? Surely. But necessary for all that. There is here also,
(2) A lesson in Providence. 
We have quite a ‘mixed bag’ here, what with a wicked king and believers clearly out of step with the Lord. We must never use the inconsistencies and compromises of others as reason for us to be careless about our own lives and witness. We are each responsible for a clear witness to the truth in our own generation. Though they were not consistent and clear, yet the Lord over-ruled. Esther is given favour in the eyes of the King and he takes her as queen (2:15-18). Again, Esther seemed more comfortable about a pagan feast than the heathen former queen Vashti. This is not very impressive. It is a shame when unbelievers show more conservatism and moral fibre than professed believers do! Another striking providence, though, relates to the position of Mordecai, who takes a place “within the king’s gate” (19). Perhaps on account of Esther he seems to have become a palace official. At any rate he is able to overhear a plot against Xerxes and tell Esther of it (20-22), to the fatal discomfort of the conspirators (23). 
Now, we have observed that one of the features of this book is the absence of any reference to God. We are not warranted to state that the personalities here are necessarily godly people. We have already suggested that much of the trouble that arises here arises from a want of real faithfulness, especially in (a) becoming comfortable in the alien social life; and (b) not being where they should be – back in Jerusalem building the godly commonwealth there. I believe this is largely a cautionary tale. However, God is there/here even when He seems most withdrawn. That is a lesson here and an encouragement for us in our desperate days. There is an over-ruling hand. God does not forsake even His seriously erring people. That does not excuse going on in the erring ways. But it means that even our worst efforts will not thwart His purposes. Only, we need to remember that we are answerable to Him for all deeds done in the body. It ought to cast us upon the Lord in penitence. And cast us upon the Lord to seek grace to live consistently in this world, seeking to build the kingdom and testify clearly to the truth of God, the law of God, the principles of His word, so that in an alien environment we may shine as bright light and not as, frankly, rather dim ones like those who had remained in Shushan, albeit they were still not outside His good ordering of events for the ultimate good of His cause.

CHAPTER 4

GATHERING STORM
(Read Esther 3)
We have suggested that this narrative of Esther is a glimpse into the lives of the exiles of Israel in the Medo-Persian Empire between the times of the first return after the decree of Cyrus (538) and the returns under Ezra (458) and Nehemiah (445). It has not been uncommon for interpreters to read good things into this narrative and play down what on the face of it is not so impressive. The Roman Catholic Bible with the Apocrypha, for example, adds additional material to make the main characters seem more pious. These, however, are gratuitous additions and whichever way you look at it, it is hard to make these people pious rather than what seems a more realistic characteristic of compromise and worldliness. It is a difficulty in interpretation that the name of God is not used throughout and things are done clearly contrary to His law. As we’ve said before, this does not mean that God is not there. That, indeed, is a principal lesson of the book: God is there, even in what we might call low times for His people; even in times when its existence is threatened through worldliness and compromise.

Up to the end of chapter 2 there is still no acknowledgement by the main characters even of their Jewishness. All the religious background is a matter of silence. This cannot be because of the danger of persecution, given e.g. what was known of Daniel earlier. That is not to minimise the ‘danger’ in being a believer in a situation in which a government may be utterly unsympathetic or even antagonistic. You do not unnecessarily court persecution. But still the faith has to be maintained whatever the cost or hurt experienced. Of course there will come a point at which a believer’s true colours must be shown. We must show our true colours, if we are Christ’s, for this day in which we live. This is where we pick up the story of Esther (or Mordecai at least). Now, whatever time-lapse between the end of chapter 2 and chapter 3, you will notice a lapse of some 9 years between 1:3 and 3:7. In this period a man called Haman comes in to the picture. He is the catalyst who triggers the reaction (at last?) from Mordecai. Haman is appointed to a senior position in the cabinet – perhaps Prime Minister. Significantly we have Haman’s pedigree: an Agagite. What does that tell us? Well, remember King Agag, Amalekite adversary of King Saul, whom Samuel put to death in 1 Samuel 15? These Amelekites were deadly foes of the Israelites. Mordecai was obviously aware of this and felt natural antipathy. This most likely accounts for his reaction here. The servants in the King’s gate were to do homage to Haman (3:2). How are we to understand this part of the narrative?

(1) What are we to make of Mordecai’s reaction?
On the one hand we are inclined to say: not before time. We read in verse 4 that he told them that he was a Jew. We are to understand that that is why he did not pay homage to Haman. A sense of righteous indignation rose up within him about doing such a thing to an Amalekite. There is some sense of history with Mordecai, though it may be little more than ethnic prejudice. We mentioned earlier the Roman Catholic Apocrypha which adds bits in to this book. This is one place. These uninspired writings put a prayer on Mordecai’s lips in which he says it’s not stubbornness or pride that was behind his reaction. He is made to say that he would even kiss Haman’s feet if it would do Israel good because he wished to worship God alone. It would be well if that were Mordecai’s attitude and ours. But the Bible doesn’t say so. However, let us learn here the necessity for making our position clear among our fellows and not letting our light shine under a bushel (basket). There should not be a concealing of testimony, though we need not court persecution.

That’s one thing. On the other hand, consider this: What Mordecai refused was not worship. He wasn’t being asked to worship, but give respect. He may not like it, but there he was in that land and Haman represented the ‘powers that be’ and was to be respected as such. This wasn’t like what was going to be forced on the three young men of the early chapters of Daniel or Daniel himself later. He wasn’t being asked to worship and image or engage in false or idolatrous worship. What Mordecai actually precipitated would lead to great trouble for the Jews. And not just the Jews in Shushan (or Persia) but also among those who had returned! (verse 6). This appears, in short, to be largely a proud and stubborn reaction.

What difficulties we may face when we act out of pride or stubbornness. How often do we react to things in the world and get the faith a bad name? We face a terrible situation with our present government. There is such an anti-Christian aroma in the air these days. We will exercise our right of private judgement on the trends of the times and will not hesitate to speak out against the errors and immorality of the day in which we live. We will not hesitate to take a stand for the Lord when occasion arises. That is the Christian’s righteous duty for Christ and before men. Yet, there must be respect. Think of Romans 13 (1-7). Doesn’t seem to me that Mordecai fell in line with that apostolic principle. And when we go against the law of God the whole people of God can suffer.

(2) What are we to make of Haman’s reaction?
Haman’s reaction is given in verse 5 and following. What is this about? Well, there are two things:

1. There is the shame to the exiles of what is stated as the reason for the action of (essentially) extermination of the covenant people. This is found in verse 8. Why shame? Well, that’s not how they lived in exile. You couldn’t say they were a ‘separated’ people. They had adapted and assimilated and integrated to the world of the heathen land. True, M now made his position known. But it wasn’t out of any distinctive adherence to God’s law. Yet it was enough to raise the issues of these ‘different’ Jews.

2. The offensiveness of Mordecai ironically gives opportunity to the enemy of souls to step in to exploit a situation in which the covenant people and the covenant testimony could be suppressed or stamped out. Persecution is one of his ploys. There is a reaction against the separateness of the believer in a conformist world. What Haman says here is true: it is the task and calling of the believer to be distinct in the world, though the world will scarcely tolerate it, except where it is marginalized (as among those in exile). We are to resist the devil and not give him opportunity to do damage among the people of God through our sins. The worldliness of Christians will always be exploited by the devil. Satan is content with Mordecai’s worldliness, but the first slight sign of distinctness gives occasion for a wider strategy of oppression of the people of God. A prayerful, holy people are far more difficult for the world and the devil to handle.

This, then, is a desperate situation. The date is set for extermination.  The backs of the covenant people are to the wall. Israel is to be destroyed. The question is:

(3) Why should God help them?
Will God give them over to this folly? Here are a people (in exile at least) compromised and now endangering the whole family of the covenant people. And will other Christians not be hurt by our indistinct worldliness? When we become so worldly, will the Lord not just cast us off? Certainly that will be what we deserve. But then we are reminded that He is gracious and longsuffering and slow to anger and plenteous in mercy. We deserve, and ought indeed to welcome, His chastening of us for our sins. But even an Esther and a Mordecai may be used in the struggle against the Church’s enemies. We often ask for trouble and He gives us His love and mercy and protection, despite our errors and reactions and over-reactions which the devil exploits. 
We realise that the Church has battles within and without. We have to be aware of that. We are not to be content with half-hearted, limp and compromised lives and lifestyles amongst those who profess. We are not to be content with error in the Church, nor nominality and deadness. We are not to be content with spiritual lives devoid of real life and discernment and burning love and zeal for Christ. But we are thankful that the Lord in mercy brings His Church through persecutions and even heresies and dry and dull periods. Peter foolishly cut off Malchus’ ear out of reaction, but the Lord healed His ear. The disciples forsook the Lord, and fled, but He poured His spirit on them. We are thankful that even when I ask for trouble, His love is not far and His protection is sure.

CHAPTER 5

A TURNING POINT?
(Read Esther 4)
It is a moot point whether or not Mordecai was exactly wise in refusing to be respectful to Haman. It wasn’t that he was being asked to worship him, or bow to an idol. No doubt it was the known fact that Haman was an Amalekite that stirred Mordecai’s pride. But was mere pride, national pride, sufficient to justify his action? It is doubtful, especially when we are taught in the New Testament to be respectful to the powers that be (Romans 13:1-7). That does not mean we must be mute when the government asks us to submit to some unrighteous law. There was the precedent of the refusal of Daniel and his three friends to compromise their submission to God’s law in their day (Daniel 1:8-16). Also, in Acts, when the apostles are told not to preach or teach in the Name of Jesus, they refused: the must obey God rather than men (5:29). The current sexual orientation or race and religious hatred regulations may well at some point confront us with that issue. And there are others, too. But here Mordecai has got the whole of the Jewish people into trouble from his own pride and stubbornness. 
A vital lesson here is that even the worst actions of professed people of God – even those ‘scarcely saved’ – can be turned in the Lord’s providence. For He rules over all. We see that in the outworking of this story. Remember the Jews are now seriously threatened. Mordecai is in an uncomfortable position. And so is Esther. To this point, some 9 years from the beginning of the story, she has still not let on her Jewishness; she hasn’t let on her attachment, such as it may be, to the Jewish faith. How many of us hide our allegiance? We may even say: how many people are content to remain adherents in Churches in the face of open encouragements to confess the Lord openly? She must now, however, come out into the open. And so, in a real sense, must Mordecai. It is sad that it took an extremity to bring this about. Let us consider, first,

(1) The humbling of Mordecai (4:1-4)

“When Mordecai learned what had happened…” What happens? He tears his clothes and puts on sackcloth and ashes. He goes to the middle of the city. He cries with a loud and bitter cry. This is the nearest we get in this book to religious acts. And certainly we are to understand this as indicating a man humbled before God; contrite perhaps for his own sin, and seeking the Lord for His action and vindication in the circumstances of His people. This speaks of a man really troubled before the Lord, and serious about the need for God’s intervention. This is what we find in Ezra in the same era, but back in Jerusalem - and far more explicitly stated. Ezra’s reaction to being told of the prevailing sins of the people is this: “when I heard this thing, I tore my garment and my robe, and plucked out some of the hair of my head and beard, and sat down astonished. Then everyone who trembled at the words of the God of Israel assembled to me, because of the transgression of those who had been carried away captive, and I sat astonished until the evening sacrifice” (9:3-4).  
There is deep feeling behind such uncomfortable actions on Mordecai’s part. We can understand that. We are all very comfortable. It is hard enough to get people out to Prayer Meetings. Who will put themselves out for such a thing today? We may say that Mordecai has not had an ‘edge’ in relation to the exercise of religious faith and practice. No references to prayer. No worship is mentioned. But now at least he wakens up. Clothed with sackcloth he is not scared to go to the city centre and the King’s gate. 
It’s not only Mordecai. We read that “in every province where the king’s command and decree arrived, there was great mourning among the Jews, with fasting, weeping, and wailing, and many lay in sackcloth and ashes.” Will we not say that this is something required of us today? It may be the exact custom is foreign to us of acting this way outwardly. It was symbolical of course. At least the sackcloth and ashes was. But what of the weeping? Of how many of us could it be said that we are so taken up with our own errors and sins, and with the sins of our day, that we weep tears of grief? The truth is, we are soft these days. We will hardly be put out. And yet our situation is extreme. We’re not going to be exterminated, true. But we are so marginalized and are so mute, we are suffering a form of being ‘wiped out’ so that what we find here in Mordecai and the dispersed Jews is something we ought to search our hearts about and be challenged by.

But why does Mordecai go to the king’s gate? It must be to try to attract the attention of Esther. Her attention is brought to this by her maids and eunuchs (4). It is clear, however, that she has been ignorant of what was happening, given what we read in verse 4 about sending garments to clothe Mordecai. But he will not have it. He is now a man much humbled in his life. Up to this point Mordecai has been an example of how not to live as a believer. In this, however, he is exemplary, at least as far as it goes. Here is a man who is not going to be easily put off even by the Queen, his cousin. Friends, we must on no account be put off our humbling of ourselves before the Lord. We face a desperate situation in Church and society. Whatever else we do let us by all means show such a spirit of humility and brokenness before the Lord as we see in some measure in Mordecai and the people here.

(2) The awakening of Esther (4:5-14)

In these verses we have a picture of one who is ‘out of touch’ with the realities of the situation facing her people and herself. People can become isolated from the life of the people of God. This can happen so easily if one persistently stays away from the life of the people of God, from worship and fellowship. It leads to dullness spiritually, and a carelessness. The eagerness of professing people for the ordinances is what is to be looked for (Acts 2:41-47). And when it is not there, well, then you are in trouble. Here Esther is isolated. She doesn’t know what is going on. She needs to be awakened. Even when the situation is explained to her, she doesn’t believe she can help (11). She needs to be stirred. And you can see how Mordecai does it (v14): “Who knows whether you have come to the kingdom for such a time as this?” 
This represents a challenge. Understand, however, that he’s not talking of the kingdom of God, but her position in the Kingdom of Persia. However, there is recognition (a) of the providence of God in the situation; and (b) of her responsibility to act for her people. Every one of us must take on board such a challenge. We tend to ‘opt out.’ Maybe the task seems so great and we do not feel very strong or knowledgeable or spiritual. Yet this is the day the Lord Jesus has given us to live in. This is our day of opportunity for the Heavenly Kingdom on earth. This is the day to stand and be counted for King Jesus. The odds are great. Things seem to be against us. We do not seem to have religious affections these days. In that sense we are like those people in the days of Mordecai and Esther, compromised in a foreign land. It is in such a situation we need to be stirred. This is our one life. How are we going to use it? What are we going to do for Christ’s kingdom? How are we going to acquit ourselves in our day? This is the question and challenge for you and me. Here Esther must be brought to a turning point. There she is in the king’s palace. If she keeps silent deliverance will come from elsewhere, “but you and your father’s house will perish.” What a searching challenge for her! 

(3) The necessary reaction (4:15-17)

What is her reaction? It is both positive and one of resignation. She asks Mordecai to organise fasting for her for three days. Again we may assume this to be a request for prayer for her. She organises her own maids to fast with her. And then she will take her life in her hands and go to the king (16). And she says: “If I perish, I perish.” What do we make of that? I would say that in that statement we have an indication of real spiritual weakness. It is a fatalistic sort of statement. There is no overt confidence in the Lord in that statement. Again we learn here from a negative. Yes, fasting and resignation is fine. But will the believer not say and mean: “My trust is in the name of the Lord.” Or, “The Lord is on my side; I will not fear. What can man do to me?” (Psalm 118:6). This follows from Mordecai’s rather fatalistic words, “who knows…?” We will learn from this that we are to have much more confidence in the Lord than that. We are to realise that we are in the hands of the Sovereign God who will give us good success when we truly trust in Him. Admittedly Mordecai does appear to believe that the hand of God may bless the scheme. And we do hope that God will bless our work, though we don’t deserve it. And in a sense we will be prepared for whatever comes, though it may mean, ultimately, our lives. 
We have to be careful, though, in drawing the lessons here, that we are clear that our challenge and calling are to be far more God-centred than the situation there among the exiles. Fasting is not the same as prayer (which is never mentioned) and resignation to death is not the same as being prepared to lay down our lives for the Lord and His truth. It seems to me we are a long way off that. But that is our challenge, not to be reluctant in bearing witness to truth, as Esther appears to have been, but being prepared with eagerness to stand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand, having on all the armour of God by which we may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil (Ephesians 6:10-20).

CHAPTER 6

MAN PROPOSES BUT GOD DISPOSES
(Read Esther 5 and 6)

You have probably heard that saying: Man proposes but God disposes. In a real sense that is what we find here at this point in the story told in Esther. Trouble has come upon the Jews, through Mordecai’s pride and stubbornness as much as any persecution from the nation among whom they were living. True, the people of God will often have to face persecution in the world. But let it be for righteousness’ sake rather than unnecessary provocations. For whatever cause, there is serious persecution threatened there in Persia and beyond. It would more of less mean extermination. On the face of it the reaction of Mordecai is what you would expect in the face of such threat: Fasting, humility before God, sackcloth and ashes (4:1-2). This is universal among the Jews (4:3). And Mordecai persuades Esther of the seriousness of the threat (4:13-14). In response she with her maids will fast three days, and she asks the same of Mordecai and all the other Jews (4:16). She also agrees to go to the king, though it is not told us what she intended to do when she did that. It was itself a dangerous ploy. Rather fatalistically she says: “If I perish, I perish.” 
As we mentioned previously, there is not an abundance of confidence in the Lord here. There seems rather to be a weak spiritual state, notwithstanding the fasting. We may imply the attitude, “In God we trust” but it is not actually said. However, we move on to chapters 5 and 6 which are really all one narrative. 

We have said before that in this book there is no direct reference to God, though that is not to say we do not see Him at work among these exiles, despite their compromised and weak spiritual position. We learn here strong lessons of the over-ruling providence of God. And although this encourages us for our own day in which we are as marginalized and in a sense as threatened as the Jews of Esther’s time, yet we cannot excuse compromise and weakness and must stir up ourselves to stronger faith, clearer testimony, greater strength of principle, and more reliance upon the Lord than these people actually show. But we can learn from these chapters from various details which reveal God’s over-ruling providence in the affairs of men. Consider first:-

(1) Esther: Her worst fears are unfounded (5:1-8)
Esther has obviously been fearful about going to the king. She has been worried over the fickle autocratic king’s reaction. She might even lose her life. This influences her approach. What can we say of it? The first thing that strikes us is how her worst fears are unfounded. She is received by the King. She is asked to make a request. But why does she not make a direct plea for her life and the life of the Jews to be spared? Why is she not honest and candid? Three things might be said here:

(1) On the one hand there still appears to be a fearfulness and want of confidence in the Lord. We can often be like that faced with a situation in which we should be showing some candidness. Being candid is not the same as being rude and ungracious. There is no excuse for rudeness and ungracious words in dealing with some controversial or difficult issue of right and wrong with others. Esther here appears to be unduly ‘fearful.’ We have a similar example in Abraham. Remember how he went down to Egypt with Sarai and concealed her identity as his wife in order to avoid awkwardness or even death (Genesis 10:12-20). It is true that unlike Abram Esther did not lie her way out of her awkwardness – though she had concealed her Jewish identity up to this point and was continuing to do so. But we can just be too fearful and bear no witness to our neighbours and family and friends. There is a lesson here, then, in being strong in the Lord and seeking always to be honest and candid in dealings with the world, however intimidating it may be, and however understandable fearfulness is. 

(2) In the second place there may be reason to suggest that she acted “wise as a serpent and harmless as a dove.” (Matthew 10:16). That was something Mordecai had not been. As long as it is not just a cloak for failing to be straight in witness or standing for righteousness, this may be a wise approach. A heavy hand is not necessarily the best approach in winning friends and influencing people for the righteous claims of truth. In this instance again we see the providence of God over-ruling for good in an amazing way. Let us understand, however, that whichever way you look at it, we are in a spiritual conflict. That was the case with the exiles in Shushan and under the Persian dominion. And in that context we must be wary of being too halting in our opinions and principles, wary of being too ‘tactical’ rather than direct and dependent upon the Lord to overrule for our good, as the One who works all things together for the good of His people. 

(3) In the third place, the turn of events was surely not unrelated to the request she had made for fasting (assuming it involved prayer for her in the circumstances). Here is a crucial lesson for her and us: recourse to earnest pleadings with the Lord in facing the issues of life. We are not surprised things did not turn out as she may have feared, and will not for us when we have the ear of the Lord. 

Frequently, then, our worst fear will prove unfounded, and in God’s goodness we will get a good response in speaking to people in the world about the Christ and the gospel when we are duly reliant upon the Lord.

(2) Haman: His worst intentions are frustrated (5:9-14; 6:11)

Through Esther’s invitation Haman is invited to a special Banquet. Presumably in some way she was not yet sure about, she would expose Haman to the king. Whatever else this did, it appealed to Haman’s pride (5:11). But the matter of Mordecai rankled with him (5:13). What will he do with Mordecai? “Hang him,” says his wife. This pleased him (5:14). This, however, is going to be frustrated, as we see from the honouring of Mordecai by the king in chapter 6. What lessons are there here from Haman’s actions/attitude?

(1) We may think the worldly and powerful men can get away with sin and immorality and opposition to God, God’s law, and God’s people. It is not so. In a sense we see it in the case of Lord Browne and the exposure of his lies and lifestyle that brought about his resignation and Chief Executive of BP in recent times.  We have seen it often enough with politicians in the past and present. God will have His way with those who trample over His law and His people. Haman proposed – Hang Mordecai! But God disposed – Elevate Mordecai, and let Haman be the instrument of that! This is almost an amusing turn which brings home the truth on Psalm 2: “He who sits in the heavens shall laugh; the LORD shall hold them in derision” (2:4). Yes, worldly man, God is not mocked! This is a lesson - and an encouragement to believers in such days of secular ascendancy as ours are.
(2) There’s also this lesson from Haman: Pride comes before a fall. That doesn’t just apply to unbelievers. It is a general rule. How proud Haman was. And how far he fell! But listen, this sort of thing can happen to Churches. It happened in the old Free Church after the Disruption of 1843. It was proud of its resources, of its collections and buildings and education; it was proud of its growth and influence. And when that happens – even, no, particularly in a Church, prepare for a fall. How does Paul put it? “Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Corinthians 10:12). It reminds us that however glad we might be with the ‘fall’ of the worldly persecuting person, we must beware that filled with pride in a Church context, we ‘fall’ from usefulness and blessing. That can only be avoided when we keep close to the Lord Jesus Christ and walk humbly with our God. We will all have to face judgement, temporal yes, as well as everlasting, something we will touch in moving on to chapter 7. 
However, one more point here, briefly:

(3) The King: God directs the hearts of kings (6:1-10)

There is a biblical proverb which applies in this situation: “The king’s heart is in the hand of the LORD, like the rivers of water; He turns it wherever He wishes” (21:1). You see how that applies here in chapter 6. See it in his acceptance of Esther and in his sleeplessness that leads to his rewarding of Mordecai. It is a great lesson for our contemporary situation. Though the nation’s leadership seems so ungodly and powerful; though the influences of such leadership will very often be perverse; though the influences may by and large be malign, yet here is a truth: they are not beyond the directing of the Lord as and when He sees fit to direct them! We are therefore reminded here also of the sovereignty of God. The sovereignty of God is a glorious truth in an age like ours, not least, let it be said, on the occasion of a public general election. In such circumstances believers need to pray that it would please the Lord to move among those elected over them, that the nation might be spared the excesses of perversity and persecution but rather acknowledge Christ as the Head of Nations directing them in a better way for the good of His people. This is surely another lesson in this tale of the exile.

CHAPTER 7
THE LORD OVERRULING FOR HIS COMPROMISED PEOPLE
(Read Esther 7 and 8)

The Jews have their backs to the wall. How are they going to get out of this fix, that there is coming a day in which they face extermination. The people of God can feel that way in any age. Perhaps we feel a bit like that today, as a Church and part of a wider Church presence in society.  The people there in Shushan are certainly compromised in that pagan society. You never know how the autocratic rulers might act. You are required to be bold for the Lord, and yet you must act wisely too. Esther has the task of extricating her people from the fix. Providentially she is in a position to do something with the King. She finds favour with him and he asks what her request is (5:3): A banquet to which Haman must be invited. Haman is proud of that, but still irritated by Mordecai and prepared to hang him on a high gallows (5:14). 
Haman’s intentions come to nought, however, by what we can only describe as divine intervention. He expects to be honoured by the king, but has to be the means of honouring Mordecai (6:10-11). He is mortified. How the mighty are fallen! God can so easily bring low those who are puffed up (in the Church or in the world). Beware, that you come low and humble yourself under the mighty hand of God! Then you will be ‘lifted up’ and not brought low. This takes us in to the Banquet and its aftermath. These are described in chapters 7 and 8. “So the king and Haman went to dine with Queen Esther.” The King repeats his offer to Esther of a wish (7:2). How do we understand and learn from what follows?

(1) There is a need for believers to come out into the open (7:3-4)

You see, up to this point the King had no idea that Esther was a Jewess. He had no inkling of any religious feelings on her part. She looked and acted just like all the other women of his palace. He had no idea he had made a law which could lead to her death. Whose fault was that? Not his. These Jews were very quiet about their religion and were now in deep trouble. Perhaps they would have been in deep trouble if they had been ‘up front.’ However, they could have returned ‘home.’ And they could have been far less quiet and compromised. As Peter puts it in his first letter (see 1 Peter 4:12-19). That, you see, is the Christian principle. But are we not too like these Jews in Shushan? We keep so quiet, even with our own families and those among whom we live. And they don’t notice anything. They can be indifferent to our Church connection because it doesn’t seem to involve too much conviction or visibility! The call? To come out into the open. 
What about the principle: “Come out from among them and be separate, says the Lord. Do not touch what is unclean, and I will receive you. I will be a Father to you, and you shall be my sons and daughters, says the LORD Almighty” (2 Corinthians 6:17-18)? Esther was ‘forced’ to do it here, belatedly and almost deviously (7:5ff). Listen, you can trust in the Lord. Things may seem black and uncertain. Just be clear in making your position known and you will be brought through, albeit it may be by the skin of our teeth. Only be open with your faith. If you suffer, so be it. But be open and clear!

(2) There is a day of reckoning for the wicked   

The king is horrified by the implications of his law to exterminate the Jews (7:7). Haman tries to plead with Esther, but even then his actions are misinterpreted to his doom (7:8). His doom is sealed. He will be raised on the gallows he built for Mordecai (7:9-10). It is a lesson, a solemn lesson, for the wicked (respectable or otherwise): “be sure your sins will find you out” (Numbers 32:23)! God is not mocked. “Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, that he will also reap. For he who sows to his flesh will of the flesh reap corruption, but he who sows to the Spirit will of the Spirit reap everlasting life” (Galatians 6:7-8). You must not touch the Lord’s anointed or you may suffer the wrath and anger of the Lord in judgement (1 Samuel 24:6; 2 Samuel 1:14). 
Whoever is not a believer, it has to be said, is in serious trouble in taking a position against the Lord and his people. It is a serious thing for men or governments to take a position over against the Lord and His Christ, and His people. The day of doom may be delayed – and there is common restraining grace in that a space is given to repent – but it will come to those who deny or oppose the Lord and His people, His Son and His gospel. But listen, Haman (in this case) had been warned by his wife about the un-wisdom of taking such a position over against Mordecai – you can’t say he hadn’t been warned (read 6:13).
You may say: ‘Oh, well, Haman was just one man, and he was specially wicked against Mordecai and the Jews.’ It is dangerous, however, for anyone to be an unbeliever. Sooner or later they must face their Maker and will be judged for opposing or denying or being indifferent to the Lord and His gospel. And that will be a fearful judgement. The fate of Haman, in other words, can be said to have a gospel implication for all unbelievers, for they to a greater or to a lesser extent take a stance against the truth of the gospel. There is a price to pay for persistent impenitence. Not hanging on a gallows, but experiencing the eternal judgement of God. We must all appear before the judgement seat of Christ to give account of all deeds of the body, whether they be godly, or whether they are unrighteous (Romans 14:10; 2 Corinthians 5:10).

(3) There is a danger of extreme vengeance 

Mordecai is raised to Haman’s position (8:1-2). Esther again speaks to the King (8:3ff). We understand that the law of the Medes and Persians could not change (even when shown to be plain foolish and unjust). What are the Jews to do? Esther cuts a deal with the King that the Jews be allowed to defend themselves (8:11-12). This brought “light and gladness, joy and honour” to the Jews (8:16) A holiday atmosphere prevailed (8:17). 
What do we make of this? I would say, this was absolutely awful. It was an awful retaliation and one is not surprised that the Feast of Purim is not mentioned anywhere else in the Old Testament or the New Testament. The decree for the Jews to defend themselves was one thing; the way it would be carried out is another – “destroy, kill, and annihilate.” 
One appreciates that in the Old Testament times the people of God were told to destroy whole communities in the conquest of Canaan. Such things should always be awful to us, though we appreciate that they were carried out according to the divine command. This, however, was different. As one writer fairly put it: “Mordecai becomes second in command, but there is no mention of him being a blessing to the nation which he helps to govern. Of all the gory stories of the Old Testament, this is one of the worst, especially since it shows so little of the glory of God and the coming of the Messiah.” 

Yet, God overrules. He brings good out of evil. And after all, it is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God. There is no trace of injustice with the Lord, though in the end there will be a great destruction of all the workers of iniquity.  We have to be careful, though, in wishing ill on the wicked that we do not have a vengeful spirit. We must be happy to leave judgement to the Lord. Only let us remember that His judgements are perfectly just and fearful. Therefore it is the wisdom of the unbeliever to come and submit to the Lord Jesus lest they finally be cast away into the outer darkness where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth. Certainly we should be thinking of praying that any crisis in our Church or social life be turned by the Lord into an evangelistic opportunity. 
We ought to wish the good of men, and for the Lord to intervene for us to overturn the intentions and unrighteous laws of our human governments, to bring them down and to set up Christ-honouring governments. Yet let us not be scared of resisting the ungodly laws of unrighteous governments, seeking to defend ourselves, not with carnal weapons but spiritual, to the pulling down of the strongholds of Satan. “For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal but mighty in God for pulling down strongholds, casting down arguments and every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God, bringing every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ, and being ready to punish all disobedience when your obedience is fulfilled” (2 Corinthians 10:4-6). That, at least is the New Testament pattern, under which it is the joy of God’s people to live. It is a matter of conquering by grace, something that could not be said of the actions described in Esther.

CHAPTER 8
SALUTARY LESSONS ALL ROUND
(Read Esther 9 and 10)

We are coming to the end of this saga in the life of exiles in Persia. It has not been impressive in many ways, though it has also been a lesson in divine providence in preserving His people, however backslidden or wayward they be in the face of apparently great odds. Here in chapter 9 and the few verses of chapter 10 we have the record of the day the extermination of the Jews was to take place. By any measure it is one of the goriest of Old Testament incidents. These chapters also explain to us the origins of the Feast of Purim (i.e. ‘lots’). What do we make of it all? How does it square with New Testament teaching? What do we learn for ourselves today?

(1) There is a warning here to the world that it is dangerous to touch the Lord’s people
These Jews of the exile were not bright and shining lights in that society for the Lord, whose name is never mentioned by them or about them. Nevertheless they were – however tenuously – among the Lord special people. Whatever the poor state in their religion it was dangerous for the enemy to touch them. Our mind goes back to the incident in 2 Kings in which Elisha is called names by some youths. It was a deep disrespect for the Lord’s servant. Elisha turns round and pronounces a curse, whereupon two female bears come out of the woods and maul 42 youths (2 Kings 2:23-24). Even what appeared strength in numbers did not prevent the solemn outcome. Here we have a case in Esther. Whatever else we make of the detail of the story, one profound lesson must be that it is dangerous for the world and worldly powers to threaten and persecute the people of God. 
This is not to say there will be no such thing as martyrdom or severe persecution experienced. In the New Testament Peter speaks of the ‘fiery trial’ that will come upon the Christian: “Beloved, do not think it strange concerning the fiery trial which is to try you, as though some strange thing happened to you; but rejoice to the extent that you partake of Christ’s sufferings, that when His glory is revealed, you may also be glad with exceeding joy” (1 Peter 4:12-13). 

We feel great enmity and opposition in our day; outnumbered and feeble. The enemies of the gospel may feel very strong. But what is that to the Lord? Now, in our New Testament situation the weapons of our warfare are not carnal but spiritual. Nevertheless these spiritual weapons are “mighty through God to the pulling down of strong holds; casting down imaginations, and every high thing that exalteth itself against the knowledge of God, and bringing into captivity every thought to the obedience of Christ; And having in a readiness to revenge all disobedience, when your obedience is fulfilled” (2 Corinthians 10:4-6). What are the mighty weapons for us? The gospel and prayer; the gospel and prayer. Of course it is true that the enemy still open themselves to the terrible judgement of God. It is perilous for men or nations to oppose the truth of God and the people of God.

(2) There is a warning here to the Church concerning the exercise of mercy

It is the request of Esther in response to the King. She requests another day of slaughter and the hanging of the already dead bodies of Haman’s sons on the gallows (13-14). This seems to be a request for over-zealous revenge. It seems a request not tinged with mercy. There is no evidence that this was required by the Lord, nor that they had sought the Lord about it, nor is it really consistent with mercy. Remember they had already ‘defended themselves’ the day appointed for their own slaughter. It seems a ‘black mark.’ Believers should not leave ‘black marks’ like this (the Crusades?), nor simply act in the way of the world. It is true that we must be careful not to push this too far, for they were justified in defending themselves, and they did not take spoil: they were restrained to that extent.
We do have to be careful not to drive too hard a wedge between the Old Testament and the New Testament. However, it is also clear that the New Testament ethic is more ‘spiritual.’ It is true that the physical survival of the Church was in a way an issue here. Yet the clear New Testament ethic which will drive us is surely this: “Ye have heard that it hath been said, Thou shalt love thy neighbour, and hate thine enemy.  But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you; That ye may be the children of your Father which is in heaven” (Matthew 5:43-45).
There is continuity and advance between Old Testament and New Testament. Of course we must also be clear that such Old Testament incidents do warn us of divine judgement too. People have to realise that the New Testament says much more about hell than the Old Testament. Eternal punishment – far worse than any form of death in this life – awaits all the impenitent and unbelieving as they pass from this life (Matthew 25:41-46).
(3) There is joy to be found in overcoming the enemies of God’s people

Whatever reservation we may feel about the joy these Jews expressed here at what they inflicted on their enemy (and remember they were the enemy of the covenant people), there is joy in overcoming the kingdom of the evil one. I’m sure we would all have far more joy about us if day by day we saw victories in our own lives over our sin and spiritual lethargy. I am sure we would all experience more joy if we actually gave ourselves more consistently to prayer and worship. I am sure we would experience more joy if there were, in response to our prayers and witness, with the blessing of the Lord, souls converted in our congregation week by week. Christ has overcome Satan, but we are to resist him and put him to flight in our lives too. He will not have the victory (as the enemies of Esther’s day would not have the triumph over even the weak people of God). But what joy there is when he is evidently put to flight! The truth is that there is perhaps so little real joy with us because he so often gets the upper hand. So, let us be incessant in resisting him and overcoming. This is a spirit encouraged by the Lord in the letters to the Churches (Revelation 2:7, 11, 17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21). And it will produce more joy in the Lord. “The humble also shall increase their joy in the LORD, and the poor among men shall rejoice In the Holy One of Israel” (Isaiah 29:19).
(4) There is a folly attached to introducing rites and ceremonies without the express commandment of God

The chapters introduce us to the Feast of Purim. Now, there is an important principle here, and again, as with so much in this story, it is a ‘what not to do’ lesson. Did God require this Feast? Was it His express will that there be such a Feast? There is no evidence of that. Here is another case of people introducing some ceremony (like ‘Christmas’ and Easter) which has no warrant directly from the Lord. It seemed good to these people. We can understand that. We don’t come down on them too heavily. Yet, it was without warrant and it is no surprise that (a) it is not mentioned elsewhere in Old Testament or New Testament; and (b) that it never became any part of the Temple ritual. The Church has to be careful not to introduce any element in its worship which is not appointed by the Lord and His revealed will.
Unfortunately we are in our generation in a highly confused state in the area of worship. Elements are introduced which have no basis in divine appointment. Apart from specific ‘festivals’ like Christmas or Easter, there are things like hymns and drama and musical bands and performances in worship services. We are to rejoice in the simple New Testament pattern. We ought to seek only to have what is warranted in the Word, though it may be against the trend. But we remember of course, that this does not ensure a pure spirit of worship; it does not ensure our hearts are right; it does not warrant pride at thinking ourselves better than others. Yet we will seek to avoid as far as possible what is merely man-centred in worship.

(5) There is preservation of the Church notwithstanding the apparent weight of worldly power against it

The story of Esther ought to motivate us to faithfulness in our age. At the beginning of the series we spoke of the flaw in these people being half-hearted. This book addresses half-heartedness among the people of God. It encourages them to believe that the gates of hell will finally not prevail against Christ’s Church (Matthew 16:18). But we must search ourselves as to personal faithfulness. As someone has commented, and we leave of the study of the book with this: “The message the book of Esther leaves us is not one of carnival fun. Rather it is a message that should lead us to confess our gratitude, for we see God still gathering His 144,000 [the elect]. Satan loses the match, as all the successors of Haman go down to defeat. But the accommodating attitude of a church that has ‘arrived,’ a church that tries to turn religion into a private matter, will also have to come to an end.” Yes, how thankful, for all our failings, that Christ will finally triumph!

(6) There is a final lesson in the over-ruling providence of God (10:1-3)

There is no doubt that in the context of the captives who remained in Persia Mordecai was used by God to ensure their protection. He did seek the good and peace of his people (3). We are not surprised that he was an honoured man in the end. Of course it is one thing to be mentioned in the annals of the worldly nations (2). More important is having one’s name written in the Lamb’s Book of Life (Revelation 21:27)! If the commendation of Mordecai can be received even in a compromised situation, this should stir the people of God up to greater consistency and reliance upon the Holy Spirit of God so that they may be even more useful for the Lord’s cause in their generation. The professing people of God should desire to be the harbingers of great good and blessing as Christ’s instruments on His people and in His cause in the world.
It is interesting that Ahasuerus and Mordecai are mentioned in the final chapter, and not the one whose name this book bears. However, it is after all a ‘for all their faults’ saga. And we would miss the point if we failed to recognise what truly is ‘behind’ this chapter: “It speaks…,” says one writer, “to those of us who are already experiencing the bitter consequences of such worldliness. It assures us that we are not too late! As we repent of our sins, God is still able to take them up and somehow bring good out of them. He is able to work out the whole situation for His glory and our blessing.” 

The final lesson must be that He reigns. This never excuses an attitude or practice of indolence or worldliness on the part of the professed people of God. Such things indeed must be repented! However, it does provide this perennial comfort and assurance: The Lord God over-rules all in His sovereign providence so that notwithstanding our weak efforts, He will accomplish all His pleasure. That is an over-arching lesson of this book. 
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