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FOR SUCH A TIME AS THIS: 

LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ESTHER 

 

Notes For Week On e: Persia ,  X erxes,  & Esther (Esther 1:1- 2 :7 ) 

 

The book of Esther relates a series of events that happened while the Israelites were living in 

exile under Persian rule.  O ne of the characters is K ing X erxes of Persia, a well-known figure in 

secular ancient history.  Esther will become his q ueen, and will then find herself in j ust the right 

place to rescue her people in a time of great danger. 

 

Historical Back grou nd: P ersia &  K ing X erx es (Esther 1:1-9) 

 

The narrator of Esther begins with a description of the Persian king Xerxes, who ruled the 

Persian Empire at perhaps its greatest peak.  Much of what is known of the king's character from 

secular history is reflected in the ways that he acts in Esther.  The opening verses also establish 

one of the book's significant themes. 

 

The time of Xerxes* was a crucial period in the history of the ancient world (1:1-3).  The Persian 

Empire had risen to become the world's leading military and political power, a position they 

attained by conquering the Babylonians in 538 BC (described in Daniel 5) with help from their 

allies, the Medes.  The Persians generally treated minorities in their empire more considerately 

than the Babylonians had, but like Babylon, Persia also continued to look for new conquests. 
 

* In the Hebrew text of Esther, the king is referred to as 'Ahasuerus', a variant of his Persian name, and 

some English versions use this name rather than 'Xerxes'.  Some commentators have tried to associate 

Ahasuerus with some other Persian ruler, but the available facts leave little doubt that the ruler is Xerxes.  

In history, Xerxes is known for his emotional volatility - often impatient, often generous, usually loyal but 

easily angered.  All of these qualities are seen in Esther's descriptions of him. 

 

In the reign of Xerxes (486-465 BC), the rivalry between Persia and Greece reached its peak.  

Xerxes' father and predecessor, Darius 'The Great', had launched a full-scale invasion of Greece 

that had almost succeeded, and which was stopped only by the Greeks' decisive victory at 

Marathon in 490 BC.  Xerxes was determined to finish off the Greeks, but in a series of battles 

famous in ancient history*, he instead wore down the Persians' own once-magnificent army.  

After Xerxes, the Persians were no longer a long-term threat to Greece**. 
 

* In one of these, the naval battle at Salamis, the Athenian commander Themistocles made clever use of 

Xerxes' rashness - a quality illustrated repeatedly in Esther - to score a decisive victory over the Persians. 

 

** In the following century, Philip of Macedon would unite the Greeks under Macedonian leadership, and 

later his son Alexander 'The Great' would conquer and crush the Persian Empire. 

 

The story of Esther opens with an account of a great banquet hosted by the king (1:4-9).  

Although to some degree such a banquet would have been typical of the lifestyle of the Persian 

rulers, the crass display of worldly excess probably exceeded anything that most of these revelers 

had seen before.  The author of Esther seems almost to exaggerate the details of this fleshly 

exhibition, and indeed throughout the book we see examples of overreaction and overindulgence 

contrasted with examples of more godly perspectives. 

 

While Xerxes and his friends engage in their lengthy carousing, Queen Vashti hosts a banquet 

for Persia's leading women.  But she will soon be interrupted, with far-reaching consequences. 
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Questions for Discussion or Study: In studying Esther, how significant might the 

historical background be?  From these verses, what kind of person does Xerxes seem to 

be?  Are there any ways in which God could use someone like this in his plans? 

  

An Im p etu ou s D ecision By An Insecu re K ing (Esther 1:10-2 1) 
 

When the drunken Xerxes commands Queen Vashti to parade herself in front of his equally 

inebriated companions, she understandably declines.  The king's hot-headed response reveals a 

good deal about his character and about the nature of his court.  It also sets in motion the series 

of events that will bring Esther to her royal position. 

 

The king's command shows us a quality of Xerxes that we also encounter frequently in the world 

(1:10-12).  Not content with his extensive period of revelry, the king sends a command to his 

queen, demanding that she allow herself to be ogled and gawked at for the amusement of the 

king's guests.  The king is not only a lover of excessive behavior, but also a follower of his own 

whims.  The queen quite reasonably refuses to be put on display in such a degrading fashion. 

 

Furious at her refusal, the king overreacts to the point of issuing a set of royal decrees (1:13-21).  

Those who live by following their fleshly urges often show such overreactions when one of their 

wishes is thwarted.  By doing so, the king merely looks insecure and foolish, yet because of his 

power, his folly can affect the lives of others. 

 

U nsure of how to deal with Vashti, the king consults his advisers.  Despite their lofty reputation, 

these 'experts' turn out to be little more than self-interested opportunists. Whether they are 

interested in pleasing the king for their own reasons, or whether they see the situation as an 

opportunity to accomplish something they already wanted to do, their advice is almost comic in 

its zeal to establish 'male superiority'. 

 

One of the king's advisers, Memucan, quickly comes up with a detailed plan.  Emphasizing the 

alleged rebellion that will occur if Vashti is not severely disciplined, Memucan not only proposes 

that she be deposed and replaced as queen, but also suggests that decrees be issued throughout 

the entire kingdom, proclaiming every husband as the lord of his home and family.  This silly 

proclamation* may have given the king and his advisers a temporary feeling of power, but it was 

hardly likely to arouse respect in the eyes of those who heard of it. 

 
* In particular, such a proclamation does not reflect the general attitudes of Persian society.  Beware of the 

world's stereotypes about the cultural beliefs and practices of ancient societies. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why is the king so angry over Vashti's refusal?  Are 

there parallels to his behavior that we might see today?  What general lessons can we 

learn from the ways that he and his advisers handle the situation? 

 

M ordecai &  Esther (Esther 2 :1-7) 
 

Later, when Xerxes calms down, he feels the need to find a new queen to replace the deposed 

Vashti.  As a result of this decision, he will eventually meet the Israelites Mordecai and Esther, 

descendants of the Jews who had been taken captive to Babylon in the previous century.  They 

were still living in Persia, even after many other Jews had returned to their own homeland. 

 

It is not long before Xerxes decides that he wants a new queen (2:1-4).  With his anger gone, he 

reflects more calmly.  As he remembers the good things about Vashti, it is not surprising that he 
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misses her*.  He consults his personal associates, whose suggestion (which they knew that the 

king would eagerly accept), called for an empire-wide search for attractive women, from which 

the king would select his new queen.  God, though, would use this plan for his own purposes**. 

 
* Although the phrase in this verse is ambiguous in some English translations, the original text suggests 

that Xerxes was remembering Vashti with a degree of fondness. 

 

** Note that this is really an inference, for the book of Esther never tells us explicitly what God is doing, 

leaving us to use discernment so that we can notice him at work.  In fact, Esther is unusual in not even 

mentioning God's name.  Although there are good reasons for this, the omission of God's name has often 

troubled readers, and many centuries ago an anonymous writer added several passages to a Greek language 

version of the book, primarily to make God's role more obvious.  The first of these additions comes before 

the main text of the book, and describes a dream that Mordecai is supposed to have had. 

 

At this point we meet some descendants of the Jews who had been taken captive to Babylon 

before Persia conquered it (2:5-7).  This family was living in Susa, one of the centers of power in 

the Persian Empire.  Persian rule was largely benevolent, as long as its subjects were obedient to 

the Persian rulers.  Partially because of this, many of the Jews were content to remain in Persia 

rather than make the long trip to relocate to the homeland of their ancestors. 

 

Mordecai, a descendant of Benjamin*, will play an important role in the story that follows.  But 

it is his orphaned cousin, whom he has taken in and brought up as his own daughter, whom God 

will use most of all.  Like many Jews both then and later, she has a Hebrew name, Hadassah 

(which means 'myrtle'), and a Persian name, Esther, a variant of the name of the 'goddess' Ishtar.  

Esther will be faced with the challenge of accepting the responsibilities of an influential role in 

worldly society, while using her position in ways that will benefit the people of God. 

 
* Some of the names in Mordecai's genealogy honor earlier members of the tribe of Benjamin.  Mordecai 

probably also had, like Esther, a Jewish name, as 'Mordecai' is a version of the name of the 'god' Marduk. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why is it appropriate for God to use the plans of the 

worldly?  How might it become significant that Esther and Mordecai are the descendants 

of exiles?  In what ways might this parallel our own situation? 

 

F or F u rther S tu dy 

 

With its unique features, the book of Esther has drawn a reasonable amount of attention from 

commentators, who have sometimes taken different perspectives on the book's purpose and 

lessons.  If you wish to study Esther in detail on your own, it may be a good idea to read at least 

a couple of different authors.  As always, let me know if you would like suggestions for sources 

and references for your personal study.  Here are a few suggested commentaries: 

 

Joyce Baldwin, Esther - A n Introduction &  C ommentary, Tyndale Commentaries 

Carol Bechtel, Esther, Interpretation Commentary 

Adele Berlin, Esther, JPS Bible Commentary 

Frank Gaebelein (editor), The Expositor' s B ible C ommentary, V olume 4 :  1  K ings - Job 

Carey Moore*, Esther, The Anchor Bible 

 
* Moore is also the author of D aniel, Esther, &  Jeremiah - The A dditions, in the same series. 

 

- Mark Garner, O ctober 2006 
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FOR SUCH A TIME AS THIS: 

LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ESTHER 

 

Notes f or Week Tw o: A Series of  " Un rel a ted "  Ev en ts (Esther 2 :8 - 3 :15 ) 

 

In these passages, the book of Esther describes several different events that, at first, might seem 

to have little or no connection with one another.  W hile we shall see later how they will fit 

together, even in themselves they hold some useful lessons.  Throughout the book of Esther, we 

see how God pieces together his plans while also guiding his people in their lives in this world. 

 

Review of L ast W eek ' s Class 

 

The story of Esther takes place in ancient Persia, during the reign of King Xerxes (Esther 1:1-9).  

The Persian Empire had succeeded Babylon as the world's most powerful nation.  Xerxes (who 

reigned 486-465 BC) begins the book with a great banquet, a lavish display of worldly excess. 

 

Known for his volatile emotions, the insecure Xerxes quickly shows his impetuous nature 

(Esther 1:10-21).  When he commands Queen Vashti to appear before him and his drunken 

associates, she refuses.  The angry king seeks comfort from his counselors, who incite him to 

issue decrees deposing the queen and denouncing all women who might follow her example. 

 

We now meet Mordecai and Esther (Esther 2:1-7).  Xerxes wants another queen, so his advisers 

counsel him to round up the kingdom's most attractive women so that he can choose from among 

them.  Esther, one of these women, was a descendant of the Jews who had been exiled to 

Babylon.  She and her guardian Mordecai had remained in Persia, rather than returning to Israel. 

 

Esther Becom es Q u een of P ersia (Esther 2 :8-18) 
 

Esther is one of the many women taken to the king's palace as part of the search for a new queen.  

In what must have been a very uncomfortable situation for a faithful believer to endure, God 

enables Esther to find favor at each step, and eventually she experiences the somewhat mixed 

blessing of becoming Xerxes's new queen. 

 

Like the others, Esther is taken to the king's palace (2:8-11).  Although this is described only 

briefly, it does not take much imagination to realize that this might have been quite traumatic for 

the faithful young woman.  Fortunately, God makes sure that she finds favor with Hegai, the 

official who is supervising the preparations of all these women. 

 

Worldly women might enjoy the possibility of 'winning' the competition, as well as the privileges 

that Esther is given.  She lives in a palace, receives special beauty treatments*, and eats special 

food.  Nonetheless, she is almost in a prison, allowed no other purpose except to be ready to 

please the king.  Mordecai is filled with concern about the situation;  he tells her not to reveal her 

Jewish background, and he frequents the palace area to get any news of her he can find. 
 

* Cosmetics had already become highly refined, even at this time in history.  Archaeologists have 

discovered a wide variety of implements and substances used by various ancient cultures.  Such things as 

hairstyles and clothing selections were also already the source of considerable attention and innovation. 

 

The king's advisers had devised for him a selection process that resembles an adolescent male's 

fantasy (2:12-18).  After each of these women spend an entire year going through the best beauty 
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treatments that money could buy, they must spend one night with Xerxes, and on that basis he 

will choose his favorite.  The narrator spares us further details of these procedures. 

 

God continues to care for Esther, and again she wins favor.  She wisely takes the advice of her 

new friend Hegai, and pleases the king more than any of the others do, so she is made queen.  

She must have felt some satisfaction in this, yet she will now spend her life with a man of 

dubious character.  Indeed, there is much here that would make a believer uncomfortable, and yet 

this is a situation that God plans to use.  God did not cause the less seemly aspects of the 

situation, but rather he is able to use even the folly and error of human beings to work his will. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How might Esther have felt about the experience 

leading up to becoming queen?  Did she have any choices in this situation?  Why would 

God allow her to go through this?  Is Esther 'rewarded' by becoming queen?  What kinds 

of parallel situations might we experience? 

 

M ordecai S aves K ing X erx es (Esther 2 :19-2 3) 
 

In the course of his efforts to remain informed as to how things were going with Esther, 

Mordecai uncovers a conspiracy to assassinate King Xerxes.  He reports his findings to Esther, 

and as a result the king is saved.  Despite Esther's efforts to credit Mordecai, he is given no 

recognition for this important service - yet this is just one more thing that God can use later. 

 

As Esther began her life in the king's palace*, Mordecai had made a habit of visiting the palace 

area, often sitting at the king's gate** (2:19-20).  Even after becoming queen, Esther has kept her 

background a secret***, so that no one except her and Mordecai know that she is Jewish.  

Although God's people were generally treated well by the Persians, Mordecai still thought it best 

to allow Xerxes to assume that Esther was from a Persian family. 

 
* The beginning of verse 19 refers to the virgins being assembled 'for a second time', a detail that is almost 

impossible to match with the rest of the action in the book.  It is likely that the phrase should be translated 

differently, and indeed commentators have made a wide variety of suggestions. 

 

** This phrase could also refer to the outer court of the palace.  In either case, it might imply that Mordecai 

was some kind of official (presumably low-ranking), as this is where the king's officials were found. 

 

*** Critics and skeptics frequently question the historical reliability of the book, because there is no 

reference in secular history to Xerxes marrying a Jewish woman.  But the chroniclers of the time would not 

have known her background, and so would not have been able to provide this detail.  The surviving records 

of Xerxes's reign are also, as might be expected, quite incomplete. 

 

Here and elsewhere in Esther, we are not told whether or not God wanted him to do this.  Since 

we may face situations parallel to this and other events in the book, it is helpful to consider the 

choices Mordecai and Esther must make, and how they may parallel our own choices in life. 

 

Through Mordecai, a deadly plot against Xerxes is thwarted (2:21-23).  Two of the king's 

officers had become angry enough to kill Xerxes (the reason is not given), but the conscientious 

Mordecai sends a warning through Esther.  When his report proves true, Esther tries to have his 

deed acknowledged by the king.  Indeed, it is recorded in the annals of the king's reign*, but for 

whatever reason, the king neglects to do so much as thank Mordecai for saving his life. 
 

* Most ancient kings had an official recorder who kept a continuing log of any significant events.   
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It might seem at first that God has let Mordecai down, and has missed an opportunity to bless his 

faithful servant.  But God had bigger and more important ways to use this incident, as we shall 

see later in the book.  This could be something to remember when we, too, feel as if we have not 

been properly recognized or appreciated for the things we have done. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why would Esther have kept her background a 

secret?  Can we tell if this was right or wrong?  Are there applications we should make?  

What might Mordecai's motivation have been for reporting the plot against the king?  

How might he have felt when he was not rewarded?  What lessons can we get from this? 

 

T he S chem ing of Ham an (Esther 3:1-15 ) 

 

We now meet the antagonist whose plots Esther and Mordecai will be called upon to counter.  

Haman, a powerful Persian nobleman, develops an intense dislike of Mordecai, followed by an 

irrational hatred of all of the Jews.  Haman will prove to be a dangerous adversary, but like so 

many of the world's 'villains', he is pathetic and small-minded, rather than strong and brilliant. 

 

Haman's anger and hatred create a crisis (3:1-1-7).  This person was a prominent official, whom 

Xerxes himself had raised to a high and honored position (possibly another indication of the 

king's questionable judgment).  The proud Haman quickly became used to seeing others bow 

down before him, but Mordecai refuses to perform such an inappropriate action*. 

 
* Bowing down to any human would be inappropriate for a believer, but note also that Haman was an 

Agagite (3:1), and thus a descendant of the Amalekites (see Exodus 17:8-16 and 1 Samuel 15). 

 

Once again we see how unsatisfying worldly possessions and privileges can be.  Haman is 

constantly honored and praised, yet the actions of just one man make him furious with hatred.  

His anger towards Mordecai is inflamed to the point where he decides to destroy all of the Jews 

throughout the empire.  He and his friends first cast a lot (or 'pur'*) to determine their target date. 
 

* From which comes the name of the Jewish holiday Purim, which originated from this series of events. 

 

Haman then incites the king to issue a deadly decree (3:8-15).  He hides his real motivation, and 

presents a sales pitch that appeals to the king's sense of vanity and self-importance.  He 

manipulates Xerxes into ordering the destruction of all Jews in Persian territory, and he clinches 

it by offering to finance the killing himself.  Even if the king had not declined his offer, Haman 

would have regained his money with interest by appropriating the assets of his victims. 

 

The decree is sent out against a rather surreal background*.  Inside the king's palace, the 

malicious nobleman and the clueless king 'celebrate' with more drinking.  Elsewhere, the city is 

baffled and bewildered by the senseless and barbarous decree.  Y et despite this horrifying state 

of affairs, God has already prepared the means to rescue his people. 
 

* The second of the later (non-inspired) additions to the original book occurs between verses 13 and 14, 

and purports to be the text of the decree that Xerxes sent out at the instigation of Haman. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What are persons like Haman like inside?  What 

parallels to him might we face?  Is this something that we must also guard ourselves 

against?  What impression do we have so far of Xerxes?  Is he a 'bad' person, or just 

weak?  What lessons do we learn from his mistakes? 

 

- Mark Garner, O ctober 2006 
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FOR SUCH A TIME AS THIS: 

LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ESTHER 

 

Notes For Week Three: Esther' s D ec ision  (Esther 4 ) 

 

The events of the previous chapters have set the stage for the book' s key passage.  A s we read 

about the response of Esther and Mordecai to the king' s edict against the Jewish people, several 

significant ideas are tied together.  The two believers are tested in different ways as they face 

their fear and discouragement, while also considering what responsibility they each may have. 

 

Review of P reviou s Classes 

 

The book of Esther takes place in ancient Persia, and begins with the events that lead later to 

Esther becoming queen (Esther 1:1-2:7).  As the host of a great banquet, the self-indulgent King 

Xerxes becomes angry when his queen refuses a request, and he impetuously deposes her.  

Afterwards, he misses her, so with the help of his advisers he begins a search for a new queen. 

 

There follows a series of apparently " unrelated"  events (Esther 2:8-3:15).  After a lengthy (and 

worldly) search process, Esther becomes queen.  This is a mixed blessing, since she now enjoys 

riches and prominence, but must spend her life with the erratic king.  Some time later, her cousin 

Mordecai saves the king's life by uncovering a plot against Xerxes.  Mordecai's actions are 

recorded in the king's annals, but he is not rewarded.  We then meet the mean-spirited Haman, 

whose personal dislike of Mordecai drives him to seek an extravagant revenge.  Haman uses the 

king's vanity to manipulate Xerxes into decreeing the deaths of all of his Jewish subjects.  

 

 

Esther &  M ordecai L earn Of the K ing' s Edict (Esther 4 :1-8) 
 

The Israelites throughout Persia are naturally distressed and frightened upon hearing the 

horrifying edict that Xerxes has issued at Haman's instigation.  While Mordecai at once joins 

many others in fasting and mourning, the news reaches Esther more slowly.  When Mordecai 

realizes that the queen has not yet heard the edict, he pleads with her to intervene with the king. 

 

When the decree is announced, almost the whole Jewish community mourns in sackcloth and 

ashes* (4:1-5).  Their distress, their sorrow, and their urgent observation of prayer and fasting** 

are all completely understandable.  This genuine and well-founded response forms an interesting 

contrast with the overreactions of the king and Haman to mere minor annoyances. 
 

* This practice was a common response to misfortune or danger in a number of ancient cultures in the 

region.  The Persians themselves practiced it, so they would have understood what their Jewish neighbors 

were doing.  The ancient historian Herodotus, for example, describes the Persians doing this when they 

received the news of the disastrous defeat that Xerxes and the Persian fleet had suffered at Salamis. 

 

** Among the ancient Israelites, wearing sackcloth and sitting in ashes were generally accompanied by 

prayer and fasting.  Sackcloth was a rough fabric made of goat hair;  it was uncomfortable to wear and 

implied the willingness to suffer in the flesh.  Ashes brought sacrifices to mind, and implied penitence. 

 

Mordecai joins the rest of the Jewish community with his own mourning and demonstrations of 

sorrow and contrition.  Like the others, he is not at all reluctant to make his sorrow and need 

obvious to everyone, both Jews and Persians.  The only caution he shows is in being careful to 
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stop at the king's gate*.  Thus it is not long before Esther is informed of her cousin's actions.  At 

first, she sends him clothes (perhaps thinking that some personal misfortune has left Mordecai in 

a state of poverty).  When Mordecai refuses her offer, she realizes that his actions must be in 

response to some greater problem, so she sends one of her senior servants to find out the details. 
 

* It was common in many royal courts to have various rules excluding mourners, the poor, the bereaved, or 

other unfortunates from the monarch's presence.  Nehemiah 2:1-3 refers indirectly to a similar regulation;  

Nehemiah cannot contain his sorrow over the condition of Jerusalem, and is then quite frightened when he 

realizes that he has entered the king's presence without concealing it. 

 

So it is from Mordecai that Esther hears the bad news (4:6-8).  It is an interesting aspect of the 

situation that she, living much closer to the king, should hear about his decree in such a 

roundabout manner.  But we have already seen that Xerxes is completely disconnected from 

reality, and has little understanding of the ways that his decisions and actions affect others.  This 

has apparently affected the entire palace, for those inside it seem to be less aware of current 

events than those on the outside. 

 

Mordecai quickly gives Esther a report that thoroughly explains the situation.  Despite his fears, 

he is well-informed and logical enough to make sure that the queen understands the entire 

situation.  Mordecai accompanies his report with an appeal to the queen, for he has realized that 

Esther suddenly finds herself in a position in which her help is urgently needed.  And God will 

work in this situation, despite Haman's murderous plots and the clueless king's senseless decrees. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: In what ways is the Jewish response to the king's 

decree appropriate?  Is their response genuine?  What choices do Esther and Mordecai 

have at this point?  What lessons can we learn from the initial response to the decree? 

 

 

Esther P rep ares to Risk  Her L ife (Esther 4 :9-17) 
 

Esther at once realizes the grave nature of the situation, but she must deal with some significant 

obstacles if she is to help.  In particular, she is understandably fearful of defying the king's 

instructions.  After further exhortation from Mordecai, the young queen faces her fears, asks 

Mordecai for his prayerful support, and prepares to put herself at risk by going to see the king. 

 

Esther has understandable fears* about approaching the king to ask for help (4:9-11).  Ancient 

kings did not tend to make themselves available to all comers, and Xerxes has also given 

numerous indications of his mercurial nature.  Esther knew that no one was allowed to come to 

him uninvited without risking death.  Those who did so learned their fate immediately: if the 

king extended his scepter in welcome, then all was well;  otherwise the unwelcome visitor was 

doomed.  One can only imagine the apprehension that such a tense moment would cause. 
 

* There are commentators who think that Esther is simply 'wrong' in hesitating to help, since she showed a 

'lack of faith'.  Since, again, we are not told what God thinks, this cannot be categorically disproved.  But 

there is a more convincing case to be made that Esther's efforts to help are even more commendable 

because she was so afraid when she made them. 

 

Esther's only real alternative, though, was to wait until Xerxes summoned her.  This could occur 

at any time or at no time, depending on the king's moods and whims.  At the time Esther learns 

of the decree against the Jews, it has been thirty days since she has been allowed to see the king, 

and she thus had no expectation of him calling for her again any time soon. 
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Mordecai's exhortation provides us with much to think about (4:12-14).  Once again, the unusual 

nature of the book of Esther makes this a thought-provoking passage.  Since we are not told 

explicitly whether or not Mordecai's views are correct in every detail, we have to weigh carefully 

what he says.  It should be clear that he is correct in a general way, yet there is also room to 

consider some of the details.  This is a case in which the process of thinking about the questions 

might be just as valuable as the answers themselves. 

 

Mordecai first provides a warning to the queen, reminding her that at some point her own 

background will be discovered, and at that time even royal position may not save her.  Mordecai 

is also convinced that somehow God will act* to help his people.  He tells Esther that she has the 

opportunity to be God's means of providing help, but that if she does not, God will find another 

way - yet in that case, Esther and those close to her may not survive. 
 

* He does not, of course, say this in so many words.  His expression that, 'deliverance for the Jews will 

arise from another place' seems most likely to refer to God's hand, rather than from some strictly human 

source.  It almost appears that the anonymous writer of Esther deliberately avoided direct references to 

God, giving the book the unusual characteristics that we have noted. 

 

Certainly, Mordecai makes an important point with his suggestion that Esther may well have 

been made queen 'for such a time as this'.  As we consider Mordecai's perspective, this is perhaps 

the most significant point.  Esther did not seek out royal position, and she most likely found it to 

bring negatives as well as positives.  Y et her cousin reminds her that all of this may be secondary 

to the hand of God, who may well have deliberately led her there long before any human could 

have foreseen how she would be needed.  There are, of course, many ways in which we can learn 

from this idea. 

 

This exhortation seems to be all that Esther needed, for she now makes a firm decision to act 

(4:15-17).  She asks Mordecai to have the other Jews in Susa join her in a three-day fast, as they 

cry out to God together in seeking help.  She resolves to see the king as soon as the fast is over, 

even if it means death, saying, " If I perish, I perish" .  Despite her quite rational fears, she has 

decided to do what she can, regardless of the consequences.  Over the next three days, she 

prayerfully prepares herself, as the loyal Mordecai proceeds to carry out her instructions to him*. 
 

* The third of the non-inspired additions to Esther, which are included in the version of the book that some 

denominations use, is inserted at this point.  It provides a text of the prayers that Mordecai and Esther are 

purported to have offered during the fast. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Is there any way to know exactly what God wanted 

Esther and Mordecai to do?  Are Esther's fears a valid reason for hesitation?  How much 

of what Mordecai says is exactly correct?  Is there a good way to determine this?  

Consider the 'for such a time as this' concept: how might we be able to apply this 

ourselves?  How can we follow the example of Esther in the way that she decides to act? 

 

- Mark Garner, O ctober 2006 
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FOR SUCH A TIME AS THIS: 

LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ESTHER 

 

Notes For Week Four: Cha ra c ter Tested  & Rev ea l ed  (Esther 5 &6 ) 

 

In these two chapters, we see several new developments.  A s these events unfold, we can observe 

two different trends at work.  F irst, though God is still never mentioned by name, we can clearly 

see his hand at work.  A t the same time, we can also see how Esther, Mordecai, H aman, and 

X erxes find themselves tested in different ways, revealing what is in each of their hearts. 

 

Review of P reviou s Classes 

 

The impulsive and unstable King Xerxes of Persia dismisses his queen, creating an opportunity 

for the faithful Esther (Esther 1:1-2:7).  In a series of events that at first seem unrelated (Esther 

2:8-3:15), Esther becomes the new queen, her cousin Mordecai saves the king's life, and the 

mean-spirited nobleman Haman manipulates the king into decreeing death for all of the Jews. 

 

Esther soon faces a difficult decision (Esther 4).  Mordecai and the Jews respond to the decree by 

wearing sackcloth and ashes, fasting, and crying out.  Their godly response contrasts with the 

king's frantic consultations with the ridiculous 'experts' who advise him, and also with Haman's 

uncontrolled emotions in response to a trivial annoyance.  When Mordecai appeals to Esther, she 

prepares to risk her own life to go before the king.  Despite her fears, she heeds Mordecai's 

urging that it may well be exactly " for such a time as this"  that she became queen. 

 

Esther' s P lan (Esther 5 :1-8) 
 

For Esther, overcoming her fears is only the beginning.  She not only has to risk her life by 

appearing uninvited before the king, but she also has to think of a way to persuade him to cancel 

the decree that has doomed the Israelites.  Esther begins to show how much she has learned 

during her time in the palace, devising a plan to give her the best possible chance of success. 

 

After three days of fasting (see 4:15-17), Esther makes the crucial first step by going to see 

Xerxes* (5:1-2).  He gives her a warm welcome, at once extending his scepter to indicate his 

pardon for her uninvited entrance.  Whether God had prepared the way, or whether this simply 

shows the king's appreciation of her beauty and pleasant nature, in either case Esther has proven 

her courage.  Besides being relieved, she now has the opportunity she has sought. 
 

* The fourth of the non-canonical (non-inspired) additions to the book of Esther occurs at this point.  It 

purports to provide many additional details of the meeting and conversation between Esther and Xerxes. 

 

Esther uses the occasion to invite the king to a private dinner that she has prepared (5:3-8).  It is 

interesting that, when the king promises to grant her any request she may make*, Esther asks 

simply to serve him, not even hinting at the serious matters that concern her.  Part of the reason 

for her plan is clear enough, since an unannounced entry followed by such domestic behavior is 

sure to appeal to the king's vanity and insecurity, making him feel loved and important. 
 

* The king's promise to give her 'up to half the kingdom' (in verse 3, and again in verse 6) was not meant 

literally.  This grandiose phrase was a common formula used by ancient rulers.  Essentially the same phrase 

is used in a different setting in Mark 6:23. 
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Esther clearly understands what motivates the king, so she carefully prepares the groundwork for 

the right moment to ask the king to reverse his deadly decree.  What is particularly interesting, 

though, is her decision to invite Haman also.  While we cannot be certain of her reasons for this, 

we know that having him there would give her an opportunity to observe him closely, to see if he 

suspected anything.  Giving someone like Haman a privilege would also have inflated Haman's 

ego, preparing him for a fall, and it could also have lulled him into a sense of false security. 

 

Esther's plan (whether hers, God's, or both) thus displays some masterful psychological insights.  

And when Xerxes repeats his offer to give her anything she wishes, she uses this second 

opportunity merely to invite Xerxes and Haman to another private banquet the following day.  

She plans to use this second dinner as the occasion to ask for the king's help.  Besides Esther's 

own careful planning, God also had some ideas of his own, which will cause Esther's plans to 

succeed even more completely than she could have expected. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What might have enabled Esther to get a favorable 

response from the king when she came to him?  Why doesn't she explain her real need 

right away?  What might she hope to accomplish by these private dinners?  Why might 

she have invited Haman?  How might Xerxes and Haman each have felt at this point? 

 

Ham an' s P ride &  Anger (Esther 5 :9-14 ) 
 

U ntil now, Haman has managed to get his way without making his real nature obvious.  But here 

he gives in to emotions, first to extreme pride, then to raging hatred.  As events move forward, 

Haman's self-centered nature and his lack of self-control soon cause him to unravel.  His coming 

downfall illustrates the inevitable ultimate fate of those who refuse to live in a godly manner. 

 

Haman's emotions reveal the sin in his heart (5:9-10a).  Leaving Esther's banquet, the doomed 

villain is nearly ecstatic in his happiness.  But we should not be envious, as he is immediately 

given an unpleasant reminder that he cannot have everything that he wishes.  When he sees 

Mordecai, who again refuses to bow down to him, Haman's good mood is ruined.  This striking 

example shows us that the happiness of the wicked is always fragile at best.  The smallest detail 

can cause anger, despair, or hatred to flare up, even in the midst of an otherwise pleasant time. 

 

Before long, Haman has come up with a new scheme to harm Mordecai (5:10b-14).  As he meets 

with his wife and his friends, the twisted nobleman boasts about his dinner with the queen, while 

at the same time expressing his resentments against Mordecai.  The lack of self-control and the 

combination of negative emotions are both typical of the ways that the ungodly live. 

 

Haman's wife Z eresh listens to him, then makes a suggestion out of her own ambition and sense 

of self-importance.  Assuming that her husband's merest wish will be granted by the king, she 

suggests that Haman see the king the next day to ask for Mordecai to be executed.  In 

anticipation of success in this gruesome project, Haman builds a gigantic gallows*, far taller than 

any practical considerations would dictate.  Once again he has overreacted in his anger and hate. 

 
* This was the source for a now old-fashioned figure of speech, 'to hang (someone) as high of Haman'. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Is Haman's reaction to Esther's invitation appropriate?  

Why did he suddenly become upset at seeing Mordecai?  What does this reveal about 

him?  What does his wife's suggestion about Mordecai show about her? 
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T he T ide T u rns (Esther 6 ) 

 

Just as Haman reaches a peak of good fortune, the tide starts to turn.  When Haman is forced to 

honor Mordecai instead of destroying him, the irony and the timing of events show us that God 

has responded to his people's faithful appeals.  Haman's sinful character finally starts to work 

against him, while Mordecai and Esther will soon be able to overcome his threats entirely. 

 

Things begin to turn around with a belated repayment for a good deed (6:1-10).  That night, as 

Haman plots to kill Mordecai, and as Esther prepares herself to make a fateful request at dinner, 

King Xerxes cannot sleep.  He asks for an attendant to read to him from the chronicles of his 

reign, and through a 'coincidence', the attendant reads the account of Mordecai saving the king. 

 

At the time, the king's short attention span had led him to brush the incident aside, and thus 

Mordecai was never thanked or rewarded.  But now, in a more thoughtful mood, Xerxes realizes 

how ungrateful he has been, and he resolves to make up for it.  The king is not an evil man, just 

overly emotional, insecure, and rather brainless.  He accepts the difference between right and 

wrong, but his many character flaws continually cause him to do the wrong thing. 

 

In one more 'coincidence', Haman arrives at exactly the wrong time (for him, that is), intending 

to ask for Mordecai's condemnation.  Seeing the influential Haman, Xerxes asks him how to 

honor someone who has done the king a good service.  Haman's selfish expectations drive his 

response, and this time they really lead him astray.  Haman describes a lavish display of honor 

and glory for the king's intended honoree, assuming that he will be the one who is so honored. 

 

Haman then gets a shocking and disagreeable surprise, when he learns that it is Mordecai* who 

will be honored in the extravagant way that Haman has described.  To make things even worse, 

Haman himself must lead Mordecai through the streets, singing his praises.  Both the irony and 

the satisfying punishment that Haman receives for his vanity are quite satisfying. 

 
* Notice that the king refers to him as 'Mordecai the Jew', yet the king apparently has never made any 

connection with his decree to destroy the Jews.  It seems quite possible that the king just approved 

whatever Haman gave him, and never even realized just whom the decree condemned.  And he certainly 

was oblivious to the ways that the decree would affect specific individuals. 

 

Haman now falls into a deep despair (6:11-14).  He must obey, and we can only imagine the 

humiliation and rage he must have felt as he loudly praised Mordecai to the city.  Once again, his 

own weak character makes the situation worse than it needed to be.  Someone less vain and 

hateful would have considered it an annoying inconvenience, but probably not much more. 

 

This time, Haman's friends and wife are not very sympathetic.  Although in itself the incident 

with Mordecai means little, they sense that something important has changed, and Haman must 

have sensed it too.  Even as he wallows in self-pity and endures his own wife's pronouncements 

of doom, the king's servants come to whisk Haman away to have dinner with Xerxes and Esther.  

Whether he has guessed it by now or not, Haman is being hurried off to his final fate. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How is God at work here?  Can we know for certain?  

What do we learn about Xerxes?  What led Haman to make a suggestion that backfired so 

badly?  Why was he so upset by the way it worked out?  What does this show us about 

persons like Haman?  Why do his friends and his wife now think he will be ruined? 

 

- Mark Garner, O ctober 2006 
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FOR SUCH A TIME AS THIS: 

LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ESTHER 

 

Notes For Week Fiv e: D el iv ered  From D a n g er (Esther 7  & 8 ) 

 

A lthough the crisis has now reached its peak, it is not especially surprising to see how things 

work out.  God' s careful preparations and Esther' s simple courage come together in delivering 

God' s people from danger.  S ince we know the complete story, the outcome may seem inevitable 

to us, but at the time it brought tremendous relief and gladness to God' s people. 

 

Review of P reviou s Classes 

 

In ancient Persia, King Xerxes marries Esther, a young Jewish woman, as the first of a series of 

events that appear at first to be unrelated (Esther 1, 2, & 3).  The vengeful plotting of the 

nobleman Haman forces Queen Esther to make a difficult and courageous decision (Esther 4). 

 

As God works in the background, the persons in the story find their characters tested and 

revealed (Esther 5 & 6).  Esther makes a crucial first step, risking her life by appearing uninvited 

before the king, and then hosts a private dinner for Xerxes and Haman.  Haman swells with 

pride, but Mordecai's refusal to bow reminds Haman that his world is not perfect. 

 

Haman resolves to have Mordecai hanged, but the tide starts to turn when he visits the king.  

Xerxes has just realized that he never rewarded Mordecai for saving the king's life.  Haman 

thinks that he is the one about to be honored, and unwittingly proposes a way to repay Mordecai.  

The humiliation and despair that Haman endures are only the beginning of his troubles. 

 

T he D ownfall Of Ham an (Esther 7) 
 

For some time now, the malicious Haman has been a dark and threatening presence.  But now he 

is revealed to King Xerxes for what he really is.  As so often happens with worldly bullies, his 

downfall comes quickly, and there are few who regret his demise.  Haman's outward show of 

arrogance and pride concealed the hopelessly lost soul that he really was. 

 

Esther now knows that the time has come to reveal her true purpose (7:1-4).  As the king and 

Haman are enjoying Esther's hospitality for a second private dinner, Xerxes again asks her what 

she really wants.  Esther then earnestly pleads with him to spare her people.  In her humble plea, 

she emphasizes that she would not have troubled the king if her people were merely to suffer 

hardships;  only the threat of wholesale slaughter has forced her to appeal to him personally. 

 

Thus Haman is quickly exposed and punished (7:5-10).  The king genuinely has no idea* who 

would have decreed so many deaths, and naturally wants to know the details.  As Esther and God 

had calculated, he is filled with rage to learn that the once trusted Haman is responsible.  Perhaps 

sensing his own emotional instability, Xerxes momentarily leaves the room to compose himself. 

 
* This is the most likely understanding of his response.  It would be consistent with Xerxes' character (both 

in the book and in history) to have forgotten or never realized what Haman had influenced him to decree. 

 

Haman makes a last gasp appeal to Esther, which is interrupted by the king's sudden return.  The 

king's self-control is taxed beyond its limits when he returns and sees Haman almost touching the 
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queen*.  Everyone present knows that Haman is doomed**, and he is punished swiftly.  A 

servant points out that Haman himself has erected an enormous gallows in the hope of destroying 

Mordecai, whose courageous service to the king has just been given due recognition.  It is hard 

not to feel a sense of poetic justice in seeing Haman hanged on his own instrument of death. 

 
* Though the king at this point misunderstands Haman's intentions, Haman had still committed what was 

considered to be a serious crime.  There were severe punishments for anyone who came within a set short 

distance of the queen (or any member of the king's harem). 

 

** The text says that the king's attendants covered Haman's face.  At the time, this was a common practice 

among the Greeks and the Romans, but no other source indicates that it was done in ancient Persia.  This 

may simply be the only surviving example of the practice in Persia.  Alternatively, some commentators 

have suggested that the phrase should be translated differently (that is, as Haman covering his own face, or 

as his face being covered with horror or shame). 

 

Looking back on the story so far, we can compare and contrast Xerxes and Haman.  Neither man 

has impressed anyone with his character, intelligence, or integrity, and both of them have caused, 

or could have caused, significant harm.  Y et there are important differences between the two.  

Xerxes is less arrogant and less sure of himself, and when he causes harm it is usually from 

listening to the wrong persons.  He usually doesn't want to hurt anyone, but he does anyway, 

because he is easily manipulated by others and is also controlled by emotions and desires. 

 

But Haman is a deliberate malefactor.  He makes no effort to control his desires and fleshly 

passions, and he refuses to recognize his own faults and weaknesses.  He is the more dangerous 

of the two, but also the most miserable.  The Hamans of the world are never happy, for they have 

deluded themselves into believing that they deserve everything, and they are not happy unless 

everything is perfect.  Even the greatest blessings do not make them feel better for long. 

 

Xerxes is like the vast majority of human beings in this world.  He is just lost and helpless, 

sensing that he needs help but looking for it in the wrong places.  He cannot make even basic 

decisions correctly and objectively, and he lives his life by reacting to things around him, 

without any real purpose.  We can help persons like Xerxes once we understand what they need. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why is this the right moment for Esther's request?  

Why does it produce such quick results?  What does the situation show about Xerxes and 

Haman?  Do your own comparison of the two Persians.  What do we learn from them that 

can help us understand others?  What about them can serve as a warning to us? 

 

A New Royal Edict (Esther 8) 
 

Haman's personal downfall is not the end of the danger, since the decree that he instigated is still 

in force.  Esther and Mordecai must thus persuade the king to issue a new edict, counteracting 

the deadly effects of the earlier one.  Once this has been accomplished, God's people are at last 

able to experience a time of relief and happiness.  Esther and Mordecai are particularly blessed. 

 

Esther must make another plea before the situation can be resolved (8:1-6).  First, she is given 

Haman's estate, and Mordecai is advanced considerably in the king's service, essentially taking 

the position that Haman had held.  Y et, though these two could now reasonably hope to be 

spared from personal harm, they know that the rest of the Jews are still in grave danger. 
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Esther mourns* before the king and pleads with him, begging him to do something to reverse the 

edict against the Jews that Haman had induced him to issue.  She makes it clear that she is no 

longer concerned with herself personally, but rather that she cares enough for her people to 

continue to intercede for them. 

 
* This is by no means mere dramatics on Esther's part.  Such a display of sorrowful emotion in the king's 

presence could have been severely punished.  Notice that Xerxes again responds with the gesture of 

extending his scepter, indicating pardon for her unauthorized behavior. 

 

The King's new edict does not exactly cancel the original decree, but it protects the Jews in a 

different way (8:7-13).  By custom and tradition, laws enacted by Persian monarchs were never 

actually repealed*, which on a practical level created the need for another decree to counteract, 

rather then cancel, the first one. 

 
* Although Memucan in Esther 1:19 and Xerxes himself in Esther 8:8 both state that these laws 'cannot be 

repealed (or revoked)', this is in fact not true.  But to repeal laws went so strongly against custom that in 

practice royal decrees were never repealed, merely counteracted just as Xerxes does here.  It was common 

for the Persians to make statements such as Memucan and Xerxes make, even though they knew that these 

statements were not true, in order to preserve the outward fiction of the king's infallibility and supremacy. 

 

Therefore the most significant provision of the new decree* was that it granted the Jews the right 

of self-defense, if anyone were to attack them on the day that the earlier edict had specified for 

the Jews to be killed.  By the combination of the two laws, then, the king was allowing the 

possibility of a bloody confrontation, which in fact did happen later. 
 

* The fifth of the non-canonical (non-inspired) additions to the Greek version of Esther is placed between 

8:12 and 8:13.  The addition purports to be an expanded version of the king's letter, with considerable extra 

detail in the decree itself, plus some wordy passages attempting to portray Xerxes in a better light. 

 

This time the king does something helpful, but not necessarily for the right reasons.  Nor does he 

ever take responsibility for the way that his own failings allowed Haman so easily to use him for 

such destructive ends.  In these respects, Xerxes is again like the great majority of human beings.  

Most persons make decisions based on emotions, whims, or temporary expedients, sometimes 

doing right and sometimes doing wrong, rarely able to tell the difference between the two. 

 

The book expends several verses describing the ways that the kingdom's bureaucratic machinery 

is used to transmit this new decree.  For the most part, this is done for effect, as an ironic contrast 

to the similar time and trouble that were devoted to disseminating the original decree. 

 

In response to the new edict, the Jews naturally find cause for celebration (8:14-17).  Mordecai is 

given high honors by the king, and the happiness in the Jewish community contrasts markedly 

with the desperate need they felt only a short while ago.  Throughout the kingdom, there is a 

newfound respect for, and even fear of, God's people, to the point where many Persian subjects 

decided to become Jews themselves.  God has turned the situation around completely. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What role does Esther play in this part of the story?  

What should we learn from her?  What do we see in the king?  To what degree should he 

be complimented for what he does here?  Has he changed in any genuine way?  What 

lessons does he hold for us? 

 

- Mark Garner, November 2006 
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FOR SUCH A TIME AS THIS: 

LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ESTHER 

 

Notes For Week Six: Purim (Esther 9 & 10) 

 

The last portion of the book of Esther describes first the victory of the Jews over those who had 

hoped to destroy them, and then the celebration that followed.  These events instituted the 

holiday of Purim, and so the book explains to future generations how this holiday came to be.  In 

so doing, Esther also teaches us some significant lessons about ourselves and about God. 

 

Review of Recent Classes 

 

The scheming of Haman, a mean-spirited but powerful Persian, threatened the Jews in Persia 

with annihilation (Esther 3).  Queen Esther was thus faced with a difficult decision (Esther 4).  

She and her cousin Mordecai sought God's help, and they, along with Haman and King Xerxes, 

each found his or her character tested and revealed during the course of events (Esther 5 & 6). 

 

After calling out to God, Esther and God's people are delivered from danger (Esther 7 & 8).  As a 

result of God's preparation and Esther's careful plans, Haman's downfall comes quickly.  He and 

Xerxes are both typical examples of worldly behavior, but Haman is the more mean-spirited and 

prideful of the two.  Most of the time, Xerxes is simply unaware of right and wrong.  He does 

now issue a new royal decree, in response to Esther's renewed plea.  In it, he grants the Jews the 

right of self-defense if and when anyone tries to attack them in accordance with the earlier 

decree.  This turn of events brought relief and gladness to the Jews living in Persia. 

 

 

Victory In Battle (Esther 9:1-17) 
 

Xerxes did not revoke his original decree that the Jews would be destroyed, but only wrote 

another edict, granting them the right of self-defense.  So a battle must be fought to ensure the 

safety of God's people.  Though their victory was assured, they still needed to fight the battle.  In 

Jesus, we do not fight physical battles, yet some of the principles involved are also useful for us. 

 

With the groundwork laid by God, the preparations for the coming battle are actually not too 

complicated (9:1-4).  On the 13th day of the month of Adar*, the Jews prepare to defend 

themselves in the event of attack.  They assemble in each of the various cities throughout Persia, 

so that they could provide mutual defense to one another.  Because of the king's recently revised 

decree, even the administrators of the empire provide help. 
 

* Adar was the name of a month on both the Jewish and Babylonian calendars.  Haman was the one who 

had determined the date, and he would have been using the Babylonian calendar. 

 

Victory in Susa, where Mordecai, Esther, and the king's own officials were present to help the 

Jews, probably came as no surprise (9:5-15).  There may even have been some doubt as to 

whether anyone would actually try to attack the Jews there, but Haman's sons and friends were 

still determined to gain whatever revenge they could.  Therefore they attacked the Jews and 

initiated a battle, but they were easily defeated. 

 

It is noteworthy that neither Esther nor any of the Jews took advantage of the king's permission 

for them to take plunder from their defeated enemies.  Earlier, Esther had accepted Haman's own 
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estate, but in this case she and the others chose to decline any financial gain.  The safety and 

security of God's people was enough.  In addition, this decision showed that the Jews were 

motivated only by self-preservation, as opposed to Haman, who had hoped to kill the Jews and 

then confiscate their property and money. 

 

On the other hand, it may at first seem as if Esther is taking a gruesome form of posthumous 

revenge upon Haman's sons, when she requests that their dead bodies be hung* on gallows for 

the citizens to see.  This was actually a practical warning** to others who might think of 

attacking the Jews, since the bodies would remind them of the fate suffered by Haman's family. 
 

* Some commentators consider that the word translated 'hung' might be better rendered as 'impaled'. 

 

** This was a relatively common practice in ancient and medieval times.  Heads or corpses of defeated 

enemies (or of executed traitors) were often displayed in prominent public places, as a warning to others. 

 

Victory across the other provinces of Persia seems to have been a more involved affair, involving 

greater risk (9:16-17).  Nonetheless, the results were similar.  Wherever there was an assault on 

the Jews, the attackers were decisively defeated, and again the Jews did not take any of the rich 

plunder that they could have seized.  Here, the fighting was on a much larger scale, as at least 

75,000 men attacked the Jews and died for their efforts.  (In Susa, the casualties had numbered 

only about 500.)  Regardless of the numbers, the victory was total in all areas, and the decision to 

decline the potential spoils ensured that they could celebrate the victory for its own sake. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Of what significance are the preparations for battle 

made by the Jews?  Are there any lessons or applications for us?  Can we apply it to 

situations other than physical conflicts?  What reasons might the Jews have had for 

refusing to take plunder?  What lessons ought we to draw from this?  What should we 

think about Esther asking for Haman's dead sons to be hanged? 

 

 

Observing A New Holiday (Esther 9:18-10:3) 
 

Rather than closing with the victory itself, the narrator of Esther now describes in detail the 

ensuing celebration.  The victory celebration also becomes the origin of a new Jewish holiday, 

Purim.  Both the holiday itself and the means of observing it are significant.  As the occasion is 

celebrated for the first time, we see that it inspires both thankfulness and generosity. 

 

The next two days, the 14th and 15th of Adar*, become days of celebration (9:18-22).  The Jews 

hold large-scale observances in the city of Susa and in the countryside as well.  Mordecai also 

issues instructions to make this occasion an annual celebration in the future.  It is significant that 

the emphasis in these celebrations was on giving.  While feasting among themselves, the Jews 

also gave gifts of food to one another, and in particular they made widespread gifts to the poor.  

This emphasis was an appropriate way to commemorate how God had taken care of them. 
 

* On our calendar, these days (which became the holiday Purim) occur each year in February or March. 

 

The book's narrator now provides a recapitulation of events (9:23-28), leading up to the 

establishment of the new holiday, Purim.  This name comes from the word 'pur', or 'lot', since 

Haman had chosen the date for destroying the Jews by a casting of lots.  It may seem odd that the 

name of the holiday would commemorate Haman's chosen method, but the name thus serves as a 
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reminder of the threat that God overcame to save his people.  The holiday was made an ongoing 

remembrance, the first new Jewish holiday* since the book of Leviticus was written. 
 

* Another well-known Jewish holiday, Hanukah (also called the Feast of Dedication or the Feast of Lights), 

was instituted many years later, in the 2nd century BC. 

 

As the story closes*, Esther and Mordecai find themselves in favored and influential positions 

(9:29-10:3).  Mordecai's Purim directive is confirmed by Esther's own decree, and the two follow 

up with detailed instructions sent to the provinces throughout Persia.  Mordecai retains his high 

rank well into the future, enjoying Xerxes's confidence.  Mordecai also continues to use his 

position to defend and speak up for God's people whenever necessary.  Following his young 

cousin's example, he realizes that such blessings carry with them this kind of responsibility. 
 

* After 10:3 comes the sixth and final of the non-canonical (that is, not divinely inspired) additions to 

Esther, as found in the Bible versions that are used by certain denominations.  The final addition has a short 

passage summarizing Mordecai's thoughts on recent events, and then a brief statement that claims 

authenticity for all of the later additions to the book. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: In what ways is the Jews' celebration appropriate for 

the victory they have won?  What lessons does this hold for us?  Why would they have 

chosen 'Purim' for the holiday's name?  How does this holiday compare or contrast with 

the earlier Jewish holidays, as described in Leviticus and elsewhere?  What do we learn 

from the positions that Esther and Mordecai hold at the end of the story? 

 

- Mark Garner, November 2006 
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