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ESTHER The Mystery of Providence November 11, 2012
Lesson 01 Esther 1:1 to 3:15

God Moves in a Mysterious Way

1. God moves in a mysterious way, His wonders to perform;
He plants his footsteps in the sea, And rides upon the storm.

2. Deep in unfathomable mines Of never failing skill,
He treasures up His bright designs, And works His sovereign will.

3. Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take,
The clouds you so much dread

Are big with mercy, and shall break
In blessings on your head.

4. Judge not the Lord by feeble sense
But trust Him for His grace;
Behind a frowning Providence
He hides a smiling face.

5. His purposes ripen fast,
Unfolding every hour;
The bud may have a bitter taste,
But sweet will be the flower.

6. Blind unbelief is sure to err,
And scan His works in vain;
God is His own interpreter;
And He will make it plain.

William Cowper

The Book of Esther shows how God overrules the wickedness of men and brings
good out of evil. There are many events recorded in the Bible that show God’s
sovereignty in predestination. Among the best known are the stories of Joseph and
the crucifixion of our Lord Jesus Christ.
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Genesis 50:15-21
15 When Joseph's brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, "It may be

that Joseph will hate us and pay us back for all the evil that we did to him." 16 So
they sent a message to Joseph, saying, "Your father gave this command before he
died, 17 'Say to Joseph, Please forgive the transgression of your brothers and their
sin, because they did evil to you.' And now, please forgive the transgression of the
servants of the God of your father." Joseph wept when they spoke to him. 18 His
brothers also came and fell down before him and said, "Behold, we are your
servants." 19 But Joseph said to them, "Do not fear, for am I in the place of God? 20

As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about
that many people* should be kept alive, as they are today. 21 So do not fear; I will
provide for you and your little ones." Thus he comforted them and spoke kindly to
them. ESV

Acts 2:22-24
22 Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God
with mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as
you yourselves know— 23 this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and
God raised him up, loosing the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to
be held by it. ESV

Here we have the story of Esther.

The Book of Esther is unique in that God is not mentioned and that there are no
religious rituals or even a prayer. Yet you cannot read the story of Esther and not
see how God overrules evil for good. Your only alternative to God’s sovereign
control of all events is that things “just happen by chance.”

The setting for the Book of Esther is after the first contingent of Jews return to
Palestine following their captivity in Babylon. The temple in Jerusalem had been
rebuilt but Ezra, the priest, had not yet gone to Jerusalem so this places these
events between the sixth and seventh chapters of the Book of Ezra.

The Introduction to Esther from the ESV:

“The book of Esther never mentions God’s name, yet God clearly orchestrated all of its
events. Esther, a Jew living among the exiles in Persia, became queen of the empire in
about 480 B. C. Haman, a Persian official, sought to eradicate the Jewish minority, but God
had prepared Esther, “for such a time as this” {4:14}, to save his covenant people. The
book was written some decades later to document the origins of the Jewish observance of
Purim, which celebrates Israel’s survival and God’s faithfulness. The author is unknown,
but some believe it could have been Esther’s cousin, Mordecai, who is a key person in the
book. Throughout the book we see God’s sovereign hand preserving his people, showing
that everything is under his control.”
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Esther 1:1-9
Now in the days of Ahasuerus, the Ahasuerus who reigned from India to Ethiopia over
127 provinces, 2 in those days when King Ahasuerus sat on his royal throne in Susa, the
capital, 3 in the third year of his reign he gave a feast for all his officials and servants.
The army of Persia and Media and the nobles and governors of the provinces were
before him, 4 while he showed the riches of his royal glory and the splendor and pomp
of his greatness for many days, 180 days.

5 And when these days were completed, the king gave for all the people present in
Susa, the citadel, both great and small, a feast lasting for seven days in the court
of the garden of the king's palace. 6 There were white cotton curtains and violet
hangings fastened with cords of fine linen and purple to silver rods and marble
pillars, and also couches of gold and silver on a mosaic pavement of porphyry,
marble, mother-of-pearl and precious stones. 7 Drinks were served in golden
vessels, vessels of different kinds, and the royal wine was lavished according to the
bounty of the king. 8 And drinking was according to this edict: "There is no
compulsion." For the king had given orders to all the staff of his palace to do as
each man desired. 9 Queen Vashti also gave a feast for the women in the palace
that belonged to King Ahasuerus.

One commentary says that there were thousands of cups, every one different, and
none were used but one time?

The story of Esther is set in the Persian Empire which had conquered Babylon in
539 B.C. The Hebrew name for the king of Persia was “Ahasuerus.” He is better
known in secular history by his Greek name, “Xerxes.” At this time the Persian
Empire stretched from northern India, now Pakistan, to North Africa, including
Egypt, Sudan, and northern Ethiopia. Israel was also part of this vast region.

The capital of Persia was Persepolis, east of the Persian Gulf.

Ahasuerus’ {Xerxes} winter palace was at Susa {Shushan}, east of the Tigris
River, 125 miles north of the Persian Gulf.

Most of Ahasuerus’ third year was spent planning his great military conquest of
Greece. The six-month feast was literally a “drinking bout.” The 180 day
planning session involved the leaders from all over the empire. They not only
planned for war, they got drunk and bragged on themselves. According to
Persian culture, no one was forced to drink intoxicating drinks, but it is safe to
say that most of the leaders followed the example of Ahasuerus.

It was not required that the wives be separated from the husbands but it was
customary for the wives to leave while the concubines stayed with the men.
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Esther 1:10-12
10 On the seventh day, when the heart of the king was merry with wine, he

commanded Mehuman, Biztha, Harbona, Bigtha and Abagtha, Zethar and Carkas,
the seven eunuchs who served in the presence of King Ahasuerus, 11 to bring Queen
Vashti before the king with her royal crown, in order to show the peoples and the
princes her beauty, for she was lovely to look at. 12 But Queen Vashti refused to
come at the king's command delivered by the eunuchs. At this the king became
enraged, and his anger burned within him.

On the last day of the great feast Ahasuerus sent his eunuchs to fetch Queen
Vashti so the king could boast of her beauty. By now because only the
concubines would be present it was an insult to the dignity of the queen for her
to come before this crowd of drunken men. But Vashti refused to come and
Ahasuerus was furious with her.

Esther 1:13-20

13 Then the king said to the wise men who knew the times (for this was the king's
procedure toward all who were versed in law and judgment, 14 the men next to him
being Carshena, Shethar, Admatha, Tarshish, Meres, Marsena, and Memucan, the
seven princes of Persia and Media, who saw the king's face, and sat first in the
kingdom): 15 "According to the law, what is to be done to Queen Vashti, because
she has not performed the command of King Ahasuerus delivered by the eunuchs?"
16 Then Memucan said in the presence of the king and the officials, "Not only
against the king has Queen Vashti done wrong, but also against all the officials and
all the peoples who are in all the provinces of King Ahasuerus. 17 For the queen's
behavior will be made known to all women, causing them to look at their husbands
with contempt, since they will say, 'King Ahasuerus commanded Queen Vashti to be
brought before him, and she did not come.' 18 This very day the noble women of
Persia and Media who have heard of the queen's behavior will say the same to all
the king's officials, and there will be contempt and wrath in plenty. 19 If it please
the king, let a royal order go out from him, and let it be written among the laws of
the Persians and the Medes so that it may not be repealed, that Vashti is never
again to come before King Ahasuerus. And let the king give her royal position to
another who is better than she. 20 So when the decree made by the king is
proclaimed throughout all his kingdom, for it is vast, all women will give honor to
their husbands, high and low alike."

The wise men, called magi in the New Testament Greek, were astrologers who
were also expert in the Persian law. When Queen Vashti refused to obey the
king, he summoned seven of his most trusted advisors to offer Ahasuerus
counsel.

Memucan advised that Vashti’s insubordination would spread over the kingdom
resulting in all of the wives disobeying their husbands. On the advice of the wise
men, Vashti was removed as queen and be banished forever from the palace and
the presence of the king.



5

Esther 1:21-22
21 This advice pleased the king and the princes, and the king did as Memucan

proposed. 22 He sent letters to all the royal provinces, to every province in its own
script and to every people in its own language, that every man be master in his own
household and speak according to the language of his people.

It is ironic, even humorous, that the new law requiring every man to be “king” of
his own house was the very thing that Ahasuerus could not himself enforce!

The invasion of the Greek territory required six months to plan and occurred
between chapters one and two. The war began well for Ahasuerus but after a few
months the Greeks recovered and drove the Persians back setting the stage for
the Greek empire to expand.

Esther 2:1-4

After these things, when the anger of King Ahasuerus had abated, he remembered
Vashti and what she had done and what had been decreed against her. 2 Then the
king's young men who attended him said, "Let beautiful young virgins be sought out
for the king. 3 And let the king appoint officers in all the provinces of his kingdom
to gather all the beautiful young virgins to the harem in Susa the capital, under
custody of Hegai, the king's eunuch, who is in charge of the women. Let their
cosmetics be given them. 4 And let the young woman who pleases the king be queen
instead of Vashti." This pleased the king, and he did so.

“Act in haste, repent in leisure,” is a secular proverb that is proved by
Ahasuerus. After Ahasuerus loses the war and has time to think he remembers
the beauty of Vashti, “For she was lovely to look at.” But the laws enacted by
Persian kings could not be changed, even for the benefit of the king!

The wise men {magi}, were probably more concerned for themselves, have a
brilliant idea: search the kingdom, all 127 provinces, for beautiful virgins to be
brought to Susa and prepared to be presented to Ahasuerus. In this “beauty
contest” the king could choose one to replace Vashti.

Esther 2:5-6
5 Now there was a Jew in Susa the citadel whose name was Mordecai, the son of
Jair, son of Shimei, son of Kish, a Benjaminite, 6 who had been carried away from
Jerusalem among the captives carried away with Jeconiah king of Judah, whom
Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon had carried away.

Mordecai’s grandfather was Kish who was among the captives in Babylon.
Mordecai was a Jew and was a minor government official who lived at the
citadel.
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Esther 2:7

He was bringing up Hadassah, that is Esther, the daughter of his uncle, for she had
neither father nor mother. The young woman had a beautiful figure and was lovely
to look at, and when her father and her mother died, Mordecai took her as his own
daughter.

Mordecai had adopted his uncle’s daughter when her parents died. Hadassah
means “myrtle” which indicates sweetness and charm. Her Persian name, Esther,
means “star” and was probably given to her after she was brought into the king’s
harem. The name indicates “lovely of form and fine of feature.”

Esther 2:8-15
8 So when the king's order and his edict were proclaimed, and when many young

women were gathered in Susa the citadel in custody of Hegai, Esther also was taken
into the king's palace and put in custody of Hegai, who had charge of the women. 9

And the young woman pleased him and won his favor. And he quickly provided her
with her cosmetics and her portion of food, and with seven chosen young women
from the king's palace, and advanced her and her young women to the best place in
the harem. 10 Esther had not made known her people or kindred, for Mordecai had
commanded her not to make it known. 11 And every day Mordecai walked in front of
the court of the harem to learn how Esther was and what was happening to her.

12 Now when the turn came for each young woman to go in to King Ahasuerus,
after being twelve months under the regulations for the women, since this was the
regular period of their beautifying, six months with oil of myrrh and six months
with spices and ointments for women— 13 when the young woman went in to the
king in this way, she was given whatever she desired to take with her from the
harem to the king's palace. 14 In the evening she would go in, and in the morning
she would return to the second harem in custody of Shaashgaz, the king's eunuch,
who was in charge of the concubines. She would not go in to the king again, unless
the king delighted in her and she was summoned by name.

15 When the turn came for Esther the daughter of Abihail the uncle of Mordecai,
who had taken her as his own daughter, to go in to the king, she asked for nothing
except what Hegai the king's eunuch, who had charge of the women, advised. Now
Esther was winning favor in the eyes of all who saw her.

We cannot really understand the harem culture. Some modern Eastern kings have
many wives in what sounds like a harem to me. King Solomon had hundreds of
wives and concubines. I suppose Hugh Hefner’s Playboy Mansion is a modern
American version of a harem.

In this culture for a virgin to be chosen for the harem was a great honor. To enter
the harem meant a lifelong commitment to the king. Most of the harem girls were
concubines which was a lower status than a wife. Some of the harem girls only
saw the king one time and then lived the rest of their lives unavailable to anyone
else. When a young woman entered the harem she spent a year in beauty
treatments.
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Esther immediately impressed Hegai, the chief eunuch in charge of making the
women as beautiful as possible. Esther was a standout in beauty and charm above
all of the most beautiful women in the empire!

On Mordecai’s advice Esther did not reveal that she was a Jew.

Esther 2:16-18
16 And when Esther was taken to King Ahasuerus into his royal palace in the tenth

month, which is the month of Tebeth, in the seventh year of his reign, 17 the king
loved Esther more than all the women, and she won grace and favor in his sight
more than all the virgins, so that he set the royal crown on her head and made her
queen instead of Vashti. 18 Then the king gave a great feast for all his officials and
servants; it was Esther's feast. He also granted a remission of taxes to the provinces
and gave gifts with royal generosity.

Esther appeared before Ahasuerus in the tenth month of his seventh year as king.
Four years has passed since he banished Vashti. It is estimated that 1000 virgins
had been brought to Ahasuerus before it was Esther’s turn.

The odds of her being selected seemed small. But when Ahasuerus saw Esther his
reaction was the same as Hegai’s and the other men who had seen her. The king
“loved” Esther more than any of the other virgins who had been brought before
him. Instead of sending Esther back to the harem, Ahasuerus crowned her as
queen.

Then the king called for another feast to celebrate the new queen.

It is not at all clear that Mordecai and Esther understood all that was going on.

What will become clear is that God is in control of all of these events.

In Ecclesiastes, Solomon repeats, “And there is nothing new under the sun.”
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Early in the history of man we find religious and racial prejudice.

Cain killed his brother Abel because of anger over how to worship God.

Cf. Genesis 4

Miriam, Moses’ sister, criticized him because he married a black woman.

Cf. Numbers 12

Esther 2:19-23

19 Now when the virgins were gathered together the second time, Mordecai was
sitting at the king's gate. 20 Esther had not made known her kindred or her people,
as Mordecai had commanded her, for Esther obeyed Mordecai just as when she was
brought up by him. 21 In those days, as Mordecai was sitting at the king's gate,
Bigthan and Teresh, two of the king's eunuchs, who guarded the threshold, became
angry and sought to lay hands on King Ahasuerus. 22 And this came to the knowledge
of Mordecai, and he told it to Queen Esther, and Esther told the king in the name of
Mordecai. 23 When the affair was investigated and found to be so, the men were
both hanged on the gallows. And it was recorded in the book of the chronicles in
the presence of the king.

Esther is now the queen and Mordecai is an official of the government, some
kind of a civil judge: “… he sat at the king’s gate.”

Even though Ahasuerus has chosen a new queen he still has his harem.

Ahasuerus’ life is controlled by his addiction to alcohol and sex.

Ahasuerus is easily manipulated by those he trusted.

Esther, even though she is now the queen, continues to obey Mordecai.

Mordecai learns of a plot by two eunuchs to assassinate the king. Mordecai
passes this information to Esther who informs the king in the name of Mordecai.

Records were kept and rewards were given for faithful service to the king.

However, for “some reason” Mordecai’s act is overlooked.

The “some reason” is that God was timing the disclosure of Mordecai’s loyalty
to the king for exactly the right moment.

While God is not mentioned in the Book of Esther it is clear that God is in
control of the events that are taking place.
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There is a passage in Isaiah that describes what is happening in this story:

Isaiah 46:8-11
8 "Remember this and stand firm,

recall it to mind, you transgressors,
9 remember the former things of old;
for I am God, and there is no other;
I am God, and there is none like me,

10 declaring the end from the beginning
and from ancient times things not yet done,
saying, 'My counsel shall stand,
and I will accomplish all my purpose,'

11 calling a bird of prey from the east,
the man of my counsel from a far country.
I have spoken, and I will bring it to pass;
I have purposed, and I will do it.

Esther 3:1-4

After these things King Ahasuerus promoted Haman the Agagite, the son of
Hammedatha, and advanced him and set his throne above all the officials who were
with him. 2 And all the king's servants who were at the king's gate bowed down and
paid homage to Haman, for the king had so commanded concerning him. But
Mordecai did not bow down or pay homage. 3 Then the king's servants who were at
the king's gate said to Mordecai, "Why do you transgress the king's command?" 4 And
when they spoke to him day after day and he would not listen to them, they told
Haman, in order to see whether Mordecai's words would stand, for he had told
them that he was a Jew.

The main religion of Persia was Zoroastrianism which is basically astrology.

Zoroastrianism is named after Zoroaster of the 6th century B.C.

Based on the alignment of the stars and planets on the day of your birth your
entire life is determined. If you routinely check your horoscope you are
practicing Zoroastrianism.

A fundamental tenet of Zoroastrianism is the struggle between good and evil.

There is a “good” god called “Ahura-Mazda” {Lord of Wisdom};

and an “evil” god called “Druj” {Lie-Demon or Deceit}.

Life is a struggle between good and evil.
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It is noteworthy that Haman personified all of the things that the true God says
He hates:

Proverbs 6:16-19
16 There are six things that the LORD hates,

seven that are an abomination to him:
17 haughty eyes, a lying tongue,
and hands that shed innocent blood,

18 a heart that devises wicked plans,
feet that make haste to run to evil,

19 a false witness who breathes out lies,
and one who sows discord among brothers.

Four years after Esther became queen Haman is promoted to the office of Prime
Minister. We are not told why he was so honored.

Haman was an Agagite, a descendant of the Amalekite king Agag, who was
captured by King Saul. Thus the hatred between the Amalekites and the Jews is
long-standing. Eight hundred and fifty years earlier when Moses and the
Israelites were fleeing out of Egypt they were attacked by the Amalekites.

Cf. Exodus 17:8-16

Thus Haman’s prejudice is deeply rooted.

Ahasuerus had ordered that all pay homage to Haman as he passed by. All of the
government workers would bow before Haman except Mordecai!

When his co-workers questioned Mordecai as to why he would not bow before
Haman he told them it was because he was a Jew.

It was not because Jews would not bow to anyone at all:

1 Samuel 24:8
Afterward David also arose and went out of the cave, and called after Saul, "My

lord the king!" And when Saul looked behind him, David bowed with his face to the
earth and paid homage.

1 Kings 2:19
So Bathsheba went to King Solomon to speak to him on behalf of Adonijah. And

the king rose to meet her and bowed down to her.

But here in the case of Haman, the bowing amounted to reverence and idolatry.
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Esther 3:5-9
5 And when Haman saw that Mordecai did not bow down or pay homage to him,
Haman was filled with fury. 6 But he disdained to lay hands on Mordecai alone. So,
as they had made known to him the people of Mordecai, Haman sought to destroy
all the Jews, the people of Mordecai, throughout the whole kingdom of Ahasuerus.

7 In the first month, which is the month of Nisan, in the twelfth year of King
Ahasuerus, they cast Pur (that is, they cast lots) before Haman day after day; and
they cast it month after month till the twelfth month, which is the month of Adar. 8

Then Haman said to King Ahasuerus, "There is a certain people scattered abroad
and dispersed among the peoples in all the provinces of your kingdom. Their laws
are different from those of every other people, and they do not keep the king's
laws, so that it is not to the king's profit to tolerate them. 9 If it please the king, let
it be decreed that they be destroyed, and I will pay 10,000 talents of silver into the
hands of those who have charge of the king's business, that they may put it into the
king's treasuries."

Haman was furious with Mordecai because he refused to bow before him and his
outrage was made worse because of his hatred of the Jews. When Haman learned
that Mordecai was a Jew he hatched a plot to kill all of the Jews. Haman’s plot
was based on his prejudice against the Jews.

On a personal note, I was born in 1935 in the Deep South or L.A. {Lower
Alabama}. I grew up seeing “White Only” signs on rest rooms and water
fountains. I learned to say “nigger.” Ignorance is hard to overcome, in fact, it
takes the grace of God to show someone that they are a sinner and that they are no
better than anyone because of the color of their skin.

There is a passage in Job that is wonderful to me. Job was accused of mistreating
his servants and Job said,

13 "If I have rejected the cause of my manservant or my maidservant,

when they brought a complaint against me,
14 what then shall I do when God rises up?
When he makes inquiry, what shall I answer him?

15 Did not he who made me in the womb make him?
And did not one fashion us in the womb? Job 31:13-15

In 1953 I had a chemistry lab at Alabama Polytechnic Institute {Auburn} and my
lab partner was named Singh from India. He was the blackest man I have ever
seen. You could have taken a piece of charcoal and made a white mark on him.
But the point is that this black man from India was enrolled at Auburn and a black
man from Tuskegee, Alabama, just a few miles away, was not allowed.

This was many years before the Lord saved me but even then I saw the injustice
of segregation.
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Let’s get back to the story of Haman and Mordecai.

Although Haman was already a very wealthy man he figured that could confiscate
untold riches from the Jews he planned to kill. Part of Haman’s appeal to
Ahasuerus was that he would pay 10,000 talents of silver {about $200 million in
our dollars}. But he knew he would recover much more than that when his plot
worked out.

Haman’s religion taught that his life was controlled by astrology. So they cast Pur
to decide the month and the date to execute the plan to kill the Jews. It just so
happened that the month selected was the longest time in the future {12 months}.

God was arranging it so there would be enough time to undo Haman’s plot. It
would take months to publish the new law that would save the Jews.

Proverbs 16:33
The lot is cast into the lap,
but its every decision is from the LORD.

In order to get his plan into law, Haman lies and bribes Ahasuerus. Haman
carefully avoids naming the race of people that he wants to destroy because
Ahasuerus’ great-grandfather Cyrus had favored the Jews.

Esther 3:10-15
10 So the king took his signet ring from his hand and gave it to Haman the

Agagite, the son of Hammedatha, the enemy of the Jews. 11 And the king said to
Haman, "The money is given to you, the people also, to do with them as it seems
good to you."

12 Then the king's scribes were summoned on the thirteenth day of the first
month, and an edict, according to all that Haman commanded, was written to the
king's satraps and to the governors over all the provinces and to the officials of all
the peoples, to every province in its own script and every people in its own
language. It was written in the name of King Ahasuerus and sealed with the king's
signet ring. 13 Letters were sent by couriers to all the king's provinces with
instruction to destroy, to kill, and to annihilate all Jews, young and old, women and
children, in one day, the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, which is the month
of Adar, and to plunder their goods. 14 A copy of the document was to be issued as a
decree in every province by proclamation to all the peoples to be ready for that
day. 15 The couriers went out hurriedly by order of the king, and the decree was
issued in Susa the citadel. And the king and Haman sat down to drink, but the city
of Susa was thrown into confusion.
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Ahasuerus is so “out of it” that he gives the signet ring to Haman. Haman wants
to be sure that no Jew escapes and he sends the order to three levels of
government: what amounts to countries, states, and cities.

The order was to kill every single Jew and take their possessions.

The order confused the citizens of Susa; was their race next?

Ahasuerus did what he does best: he sat down to drink!

The best application that I can think of is that just as God controls the events in
the story of Esther, I know that God overrules the wickedness of men and women,
even today to show them their sin and their need for a Savior, who is Jesus Christ!


