ESTHER:  The Beauty and The Beast(
TLC/SM Spring Study 1999

Isagogical Issues

Esther

The name 'ester is apparently derived from the Persian word for star, stara.  Esther’s Hebrew name was Hadassah, meaning myrtle.

The Story Line

The first three chapters introduce the chief actors of a drama full of suspense and sudden reversals.  The first to appear in the stage is the Persian king.  The fate of the Jews, threatened with extinction, is subject to the whims of this all-powerful ruler, (chapter 1).  Esther, who became his queen, is the heroine; her cousin and guardian, Mordecai, is the hero (Chapter 2).  The villain is Xerxes’ grand vizier, Haman.  His plot is to destroy the Jews, even though sanctioned by the king (chapter 3), is foiled by courageous counter-measures.  The tables are turned.  Not Mordecai but Haman is executed.  Not the Jews but their enemies are slain (chapters 4-9).  In the closing scene an annual festival called the Purim feast is established to commemorate the happy turn of events.

Esther receives no mention outside of Scripture in any secular record so far discovered.

Theme

The book explains the origin of Purim (Assyrian pur, lots) By means of the beauty Esther, God preserves His people from the malice of the beast, Haman, who had plotted their destruction.  The book serves the purpose of showing how divine guidance overrules all things; even in a distant far country God's people are yet in His hands.

The great reversal present in Esther can be seen as one historical manifestation of the eschatological quality and ultimate goal of all of history which the prophets constantly proclaim.  This is how God made both human wisdom and folly work together for his transcendent good, climaxing in Christ.

Main Theological Thrust

God’s unfailing promise to be with and deliver His people, whatever the historical or empirical details.  The gates of hell shall not prevail (Matthew 16:18).  This is a documented example of Romans 8:28 being worked out in history and not just at the end.  Since Esther is part of salvation history, Christians can and do claim it as part of our history.


This perspective replaces the concept of providence that some see in Esther.  The reader cannot but notice the extraordinary number of “coincidences”:  Mordecai learned of plot; Haman plans Mordecai’s execution as the king was planning Mordecai’s exaltation;  the king returns when Haman falls on couch;  when the king has insomnia, he turns to the official court history.  Are such events providential?  Providence is not quite the right term.  The concurrence of the events fits better within the framework of His covenantal promise to His elect people, and not within His general kindness to all people (which might be called providence).

If we proceed along providential line and not Christological lines, we end up searching the book for a moralism, laws, and inspiration for daily living.  By that standard Esther will fall woefully short.  This is an inspired record of God’s interaction with His people in both judgment and grace toward His overarching salvific purposes. Genesis 12:2-3 is the key here.

The Hidden God?

Esther is unlike any other Old Testament writing; words for God do not appear in the text at all.  In this scheme of things, people do not express their dependence on Him.  There is no prayer for help when disaster threatens; there is no song of thanksgiving when deliverance comes; only action, as if everything depended upon human courage and resourcefulness.  This feature of the book was felt so strongly at a later time that apocryphal additions to Esther were composed in which lengthy prayers are placed on the lips of Mordecai and Esther and the deliverance of the Jews is repeatedly attributed to God.

No overt mention of God, however, does not demand that God is absent.  The lack of mention is most defensibly explained by the idiom in which the author chose to write.  Esther is very similar to units such as the Joseph narratives, Ruth, David’s court history, etc., where God acts in no overt way, but hidden “in, with, and under” the fumbles and foibles of mankind.  At certain points in the Bible miracles seem to be clustered, but in the bulk of it God is working in with and under the history, through empirical events, including human decisions.  We understand this through revelation, received in faith.

Though God goes unmentioned except for a veiled reference in 4:14 – the word place is most likely a reverent circumlocution for the divine name, even as Matthew uses "heaven” – allusion to the faith is readily observable.  For Fasting, a complement to verbalized prayer, plays a large role in the book.  Even at the Reformation the more moderate Reformers refused to condemn it in principle.  Perhaps Lutherans need to consider what Luther says about preparation for the Holy Communion: “Fasting and bodily preparation are indeed fine outward training, but  . . .”

“Jews” in Esther

In the book of Esther “Jew” is a contracted derivative of Judahite.  Judahite has a connotation other than that of our modern definition of Jew which carries the concept of Judaism.  Judahite is primarily a geographical designation.  The religious self-designation of believers would have been Israelites, and not Jews.  One can more accurately speak about Jews after 200 B.C.
Authorship

Though the Jewish authorities record the tradition (as old as Josephus and repeated by Ibn Ezra) that Mordecai was the author,
 the writer remains unknown.  Only general information can be gleaned from the book.  He composed it sometime after the death of Xerxes (464 B.C.) because he refers to the king’s biography, “written in the Book of the Chronicles of the kings of Media and Persia (10:2).  He had access to records kept by Mordecai (9:20,32).  At the same time he draws on his personal acquaintance with Persian life to put events into their proper setting.  His incidental descriptions of the palace in Susa, the royal court, its protocol and customs, have been found to be so accurate as to suggest that he was a contemporary of the events he records.

Canon

In the English Bible, Esther is the last of the historical books; in the Hebrew order, it is the last of the five festival scrolls, so called because they are appointed for public reading on festival days.  The feast of Purim, whose origin the book describes., comes at the end of the Jewish ecclesiastical year (toward the end of February or beginning of March in the Western calendar).

The New Testament does not cite the book, but nothing can be concluded from silence.  The church fathers refer to it rarely, but this may be due to the fact that Purim found no counter part in Christian calendars, and the book does not lend itself readily to typological exposition.

Outline

1.  The Feasts of Xerxes (1:1-2:18)


a.  Vashti deposed (1)


b.  Esther made queen (2:1-18)

2.  The Feasts of Esther (2:19-7:10)


a.  Mordecai Uncovers a Plot (2:19-23)


b.  Haman's Plot (3)


c.  Mordecai Persuades Esther to Help (4)


d.  Esther's Request to the King: The First Banquet (5:1-8)


e.  A Sleepless Night (5:9-6:14)


f.  Haman Hanged:  The Second Banquet (7)

3.  The Feasts of Purim (8-10)


a.  The King's Edict in Behalf of the Jews (8)


b.  The Institution of Purim (9)


c.  The Promotion of Mordecai (10)

Literary Aspects of Esther

The Style

The author pays particular attention to the detail of the banquets and attendant circumstances.  Yet his artistry does not reduce the account to a fiction level, for truth has its own artistry as does fiction.

The Structure

Exposition:  the account of Esther’s succession of Vashti as Xerxes’ queen and the simultaneous rise of her cousin and protector Mordecai as he uncovers an assassination plot against Xerxes the king.

Challenge:  the promotion of Haman and his subsequent hatred toward Mordecai for his failure to honor him as Xerxes had commanded.

Complication:  the extension of Haman’s hatred for Mordecai to the Israelites and his plot to exterminate them.

Climax:  the showdown between Haman and Mordecai (and Esther) in which Haman is the loser.

Denouement: the victory of the Israelites over their enemies, followed by the institution of a national holiday, Purim, to commemorate the event.

Parallel Events

Some of the parallel events are:

· Xerxes’ banquet for nobles and Vashti’s banquet for women

· Mordecai advised by Esther (4:17) and Haman by Zeresh (5:14)

· Haman’s head covered (6:12, 7:8)

· Esther twice has the scepter extended to her

· Esther twice keeps her nationality hid from the king

· Mordecai sends two letters to his countrymen

· The number 7 is also frequently employed (1:5; 10; 14; 16; 2:9; 16).

The repetition gives rhythm to the work and tightens up loose ends

Other Features

Poetic Justice (9:25)

Irony (6:4-12):  Haman bows to Judahite, not having made a Judahite bow to him

Pride (5:12)

Dramatic Reversal in Fortunes:  Vashti’s fall & Esther’s rise; Mordecai’s entire life & Haman

Contrast:  Vashti for one act of disobedience is removed from queenship, yet Esther approaches twice without summons.  Mordecai who first disobeys the king rides on the king’s horse, but Haman who first pleased the king is then executed.

Initial Questions

Read aloud the entire book of Esther in one sitting.

1. Why would Christians want to shy away from the study of this book?

2. What comparisons can you make between the genocide here and the holocaust?

3. Why does Haman wish to extinguish the Judahites?

4. How has the church wrestled with the issue of anti-Semitism?

5. How can you work together Romans 9-11 and Esther?

6. What about Luke 6:26 and the present situation of the Church?

7. What assurance does the book give to Christians?

Session 1

Vashti deposed (1)

Theme Verse

"And let the king give her royal position to someone who is better than she." (1:19b)

Goal

Even in the mundane and events seemingly unrelated to the Kingdom and spiritual matters, God is ordering all things for the benefit of His Kingdom.

What's Going on Here?

Xerxes, king of Persia, gave, in the 3rd year of his reign, a banquet for the nobles, as well as the political and military leaders of his empire at the citadel of Susa.  On the 7th day of the feast held for the residents of Susa, when his heart was buoyed by wine, the king required that his queen, Vashti, appear before his guests and show her beauty.  When she refused to come at the king’s command, she was divorced, at the proposal of his counselors.  This divorce was published by edict through the realm, lest the example of the queen should have a ripple effect upon the obedience of others wives to their husbands.

Searching the Scriptures

1. The narrator supplies a wealth of detail concerning Xerxes' kingdom.  Why note that Xerxes reigns from his throne over the provinces?  What possible contrast might the narrator intend with these words?

2. In the story of Esther, it has been noted that there are ten banquets (1:3-4; 1:5-8; 1:9; 2:18; 3:15; 5:1-8; 7:7-10; 8:17; 9:17; 9:18-32), often occurring in pairs.  What might be the possible significance of explicating events around banquets?

3. What do we learn about Xerxes from his reaction to Vashti’s refusal?  What seems to be the concern of his counselors in their advice to Xerxes?  How can this be established from how the edict was published?

4. What standard shall be used to judge if another is better than Vashti?  How might this statement foreshadow plot development?

5. In this initial chapter from whose perspective is the story told?  What kind of characters are the people of chapter 1:  round (fully described), type (single trait), or agent (a foil for the plot)?

The Word for us

1. What is the modern judgment on Xerxes' demand that his queen Vashti display her beauty?  Is the king's reaction set forth as something to be emulated?  If the narrator does not evaluate Xerxes' attitude, how should we approach this issue?  Out of what does a wife's respect for her husband originate?

2. Comment on this:  Public sin public rebuke, private sin private rebuke.  What does Matthew 18:15ff. say to this?

3. How can the sentence handed to Vashti be related to God's holiness, man's sinfulness, and the Aaronic benediction?  Read 2 Samuel 14:23-24,32-33 and Luke 18:9-14 for examples.

Closing

Session 2

Esther made queen (2:1-18)

Theme Verse

“Now the king was attracted to Esther more than to any of the other women, and she won his favor and approval more than any of the other virgins.  So he set a royal crown on her head and made her queen instead of Vashti.” (2:17)

Goal

God introduces the two people whom will be His agents in effecting His work.

What's Going on Here?

In accord with his decree, Xerxes, upon the advice of personal attendants, begins a search for one better than Vashti.  Esther, a Judahite, is captured by Xerxes’ decree but she in turn captures the favor of Hegai, the eunuch in charge of this affair. Furthermore, following the advice of Hegai, Esther captures the favor of Xerxes.  She is declared the queen by the smitten Xerxes.

As those events unfolded, Mordecai, Esther’s cousin, discovered an assassination plot against Xerxes.  Though Esther informed the king, she credited Mordecai with the rescue.  This specific event was recorded in the book of the annals.

Searching the Scriptures

1. Throughout Scripture, but primarily in the Old Testament, genealogies are recorded (e.g., Genesis 5).  Besides adding a depth of character to Mordecai, what possible reason is there for tracing his family lineage?  Read 1 Samuel 9:1 and 2 Samuel 16:5-14.

2. After an initial reading of Esther, one questions why God is not overtly mentioned.  One possible conclusion reached is to emphasize His working through the quite ordinary events of life.  For what purpose might Esther’s identity be concealed? How does this resonate with the hiddenness of God in the narrative?

3. Why might the narrator spend so much time on the detail of the beauty treatments?  By what means is Xerxes encouraged to decide who will replace Vashti?

4. In the isagogical commentary the repetition of certain events within the narrative of Esther was noted.  Read the following passages from the story of Esther and the Jacob cycle in Genesis.  What is the similarity in each passage?  What does the overall pattern of similarity suggests?

Esther

Jacob

2:5-6

37:1-2


________________________________________________

2:7

39:6-7


________________________________________________

2:8-9

39:3-4; 39:21 (43:5)
________________________________________________

2:9

(39:6; 43:4)

________________________________________________

2:10

42:8


________________________________________________

2:17-18
39:23; 41:40 (39:5)
________________________________________________

Esther

Jacob

2:21

40:1-3


________________________________________________

2:23

40:22


________________________________________________

4:4-5

45:2


________________________________________________

4:14

45:8-11

________________________________________________

7:3

45:1


________________________________________________

10

45:18-20

________________________________________________

5. What led to the original confrontation between Xerxes and Vashti?  By what standard does Xerxes judge Esther as the replacement for Vashti?

6. Because the narrative of Esther flows so cleanly, it seems appropriate to ask additional questions about the narrator.  Does the narrator supply us with any additional information about himself?  Has his perspective changed?  What does the narrator wish us to see?

7. What new characters are introduced?  What kind of characters are they (round [fully described], type [single trait], or agent [a foil for the plot]?

The Word for us

1. “Beauty is altogether in the eyes of the beholder (Lew Wallace, The Prince of India, book 3 chapter 6).
  What counsel does Scripture provide when considering beauty?  Read the following passages.

· Proverbs 7:6-23

· Proverbs 31:30

· Isaiah 53:2

· 1 Peter 3:3-5

2. For what purpose was God using Esther’s beauty?  For what purpose is God employing our temporal positions and accomplishments?

3. Although loyalty to an earthly government is not the primary theme in Esther, Mordecai’s allegiance to Xerxes’ reign has ramifications for us.  How do Romans 13:1-7 and 1 Peter 2:13-17 remind us of those responsibilities?  What does God wish to accomplish through temporal governance, even if it is discharged through an autocrat? 

Closing

Session 3

A Tale of Two Plots (2:19-3:15)

Theme Verses

5When Haman saw that Mordecai would not kneel down or pay him honor, he was enraged.  6Yet having learned who Mordecai's people were, he scorned the idea of killing only Mordecai.  Instead, Haman looked for a way to destroy all Mordecai's people, the Judahites, throughout the whole kingdom of Xerxes.  (Esther 3:5,6)

Goal

The Powers That Be are allied willingly and unwittingly against the people of God.

What's Going On Here?

Deprived of his bestowed honor given by Xerxes, Haman seeks to exterminate Mordecai, who refuses to deny his faith by a show of reverence for Haman, and his fellow Judahites.  Haman approaches Xerxes for official sanction to enact his scheme, even willing demonstrating a will to finance a portion of the cost.  The edict is published empire-wide, and Xerxes and Haman celebrate their plan even as Susa is bewildered at the event.

Searching the Scriptures

1. Palace intrigue.  The words bring to mind betrayal, secrets, and scheming.  Though already informed of Mordecai’s position and Esther’s “secret” identity, how are both unfolded in Mordecai’s discovery of the assassination attempt?  How will this serve to “advance” the story?  For what purpose was God using Mordecai’s position at the gate?  For what purpose is God employing our temporal positions and accomplishments?

2. Genealogies have another purpose beside revealing the family tree; they reveal connections that are important for the development of the narrative.  So far Mordecai’s ancestry was traced back to Kish, the father of Saul;  if Agagite refers to Agag, the king of the Amalekites (1 Samuel 15:20), what conflict might be forthcoming between Mordecai and Haman?  See also Exodus 17:16.

3. Word and rite are intimately intertwined in the Old Testament faith.  How is this evident in Mordecai's non-compliance to public reverence demanded by Haman?  What was the lack of reverence declaring?

4. Read Exodus 12:1-11.  What is ironic about the timing of the casting of the pur (3:7)?  What might be foreshadowed?

5. The Old Testament is replete with the persecution of the godly.  Who are some people of faith who have been persecuted for the faith?  In which instances has the government been involved?  When the people of faith have stood resolute, what was the official reaction of the government to the confession?

6. Why was it supposedly in the best interest of Xerxes to obliterate the Judahites?  Why spend the detail on the edict in 3:12-14?  Why was Susa bewildered (3:15) about the incident?

7. From the Old Testament evidence read so far, it seems that the status quo is opposed to the Kingdom of God.  How did the status quo react when our Lord Jesus confessed?  How does our Lord react to persecution?  Can the kingdoms of man and the Kingdom of God coexist in peace?

8. What is the contrast between what happens in 2:13-15 and 3:1-3?

The Word For Us

1. How do our rites, as well as our words, proclaim the faith?  How do our rites and words challenge the world's rites?  In what sense are our rites different?

2. Though Americans often refer to the founding documents of this country as testimony to her godliness, in what ways can the government infringe upon the practice of the faith?

3. What obligation do we have to the government?  How do church and state work for the common good of God?

4. What options are open before us when Christians are persecuted by the government, both in this country and throughout the world?

5. The struggle between Mordecai and Haman manifests what greater struggle?  Another perspective on this is found in Daniel 2 and climactically portrayed in Revelation 18.  In what ways do we encounter this battle?

6. How do 2 Corinthians 12:9-10, Romans 8:17 and 2 Corinthians 4:7-5:6 put persecution into its Christological perspective?

Closing

Session 4

Mordecai Persuades Esther to Help (4)

Theme Verse

“For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Judahites will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish.  And who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?” (4:14)

Goal

When the people of God are oppressed, they turn in faith to His mercy and promises, also availing themselves of the resources that God has placed within their reach.

What's Going on Here?

Having learned about the plot of Haman and Xerxes’ support of the scheme, Mordecai begins to mourn.  Esther, informed of Mordecai’s mourning, employs Hathach, one of the king’s eunuchs, as a messenger between her and Mordecai.  Mordecai exhorts Esther to stand before Xerxes as a mediator for her people, but Esther is concerned with the entrance policy to Xerxes’ presence.  With confidence in YHWH’s unrevealed plans, Mordecai suggests that Esther has come to this time and place by His design.  Acknowledging the weight of Mordecai’s words, she calls for the Judahites to gather for fasting, and she purposes to go before Xerxes, regardless of personal peril.

Searching the Scriptures

1. Feasting is one setting of salient plot developments.  What contrast do you see as you read 3:15 and 4:1? What effect does this convey?

2. Mordecai’s fast stands in marked contrast with the feast of Haman; his fast is meant to signify something, but what?  Before that can be answered, we will examine other passages that mention fasting.  Beside fasting, what are the common elements in these passages?

Judges 20:19-28
____________________________________________________________

1 Samuel 7:2-6
____________________________________________________________

2 Samuel 12:16
____________________________________________________________

Ezra 8:21-23

____________________________________________________________

Nehemiah 9:1-3
____________________________________________________________

Joel 1:13-15

____________________________________________________________

Joel 2:12-17

____________________________________________________________

Jonah 3:6-9

____________________________________________________________

3. The common elements tell us what about the Old Testament purpose of fasting?  What does fasting and other accompanying practice intend to achieve?  What is the goal of the fasting of the entire Judahite community (4:16)?

4. Complete this sentence:  Fasting can be an external sign of ______________________. 

5. Why, then, does Mordecai refuse to replace his sackcloth with regular clothes (4:4)?

6. Not every passage seems to speak so favorably about fasting.  In the LORD’s rebuke of Israel in Jeremiah 14:10-13 and Isaiah 58, what was wrong with Israel’s fast?  What was missing in the fasts of Jeremiah’s day and Isaiah’s day that was present in the other passages about fasting?

7. What kind of fast does Jesus condemn in Matthew 6:16-18?  What does He advocate instead?

8. One skill of the author is to deftly highlight a juxtaposition of events.  What is ironic about the reason for Vashti’s dismissal and the conversation between Mordecai and Esther concerning what should be done?

9. If Esther remains silent, of what is Mordecai certain?  Why?  Read Exodus 34:6; Psalm 57:10; Psalm 98:3; Psalm 117:2; Lamentations 3:23.

10. One of the more peculiar aspects of Esther is that “God” is not found in the text.  On the basis of Deuteronomy 12:5 and Psalm 26:8, however, what does Mordecai expect?  How does this relate to the hope that Mordecai lays before Esther?  Therefore, why aren’t the words “And if I perish, I perish” fatalism?

11. State again the purpose of fasting and attendant rites.  By declaring Isaiah 61:3, what does the LORD promise to do for His people?

The Word for Us

1. The lives of people are filled with rites, civil and religious.  What rites do we use to express grief and mourning?  Repentance?  How could a reintroduction of fasting be beneficial for the people of God?  Are the people of God free to develop new rites?  Why?  For what purpose must the rite exist?  What does Paul recommend in 1 Timothy 4:8?

2. What counsel does Romans 12:3-8 and 1 Peter 4:7-11 provide when we wonder and ponder our vocations in this life?  For what purpose is God employing our temporal positions and accomplishments?

3. From where does our help come?  Read Philippians 3:20-21; what hope do these words give in the light of the Judahite situation in Esther?  Read 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; how does the LORD turn our fasting into feasting and how does He wipe away our tears?

Closing

Session 5

The First Banquet



The Second Banquet

Esther’s Request  (5:1-8) 


Esther’s Request (7:1-4)

Haman’s Self-exaltation (5:9-14) 

Haman’s Abasement (7:5-10)

Mordecai’s exaltation (6:1-14) 

[Mordecai’s exaltation (8:2; 10:1-3)]

Theme Verses

Then the king asked, “What is it, Queen Esther?  What is your request?  Even up to half the kingdom, it will be given you.” (5:3; cf. 7:2) and “What honor and recognition has Mordecai received for this?” the king asked.  (6:3a; cf. 7:5)

Goal

In Yahweh’s covenantal care for His people, He has put down the mighty from their seats and exalted them of low degree.

What's Going on Here?

With boldness Esther approached Xerxes’ throne, though without disclosing her request;  she is presented an opportune time to speak at the banquet, but she delays petitioning the king until a second banquet.  In the meantime, the second banquet invitation thrills Haman, who, for that and similar reasons, exalts himself in the presence of his friends;  they encourage him to eliminate Mordecai, the thorn in his side, who is preventing Haman a true enjoyment of his temporary pleasures.  Xerxes, at the same time, is unable to sleep; requesting the chronicles of his kingdom, he discovers that Mordecai had been unrewarded for his loyalty.  Xerxes asks Haman how that man (Mordecai) should be honored, and Haman answers, all the while thinking that it is his recognition that he is planning.  Shattered by Xerxes’ actual intent, his advisors conclude that it is impossible to stand against Mordecai.  At the second banquet, Esther reveals her petition; Xerxes fumes with rage; Haman pleads for mercy but a compromising situation only hastens his demise – the very one he had planned for Mordecai.

Searching the Scriptures

1. The Book of Esther is filled with contrasts – feasting and fasting, self-exaltation and humiliation.  What contrast do you see between the relationship of Xerxes and Vashti (chapter 1) and the relationship of Xerxes and Esther (chapter 5)?  What is the contrast intended to reveal?

2. Tension rose as chapter four drew to a close.  All the Judahites of Susa were fasting on behalf of Esther.  The reader is left wondering “Will God hear the prayers?”  After reading 5:1-8, has God heard the prayers of His people?  How does God show mercy to His people in the Old Testament – how does He “extend the scepter”?  Read Exodus 24:4-11; 40:1-34; Isaiah 6:1-7.

3. The author of Esther adroitly fleshes out the characters; what picture of Haman is painted in 5:9-14?  Against what backdrop does the author wish Haman to be seen?  Read Proverbs 11:2; 16:18; 29:23; 1 Samuel 26-10.

4. Coming hard on the heels of his arrogant speech, Haman – flush with yet a second scheme -- enters Xerxes’ court, hoping to receive an audience and a favorable response to his machination.  Describe the irony for Haman and Mordecai in chapter 6.  Consider also that wearing the garment of another implied a participation in the person’s office or authority (1 Samuel 18:4; 2 Kings 2:13-14).

5. Having the benefit of hindsight, what might you conclude about Esther’s delayed presentation of her request to Xerxes?  What did it allow to develop?  What can be said about “coincidences” based upon these events?

6. One theme in Esther seems to be hiddenness:  God does not reveal His name; Esther is told twice not to reveal her ethnicity;  Haman fails to disclose the identity of his hated enemies;  Xerxes neglects to mention the recipient of his favor.  Why might God keep things hidden?  Comment on this in light of Psalm 73 and Colossians 3:1-4.

7. Haman’s advisors have swung in their counsel, from boldness of action to futility of action.  How do they arrive at their deduction in 6:13?  Is it valid?

8. The progress of the narrative almost leads one to conclude before Esther presents her request that the rapid demise of Haman is inevitable.  What dramatic reversals are found in Haman’s fall?

The Word for Us

1. Esther expressed the confidence of faith in 4:16, demonstrating it in 5:1-2.  What enables us to go before the throne of the King with confidence?  Read John 14:13-14; Romans 5:1-2; and Hebrews 4:14-16.  In the king’s presence what petition could Esther have presented?  What petitions are we to present?  Read Matthew 7:7-11 and Philippians 4:6-7.

2. What is the difference between Haman’s just reward for his self-exaltation and the idea of karma (the totality of a person’s actions as determinative of his fate in the next)?  How can we combat the idea of karma?

3. Does the reasoning of Haman’s counselors (6:13) still stand today?  If not, why?  How would Paul answer it according to Romans 9-11?

4. When the people are hard-pressed on every side, what encouragement do the reversals of chapters 5-7 provide for us?  How is this prophetic of our Lord’s victory?

5. What promise of exaltation do the people of God have?  Read Romans 8:17 and Colossians 3:1-4.  By what means do we participate in the glory of the king, as Mordecai did in chapter 6?  Read Galatians 3:26-4:8.  How do Matthew 5:1-12 and Revelation 2:26-29 express our participation?

Closing

Session 6

The King's Edict in Behalf of the Judahites (8)

Theme Verses

“5If it pleases the king,” she said, “and if he regards me with favor and thinks it the right thing to do, and if he is pleased with me, let an order be written overruling the dispatches that Haman son of Hammedatha, the Agagite, devised and wrote to destroy the Judahites in all the king’s provinces. 6For how can I bear to see disaster fall on my people?  How can I bear to see the destruction of my family?”  Esther 8:5-6

Goal

The King intervenes in a most ordinary manner to save the people because One whom He favors has petitioned him.

What's Going on Here?

Xerxes bestowed the house of Haman on Esther, and advanced Mordecai to Haman’s place of prime minister.  Esther then earnestly besought the king for the abolition of the edict published by Haman against the Judahites, and the king permitted her and Mordecai to send letters in the king’s name to all the Judahite sin his kingdom, commanding them to stand for their life, and to slay their enemies on the day appointed for their own extermination.  These measures diffused great joy throughout the kingdom.

Searching the Scriptures

1. Even a cursory reading of Esther reveals doublets, the literary repetition of previous events.  Review 3:1-4:3 and compare its features to 8:1-17.  Why would the author cast the events in language echoing previous incidents?

2. In Scripture often previous enemies of God’s people are used as typical enemies, their names applied to later situations, e.g., Babylon applied to Rome (1 Peter 5:13).  What is the necessity of repeating Haman’s ethnic heritage at this point in the story?  How is this in one sense the essence of the entire book?

3. Consider the Collects for the Day in The Lutheran Hymnal.  What kind of structure do they have?  Define the structure of Esther’s petition to Xerxes (8:5,6).

4. What is the “fear of the Judahites” (8:17)?  Read Exodus 16:16 and Deuteronomy 9:25; see also Acts 13:26, 17:4,17.

5. One of the themes of Esther is hiddenness, especially the hiddenness of Yahweh.  Who is the most prominent character in chapter 8?  Why?

The Word for us

1. Reflect again on the manner of Esther’s petition.  In what way might Esther’s request help create a form for our own petitions?

2. Read Matthew 5:16.  In what way might this relate to Esther 8:17?

3. Though Esther should not be treated as an allegory, what parallels can you draw between the benefits bestowed upon Mordecai and the gifts that God gives to the Christian in Baptism?

Session 7

The Institution of Purim (9) & Mordecai’s Greatness (10)

Theme Verses

“These days should be remembered and observed in every generation by every family, and in every province and in every city.  And these days of Purim should never cease to be celebrated by the Judahites, nor should the memory of them die out among their descendants.”  Esther 9:28

“Mordecai the Judahite was second in rank to King Xerxes, preeminent among the Judahites, and held in high esteem by his many fellow Judahites, because he worked for the good of his people and spoke up for the welfare of all the Judahites.”  Esther 10:3

Goal

Out of apparent catastrophe the LORD rescues His people and makes them victors.

What's Going on Here?

On the day appointed by both edicts, the Judahites assembled in the towns and provinces of the kingdom to slay all who sought their destruction and, being supported by the royal officials, inflicted a great defeat upon their enemies.  At the queen’s desire, the king granted permission to the Judahites to fight against their enemies on the following day also, while in the other towns and districts of the kingdom they fought for their lives only on the 13th of Adar; so that in these places they rested on the 14th, but in Susa not until the 15th.  Consequently the feasting was for the former on the 14th but for the latter on the 15th.  The observance of this day of resting as a festival, under the name of Purim, by all the Judahites in the Persian monarchy, was then instituted by Esther and Mordecai.

Searching the Scriptures

1. There seems to be very few allusions to the rest of Scripture in Esther; the study has explored the practice of fasting in Esther and Scripture, and has sought to develop the apparent connection between Agag (1 Samuel 15) and Haman (see next question also).  Besides those historical links, what threads from the rest of Scripture appear in Esther, and how does chapter 9 depict God’s faithfulness to His promise to Abraham in Genesis 12:2-3?

2. To note the link between Agag and Haman is to state more than a historical allusion or connection; it is assumed a theological thread binds Haman son of Hammedatha the Agagite and Agag king of the Amalekites (1 Samuel 15).  Compare the characters, events, and themes of the 1 Samuel 15 and Esther.






1 Samuel 15



Esther

Authority

Who is given it?


__________________________________________

How is it to be used? 

__________________________________________

Was it employed properly?
__________________________________________

The consequence of its use?
__________________________________________

Plunder

What is the plunder?

__________________________________________

Why was it not destroyed / taken?
__________________________________________

The Enemy

Who was the enemy?


__________________________________________

What happened to the enemy?

__________________________________________

3. What conclusions might we draw because of these parallels?

4. What rest did the Judahites enjoy on the 14th / 15th day?  How might this rest be related to the rest of 1 Kings 5:4?  For what reason did the Judahites remember Purim?  Why might the author have supplied the great detail as to how Purim was instituted?

5. What significance would the record of Esther have for the believer before the Messiah appeared?  In what way, then, is the elevation of Mordecai a fitting conclusion to the book?

The Word for us

1. The primary question for us is “How do we fit into the flow of Esther?”  If we participate in the events at all, the narrative must be seen as anticipating the work of Christ Jesus.  How can this be seen in Esther 9?  To do so, consider the following questions.

2. Who are the Hamans of today and what battles do we face?  Read Ephesians 6:10-18.

3. How, or in whom, do we overcome?  Read Romans 8:28-39 and 1 Corinthians 15:50-57.

4. What feast do we anticipate (Matthew 8:11)?  How do we participate in that now (John 6)?

5. What determines if the Church / a congregation should celebrate a certain day?  What in the church calendar corresponds to Purim?  Read Colossians 2:16-17 and Hebrews 10:1.

6. How are we given rest as Christians?  At what time will we enjoy this rest?  Read Matthew 11:28 and Hebrews 4:1-11.

7. Read Revelation 2:26-28.  How might it be said that Christians are elevated as Mordecai was?

Closing

Outline #2

Feast – Vashti deposed (1)

Food – Esther raised (2)

Haman’s (and Xerxes’) plot against Judahites

Mordecai and Esther fasting




Esther’s Request



Haman’s self-exaltation


Mordecai’s exaltation




Esther’s Request


Haman’s abasement

Mordecai’s exaltation




Esther’s request



Slaying of the enemy


Exaltation / Purim

Outline #3

Feast – Vashti deposed (1)

Food – Esther raised (2)

Haman’s (and Xerxes’) plot against Judahites

Mordecai and Esther fasting




Esther’s Request



Haman’s self-exaltation


Mordecai’s exaltation




Esther’s Request


Haman’s abasement

Mordecai’s exaltation

Mordecai’s (and Xerxes’) edict for Judahites

Mordecai and Esther feasting

( This study is based upon the research from Concordia Journal, Volume 13, Number s (July 1987).


� Compare Esther 10:3, when it seems rather clear that Mordecai was not the author.  A second tradition states that “the men of the Great Synagogue wrote . .  . the roll of Esther” (Baba Bathra 15a).


� Cf. “Beauty in things exists in the mind which contemplates them,” David Hume, Essays of Tragedy.  “Beholding beauty with the eye of the mind, he will be enabled to bring forth, not images of beauty, but realities,” Plato, Dialogues, Symposium 212.





