For Such a Time as This #1

“The Cost of Courage”

Esther 1:1-22

Against seemingly impossible odds, 

one woman rose from obscurity 

to defend her people and

save her countrymen.

No, this is not an ad for Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign, but rather the true story of Queen Esther from the Bible. While many of us have heard of Queen Esther, and perhaps some are even familiar with her story, I doubt that many of us have given serious consideration as to how the book that bears her name has any relevance to our lives in the 21st century.

Let me put the story of Esther in modern terms:

The President of the United States, an egomaniac that loves to brag about how smart and rich he is, holds a state dinner at the White House. Throughout the affair, he boasts about the military power at his disposal, the superior technology of his nation, and his own personal wealth. At the height of the evening, he calls for his wife to be brought in, so that he can display her beauty to the visiting heads of state.

The First Lady, who is herself hosting the wives of these dignitaries in another part of the Executive Mansion, is summoned by the Secret Service to come and parade herself in front of her husband and his guests. Assuming that he (and a good many of the others) has had too much to drink, she refuses to go and be ogled by a bunch of inebriated men. The President is humiliated.

After conferring with his cabinet, the President announces that he is divorcing his wife, who must vacate the White House immediately. Since America needs to have a First Lady, he devises a plan: “Let’s bring in beautiful, single women from around the country in a sort of contest. We’ll call it a ‘beauty pageant.’ Whoever is chosen will be given a title—let’s say, ‘Miss America’—and she will become the new First Lady.”

In time, fifty-one women are brought before the President (from each state and the District of Columbia), and to everyone’s surprise, he chooses an immigrant orphan who lives in the capitol city. With much fanfare the two are married and she is installed as the First Lady of the United States.

Later, the President’s chief-of-staff—himself an arrogant, obnoxious bigot—convinces the President to sign an Executive Order that orders all Arabs to leave the United States in ninety days. Any Arabs found after that time will be arrested and deported, and their property confiscated.

What the President, the chief-of-staff, nor anybody else knows is that the First Lady is herself from Arabic descent…
(And, no, I did not have Donald Trump in mind for this illustration, either!)

Okay, maybe that is a bit far-fetched, but stories of bigotry, hatred, and threats of extermination have stained the pages of human history right up to the present day. The names, places, and details change, but the essential elements of Esther’s story ring true for many. It is my personal belief that a similar situation for the people of God in this society may not be too far off the horizon.

While you are turning to the book of Esther in your Bible, let’s consider the book as a whole before we dive into the first chapter.

John Kitchen writes in his excellent book, Long Story Short, “Esther is a strange and wonderful book.”
 It is strange because there is no mention of God, directly or indirectly, anywhere in the book, yet in 167 verses, “King of Persia” is named 190 times, and the name “Ahasuerus” 29 times. This has been the major religious difficulty with Esther throughout history among both Jewish and Christian scholars.
 Prayer is never mentioned—it wouldn’t be, since God Himself is omitted. The Book of Esther is never quoted in the New Testament—not even a casual reference to it. But the superstition of the heathen is mentioned and we’ll be introduced into a pagan, heathen court of a great world monarch who ruled over the then-known world. This is indeed an unusual book.

Among the Jewish people, the book of Esther is immensely popular; in some circles, it is ranked just after the Torah, or the Law of Moses. It is read in the family every year at Purim, as has been the traditional custom through the centuries.
 Yet among Jewish scholars, the book is controversial. Reactions to it are not neutral; they range from ecstatic delight for the victory of the Jews over their enemies to violent dislike and rejection because of what appears to be indefensible moral conduct and the absence of any reference to God.
 One such scholar writes,

The plot is structured on improbabilities, exaggerations, misunderstandings, and reversals. Esther keeps her identity hidden although her relationship to Mordecai the Jew was known; an insignificant Jewish minority kills 75,000 of its enemies; Haman erects a seven-story stake for impaling his enemy. The characters are caricatures. Ahasuerus is a buffoon, never sure quite what to do, completely at the mercy of his ministers and servants, giving away his power without a thought. Haman is an erratic egomaniac, with wild mood swings, concerned only for his own honor and his enemy’s disgrace. Even the heroes, Mordecai and Esther, seem one-dimensional and unrealistic. In fact, nothing about the events of the story is realistic, and therefore attempts to read history from it are misguided. The setting of the Persian court is authentic, but the events are fictional.

“Esther,” this scholar concludes, “is best read as a comedy.”

While not dismissing some humorous elements in the story, we need not pass it off as many commentators do, “historical fiction.” Jewish scholar Robert Gordis writes, “Clearly the Book of Esther is not a historical work in the modern sense of the term. It represents a traditional reworking of what may well have been a real historical incident.” He concludes, “We therefore believe that the book is to be regarded as a basically historical account of an anti-Semitic attempt at genocide which was foiled during the reign of Xerxes.”

The book of Esther was not readily accepted by the early Christians, either. The first Christian commentary was not written until ad 831. Martin Luther stated, “I am so hostile to the book and to Esther that I wish they simply did not exist, for they Judaize too much and have (and reveal) much pagan bad behavior.”
 Yes, Esther is a strange book.

On the other hand, Esther is a wonderful book because, though God’s name is never found in its pages, His hand is seen everywhere in its story!
 The setting of the story is dark indeed for the Jewish people, even bordering on the hopeless at times. On such occasions we are tempted to ask, “Where is God in all of this? Why isn’t He doing anything?” We wonder as the disciples did to Jesus in the midst of the storm, “Don’t you care that we’re going to drown?”

Chuck Swindoll notes,

God’s presence is not as intriguing as His absence. His voice is not as eloquent as His silence. Who of us has not longed for a word from God, searched for a glimpse of His power, or yearned for the reassurance of His presence, only to feel that He seems absent from the moment? Distant. Preoccupied. Maybe even unconcerned. Yet later, we realize how very present He was all along.

Though God may at times seem distant, and though He is invisible to us, He is always invincible. This is the main lesson of the Book of Esther. Though absent by name from the pages of this particular book of Jewish history, God is present in every scene and in the movement of every event, until He ultimately and finally brings everything to a marvelous climax as He proves Himself Lord of His people.

The book of Esther portrays the age-old paradox of how can evil exist—and, at times, appear to triumph—if God is as good and as great as the Bible claims He is? It is this paradox which both makes Esther such a strange book within the Bible and yet at the same time one which is of great importance for those of us living in a post-Christian age, where we need to live out our faith in a world where we often cannot name God directly. Thus, what might seem on the surface to be a rather odd book is actually one that invites us to reflect on what it is to know God within this world—a world where evil seems to be on the throne and yet in which the faithful continue to experience the reality of God’s presence and providence.

A Contemptible Demand (1-11)

Let’s turn to the story itself. Chapter one sets the stage for the whole story. Verse one introduces us to the present king of Persia: “This is what happened during the time of Xerxes, the Xerxes who ruled over 127 provinces stretching from India to Cush.” Many Bibles identify this king as “Ahasuerus,” from the Hebrew rendering of his Persian name Khshayarshan.
 Some translations follow the Septuagint rendering of Artaxerxes (the Persian king during the time of Ezra and Nehemiah
), but that was the son of Xerxes, who was the king during Esther’s time.

Xerxes reigned from 486–465 bc. His father was Darius I (under whose reign Haggai and Zechariah were prophets in Judea), and his grandfather was Cyrus the Great; so he came from an illustrious family.
 Darius had expanded the Persian Empire east “to India,” which was not the peninsula of India that we know today, but rather Pakistan, and had consolidated the Persian hold on North Africa, including Egypt and “Ethiopia,” not what we call Ethiopia today, but rather northern Sudan.
 Xerxes’ religion, like that of his father, was Zoroastrianism, which is still present in that part of the world today.

At the time Esther’s story begins, Xerxes was only in the third year of his twenty-one-year reign. He was a very powerful king. In fact, there was no more powerful man on earth at that time than the Persian King Xerxes.
 

We learn a lot about Xerxes from the writings of Herodotus, a Greek historian who lived in the fifth century bc. He is best known for his Histories (written about 445 bc), which document the history of the Persian Wars against the Greeks. A contemporary of the events, he provides valuable information concerning the history and culture of both Greece and Persia during this period.
 As we might expect from a hostile Greek source, Herodotus wrote in less than flattering terms about Xerxes, depicting him as an impatient, easily angered ruler who had a widespread reputation as a voracious womanizer.

Joyce Baldwin remarks, “To possess a work of history, written in the very century when the events of the book of Esther took place (for Herodotus was born between 490 and 480 bc), is a remarkable providence. It supplies an example of history-writing contemporary with the period covered by Esther, by which to assess its contents.”

The story of Esther spans much of Xerxes’ reign. Although the details of Esther’s story are not confirmed from external sources, the Biblical account matches well with the chronology of Xerxes’ time in power, and many details of the book suggest that the author was thoroughly acquainted with Persian court life.
  

Verse two informs us that these events took place at “the citadel of Susa,” or “Shushan” in the kjv. Susa was one of four royal cities employed by the Persians, being used as the king’s winter residence and also as the administrative capital, which is consistent with its portrayal as the place from which royal edicts are issued.
 

Susa was located about two hundred miles northeast of Babylon (in modern Iran, not far from the Iraqi border).
 Darius chose Susa as the primary capital for his empire due to its central location, and it served as his winter residence. In the summer, however, it became too hot for comfort (as high as 140 degrees
), and affairs of state were conducted in Ecbatana. (According to local legend, the city was so hot in the summer that snakes or lizards attempting to cross the street at noon in the city were burnt to death before they completed the trip!) The city was divided into two sections: the “lower city,” which comprised the vast majority of the site, and a ten-acre fortified “upper city” that housed the royal palace and other residences.

The palace was built by Darius and used by several of his successors. Excavation of the palace has identified many of its features, including the audience hall, where the Persian kings held court. It was a square building over 350 feet on each side, featuring seventy-two stone columns each estimated at sixty-five to eighty feet tall.
 Archaeologists have found in its dedication inscription (housed at the Louvre in Paris), a confirmation of its lavish appointments and ornamentation. The remains of colorfully glazed decorative brick, which formed large mosaics of human figures, winged lions and bulls, sphinxes, and winged sun disks, have also been unearthed at Susa. The foundation charter describes the materials used to build the royal compound (cedar, gold, ivory, lapis lazuli, turquoise, and marble) as tribute coming from all parts of the Persian empire.
 As one writer puts it, “Certainly the Book of Esther begins like a segment of ‘Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous.’”

Verse three sets the date as “the third year of his reign,” at which time the king hosted “a banquet for all his nobles and officials.” One author likes this to an Empire Exhibition, a sort of “World’s Fair” or “Expo 482 bc.”
 But this was not merely a social event. The year, the persons in attendance, and the length of the meeting suggest that the gathering may have been to plan for Xerxes’ disastrous campaigns of 482-479 against Greece.
 He had called in all of his princes and all of his rulers from every corner of his kingdom to win their wholehearted support for the military campaign to establish himself the supreme ruler of the world of that day.
 Herodotus claims that Xerxes planned to invade all of Europe and “reduce the whole earth into one empire,” in part out of vengeance for his father’s unsuccessful campaigns in the region.

At the end of this six-month extravaganza, we read of a second banquet, a seven-day affair, given for the residents of Susa. One commentator quips, “With the great feast finished one might think that Ahasuerus would have had enough, but he seems to spend much of the book working on the theory that the best way to avoid a hangover is to stay drunk. Accordingly, he proceeded to give another, though smaller, feast for the next week for all those present in the citadel.”
 While this was happening in one part of the palace, verse nine states that “Queen Vashti also gave a banquet for the women in the royal palace of King Xerxes.” This sets the stage for the climax of the chapter in verses 10-11,

On the seventh day, when King Xerxes was in high spirits from wine, he commanded the seven eunuchs who served him—Mehuman, Biztha, Harbona, Bigtha, Abagtha, Zethar and Carcas—to bring before him Queen Vashti, wearing her royal crown, in order to display her beauty to the people and nobles, for she was lovely to look at.
Drinking was apparently not only a leisure time activity at the time; Herodotus explained that the Persians drank as they deliberated matters of state, believing that intoxication put them in closer touch with the spiritual world.
 

Inevitably, all this revelry led to excess, debauchery, and drunkenness. By now the king was drunk. And while in this inebriated state, he decided to show off another of his prizes: the physical beauty of his queen. He ordered her to be brought into the banquet hall, wearing her royal headdress. He wanted his own private beauty pageant for all of his drunken guests to enjoy…and envy.

Scholars have wrestled with the meaning of the king’s command. Some suggest it simply meant that Vashti was to come unveiled, which would have been scandal enough in a Persian court.
 Some surmise that for the queen to be present in the midst of drunken men would have been beneath her royal position. Others suggest that she was to come wearing only her crown, which would have been another kind of scandal altogether.
 Despite widespread scholarly opposition to this claim
 Stanley Collins notes,

While it is true no man saw the face of a woman in public, and certainly no ordinary person had seen the queen’s face, to think this was the extent of the king’s desire is naïve, and is to miss the point of what happened. [Xerxes] wanted his queen to display herself totally to his guests.

I tend to agree with Collins at this point. Given what we know of Xerxes from Herodotus and given the strong reaction we will see from Queen Vashti, this request goes beyond a violation of protocol. This was a contemptible demand of a man wanting to showcase his woman as some kind of trophy. It had to be totally demeaning to her.

But whatever it meant, as we will see, the queen “just said no!”

A Conscientious Defiance

We see a conscientious defiance in verse twelve: “But when the attendants delivered the king’s command, Queen Vashti refused to come.”
Who was Queen Vashti? The name Vashti is never mentioned in Herodotus, nor is she known from contemporary Persian records. In Herodotus’s account, Xerxes’ wife is referred to by the Greek name Amestris. The difference in spelling has been attributed to the lack of certain vocalizations in Hebrew, making it difficult to pronounce the Greek name.
 The name “Vashti” sounds like the Persian for “beautiful woman,” possibly indicating that this is the Persian name for the queen.
 She is the mother of Artaxerxes, the successor of Xerxes, who was born about 483, right around the time of this story.
 Wiersbe wonders if perhaps Vashti was pregnant with her son at this time and therefore unwilling to appear before the men.
 

Although we don’t know a great deal about Queen Vashti, we do know that she was a strong-minded, independent-thinking woman who was not afraid to go against the wishes of her husband, the king.
 Her defiance was “mortally dangerous” on her part.
 If she assumed that the king would forgive her later (perhaps after he sobered up), this decision was a serious miscalculation.
 It would have been easy, perhaps, to comply with the king’s demand to please everybody. But Vashti shows herself to be a woman of character and determination.
 Swindoll writes,

I admire Queen Vashti. In the midst of an unsavory scene she was brave enough to say no to that which was blatantly wrong, and in resisting this insulting act of indignity, she took a stand against the greatest power in her universe. Good for her!

How ironic that an example of courage and nobility should come from a secular source! Perhaps one reason for including this event, in addition to setting up the events that follow in the next chapter, was to demonstrate the need for daring dignity in dark days. Sometimes we Christians are put to shame by unbelievers who exercise more strength of character in the face of evil than we do.

The temptation is to “go with the flow,” not to make waves or stick our necks out. We would rather be liked than respected, to hear the applause of men even more than the approval of our Heavenly Father. As British politician Edmund Burke is quoted as saying, “All that is required for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing.”

A Consequential Disposal

More often than not, though, a conscientious defiance comes with a price tag. Verse 12 ends, “Then the king became furious and burned with anger.” In verses 13-22 we read of a consequential disposal of Queen Vashti.

Since it was customary for the king to consult experts in matters of law and justice, he spoke with the wise men who understood the times and were closest to the king—Carshena, Shethar, Admatha, Tarshish, Meres, Marsena and Memucan, the seven nobles of Persia and Media who had special access to the king and were highest in the kingdom. 

“According to law, what must be done to Queen Vashti?” he asked. “She has not obeyed the command of King Xerxes that the eunuchs have taken to her.” 

Then Memucan replied in the presence of the king and the nobles, “Queen Vashti has done wrong, not only against the king but also against all the nobles and the peoples of all the provinces of King Xerxes. For the queen’s conduct will become known to all the women, and so they will despise their husbands and say, ‘King Xerxes commanded Queen Vashti to be brought before him, but she would not come.’ This very day the Persian and Median women of the nobility who have heard about the queen’s conduct will respond to all the king’s nobles in the same way. There will be no end of disrespect and discord. 

“Therefore, if it pleases the king, let him issue a royal decree and let it be written in the laws of Persia and Media, which cannot be repealed, that Vashti is never again to enter the presence of King Xerxes. Also let the king give her royal position to someone else who is better than she. Then when the king’s edict is proclaimed throughout all his vast realm, all the women will respect their husbands, from the least to the greatest.” 

The king and his nobles were pleased with this advice, so the king did as Memucan proposed. He sent dispatches to all parts of the kingdom, to each province in its own script and to each people in its own language, proclaiming in each people’s tongue that every man should be ruler over his own household. 

This situation called for a crisis meeting of the cabinet. (The phrase, “wise men who understood the times” refers to court astrologers.
) The men named in this passage were the princes who met with him privately and personally, just as the cabinet meets with the president of the United States.

Concerned about the repercussions of Vashti’s disobedience, the king asked his seven counselors what he should do. The first thing they did was exaggerate the importance of the event: Vashti had done wrong not only to the king but also to the entire empire! Therefore, when the guests returned home, they would tell everybody that the queen was disobedient to her husband, and the consequences would be disastrous. The women in the empire would hold the men in contempt, and a general rebellion of wives against husbands and women against men would follow.

Having outlined the supposed implications of Vashti’s refusal, Memucan then advised the king on what he should do. First, he should issue a decree barring Vashti from ever again approaching the king.
 Some Jewish interpreters suggest that this is a euphemism for Vashti’s execution for we hear nothing else of her.
 But if Vashti and Amestris are the same person (and certainly Vashti’s character appears similar to the character of the historical Amestris
), history records that she reappears as an influential queen mother during the following reign of her son Artaxerxes until the time of her own death in 424 bc. Apparently after Esther’s death or her fall from favor (or, perhaps, the death of Xerxes), Vashti was able to reassert her power and to exercise a controlling influence over her son.

The punishment decreed for Vashti is not execution or divorce. She was simply demoted within the harem so that she would have no chance of an official presence in Xerxes court. This would effectively strip her of power and prestige, and remove her from a position where she could hope to receive favors from the king.
 The omission of the title “Queen” before Vashti’s name from this point on is noteworthy.
 The cost of her courage was indeed great.

As we wrap up this opening message from the book of Esther, two conclusions can be made.

First, when God seems to be absent, remember that He is always there and is at work. Don’t fall into the trap of thinking that God is asleep when it comes to nations, or that He is out of touch when it comes to immoral activities, or that He sits in heaven wringing His hands when it comes to godless rulers (or foolish presidents) who make unfair, rash, or stupid decisions. God is always at work. But His ways are so different from ours, we quickly jump to wrong conclusions and either react rashly or get paralyzed in panic. Remember what the Lord said in Isaiah 55:8-9, “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways My ways,” declares the Lord. “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways, and My thoughts than your thoughts.”
 The book of Esther encourages us to expect that, like the Jewish people in the fifth century bc, we can see evidence of God’s working in personal circumstances as well as in world events. The unseen hand behind the events in Susa is no less active in guiding history today. The book of Esther is still relevant.

Second, the cost of courage is sometimes high, but is always worth the price. Throughout the book of Esther we will encounter men and women who are called upon to take a stand for right in a world gone wrong. For Queen Vashti, courage cost her the privilege and prestige of her position; for others, courage costs them their reputations, their possessions and, sometimes, their lives. In our world we, too, will have to take a stand for what God says is right. Taking a stand against the flow of society is always risky and costly. But ultimately it will be rewarded. 
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