For Such a Time as This #2

“Rising Above the Rest”

Esther 2:1-18

“Do we really have to learn this stuff?”

How many of us said that at one point of time during our school days? For some it may have been history or literature, diagramming sentences or dissecting small animals. For me it was math…especially algebra. I mean, seriously, when would anybody ever use cross-multiplying or pr2? (The only pies I’d ever seen were round!) Yet there came a time when, on the job, I had to recalculate a formula and found myself using—you guessed it—cross-multiplying! (I’ve yet to use pr2…but there’s still time!)  

Maybe you haven’t had that experience with yesteryear’s school lessons, but there are times when we adopt the same attitude toward our life experiences outside the classroom. We find ourselves undergoing tough times, wondering, “How is this ever going to benefit me…or anyone else?”…only to discover down the road that we were being prepared for service to God and others. We see an example of that in this morning’s message from the life of Esther.

A Royal Proclamation

We left off last week at the end of Esther chapter one, with Queen Vashti being deposed after refusing to obey a command of the king. Let’s pick up the story in Esther 2:1-4,

Later when the anger of King Xerxes had subsided, he remembered Vashti and what she had done and what he had decreed about her. Then the king’s personal attendants proposed, “Let a search be made for beautiful young virgins for the king. Let the king appoint commissioners in every province of his realm to bring all these beautiful girls into the harem at the citadel of Susa. Let them be placed under the care of Hegai, the king’s eunuch, who is in charge of the women; and let beauty treatments be given to them. Then let the girl who pleases the king be queen instead of Vashti.” This advice appealed to the king, and he followed it.
The opening word “later” indicates that some time has passed since the events of chapter one. The writer dates those events as in the third year of Xerxes, or 483 bc. He did not move to replace Vashti until 480 bc, because he was away for three years putting down a revolt in Babylon (in 482 B.C.) and leading the unsuccessful invasion of Greece (in 481-480 B.C.).
 His humiliating defeats there depleted the treasuries of the Persian Empire and discredited him in the eyes of his subjects. Herodotus describes the king’s life after his military defeat as one of sensual overindulgence,
 specifically relating that he paid attention to his harem on his return from war.
 

Verse one says that King Xerxes “remembered” Vashti, implying some uneasiness over the whole incident, but the king was trapped by his own legislation decreed against her.
 Jewish historian Josephus interprets the king’s feelings in this way: “Now, although the king was in love with her and could not bear the separation, he could not, because of the law, be reconciled to her, and so he continued to grieve at not being able to obtain his desire.”
 Though he had a harem full of concubines, he missed his queen.

Xerxes’ attendants notice his melancholy mood and offer him some rather obvious advice. In effect they say, “Cheer up, Xerxes, find the most beautiful woman in your realm and make her queen instead! No time for regrets!”
 Perhaps they feared retaliation from Vashti if she were reinstated to the king’s favor, or they may have seen and felt more than others the king’s unhappiness that the putting away of Vashti had caused him.

Specifically his counselors had advised him, “Let’s find every possible available, beautiful young woman in the Persian kingdom, throughout all the provinces, and let’s bring them here and let you take your pick.” What they were suggesting was what we’d call today a beauty contest, plain and simple.
 This became a royal proclamation throughout the empire.

Well…maybe not so plain and simple. In this case, each girl would spend one night with the king, and the one who pleased him the most would become queen in place of Vashti. As one commentator bluntly states, it was not so much a beauty contest as a “sex contest.”
 (Sounds like the television show The Bachelor to me. Not that I’ve ever watched it myself….)

Joyce Baldwin writes,

There was considerable enthusiasm for the task of finding and bringing to Susa all the most attractive girls of the kingdom, but this was more than a beauty contest, and, from the point of view of the girls involved, no enviable fate, despite the glamour of travel and the possibility of becoming the royal spouse…. The sad part was that, despite all this luxurious indulgence, most of the girls would spend only one night with the king, and then live among the concubines, neglected wives who spent their days in idleness. The harem system was inhumane and grossly devalued women as people.

This herding of virgins offends our modern sensibilities. However, Herodotus also reports that five hundred young boys were gathered each year and castrated to serve as eunuchs in the Persian court. “One might argue,” one writer suggests, “that the young women actually got the better deal.”
 This simply shows that everyone, whether male or female, was at the disposal of the king’s personal whims.

So we can see that this was not a “beauty contest” where the winners were rewarded by having a chance for the throne. These young women were conscripted—perhaps against their will—and made a part of the royal harem. Every night, the king had a new partner; and the next morning, she joined the rest of the concubines. The one that pleased the king the most would become his new queen.
 The women who failed in their bid to become queen did not return home; they became royal concubines. Essentially, a concubine was a second-class wife. The husband had exclusive sexual rights to her, but she did not entail the same responsibilities from him as an “actual” wife would demand. They usually came into their marriage without ceremony and might be drawn from the poor, slaves, or prisoners of war. They could be divorced without penalty, and their children could be cast out without support.
 They could not leave the harem to marry someone else or return to their families. Children conceived by the king in these unions were raised to serve their father in high positions, but they were not legitimate heirs to the throne.
 One commentator notes that the losers in this contest were “sentenced to a life of unfulfilled loneliness.”
 Baldwin concludes, “These verses highlight the inhumanity of polygamy. The twelve months of beauty treatment provided ‘marriage preparation’, but the sad part was that for the majority what awaited them was more like widowhood than marriage.”

Are we to conclude that God approves of the morality displayed here? Certainly, we must bear in mind that to describe behavior is not to prescribe behavior. The Bible frequently records people behaving badly without explicitly condemning their actions. We must also note that God frequently uses sinful human actions to achieve His greater good, as in the case of Joseph. We might well say that if it were not for God using human misbehavior, He would have precious little to work with. So the Bible’s recording of Xerxes’ behavior, and even God’s use of his behavior, do not constitute an endorsement of either polygamy or immorality.

At this point we are introduced to the two main characters of the story in verses 5-7,

Now there was in the citadel of Susa a Jew of the tribe of Benjamin, named Mordecai son of Jair, the son of Shimei, the son of Kish, who had been carried into exile from Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, among those taken captive with Jehoiachin king of Judah. Mordecai had a cousin named Hadassah, whom he had brought up because she had neither father nor mother. This girl, who was also known as Esther, was lovely in form and features, and Mordecai had taken her as his own daughter when her father and mother died. 

First we hear of Mordecai, described as “a Jew of the tribe of Benjamin.” Literally this is a contradiction, since the word “Jew” comes from “Judahite,” or “from the tribe of Judah.” How could Mordecai be from two different tribes? He wasn’t; this goes to show that all Israelites by this time were referred to as “Jews,” regardless of their tribal lineage.

The summary brief of Mordecai lists him as, “son of Jair, the son of Shimei, the son of Kish.” This helps us to set this story in the wider context of Jewish history. It associates Mordecai with King Saul; Kish was Saul’s father, and Saul belonged to the tribe of Benjamin. This connection between Saul and Mordecai is significant, because later Haman is introduced as an Agagite whom Mordecai eventually overcomes, whereas Saul lost his throne because he chose to spare the Amalekite King Agag. Mordecai rises on the very point on which Saul fell.

The name Mordecai, like the names given to Daniel and his friends, derives from a name current in Babylon. It incorporates Marduk, the name of the state god of Babylon, and may be a Hebrew version of the common name Mardukaya.
 A cuneiform tablet found near Babylon mentions a scribe by the name of Mardukaya; he was an accountant or minister at the court of Susa in the early years of Xerxes. Many scholars identify him with Mordecai.

Next we are introduced to a young woman named Hadassah. This is a Hebrew name and means “myrtle.” The Persian equivalent, Esther, “star” picks up the sound of the Hebrew, and suggests the star-like flowers of the myrtle.
 But by mentioning her Hebrew name first, the author emphasizes that although Esther inhabits two worlds, her primary identity is Jewish.

Mordecai had adopted his orphaned cousin and brought her up. She was beautiful and lovely. The Hebrew is more specific, “beautiful in form and lovely to look at.”
 Esther is described in only the most positive terms. Through her appearance and her demeanor, she garners the favor of everyone who meets her.
 

Let me digress for a moment. Our age exploits sex no less than the ancient Persians did. Girls are taught at a young age to dress and act seductively in order to get their way. “If you’ve got it, flaunt it,” has become the motto for women in our culture. The Bible nowhere encourages that. But let’s not go to the opposite extreme, either. As Chuck Swindoll remarks, “I have seen some women who think that it is a mark of spirituality to look like an unmade bed. That is not what God has in mind.”
 If God made you gorgeous, don’t try to hide it! Don’t exploit it, but don’t be embarrassed by it, either! Who knows? God may have something in mind for you as He did for Esther. 

Let’s get back to the story. We read in verses 8-11,

8 When the king’s order and edict had been proclaimed, many girls were brought to the citadel of Susa and put under the care of Hegai. Esther also was taken to the king’s palace and entrusted to Hegai, who had charge of the harem. 9 The girl pleased him and won his favor. Immediately he provided her with her beauty treatments and special food. He assigned to her seven maids selected from the king’s palace and moved her and her maids into the best place in the harem. 10 Esther had not revealed her nationality and family background, because Mordecai had forbidden her to do so. 11 Every day he walked back and forth near the courtyard of the harem to find out how Esther was and what was happening to her. 

Notice that Esther “was taken to the king’s palace.” This Hebrew verb can mean “taken by force,” and is so rendered in other parts of the Old Testament. Some Jewish scholars give that interpretation in this passage. I don’t know if there was coercion involved; we’re not told that Esther was “forced” to go. But I think it would be fair to say there was reluctance on her part.
 Jewish tradition says that Mordecai tried to hide Esther so that she should not be taken by the royal agents, but there is no way to verify that.
 At any rate it is questionable whether any woman could exercise the right of choice in the face of a royal proclamation such as this.

The author also uses the passive voice to explain why Mordecai and Esther were living in Susa. The Jews had been “carried” into exile. Esther had been “taken” into Xerxes’ harem, just as the Jews had been taken into exile. Regardless of how she felt about it or whether she cooperated, Esther was at the mercy of a pagan king, just as her people were. The use of the passive voice is appropriate in this story, for it expresses life from the perspective of being caught up in and swept along by circumstances beyond one’s control.

Maybe you’ve been in a situation like that—powerless to change or control what is happening around you. It may have been that you put yourself in such circumstances, or perhaps it was nothing of your own doing. Either way, you feel helpless in the tide of events you find yourself in. Esther felt that way…as have others documented in Scripture. You’re not alone.

One last note before moving on: Esther, on the advice of Mordecai, concealed her Jewish ancestry. This reveals the general atmosphere of anti-Semitism of that time.
 There was plenty of anti-Semitism in the Gentile world, and Mordecai’s motive was probably their own personal safety, but God had something greater in mind. Mordecai and Esther wanted to live in peace, but God used them to keep the Jewish people alive.

A Rigorous Preparation

Once these girls had been chosen, they were subjected to a rigorous preparation described in verse 12, “Before a girl’s turn came to go in to King Xerxes, she had to complete twelve months of beauty treatments prescribed for the women, six months with oil of myrrh and six with perfumes and cosmetics.” Can you imagine twelve months of beauty treatments? Oil treatments were applied to the skin, no doubt dried out in the desert climate. Perfumes, for which Persia, India, and Arabia were famous, were used in what archaeologist W. F. Albright discovered as “fumigation,” using cosmetic burners so that the perfume would penetrate open pores of the skin and the fragrance would linger.
 Other cosmetics were used to lighten the skin (in the ancient world a dark tan was considered unattractive, as seen in the Song of Solomon).

Josephus, the Jewish historian, tells us there were as many as 400 women involved in this rather remarkable competition. They would have a year in which to polish every seductive art and to enhance their beauty.
 All for that one night with the king, described in verses 13-14,

“And this is how she would go to the king: Anything she wanted was given her to take with her from the harem to the king’s palace. In the evening she would go there and in the morning return to another part of the harem to the care of Shaashgaz, the king’s eunuch who was in charge of the concubines. She would not return to the king unless he was pleased with her and summoned her by name.” 

It doesn’t take much imagination to picture the competitive spirit that must have been rife in the king’s harem. Be sure of this—these women weren’t spending a year cultivating great character! Can you imagine the scene? Streams of curtained litters bearing the finalists, each young woman hoping with all her heart to have her place in the sun? Imagine the petty rivalries, the in-fighting, the envy, and the jealousy. Imagine how tough it would be to maintain spiritual equilibrium when everything and everyone around you is emphasizing only the condition and shape of your body and the beauty of your face. How demeaning! How temporary and empty! Yet in the midst of all this, Esther’s true beauty emerges.
 We read in verses 15-16,

When the turn came for Esther (the girl Mordecai had adopted, the daughter of his uncle Abihail) to go to the king, she asked for nothing other than what Hegai, the king’s eunuch who was in charge of the harem, suggested. And Esther won the favor of everyone who saw her. She was taken to King Xerxes in the royal residence in the tenth month, the month of Tebeth, in the seventh year of his reign.
Hegai, the king’s overseer of the harem, seems to have singled Esther out as the favorite for the queenly succession. He did all he could to speed the preparations, and by giving her seven attendants and the best accommodations. When the time came for Esther, she wisely took the advice of Hegai on what to take with her, since he no doubt knew what was in keeping with the king’s preferences.

A Regal Promotion

This brings us to a regal promotion, described in verses 17-18,

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. And the king gave a great banquet, Esther’s banquet, for all his nobles and officials. He proclaimed a holiday throughout the provinces and distributed gifts with royal liberality. 

As we might expect, we see Esther rising above the rest in the eyes of King Xerxes. In the end, Esther had the one thing that is superior to every beauty aid—great natural beauty! Most of us, men and women, need all the help we can get. But whatever we get, however fine the improvement, it can never compare nor compete with natural beauty—inside and out.

The king personally crowned Esther and named her the new queen of the empire. Then he summoned his officials and hosted a great banquet. But the king’s generosity even touched the common people, for he proclaimed a national holiday throughout his realm and distributed gifts to the people. This holiday may have been similar to the Hebrew “Year of Jubilee.” It’s likely that taxes were canceled, servants set free, and workers given a vacation from their jobs. Xerxes wanted everybody to feel good about his new queen.
 If this were a fairy tale, we would end with the words, “And they lived happily ever after.” But this story is just getting started.

This chapter in Esther spoke much about preparation—an entire year’s worth for the contestants for the queen’s crown. Yet in more subtle ways God was preparing His chosen servants—Mordecai and Esther—in ways for more significant than cosmetic.

“God is preparing His heroes,” said A. B. Simpson, founder of the Christian and Missionary Alliance, “and when the opportunity comes, He can fit them into their places in a moment, and the world will wonder where they came from.” Dr. Simpson might have added that God also prepares His heroines, for certainly Esther was divinely prepared for her role as the new queen. God is never surprised by circumstances or at a loss for prepared servants. He had Joseph ready in Egypt, Ezekiel and Daniel in Babylon, and Nehemiah in Susa; and He had Esther ready for her ministry to the Jews in the Persian Empire.

The same is true for us today. Roger C. Palms writes in his book, God Guides Your Tomorrows,

God is economical. He doesn’t waste training or experience. He knows what we are doing, what we are learning, and how he is going to use all of that five, ten, twenty years from now. It’s easy to be disappointed when we have prepared for “the plan of God for my life,” only to have the door shut in our faces. That’s because we were busy focusing on the plan when God was focusing on the preparation. Watch how he uses that preparation in a whole new way… He knows what is happening to you and what should be happening for you. In other words, trust God to be God. There isn’t anything he doesn’t know.

Sometimes on reflection, important decisions we have made turned out to be puffs of wind, while some of the more unthinking, inconsequential decisions in life have proved to be earth shattering. William Cowper, the English hymn writer, puts this so perfectly in telling of a time when he was, restrained from carrying out a terrible plan by a sudden, unpredictable and most violent storm. 

“God moves in a mysterious way

His wonders to perform;

He plants His footsteps in the sea

And rides upon the storm.

Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take;

The clouds ye so much dread

Are big with mercy, and shall break

In blessings on your head.”

It has often been said that, “God moves in mysterious ways.” The author of the book of Esther is beginning to show us just how mysterious those ways can be.
 The ability of God to intervene in the planned evil activity of man and to turn the whole situation to good eternal purposes is part of what we mean by the sovereignty of God. 
 We can trust in His providence.
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