For Such a Time as This #4

“The Roots of Racism”

Esther 3:1-15

One benefit to preaching through books of the Bible is that we are confronted with texts and topics we might otherwise avoid. This morning is one such instance. As we continue in our study of the book of Esther, we come face-to-face with a problem that is very much alive today, and one we may not feel comfortable discussing: racism. 

Haman’s honored promotion 

Esther chapter three begins with a new character to the story:

After these events, King Xerxes honored Haman son of Hammedatha, the Agagite, elevating him and giving him a seat of honor higher than that of all the other nobles. All the royal officials at the king’s gate knelt down and paid honor to Haman, for the king had commanded this concerning him.

“After these events” refer back to the assassination plot thwarted by Mordecai at the end of the second chapter. We know from Esther 2:16 that Esther was crowned queen in the seventh year of Xerxes’ reign, and Esther 3:7 speaks of the twelfth year of his reign so we have a time frame for this occurrence.

The new character is “Haman son of Hammedatha, the Agagite.” Neither his name nor his father’s name appear elsewhere in history, but his description as “Agagite” is important to this story, as we will learn in a moment. From the outset he is depicted as pompous and proud; in fact, his name sounds very similar to the Heb. word meaning “big noise” (hāmôn).

King Xerxes elevates Haman to a very high position in the Persian government; some use the term “vizier,” with others use “prime minister” or “vice-president” from our own times. We are not told any reason for Haman’s honored promotion—if anything, we would expect Mordecai to be rewarded for saving the king’s life—but as Warren Wiersbe writes, “Haman probably flattered his way into this powerful new position because that’s the kind of man he was. He was a proud man, and his purpose was to achieve authority and recognition. As we have seen, [Xerxes] was a weak and gullible man, susceptible to flattery and anxious to please people; so Haman’s task wasn’t a difficult one.”

Haman was the prototypical politician—in the worst sense of the word.

Haman’s hateful prejudice

The end of verse two raises a red flag: “But Mordecai would not kneel down or pay him honor.”  The king had issued a decree that everyone else bow down to Haman, but Mordecai refused. Why? The other officials wondered the same thing:  

Then the royal officials at the king’s gate asked Mordecai, “Why do you disobey the king’s command?” Day after day they spoke to him but he refused to comply. Therefore they told Haman about it to see whether Mordecai’s behavior would be tolerated, for he had told them he was a Jew. 

No clear answer is given as to why Mordecai would not bow to Haman, only an obscure note that “he had told them he was a Jew.” Some commentators think Mordecai was bitter over being not rewarded for saving the king’s life; others attribute this refusal to pride.
 I don’t think it was either of those; they seem petty for a man like Mordicai.

Others believe that Mordecai was maintaining the second commandment that forbid any Israelite to bow before anyone but God.
 Yet there are many instances elsewhere in the Old Testament when bowing before a king or other dignitary was done by Israelites, so this would not keep Mordecai from showing deference.

Most commentators agree that the answer is that Haman was an Amalekite, and the Amalekites were the avowed enemies of the Jews. The Lord swore and put in writing that He had declared war on the Amalekites and would fight them from generation to generation (Exodus 17:16). How could Mordecai show homage to the enemy of the Jews and the enemy of the Lord?

Haman’s reaction to Mordecai’s snub is seen in verses 5-6,

When Haman saw that Mordecai would not kneel down or pay him honor, he was enraged. Yet 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 Jews, throughout the whole kingdom of Xerxes.

What’s happening here? Why would Mordecai’s refusal to bow down to Haman cause Haman to become enraged and then want to kill all the Jews? Even wanting to retaliate and kill Mordecai would be excessively evil, but to kill an entire people, who are in no way involved in this private battle of wills?

The answer to Haman’s hateful prejudice goes back to an old grudge. Take another look at that bit of genealogy in verse 1: “Xerxes promoted Haman, the son of Hammedatha the Agagite.”
Tucked away in the folds of 1 Samuel is a story about an Israelite king named Saul who was told by a prophet named Samuel to kill the Amalekites, the lifelong enemy of the Jews. Saul was instructed to kill all the Amalekites—men, women, and children, along with all their animals. But Saul saved the best of the enemy’s sheep and cattle. He also spared the king, Agag. And the Agagites, descendants of the Amalekites, got their name from the king that Saul didn’t kill. Afterward, the prophet Samuel confronted Saul about his disobedience. And after Saul danced around with some verbal semantic footwork while rationalizing his disobedience, he finally confessed that he had failed to do as the Lord had commanded. Then Samuel “put Agag to death before the Lord” (1 Samuel 15:33).

For all these years since, these age-old enemies of the Jews had passed this scene from their history down through succeeding generations. As a result, the Agagites hated the Jews! And Haman being an Agagite, had been nursing a grudge which had been taught him since childhood.

This is a good time to mention that no one is born with grudges. Prejudice is not a package deal that comes with birth. It’s something we learn; we’re trained in it.
 We’re not born hating. We must be taught to hate. (We’ll look more into this later.)

From his parents and grandparents and great-grandparents, from his uncles and aunts and cousins, Haman the Agagite had learned to hate the Jews. That hatred ate away at him, and when he was placed in a position of power, we can be certain he carried that hatred with him. He wore it like a mantle.
 Haman is full of hate, and hidden in his heart beneath the veneer of disarming charm there is murder in the making.
 Not content with eliminating Mordecai, Haman sought to exterminate the whole race of the Jews in Persia.

Haman’s horrific plot

Verses 7-9 detail Haman’s horrific plot,

In the twelfth year of King Xerxes, in the first month, the month of Nisan, they cast the pur (that is, the lot) in the presence of Haman to select a day and month. And the lot fell on the twelfth month, the month of Adar. Then Haman said to King Xerxes, “There is a certain people dispersed and scattered among the peoples in all the provinces of your kingdom whose customs are different from those of all other people and who do not obey the king’s laws; it is not in the king’s best interest to tolerate them. If it pleases the king, let a decree be issued to destroy them, and I will put ten thousand talents of silver into the royal treasury for the men who carry out this business.” 

The use of pûr (the Akkadian word for small clay cubes [dice] thrown to determine fate and destiny) is attested in ancient societies. In Persia this was a custom particularly associated with the New Year period. It was a common practice and it seems that the Israelites themselves made use of it as well.
 (Many scholars believe that the Urim and Thummim mentioned in the Old Testament were a form of “lots” or dice.)

For the Jewish audience of this text, however, the thirteenth day of Nisan would have sounded a significant note for another reason. It was only two days before the Jews celebrated the Passover. On the eve of the day when the Jews celebrated their greatest deliverance, Haman was determining when the Jews were to die.

Then Haman approached King Xerxes. Haman persuaded the king that the Jews were potential troublemakers who should be put out of the way—similar to the argument used by Nazi Germany from 1939-1945, when six million Jews perished in gas chambers and concentration camps.

Chuck Swindoll observes, 

We are witnessing an escalation of evil before our eyes. What began as anger turned to prejudice. Hatred has grown now to murder in Haman’s mind. This is nothing more than extermination talk. Haman is telling the king what the king wants to hear, but he’s not telling the king the whole story. Haman doesn’t mention his own prejudice, his own long-standing prejudiced grudge— the ugly anti-Semitism that goes back to his Amalekite roots. No, he deliberately hides his real motive while acting as if he has only the king’s good at heart.

Haman was even prepared to finance the operation, knowing he would gain ample profit once he confiscated the property and treasures of those he had massacred. Ten thousand talents of silver was his estimate of the cost. So that we may understand the magnitude of the operation, in present day terms that is a sum close to $20 million.
 While it is probable that he was planning to take over the property of the Jewish families he annihilated, his proposition would have been ludicrous if he had not had money already at his disposal.

Verses 10-11 inform us, “So the king took his signet ring from his finger and gave it to Haman son of Hammedatha, the Agagite, the enemy of the Jews. ‘Keep the money,’ the king said to Haman, ‘and do with the people as you please.’” 

Xerxes giving Haman his signet ring was like giving your MasterCard to your associate and saying, “Ring it up!”…only worse. The king’s signet ring (we get the word “signature” from it) contained an inscription that was the unique official seal. With it, he signed decrees and other documents by impressing the seal on clay, giving them his sanction.
 (This was like a governor or president signing a bill into law.) Xerxes gave Haman complete legislative power in this act.

The king appears to reject Haman’s offer—“Keep the money,” the niv renders the phrase—but it is more likely that he is still expecting Haman to pay it to him, so carrying out the plan as it seemed good to him.
 Haman knew that the Greek wars had drained the king’s treasuries,
 and he would never have offered so much money to so mighty a ruler if he didn’t really intend to pay it.
 Esther 4:7 records, “Mordecai told him everything that had happened to him, including the exact amount of money Haman had promised to pay into the royal treasury for the destruction of the Jews.” So it is likely that Haman put the money up front, confident he would recoup the amount from plundering the Jews.

Once the edict was signed into law, the word went out throughout the empire:

Then on the thirteenth day of the first month the royal secretaries were summoned. They wrote out in the script of each province and in the language of each people all Haman’s orders to the king’s satraps, the governors of the various provinces and the nobles of the various peoples. These were written in the name of King Xerxes himself and sealed with his own ring. Dispatches were sent by couriers to all the king’s provinces with the order to destroy, kill and annihilate all the Jews—young and old, women and little children—on a single day, the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, the month of Adar, and to plunder their goods. A copy of the text of the edict was to be issued as law in every province and made known to the people of every nationality so they would be ready for that day. Spurred on by the king’s command, the couriers went out, and the edict was issued in the citadel of Susa. The king and Haman sat down to drink, but the city of Susa was bewildered.
The final verse is telling: Xerxes and Haman sat down to drink (and get drunk) while the capitol city was “bewildered.” It didn’t make sense to them. Prejudice and racism never does.

I want to return to Haman’s hateful prejudice to demonstrate what I am calling “The Roots of Racism.” Tragically, the ugly face of racism is all-too-prevalent in our country today, and even in some of our churches.

The first root of racism is perceived injustice. Haman hated Mordecai (and all Jews) because of the historic conflict between the Amalekites and Israelites. Yes, it is true that the Israelites fought against the Amalekites and were told by God to destroy them, partly because of their hostility toward Israel and partly because of their totally repugnant lifestyle in which the men, women, children, and even the animals were riddled with venereal diseases. Yes, a forefather of Mordecai (King Saul) was told to kill a forefather of Haman (King Agag). When I use the phrase “perceived injustice,” I do not mean to imply that the injustice is not at times real.

But Mordecai was not to blame for what King Saul did…or was supposed to do. In the same way, racism is often passed on from generation to generation because of deeds done in the distant past. Without question, native Americans and blacks and Hispanics and Orientals have suffered injustices due to racism in our history. However, this does not mean that all white people are responsible for what their forefathers did. All races ought to take an honest look at history and condemn racism and bigotry wherever it appeared. But carrying a grudge because of past and perceived injustices does not solve the problem of racism…it makes it worse. Some of the worst racists I have encountered belong to ethnic groups who have suffered the most racism in the past. 

The second root of racism seen in this passage is practical ignorance. Joyce Baldwin calls Haman’s presentation of his plan, “a subtle mixture of truth, half-truth and lies, in that order.”
 Another commentator labels it “is a masterful mix of truth and manipulation. He refers to the Jews as, literally, ‘one people’.”
 This strikes to the heart of what racism is. The Encyclopedia of Biblical and Christian Ethics defines racism as,

Racism embraces the beliefs that hereditary biology determines the differences between groups, that cultural differences are predetermined and immutable, and that the distinguishing social and cultural features of the subordinate group are inferior. These false beliefs foster prejudice and discrimination.

Yet, in fact, pure races do not exist as such. While many physical differences can be seen among various groups of peoples, one cannot make clear and precise distinctions on the basis of race. The Jews form an ethnic rather than a racial group. In northern Europe many Jews have blonde hair and light eyes, and non-European Jews also have many variations. The same can be said for whites, blacks, Hispanics, Orientals, and Native Americans. A combination of social, biological, environmental, political, and cultural factors makes any group distinctive. These factors are all essentially variable.

The Bible declares, “And He has made from one blood every nation of men to dwell on all the face of the earth” (Acts 17:26). This means that the white man is related to the black man and to every human race in between.

Here is the truth: There is no such thing as a white race, a black race, a brown race, a yellow race, or a red race! There is only one race on earth: the human race. John Stott points out,

God is the Creator and Lord of the world and everything in it, he said. He gives to all human beings their life and breath and everything else. From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth, so that human beings would seek and find him, though he is not far from any of us. For ‘in him we live and move and have our being’ and ‘we are his offspring.’ From this portrayal of the living God as Creator, Sustainer, and Father of all mankind, the apostle deduces the folly and evil of idolatry. But he could equally well have deduced from it the folly and evil of racism. For if he is the God of all human beings, this will affect our attitude to them as well as to him. Here is the statement of Ashley Montagu, the physical anthropologist: ‘Concerning the origin of the living varieties of man we can say little more than that there are many reasons for believing that a single stock gave rise to all of them. All varieties of man belong to the same species and have the same remote ancestry. This is a conclusion to which all the relevant evidence of comparative anatomy, palaeontology, serology and genetics points’. As for human blood, apart from the four blood groups and the Rh factor (which are present in all ethnic groups), ‘the blood of all human beings is in every respect the same’.

Believe it or not, some of the worst racists in Bible times were Jews! Think about Jonah, who literally would rather die than to see a foreign people saved by God. Back in the first century, a Pharisee would pray each morning, “I thank Thee, God, that I am a Jew, not a Gentile; a man, not a woman; and a freeman, and not a slave.”
  Someone once said, “Prejudices are chains forged by ignorance to keep men apart.”
  I would wholeheartedly agree.  But God does not want us to live in ignorance on this subject.  Throughout Scripture we see that “God does not show favoritism” on any grounds. We must agree that racism is a moral and social abomination.

The third root of racism is personal intolerance. Racism, called “the most destructive form of prejudice,” dehumanizes those who are different.
 The inherent evil of racism is that it denies people’s God-like dignity as human beings.
 When the Bible says that God created mankind “in His image and likeness,” does that only apply to our racial or ethnic group, or to all? 

I am not suggesting that we ignore our differences in culture and history; rather I am stating that our differences to not make us superior or others inferior. Our being members of Christ and his church does not obliterate our nationality, any more than it does our masculinity or femininity. It means rather that, while our racial, national, social, and sexual distinctions remain, they no longer divide us. They have been transcended in the unity of the family of God: “for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3.28).

Sadly, we cannot look upon Haman as an antique from some distant time. No, ethnic prejudice and hatred flourish in our world also. Both the villains and victims of prejudice come from every racial, ethnic, and cultural background. Surely as Christians we must recognize the “spirit of Haman”—not only in our world but within ourselves. Yes, unfortunately, ethnic prejudice runs deep even among those of us who believe that in Christ “there is neither Jew nor Greek.” 

How do we root out the “spirit of Haman”? First, we do so by confessing to God the sin of racism. Only the Holy Spirit can create in us a clean heart that loves all people, regardless of their ethnicity. Second, we can step out in obedience by taking tangible steps to build relationships with people from other races.
 Perhaps the best way to do that was mentioned by Academy Award-winning actor Morgan Freeman in a December 2005 interview with Mike Wallace of CBS’ 60 Minutes. Wallace asked, “How are we going to get rid of racism?” Freeman responded, “Stop talking about it. I’m going to stop calling you a white man, and I’m going to ask you to stop calling me a black man.”
 If we would put away our labels, we would see each other not as black, white, brown, red, or yellow. We would see each other as human beings, made in the image of God, for whom Christ died, and whom we are commanded to love as much as we love ourselves.
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