For Such a Time as This #5

“Apathy Alert”

Esther 4:1-17

“One is the loneliest number,” the hit song from Three Dog Night proclaimed nearly fifty years ago. We may be tempted to think that one is the most helpless number in our world. What can just one accomplish?

This takes on particular relevance at the ballot box. Come election time, many neglect to exercise one of the greatest privileges of democracy, thinking that their vote makes no difference. But consider these examples:

· In 1645, one vote gave Oliver Cromwell control of England

· In 1776, one vote gave America the English language instead of German

· In 1845, one vote brought Texas into the Union

· In 1868, one vote saved President Andrew Johnson from impeachment.

· In 1875, one vote changed France from a monarchy to a republic

· In 1876, one vote gave Rutherford B. Hayes the United States presidency

· In 1923, one vote gave Adolph Hitler control of the Nazi party

Similarly, God’s Word is filled with the stories of individual men and women who made a difference, who set the pace or stood in the gap and changed their times. From Genesis to Revelation, we see God’s hand on the lives of individuals who thought and said and did what was right—regardless—and as a result, history was made.
 This morning we see this in the persons of Esther and Mordecai.

At the close of Esther 2, all seemed well for Esther and Mordecai. She had won the king’s heart and had been crowned queen. She had helped Mordecai receive a royal appointment, and he, in turn, had saved the king’s life. Events in chapter 3, however, disturbed their peaceful existence. A conflict between Mordecai and the king’s chief official, Haman, escalated into a law that called for the extermination of all Jews.

There were probably 15 million Jews scattered throughout the Persian Empire. Because of Haman’s enmity and the king’s stupidity, all of them were now appointed to die, unless they pulled up stakes and left the kingdom. But if they did that, where would they go? Even their own land wasn’t safe because it was under the rule of Xerxes.

In the empire, the responses to Haman’s decree were varied. Haman and the king completely ignored the plight of the Jews and sat down to a royal feast. Meanwhile, the people of the capital city were perplexed and didn’t know what to do. Secluded in the royal harem, Queen Esther knew nothing about the danger that she and her people faced. While the Jews in the various provinces began to fast and mourn, only one man, Mordecai, was able to do anything about the peril; and he immediately began to act.

A Hopeless Despair


Esther 4 begins with a hopeless despair. We read in verses 1-3,

When Mordecai learned of all that had been done, he tore his clothes, put on sackcloth and ashes, and went out into the city, wailing loudly and bitterly. But he went only as far as the king’s gate, because no one clothed in sackcloth was allowed to enter it. In every province to which the edict and order of the king came, there was great mourning among the Jews, with fasting, weeping and wailing. Many lay in sackcloth and ashes.

Mordecai tore his clothes and put on sackcloth and ashes. These customs are referred to at widely separated periods in the Old Testament and were practiced by other nations as well as by Israel. Even the Persians of Xerxes’ time in Susa are recorded as having torn their clothes to show their grief after their devastating defeat at the hands of the Greeks at Salamis. Mordecai was therefore behaving in a way that was in keeping with local practice as well as with Jewish custom in tearing his garments.

After experiencing some serious loss or tragedy, people in Esther’s day would commonly wear loose-fitting, dark-colored coarse garments made of goat’s hair (think burlap in our day), which was very uncomfortable. On top of that, they would take ashes from the remains of a fire and throw them on themselves so they would be covered with them and appear ghastly and unclean. Sometimes they would even sit in the midst of a cold ash heap and throw the ashes on themselves as a vivid expression of their grief.

People express their sorrow and mourn in different ways. In our Western culture, our expression of grief is often restrained. We wear black as a show of mourning. We are so conditioned to keeping our grief private and at times—to our peril—unexpressed, that we may pass off Mordecai’s demonstrative and noisy lamenting as a mere melodramatic show.
 In the Middle East, however, sorrow has always been expressed visibly and vocally. They wail! And they mourn! That’s what Mordecai does here. He holds nothing back. In sackcloth and ashes he moves toward the gate of the palace.

The Hebrew root rendered “to cry out” is repeated twice here, literally, “and he cried out with a great and bitter crying out.” The same verb is used in Jonah 3:7 where the king of Ninevah “cried out,” urging his people to fast, wear sackcloth and call on God.
 Mordecai’s cry was not a wail of repentance, though; rather, it was a cry for justice, a public statement that a wrong had been committed, and that he sought for it to be made right.
 We are reminded of the well-known saying attributed to Edmund Burke: “All that is required for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing.”
 

Mordecai was not about to do nothing. Stanley Collins writes,

It is in a crisis that character is revealed. Some men and women may appear strong and steadfast in days of pleasantness and ease, when the soft south wind of summer blows across their lives; but comes adversity and tragedy howling like the northern whiter wind, and their strength fades and fails. Mordecai now shows us the man that he really was. Strong enough to stand firm for all he believed, yet tender to the point where he could weep over the anticipated sufferings of his countrymen.

Notice also that the Jews throughout the Persian Empire were similarly showing their grief. For them, helplessness eroded into hopelessness.

Yet one Jew was blissfully unaware of the calamity about to occur. Queen Esther, sequestered as it were in her own quarters, had no idea of what was going on.
 She was clueless. As we will see later, she had not been summoned by her husband for at least a month, so she would not have even casually overheard of Haman’s plan.

Verses 4-8 record what happened:

When Esther’s maids and eunuchs came and told her about Mordecai, she was in great distress. She sent clothes for him to put on instead of his sackcloth, but he would not accept them. Then Esther summoned Hathach, one of the king’s eunuchs assigned to attend her, and ordered him to find out what was troubling Mordecai and why.

So Hathach went out to Mordecai in the open square of the city in front of the king’s gate. 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. He also gave him a copy of the text of the edict for their annihilation, which had been published in Susa, to show to Esther and explain it to her, and he told him to urge her to go into the king’s presence to beg for mercy and plead with him for her people.

When news reached Esther that Mordecai was in mourning she assumed that some material loss had occurred, and so sent him new clothes to wear; but he refused.
 This may seem rude or unappreciative, but David Firth explains a different perspective:

Like many who confront major problems, her first response is to seek the solution that involves the lowest level of commitment. Complex problems are seldom solved by a quick and easy answer (however appealing it might seem), and Mordecai will not let Esther avoid the problem here with a simple answer.

Mordecai not only informs Esther, through her servant, of all that has happened, even down to the specifics regarding the exact amount of money in the deal; he also sends along official evidence—a copy of the text of the edict. “Have your queen read this,” he says. “This was signed with the king’s signet ring.” He didn’t lose control of his emotions; he didn’t exaggerate. He was careful with the information he communicated.
 

A Hazardous Dilemma

This leads us to a hazardous dilemma, as seen in Esther’s reply to Mordecai:

“All the king’s officials and the people of the royal provinces know that for any man or woman who approaches the king in the inner court without being summoned the king has but one law: that he be put to death. The only exception to this is for the king to extend the gold scepter to him and spare his life. But thirty days have passed since I was called to go to the king.”

It was a common necessity of proper court function that there must be limited access to the king, and Herodotus gives indications that the same was true of the Persian rulers. But the details concerning the death penalty and the gold scepter are not described. Many commentators have wondered why Esther could not have simply gone through proper channels to secure an audience with the king or perhaps even waited longer to see if she would be summoned (since the set time was many months away). If, however, Haman held the office of hazarapatish (one of seven “friends of the king”), she would have to make arrangements through him and thereby jeopardize the whole plan.

Esther could not presume to receive his welcome because she had ceased to be the apple of his eye. He had not even summoned her for the past “thirty days.” Although Esther was queen, Xerxes had a considerable collection of concubines in his harem. He did not need Esther to fulfill his desire for companionship or his lustful cravings. She may have remembered what happened to the last queen who crossed the king.

Esther now appears cautious. It appears that initially she was more concerned about her own welfare than about her people.
 She hesitates from agreeing to Mordecai’s plan, afraid for her own safety. We might be tempted to criticize, but as Swindoll notes, 

Now, before you frown and entertain thoughts of self-righteousness, thinking that you would never have responded like that, remember, you’re surrounded by friends in a safe and unthreatened environment where there are no armed soldiers outside and governmental protocol to obey. Furthermore, chances are good you don’t live under a cloud because of the race into which you were born and there’s no king sitting on a throne at whose whim you live or die. It’s easy to be brave when we’re protected and secure, when we have nothing to risk.

We read in verses 12-14 Mordecai’s reply,

When Esther’s words were reported to Mordecai, he sent back this answer: “Do not think that because you are in the king’s house you alone of all the Jews will escape. For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews 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?”

This goes down in history as one of those “turning point speeches.” Mordecai says, “First of all, if you do nothing, don’t think you will escape death. Being a Jew, you will die like the rest of us. And second, even if we die, God is not limited to you or me, nor will He allow His people to perish. He will use someone to save our nation. And then, third, how great it would be if He sovereignly chose to use you. Could it be that this explains why you were chosen to be queen, my dear Esther—for such a time as this—for this very moment?” This is intrinsic motivation at its best.

You see, in Mordecai’s thinking, Esther’s life may be in jeopardy if she goes to the king uninvited, but her doom is certain if she does not.
 Her Jewish heritage would come out, and even her elevated position as queen would not save her life if this decree was allowed to be carried out.

Then Mordecai comes as close to referring to God as anyone in this book does. “For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish.” he states. He says, in essence, “Deliverance will come. If you fail, God cannot. But Esther, you will go down in history as the worst kind of failure, unwilling to risk your life to save your people.”
 As Charles Stanley notes, “God is never bound by our faithlessness or cowardice. He desires to use us to bless His people, but if we fail to trust Him, He will use someone else. But He will always accomplish His will.”

A Heroic Determination

Finally we see a heroic determination in verses 15-17,

Then Esther sent this reply to Mordecai: “Go, gather together all the Jews who are in Susa, and fast for me. Do not eat or drink for three days, night or day. I and my maids will fast as you do. When this is done, I will go to the king, even though it is against the law. And if I perish, I perish.” So Mordecai went away and carried out all of Esther’s instructions.
The transformation is now complete. Esther goes from clueless to cautious to courageous. Esther shows her true colors—and they are brilliantly bold. She is determined to make a difference, no matter what the consequences to her personally: “If I perish, I perish. If a guard drives a sword through my body, I die doing the right thing.” She has changed from fear to abandonment and faith, from hesitation to confidence and determination, from concern for her own safety to concern for her people’s survival. She has reached her own personal hour of decision and has not been found wanting.

Esther directs Mordecai to have all the Jews in Susa fast and pray for her for three days. I realize the word “pray” does not appear in the text, but Esther’s appeal for a three days’ fast for her among the Jews is really a plea for prayer; for, in the Old Testament, fasting is a symbolic form of prayer.
 

The book of Esther does not deny the value of prayer. Instead, it stresses that the people of God frequently have both to trust God and to take seriously their own role in putting right the things about which they pray.
 As we saw in an earlier message, as Christians we ought to be informed about what is going on in our world and then we need to get involved to the extent we can to make a difference in our world. God’s people need to know what is happening in their world because such knowledge is itself the basis for action. A proper knowledge of current events is equally vital for Christians today if we are to address pressing issues in our society so that our work is properly directed to those places where the gospel can significantly address social concerns.
 Last week we considered the problem of racism in our culture. There are other equally important areas of need, such as abortion, homelessness, drug and alcohol abuse…the list goes on and on.

Mordecai’s final words, “And who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?” apply to each of us, wherever we find ourselves. Just as Esther was in a position of privilege, so is nearly everyone reading this book. Are you educated and literate? Do you have food, clothing, shelter, a car, perhaps some electronic equipment? Then you are among the privileged, the world’s wealthy. Why has God entrusted you with the privilege of wealth? For such a time as this. God has sovereignly raised you up.
 Now, what are you going to do about it? Are we going to remain clueless as to the problems of the world, are we going to be cautious about the risks or getting involved, or will we be courageous like Esther, saying, “If I perish, I perish”?

Two primary principles emerge from this passage. First: Not until we believe one person can make a difference will we be willing to risk. Let me put it straight. Quit being so careful about protecting your own backside. Stop worrying about what others will think. You don’t answer to them. You answer to Him. He will help. He will give you wisdom and courage. You may be only one, but you are one. So, risk!

What happens to us when we find ourselves in the middle of dark situations? Do we believe the things that are happening to us are accidental? Do we seek to change our circumstances, or do we accept them with a fatalistic attitude? Can we change our circumstances, or should we even try? Sometimes we can change things, and we must try. That is why we are there! At other times, having tried, we find we cannot alter anything, nor can we escape, and so we must allow those situations to change us and we must accept the privilege of shining there.

As one poet put it, 

I am only one,

But still I am one.

I cannot do everything;

but still I can do something;

and because I cannot do everything

I will not refuse to do the something that I can do.

Second: Only when we move from the safe harbor of theory to the risky world of reality do we actually make a difference. You are a thinking citizen, an individual who knows Christ—OK, then, do something about it! Say something about it! Stand alone! It’s the deed that connects us to reality. It’s the deed that moves us from the safe harbor of theory. It’s not just the thought, it’s the deed! We evangelicals are great on evangelical theory, great on theological theory, great on moral theory. But we are not rewarded for our theories. It’s the deed! The deed! We’re rewarded for the deed.

You might wonder, “What does it matter if I get involved or not?” It matters greatly—it matters to your character! Yes, God has other ways to accomplish His objectives. He has other people He can use. He isn’t frustrated or restrained because you and I may be indifferent. But when that happens, we are the losers. When we have been called “for such a time as this,” how tragic if we are not there to stand in that hour.

I have entitled this message, “Apathy Alert,” from a song by that title recorded about thirty years ago. I close with its challenging words:

I hear the news, I read the paper
There’s no choice, it fills your senses
I share the hurt, I share the heart-break
It comes each day, the news is so relentless
My heart goes searching for a place to hide
I hear a voice of warning down inside

Broken dreams and breaking hearts
Every place you look, but who can change it
What can I do all by myself
I’m not a king and I’m no prophet
I hear a voice of warning down inside
Breaking the silence, breaking thru the ice

Apathy alert!

I hear a voice inside shouting to my heart—
Apathy alert!
It’s time to do what’s right, 

It’s time for me to do my part.
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