For Such a Time as This #6

“How to Protest Properly (part 1)”

Esther 5:1-8

The United States of America is a land of protest. In fact, you could say that the United States was born out of protest. From the Boston Tea Party to the famous words of Patrick Henry—”Give me liberty or give me death!”—a new nation was birthed through the Revolutionary War—the ultimate act of protest.

Throughout our history we have seen many protests: against slavery; against unfair working practices and unhealthy working conditions; against discrimination toward women, blacks, and other minorities; against wars in far-off lands; and, more recently, against police shootings of citizens. Christians have also participated in protests against abortion, against the redefining of marriage, against the persecution of fellow believers in foreign countries. Recently, we have seen protests against police killings and against military funerals by those who call themselves Christians. What are we to think?

Protesting in itself is neither right nor wrong. Americans have a legal right—even Constitutional protection—to protest. But how we protest is another matter altogether. We can have a legitimate complaint but if we protest illegitimately, we invalidate our cause. If, however, we stand up against wrong in the right way, we can be assured that, even if we fail to bring about the desired change, we can have a clear conscience that we did the right thing in the right way. 

So how do we protest properly? We find some answers in our text this morning.

Esther’s Proper Preparation

Esther chapter five begins in verse one, “On the third day Esther put on her royal robes and stood in the inner court of the palace, in front of the king’s hall.” In order to understand “the third day,” we must remember that at the end of chapter four, Esther instructed her servants, Mordecai, and the Jews of Susa to join her in a three-day fast before she was to approach the king. Now the three days have ended and it is time to act.

Before we get to her actions, though, I want to note Esther’s proper preparation. This is the first step to protesting properly—we must be prepared. Verse one states that Esther put on royal robes before entering the king’s presence. Certainly she spent a great deal of time in order to look her best, and we will get to those preparations in a moment.

Her preparation did not begin, though, with bathing her body, combing her hair, and putting on nice clothes. As important as physical preparation is, spiritual preparation is even more essential. Those three days before she appeared before the king were not spend in finding just the right outfit with the matching shoes and handbag! No, this was a time of fasting and prayer. The Jews didn’t stop eating to lose weight; they fasted for spiritual reasons. Things got pretty intense as they filled the time they would normally spend preparing and consuming food, in protracted periods of prayer and quiet fasting.

Chuck Swindoll observes,

Between chapters 4 and 5 of this ancient Book of Esther, I find nothing but white space in my Bible, as I’m sure there is in yours. It’s a break in time. It’s a space of suspense when we don’t know what is happening. Nothing is recorded for us to read. We left Esther just as she had sent word to Mordecai that she was going to enter the king’s presence uninvited, which could mean her instant death. Then there is a grand pause, and we pick up the story again at the moment, three days later, when Esther is preparing to walk into the presence of the king, not knowing what the future holds. She literally breaks the law of the land by voluntarily interrupting the king. This space represents a silent yet powerful interlude during which Esther draws on the source of her strength. How easy it is for us to forget that source. How easy for us to believe that she was born with a Mother Teresa conscience and a Joan of Arc courage. Yet just as no one is born prejudiced, so no one is born courageous.

Not only does Esther gain courage from these days or preparation. The whole flow of events portrays her as a wise woman who is adequately prepared for the challenges of what is to come.
 The time of fasting and prayer gave Esther a wisdom from above, and a confidence not her own.
 Because of this interlude with God, she is able to approach the moment of truth—to step into the presence of the king—calmly and wisely and confidently.

It is also true that Esther prepared herself physically to meet the king. Warren Wiersbe writes,

If you knew you were going to meet the President of the United States at the White House, or royalty at Buckingham Palace, you would prepare for the meeting…. Preparing to pray is as important as the praying itself.

I am sure that the three days before E-Day (could be “Esther Day” or “Entrance Day”—take your pick!) included careful planning, picking out clothes, bathing, as well as praying and fasting. As we will see in a moment, Esther had even prepared the meal she would invite the king and Haman to, believing that the outcome of her daring initiative would be favorable!
 Clearly, there is no contradiction between the preparation involved in the fast, and thinking through what is involved in approaching the king. Put another way, times in prayer and fasting do not justify believers in behaving in ways that will alienate those we meet. Spiritual preparation and sensitivity must complement one another, and that is certainly the approach Esther takes here.

Esther’s Proper Presentation

That leads us to the second truth, Esther’s proper presentation. Verse one reads,

On the third day Esther put on her royal robes and stood in the inner court of the palace, in front of the king’s hall. The king was sitting on his royal throne in the hall, facing the entrance. 

This first verse underscores the magnificence of the setting. The Hebrew word malkût (“royalty”) is used three times in this verse. Esther literally “puts on royalty” and Xerxes sits on “his throne of royalty” in “the house of royalty”.
 Greek historians described the royal robes of the Persian king this way: 

The outer robe was dyed with Phoenician purple and embroidered with gold in patterns of fighting hawks or serpents. White or crimson trousers edged with purple were worn under the robe. [In other words, he was dressed in a Minnesota Vikings uniform!] Gold jeweled earrings, bracelets, and a filigree collar adorned the king. The king’s sword, with a sheath reportedly made of a single precious stone, was supported by a belt made of gold. Bright color, precious gems, and abundant gold made the royal dress a glittering splendor.
 

The queen’s royal robes would have been no less dazzling. In the book of Esther, clothing is a signifier of condition. Esther does not merely wrap herself in royal robes; she dons the office itself: She appears now as the queen.
 She presented herself, with due deference, as the king’s counterpart, her beauty enhanced by the queenly robes.

Since the issue is the appearance of Esther before him unrequested, she must look her loveliest. It was her great beauty that won his heart in the first place, and now she adorned herself in the royal apparel to go before the king as his queen.
 She comes before the king in all her splendor, a sight not so much intended to stir his passions but to inspire his respect.
 She presented herself in the proper way, as should we in the case of a protest.

Esther appeared “in the inner court of the palace, in front of the king’s hall.” The apadana or “hall of pillars,” had thirty-six columns and soared up to a height of 65 feet. Its pillars were described as “the most slender and airy columns ever produced by the hand of man.”
 She stayed outside the king’s hall, but within his vision. Even that, though, was against the law and could have meant her death.

Instead, we are told in verse two that “She found favor in his eyes,” similar to the expression used in Esther 2:15, “And Esther found favor in the eyes of all who saw her.” It is more than merely being found attractive. The word translated “favor” typically means, “pleasing,” due to character or good works. It is the word used in Genesis of Noah and of Joseph, who gained the favor of Potiphar and of the warden of his prison.

King Xerxes extended his golden scepter toward Esther, indicating that the queen may draw near and touch the tip of it, to symbolize her acceptance.
 Gaining an entrance is not enough, and wisdom continues to be necessary to consider what is done next. Likewise, Christians today must not make the mistake of assuming that just because an opportunity is presented for the Gospel that we can blunder in without adequately considering the context in which we find ourselves. Cultural sensitivity is always needed.
 Again, presentation matters. Esther acted according to the protocol of her day.

Xerxes says, “What is it, Queen Esther? What is your request? Even up to half the kingdom, it will be given you.” This phrase was a court saying used by kings in the ancient Near East to indicate their generous disposition toward the person in view. It was not to be understood as a literal offer of half the riches or the power of the kingdom.

We might be tempted to think, “Here’s your chance, Esther! Stick it to Haman! You’ve won the right to be heard…now’s the time to go for broke!” But she doesn’t. We read in verse four, “If it pleases the king,” replied Esther, “let the king, together with Haman, come today to a banquet I have prepared for him.”
Esther’s request is an anti-climax to us, but was is in keeping with protocol, for a formal state occasion is no place for the queen to disclose her mind. Though they are not mentioned, retainers would be present, as well as guards and other officials. The dinner party, though not without its attendants, would be much less public and formal, and the king would assume that the question of the request was his to raise again.

Notice that Esther makes this altogether a matter of the king’s pleasure. Haman’s pleasure or convenience was not even mentioned at this time. She prepared this banquet, not for Haman, but for the king. And the fact that she spoke of the banquet as already prepared is also very interesting.
 A royal banquet was not something you could whip together in an hour. Though Esther could not know that she would even survive her uninvited appearance before the king, she had her contingency plans in place.

Another puzzle in this incident is Esther’s inclusion of Haman in her invitation. Certainly she could have made her appeal to the king without the risk of Haman’s opposition, so why include him in the festivities? For centuries scholars have puzzled over this question without arriving at any consensus.﻿﻿ Ancient Jewish rabbis suggested twelve possible reasons for Haman’s inclusion without agreeing on any one of them.﻿ Although we cannot determine Esther’s motivation, we can note how Haman’s presence at her banquet raises the “degree-of-difficulty” factor for her intercession, and thus heightens the drama.
 

Esther’s Proper Patience

Finally we see Esther’s proper patience in verses 5-8,

“Bring Haman at once,” the king said, “so that we may do what Esther asks.” So the king and Haman went to the banquet Esther had prepared. As they were drinking wine, the king again asked Esther, “Now what is your petition? It will be given you. And what is your request? Even up to half the kingdom, it will be granted.” 

Esther replied, “My petition and my request is this: If the king regards me with favor and if it pleases the king to grant my petition and fulfill my request, let the king and Haman come tomorrow to the banquet I will prepare for them. Then I will answer the king’s question.” 

The banquet is served and all seems to be going well. During the wine course (presumably at the end of the banquet), Xerxes asks Esther again what he can do for her, mirroring the sentiments of verse 3 in a slightly prolonged way.
 Once again we think, “Now this is her moment to bring down the roof on Haman!”—but she doesn’t. Not now. This is a wise woman who understands the value of timing. She isn’t in a hurry, nor is she revengeful. You know why? She has been waiting on the Lord. Swindoll notes,

We get in a hurry when we don’t wait on the Lord. We jump ahead and do rash things. We shoot from the hip. We run off at the mouth, saying things that we later regret. But when have sufficiently waited on the Lord, He gets full control of our spirit. At such moments, we’re like a glove, and His hand is moving us wherever He pleases.

So Esther requests the presence of the king and Haman at a second banquet to be held on the next day. Knowing something of the urgency of the matter in hand, we cannot but marvel at the self-restraint of Esther.
 Some have wondered if Esther’s delay was a sign of hesitance to lodge her protest. It seems that the author wants us to understand that Esther is biding her time rather than losing her nerve.
 In fact, if Esther had rushed through this whole affair, she probably would never have achieved her purpose.

Certainly we can say that what Esther did ranks among the great deeds of faith in Scripture and could have been recorded in Hebrews 11. It wasn’t enough for the Jews to pray and have faith that God would work. Somebody had to act, for as James 2:20 puts it, “faith without works is dead.” 
 
It is fairly certain that little of importance is accomplished in the Bible—or the world—without courage. In the Bible, courage is not the “courage to be,” but the courage to do. It gives people the ability to take action in a wide variety of forms. In Joshua 1, Joshua is told four times to be courageous, and to go forth and conquer the promised land. In 1 Chronicles 22:13, David counsels Solomon to be courageous and build the temple. In Acts 4:23-31, the disciples pray for courage so that they can evangelize. Courage will not enable all of us to be fighters. Some of us it will make into builders. Some will become petitioners. But whatever its purpose, courage is as vital to the kingdom of God as anything else.

In her courage, Esther shows us (in part) how to protest properly. She spent time in preparation, readying herself spiritually as well as physically and mentally. We must spend quality time in prayer, in planning, and in preparing if we feel the need to protest. Make sure you know the truth about the situation before you react emotionally. Have a firm grasp on the facts, and prepare your statements and your actions carefully.

Esther’s presentation was also proper. Yes, she did break the law when she came into the king’s presence uninvited. But she did not break any of God’s laws in doing so. This is where some—including many in the name of Christ—have protested improperly, and they lose their credibility in the process. It is not God’s will that we become violent, destructive, and even murderous in our protests. The way to protest injustice is not to take the law into our own hands, destroying, looting, beating and even killing innocent people! You don’t protest police shootings by shooting police! You don’t protest abortion by bombing abortion clinics or murdering doctors who perform them! And, as the hate mongers of Westboro Baptist Church in Kansas demonstrate, even if you protest what is clearly wrong from a Scriptural standpoint—homosexuality—you can fail to get your point across because of very poor presentation! Esther followed protocol to the extent that she could, and won a hearing because of it.

Furthermore, Esther shows the importance of patience in proper protesting. In modern terms I believe Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., gives a similar profile in patience as well as courage. It was patience that allowed him to instruct his followers not to retaliate when abused. It was patience that prompted his non-violent approach that, I believe, won the battles of the civil rights movement in the 1960s. Most injustices in our world were not developed overnight; they will not be defeated overnight, either. We must be patient and allow God to work.

All this does not guarantee success. We live in a world where right commitments do not of themselves guarantee good outcomes for all involved. Decisions have to be made without any assurance that they will provide the outcome each individual wants. God does work all things together for the good of his people who are called according to his purpose but that does not mean we each always receive what we want. There is no theological formula at work that guarantees us freedom from pain and loss even when we are committed to God’s people and purposes. Faithfulness, not individual outcomes, is what matters. Esther lived in a world where God’s activity could always be predicted but where faithfulness was still paramount.
 So do we.

With Esther, her walk with God was an exciting adventure. She stepped into the king’s presence because she had confidence in God. Esther planned a banquet because she trusted God to do the unexpected. Are you still open to the unexpected? Are you really waiting on the Lord to do His will?
 Are we willing to do His will the right way?
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