For Such a Time as This #7

“Coincidence or Providence?”

Esther 5:9-6:14

Have you ever had a lucky day…one of those days where everything went right and all the details fell into place? From the moment your feet hit the floor to the moment your head hit the pillow that night, nothing went wrong. You may have felt like singing, 

O, what a beautiful morning; O, what a beautiful day,

I’ve got a beautiful feeling…everything’s going my way!

Then again, there are those other days. You know, the moment your feet hit the floor, you step on your child’s toy (or, in our case, a piece of our dogs’ food). You pour coffee on your cereal instead of milk. You’re running late, only to find you have a flat tire. Or two. It’s one of those days you just want to go back to bed!

What do we say about those days? One day we call lucky—we’ll say to someone, “You’d better go buy a lottery ticket today!”—and the other we call unlucky. Some call it chance, others call it fate, still others chalk it up to karma. Some shrug their shoulders and say, “What a coincidence!”

When it comes to that, I’m with Gibbs on NCIS: “There is no such thing as coincidence.” Things don’t “just happen.” What some call coincidence the Bible calls providence (and I’m not referring to the capitol of Rhode Island, either!)

Providence is seen in Proverbs 16:9, “In his heart a man plans his course, but the Lord determines his steps,” and in Proverbs 19:21, “Many are the plans in a man's heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.” It is seen in the words of Joseph in Genesis 50:20, “God turned into good what you meant for evil” (tlb). By providence I am not suggesting that God makes people do what they do, for He has given all people the freedom of choice. Rather, providence controls the consequences of man’s choices, and through even the worst of decisions God can work out His plan. R. C. Sproul writes, “God’s sovereign providence…works out His will through the actions of human wills, without violating the freedom of those human wills.”

This brings us to our text in Esther. This has been called “arguably the most ironically comic scene in the entire Bible.”
 A Jewish scholar regards it as “one of the funniest anywhere” in the Bible.
 Stanley Collins writes, “Do you think God has a sense of humor? I hope you do, for now we are going to see God demonstrate His sovereignty in such a way as to produce one of the best laughs of all time, and yet at the same time solemnly intervene to save His people.”

Haman’s Haughty Demeanor

Proverbs 16:18 states, “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall,” and Proverbs 11:2 similarly teaches, “When pride comes, then comes disgrace, but with humility comes wisdom.” Certainly we see both of these principles come true in the life of Haman. I initially entitled this sermon, “Pride Goes Before the ‘D’oh!’” but I did not know how many here would appreciate that reference! As one commentator put it, “If ever there was a picture of pride going before the fall, Haman is it.”
 

First we see Haman’s haughty demeanor in his arrogance. After the first banquet Esther 5:9 reads, “Haman went out that day happy and in high spirits.” Chuck Swindoll observes,
He walks out of the palace thinking, Boy, am I ever in clover. I’ve just had a private dinner and audience with the king and the queen. What an honor. My star is on the rise. The sky’s the limit. It was the ultimate opportunity to drop names. Can you imagine Haman at the office the next day? “I was with the king and queen last night, and—yeah, a banquet for just the three of us. Yes, I was the only one invited. As expected, I received a personal invitation from the queen.” So he walks out of the palace, bursting with pride and ego.

Verses 10-11 record, “Calling together his friends and Zeresh, his wife, Haman boasted to them about his vast wealth, his many sons, and all the ways the king had honored him and how he had elevated him above the other nobles and officials.” Notice that Haman “called together” his friends and his wife. Literally “friends” is the Hebrew for “wise men” or “advisors,” so in a sense Haman has to summon professional friends to hear his boasting.

Haman bragged about his wealth, his sons (we later learn he had ten), and the honors and promotions he received from the king. Haman’s ten sons would surely have given him some “bragging rights” in the eyes of the Persians. According to Herodotus, the Persians regarded it as the “greatest proof of manly excellence” to father many sons. In fact, Herodotus reports that each year the man with the most sons would be sent a special gift by the king.

The original meaning brings a greater sense of irony than at first glance, because Haman is found to be gathering people around him to tell them things they already know.
 Swindoll writes,

Ah, yes. The typical blowhard. Ya-da, ya-da, ya-da. Brag, brag, brag. Me, me, me. Can you imagine having to sit and listen to this blow-hard? Of course nobody wants to offend him, because he’s the guy with the king’s seal. But you know they have to be rolling their eyes and wondering, How long before we can get out of here? He tells them what he’s worth. And then he begins bragging about how many sons he has. And then he recounts instance after instance where he has been promoted and exalted. Arrogance ad infinitum, conceit ad nauseam.

The Greeks feared a vice which they called hybris, that pompous arrogance and self-esteem which go before a fall. Haman is a notable illustration. Pride corrupted the judgment. His mind was bent by his own self-esteem. The twin vices of jealousy and arrogance had perverted reason.

Haman’s haughty demeanor is also seen in his assumptions. We read in verse 12, “And that’s not all,” Haman added. “I’m the only person Queen Esther invited to accompany the king to the banquet she gave. And she has invited me along with the king tomorrow.” Reading between the lines, and in so many words, Haman says to his friends, “Apart from the king, the queen would not let anyone else come to the banquet but myself, and confidentially, between you, me and the gatepost, I do not think she was really enthusiastic about the king being there either!”

The only new information is that Haman alone attended Esther’s banquet with the king and has been invited to join the king at Queen Esther’s banquet on the next day, though the unusual way he words this points to his self-centeredness.
 Haman is so sure that his advancement makes good sense that he does not suspect that Esther may have any ulterior motive in issuing a second invitation to dine with the monarch and herself.

Haman’s behavior could serve as a textbook illustration of foolishness, as described by the book of Proverbs. Proverbs 27:2 reads, “May another praise you and not your own mouth, a stranger and not your own lips.” The implication is that such talk will expose the braggart for the fool that he is. Haman’s haughtiness is evident in his boasting and his assumptions that he is to be honored. His downfall has already been set in motion, though he is ignorant of the fact.

Haman’s haughty demeanor is seen in his anger. Verses 9-10 record, “But when he saw Mordecai at the king’s gate and observed that he neither rose nor showed fear in his presence, he was filled with rage against Mordecai. Nevertheless, Haman restrained himself and went home.” One thing spoiled Haman’s perfect day—his one big fly in the ointment.”
 In verse thirteen he complains, “But all this gives me no satisfaction as long as I see that Jew Mordecai sitting at the king’s gate.” It is clear that the emphasis here is on the word “sitting.” Haman does not go into detail. But it must have been plain to all of his guests that the thing that bothered him was the fact that Mordecai remained seated as Haman passed by. It was more than his pride could take.

It is amazing how a man can have everything in life as Haman did, and yet one person can take away all the enjoyment. Haman’s pride was hurt; to think that anyone dared not give him respect!
 

Zeresh, Haman’s wife, had heard all she could take. In verse 14 she says, “Have a gallows built, seventy-five feet high, and ask the king in the morning to have Mordecai hanged on it. Then go with the king to the dinner and be happy.” Zeresh, reminiscent of Queen Jezebel in her dealings with King Ahab over Naboth’s vineyard, suggests that Haman quit whining and do something about his problem! Instead of waiting another eleven months for his edict to take effect, decides to seek the king’s permission to kill Mordecai at once.

Remember from chapter two that the “gallows” should not be understood in the sense of gallows in the Old West from which a criminal was hung by a rope. In ancient Persia, the body of a condemned person (already executed) was impaled on a pole and exposed publicly. Zeresh suggested that a huge pike would make Mordecai’s ignoble end visible to all the residents of Susa. The height of this pike, however, might have defeated that purpose. At anywhere from seventy-five to eighty-five feet tall, no one could have made out Mordecai’s body at the top of the pike. For that matter, how would they have mounted his body on it? The height seems quite improbable. At such a height, this pike would tower over every building in the city of Susa: even the palaces stood only forty or fifty feet high. How would someone raise such a pike? Its weight alone would seem unmanageable. Some commentators have suggested that perhaps the height of this pike included a platform on which the pole stood, but even the platform would have to be colossal, larger than many buildings. Could Haman have assembled such a structure in a single night? Maybe Zeresh didn’t intend the height to be taken literally, but meant that the gallows’ towering height should be visible over the whole of Susa. Alternatively, the author may have deliberately put such exaggerated measurements in Zeresh’s mouth in order to mock the ludicrous nature of her suggestion.

At any rate, Zeresh ends her suggestion with the words, “Then go merrily to the dinner.” The chapter concludes in verse 14, “This suggestion delighted Haman, and he had the gallows built.” Joyce Baldwin concludes, “The connection between murder and merriment and Haman’s pleasure is even more sinister than the gallows he had made.”
 Swindoll adds, 

Haman’s hatred now consumed him, to the point where only the death, the agonizing death, of his enemy would satisfy him. He went to sleep that night listening to the thump and the bump and the pounding of the construction crew as they worked through the night, building the pole upon which his enemy would hang.

Haman’s Humiliating Downfall

What transpires, though, is a total reversal, and chapter six documents Haman’s humiliating downfall. It all begins innocently enough with a case of royal insomnia; verse one records, “That night the king could not sleep; so he ordered the book of the chronicles, the record of his reign, to be brought in and read to him.” Yet this verse marks the literary center of the narrative. When things could not look worse, a series of seemingly trivial coincidences marks a critical turn that brings resolution to the story.

The king, unable to sleep, decided to read (or, more accurately, have someone read to him). He asked for the equivalent of our newspapers or magazines; the chronicles of the recent happenings in the court.
 The Greek historians reported that by law Persian officials kept archives of royal records that contained a detailed account of the business of the Persian kings. These “records of the chronicles” were written on scrolls of leather or papyrus and were carefully filed in the royal archives.
 So the king, suffering from insomnia, listens to the reading of the chronicles, to the record of the history of Persia, probably hoping it will bore him to sleep.

There is another possibility, though: perhaps the narrator wants us to conclude that Xerxes’ sleeplessness was the result of a nagging feeling that some deed had been left undone. Indeed, Esther’s impending request could have fueled such thoughts: what could the queen want? Was there something he should have done that he had neglected? (A modern man might be wondering whether he had forgotten his anniversary!) Intrigued and puzzled, he might well have sought out the royal archives for clues.

Before we go on, this is a good place to point out the potential benefits to those times we cannot fall asleep. Barbara Deane calls this “God’s Night School” as she writes,

More than half of all people over 65 complain about insomnia, but few recognize it as a spiritual opportunity. Being alone with God in the middle of the night, when all the daytime distractions are far away, can give us the opportunity to do some of the important spiritual work of the later years. It may be the cleansing of unconfessed sins of the past, forgiving others and asking forgiveness for ourselves, or bringing to mind those with whom we need to seek reconciliation and healing of relationships. It may be learning to simply “be” with him, bathing ourselves in the light of his love. There is much more to prayer than most of us have ever dreamed possible, and now we have great volumes of time to learn it.

At any rate, Xerxes is reminded of Mordecai’s intervention that spared his life from assassination (as recorded in Esther 2). It was a point of honor to Persian kings, as well as good politics, to reward amply anyone whose loyal action benefited the king. As much as five years had passed between the time when Mordecai had thwarted the assassination plot and when the king realized no reward had been given.
 This could have been a source of dishonor for the king. Perhaps in the reading he had discovered the source of his agitation and could take immediate steps to remedy the oversight.

As soon as the king heard that nothing had been done for Mordecai, his wheels started turning. He began to imagine what might be done to reward this man for his great deed. Then he had to figure out who would help him carry it out. And so he asked the logical question. So the king said, “Who is in the court?” Now Haman had just entered the outer court of the king’s palace in order to speak to the king about hanging Mordecai on the gallows that he had prepared for him.

Is this a great moment or what? The sun is barely over the horizon, and here comes Haman, rushing to the palace as early as he can so he will be the first to have an audience with the king and finish off his hated enemy. Suddenly, out of the inner court, comes the voice of the king, “Call him in. Call Haman in.” The king is calling for him. This will be even easier than he anticipated. Now is my chance, he thinks. He glances out the window with a sinister sneer, Just a minute, gallows, somebody will be on you. And with the stride of a peacock he struts into the court of the king.

I can’t help but think of the cartoon figure Wile E. Coyote when I read about Haman. That coyote goes to the most outlandish measures to catch his arch-nemesis, the roadrunner, and every time he gets caught in his own devices. I’d bet that Haman’s gallows had a big “ACME” painted on its side! (You youngsters under the age of 40 might not get that!)

Can you appreciate the irony of this scene? Here are two men, neither of whom slept that night, each had a request for the other. The king wondered what Haman wanted; Haman wondered what the king wanted. Neither knew the other was thinking about Mordecai. Haman was there for Mordecai’s execution order; the king was there to honor Mordecai for saving his life; and Mordecai—probably the only one of the three who slept that night—was totally unaware of the situation!

And so, without even waiting to say, “Good morning,” he says to Haman, “What should be done for the man the king delights to honor?” We note that the king did not explain to Haman why he was asking him this question. He gave no hint of “the man” whom he had in mind. And Haman was so self-occupied that he did not inquire who it might be. With utter selfishness he “thought to himself, ‘Who is there that the king would rather honor than me?’” 
 Utterly ego-centric and completely obsessed with his own self-importance, it seemed inconceivable to Haman that the king would wish to honor anyone but himself, and unable to think except in terms of self-promotion, all the honors he suggested were designed for his own advantage.

Haman could just fancy himself being led through the streets of the city proudly acknowledging the thunderous applause of the excited crowds, gorgeously arrayed in the king’s apparel and with the crown royal set upon his head. After all, what could be more logical than this; he was the king’s favorite, wasn’t he?

Haman says, in effect, “Let him be ‘king for a day.’ Let him wear the king’s clothes and ride the king’s horse. Proclaim a holiday, let him have a princely escort and the most noble man of all to announce to the people, ‘This is the man whom the king delights to honor.’” 
 To put it in modern terms, if the President of the United States allowed his personal jet, Air Force One, to transport one of his associates, it would in effect elevate that person’s power and prestige in the public eye.
 Now if the king had had his wits about him he would have spotted at once that Haman was a potential threat to the throne. “King for a day” could so easily become king every day.
 Wiersbe writes,

The more I ponder the character of Haman, the more convinced I am that he wanted the throne for himself. As second man in the empire, if anything happened to [Xerxes], Haman was certainly in the best position to capture the throne for himself. A proud man with selfish ambitions isn’t content to take second place if there’s any possible way to secure first place. If what is described in Esther 6:8–9 had actually been done for Haman, it would have given the people of [Susa] the impression that [Xerxes] had chosen Haman to be his successor.

Whether that was his intention or not we will never know. But at this point I am sure Haman could feel the horse under him, the royal raiment on him and the cheering crowds greeting him. But then came the greatest shock and the beginning of his downfall: “Excellent, excellent,” says the king. “One of your very best ideas, Haman; do exactly as you say to Mordecai the Jew; do everything you proposed.” Can you imagine the utter mortification of Haman? He could not believe his ears! Mordecai the Jew, for whom his men were preparing a gallows! (And do you still ask if God has a sense of humor?)

I would love to have seen Haman’s face, wouldn’t you? Livid with rage and white as a sheet, with the last drop of blood drained from his features, Haman was careful to control his feelings. He did not explode; he was far too clever for that.
 We read with a smile verse 11: So Haman got the robe and the horse. He robed Mordecai, and led him on horseback through the city streets, proclaiming before him, “This is what is done for the man the king delights to honor!” Can you imagine Haman saying that through gritted teeth? As Joyce Baldwin writes, “The words Haman had to proclaim must have been gravel in his mouth.”

On the other side of the equation was Mordecai. Sitting on that horse in regal attire, he was the most surprised man in the kingdom. That’s the beauty of the story. He was not a proud man. He was not a vengeful man. He was not whispering, “Say it a little louder. Eat your heart out, Haman.” According to what is written here, Mordecai didn’t utter a word.
 And when it was over, he simply returned to his place at the gate and continued to serve the king. Applause doesn’t change truly humble people, for their values are far deeper. God can trust His blessings with the humble because they seek to honor only the Lord.

Verse 12 continues, “But Haman rushed home, with his head covered in grief, and told Zeresh his wife and all his friends everything that had happened to him.” I’m sure his demeanor was quite different this time around! Reading on in verse 13, “His advisers and his wife Zeresh said to him, ‘Since Mordecai, before whom your downfall has started, is of Jewish origin, you cannot stand against him—you will surely come to ruin!’” The Persians were a very superstitious people, and the advisers saw in the events of the day a “bad omen” for Haman’s future.
 “This is not your lucky day, after all!” they concluded.

Then we read the ominous words in verse 14, “While they were still talking with him, the king’s eunuchs arrived and hurried Haman away to the banquet Esther had prepared.” Though he didn’t know it at the time, Haman was being escorted to his last meal.

So, what do we make of this story for our own lives? For one thing, Haman teaches us that pride does go before the fall. We need to heed James 4:10, “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.”
Second, we can see that in the end, God will right every wrong. It has often been said that “God’s delays are not God’s denials.” We sometimes get impatient and wonder why the wicked are prospering while the righteous suffer, but God is never in a hurry. He is long-suffering toward the wicked because He wants them to repent, and He is patient with His people because He wants them to receive the right reward at the right time for the right purpose. If Mordecai was ever puzzled because the king promoted Haman but ignored him, he would soon find out that God had not made a mistake.

Finally, we learn that there is no such thing as coincidence. What appear to be “timely coincidences”
 are, in fact, evidence of God’s providence. The king’s inability to sleep, his requesting the reading of the annals, the reading of the passage reporting Mordecai’s past kindness, Haman’s noisy carpentry in the early hours of the morning, his sudden entry into the outer court and his assumption that he was the man the king wished to honor—all are events testifying to the sovereignty of God over the events of the narrative. Circumstances that seemed incidental earlier in the narrative take on crucial significance.

From a Christian perspective we see these happenstances as a sign of God’s providence. While from a human perspective life is full of accidents, from a biblical perspective life is full of events that reflect God’s sovereign plan. As the Master Author of human history, God weaves together the stories of our lives. To surprise us with joy and to accomplish His inscrutable will, God fills our lives with apparent flukes that, upon deeper inspection, reflect His sovereign care. Coincidence or providence? Our answer depends upon seeing with the eyes of faith.
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