For Such a Time as This #9

“Don’t Get Mad…and Don’t Get Even”

Esther 9:1-17

We have a common saying when we’ve been wronged by somebody: “I don’t get mad, I get even.” Some will even point to Old Testament passages such as Exodus 21:24, Leviticus 24:20, and Deuteronomy 19:21, describing the so-called “Law of Retaliation” with the familiar words, “Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, life for life…” Yet we read Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:38-39, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ But I tell you, Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.” How are we to understand this whole thing?

Esther’s story is natural for a discussion of retaliation. Webster defines retaliation as, “to repay in kind, to return like for like…to get revenge.” Or, as we more commonly say, “to get even, to get back at someone.”

The story of Esther has been like a roller-coaster ride: from the deepest depths to the highest heights. At this point in the storyline, Queen Esther and Mordecai are riding high, having gained the favor of the king and disposed of their archenemy Haman. As we enter chapter nine, it may seem that this newfound favor and power has gone to their heads. In fact, quite a few commentators are very critical of them as being brutal, cruel, even bloodthirsty. But is that really what is being taught? Let’s take a closer look.

A Day of Vigilance

Esther 9:1 describes what I am calling a day of vigilance:

On the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, the month of Adar, the edict commanded by the king was to be carried out. On this day the enemies of the Jews had hoped to overpower them, but now the tables were turned and the Jews got the upper hand over those who hated them. 

In the narrative, we have jumped eight months since the end of chapter eight. December 13 has dawned—D-day for the Jews.
 But now, because of the actions of Esther and Mordecai, it stands for “Defense-Day” rather than “Destruction-Day,” as originally planned by Haman. At the end of verse one we read, “but now the tables were turned…” Some versions read, “it was reversed.” The Hebrew verb used in this phrase (nahăpôk) can literally mean, “flip over,” as in 2 Kings 21:13 and Hoses 7:8. The plot has been flipped over, like all the attempted actions against the Jews in this narrative. Now it is the Jews who are on top, and their enemies who are on the receiving end.

This is, in fact, one of the major themes in the book of Esther: the concept of peripety. (No, I don’t know what that word means, either! I had to look it up in a dictionary, and it is defined as “a sudden or unexpected reversal of circumstances or situation especially in a literary work.”
) In this case, the danger that has pervaded this entire story has dissipated. The scheme that had been hatched against the Jews has been turned against its perpetrators. This fact is, perhaps, one of the most compelling aspects of the book of Esther. It is not simply the idea that the plot was canceled. The plot was reversed, so that the evil that had been launched was turned back again. What had appeared to be a victory for evil was not merely averted; it became instead a victory for good. Anthony Tomasino comments,

This may perhaps be part of the reason that Esther has found such an enduring place in the Jewish and Christian tradition. Essentially, it epitomizes a pattern that is significant throughout the Bible, especially in the major acts of salvation history. The classic example of Joseph, to which the book of Esther frequently alludes, contains the first explicit statement of this pattern: “You planned evil against me; but God planned it for good” (Gen 50:20). The exodus, to which Esther also alludes, is certainly another case of this process at work…. 

This pattern of reversal, however, is only the foreshadowing of a much greater reversal: the crucifixion of Jesus was engineered by the devil and by evil people to do away with the threat posed by the Son of God. But that act of violence was turned into a victory, both through God accepting the death of Christ as atonement for our sins and through the resurrection, which demonstrated his victory over the power of death. In this sense, then, the book of Esther only demonstrates the continuation of a pattern wherein God uses enemies’ devices against them. Of course, it pales in comparison to the coup that God pulled off in Jesus Christ.

[Yet] the idea of reversal is more than a literary motif, and it is more than a recurrent biblical theme. Indeed, it is even more than a theological proposition. For the Christian, it is an existential reality, the foundation of our identity in Christ. Like the Jews in the book of Esther, we were under the decree of destruction: “We were by nature children of wrath, like the rest” (Eph 2:3). But as in the case of Jews in the book of Esther, “it was reversed”: “But God … even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ” (Eph 2:4–5 esv). The decree of death was overturned, not because of the will of a mortal sovereign, but because of the merciful intervention of God.

Notice that I am calling this “a day of vigilance” and not “a day of vengeance.” Vigilance means, “alertness” or “awareness.” The King James Version of 1 Peter 5:8 reads, “Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour.” The niv renders the first phrase, “Be self-controlled and alert.” Why? As Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 2:11, “…in order that Satan might not outwit us. For we are not unaware of his schemes.” We, too, must be vigilant.

Verse 2 emphasizes that the Jews prepared “to lay hands” only “on those who sought their harm.” In other words, they did not randomly attack whomever they pleased; they only fought defensively.
 Going back to Esther 8:11, the edict of Mordecai, we should read it this way: “By these letters the king permitted the Jews in every city to gather and defend themselves, ‘to destroy, kill, and wipe out every armed force of a people or a province attacking them, their children and their wives, with their goods as booty.’” Jewish scholar Robert Gordis points out that “the last five words in the Hebrew text of Esther 8:11 are not a paraphrase of Esther 3:13, giving the Jews permission to retaliate in precisely the manner planned by Haman, but a citation of Haman’s original edict, against which his intended victims may now protect themselves. In accordance with modern usage, the citation should be placed in quotation marks.”
 Once again, the Jews were only acting here in self-defense.

Their first move was to “assemble in their cities in all the provinces of King Xerxes to attack those seeking their destruction.” It would appear from this statement that they had had certain cities assigned to them by the king. In gathering in their own cities they would not unnecessarily expose themselves to the assault of the enemy.
 Even more importantly, only by organizing their men and arming them could resistance be effective.
 Certainly there is strength in numbers. If they had not gathered themselves together, the final outcome would have been defeat instead of victory. Here is a lesson for us today: Nothing weakens like division, and the enemy knows that. Let us not fail then to learn the lesson from this part of God’s Word that will enable us to gain spiritual victories over our adversary, the Devil.

A Day of Victory

Their day of vigilance led to a day of victory, as verses 3-10 demonstrate:

No one could stand against them, because the people of all the other nationalities were afraid of them. And all the nobles of the provinces, the satraps, the governors and the king’s administrators helped the Jews, because fear of Mordecai had seized them. Mordecai was prominent in the palace; his reputation spread throughout the provinces, and he became more and more powerful. The Jews struck down all their enemies with the sword, killing and destroying them, and they did what they pleased to those who hated them. In the citadel of Susa, the Jews killed and destroyed five hundred men. They also killed Parshandatha, Dalphon, Aspatha, Poratha, Adalia, Aridatha, Parmashta, Arisai, Aridai and Vaizatha, the ten sons of Haman son of Hammedatha, the enemy of the Jews. But they did not lay their hands on the plunder. 

The Jews struck down “all their enemies,” suggesting there were many. (Given the large number of casualties recorded later, we know this is true.) There is evidence here of widespread anti-Jewish sentiment within the Empire. Whereas so far Haman has been called “the enemy of the Jews,” the text now speaks of “the enemies” of the Jews. Haman may have been the enemy par excellence, the one who inspired such people to action, but he was far from isolated. As we noted last week, it is a mistake to imagine that evil thrives simply because there is an individual who promotes it.
 The evil finds its source in the spiritual powers of darkness behind and within the ones we can see.

Verse five speaks of “those who hated them.” The Hebrew word can literally be translated “haters” (a very common term with the younger generation today!) and it is illustrative of “hatred” in biblical Hebrew being more than merely an emotion. “Hatred” is frequently associated with the intention of doing physical harm.

I think it is important to recognize that the Jews destroyed only those who sought to destroy them. That means those who physically attacked them, and not merely those who wished them harm.
 Apparently there were a number of such people, showing that Mordecai’s decree permitting the Jews to gather and defend themselves could not change the hearts of people who were motivated either by some dislike of the Jews or the simple prospect of easy money to be gained from their destruction.
 We see this in our own world that legislation will not change the hearts of people. I’m not suggesting that we shouldn’t have laws; we just shouldn’t think that laws will go very far in changing the thoughts, feelings, and actions of people.

No doubt some may wonder how we can make any application of this to the Christian. We cannot use this passage to justify violence against those who do not agree with our views. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 10:3-4, “For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world.” Whenever the church has tried to use the weapons of this world to fight its battles, the consequences have been embarrassing if not disastrous. Furthermore, in Ephesians 6 we saw last week that “our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against…the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” Too often we find ourselves battling the wrong adversary with the wrong ammunition! Wearing the whole armor of God, however, and depending on prayer and the Word of God, the Christian soldier can march forward with courage and faith.

The text mentions the death of Haman’s ten sons. In appears, in this context, that Haman’s sons must have participated in the attacks on the Jews, spurred on no doubt by their father’s racism and the desire to avenge his death. With the death of his sons, Haman’s downfall is complete.
 This is reminiscent of Jesus’ teaching in Luke 11:24-26, where He speaks of an evil spirit coming out of a man, unable find a suitable dwelling. So it returns to the original person, and “when it arrives, it finds the house swept clean and put in order. Then it goes and takes seven other spirits more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of that man is worse than the first.” 
A Day of Vindication

Finally we see a day of vindication. 

The number of those slain in the citadel of Susa was reported to the king that same day. The king said to Queen Esther, “The Jews have killed and destroyed five hundred men and the ten sons of Haman in the citadel of Susa. What have they done in the rest of the king’s provinces? Now what is your petition? It will be given you. What is your request? It will also be granted.” 

“If it pleases the king,” Esther answered, “give the Jews in Susa permission to carry out this day’s edict tomorrow also, and let Haman’s ten sons be hanged on gallows.” 

So the king commanded that this be done. An edict was issued in Susa, and they hanged the ten sons of Haman. The Jews in Susa came together on the fourteenth day of the month of Adar, and they put to death in Susa three hundred men, but they did not lay their hands on the plunder. 

Meanwhile, the remainder of the Jews who were in the king’s provinces also assembled to protect themselves and get relief from their enemies. They killed seventy-five thousand of them but did not lay their hands on the plunder. This happened on the thirteenth day of the month of Adar, and on the fourteenth they rested and made it a day of feasting and joy.

Again, this might sound like vengeance on the part of the Jews, though we know from both Old and New Testaments that “‘Vengeance is mine,’ says the Lord.” So how are we to understand this?

Interestingly, the English words “avenge” and “vengeance” come from the Latin vendicare, which has the same root as “vindicate.” Isn’t that curious? “Vengeance,” which is passion out of control based on hatred, and “vindicate,” which is what God claims to do when defending His people, are from the same root—vendicare. Yet they carry contrary messages. What is the difference? Self-control. In order for there to be the restraint of vengeance, self-control must be applied. I believe that is exactly what we read in the ninth chapter of Esther. I have frequently read or heard the term “bloodbath” applied to the last part of her story. It sounds like human depravity out of control, the rage of revenge gone wild. Thousands of people killed. It is almost as if the Jews picked them off from their windows with delight! But that was not the case. The Jews were allowed to defend themselves, but in doing so they were to apply great self-control.

How do we know that the Jews accomplished this? By the phrase (repeated three times in seven verses), “they did not lay their hands on the plunder.”
 According to the edict of Mordecai, the Jews could have legally looted their aggressors, but they did not. Remember, it was in taking spoil from the Amalekites that King Saul lost his kingdom, and the Jews didn’t repeat his mistake. They were not out after wealth. They wanted only to protect themselves and vindicate their right to live safely in the empire.
 The way they went about defending themselves vindicated the rightness of their cause.

So how do we apply this to our lives today? As I mentioned earlier, we cannot use this passage as an excuse to violently attack those who disagree with our doctrine or even disregard God’s decrees. Remember, “‘Vengeance is mine,’ says the Lord.”
Understand, we are reading about a group of people being violently attacked, and they have every legal (and moral) right to defend themselves. I do not believe it is wrong for nations to defend themselves militarily, for law enforcement and government to use force (even deadly force) to protect themselves, or for citizens to protect themselves and their families if attacked. As Christians, though, we are not to retaliate when wronged. Don’t get mad…and don’t get even, either!

Let’s turn to a New Testament text that quotes the above line: Romans 12:17-21,

Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. Respect what is right in the sight of all men. If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men. Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the Lord. “But if your enemy is hungry, feed him, and if he is thirsty, give him a drink; for in so doing you will heap burning coals upon his head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 
Don’t carry out your own revenge. Lay down your arms. Take all of the verbal bullets out of your weapon. Place your knife of revenge back into the drawer. Let God be your defender.

“But how do I do that?” you might ask.

The key is found in Galatians 5:22-23, the last characteristic listed in the fruit of the Spirit: “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law.” Richard Walters has described self-control as follows.

Self-control is managing our attitudes, feelings, and actions so they serve our long-term best interests and those of others. Self-control comes to people who learn discipline and social skills. It increases in those who accept God’s grace in their lives and who seek to know and apply divine truth in a disciplined manner.
 

The fruit of the Spirit is self-control. Self-control frees us from slavery. Self-control stops bad habits. It checks us. It halts us. When it comes to retaliation, self-control restrains us. Without it, we gear up to get even.

There’s only one solution to retaliation and revenge—the only way to get past blame and resentment, the only antidote for secret, smoldering feelings of rage from the pain of the past: Forgiveness. Not until I fully forgive my offenders, one by one, name by name, offense by offense, can I “gain the mastery” over those tendencies within me to get back or to get even. I’m suggesting you will discover the same is true for you.
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