For Such a Time as This #10

“Why We Have Holidays”

Esther 9:18-32

I love holidays.

I suppose that goes back to my childhood, when holidays meant a day (or more) off school. On certain holidays, my family would travel to my grandparents or perhaps they would come to visit us. (Throughout my childhood, we never missed Christmas Day at my maternal grandparents’ home in West Virginia.)

We have come to the time of year often called the “holiday season,” with four holidays—Halloween, Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s—occurring within an eight- or nine-week span. Of these, Halloween and Christmas tend to be favorites for children, whereas for me, they are my two least favorites. Personally, I like Thanksgiving the best—at least in part because the traditional turkey dinner is my favorite meal!

According to Wikipedia, the word holiday comes from the Old English word hāligdæg (hālig “holy” + dæg “day”).
 The online article went on to read,

The concept of holidays often originated in connection with religious observances. The intention of a holiday was typically to allow individuals to tend to religious duties associated with important dates on the calendar. In most modern societies, however, holidays serve as much of a recreational function as any other weekend days or activities.

Isn’t that true? The original intention of many holidays has been lost as now they are just an excuse to travel, recreate, or just sleep in. I’m not condemning any of those activities…I’m just saying we’ve too often lost sight of why we have holidays.

The custom of marking out certain days to commemorate special events dates back to the beginning of history when the Lord set aside the seventh day to celebrate the conclusion of the work of creation. We see this again when He delivered His people from Egypt and its bondage. He said in Exodus 13:3, “Commemorate this day, the day you came out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery, because the Lord brought you out of it with a mighty hand.” 
 We see this as a consistent theme throughout Scripture, the importance of pausing to remember those times we have experienced God at work in our lives. The Old Testament emphasizes the importance of this with the feasts of Passover, Unleavened Bread, Tabernacles and others. Memory, in particular memory that encourages us to reflect upon how God is active in our lives, is thus an important element in our lives.

We see this in the last half of Esther chapter nine, as a new holiday is formed: Purim. We discover not only about this specific holiday but why we have holidays at all.

The Celebration of a New Holiday

We read about the celebration of a new holiday in Esther 9:17-19,

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. The Jews in Susa, however, had assembled on the thirteenth and fourteenth, and then on the fifteenth they rested and made it a day of feasting and joy. That is why rural Jews—those living in villages—observe the fourteenth of the month of Adar as a day of joy and feasting, a day for giving presents to each other. 

“This” at the beginning of verse 17 refers to the successful self-defense of the Jews in Persia against those who tried to exterminate them. The thirteenth day of the month of Adar—the date selected by lot when Haman hatched his hateful scheme—was the day “the tables were turned,” as we saw last week from the first verse of the chapter.

Following the great deliverance came a day of great delight. On the fourteenth day (or the fifteenth for the city folks in Susa), they rested and made it a day of feasting and joy. (Once again the theme of feasting appears. No wonder I like the book of Esther so much!) In the words of Chuck Swindoll, “Operation Celebration kicked in.”
 He goes on to observe,

If I may jump momentarily from then to now, I think it’s necessary to mention something I have noticed among God’s family. Most Christians seem to handle pain better than pleasure. For some strange reason we seem to do better with hard days than we do with easy days, with tough times rather than fun times. Stress and anxiety we expect. Reward and relief don’t seem natural. Many of our critics would tell us that it is because we operate so much of our lives under self-imposed guilt. They may be right! We somehow anticipate being “punished” for something we’ve done wrong or failed to do. We weep with those who weep much more easily than rejoice with those who rejoice….

I honestly do not believe God desires us to grind out our existence in a long tunnel of tasks and responsibilities and deadlines. God has given us joy rather than sadness; He has exchanged our tears for smiles. Yet many still find themselves more comfortable mourning and fretting than rejoicing and celebrating.

No one is suggesting that Christians should become carefree people who cannot take anything seriously. We live in a dark world filled with pain, tragedy, and grief. But we (above all other people) have the greatest reason to rejoice! We ought to encourage each other and celebrate together the grace of God that has saved us from our sin! Maybe our witness to the lost would be more effective if we didn’t go around looking like we’ve been sucking on lemons all the time! One of the chief reasons unsaved people refuse to come to Christ is that they don’t want to be like the Christians they know, who never seem to smile or have a good time. How tragic! We ought to celebrate our life in Christ!

Notice how this celebration brings the people together. Scattered though they were over the Persian Empire, they kept their identity and rejoiced together in their common experience of deliverance. The plot intended to destroy them resulted in a festival that helped to unite and sustain them as a people.

Verse 19 describes this celebration as “a day of joy and feasting, a day for giving presents to each other.” Sounds like our Christmas, doesn’t it? Actually, the niv reading of that verse may be a bit misleading. The “presents” were not colorfully wrapped gifts, but rather “portions,” referring to sharing food with those who did not have resources with which to celebrate.
 Literally this means “choice portions,” meaning that the poor were not merely given leftovers. Generous sharing both expressed gladness and increased it by ensuring that no one was excluded by poverty from taking part.
 (Maybe, instead of seeing this as the beginning of Christmas presents, we should see this as the beginning of potlucks!) As one author puts it, “The overflowing heart always finds a way to express itself in caring for the less fortunate.”

Too often we neglect this important part of our festivities. Many a Christmas celebration has become nothing more than “an exchange of gifts,” and is actually referred to in that way. To be sure, there is nothing wrong with such a custom. But we must not stop there. The Jews were to send gifts to those from whom they could expect nothing in return.
 As Jesus taught in Luke 6:33-36,

“And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? Even ‘sinners’ do that. And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what credit is that to you? Even ‘sinners’ lend to ‘sinners,’ expecting to be repaid in full. But love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.”

This is what the Jews in Esther’s day did.

There is another angle on this word though that bears mentioning. The Hebrew term translated “portion” is mĕnôt, and this word is paired four times in the Old Testament with another Hebrew word, gôrāl, translated “lot.” We read in Psalm 16:5, “Lord, you have assigned me my portion and my cup; you have made my lot secure.” Jeremiah 13:25 records, “‘This is your lot, the portion I have decreed for you,’ declares the Lord…” Here the “lot” or “portion” is an allusion to the way life has worked out; the psalmist is thinking of all the signs of God’s providence marking his pilgrimage, which unbelievers think of as “fate” or “chance.”

As we will see in a moment, this celebration became known as “Purim,” derived from the word pur, which was not originally a Hebrew word. Pur refers to the “lot” or “die” (as in the singular of “dice”) that Haman cast in divination to determine the day of death for the Jewish race, with the Hebrew plural suffix -im added. The first time this foreign word is used in Esther 3:7, and again in 9:24, the author translates it into its Hebrew equivalent, gôrāl, which the niv renders “lot.” Therefore, the name of the feast, Purim, has a double meaning, signifying that the lot, or destiny, of God’s people would not be determined by Haman’s casting of lots before his gods. Only Yahweh determines the roll of the lot, and only Yahweh determines the lot of his people. Furthermore, the use of the word manah in Esther 9:22 forms another double entendre, as the Jews send these “portions” of food (manot) to one another to celebrate their “portion” or destiny (manah) allotted by God.

Earlier I likened this celebration to our Christmas practices, but really this is more reminiscent of the spontaneous celebration that became the first Thanksgiving in the New World. After enduring the bitterness of winter, the early colonists decided to hold a feast, celebrating their survival and giving thanks to God for His protection and provisions throughout the past months. It was a spontaneous celebration of praise. You could say it was their Purim. God had turned their hardship and sorrow and pain into gratitude and health and joy.

We see the same pattern recurring in the New Testament, in the story of Jesus’ Last Supper. As in the case of the Passover and Purim, the great act of deliverance brought about by the death and resurrection of Jesus was first marked with a meal. Jesus commanded His followers to “remember” His act of salvation and commemorate it with a reenactment of that meal.
 From our understanding of early Christian practices, the “love feast” mentioned in Jude 12 and alluded to in 1 Corinthians 11 was a meal provided for the poorer members of the church by its richer members, so that all could celebrate.

This is one reason why we have holidays: to celebrate the greatness of our God in our lives. And we ought to do so in such a way that everyone we know can join us in the festivities. On a physical level that means including the poorer among us in our meals and celebrations. On a spiritual level that means sharing the good news of Christ with those who don’t know Him.

The Continuation of a New Holiday

We read of the continuation of a new holiday in verses 20-28, 

Mordecai recorded these events, and he sent letters to all the Jews throughout the provinces of King Xerxes, near and far, to have them celebrate annually the fourteenth and fifteenth days of the month of Adar as the time when the Jews got relief from their enemies, and as the month when their sorrow was turned into joy and their mourning into a day of celebration. He wrote them to observe the days as days of feasting and joy and giving presents of food to one another and gifts to the poor. 

So the Jews agreed to continue the celebration they had begun, doing what Mordecai had written to them. For Haman son of Hammedatha, the Agagite, the enemy of all the Jews, had plotted against the Jews to destroy them and had cast the pur (that is, the lot) for their ruin and destruction. But when the plot came to the king’s attention, he issued written orders that the evil scheme Haman had devised against the Jews should come back onto his own head, and that he and his sons should be hanged on the gallows. (Therefore these days were called Purim, from the word pur.) Because of everything written in this letter and because of what they had seen and what had happened to them, the Jews took it upon themselves to establish the custom that they and their descendants and all who join them should without fail observe these two days every year, in the way prescribed and at the time appointed. These days should be remembered and observed in every generation by every family, and in every province and in every city. And these days of Purim should never cease to be celebrated by the Jews, nor should the memory of them die out among their descendants. 

In Esther 9:20-28, we find the Feast of Purim becoming official, as recorded by Mordecai who, quite possibly, wrote the book of Esther.
 These verses confirm that the Purim festival began as a spontaneous response from the Jewish community to the deliverance experienced in Esther’s time.
 At first glance, it appears as if Mordecai has taken on an unprecedented task: ordering the Jews to celebrate a holiday that has no precedent in the Law of Moses. In actuality, however, the verb translated “take it upon themselves” (qayyēm) has the sense of “confirm, ratify,” rather than “command” or “impose.” Mordecai was calling upon the people to accept the responsibility of celebrating Purim annually, rather than forcing them to do so against their will. In this light, Mordecai is not so much establishing a new holiday as formalizing that which the people are already doing.

“But why did he go and make it official?” some might wonder. “Why not keep it a pure, spontaneous celebration? By making it official, the celebration becomes stale and meaningless!” I suppose there is some merit to that—some spontaneous actions that become formalized can become ritualistic and cliché. But it does not have to.

Consider the other side: If this official celebration of Purim had not been established, what happened during Esther’s lifetime would have been forgotten within two or three generations. If you doubt this, talk to today’s generation about World War I or World War II or the Korean War. They have this blank stare. They listen with casual interest, but most of them lack any sense of its significance. That’s why it is important to “celebrate” events like Memorial Day, Independence Day, Veteran’s Day, and Thanksgiving Day. Our children and grandchildren have no memory of them…but it’s important that they remember them, nevertheless. Memorials are places provided for us to be quiet, to reflect, and to pass on to the next generation the roots of a nation’s heritage. They give the present significance because they give the past perspective.

It’s sad when a nation (or a church) forgets its heroes and the providential events that have kept it alive. How easy it is for a new generation to come along and take for granted the blessings that previous generations struggled and sacrificed to attain! The Jews didn’t make that mistake but established the Feast of Purim to remind their children year after year that God had saved Israel from destruction.

Celebration of Purim commemorated the overthrow of evil schemes and the protection of the innocent; by the annual reminder of the triumph of justice over wrongdoing decent behavior in the community would be encouraged, security would be promoted, and the cause of peace advanced.
 The continuation of a new holiday was important for future generations.

The Confirmation of a New Holiday

Finally we see the confirmation of a new holiday in verses 29-32,

So Queen Esther, daughter of Abihail, along with Mordecai the Jew, wrote with full authority to confirm this second letter concerning Purim. And Mordecai sent letters to all the Jews in the 127 provinces of the kingdom of Xerxes—words of goodwill and assurance—to establish these days of Purim at their designated times, as Mordecai the Jew and Queen Esther had decreed for them, and as they had established for themselves and their descendants in regard to their times of fasting and lamentation. Esther’s decree confirmed these regulations about Purim, and it was written down in the records.
Many scholars scratch their heads wondering why Esther wrote a second letter, basically repeating what Mordecai had previously penned. Perhaps some of the Jews in the provinces didn’t want to change from their original day of celebration, and it was necessary for both the queen and prime minister to issue this second letter to keep peace in the nation. As Warren Wiersbe writes, “Too often God’s people defeat the enemy and then celebrate the victory by fighting among themselves!”
 Or perhaps these letters are an example of the biblical principle of establishing matters on the testimony of two or three witnesses (see Numbers 35:30).
 At any rate Queen Esther gives her royal sanction to Purim, confirming this new holiday for the Jewish people.

The festival of Purim is still celebrated in Jewish communities today. The Sabbath immediately before the fourteenth of Adar is called the Shabbat Zachor (the Sabbath of Remembrance) when the history between Jews and Amalekites is recalled.

On the thirteenth of Adar, the Jews fast as they remember the risk Esther took on behalf of her people. The requirements on this solemn day include abstention from eating, drinking, wearing of leather shoes, washing and engaging in sexual relations. At the conclusion of the fast (on the eve of Purim), the book of Esther is read out in its entirety, preceded by the pronouncement of three blessings that praise God for his miraculous deeds. 

The concluding blessing reads:

Blessed are you Lord our God, King of the universe, 

who has contended for us and defended our cause,

avenging us by bringing retribution on all our mortal enemies 

and delivering us from our adversaries.

Blessed are You, Lord, who delivers His people 

from all their adversaries—God who saves.

On the morning of Purim the Esther scroll is read again in the synagogue, but the mood is lighter. In fact, children dress up as the main characters in the story, and the carnival atmosphere is enhanced by the telling of jokes and the singing of songs. When Haman’s name is mentioned, children make a loud noise using various home-made shakers. Two types of gifts are sent: food parcels to friends and family, and charitable donations for the poor. Towards the end of the day, Jewish families gather together for a relaxed meal. Today it is only the Jews in Jerusalem (a walled city) who celebrate Purim on the fifteenth day of Adar—all other Jews celebrate on the fourteenth of Adar.

The story of the victory of the Jews over their enemies was celebrated in an annual feast, recorded in two official letters, written in a journal, and ultimately included in the Old Testament Scriptures! What a rebuke to our modern “throw-away society” that has forgotten history and, like the Athenians of old, spends its time “in nothing else, but either to tell, or to hear some new thing” (Acts 17:21). George Santayana was right when he said, “Those who do not remember the past are condemned to relive it.”

We also must be sure that we do not allow the forms of our faith to become separated from the story. There are typically reasons for the things we do in our churches and the ways we do them, but these reasons can be lost with the passing of time. Our activities can become empty rituals. When we gather to worship, when we perform baptisms or share the Lord’s Supper, the ceremony must not displace the story. We already see the sad effects of such amnesia in our society, as modern Christmases often seem to glorify greed instead of Jesus. We have allowed the celebration to become separated from the story, and it has become a sinful exercise of overindulgence.

This is why we have holidays: to remember, to reflect, and to rejoice. As we gather as families, friends, and churches during this holiday season, let us not neglect the true reason for the season—whatever that season may be—but let us celebrate the past demonstrations of God’s grace and the future hope of His glory. In the words of Paul in Philippians 4:4, “Rejoice in the Lord always! I will say it again: Rejoice!”
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