For Such a Time as This #11

“God’s Patriot in a Foreign Land”

Esther 10:1-3

There may be only one thing everybody can agree on from last week’s election: We’re glad it’s over! American politics—and presidential campaigns in particular—have had a nasty tone for a long time. But this year seemed to be especially malicious and mean-spirited on both sides.

Whether your candidate or party won or lost, this much is clear: The race may be over, but the work has just begun. Christians in this nation must decide to what extent they will get involved. I believe we must avoid two opposite and equally wrong extremes: those who see no difference between God and country, who believe that America’s agenda is the same as heaven’s agenda; and the other side that believes that involvement in the community and culture is unbecoming of a child of God.

In his book God and Government (formerly titled Kingdoms in Conflict), Charles Colson has a chapter entitled “Christian Patriotism.” He begins the chapter by quoting Daniel Webster, “Whatever makes men good Christians, makes them good citizens.” He goes on to write,

The citizens of the Kingdom of God should be patriots in the highest sense, loving the world by loving those in the nation in which they live because that government is ordained by God to preserve order and promote justice. Perhaps this is why John Adams wrote that a patriot must be “a religious man.” Christians understand the phrase “a nation under God” not as a license for blind nationalism or racial superiority but as a humbling acknowledgment that all people live under the judgment of God.

Christian patriots spend more time washing feet than waving flags. Ideally, flags should not even be thought of as symbols of military and economic might, but of the common good of the specific people a sovereign God has called them to serve.

I believe that is a good, balanced approach to the question of Christian involvement in society. Coming from a Latin root pater, or “father,” patriotism is zeal or enthusiasm for the fatherland, that is, the country of one’s birth or adoption.
 In that sense, “patriotism” is good and right—a legitimate love for the fatherland to which in God’s providence we belong. This must be distinguished from “nationalism,” a blind and exaggerated loyalty to “my country right or wrong” (to misquote Commodore Stephen Decatur). Such nationalism is incompatible with the perspective of the Bible and the mind of Christ.

Christians have a dual citizenship, one in our earthly homeland, yet, as Paul writes in Philippians 3:20, “our citizenship is in heaven.” When those are compatible, there is nothing wrong with healthy patriotism and involvement in society. When those are in conflict, we must take the approach of the apostles in Acts 5:29, “We must obey God rather than men!”
This brings us to the tenth and final chapter of the book of Esther. This chapter contains only three verses, the shortest chapter of any biblical book outside the Psalms. They read,

King Xerxes imposed tribute throughout the empire, to its distant shores. And all his acts of power and might, together with a full account of the greatness of Mordecai to which the king had raised him, are they not written in the book of the annals of the kings of Media and Persia? Mordecai the Jew was second in rank to King Xerxes, preeminent among the Jews, and held in high esteem by his many fellow Jews, because he worked for the good of his people and spoke up for the welfare of all the Jews. (Esther 10:1-3)

These verses serve as a postscript to the book. With just a few words, the reign of King Xerxes is summarized, similar to what we read in the Old Testament books of 1 and 2 Kings. This may well have been written after Xerxes’ death, as verse two seems to imply.

Chapter ten records that after all the events described in the book, life finally returned to normal. Normal life here includes the payment of tax, though in this case the tax imposed by Xerxes might have been either a period of forced labor or a cash sum since the word used could mean either. But where the Jews had been particularly singled out in earlier events, the king now taxes the whole of the kingdom, reaching out to its distant islands.
 Warren Wiersbe suggests that perhaps Mordecai engineered a new system of tribute as a substitute for war and plunder as a source of kingdom wealth. Now that there was peace in the kingdom, the people were free to work, earn money, and prosper; and the prosperity of the Jews increased the prosperity of the empire in general.

Whether or not he had a hand in the taxation we cannot say for certain, but we do know from this text that Mordecai was promoted by the king, and he is now second in command. Verse three yields some helpful information that explains why Mordecai is described as a man of “greatness” in verse two. We’re told four things about him. First, he “was great among the Jews.” Second, he was “in favor with the multitude of his kinsmen.” Third, he “sought the good of his people.” And fourth, he “spoke for the welfare of his whole nation.” Not too shabby an epitaph.

Mordecai, unlike his predecessor Haman, used his office to serve the king and help the Jews. Sometimes when people are elevated to high office, they forget their roots and ignore the needs of the common people. Mordecai wasn’t that kind of man. Even though his political deeds are recorded in the official annals of the empire, what he did for his people has been recorded by the Lord and will be rewarded.
 
Mordecai knew the true meaning of “public service.” The classic British preacher C. H. Spurgeon wrote, “Mordecai was a true patriot.”
 Like Christians today, he had a dual citizenship as well—he was a Jew in Persia. That is why I have entitled this message, “God’s Patriot in a Foreign Land.” From this passage we can see how Mordecai did what he did, and how we can follow in his footsteps.

Mordecai Stayed Up on his Values

First, Mordecai stayed up on his values. This brief chapter tells us that Mordecai, unlike his predecessor Haman, used his office to serve the king and help the Jews. Sometimes when people are elevated to high office, they forget their roots and ignore the needs of the common people. Mordecai wasn’t that kind of man.
 He found his true gift and his true glory in serving his people as prime minister of Persia. He never attempted to feather his own nest, but used his great power for the benefit and blessing of all.

That’s not an easy thing to do in the public arena. Several years ago a young man from central Illinois was elected to the U. S. House of Representatives. He seemed to have solid values and promised to bring change to the climate of corruption in Washington, D.C. It wasn’t many years later than he was swept up into the tide of corruption himself and left office in disgrace. I’m not suggesting that all politicians are corrupt, but there is certainly a powerful temptation that comes with political office.

We even see this in the Bible. God warned Israel in Deuteronomy 17:14-17

When you enter the land the Lord your God is giving you and have taken possession of it and settled in it, and you say, “Let us set a king over us like all the nations around us,” be sure to appoint over you the king the Lord your God chooses… The king, moreover, must not acquire great numbers of horses for himself or make the people return to Egypt to get more of them, for the Lord has told you, “You are not to go back that way again.” He must not take many wives, or his heart will be led astray. He must not accumulate large amounts of silver and gold.

Yet we see that even the great kings of Israel—David and Solomon—had their hearts led astray by the temptations that come with power. But Mordecai stayed up on his values. Like Joseph and Daniel before him, he was able to be God’s patriot in a foreign land.

Mordecai Stood Up against Violence

Second, Mordecai stood up against violence. The end of verse three says, “he worked for the good of his people and spoke up for the welfare of all the Jews.” That last phrase literally means “he spoke šālôm (peace).” Whereas Haman’s life was committed to the task of evil and destruction, Mordecai’s life was directed towards goodness and peace.

This verse offers an interesting comment on Esther 7:9, where one of the king’s eunuchs describes Mordecai as someone “who spoke up to help the king,” which literally means, “who spoke good concerning the king.”. Mordecai’s lasting legacy is that he combined service to the king with service to his people, without compromising on either account. He serves both and speaks up for both, desiring for both their good and their peace.

We live in an increasingly violent society. Many turn to violence when they don’t get their way, or to eliminate those they perceive to be in their way. Yet this is not the way of our Master, who consistently taught not to return evil for evil, but to overcome evil with good.

Martin Luther King, Jr., understood this, as he spoke to a crowd in Detroit in 1963,

We are coming to see now, the psychiatrists are saying to us, that many of the strange things that happen in the subconscience, many of the inner conflicts, are rooted in hate. And so they are saying, “Love or perish.” But Jesus told us this a long time ago. And I can still hear that voice crying through the vista of time, saying, “Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, pray for them that despitefully use you.” And there is still a voice saying to every potential Peter, “Put up your sword.” History is replete with the bleached bones of nations, history is cluttered with the wreckage of communities that failed to follow this command. And isn’t it marvelous to have a method of struggle where it is possible to stand up against an unjust system, fight it with all of your might, never accept it, and yet not stoop to violence and hatred in the process? This is what we have.

Sadly, violence took Dr. King’s life five years later. But the truth of his words lives on, and we see the tragic results of violence in our inner cities throughout our nation.

I am not suggesting that it is wrong to defend oneself. Mordecai made it possible for the Jews to take up arms against their aggressors. But followers of Christ are not to be the instigators of violence, and we ought to stand up against violence in our society.

Mordecai Spoke Up for the Vulnerable

Third, Mordecai spoke up for the vulnerable. Returning to the last phrase of Esther 10:3, “he worked for the good of his people and spoke up for the welfare of all the Jews.” The last phrase is odd. “Speaking peace” is most likely inspired by Esther 9:30, which likewise states that Mordecai spoke “words of peace” to the Jews. The idea here could be a little different. In this verse, “speaking peace” seems to be connected with “seeking welfare” for the Jews; thus, Mordecai is speaking on their behalf, rather than addressing them with kind words.
 As previously mentioned, literally, the sentence reads, “He spoke shalom.” Shalom is a Hebrew word that not only means “peace,” but also health, security, and material plenty. He spread a wholesome message of hope and security to all the people.

Notice that he spoke up for the welfare of all the Jews. The author sees the Jews as a persecuted minority, a people threatened by hostile forces that would deprive them of opportunities and even their very lives. Mordecai is their champion. The role he is assigned here is the dream of a people who see themselves as the powerless victims of an oppressive society.

Our nation is divided as much if not more so as during the Civil War. The outcome of last week’s election shows that America has deep divisions within its population. Furthermore we see countless vulnerable victims preyed upon by others, some in violation of the law, some within the bounds of the law, yet all against the laws of Almighty God. We need to speak up for the vulnerable…all of the vulnerable in our culture.

What are we to “speak” in the public arena? We may not have expertise in economic issues or foreign affairs, but as believers we ought to have a sense of right and wrong. Wayne Grudem writes,

If Christians do not speak publicly about moral and ethical issues facing a nation, who will? Where will people learn about ethics? Where will a nation learn how to tell right from wrong? Perhaps from Hollywood movies? From their friends at work or at the local bar? From their professional counselors? From their elementary school teachers? But where do these people learn about right and wrong? 
The simple fact is that if Christians do not speak publicly about what the Bible teaches regarding issues of right and wrong, there aren’t many other good sources for finding any transcendent source of ethics, any source outside of ourselves and our own subjective feelings and consciences. 

This is a matter of utmost importance for any nation: If Christians are silent about such moral and ethical issues, then where will moral standards come from? 
 

Not everybody is going to be a Mordecai, or even an Esther, who can wield political power or exert direct influence in the governing of society. But this does not mean that we do not have a role to play. In a democracy a significant portion of the ruling power of government is entrusted to the citizens generally, through the ballot box. To be able to vote is to have a share of ruling power. Therefore all citizens who are old enough to vote have a responsibility before God to know what God expects of civil government and what kind of moral and legal standards he wants government to follow. That at least means that Christians are responsible to learn enough about the important issues to be able to vote intelligently.

For whom should you speak up? There are so many vulnerable souls in our culture, no one can be actively involved with all of them. There are the lives of the unborn who may be legally murdered, the children who are abused or neglected, the minorities who deal with racism and bigotry, the homeless, the addicts, the mentally challenged…this list goes on and on. You may deal directly with such folks in your family or community, making this a personal issue. If not, pray that the Lord would lay one of these groups on your heart, and give you an opportunity to be an advocate for them. Pray for them…but don’t stop there. Learn all you can. Find ways to volunteer, to support financially, and to make your voice heard on their behalf.

This is the story of Mordecai—God’s patriot in a foreign land. This is really the message of the whole book of Esther—stay up on your values, stand up against violence, and speak up for the vulnerable. Some may wonder why we would spend so much time in an ancient book that never mentions the name of God. I can’t think of a more relevant book in the Bible for such a time as this.

Earlier I mentioned Paul’s words in Philippians 3:20, “our citizenship is in heaven.” As Christians we have dual citizenship…on earth and in heaven. Our primary allegiance is to be to the kingdom of heaven, but that does not mean we cannot be good citizens on earth as well.

We must beware of the temptation to see political answers to spiritual problems. Erwin Lutzer writes, “Our task is not to save America but to save Americans by living the Gospel.”
 We could outlaw all sins of our society, but people would still be lost and going to Hell.

Charles Colson knew first-hand the political power in the American system, being a close advisor to President Richard Nixon. Following the Watergate scandal, which netted him a federal prison term, Colson committed his life to Christ. He remained active in social affairs, but he never lost his primary allegiance. He wrote,

Today it’s not unusual to see Christians on both the left and the right identifying their pet political causes with Christ. Now, of course, we ought to be fighting moral causes in the political arena. And we need to approach all issues informed by what Scripture teaches. But we have to guard against triumphal​istic, political rhetoric or wrapping the cross in the flag. We must recognize always the supremacy of Christ and His kingdom, to whom we pledge our first and foremost loyalty… The cause of America is crucially important. But it is not necessarily the cause of Christ… No mere polit​ical action will ever usher in the kingdom of God on earth.

We must also check our attitudes when it comes to politics and political leaders. I mentioned earlier the passage from Exodus 22:28, “Do not blaspheme God or curse the ruler of your people.”  While many Christians would not openly curse their elected leaders, I have heard many openly question whether the nation could survive certain people in office. We need to remember, though, that God can work through politi​cians even when their worldview appears hostile to Christian principles.
 King Xerxes was far from a godly man, yet Mordecai saved his life and worked with him to bring about deliverance for the Jewish people. 

Throughout this series on Esther I have relied upon a number of commentaries and books for research. One of them is a small volume in the series “A Bible Commentary For Laymen” entitled Courage and Submission, written by Stanley Collins. I’d like to close with a quote from his book that summarizes not only this message but the series as we bring it to a close:

It is not for us to choose our path, nor to estimate our usefulness in any given situation.  God never wastes anything, and certainly not the lives of His servants.  We all have an important part to play in the Kingdom of God, but He alone has the right to designate our service and the geographical location where we exercise it… We never know what is our “greatest” hour; only God knows that.  But let us remember some words of Winston Churchill during the Battle of Britain in 1941. “We have the honor to stand alone! Let us so conduct ourselves in these days of crisis that when future historians write the story of our people they will say, ‘This was their finest hour.’” Let us so live that every day will count for God.

Are you willing to be God’s patriot in this land?
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