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Esther, Finding Courageous Faith
October 2nd, 2005
Have any of you ever heard of the Barbie Liberation Organization?  You think I’m kidding?  The Barbie Liberation Organization was set up in the late 1980s mostly by a group of feminists and other assorted activists in order to reveal and correct the problem of gender-based stereo-typing. 
· The BLO first made the news during the 1989 Christmas season after it became known that they purchased switched the voice boxes inside of 300 Talking Teen Barbies and 300 Talking Duke GI Joes.

· I’m not kidding!  After they purchased the dolls and switched the voice boxes, they returned them back to stores in key cities in the US.

· You can imagine little Jimmy’s surprise when, after he pulled the little string on his new G.I. Joe, the words, "Let's shop until we drop" and “Will we ever have enough clothes?” came rolling out!  

· And, of course, can you imagine the horror when little Angie pulled the string on her new Teen Talking Barbie and heard the words, “Hit the ground hard, now, now, now!"
Well, over the next two weeks, we’re going to look at a young woman whom everyone imagined to be nothing more than a Barbie doll… but ended up being a G.I. Joe.  So… if you’ve got your Bible with you, go ahead and open up to the Book of Esther (located between Nehemiah and Job).
· As you’re turning there, let me set the story up for you a little bit.  You remember that after Solomon, Israel was divided into two parts… the Northern Kingdom, called Israel, and the Southern Kingdom, called Judah. [map]
· Both the Northern and Southern Kingdoms each lived through twenty kings… most of whom were corrupt... leading their people further and further away from the worship of God.  

· Eventually, God brought judgment against the Northern Kingdom of Israel, and, in 722 BC, allowed the Assyrians to conquer Israel as well as Samaria, its capital.  [map]
· Only the weakest of Israel were allowed to stay.  Others were either killed or exiled throughout the vast Assyrian Empire [map]. 
Now, even though Judah experienced periods of revival, led by several of Judah’s kings, such as Hezekiah, the horrific actions of King Manassah finally brought down God’s judgment.

· And so, in 605 BC, the powerful nation of Babylon, under King Nebuchanezzar, conquered Judah turning it into a puppet state… which then led to the Diaspora of countless Judean Jews, including young men such as Daniel and Ezekiel. [map]
· But, in 586, after the Judean “puppet” regime (under King Zedekiah) conspired against Babylon, Jerusalem was leveled and the Temple was completely destroyed.  
· Huge numbers of Jews were again exiled throughout the Babylonian Empire… people such as Nehemiah and Ezra… and a woman named Abigail, the mother of Esther. 
In 539, the Persian King Cyrus, conquers Babylon, making Persia by far the most powerful empire in the world [map].  A year later, the Persian king gives all the Judean Jews permission to return back to Judah.
· But because so many of the Jews had lived their entire lives in these Persian cities, many chose to remain.  This was especially true for the Jews living in Susa, one of the royal cities of the Persian Empire [map- Susa]. 
· It was in this city that Cyrus’ successor, King Xerxes was throwing a huge banquet for all his nobles and officials [Map/Test, 1:1-5]. This was a major shin-dig. There was more food and drink there than we could ever imagine!

· But after their seventh day of partying, Xerxes was, as the text says, “in high spirits from wine.”  In other words he was plastered!
In his present condition he wasn’t thinking to clearly and he ordered his queen, Vashti, to come out and display herself before the king and his guests. Actually, some translators understand this passage (1:11) to say that he called Vashti to come out wearing only her crown. 
· You see she was quite beautiful and the king wanted to show her off. He sent for her but, not wanting to be paraded around before a bunch of drunken men, clad only in her royal tiara, she refused.

· Well, her refusal made the king furious.  In fact, he was so mad that he spoke his advisors about it... asking them what he should do. They tell him that Vashti has done wrong, not only to him but to all men in the king’s provinces. 
· Why was it so wrong that she not come out? Verse 17 explains why… Because, if the queen can refuse to obey the king’s command, then obviously, all women will follow her example and disobey their husbands too. 
· You see, it was important for people to know just who wore the toga in their family.

· Bottom-line, if he permits his wife to disobey him, then “There will be no end of disrespect and discord.”  Now that’s the kind of wisdom we men need!!
So, Ahasuerus is told that he should depose queen Vashti and find a new queen… perhaps one who was less opinionated and defiant. (Don’t try that at home!)
· His advisors tell him this will ensure that, “all the women will respect their husbands from the least to the greatest.” 
· So the decree went out that every woman should obey her husband and that every man should be the ruler over his own household. 
· Once Vashti is gone, Ahasuerus’s servants begin rounding up all the beautiful young women from among the 127 provinces of Persia. 
· The girls were to be groomed and pampered for several months, then each one, in turn, were to spend some time with the king. From that experience he would decide which one would become his new queen. 
Amongst those forced into this harem was a young woman named Hadassah.  Hadassah was raised by her uncle Mordecai after her parents died when she was a child. 
· Seeing how pretty she was, several soldiers took Hadassah from him to be part of the Miss Persia Beauty Pageant.  But as she’s being taken away, Mordecai instructs her to change her name to Esther, a Persian name, which means “star” (Ishtar/Sitora).  

· Esther immediately caught the attention of the King’s eunuchs who were responsible for preparing the young women for their encounter with the King.

· And just as they expected, when Esther is brought before Ahasuerus, he finds her more beautiful and desirable than all the other women he had seen… and chooses to make her his queen.

This young woman from the tribe of Benjamin, was now the Queen of Persia! And one of the first things she did as Queen of Persia was to get her uncle Mordecai a government job… great hours, lots of vacation…
· Well, one day, while standing outside of the door to the King’s palace, he overheard two disgruntled eunuchs talking about assassinating the king.  

· Mordecai let’s Esther know what he had heard… and when she reported it to the king, Mordecai was given credit for saving his life.
· Fearing for his life, we read in chapter 3 that the king calls for a massive shakeup in his government… promoting an obnoxious man, Haman to be his right hand man.  

· In 3:1, we’re told that Haman is an Agagite.  Now, if you trace that back about a hundred pages in your Bibles, you’ll discover that an Agagite is another name for an Amelikite… who have always been the enemies of the People of God. [Text: 3:1]
· Now Haman was a nasty guy who demanded that everyone literally bow down before him whenever he walked by… and everyone did… except Mordecai.  As a Jew, Mordecai would only bow to God.

You can imagine how Mordecai’s refusal must have gotten to Haman.  Not only does this man refuse to bow before him… but this man is a Jew.

· So it says in verse 6 that Haman “decided it was not enough to lay hands on Mordecai alone. Since he had learned that Mordecai was a Jew, he decided to destroy all the Jews throughout the entire empire of Xerxes.
· In other words, Haman was so full of hate, that he began planning an all-out genocide against all Jews throughout the Persian Empire.
· So it says in 3:7 that he casts lots.  In other words, Haman basically puts a call through to the psychic hotline to come up with a date when all the Jews should be exterminated.
Then, in 3:8, Haman makes his appeal to the king… first trying to convince Ahasuerus that this people, whom he does not mention by name, has different laws and traditions that are in contrast to theirs… saying that they have no choice but to “destroy them”.
· But in case that line of reasoning didn’t work, he threw one in that he knew would get the king’s attention.  He offered 375 tons of silver for the right to oversee the extermination of this people.
· In verses 10: “The king agreed, confirming his decision by removing his signet ring from his finger and giving it to Haman son of Hammedatha the Agagite--the enemy of the Jews.” 
· The king doesn't even know what the group of people Haman is speaking about… and all he can say is, "Okay, whatever.”

Now, word about this gets out in Chapter 4:1-3; “When Mordecai learned what had been done, he tore his clothes, put on sackcloth and ashes, and went out into the city, crying with a loud and bitter wail. 2He stood outside the gate of the palace, for no one was allowed to enter while wearing clothes of mourning. 3And as news of the king's decree reached all the provinces there was great mourning among the Jews. They fasted, wept, and wailed, and many people lay in sackcloth and ashes.” 

· Word about this eventually makes it to Esther.  So, she sends her attendant down to speak with Mordecai.   
· We read in verse 8 that “Mordecai gave Hathach a copy of the decree issued in Susa that called for the death of all Jews, and he asked Hathach to show it to Esther. He also asked Hathach to explain it to her and to urge her to go to the king to beg for mercy and plead for her people. 9So Hathach returned to Esther with Mordecai's message.” 
· But Esther is a sharp cookie… she knows to law.  If she approaches the king without having been summoned, she could easily be killed or vanished like Vashti.
· But, in spite of Mordecai’s tremendous love for his niece, he sends back his reply, saying, "You must go to the king, make supplication to him and entreat him on behalf of the people because Esther we're really all in your hands. It's up to you now."
You know, when you read this story about Esther, at least up until this point, you can’t help but wonder how Esther is going to develop from the fairly passive-person she's been up to this point into the woman of courage she will soon become. 
· I think the first thing that God does to begin this process in her life is to use the words and wisdom of a devoted, very tough-loving friend. Truth is, God often uses people in our lives to stir us up… both in terms of our faith and works.
· Mordecai says to Esther, "You need to go to the king. We're in your hands.” Understandably enough, Esther doesn't really want to do this.
· Take a look at 4:11, she sends this desperate word back to Mordecai saying, “The whole world knows that anyone who appears before the king in his inner court without being invited is doomed to die unless the king holds out his gold scepter.”
Remember… this isn’t just any king… we’re talking about the most powerful man in the world!  He’s probably not the most accessible, approachable fellow. 
· In fact, it is a capital offense to approach him unless summoned by him… especially if you're going to tell him you don't like the way he's doing his job!
· Remember what happened to the last queen, Vashti, when the king told her to do something and she said, "I don't think so"?
· Then there's more news that Mordecai doesn't know about. Esther says at the end of verse 11, "And the king has not summoned me for thirty days." 
Now, you have to think about this for a moment. They're husband and wife… She has not seen him; they haven’t slept in the same bed for 30 days.
· She has very good reason to wonder how much influence she'll have with the king.  You have to admit, when your husband has a harem of hundreds of young women within a two-minute walk, you’re not going to be oozing with marital confidence!
· Many friends would stop right there if Esther said that to them.  
· A lot of people would say, "Sure, I understand. That's not a reasonable thing for you to do. Something else will turn up," but not Mordecai. Mordecai is her guardian and her devoted friend, but he is a tough-loving friend and he is going to challenge her.
· 4:12: "When they told Mordecai what Esther had said, Mordecai told them to reply to Esther, 'Do not think that in the king's palace you will escape anymore than all the other Jews. For if you keep silence at such a time as this, relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another quarter, but you and your father's family will perish." 
· And then these magnificent words: "Who knows, perhaps you have come to royal position for just such a time as this." 
Mordecai is basically saying three things to Esther. First, he reminds her that passivity is not an option.  So often we hope that if we just don’t think about something, maybe it will go away.  
· Well, not this time.  If she does nothing, not only will she die in the genocide... but her whole family will as well.
· Mordecai then explains to her that if she doesn’t do something, God will send someone else.  “For if you keep silence at such a time as this, relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another quarter, but you and your father's family will perish.”

· I love Mordecai’s grasp of God’s sovereignty here... that God will ultimately accomplish what He intends to accomplish... with or without us.  And yet, by forfeiting the calling He has placed on our lives, countless other lives will be effected.
And lastly, Mordecai reminds Esther that has uniquely positioned her exactly where He wants her... the way He positioned Moses as a son of Pharaoh... and Joseph as the second in command in Egypt.
· He's going to clarify who she is and what her calling is and friends do that.
· You have not been brought to this point in your life for the sake of accumulating an exquisite wardrobe and precious gems and exotic fragrances. You have not been brought to this point to become the most desirable and attractive woman in the kingdom. 
· You have not been brought to this point for any of the reasons that this foolish king thinks you have.
You have been brought to this point by God. You have been brought to this moment to work for justice and to spare God's people of a great suffering, and to keep alive God's dream of a new community. 
· You have been brought to this moment to oppose a man who is vile and evil and supremely powerful. 
· You have been brought to this point to be part of God's plan to redeem the world. You are no Barbie doll. 
· He issues this very strong challenge: "If you say no here; if you miss this, you miss the purpose of your whole existence."”
So, let me ask you… Who plays the role of Mordecai in your life?  Honestly, take a moment; think of a name or a face if you can. Who is it that helps you identify what it is that God's calling you to do in your life?
· More than that, who loves you enough to challenge you in those moments when you're tempted to shrink back? 
· Who inspires you to be courageous and defiant in the face of a world that would cause you to shrink back from following God? 
· Who loves you enough to tell you the truth about yourself?
I have a real good friend, a guy that I've known for many, many years. A number of years ago I was talking to him about a third person, somebody who I didn't know real well who had criticized me. 
· I was kind of hurt by this criticism and disappointed that somebody would have the audacity to criticize me. So I was saying to this friend of mine, "Can you believe that he said that about me?"
· My friend paused for a moment and he said, "Well actually, yeah, I can believe that he said that." He said, "I think there's something you need to learn from what he said about you."
· That wasn't the first thing I would have scripted for my friend to say to me, but I'm so glad he said it. I am so glad I have some people in my life who love me enough to tell me the truth about myself; some people who love me enough to challenge me
· "See, I think this is what God is calling you to do. Why are you shrinking back?" 
There's this wonderful verse in Proverbs -- a lot of you know it -- Proverbs 27:17 says, "As iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another." It's very interesting, the metaphor the writer uses.
· The writer does not say, "As cotton balls sharpens cotton balls.”  When you rub one cotton ball against another, the only thing you get is one bigger cotton ball.
· But, when iron rubs up against iron, sometimes sparks are going to fly. Sometimes there's going to be friction… but the result will be a tool that is sharp and effective.
· So again, who do you have that plays the role of Mordecai in your life? Who speaks the truth to you? Who challenges you? Who dares you to reach the fullness of the potential that God has placed in you?
And who do you say that to? For whom are you Mordecai? Who do you challenge? 
· If you have somebody like that in your life, then prize them and pray for them.  Give them permission, say, "I want you to sharpen me."
· If you don't have somebody like that in your life, then I'd encourage you real strongly to start praying. Make that a constant prayer request and scroll through names and faces in your life. Say, "God, is this someone that I could ask to sharpen me?"
· God does that for Esther. Now, He places in her life someone to speak truth in love.  Mordecai isn’t perfect... we’ll have no perfect mentors... they won’t always be right... but what they have is permission from us to speak into their lives-- that's the first thing. 
Then the second thing that God uses right along with this one to build courageous faith in is crisis. I know... I don’t like it either... but God does use the challenging times in our lives… the storms of life… to help forge more courageous faith in us. 
· Now, that's not to say that God causes this hardship. God didn't instill in Haman an obsession to kill of the Jews of Persia… but God's going to use it to transform Esther from a beauty queen to a courageous woman of God. 
· Let me ask you... as you think back in your life, looking back at those seasons of real spiritual growth, what would you say triggered that growth in your life? 
· Truth is, we typically grow either through times of hardship… or through times of failure.  
· Believe me, if it were up to me, I would have written a different playbook… so that real growth took place through the time of rest, joy, and success.  
· But that’s not the way it works. Iron only sharpens iron when there is friction.
· Now, of course, suffering by itself doesn't produce growth. It can create a lot of damage in the human heart. The way we respond to it makes a huge difference.
Here's what Esther does. This crisis comes up. She's challenged. In verse 16, Esther said in reply to Mordecai, "Go and gather together all the Jews of Susa and fast for me. Do not eat or drink for three days, night or day. My maids and I will do the same.”
· She says, "Gather together all of the people of God in Susa… in order to pray and fast.” She says, "I'm not going to try to face this situation trusting in my own appearance and my own cleverness and wisdom and courage." 
· She devotes herself to fasting and prayer. She says, "I'm going to go to God because I cannot do this on my own." 
· You see, the reason why we often grow through the storms of life rather than the celebrations of life is b/c, through the storms, we come face to face with or weaknesses.
· Remember what God told Paul? He says to Paul what He says to you and to me: “My grace is sufficient for you... My strength is made perfect in weakness." 
· God strengthens us when we acknowledge our weakness. God strengthens us when we just stop pretending that we’re strong and confident and can handle everything and just acknowledge the truth which is we're just weak. 
Is there something that God has called you to-- your work, your parenting, your marriage, sharing your faith? Have you been walking from day to day without crying out to God and saying, "God, I need help. I need strength, I need wisdom?"
· As a church, we have a lot of strengths and I love the strengths that we have. I love the giftedness in this body. It just amazes me. I love the way God has blessed us in so many ways. 
· But I hope in the midst of amazing strengths that we stay real aware of our own weakness and our littleness and remember what God said, "My strength is made perfect in weakness." 
· God strengthens us when we acknowledge our weakness as we face crises. Esther receives this challenge from a tough-loving friend. She goes to God, and she fasts and she prays for three days. She says, "God, I need your help to do this." 
Then the next step in the process of her transformation is that God strengthens her as he strengthens us when we risk obedience. God strengthens us when we risk obedience.
· Look again, 4:16 -- "Go and gather together all the Jews of Susa and fast for me. Do not eat or drink for three days, night or day. My maids and I will do the same. And then, though it is against the law, I will go in to see the king. If I must die, I am willing to die.”

· She says, "I will obey God. I will go to the king even though it is in defiance of the law, the most powerful nation on earth, and if I perish, I perish.”
· You see, survival is no longer her primary goal… Her life has been given over to something much bigger than her own existence or the retaining of her royalty. 
· Her worst-case scenario is not death, its living outside of her calling.
This is the turning point of the whole book. Up to this point, she has been fairly passive. Look back to 2:10: "When Esther first becomes queen, she did not reveal her people or kindred for Mordecai had charged her not to tell." She does what Mordecai told her to do.
· The writer says the same thing in verse 20: "Esther hadn't revealed her kindred or people as Mordecai had charged her, for Esther obeyed Mordecai."
· But now, look at 4:17. She says, "After that I'll go to the king… and if I perish, I perish." Then notice this: "Mordecai then went away and did everything as Esther had ordered him."
· There's a fundamental shift in the story.  She opened her heart to the challenge of her trusted friend and, in the midst of this powerful storm, cries out to God... throwing her dependency completely on Him.
· And, now, as she risks obedience to God... we see this young Judean woman, become a powerful woman of God... celebrated throughout the rest of Jewish history.
But, what if she had said no? What if Esther had said, "I'll take a pass on this. I will not obey God. I will not go to the king.”
· God has a purpose and a calling for your life... and as you risk obedience, you will find that God put that seed of courage in your heart.  But, just like Esther, we need to take that first step.
· What have you come to this moment for? It's no accident that you're here. What have you come to this moment for? And are you saying yes to God?
· Will you risk obedience? Will you say yes?






