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Esther, Finding Courageous Faith
Part 2, October 9th, 2005
You don't want to say no. You don't want to get to the end of your life and have come to moments like this, divine appointments, and shrugged them off. You don't want to do that.
· Esther says yes so she fasts and she prays. On the third day it says she puts on her royal robes and stands in the inner court and waits for the king to see her.
· Imagine what goes on in the mind of this young girl, this young woman, as she waits. Is it going to be life or death? The king sees her and he reaches out his scepter -- she'll live at least for the moment.
· And then 5:3, "Esther approaches the top of the scepter. And the king said to her, 'What is it, Queen Esther? What is your request? It shall be given you, even to the half of my kingdom.'"
Now, you have to read between the lines here. That statement is kind of king talk for, "What do you want? I'm in a good mood today" -- a kind of exaggeration. 
· If Esther would have said, "Okay, I'll take half of your kingdom," his tune would have changed real fast. That's just kind of king talk. What it means is more along the lines of, "Would you like to be in charge of the remote control this morning?" -- that kind of a deal.
· She can't blurt out, "I'd like to have you revoke the unalterable law of the Medes and the Persians and put down your chief of staff, please."
· So instead she says -- and again, you see the wisdom of this knowing what we know about the king; this is a fairly common Persian thing to do -- "I'm having a party, I'm having a banquet. So you and Haman come."
· As you know, the whole start of this book began with three different banquets and then another when Esther became queen so now she says, "I'll have one." 
· They come, they have a great time. 5:6 -- "Once again, the king said to Esther, while he is drinking wine," parenthetically, the author tells us, "What's your petition, it shall be granted to you. What is your request? Even to half of my kingdom." Here now Esther shows great skill.
Verse 7 -- "Esther said, 'This is my petition and my request: if I have won the king's favor and if it pleases the king to grant my petition and fulfill my request" – 
· In other words, if you want to say yes to what I have to ask you -- "then let the king and Haman come tomorrow to the banquet that I shall prepare for them, and then I will do as the king has said." Tomorrow, at the next party, I'll tell you what it is that I want.
· But see how she has been so skillful that the king has almost agreed already to her request before he even hears it -- amazing boldness. 
· Now we're ready for the climax of the story, but the author leaves us in suspense for a moment. He goes on in verse 9 to tell us some more about Haman.
It says in verse 9, "Haman went out from the banquet with great joy." Then look what happens: "But when Haman saw Mordecai in the king's gate and observed that he neither rose nor trembled before him, he was infuriated with Mordecai. Nevertheless, Haman restrained himself and went home." 
· The same as before, he doesn't want to let people know that Mordecai's under his skin.
· "Then he sent and called for his friends and his wife, Zeresh, and Haman recounted to them" -- now get this -- "Haman recounted to them the splendor of his riches, the number of his sons, and all the promotions which the king had honored him and how he had avenged him above the officials and the ministers of the king.
· "Haman added, 'Even Queen Esther let no one but myself come with the king to the banquet she prepared. Tomorrow also I am invited by her, together with the king.'"
· So, on the asset side of the ledger he says, "I've got all this stuff going for me. I've been advanced far beyond everybody else; I'm tremendously wealthy; I've got all these sons; I've been promoted by the king, set above everyone else in the kingdom; I'm going to this banquet only for the king and I. I've got all that going for me." 
Verse 13, "Yet all this does me no good as long as I see the Jew, Mordecai, sitting at the king's gate."
· "All of this unbelievable success, status, wealth, power, clout, fame does no good because someone doesn't like me. Someone won't bow down before me. Someone doesn't treat me like royalty. I'm miserable. Life is not worth living."
· This is life outside of the Kingdom of God. This is the miserable nature of life outside the Kingdom of God and about its pure form. 
· Esther says, "I'm willing to die to myself," and so she lives. She has purpose, meaning, significance. Haman says, "I'm going to live for myself," and he dies. He dies a thousand times before he dies physically -- just because of one guy.
Some of you in this room maybe have been handing way too much power over to one other person. Maybe it's a boss or a parent or someone in your circle of friends, and you're miserable because that one person doesn't think about you the way that you want to be thought of or treat you the way that you want to be treated, doesn't bow down. Let it go.
· You know, Haman could have learned so much from Mordecai. He needed somebody in his life that didn't bow down to him. He could have learned -- maybe he could have been saved -- but he can't tolerate it.
· "Then his wife, Zeresh, and all his friends said to him, 'Let a gallows 50 cubits high be made and in the morning tell the king to have Mordecai hanged on it. Then go with the king to the banquet in good spirits.'"
· A gallows 50 cubits -- a cubit was the length from your elbow about to the end of your hand. So it would be about a 75 foot high gallows.
· "Build the gallows, tell the king you want to kill this guy; go to the banquet with great joy." This advice pleased Haman. He said, "That sounds like a good idea. It's a wise wife that I married." And he has the gallows made.
So the next day he's going to get permission from the king to kill Mordecai. But chapter 6 now: "That night, the king could not sleep." So he gives orders to his servants. He wants them to read to him. He's the king. He doesn't have to read to himself, so he's going to have his servants read to him.\

· They say, "What shall we read to you?" He says, "Why don't you read the annals of the King." And guess who the annals of the King is about? It's about the king. He's the main character in it. They say, "What should we read?" 
· He says, "Read that book about me, that's a good book. I'd like to have you read that to me."
· So they do. And of all things, they read about the time Mordecai saved the king, but he's never been honored, which is kind of a blot on the king's reputation. The king needs to honor someone that saves him.
· The next morning Haman arrives. He knows, of course, nothing about this and the irony of this scene is unbelievable. The skill of the writer is just incredible here. 
· The king's servants say, "Haman is in the court," 6:6, "so Haman came in and the king said to him, 'What shall be done for the man whom the king wishes to honor?'"
This is so rich. Haman said to himself -- picture this like a play and Haman is now doing a stage whisper just to the crowd that the other character, the king, can't hear. Haman says, "Whom would the king wish to honor more than me? Of course the king must mean me. He must be talking about me so I better make this really good because I get to write out my own check."
· So Haman said to the king, "For the man whom the king wishes to honor" -- notice that phrase, it keeps recurring -- "for the man whom the king wishes to honor let royal robes be brought which the king has worn and a horse that the king has ridden with a royal crown on its head." 
· In other words, not only does he get royal robes, the horse wears a crown. "Let the robes and the horse be handed over to one of the king's most noble officials. Let him robe the man whom the king wishes to honor and let him conduct the man on horseback through the open square of the city proclaiming before him, 'Thus shall it be done for the man whom the king wishes to honor,'" nudge, nudge, wink, wink. 
Now, you've got to picture this, okay? See Haman is a happy camper, he is a happy boy: "This is going to be my day. The king's going to say to me, 'Haman, you the man. You can go get on that horse.'" 
· He says, "You know, king, what do I know, but I think that's what should be done for the man that the king wants to honor; do it right.
· The king says, "That's a good idea, Haman. I want to honor Mordecai, so you go get the horse and you pull it around. Put Mordecai on there. Put him in the royal robes. You walk before him saying, 'Thus it shall be for Mordecai, the man the king wants to honor.' That's a good idea, Haman. You go do that."
It's not what Haman was planning on, so he does it. You can imagine his humiliation. It says in verse 12: "After it was done Mordecai returned to the king's gate, but Haman hurried to his house, mourning, and with his head covered. When Haman told his wife, Zeresh, and all his friends, his advisors, his wife said, 'If Mordecai before whom your downfall has begun is of the Jewish people, you will not prevail against him, but will surely fall before him.'
· "While they were still talking with him, the king's eunuchs arrived and hurried Haman off to the banquet that Esther had prepared." Once more it talks about Haman going to the banquet, but this time there's no great joy.
· Now the fall is pretty fast. The king says to Esther, "Okay, you've been fattening me up here long enough. What's your request? Even if it's half the kingdom," he says. The king is not a real original guy -- same deal every time: "Even half the kingdom. What do you want?"
And so Esther, with utter dependence on God and amazing wisdom because she had a loving friend that would challenge her and supreme boldness, says to the king that she and her people are about to be destroyed. The king says, "Who?"
· Now again, you have to appreciate the boldness of Esther here. She's going to tell him that his right hand man, number two guy in the kingdom, and it's going to be him or her and she doesn't blink. 
· She says, "A foe and enemy, this wicked Haman." In fairly short order, Haman ends up being hung on the very gallows he had built for Mordecai.
· It doesn't stop there. The king now needs a new chief of staff. The text says that Esther arranges that, 8:2, "So Esther set Mordecai over the house of Haman." She receives his position and his wealth and makes sure it goes to Mordecai.
· Then Esther goes back to the king and reminds him that the old edict meaning death to the Jews still stands; it's the unalterable law of the Medes and the Persians. The king says, again, typical king fashion, "All righty then, here's my ring. You and Mordecai go write something new."
In very clever fashion, Mordecai does. He writes an edict that essentially undoes the original. The reversal is so powerful -- this is amazing, look at 8:17. Again, originally the Jews were going to be destroyed. There was going to be an 11-month waiting process and then it was just free reign for everybody to destroy the Jews. They were to be despised and destroyed.
· "And every province, in every city, wherever the king's command and his edict, the new one came, there was gladness and joy among the Jews, a festival and a holiday. Furthermore, many of the peoples of the country professed to be Jews because the fear of the Jews had fallen upon them."
· Not only were the Jews not going to be destroyed, other people are pretending to be Jewish because of the law of inversion. We've talked about that before in the past -- this law of the kingdom of God, the law of inversion. 
· The weak being made strong; the poor being made rich. Esther is one of the great examples of it.
The great irony of the book is the unalterable law of the Medes and the Persians tends not to be very unalterable at all. There is a law that is unalterable. There is a will that will not be turned, but it isn't the law of the Medes and the Persians.
· The writer, although it's subtle, makes it real clear event after event after event -- how is it that of all the women in the empire, a Jewish girl named Esther becomes queen? 
· That of all the people in the empire, Mordecai should be the one to save the king from an assassination plot?
· How is it that the king should have insomnia on the very night that Haman had built the gallows for Mordecai? That of all the stories in the world, the one that is read to him was the story of Mordecai saving his life?
· How is it that Haman, this scheming murderer, becomes the victim of his own schemes? That Mordecai, who is supposed to be the murdered man becomes instead Haman's replacement?
· How does the king's ring, which was given to Haman, end up on Mordecai's finger? How does the noose which was intended for Mordecai end up around Haman's neck? 
· How is it that the people who marked the Jews for destruction are instead themselves destroyed?
Is this all just chance or fate -- lots that Haman was betting on? No, the writer wants us to know. The writer wants you and I to know that even in exile -- no Jerusalem, no temple, no Sanhedrin -- God is present and he still is in your life. 
· Though he may be unseen, unnamed, God is at work behind the scenes and his purpose is certain. God is at work.
· This doesn't mean that everything that happens is caused by God. God didn't cause Haman to want to murder. 
· It doesn't mean that you're supposed to come up with some kind of spiritual sounding or supernatural explanation for every event in life. It means that God is at work. God is always at work.
· God is at work very often in unseen, unknown, unlikely hidden ways, but God is at work and his purpose is sure and one day it's going to triumph -- that's what it means. That's what creates defiant faith in human beings.
The end of the story is wonderful. I told you when we started that really you can organize, you can outline the whole thing because of the feasts. 
· Well, the story ends up with a feast and it's called -- in a beautiful irony -- the Feast of Purim after the word that refers to lots or the casting of lots -- the fate that Haman trusted in. 
· In 9:23: "So the Jews adopted as a custom what they had begun to do as Mordecai had written to them," and that custom is explained in verse 22, they're going to have a holiday to mark this time that it "turned for them from sorrow into gladness, from mourning to a holiday; they should make them days for feasting and gladness, days for sending gifts of food to one another and presents to the poor." 
The book ends as it begins -- with a party. Only this time they do it right. This time it's not just some kind of superficial search for pleasure. It comes after feasting. There's a time for feasting, but there's a time for fasting. I
· The Jewish people just walk around looking at each other saying, "We've been delivered; we've been redeemed." The Feast of Purim becomes part of the calendar. It was celebrated by the Jewish people from that time on.
· Well, that ought to be going on around here, friends. It ought to be like a liturgy. When we finish this morning, you ought to just walk around and look somebody in the face and say, "You've been redeemed."
·  If somebody tells you that then you ought to say, "You bet your life I have, and so have you."
· We need to remember that, because that's what gives people courage to say with the great heroes of the faith -- Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph, Moses and David and Daniel and Esther, this Barbie doll who turns into G. I. Joe – 
· "I will follow God. I will obey his will. I will rise up for such a time as this, and if I perish, I perish because to me to live is Christ, to die is gain."







