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Esther
INTRODUCTION

Author: Quite simply, we do not know who the author was.
The name Esther is probably from Ishtar, a Persian or Akkadian
word meaning, star (Venus). Jewish rabbinical tradition (Bava
Betra—a part of the Talmud) says: ‘‘. . . the man of the Great
Synagogue wrote . . . the roll of Esther.”” Others (including
Josephus and Ibn Ezra) attribute the authorship of the book to
Mordecai, Esther’s uncle. We just do not know with any certainty
who wrote this book. The author was probably a Persian Jew.
Familiarity with Persian life and customs forces that conclusion.
The author of this book made use of some of Mordecai’s writings.
(9:20), the official records of the kings of Media and Persia (2:23;
10:2), and probably the eyewitness accounts preserved through
oral tradition.

Date: The book was evidently written after the death of Ahasuerus
(Xerxes), We set this date because 10:2 implies that the official
state history of the reign of Ahasureus had already been written
when the book of Esther was composed. Ahasureus died by assas-
sination in 465 B.C. Scholars have pointed to the absence of any
traces of Greek influence either in language or thought as evi-
dence that the book of Esther may not be dated any /ater than 330
B.C. While on the other hand, the intimate and exact knowledge
of Persian culture of the fifth century B.C. indicates the most
likely date to be somewhere between 460-450 B.C.

Canonicity: The unique nature of the book of Esther has caused
problems concerning its canonicity. The problems will be dealt
with later. Esther has been accepted as an authoritative part of the
revelation of God from a very early date. Its canonicity may be
traced as follows:

a. The Council of Jamnia, held by Jewish scholars and
rabbis in 90 A.D., was to discuss the canon of the Old
Testament. The very fact that the canonicity of a few.
books (one of which was Esther) was challenged proves
these books had earlier been considered ¢canonical.

b. Josephus (cir. 90 A.D.) indicates that the same books we -
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. have in our present Old Testament (including Esther)
- are the same ones considered canonical by Jewish leaders
. of his day.
- ¢. Melito of Sardis (170 A.D.) went to Palestme himself .
and confirmed the canonicity of the O.T. as we have it
_ today.
d. Origen, Christian scholar of about 250 A.D. conﬁrms the
" canon of the O.T. as it is today.
- e, The Jewish Talmud of about 400 A.D. confirms the

" canonicity of Esther.

f. The scientific scholarship of 20 centuries (manuscript

" discoveries, archaeological discoveries) has amassed an

accumulation of evidence to convince any honest student -
that Esther is truly a part of God’s revelation to man.

One of the most significant arguments for the canonicity of the

book of Esther is that there is no reasonable explanation for the
historic fact of the Feast of Purim as observed by succeeding
generations of Jews except that such remarkable events as re-
corded in this book actually took place there and then.
Persian Culture: Where did the Persians come from? In the hills
of what is today known as Iran lived a rugged, dynamic man
called Cyrus. Isaiah predicted his rise to fame over 100 years
before he was born! (See Isaiah, Vol. 111, by Butler, pg. 108-112;
College Press.) He began his rise to world conquest among the
shepherds of this land of majestic mountains and ferocious deserts.
Under the leadership of Cyrus, this army of former shepherds
overthrew .the Median government and by 550 B.C. Cyrus had
united the Medes and Persians into an unbeatable fighting force.
By 547 B.C. Cyrus had defeated Croesus, king of Lydia (Asia
Minor, known today as Turkey). Then he conquered Babylon (539
B.C.)and continued expanding his territorial rule until he was slain
in battle near the southern shore of the Caspian Sea.

Persian government was unique to a Mesopotamian world that
had formerly been divided into many different warring-clans and
tribes: It was the first titne people of many different races and
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INTRODUCTION

cultures were controlled under one ruler and government. Cyrus
and his immediate successors were very wise in administering
their rule. All citizens (regardless of race) were given equal rights
and the same demands of citizenship were made of all citizens. As
long as there was no political rebellion, most people were allowed
to worship according to their ethnic religions and maintain their
cultural distinctions. In some instances they were even permitted
to keep their own rulers (subordinate to the emperor of Persia, of
course).

There were three capital cities in Persia. This made it possible
for the emperors to travel throughout their empire and keep ‘“in
touch’’ with their subjects. The cities were: Susa or Shushan, inthe
delightfully temperate and fertile valley of the Choaspes River
(river Ulai, Dan. 8:2) and many Jews lived here later in the days
of Esther and Nehemiah—Persian emperors ‘‘wintered’’ here;
Persepolis, down in the deserts east of the Persian Gulf about 200
miles, whose ruins are visible today, was the royal seat of the
Achaemenid kings of Persia. It was a city of grandeur and strong
defenses, but burned and looted by Alexander the Great in 331
B.C., and; Ecbatana, the capital of Media, located in the cool
mountainous region just south of the Caspian Sea, the summer
residence of the emperors of Persia.

Persian emperors administered their rule through ‘‘The Law of
the Medes and The Persians.”” Once a law was passed, it could
never be changed. Not even a king could change it (cf. Dan.
6:12ff.). This was actually beneficial to the citizens in two ways: (a)
It meant that the laws necessary to maintaining the structures of
society were above the individual’s whims, even those of capricious
emperors! Not even the emperor was as powerful as the law. (b)
Those who had the responsibility of making laws and enforcing
them were very careful to make sure the law was a good and just
law before it was passed. If even those who make the laws could not
change them to suit their own fancies, it tended to make for laws
that were more just for everyone.

The empire was divided into twenty-one provmces called
satrapies. Each province was ruled by a satrap who might be alocal
ruler or a Persian noble. The emperor appointed his own
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elite inspectors to check up on the satraps and these inspectors
were called ‘‘the eyes and ears of the emperor,’’ (cf. Dan. 6:1-5),
and if the emperor received an unfavorable report about one of
his satraps, he usually executed the culprit.

In order to create a good economic base for the empire, Persian
rulers instituted a standardized currency, built an empire-wide
road system and policed it with soldiers so that it was said a
woman could travel across the country in safety. They set up a
type of ‘‘pony express’’ whereby the emperor could be in touch
with information from any part of his empire within aimost one
week. Every 14 miles along the main roads was an express station
where messengers would change horses so they could travel the
1600 miles between Sardis (in Asia Minor or Lydia) and Susa
in one week. .

The Persians were not exactly monotheists, but neither were
they polytheists. They thought it was foolish to worship many
gods, but they did not mind other peoples being polythesists.
Their god was Ahura Mazda, ‘‘the Wise Lord.’’ Zoroaster, a
philsopher who lived about 600 B.C., taught that Mazda created
the earth and that Mazda’s holy spirit wars against an evil spirit,
Ahriman., Human beings are involved in a warfare between these
good and evil spirits. There was an element of Messianism in
Zoroastrianism for it taught that after the earthly life of a future
Savior, God would finally triumph over evil, and all souls on the
side of good would pass over the *‘bridge of decision’’ and enjoy
eternal bliss while all on the sidé of evil would be tortured forever.
Zoroaster stressed truth and mercy. Some think that Isaiah 45:7
(contextually predicting the reign of Cyrus about 180 years later)
is a prophetic rebuttal of Zoroastrianism. The teachings of Zoro-
aster were written in twenty-one volumes and are known as Zend
Avesta. o
Persian Imperialism: When Cyrus defeated Croesus (king of
Lydia), all the cities Greece had colonized in Ionia (Asia Minor)
came under Persian rule. In 500 B.C. these cities rebelled against
Persian rile, but Darius I suppressed the rebellion even though
the Ionians had help from the mainland Greeks. Interference
from the Greek mainlanders angered Darius so he decided to
invade the mainland and bring all Greece under Persian control.
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In 490 B.C. the Persian army sailed across the Aegean Sea and
landed on the plains of Marathon, just north of Athens. The
Athenians, greatly outnumbered sent a runner to Sparta for help,
The runner made the 150 miles over hilly, rocky territory in two
days, but the Spartans were having a festival and refused to
send help until after the celebration. The Athenians attacked,
scattered the Persian forces, killilng 6400 Persians while losing
only about 200 men. It was a great victory for the Greeks. The
Battle of Marathon was significant for if Persia had conquered
Greece and destroyed her culture (her ideas on democratic and
republican forms of government, her art and. philosophies) the
history of western civilization might be far different than it is
today.

Darius’ son, Xerxes (Ahasuerus) was determined to complete
what his father could not. Xerxes took the throne in 486 B.C. In
483 B.C. Xerxes (Ahasuerus) gave his great banquet (Esther 1:3)
probably to display his pompsity and power in preparation for
the invasion of Greece. This was the banquet where he was humil-
iated by his wife Vashti. Three years later, 480 B.C., Xerxeshad a
pontoon bridge stretched across the Dardanelles Strait using 674
small boats as pontoons. When a storm temporarily destroyed
part of the bridge, Xerxes took his rage out by trying to
“‘scourge’’the sea and by executing the engineers who built the
bridge. Finally Xerxes and his massive force walked across the
bridge and invaded Greece. For three days a small force of
Spartans held up the massive Persian army at Thermopylae (a
narrow mountain pass). The Persians found a way around this
pass through a Greek deserter, destroyed the Spartan army and
marched down to Athens. There they burned the city to the
ground. The Athenians, however, escaped to their fleet of small
boats and tricked the Persian navy (350 large, cumbersome ships)
into the small Bay of Salamis where 200 of the Pesian ships were
destroyed. Xerxes made a hasty retreat to Persia, leaving a large
army still in Greece. This force was totally defeated at the battle
of Plataeain 479 B.C. Thebattle of Plataea became the watershed
of Persian 1mper1a11sm Persia remained a powerful empire for
another 150 years, but she began to deterlorate culturally and
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morally from the days of Xerxes until Alexander the Great finally
conquered her in 330 B.C.

Xerxes: Xerxes (Ahasuerus) (486-465 B.C.) was the son of
Darius by Atossa, adaughter of Cyrus. For twelve years he served
under his father as viceroy of Babylon before succeeding to the
throne at the death of Darius. The Persian form of the name
Xerxes is Khshayarsha, which, in Hebrew is rendered Ahasuerus
(cf. Ezra 4:6 and the Book of Esther). Xerxes lived 14 years after
the loss of Greece, but little is known about him in that time, He
was murdered by a usurper, Artabanus, who is said to have
reigned seven months before being killed by Artaxerxes, the third
son and legitimate heir to Xerxes. Xerxes was about 55 years-old
when he was assassinated. He was reportedly very rich and in-
dulgent and habitually acted like an impudent, petulant brat. The
episode with the pontoon bridge, the Vashti incident, and the
hasty accession to the spiteful hate of Haman all agree well with
this description. He was given to ostentation and loved display
and appears to have been susceptible to the flattery and intrigue
of fawning courtiers. Xerxés is probably the “‘fourth’’ Persian
ruler mentioned in Daniel 11:2. For thorough treatment of Persian
historical background see Daniel, by Paul T. Butler, College
Press, chapters six, eight and eleven.

Some Historical Difficulties in Esther:

1. Herodotus, Greek historian of the Sth century B.C., says that
a woman named Amestris, daughter of a Persian named Otanes,
was Xerxes’ queen in the seventh year of his reign. The book of
Esther says Esther was. Amestris and Esther cannot be the same
person since Amestris was cruel, even to the point of sadistic
brutality. Amestris was a Persian. There are those who might
think there is a historical contradiction between the biblical
record and Heredotus. However, Herodotus does not say Esther
was 7ot a-queen at some time during the reign of Xerxes; neither
does the Bible say- Amestris was not a queen at some time during
the reign of Xerxes.. Therefore, there is no contradiction. It is
altogether possible that Xerxes, having given his banquet in the
third year-of his reign (483 B.C.) (Esther 1:3) and deposed Vashti,
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then made Amestris queen. After this, Xerxes entered into his
first campaign against Greece (480 B.C.) and was defeated. He
returned, deposed Amestris and elevated Esther to queenship in
the seventh year (479-478 B.C.) (Esther 2:16) of his reign. Omis-
sion by Herodotus of Esther and Vashti does not mean he contra-
dicts the Bible. Omission in the book of Esther of Amestris does
not mean that the Bible contradicts Herodotus. It might be of
interest to remember that on the basis of an omission of the name
of Belshazzar by Herodotus, many critics of the Bible denied the
historicity of Daniel’s book —that is, until archaeological discov-
eries verified the existence of King Belshazzar and the historicity
of Daniel’s account concerning him!

2. The statement in Esther 2:5-6 has been offered by some as
evidence of the historical inaccuracy of the book of Esther.
Critics insisted this passage was an historical faux pas because
it implies that-Mordecai was taken captive from Palestine in
the deportation of Jehoiachin in 597 B.C. Mordecai was, of
course, a contemporary of Xerxes, That would have made Xerxes
and Nebuchadnezzar contemporaries—an historical impos-
sibility! However, the proper antecedent of the relative pronoun
’esher (‘‘who’’) in verse six is not Mordecai but Kish, his great
grandfather. Actually, the time between the deportation of Jehoia-
chin in 597 B.C. and the time of Mordecai (483 B.C.) is just the
right amount of time for the three generations between Kish and
Mordecai!

3. A third objection to the accuracy of the text of Esther is in
connection with the statement (9:16) that the Jews killed 75,000
enemies throughout the empire in one day. First, it was by com-
mand of the emperor that the Jews ‘‘in every city’’ carry out this
execution. Second, there were 500 executed in Susa, the capital, in
one day (9:6). It would only require that 500 be executed in 150
cities each to total 75,000. When the vastness of the Persian
empire is considered (Asia Minor and parts of Greece on the west,
to India on the east; Armenia on the north, to Palestine and Egypt
on the south) it is not in the least incredible that it actually
happened. Josephus mentions that a small detachment of the
Roman army killed more than 15,000 Jews in one day who were
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fleeing from Gadara during the Jewish revolt (64-70 A.D.). The
Septuagint gives the number slain in Esther 9:16 as 15,000, but the
Hebrew text probably gives the accurate number. We will deal
with the ethics of the situation in our comments on the text.

4. Fourth, the book’s historicity was impugned because no trace
of the name Mordecai was to be found in secular history. Critical
opinions have been changed since archaeological inscriptions
were found mentioning a certain Marduk-ai-a (Mordecai??) as an
official in Susa during the reign of Xerxes (See A Survey of O.T.
Introduction, Gleason Archer, Moody Press, pg. 405.). 4
5. The science of archaeology has provided undeniable evi-
dence of the historical accuracy of the book of Esther. Aninscrip-
tion of Artaxerxes II (404-359 B.C.) states that the palace of
Xerxes (Esther’s husband 486-465 B.C.) was destroyed by fire in
the reign of ArtaxerxesI(464-424 B.C.). Theruinswerelocated in
Susa and very definite portions of the palace were identified: e.g.,
the “king’s gate’’ (4:2); the “‘inner court” (5:1); the ““outer
court”’ (6:4); the ‘‘palace garden’’ (7:7); and even one of the dice
or lots (called ““Pur’’ in Persian) were found (3:7)! Now if this
palace was destroyed in the reign of Artaxerxes I (464-424 B.C.),
it was destroyed within 30 years of the time of Esther’s living
in the palace (486-424 B.C.). Yet the critics who attack the
historicity of the book would have us believe that an unknown
author 200 years after this palace was destroyed could describe
its ground plans in intimate and perfect detail! The reader may
find more information of Esther’s palace in the International
Standard Bible Encyclopedia, art. 1009a.

6. The most important criticism of the book of Esther, how-
ever, is not aimed toward its historicity, but toward its theology.

The total absence of the name of God is the chief difficulty for
many critics. The Talmud gives Deut. 31:18 as a reason why
God’s name is not mentioned. Becduse of the sin of idolatry, God
had cast them into captivity and ‘‘veiled His face’’ from the Jews.
The promise of this judgment is intensified in the Prophets.
Edward J. Young (An Introduction to the Old Testament, pub.

Eerdmans, pg. 378) theorizes, ‘“These Jews in Persia . . . showed
no desire to return to Palestine . . . Their theocratic spirit .
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was weak . . . despite that fact, God had not rejected them .. . He
would still watch over them. . . . But, since these Jews were no
longer in the theocratic line, so to speak, the Name of the cove-
nant God (Yahweh) is not associated with them . . , since they are
in this distant, far country, and not in the land of promise, His
name is not mentioned. . . . By causing us to behold the workings
of providence, the book does, after all, turn our eyes to God who
determines the destinies of men and nations.”” Perhaps more
significant is the indication from the book of Esther itself that it
- is, after all, primarily an extract from the official documents of
the Persian Court and this would account for both its minute
- secular details and the omission of the name of God (e.g. 2:23;
3:14; 6:2; 8:9-14; 9:14, 20; 9:29-32; 10:1-3), Matthew Henry said,’
““If the name of God is not here, His finger is.”’” No othr book in
the Bible teaches the providence of God as forcibly as the book of
Esther. The providence of God preserving the Jews through
Esther is no more astonishing than that predicted (Dan. 2:20-23)
and recorded in the life of Daniel. God’s providence is over all
things. Nothing ‘‘just happens,’’ even in a pagan empire. One
commentator says, ‘‘It is almost universally agreed that this
omission (of the name of God) must have been intentional. He
offers the theory that since Esther was to be read at the annual
Feast of Purim and it was such a time of merry-making, the
author feared that the Divine Name might be profaned, or that
the book might be profanely treated by Gentiles because of its
story of the triumph of the Jews over their enemies.

Outline: The Providence of God Preserving His People
I. Pageant of Xerxes, 1:1-22
II. Promotion of Esther, 2:1-23
III. Perverseness of Haman, 3:1-15
IV. Pluck of Esther, 4:1-17
V. Plan of Esther, 5:1-8
VI. Petulance of Haman, 5:9-14
VII. Pride of Haman, 6:1-14
VIII. Plea of Esther, 7:1-10
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- IX. Proclamation of Xerxes, 8:1-17
X. Preservation of the Jews, 9:1-19

- XI. Purim Instituted, 9:20-32

XII. - Postscript, 10:1-3

Value: The Book of Esther, in the Hebrew Bible, is the last of the
five Megilloth. The Megilloth (literally, the word means, rolls or
scrolls) is a group of writings (Song of Solomon, Ruth, Lamenta-
tions, Ecclesiastes and Esther) which are used in the Jewish
liturgical year. Song of Solomon is read at Passover (first month);
Ruth is read at Pentecost (third month), Lamentations is read in
the fifth month (Ab); Ecclesiastes is read at the Feast of Taber-
nacles (seventh month); and Esther is read at the Feast of Purim
(twelfth month). At one time it was normal for every Jewish
household to possess a scroll or book of Esther for such liturgical
purposes. Among the Jews Esther is the best known of all the
books of the Bible. The impetus for a patriotic Jewish national-
ism provided by the book would make it very popular among
Jewish people. The book is of the calibre of literary excellence. It is
recogmzed ta be a valuable source of information filling many
gaps in the accounts of classical historians. Itis thus aninvaluable
research source for biblical historians, It has all the merits of great
literature: distinct characterization; graphic, vivid descriptions;
clear and concise language; action; plot; resolution; drama. A
vast body of Jewish apocryphal literature has grown up around
the book of Esther which is of no value whatever because of its
unhistorical nature. Its greatest value is the lesson that God is able
to providentially. preserve 'those who trust Him i in the face of
overwhelming opposition.
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I. Pageant of Xerxes, 1:1-22
A. Display

Texrt: 1:1-8

1 Now it came to pass in the days of Ahasuerus, (this is Ahasu-
erus who reigned from India even unto Ethiopia, over a
hundred and seven and twenty provinces,)

2 that in those days, when the king Ahasuerus sat on the throne
of his kingdom, which was in Shushan the palace,

3 in the third year of his reign, he made a feast unto all his
princes and his servants; the power of Persia and Media, the
.nobles and princes of the provinces, being before him;

4 when he showed the riches of his glorious kingdom and the
honor of his excellent majesty many days, even a hundred
and fourscore days.

5 And when these days were fulfilled, the king made a feast
unto all the people that were present in Shushan the palace,
both great and small, seven days, in the court of the garden
of the king’s palace.

6 There were hangings of white cloth, of green, and of blue,
fastened with cords of fine linen and purple to silver rings
and pillars of marble: the couches were of gold and silver,
upon a pavement of red, and white, and yellow, and black
marble.

7 And they gave them drmk in vessels of gold (the vessels being
diverse one from another), and royal wine in abundance,
according to the bounty of the king.

8 And the drinking was according to the law; none could compel:
for so the king had appointed to all the officers of his house,
that they should do according to every man’s pleasure.

Today’s English Version, 1:1-8

From his royal throne in Persia’s capital city of Susa, King
Xerxes ruled 127 provinces, all the way from India to Sudan.
In the third year of his reign he gave a banquet for all his officials
and administrators. The armies of Persia and Media were present,
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DISPLAY 1:1-8

as well as the governors and noblemen of the provinces. For six
whole months he made a show of the riches of the imperial court
with all its splendor and majesty.

After that, the king gave a banquet for all the men in the capital
city of Susa, rich and poor alike. It lasted a whole week and was
held in the gardens of the royal palace. The courtyard there was
decorated with blue and white cotton curtains, tied by cords of
fine purplelinen to silver rings on marble columns. Couches made
of gold and silver had been placed in the courtyard, which was
paved with white marble, red feldspar, shining mother-of-pearl,
and blue turquoise. Drinks were served in gold cups, no two of
them alike, and the king was generous with the royal wine. There
were no limits on the drinks; the king had given orders to the
palace servants that everyone could have as much as he wanted.

COMMENTS

v. I-2 Potentate: "Achashewerosh is the Hebrew equivalent of
the Persian Khshayarsha (which is Xerxes in Greek). Ahasuerus
is generally recognized by historians as Xerxes I (486-465). It is
not the same Ahasuerus as named in Ezra 4 and Daniel 9 (who was
probably Cambyses, the immediate successor of Cyrus the
Great). The author of Esther distinguishes this Ahasuerus by
describing his reign from ‘‘India to Ethiopa.’”” The Hebrew word
for ““India’’ is hoddu an old Persian word meaning Hindu or
Sanskrit meaning, great river; hence, Indus River, The empire of
Xerxes extended from the Indus River on the east to Ethiopia
(Cush, in Hebrew) in the south, and to Lydia (Asia Minor) on the
east (see map on page 271). At one time, the Persian empire even
extended east into the Greek mainland. Some have been skeptical
about the statement that Xerxes ruled over 127 *‘provinces,”’
because Herodotus wrote that the empire was divided into 20
satrapies. The Hebrew word translated provinces is medinah and
it is not certain at all that medinah represents the same as the word
satrapy. Medinah may very well represent a subdivision of the
Persian satrapy. According to Herodotus there were about 60
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nations under the Persian rule so it is altogether possible that
the 20 satrapies or 60 nations were subdivided into smaller
“‘provinces’’ (127 of them). Xerxes assumed the throne in 486
B.C. Shushan (Susa) was the city from which he was ruling in the
third year of his reign. The Hebrew word birah is translated
palace but is, more accurately, fortress. This was the whole pala-
tial section of the city of Susa which was much more strongly
fortified than the city surrounding it. The birah included the
courts, gardens, out-buildings and the royal palace itself. Further-
more, the same word birah is used in 2:5 to indicate that Mordecai
lived within the fortress and in 9:12 showing that as many as‘500
other common citizens lived within the fortress of Susa. The main
city had a circumference of six to seven miles, and the birah
(fortress) was enclosed with a massive wall about two and one half
miles square. As late as 1100-1200 A.D. there were 7000 Jews
living in Susa. By 1500 A.D. the city became uninhabited and fell
into ruins.

v. 3-5 People: In the third year of his reign (483 B.C.), Xerxes
was making plans, according to Herodotus, to invade the Greek
mainland. He planned to attack within two years. This “‘feast”
was, in Hebrew, a mishetteh. Mishetteh is from a root word
meaning, to drink wine, hence it is a banquet whose main feature
is a drinking bout (cf. 1:7-8). The Hebrew word sarav would be
better translated officials or rulers than princes. It is fromtheroot
sar meaning to rule, while the word nagid (used of the Messiah in
Dan. 9:24-27) has more the connotation of royalty. The word
paretemim is translated nobles and is probably derived from a
Babylonian word meaning first or chief. The word chel is trans-
lated in the ASV, power; it means literally, army (cf. Isa. 36:2; 2
Kings 18:17). We are not told exactly how many guests there were.
But the number would certainly run into the hundreds. And it is
probable that the guest list changed regularly because he would
not want to invite the whole army and all its chiefs at once and
leave the empire defenseless. Besides, the feast lasted six months
so the guests could come in relays.

Verse 4 specifically states the purpose of this feast was that
Xerxes might ‘‘show’’ the riches of his kingdom and his own
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majesty for half a year. If Xérxes lived toéay, psychiatrists would
say he had ‘‘an identity problem.’”’ The emperor’s main reason
for this great feast seems to have been to create an image for
himself. He wished to impress his government officials with his
greatness. According to Herodotus it was at this feast Xerxes an-
nounced: ‘“As Cyrus, Cambyses, and Darius, have enlarged the
empire, I wish to do the same. I propose to bridge the Hellespont,
march through Europe, and fire Athens for burning Sardis and
opposing Datis and Artaphernes. By reducing Attica and Greece,
the sky will be the only boundary of Persia.”’ The emperor’s
‘‘image building’’ had also the pragmatic motive of ‘‘psyching”’
his fighting force up for the coming invasion of Greece. Not only
were the government officials and the army and its chiefs feasted,
the emperor made a week-long feast for all the other citizens then
residing in the fortress of Susa, both rich and poor, great and
small. These drinking bouts seem to have been for men only. The
women apparently had a feast of their own (1:9).

v. 6 Palace: The description of the palace is in no way an exag-
geration. Tapestries and awnings of expensive, imported linens in
pure white, deep green and royal blue were fastened with soft
white linen cords to solid silver rings and tall pillars of marble,.
Some of these columns of marble were 67 feet high. In 1884-86 a
Frenchman named Dieulafoy excavated the ruins of this great
palace. One writer has said, ‘‘There is no event described in the
Old Testament whose structural surroundings can be so vividly
and accurately restored from actual excavations as ‘Shushan the
palace,” *’ Couches (used to recline upon when eating, probably
much like the later Roman ricl/inium) were either overlaid heavily
with gold and silver or made of pure gold and silver. The floors of
the palace were made of beautifully patterned and variable-
colored marbles red, white, mother-of-pear! yellow, and black.

v. 7-8 Party: The feasting passion of the Persians was insati-
able. Some of these feasts had as many as 15,000 guests at one
time, and cost nearly $100,000 for each banquet session. As noted
before (1:3) mishetteh means a drinking bout. Wine flowed
freely, according to the ‘‘bounty’’ of the king. The Hebrew word
translated ‘‘bounty’’ is yod and is literally, hand. In other words,
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the good, choice wine of the imperial wine-cellars was distributed
according to the king’s boundless means. Ordinarily, everyone
present drank only upon command or invitation according to the
“‘law’’ of ritual and the whim of the emperor or toastmaster. At
these feasts, however, that law had been suspended and everyone
was allowed to drink as they pleased. The Persians were noted for
their drinking. Xenophon (434-355 B.C.), Greek historian and
soldier, knew this and wrote, ‘“They drink so much that they can-
not stand upright on their feet, and must be carried out.’’ This
was the setting and these were the circumstances surrounding
critical decisions made by the emperor Xerxes. The results or
consequences of his decisions were used by the Lord God Jehovah
to save the Jews of the dispersion from extinction and thus
provide a witness to the revealed Word of God through the cen-
turies awaiting the Messiah’s coming. No matter how depraved or
stupid the behavior of man, all will ultimately redound to the goal
and glory of God.

B. Defiance
TexT: 1:9-12

9 Also Vashti the queen made a feast for the women in the royal
house which belonged to king Ahasuerus.

10 On the seventh day, when the heart of the king was merry with
wine, he commanded Mehuman, Biztha, Harbona, Bigtha,
and Abagtha, Zethar, and Carcas, the seven chamberlains
that ministered in the presence of Ahasuerus the king,

11 to bring Vashti the queen before the king with the crown
royal, to show the peoples and the princes her beauty;- for
she was fair to look on.

12 But the queen Vashti refused to come at the king’s command-
ment by the chamberlains: therefore was the king very wroth
and his anger burned in him. . o
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Today’s English Version, 1:9-12

Meanwhile, inside the royal palace Queen Vashti was giving a
banquet for the women,

On the seventh day of his banquet the king was drinking and
feeling happy, so he called in the seven eunuchs who were his
personal servants, Mehuman, Biztha, Harbona, Bigtha, Abagtha,
Zethar, and Carkas. He ordered them to bring in Queen Vashti,
wearing her royal crown. The queen was a beautiful woman, and
the king wanted to show off her beauty to the officials and all his
guests. But when the servants told Queen Vashti of the king’s
command, she refused to come. This made the king furious.

COMMENTS

v. 9-11 Demand.: Three different lexicons give three different
meanings to the name Vashti; one lexicon says it means, beauty (a
word of Persian origin); another says Vashti means, best; while
still another says the meaning is while drinking (from the Hebrew
root shatha). It is more likely to be of Persian origin. Some have
suggested that Vashti was not the actual name of the queen but a
word of endearment such as, ‘‘sweetheart’’ or ‘‘darling.’’- There
is no evidence that Persian custom demanded women feast sepa-
rately frommen. Esther invited Haman and the emperor to a feast
(5:3ff). Vashti made her feast in the beth-hammalekuth, or,
house of the king (palace). On the last day of the drinking bout,
when the heart of the king was defov (lit. at good) or merry with
wine, he ordered seven of his most trusted servants to bring the
beautiful queen into the huge hall where all the inebriated men
were carousing. The Jewish Talmud and other Jewish commenta-
tors think the command to be that Vashti should be brought in
with.only the royal crown, that is, naked. The custom of women
appearing publicly only when veiled was doubtless as serious then
in Persia as it is now in Iran. It would have been threatening
enough to her modesty to appear fully dressed but without her
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veil before hundreds of drunken men. She would have been ridi-
culed ever after as a common trollop. Of course, the king’s
demand might have actually required her to appear completely
naked. That is more in character with the behavior of an intem-
perate man like Xerxes after drinking too much wine. The word
translated fair is the Hebrew word tov which means literally,
good, pleasing, delightful or very excellent.

v. 12 Denial: Vashti refused. That was all there was to it. She
presumptuously and deliberately disobeyed the emperor’s de-
mand and sent the servants back empty-handed. Why did Vashti
refuse? We must speculate. Perhaps her moral standards were
high enough that she refused to do what was wrong. It would not
be impossible that Vashti had adopted the higher moral standards
of the Hebrew people around her. Some would question Vashti’s
morals because the feast she made for the women (1:9) was also a
mishetteh (drinking bout). Most likely, Vashti’s refusal was
motivated by her desire to retain her social and political status.
Any queen who would allow herself to be exploited and degraded
like a common prostitute could never command respect for her
person or-position again. Vashti, too, may have become inebri-
ated and with the false courage that comes with drunkenness,
dared to defy the emperor’s command. Whatever Vashti’s reason,
the emperor was enraged. A literal rendering would be, ‘‘And was
angry the king, very (exceedingly), and his anger blazed within
him.”” The word translated very is ‘ud and means, steaming,
powerful, excessively, fiery. Xerxes, who just moments ago was
feeling good all over and merry in his heart, is now steaming and
burning with red-hot anger. ‘“What-fools we are to put into our
mouths that which would take away our brains!”’ (Shakespeare).
How devastating drunkenness is to cause a monarch to lose all
sense of propriety toward one who occupies the position of queen
of the realm! (

C. Decree
TexT: 1:13-22

13 Then the king said to the wise men, who knew the times, (for so
- was the king’s' manner toward all that knew law and judgment;
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14 and the next unto him were Carshena, Shethar, Admatha,
Tarshish, Meres, Marsena, and Memucan, the seven princes
of Persia and Media, who saw the king’s face, and sat first
in the kingdom,)

15 What shall we do unto the queen Vashti accordlng to law,
because she hath not done the bidding of the king Ahasuerus
by the chamberlains?

16 And Memucan answered before the king and the princes, Vashti
the queen hath not done wrong to the king only, but also
to all the princes, and to all the peoples that are in all the
provinces of the king Ahasuerus.

17 For this deed of the queen will come abroad unto all women,
to make their husbands contemptible in their eyes, when it
shall be reported, The king Ahasuerus commanded Vashti
the queen to be brought in before him, but she came not.

18 And this day will the princesses of Persia and Media who have
heard of the deed of the queen say the like unto all the king’s
princes. So will there arise much contempt and wrath.

19 If it please the king, let there go forth a royal commandment
from him, and let it be written among the laws of the Persians
and the Medes, that it be not altered, that Vashti come no
more before the king Ahasuerus; and let the king give her
royal estate unto another that is better than she.

20 And when the king’s decree which he shall make shall be
published throughout all his kingdom, (for it is great,) all
the wives will give to their husbands honor, both to great
and small.

21 And the saying pleased the king and the princes; and the king
did according to the word of Memucan:

22 for he sent letters into all the king’s provinces, into every
province according to the writing thereof, and to every people
after their language, that every man should bear rule in his
own house, and should speak according to the language of
his people.

Today’s English Version, 1:13-22

Now it was the king’s custom to ask for expert opinion on
questions of law and order, so he called for his advisers, who
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would know what should be done. Those he most often turned to
for advice were Carshena, Shethar, Admatha, Tarshish, Meres,
Marsena, and Memucan—seven officials of Persia and Media
who held the highest offices in the kingdom. He said to these men,
“I, King Xerxes, sent my servants to Queen Vashti with a com-
mand, and she refused to obey it! What does the law say that we
should do with her?”’

Then Memucan declared to the king and his officials; ‘“Queen
Vashti has insulted not only the king but also his officials —in
fact, every man in the empire! Every woman in the empire will
start looking down on her husband as soon as she hears what the
queen has done. They’ll say, ‘King Xerxes commanded Queen
Vashti to come to him, and she refused.” When the wives of the
royal officials of Persia and Media hear about the queen’s be-
havior, they will be telling their husbands about it before the day
is out. Wives everywhere will have no respect for their husbands,
and husbands will be angry with their wives. If it please Your
Majesty, issue a royal proclamation that Vashti may never again
appear before the king. Have it written into the laws of Persia and
Media, so that it can never be changed. Then give her place as
queen to some better woman. When your proclamation is made
known all over this huge empire, every woman will treat her
husband with proper respect, whether he’s rich or poor.”

The king and his officials liked this idea, and the king did what
Memucan suggested. To each of the royal provinces he sent a
message in the language and the system of writing of that prov-
ince, saying that every husband should be the master of his home
and speak with final authority.

COMMENTS

v. 13-15 Panic: When Vashti disobeyed the emperor’s order,
panic ensued. Theimage he had built for himself by this grandiose
feast was destroyed in one stroke. It was such an unprecedented
response, the emperor did not know how he should act. He knew
the queen’s actions would be known sooner or later throughout
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the empire. Along with the gossip must go a story of the emperor
handling the situation. But how shall it be handled? He hastily
convened a meeting with his ‘‘wise’’ men, These are well-known
men who are ‘‘next unto him’’ and probably would be likened
to our President’s ‘‘cabinet members.’”” They were not astrolo-
gers or magi as the Talmud thinks, They are men learned in the
laws and customs of Persian government— familiar with all
precedents set in the past and presently having the power of law,
The Hebrew word used here for law is dath and not the usual
torah (Mosaic law). Dath is a word used in the O.T. only during
the Persian period and is used of the emperor’s laws 3:8; Haman
used the word to refer to the ““laws of the Jews’’ 3:8; it is used for
the rules of drinking at a feast 1:8; for pur1fy1ng of women 2:12.
The Hebrew word translated the times is ha ‘itim and most often
means past times. Some commentators have theorized that ‘‘the
times’’ refers to the winds of a social upheaval (an ancient ‘‘equal
rights movement’’) then beginning to blow in Persia. Since the
word ha‘itim almost always means fimes of the past it is doubtful
that such a movement was then in progress. Most assuredly, if
Vashti’s impertinence is not squelched, a feminist movement
would soon be started! That was the definite conclusion of the
emperor’s advisory council. There were seven families of the first
rank (Ezra 7:14) in Persia, from which the king was supposed to
take his wives. The chiefs of each of these seven families had
access to the king at all times, except when he was in the company
of one of his wives,
v. 16-20 Prompting: Why did Xerxes wish to punish Vashti
““according to law’’? Apparently there was no law at that time to
cover such behavior. The emperor eventually made one, but it
was after the fact. Perhaps Xerxes did not have the courage or the
abillity to handle Vashti’s insolence as a husband should. Perhaps
the deflation of his ego prompted him to seek a servere punish-
ment to recover his damaged image. Memucan recognized that
the politically expedient thing to do was suggest some punishment
which would make it appear Vashti’s behavior was a serious
matter of public policy and concerned the welfare of the whole
empire. It would not do, of course, to allow the citizens to think
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Vashti’s punishment was merely the gratification of the emperor’s
personal rage.

Memucan, a true male-chauvinist, believed that a woman’s
respect and surrender is insured through male despotism. Some
men believe the only way to assert masculinity is to exploit and
tyrannize the opposite sex. The only real and lasting way a man
may command the respect and devotion of a woman is to love her
with all his heart and actions. Memucan may have known deep in
his heart the truth of that last statement, but practically, feared
such an answer would not satisfy the emperor’s impetuous rage.
There is no reason to suppose that Vashti’s behavior would cause
such catastrophic rebellion as depicted by Memucan. The probable
cause of Vashti’s rebellion in the first place was the domineer-
ing attempt of Xerxes to profane her womanhood before a whole
host of male-chauvinists. Memucan’s advice to reinforce male
domination and exploitation by royal decree would hardly remedy
the situation created by Vashti’s refusal to obey her husband. It is
true that women of that culture were, in some instances, treated as
chattel by men. Vashti’s defiance caused more of a stir in the hearts
of men of the empire than in the women. The contempt and wrath
Memucan feared was that of the men of the empire.

There may have been political intrigue involved in Memucan’s
advice. It appears he expected the emperor to dispose of Vashti’s
royalty to another ‘‘better than she.’” Did Memucan have some-
one specifically in mind? If he expected the emperor to choose
the next queen from one of the families of the first-ranked seven,
perhaps Memucan had a maiden from his own family in mind.
Whatever the case, Memucan’s advice is very specific that the
emperor make it a public decree (‘‘written among the laws of
the Persians and the Medes’’) so that it could not be changed.
Vashti’s deposition and banishment must be irrevocable. If the
way were left open for her to regain Xerxes’ favor and restora-
tion to the throne, she would surely execute her vengeance on
Memucan. '

v. 21-22 Precedent: We tend to agree with the Jewish rabbis
in the Midrash .that Xerxes ‘‘was utterly devoid of sense in so
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decreeing,’’ and, ‘‘Nay more, he made himself a laughing-stock.”’
There was no need for such a decree. The women of Persia would
not be able to overthrow the government or revolutionize the
cultural status-quo because of Vashti’s disobedience. This royal
law protected the myth of male superiority about as much as the
attempt to legislate female equality by an ‘‘equal rights amend-
ment”’ in the United States! It is apparent from certain incidents
in the book of Esther that wives were held in considerable esteem
by their husbands (cf. 5:10; 5:13; 7:1-2, etc.). Xerxes certainly
could neither insure his own male superiority nor that of the men
of his empire by passing a law. He already had at his disposal
enough force to depose or slay a queen who disobeyed him if
he wished. But Vashti had already proved that in spite of all his
power and laws he could not force her to prostitute her woman-
hood if she did not wish to do so! But Memucan’s advice pleased
the intemperate king and his princes,

The precedent-setting decree was sent out to the whole empire.
Since there were people of different languages (and probably
different dialects), the decree was written in as many different
languages as were necessary. The practice of the Persians to
address proclamations in different languages is illustrated by the
bilingual and trilingual inscriptions from Cyrus to Artaxerxes,
and especially by that one of Darius preserved on the Behistun
Rock (see map, page 271). The decree of Xerxes was, ‘‘Let every
man bear rule in his own house,’’ and, ‘‘speak according to the
language of his people.”” The latter part of that decree seems
superfluous. Jewish commentators take the phrase to mean that
if a husband and wife were of different race and language, the
husband was not to allow the wife’s language to prevail in the
home. He was to compel his wife to learn and speak his language.

What happened to Vashti? There is no record. So far as we
know, Vashti was never given an opportunity to speak in her own
defense. Nor do we find anyone else speaking out on her behalf.
Her fate was decided according to the whim of an egotistical and
intemperate tyrant. Jewish tradition believes she was executed. The
history of deposed kings and queens of the East would substantiate
that tradition, Disgraced potentates were usually put to the sword.
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Led into rashness by his own intemperance and given foolish
counsel by his advisors, Xerxes is trapped. His hand is forced, he
banishes the one closest to him and now he is alone with himself.
He is in desperate need of a wise consort.

We may learn the following lessons from this chapter:

1. Pride and arrogance feeds on the exploitation of others.

2. Intemperance, especially in alcohol, causes people to disre-
gard decency and sacrifice personal integrity.

3. No woman, not even a pagan one, likes to be treated as a mere
object or ‘‘thing”’ to satisfy male gratification.

4. The proper functioning of members of a household cannot
be sustained through civil legislation — it must be established
through love.

5. Almighty God uses the consequences of men’s evil deeds to
carry out His plan of redemption for the world.

REVIEW QUESTIONS

. What was Ahasureus’ Greek name?

. How large was his Persian empire?

. What kind of feast was being held by the Persian emperor?

. What was his purpose in holding the feast?

. How would you characterize Ahasuerus?

. Why do you think Vashti refused the emperor’s demand?

. Why did the emperor panic when Vashti refused him?

. Memucan’s advice was born of what shrewdness?

. Do you believe the emperor’s decree was as necessary as
Memucan advised?

. What lessons are to be learned here?
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II. Promotion of Esther, 2:1-23
A. Search for a Queen
Text: 2:1-4

1 After these things, when the wrath of king Ahasuerus was
pacified, he remembered Vashti, and what she had done, and
what was decreed against her,

2 Then said the king’s servants that ministered unto him, Let
there be fair young virgins sought for the king:

3 and let the king appoint officers in all the provinces of his
kingdom, that they may gather together all the fair young
virgins unto Shushan the palace, to the house of the women;
unto the custody of Hegai the king’s chamberlain, keeper of
the women; and let their things for purification be given them;

4 and let the maiden that pleaseth the king be queen instead of
Vashti. And the thing pleased the king; and he did so.

Today’s English Version, 2:1-4

Later, even after the king’s anger had cooled down, he kept
thinking about what Vashti had done and about his proclamation
against her. So some of the king’s advisers who were close to him
suggested, ‘“Why don’t you make a search to find some beautiful
young virgins? You can appoint officials in every province of the
empire and have them bring all these beautiful young girls to your
harem here in Susa, the capital city. Put them in the care of Hegai,
the eunuch who is in charge of your women, and let them be given
a beauty treatment. Then take the girl you like best and make her
queen in Vashti’s place.”’

The king thought this was good advice, so he followed it.

COMMENTS
. v. I Remorse: Late in 480 B.C., Xerxes (Ahasuerus) returned
from a disastrous military expedition to the Greek mainland (see

Introduction, pg. 265). It had been three long years since he had,
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in a drunken rage, humiliated his beautiful queen, Vashti (she
was probably executed finally). The word pacified is keosek in
Hebrew and means ‘‘a sinking down.”’ Finally, after three years,
his wrath settled down enough for him to remember with re-
morse, his beautiful Vashti, and what he had done to her. The
Hebrew word zakar is the verb translated remembered. He
remembered ‘‘what she had done, and what was decreed against
her.”’ He had goneto Greece filled with male egotism, for a while
venting his arrogance upon the Greeks, but then, suffering a
humiliating defeat, he returned to Persia slightly. less arrogant
perhaps, than when he left. Whether Xerxes remembered Vashti
before this or not, the Hebrew language does not indicate. The
Hebrew verb system has no tense, at least in the sense in which
past, present, and future are understood in English. Hebrew
verbs have two ‘‘kinds’’ of action; complete and incomplete. It
does have seven verb stems each expressing a particular voice or
degree of action. The word zakar is the Qal stem of the verb and
means completed action in the active voice; ‘‘he remembered.”
Perhaps it was not until Xerxes had suffered an ego-deflation and
returned to the familiar surroundings of the palace that the
impact of the Vashti incident was able to sink into his heart. Inthe
Haggadah (meaning, ‘‘relate’’) portion of the Midrash (meaning,
“‘explanation’’) which is more homiletical than historical, it is
conjectured that before Esther was made queen, Xerxes would
compare women who entered with a statue of Vashti that stood
near his bed. After his marriage the statue was replaced by one of
Esther (Midrash Abba Guryon, Parashah 2). As lengendary as
that may be, the biblical text seems to infer that Xerxes realized
that Vashti had acted with wisdom when she refused to allow her
royal highness to be profaned, and that his reaction was, at best,
hasty, and worse than that, despicable!

v. 2-4 Recommendations: The Hebrew noun ne‘aroth is
feminine plural of na‘ar. It is translated servants, these servants
were probably young maidens. Those now advising the emperor
were not the seven princes of chapter one. These young maidens
might well be visualizing the atmosphere in the palace should the
emperor continue to brood on about his beautiful Vashti’s fate
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and his own guilt. Quickly, with the shrewdness of feminine intu-
ition, they suggest something that is certain to divert the attention
of the male of the species — a beauty contest to choose a new royal
consort, Note that nothing is said about the social or political
qualifications of the prospective queen. According to protocol,
the emperor was supposed to take his wives from the seven chief
families of the realm (see comments 1:13-15). These young female
servants knew how to change the mood of the emperor, Their sug-
gestion was that the search for a new queen be concentrated on
the physical features of womanhood. She must be fair to look
upon and she must be a virgin, The word for virgin is bethulah
and connotes ‘‘young’’ virgin. For a discussion of the difference
between the words bethulah and ‘almah, both of which mean
virgin, see Isaiah, Vol. I, by Butler, pub. College Press, pg.
152-153.

These women servants of the emperor suggested that elabo-
rate procedures be instituted to find the ‘‘fairest of the fair,”’ the
one young maiden in the whole Persian empire that would most
please him. No possible candidate should be overlooked. All the
maidens who might please the emperor were to be transported
to the capital city, Susa, and housed in the ‘“house of the wom-
en.” The ‘‘house of the women’’ was the emperor’s harem.
Ancient kings and emperors had many wives and concubines. King
Solomon had a house like this to accommodate his many wives
and concubines (cf. I Kings 7:8). In the Persian palaces the
‘‘house of the women’’ was quite large and spacious because the
emperors were known to have housed as many as 300 or 400 con-
cubines as well as their ‘‘wives.”’” Hegai was probably one of the
emperor’s most trusted eunuchs. The Hebrew word is saris and is
translated in the RSV as eunuch. He was probably some repulsive
old man, on whom the court ladies were very dependent, and
whose favor they constantly courted. Some of the Hebrew kings
evidently had such eunuchs (II Kings 9:32; Jer. 41:16). The
Hebrew word tameruqgeyhen is translated things for purification
in the ASV but their ointments in the RSV. It is from the root
word maraq which means fo make clean, bright by rubbing, to
polish. 1t is not the Hebrew word used to legislate religious or
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ceremonial purification, therefore it probably had to.do with
some form of beauty treatment such as diet, training in royal be-
havior, anointment of the body with perfume, and facial make-up.
It may also have been a sort of quarantine that would allow time
for any latent disease or blemish to show up before the emperor
made his selection.

The emperor considered this good (fov) advice. He was pleased
at the prospect of looking over all the beautiful women of Persia
and choosing one for a queen. It would be a welcome diversion
from the tedious affairs of state.

B. Solicitude of Mordecai
TexTt: 2:5-11

5 There was a certain Jew in Shushan the palace, whose name
was Mordecai, the son of Jair, the son of Shimei, the son of
Kish, a Benjamite,

6 who had been carried away from Jerusalem with the cap-
tives that had been carried away with Jeconiah king of Judah,
whom Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon had carried away.

7 And he brought up Hadassah, that is, Esther, his uncle’s
daughter: for she had neither father nor mother, and the
maiden was fair and beautiful; and when her father and
mother were dead, Mordecai took her for his own daughter.

8 So it came to pass, when the king’s commandment and his
decree was heard, and when many maidens were gathered
together unto Shushan the palace to the custody of Hegai,
that Esther was taken into the king’s house, to the custody
of Hegai, keeper of the women.

9 And the maiden pleased him, and she obtained kindness of
him; and he speedily gave her her things for purification, with
her portions, and the seven maidens who were meet to be
given her out of the king’s house: and he removed her and
her maidens to the best place of the house of the women.
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10 Esther had not made known her people nor her kindred; for
Mordecai had charged her that she should not make it known.

11 And Mordecai walked every day before the court of the
women’s house, to know how Esther did, and what would
become of her,

Today’s English Version, 2:5-11

There in Susa lived a Jew named Mordecai son of Jair; he was-
from the tribe of Benjamin and was a descendant of Kish and
Shimei. When King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon took King
Jehoiachin of Judah into exile from Jerusalem, along with a
group of captives, Mordecai was among them. He had a cousin,
Esther, whose Hebrew name was Hadassah; she was a beautiful
girl, and had a good figure. At the death of her parents, Mordecai
had adopted her and brought her up as his own daughter.

When the king had issued his new proclamation and many girls
were being broughtto Susa, Esther was among them. She too was
put in the royal palace in the care of Hegai, who had charge of the
harem, Hegai liked Esther, and she won his favor. Helost no time
in beginning her beauty treatment of massage and special diet,
He gave her the best place in the harem and assigned seven girls
specially chosen from the royal palace to serve her.

Now on the.advice of Mordecai, Esther had kept it secret that
she was Jewish. Every day Mordecai would walk back and forth
in front of the courtyard of the harem, in order to find out how
she was getting along and what was going to happen to her.

COMMENTS

v. 5-7 Orphanhood: Enter Mordecai! This book might well
have been called, The Book of Mordecai. All the way through the
book Mordecai is as much a star as Esther and the book ends with
an account of the fame and dignity of Mordecai. The Feast or
Purim is called ‘‘the day of Mordecai’’ in II Maccabees 15:36. He
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is a favorite character in the Rabbinical literature. The name
Mordecai is derived from Marduk, chief deity of Babylon and
Persia. Marduk means ‘‘be bold and audacious in acts of rebel-
lion; run strenuously, attack.”” Some suggest that Nimrod is a
Hebrew transmutation of Marduk which in turn has some relation-
ship to the constellation Orion. ‘‘He who was to the Babylonians
a deified hero, was to the Hebrews a rebel Titan, bound in chains
among the stars that all might behold his punishment.’’ The fact
that the name Mordecai is derjved from Marduk substantiates
assumption that this famous man was born in captivity. It would
seem physically impossible for Mordecai to have been born
before the captivity and still be a contemporary of Xerxes. If
Mordecai had been carried into captivity (even as‘an infant) with
Jeconiah-(Jehoiachin) in.596 B.C., he would be 122 years of age
when he became prime minister in the 12th year of Xerxes’ reign
(474 B.C.); and Mordecai was in office for a long time after 474
B.C. (cf. 10:2{f). In the long standing argument about the proper
antecedent of the relative pronoun who (2:6) we have taken the
position that it refers to Kish-—great grandfather of Mordecai.
The time between the exile of Jeconiah (Jehoiachin) and the time
of Mordecai is just the right amount of time for the three genera-
tions between Kish and Mordecai. We have already indicated that
birah (‘‘palace’’) means more specifically, fortress (cf. 1:1-2).
Mordecai did not at this time live within the:royal palace 1tself
but inside the -walled fortress known as Susa.

Mordecai was an especially compassionate man toward his own
kinsmen. ‘When his uncle and aunt died, they left a beautiful
young daughter completely orphaned. Mordecai was a man.who
went beyond the letter of the law (Ex. 22:22) which forbade
exploitation of the widow and the fatherless; he kKept the spirit of
the law as proclaimed by the prophets (Isa. 1:17) and defended
the fatherless. Mordecai had no way of knowing when he first
took Esther-into his home as his own daughter-that someday his
association with Esther would promote him to. high office and
fame. But Jehovah who réwards the righteous knew! Yes, even
Mordecai had come to Persia for such a time as this! g

"The orphaned girl had been named Hadassah by her parents
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which means myrtle in Hebrew. The myrtle is a large evergreen
shrub with fragrant flowers and spicy-sweet scented leaves. All
parts of the plant are somewhat perfumed. The word hadassah
in Hebrew came to mean sweetness. It has been used as a symbol
of beauty and sweetness (Isa. 41:19; 55:13; Zech. 1:7-10). It was
one of the trees used in the Feast of Tabernacles (Neh. 8:15). In
ancient times it was sacred to Astarte. The name Esther is prob-
ably derived from the Persian stara, i.e. star, or from the goddess
Ishtar (also known as Ashtoreth and Astarte). Esther was well
named! The Hebrew words yephath—to’ar vetovath mare eh
describe Esther’s unusual beauty. Yephath means beautiful, to’ar
means the beauty of her form,; verovath means pleasant,
desirable; and mare’eh has as its root in Hebrew that from which
we get the word vision, spectacle, appearance, form. Esther must
have been strikingly beautiful, Her facial features, her feminine
figure, and her personality all combined to make her as beautiful,
comely, shapely and desirable as the ‘‘beloved’’ young bride in
Song of Solomon (cf. S.S. 1:8; 1:15-17; 2:14; 4:1-8, etc.). Morde-
cai, her cousin, took her into his home and into his heart and she
became his adopted. daughter. ‘

v. 8-11 Opportunity: There must have been hundreds of young
women gathered to the emperor’s -palace. The word ravvoth
means large number, great number, myriads. They were all given
to the custody (Heb. “‘into the hand of’’) Hegai, the emperor’s
eunuch (cf. 2:3) who was in charge of the emperor’s harem, It
seems clear from these verses that this was no ordinary beauty
contest. These contestants had not entered by their own choice.
The fact that the many were ‘‘gathered’’ and Esther was ‘‘taken’’
indicates they were compelled to be made part of the emperor’s
harem. In the Jewish Targums thereis a story that Mordecai tried
to hide Esther from the emporer’s servants when they came in
search of beautiful maidens. Not only were these maidens forced
to compete for the emperor’s favor, the losers were probably not
allowed to return to their homes but retained in his harem. Polyg-
amy can be traced back to the pre-Noachian times. Lamech is the
first recorded polygamist (Gen. 4:19, 23). Some think polygamy
was the outcome of-tribal wars. When men had separated into
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clans and had taken up different places of abode, collisions soon
occurred between them. In such wars the great majority of men
would be massacred; the women and children, driven to the
abode of the conquerors, there to become concubines and slaves.
Of course the strongest man or the chief of the clan would assert
his right to the choice of captives. Thus down through the cen-
turies of time it became a status symbol. So we have even in
Solomon’s temple a harem of 700 wives and 300 concubines.
Emperors and kings, with all of a nation’s wealth at their com-
mand, could afford to support such harems. There were other
facts involved in polygamy. First, there is the natural sex-drive
in man, which, not under the control of the express will of God
which commands one woman for one man, leads man to sexual
promiscuity. The natural sex-drive under control is good, because
it is created by God. Second, in an agricultural society which did
not have the benefits of technological work-savers, a man would
desire to produce as many offspring as possible to become a work-
force and produce the highest standard of living possible. Women
and children were usually considered ‘‘property’* in such cul-
tures. Of course, the principle ‘‘a man’s life does not consist of
the things which he possesses’” was as true then as it is now.
Polygamy and harems have always brought jealousy, intrigue,
ruination, financial disaster, slavery and moral guilt. Solomon’s
polygamy bankrupted Israel and brought about a divided king-
dom saturated withidolatry. It is doubtful that Esther would have
chosen to become a member of Xerxes’ harem. But she had no
choice, except death to herself and probably to her family.
Esther pleased (fov) Hegai, supervisorof the emperor’s harem.
Just how she pleased him we are not told; most probably by her
sweetness of disposition and determination to ‘‘make the most”
of an unwanted circumstance without complaining or rebelling
she was shown kindness (chesed in Hebrew). No doubt, her
radiant beauty also prompted him to put het ina position to catch
the emperor’s eye sooner than the rest:ofthe maidens. First,
Hegai quickly gave Esther the ointments (tamerugeyha in Heb.)
and cosmetics with which to adorn herself before being taken to
the emperor’s presence. Second, he gave lierthe customary portions
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of food (manotheyha in Heb.; the word used of the special food
in Dan. 1:5; see also Esther 9:19, 22). Third, Esther was given
seven women attendants, probably the loveliest and most efficient
of all the servant girls, suitable to the exceptional charm of Esther
herself. Fourth, Hegai ‘‘removed’’ (veshanneha in Heb., mean-
ing, altered, changed, transfered) Esther and her maidens to the
best place of the harem. Apparently she had been given quarters
in a less desirable part of the harem when she was first brought to
the palace.

Esther had not revealed her ethnic background. We assume she
looked enough like a Persian that her Jewishness was not dis-
cernible. Since both Persians and Jews were of Semitic origin
their physical features were enough alike to present no problem
for Esther. Why did Esther not reveal that she was a Jew? And
why did Mordecai advise her that she should not do so? Many
answers have been given, One says, ‘‘Mordecai reasoned some-
thing like this: If Esther is chosen queen, it can only be because
God desires to make ‘her the instrument of His purpose. If she
reveals that she is a Jewess, she will prejudice her choice . . .”
Another suggests that-she did nofreveal she was from royal origin
(descended from Kish and thus King Saul) hoping the emperor
might think she was of humble origin and send her away. There is
no evidence Esther was of royal lineage. Ibn Ezra says, ‘‘So that
she might observe her religious obligations secretly. If she re-
vealed her Jewish faith she would be forced to transgress’’ (cf.
Dan. 1and 6). Another Jewish tradition says Mordecai’s modesty
dictated that Esther’s racial ties not be known; he modestly
wanted to forego the advancement and publicity which would
come to him if his relationship to Esther (when she became queen)
were known. We would question whether Mordecai could have
been that accurate with his premonitions. Could he know with
certainty that Esther would become queen? The most natural
reason, it would seem, for Esther to conceal her racial roots was
the anti-Jewish feeling there (cf. 3:5-6; 5:13; 6:13; 8:11). The Jews
suffered this anti-Jewish prejudice in Egypt under the Pharaohs,
by their pagan neighbors while they were in the Promised Land,
when they were taken captive to Babylon and Persia, from the .
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Samaritans-after their return from captivity, from the Seleucids
(Dan. 11), from the Romans, and from certain people of every
nation with which they have been associated since. We think
Mordecai’s purpose was to protect his beautiful cousin from any
violence should her ancestry be made known immediately. That
Mordecai was very much concerned for her safety and well-being
is evidenced by the fact that every single day he went to the court
of the harem to inquire about her present circumstances and what
the future might hold for her. It is apparent that Mordecai has
some-official duty or standing within the palace itself that would
allow him easy and continuous access to the harem courts. Per-
haps he was one.of the porters-who watched the many gates of
the palace or had the responsibility of storing supplies within the
palace. :
Some question the ethics of Mordecai and Esther in keeping her
racial ties silent. It needs to be understood that it is not unethical
to withhold information, the revealing of which would serve no
good purpose. The fact that they did not reveal she was a Jewess
certainly did not cause others any suffering or loss. When Rahab
did not betray the Hebrew spies there was nothing unethical in her
action, (Josh. 2:1ff). Samuel withheld information from Saul at
the direction of the Lord (I Sam. 16:1ff). Elisha withheld infor-
mation from enemies (II Kings 6:19ff). The Lord Himself was
party to military deception in the assault against Ai by Joshua
(Josh. 8:3-29, esp. v. 18). Jesus advised concealment of truth
from those who have no claim upon it (Mt. 7:6); Jesus himself
would not so much as speak to Herod when questioned. Mordecai
knew that the truth about Esther’s ethnic background would only
bring suffering (perhaps even death) to her and the Jewish people
if such information should be divulged at an inopportune time.

C. Season of Preparation
Text: 2:12-14

12 No“wiwhen.the turn of every maiden was come to go in to king
Ahasuerus, after that it had been done to her according to
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the law for the women twelve months, (for so were the days
of their purifications accomplished, to wit, six months with
oil of myrrh, and six months with sweet odors and with the
things for the purifying of the women,)

13 then in this wise came the maiden unto the king: whatsoever
she desired was given her to go with her out of the house of
the women unto the king’s house.

14 In the evening she went, and on the morrow she returned into
the second house of the women, to the custody of Shaashgaz,
the king’s chamberlain, who kept the concubines; she came in
unto the king no more, except the king delighted in her, and
she were called by name.

Today’s English Version, 2:12-14

The regular beauty treatment for the women lasted a year—
massages with oil of myrrh for six months and with oil of balsam
for six more. After that, each girl would be taken in turn to King
Xerxes. When she went from the harem to the palace, she could
wear whatever she wanted. She would go there in the evening, and
the next morning she would be taken to another harem and put in
the care of Shaashgaz, the eunuch in charge of the king’s
concubines. She would not go to the king again unless he hked her
enough to ask for her by name.

COMMENTS

v. 12 Purification: We have already discussed the reasons for
the purification process (cf. 2:3). Some presume another reason
for such rites stems from the idea that Persian emperors con-
sidered themselves divine. They believed that such deity was
resident in them that even pure maidens had to be purified cere-
monially before approaching their emperor. We do not think it had
anything to do with religion at all. It probably had to do with train-
ing in Persian customs. Daniel spent his quarantine in Babylon
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becoming learned in all the wisdom and laws of Babylon. This
may have been one of the purposes of the ‘‘purifications’’ for
these maidens. The ‘‘law’’ for the women is the word dath al-
ready discussed (1:13-15),

Mpyrrh is from the Hebrew word mor. It is from a small tree
growing in Arabia; the gum resin exudes in small tear-like drops
which dry to a rich brown or reddish-yellow, brittle substance,
with a faint though agreeable smell and a warm, bitter taste. The
Hebrew word mor means ‘‘a bitter weeping, or drops of bitter-
ness.”’ Oil of myrrh was probably used as a cosmetic in this Persian
“law’’ for purification. It may have even been used medicinally,
for it was used that way at other times (it was offered to Jesus at
His crucifixion as an anesthesia). It is quite likely that some of the
“‘fair young maidens’’ there at that time had come from homes
that were none too clean or sanitary. The time period for the
purifications consisted first of six months application or oil of
myrrh plus six months application of sweet odors. The Hebrew
text has two interesting words here; the first is basam which refers
to the balsam-tree or is translated spice in Song of Solomon 5:1;
the second word comes from the Hebrew root marag and means,
cleansing or rubbing with precious perfumes. For one whole year
there was a process of cosmetic, medicinal and dietary prepara-
tion of every young girl brought into the emperor’s harem.

v. 13-14 Presentation: After a full year of preparation, each
maiden was granted the opportunity to make her own presenta-
tion before the emperor as favorable as she was able. “Whatsoever
she desired was given her’’ probably means she could wear any
dress in the harem wardrobes, and adorn herself with any of the
jewelry available there. The emperor wished each maiden to ap-
pear as alluring and as desirable as possible.

Each maiden, in the turn appointed her, presented herself be-
fore the emperor in the evening, stayed with the emperor that
night, and returned on the next day to the ‘‘second house of the
women.”” The Persian emperor’s harem was apparently divided
into three ‘“houses’’: (1) a royal residence for the queen; (2) a
house for the ““women’’ (secondary wives or concubines); and (3) a
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house for the virgins. On returning from her first visit to the
emperor’s chambers, a girl ordinarily returned to the ‘‘second
house’’ because she was no longer a virgin. It must be assumed
that the emperor’s purpose in keeping these virgins over night in
his chambers was sexual intercourse. The ‘‘second house’’ was
under the supervision of Shaashgaz, another of the emperor’s
eunuchs. Once a maiden had been granted her night with the
emperor, she was never permitted to be in his royal chambers
again unless the emperor called for her by name. If a young virgin
was not chosen as queen, she returned to the harem of concubines
for the rest of her life. They were virtual prisoners. They would
never be allowed to return to the world outside the palace and
marry after consorting with the emperor for that would be de-
grading to the sovereignty and glory of the emperor.

D. Selection of Esther
TexT: 2:15-18

15 Now when the turn of Esther, the daughter of Abihail the
uncle of Mordecai, who had taken her for his daughter, was
come to go in unto the king, she required nothing but what
Hegai the king’s chamberlain, the keeper of the women, ap-
pointed. And Esther obtained favor in the sight of all them
that looked upon her.

16 So Esther was taken unto king Ahasuerus into his house royal
in the tenth month, which is the month Tebeth, in the seventh
year of his reign.

17 And the king loved Esther above all the women, and she ob-
tained favor and kindness in his sight more than all the virgins;
so that he set the royal crown upon her head, and made her
queen instead of Vashti.

18 Then the king made a great feast unto all his prmces and his
servants, even Esther’s feast; and he made a release to the
provinces, and gave gifts, according to the bounty of the king.
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Today’s English Version, 2:15-18

The time came for Esther to go to the king. Esther — the daugh-
ter of Abihail and the cousin of Mordecai, who had adopted her
as his daughter; Esther—admired by everyone who saw her.
When her turn came, she wore just what Hegai, the eunuch in
charge of the harem, advised her to wear. So in Xerxes’ seventh
year as king, in the tenth month, the month of Tebeth, Esther was
brought to King Xerxes in the royal palace. The king liked her
more than any of the other girls, and more than any of the others
she won his favor and affection. He placed the royal crown on her
head and made her queen in place of Vashti. Then the king gave a
great banquet in Esther’s honor and invited all his officials and
administrators. He proclaimed a holiday for the whole empire
and distributed gifts worthy of a king.

COMMENTS

v. 15-16 Countenance: We do not know how the ““turns”’ of the
maidens to appear before Xerxes were determined. Perhaps by
casting lots, perhaps by the arbitrary decision of the eunuch in
charge of that portion of the harem. Shimei (2:5) must have had
at least two sons; Jair the father of Mordecai and Abihail,
Mordecai’s uncle and Esther’s father. The Hebrew word dod is
translated uncle and means literally, ‘‘father’s brother.”” Thus
we are to understand Esther’s father to be Mordecai’s paternal
uncle. When Esther’s turn came she did not seek any of the extras
offered to the maidens (2:12-14) for their appearance before the
emperor. Perhaps she refused extra adornment in an attempt to
persuade the emperor to reject her from being queen. Or her
modesty may have caused her to refuse the cosmetics and alluring
clothes available. Whatever the reason, her natural beauty was so
radiant and her personality so pleasant she was admired by all
that looked at her, It is unusual that there was no jealousy and
murmuring among the women against Esther. This verifies that
her bearing and demeanor toward her contemporaries was such
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as to obtain only graciousness, even from those competing for the
crown!

When one considers the circumstances under which Esther was
probably taken from her uncle’s home to the emperor’s harem
and the cultural mores Esther had to sacrifice, it is nothing short
of amaring that she could endure this experience without the exhi-
bition of some animosity on her part. She certainly would seem to
have justifiable cause for resentment toward these Persians. Yet
she was held in favor by all who looked upon her. No little Jewish
girl could be blase about facing what Esther faced. She was about
to sacrifice her virginity to a Persian monarch. There was the
chance that she might become queen. But there was also the
distinct possibility that she might become merely one of his
concubines for the rest of her life. Not even the fact that she had
been born in Persia and reared in Persian culture could soften the
trauma of this experience. Her composure in the face of this
moment is marvelous, to say the least.

She was presented to the emperor, in his palace, in the month
Tebeth, in the seventh year of his reign. From Passover month
(March-April) one counts ten months to Tebeth (December-
January), because Passover month is the first month of the
religious year. This is the only time in the Bible that the month
Tebeth is mentioned. One scholar thinks the name Tever (Heb.
for Tebeth) may be related to the word fava which means in
Hebrew ‘‘to dip or sink’’ and Tevet is thus the ‘‘month of sinking
in’’ or the ‘“muddy month’’ because of the abundant rainfall
during that season, There were Jewish fasts observed on the 5th
and 10th days of this month commemorating the fall and seige of
Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar. It is not certain whether these
fasts were being observed in Esther’s day or not. Her presentation
to Xerxes was dated also in the seventh year of his reign. This was
shortly after (less than a year) his ignominious defeat at Salamis
and Plataea in about 480 B.C. He returned home in 479 B.C. and
selected Esther as his queen. If Xerxes was about 55 when he was
assassinated (see Introduction, page 265) in 465 B.C,, then he was
about 40 years old when Esther appeared before him. We have no
way of knowing Esther’s age.

299




2:15-18 ESTHER

.. 17-18 Coronation: There are five or six Hebrew words that
may be translated love, but the most common one is ’ahav, and
that is the word used of the Persian emperor’s love for the Jewish
maiden. He loved her more than all the other women. The He-
brew word translated women is the generic word for ‘‘mankind”’
nashim. It is difficult to tell from the word nashim whether the
writer meant all the women in the emperor’s harem or just those
virgins who had appeared before him prior to Esther’s appear-
ance. The next phrase, ‘. . . more than all the virgins . . .”’ seems
to limit nashim to those v1rg1ns appearing just before Esther The
word for virgins is the definitive word bethuloth. o

Xerxes set the kether-— malekuth, crown-—royal, upon Esther’s
head and made her queen in the place of Vashti. Kether means
““encircle, circlet, diadem,”’ and was probably a heavily be-
jeweled turban. The word nezer is the word describing the only
crown used in crowning Hebrew kings, so the kether describes the
crown of a foreign monarch. To further honor his beautiful new
queen, Xerxes decreed a new mishetteh (‘‘feast’”) and named
it Esther’s Feast. Mishetteh is the word used to describe the
“drinking-bout’’ in 1:9-11. The word the Hebrews used to describe
their religious feasts was chaggim. The feast decreed by Xerxes was
strictly a Persian festival and we do not find the Jews observing it.
The Jews did later establish the Fast of Esther and observe it onthe
13th of Adar (February-March) and followed it with the Feast of
Purim on the 14th and 15th of Adar. But none of these holy days
had any relationship to the Feast of Esther proclaimed by Xerxes.
In addition to the inauguration of a Feast, Xerxes ‘‘made a
release.”” The word hanachah has been explairied by various
commentators as; (a) release from paymg ‘taxes; (b) release from
forced labor; (c) release of some prisoners; (d) release from
military service. The root word in Hebrew is nucha_ and means
simply, rest. It may mean what we think of today as simply,
holiday,” without any form of amnesty bemg mvolved On’ thlS
day when the'emperor was enjoying the great pleasure of having
acquired the most beautiful and personable woman in the empire
for his queen, he felt especially generous and gave gifts. He gave
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them “‘according to the bounty of the king,’’ which means either
in quantity or quality or both. It was-a common practice for

- eastern potentates to give gifts at times like this. Herod Antipas

offered Salome half of his kingdom when she danced for him.
The Magi brought gifts to the ‘‘king of the Jews.”” Merodach-
baladan sent a present to Hezekiah. It was a custom that served
both egomania and politics. It gave kings an opportunity to build
their own images as well as to cement national and international
political relationships. It still goes on today. Potentates and
politicians still curry the favor of constituents with “‘gifts.”’ Inter-
national relationships are still built, not on truth and honesty, but
on ‘““loans’’ and ‘‘gifts.”” Perhaps we are judging Xerxes’ ‘‘holi-
day’’ too harshly. But in view of the customs then and continued
practice today it would seem his motive was political or personal
and not philanthropic.

E. Sedition Revealed
' TEXT- 2'19—23

19 And when the virgins were gathered together the second tlme
then Mordecai was sitting in the king’s gate.

20 Esther had not yet made known her kindred nor her people; as

. Mordecai had charged her: for Esther did the commandment
of Mordecai, like as when she was brought up with him.

21 In those days, while Mordecai was sitting in the king’s gate,
two of the king’s chamberlains, Bigthan and Teresh, of those
that kept the threshold, were wroth, and sought to lay hands

. on the king Ahasuerus.

22 And the thing became known to Mordecai, who showed it un-
to Esther the queen; and Esther told the king thereof in Mor-

~ decai’s name,

23 And when mqulsluon was made of the matter, and it was
found to be so, they were both hanged on a tree: and it was

“written in the book of the chronicles before the king.
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Today s English Version, 2:19-23

Meanwhlle Mordecai had been appointed by the king to an ad-
ministrative position. As for Esther, she had still not let it be
known that she was Jewish. Mordecai had told her not to tell any-
one, and she obeyed him in this, just as she had obeyed him when
she was a little girl under his care.

During the time that Mordecai held office in the palace, Big-
thana and Teresh, two of the palace eunuchs who guarded the
entrance to the king’s rooms, became hostile to King Xerxes and
plotted to assassinate him. Mordecai learned about it and told
Queen Esther, who then told the king what Mordecai had found
out. There was an investigation, and it was discovered that the
report was true, so both men were hanged on the gallows. The
king ordered an account of this.to be written down in the official
records of the empire.

COMMENTS

v. 19-20 Plot: Why were the virgins gathered a ‘‘second time”’?
According to Jewish tradition, when Esther became queen she
refused to disclose her lineage to Xerxes, although she did tell
him she was of royal lineage. She rebuked him for following the
evil advice of his nobles. and having Vashti'slain. Esther reminded
Xerxes that Babylonian emperors (Nebuchadnezzar et al.) had
been wise in following the advice of Hebrew prophets like Daniel.
Esther sent Xerxes to Mordecai for counsel: Xerxes-asked Morde-
cai’s counsel on how to get Esther to reveal her ancestry. Mordecai
suggested that the virgins be assembled again as if the emperor was
planning to change queens again. This would move Esther to
jealousy and she would then be glad to tell the emperor her lineage
rather than be deposed. But, so the tradition goes, this scheme was
in vain. Esther did not reveal her ancestry Others have suggested
that this second increment, of v1rg1ns was gathered as late arrlvals
from the far reaches of the empire and missed the first series of
individual over-night presentations to the emperor. Still others
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think thisis simply an historical aside noting the customary sexual
promiscuity of Persian emperors. Although Xerxes loved Esther
above all the women, he retained his polygamous desires for
adding concubines to his harem. Whatever the case, the point of
the account is the discovery of the plot against Xerxes’ life.

Esther did not let her advancement to queen of the empire rob
her of respect for the man who had rescued her from an orphan’s
fate. She kept the word of her uncle, Mordecai, just like when she
was a little Hebrew orphan-girl, The word ma’amar is translated
commandment. Ma’amar is a word borrowed from Chaldean
language; the usual word for commandment in Hebrew is
mitzvah. No doubt there were pressures on this young Hebrew
woman to reveal her lineage, if for nothing else, for the sake of
ethnic pride; connected to this might be the temptation to shame
Xerxes publicly for having a Jewess as queen of Persia and
retaliate for having been wrested from her home and culture and
deflowered by a pagan emperor. Furthermore, it was customary
in the ancient eastern empires that a person’s kinsmen usually
rose in political status right along with him. One would expect
that when Esther became queen, Mordecai would have been ap-
pointed to some official position that would have secured his
status before the emperor. Esther would then not need to be silent
about her ancestry. The very fact that Esther remains silent indi-
cates that Mordecai had no secure official position in the emper-
or’s palace. |

v. 21-23 Punishment: Hebrew tradition has it that Mordecai
was appointed to ‘‘the king’s gate.”’ His task was to inform the
emperor of any conspiracy against him. Bigthan and Teresh, who
had previously kept the gate, became incensed, saying, ‘‘The king
has removed two officials and replaced them by this single
barbarian.’’ They devised a plan to prove that the emperor should
not have given their job to a Jew—they planned to kill the
emperor. By this rather drastic scheme, they intended to prove
that the Jew, Mordecai, was an unfit keeper of the gate. These
two gate-keepers did not realize that Mordecai was a member of
the Jewish Sanhedrin and knew 70 different languages. So when
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they plotted together in their native tongue about killing the
emperor, Mordecai understood, informed Esther, and Esther
informed the emperor who had the two executed. So goes the rab-
binic tradition. However, as stated earlier, our biblical text seems
to imply that Mordecai had no official capacity. He was probably
sitting in the ‘‘gate,”’ as before (2:11), to learn news of Esther’s
fate. The ‘‘gate’’ was the usual large, fortified entrance to the
palace enclosure. Gates to the royal residence have always been
used in the East as courts of justice, public forums and places to
learn daily news. To be placed in command or guardianship of
these gates was a signal of high honor and showed that the occu-
pant of the palace (the emperor) placed explicit trust in those so
appointed. For some reason these two well-trusted officials were
“‘wroth’’ with the emperor and were ‘deciding to kill him. Big-
than may very well be the same person as the Bigtha of the group
listed earlier (1:10). Both these men were eunuchs (sariymey in
Hebrew). Conspiracies within the structure of Persian politics
were common occurrences. Xerxes was ultimately assassinated by
Artabanus, the captain of the guard, and Aspamitras, a chamber-
lain and eunuch. Just how this conspiracy became known to
Mordecai we are not told. Whether Mordecai knew 70 different
languages or not, it is almost certain he knew thelanguage spoken
by these Persian eunuchs. Mordecai had been born and reared in
Persia. It was his home almost as much as-theirs. Josephus says
that a Jewish slave of the palace came to-Mordécai with a report
of the conspiracy. Whatever the source, Mordecai revealed it to
Esther and Esther told the emperor. What was Mordecai’s motive
for trying to avert the assassination of the emperor? Perhaps it
was his humane concern for the emperor’s life. More likely,
Mordecai had Esther’s interest and the interest of the whole
Jewish community as his first priority. If Xerxes should be assas-
sinated, Esther would probably be deposed by the perpetrators of
the coup— perhaps even murdered by them. If riot by them, she
would surely be deposed by the next emperor. Thus the Jewish
people would be deprived of one of their own on the throne. If
this seems harsh judgment of Mordecai’s motives, one must re-
member that he dares risk Esther’s life for the sake of the whole
Jewish community later (4:10-17).
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When the plot was revealed to the emperor and the matter
thoroughly investigated and guilt established, Xerxes ordered the
two conspirators executed, The Hebrew word ralah is rendered
““hang’’ but it probably does not mean to execute by hanging as
Western cultures know it, The Jews executed usually by stoning
the convicted culprit to death, There are only two clear instances
of Jews dying by hanging and those were suicides (Ahitophel and
Judas). Occasionally the Jews would ‘‘hang’’ a corpse on a
““tree’’ (or stake) after execution or death (cf. II Sam. 4:12; Gen,
40:19; Dt, 21:22; Josh. 8:29; 10:26-27). The Philistines did this to
Saul and Jonathan (II Sam. 21:12). The ‘‘tree’’ was a pole or
stake that could be lowered to receive its victim and then raised
and fixed into the ground so the public could view it. The
Persians, according to Herodotus (III; 125 and IX; 78) and
Plutarch, impaled the dead bodies of criminals and others exe-
cuted on sharpened poles. This is apparently what is meant by the
word gallows in 6:4;7:10; 8:7;9:13, 25. The word in Hebrew there
is ha ‘etz and means literally, ¢‘the wood,’’ or “‘the tree.”’ Archae-
ological inscriptions have been found of the Mesopotamian
civilizations which confirm that impaling victims on stakes was a
method of execution.

All affairs of state were entered into the king’s personal chron-
icles (somewhat like our Presidential Papers) and whenever the
king wanted to be reminded of past events they would be read out
to him. The information given by Mordecai about the assassina-
tion plot was very important information! Xerxes intended that
this event be permanently recorded for future reference and use.
Xerxes probably did not record it for Mordecai’s benefit, but this
event later played a crucial part in the survival of Mordecal,
Esther and the whole Jewish community (6:1ff).

We may learn the following lessons from this chapter:

1. The male ego is insatiable and feeds on sexual promiscuity.
2. God blesses those who care for orphans.
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10.

. It is not unethical to withhold mformat10n the revealing of

which would benefit no one.

. Some people (Esther) are willing to make almost unbehevable

personal sacrifices for what they think may benefit others.

. Plotting violence on another’s person usually returns in vio-

lence to the plotter.

CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW QUESTIONS

. Why do you think Xerxes remembered Vashti?
. Why would his servants suggest that he select a new queen

from young virgins not presently in his harem?

. What constituted the ‘‘purification”’ process to which these

virgins were subjected? Why?

. What was Mordecai’s relationship to Esther?
. Why did Mordecai instruct Esther not to reveal ‘her ethnic

background?

. Why do you think Xerxes had each maiden come to him indi-

vidiually and not allow them to return to the harem until
the next morning?

. According to the modern calendar when did Esther’s turn for

appearing before Xerxes come about?

. About how old was Xerxes when Esther appeared before him

as a young maiden?

. Why didn’t Esther prepare herself for her presentation before

the emperor with all the accouterments of the harem?
Why do you think Mordecai reported the plot to assassinate
the emperor?

306



III. Perverseness of Haman, Chapter 3
A. Scotn of Mordécai
TexT: 3:1-6

1 After these things did king Ahasuerus promote Haman the
son of Hammedatha the Agagite, and advanced him, and set
his seat above all the princes that were with him.

2 Andallthe king’s servants, that were in theking’s gate, bowed
down, and did reverence to Haman; for the king had so com-
manded concerning him. But Mordecai bowed not down, nor
did him reverence.

3 Then the king’s servants, that were in the king’s gate said
unto Mordecai, Why transgressest thou the king’s command-
ment?

4 Now it came to pass, when they spake daily unto him, and he
hearkened not unto them, that they told Haman, to see whether
Mordecai’s matters would stand: for he had told them that
he was a Jew. ‘

5 And when Haman saw that Mordecai bowed not down, nor

~ did him reverence, then was Haman full of wrath.

6 But he thought scorn to lay hands on Mordecai alone; for
they had made known to him the people of Mordecai: where-
fore Haman sought to destroy all the Jews that were through-
.out the whole kingdom of Ahasureus, even the people of
Mordecai.

Today’s English Version, 3:1-6

Some time later King Xerxes promoted a man named Haman to
the position of prime minister. Haman was the son of Ham-
medatha, a descendant of Agag. The king ordered all the officials
in his service to show their respect for Haman by kneeling and
bowing to him. They all did so, except for Mordecai, who refused
to do it. The other officials in the royal service asked him why he
was disobeying the king’s command; day after day they urged him
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to give in, but he would not listen-to them. ‘I am a Jew,”” he
explained, ‘‘and I cannot bow to Haman.”’ So they told Haman
about this, wondering if he would tolerate Mordecai’s conduct,
Haman was furious when he realized that Mordecai was not going
to kneel and bow to him, and when he learned that Mordecai was
a Jew, he decided to do more than punish Mordecai alone. He
made plans to kill every Jew in the whole Persian Empire.

COMMENTS

v. 1-4 Insubordination of Mordecai: Xerxes decided to promote
aman named Haman. The name Haman in Hebrew means violent
one, or, riotous one. Some think the name is strictly Persian and is
an exact equivalent of the Greek ‘‘Eumenes,’’ which means ‘‘well
disposed.”” The Hebrew text has Haman’s father, Hammedatha,
as an Agagite. Some Jewish tradition would have Haman de-
scended from the Amalekites (of king Saul’s day) whose king was
Agag. But the scriptures indicate that when Agag fell, he was the
last of his house (I Sam. 15:33). The Assyrian King Sargon, father
of Sennacherib, left an inscription (at Khorsabad) indicating that
Agag was a territory adjacent to that of Media. The Septuagint
(Old Testament in Greek language, written about 300 B.C.) calls
Hammedatha, ‘‘the Bugaean.” The Bug River flows into the
northern edge of the Black Sea. This could be the territory from
which Haman’s ancestors came. It is conjectured by some
scholars that Hammedatha may be the same as the old Persian
Mahadata which means ‘‘given by the moon.”” Others have
thought the term Agagite was a title such as Pharaoh. In light of
all the foregoing information it would seem more accurate to
assume that Haman was truly Persian and definitely not related to
any Canaanites such as the Amalekites. Haman certainly gave his
sons Persian names (cf. Esth. 9:7-9). , :

Haman was promoted above all hassarim (Hebrew for princes).
In the language of ancient Turkey he would be called a grand vizier
(prime minister), a prince of princes. Haman actually became
second ruler in the kingdom of Persia. '
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It has been suggested that Haman was of lowly origin and not
from one of the ““first’’ families of Persia. This may account for
the emphasis placed on an apparent need of Haman to have
everyone do obeisance toward him. In ancient times emperors
and noblemen ruled as absolute despots and common men were
so servile that a man appointed second ruler in an empire would
receive the profoundest homage and reverence from all. The very
fact that the ‘‘king’’ (emperor) had commanded all who were in
the palace gates to do obeisance to Haman indicates that some
might deliberately refuse to do so. Indeed, there was one who did
not bow down and pay reverence to Haman— Mordecai.

Why did Mordecai disobey the orders of the emperor to do
honor to Haman? We are not told, unless Mordecai’s bold revela-
tion that he was a Jew had something to do with his reason for
disobedience. There is a Jewish tradition (Midrash) that Haman
wore an image of an idol on his clothing, and Mordecai disobeyed
considering such obeisance tantamount to idolatry. It is possible
that promotion to second in the kingdom would bring with it the
office of high-priest to the pagan religion of Persia. It has also
been suggested that advancement to the second highest position
in the empire may have caused Haman to claim divine honors for
himself. We know that men in high positions of other empires did
claim deity and demand worship from their subjects. Daniel’s
three Hebrew companions were thrown into Nebuhadnezzar’s
fiery furnace for refusing to worship the emperor’s image.

Allthe other gate-keepers of the king’s palace were obeying the
king’s commandment. The word for commandment is mitzevath
in Hebrew and not the word dath (law) which we had in chapter
one. Mordecai’s contemporaries seem very anxious to protect
Haman’s honor. Their concern was very plainly prompted by
jealousy. At first they probably said to themselves, ‘‘How does
Mordecai get by without humbling himself before Haman, the
low-born upstart, when we have to bow down and demonstrate
servility every time Haman passes by this gate?’’ They thought
Mordecai esteemed himself better than they. These gate-keepers
kept badgering Mordecai for some explanation as to why he did
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not show reverence to Harnan until Mordecai told them hé was
a Jew. That was his excuse. Perhaps Mordecai added more than
is recorded; perhaps he told them of his religious scruples. What-
ever the case, the gate-keepers made it a point toinform Haman
of Mordecai’s disobedience to the royal edict. The text says they
wanted to see whether Mordecai’s ‘‘matters’” would stand. The
word translated ‘‘matters’’ is davarin Hebrew and means funda-
mentally, speech, word. Davar may also mean business, occupa-
tion, reason or cause. Apparently, these contemporaries were
anxious to see if Mordecai’s reason (Jewishness) was sufficient to
keep Haman from taking his position of gate-keeper away from
him.

v. 5-6 Indzgnatzon of Haman Apparently Haman was not
aware of Mordecai’s irreverence until told by the other gate-
keepers. When Haman saw it for himself he was infuriated. The
Hebrew word chemah is translated wrath and means literally,
on fire, inflamed, burning with anger. It is the same word used
to describe Nebuchadnezzar’s anger (Dan. 3:13, 19) when the
Hebrews would not bow down and worship his image. The LXX
(Septuagint) describes Haman’s wrath with the Greek word
sphodra which means vehement, exceedingly. Haman dlSmlSSEd
the idea of takmg out his rage on just one Jew. He wanted every
Jew in the empire of Persia to die because Mordecai refused to
show him honor.

Mordecai’s insult was-based on his ethnic origin—he would
not do obeisance because he was a Jew. Perhaps if Mordecai
had offered some other excuse Haman might have demanded only
the life of Mordecai. Jewish commentators see anti-Semitism as
Haman’s basic motive rather than wounded pride. It is very
evident that Haman’s first reaction was from wounded pride.
And if one Jew refused to honor Haman’s position, they all
would, reasoned Haman, therefore they shall all be slain.

B. Subterfuge of Haman
TEXT 3:7- 11

7 In the first month Wthh is the month lean 1n the twelfth
year of king Ahasuerus they cast Pur, that is, the lot, before
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Haman from day to day, and from month to month, to the
twelfth month, which is the month Adar.

8 And Haman said unto king Ahasuerus, There is a certain
people scattered abroad and dispersed among the peoples in
all the provinces of thy kingdom; and their laws are diverse
from those of every people; neither keep they the king’s
laws: therefore it is not for the king’s profit to suffer them.

9 If it please the king, let it be written that they be destroyed:
and I will pay ten thousand talents of silver into the hands
of those that have the charge of the king’s business, to bring
it into the king’s treasuries.

10 And the king took his ring from his hand, and gave it unto
Haman the son of Hammedatha the Agagite, the Jews’ enemy.

11 And the king said unto Haman, The silver is given to thee, the
people also, to do with them as it seemeth good to thee.

Today’s English Version, 3:7-11

In the twelfth year of King Xerxes’ rule in the first month, the
month of Nisan, Haman ordered the lots to be cast (‘‘purim”’
they were called) to find out the right day and month to carry out
his plot. The thirteenth day of the twelfth month, the month of
Adar, was decided on.

So Haman told the king, ‘“There is a certain race of people
scattered all over your empire and found in every province. They
observe customs that are not like those of any other people.
Moreover, they do not obey the laws of the empire, so it is not in
your best interests to tolerate them. If it please Your Majesty,
issue a decree that they are to be put to death. If you do, I guar-
antee that I will be able to put 375 tons of silver into the royal
treasury for the administration of the empire.”’

The king took off his ring, which was used to stamp proclama-
tions and make them official, and gave it to the enemy of the
Jewish people, Haman son of Hammedatha, the descendant of
Agag, Theking told him, “The people and their money are yours;

~do as you like w1th them.”’
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v. 7-8 Perjury: Inthe first month which is called Nisan, Haman
made his genocidal plans for the Jewish people. Nisan was the
first month of the Jewish religious calendar. The word Nisan
(meaning, ‘‘the month of flowers’’) was the word the Jews of
the Babylonian exile substituted for the old Mosaic name of the
first month, Abib. Nisan is comparable to March-Aptil of the
Gregorian calendar. The twelfth year of Xerxes is 474 B.C. The
word Pur in Hebrew is probably a word borrowed from the
Assyrian word puru which means stone. It came to mean a /of for
casting to determine an issue. The casting of lots was a familiar
practice of ancient Eastern civilizations, even of the Hebrews (cf.
Prov. 16:33; Num. 26:55; Ezek. 48:29; Prov. 18:18; Jonah 1:7;
Acts 1:26, etc.). Lots were drawn or thrown in various ways;
sometimes by means of stone or ivory dice; sometimes by sets
of intricately carved wooden sticks; by strips of parchment and
other means. Haman’s lots were probably some type of numbered
or figured stones.

Haman cast lots to decide the day of the month and the month
of the year. The lots fell upon the thirteenth day of the twelfth
month (according to the Jewish calendar) Adar. Adar is the same
as February-March (3:13). It appears that Haman tried the lot
over and over until it finally signaled the above date. We are not
to suppose that Haman took a whole year to cast the lots. In
approximately 365 throws of the lots a decision would have to be
reached. That would take no more than an hour or two. Casting
the lots was, according to pagan superstition, leaving the decisive
choice up to the gods of Fortune or Fate. This was to give divine
sanction to the choice. Little did Haman know that the God of
Mordecai and the Jews and of all men—the only real and true
God —was taking a divine hand in the affairs of the Persian-
Jewish confrontation., Having ‘‘religiously’’ decided which day
he should kill the Jews, Haman proceeds with the next phase of
his planned mass murder. He will go to the emperor with his lies
about the Jewish people.

Haman’s casual statement, ‘‘There is a certain people scattered

312



SUBTERFUGE OF HAMAN 3:7-11

abroad . . .”’ does not immediately impress us with the enormity
of what he is about to propose. He is about to call for the exter-
mination of the whole world-wide Jewish community. ‘‘All the
provinces of thy kingdom’’ would include the vast territory from
India in the east, to Asia Minor in the west, Ethiopia in the south
and the Caucasus Mountains (of southern Russia) in the north. It
would include the Jews who had returned to Palestine a hundred
years earlier. How many Jews would this include? We can only
conjecture— perhaps two or three million. The first captivity of
the Jewish nation took place in 721 B.C. (at the hands of the
Assyrians); the second captivity took place in 606-586 B.C. (at
the hands of the Babylonians.) Esther, Mordecai, and Haman
are one hundred years and perhaps three generations later, This
allows plenty of time for wide dispersion and extensive multipli-
cation of the Jewish people. Josephus records that a million Jews
were slainin the seige of Jerusalem alonein 66-70 A.D. There may
have been even more than 3,000,000 Jews dispersed throughout
the Persian empire in Esther’s day. The Sibylline Oracles (250
B.C.) said, ‘““Every land and every sea is full of thee.’’ (see ISBE,
art., ‘‘Dispersion,”’ Vol. II, pg. 855-859 for detailed information
on world-wide Judaism). The magnitude of the atrocity is almost
incredible when it is realized that Haman is planning to eradicate
a whole race of people —all because his pride has been wounded
by one man! Haman’s first assault upon the Jewish people is that
they ‘‘are all over the place.”’

Next, he brings up their cultural peculiarities. ‘‘Their laws are
diverse from those of every people.’’ That is a true statement but
it should be qualified. Of course, the Jews had religious doctrines
and practices quite different from the heathen peoples among
whom they lived. Because the Jews worshipped the One, True
God, and had His Divine revelation in human language, their
ethics were much higher and their human relationships much
more benevolent than that of the heathen. Their laws of diet and
dress were directly connected to their religion. Sometimes the
religious scruples of the Jews were in conflict with the political
ideologies of pagan nations because pagan emperors claimed
divinity and required worship from all subjects. When Jews were
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left free to worship according to the dictates of their torah, they
were otherwise good and loyal citizens of any land in which they
might dwell (e.g. Daniel, Nehemiah, Ezra, etc.). The Jewish
Talmud represents Haman as saying, ‘“They do not eat with us,
nor drink with us, nor intermarry with us.’’ Since the Persians
allowed all conquered nations to retain their own religious and
cultural practices so long as they did not constitute sedition,
Haman’s information poses no real threat to the security of
Xerxes’ empire. Haman’s next accusation, ‘‘They donot keep the
king’s laws’’ is, if true, a serious threat to Xerxes and Persia. This
was not true (except for cases mentioned earlier having to do with
Jewish scruples against any form of idolatry). The Jews were law
abiding citizens. Many Jews made great contributions in politics,
science, the arts and finance in évery country where they dwelt.
Jeremiah the prophet instructed his countrymen who were about
to be exiled into the Mesopotamian area, ‘‘Build houses and live
in them; plant gardens and eat their produce. Take wives for your
sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear
sons and daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. But seek
the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to
the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your wel-
fare’> (Jer. 29:5-7). Rabbinic principle was established from
Jeremiah’s instructions, ‘“The law of the country in which you
live is binding.”’ The Jews were faithful and loyal subjects of the
Persian emperors from Cyrus the Great to Darius Codomannus.

v. 9-11 Payoff: Haman’s rage is so consuming he is willing to
pay a tremendous bribe to the emperor. Haman’s offer is ten
thousand talents of silver. This is a sum equivalent to approx-
imately $10,000,000 U.S. currency. Herodotus estimated the sum
equal to the annual revenue in silver of the whole Persian empire.
Haman’s offer was probably tempting since Xerxes’ recent
military fiasco in Greece had drained the Persian royal treasury.
When Xerxes gave his signet ring to Haman he was allowing
Haman to do what he asked with full sanction and authority of
the emperial crown. The immediate response of Xerxes to the
request of Haman, without any royal questions or investigations
into the ethics or practicality of such genocide, reinforces the
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characterization of Xerxes as animmature, quick-tempered, vacil-
lating despot, - ‘ ’

Xerxes’ reply, ‘“The silver is given to thee . . .,”’ makes it appear
that he refused the offer of Haman’s ten thousand talents. But
Mordecai’s report of the incident to Hathach, Esther’s attendant,
implies that Xerxes did, after all, accept the money (cf. 4:7). What
is apparently meant by Xerxes’ reply is that Haman is authorized to
destroy the Jews and plunder their possessions. The ‘‘silver’’ of v,
11 is the silver of the Jews that shall belong to Haman. Haman’s
bribe of ten thousand talents may be nearly recouped in his royal
mandate to pillage the property of the whole Jewish citizenry of
Persia.

Massacre of an entire race shocks the modern western mind.

"However, the Persian emperor just before Xerxes, Darius

Hystaspis, ordered the extermination of the Magi (a whole race of
Medes who had rebelled under Cambyses). This great massacre
was commemorated annually in Persia. About 100 years before
that a massacre of the Scythians had occurred. Recent modern
totalitarian tyrants have also attempted genocide on various races
and cutlures.

3

C. Sentence of Xerxes
Text: 3:12-15

12 Then were the king’s scribes called in the first month, on the
thirteenth day thereof; and there was written according to all
that Haman commanded unto the king’s satraps, and to the
governors that were over every province, and to the princes
of every people, to every province according to the writing
thereof, and to every people after their language; in the name
of king Ahasuerus was it written and it was sealed with the
king’s ring. _

13 And letters were sent by posts into all the king’s provinces,
to destroy, to slay, and to cause to perish, all Jews, both young
and old, little children and women, in one day, even upon
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the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, which is the month
Adar, and to take the spoil of them for a prey. '

14 A copy of the writing, that the decree should be given out in
every province, was published unto all the peoples that they
should be ready agamst that day.

15 The posts went forth in haste by the king’s commandment,
and the decree was given out in Shushan the palace. And the
king and Haman sat down to drink; but the city of Shushan
was perplexed.

Today’s English Version, 3:12-15

So on the thirteenth day of the first month Haman called the
king’s secretaries and dictated a proclamation to be translated
into every language and system of writing used in the empire and
to be sent to all the rulers, governors, and officials. It was issued
in the name of King Xerxes and stamped with his ring. Runners
took this proclamation to every province of the empire. It con-
tained the instructions that on a single day, the thirteenth day of
Adar, all Jews— young and old, women and children —were to
be killed. They were to be slaughtered without mercy and their
belongings were to be taken. The contents of the proclamation
were to be made public in every province, so that everyone would
be prepared when that day came.

At the king’s command the decree was made public in the
capital city of Susa, and runners carried the news to the provinces.
The king and Haman sat down and had a drink while the city of
- Susa was being thrown into confusion. .

COMMENTS

v. 12 Penned: Scribes were specially trained men who wereheld
in great esteem by most ancient civilizations. They not only wrote
the-decrees of kings but also recorded histories and were often
called upon to interpret past precedents and offer advice to kings
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in making immediate decisions inasmuch as their whole lives were
devoted to recording and studying royal chronicles, Xerxes called
for the royal scribes and on the thirteenth day of Nisan (first
month, cf. 3:7) and ordered that all Haman had suggested should
be written in all the languages currently used by conquered peoples
throughout the whole Persian empire. To each copy of the decree
that was to be sent to governors and princes of provinces, the
emperor affixed an impression of his signet ring in wax (sealed).
Thus it became an official policy of the Persian empire that all
Jews were to be slain,

v. 13-15 Posted: The Hebrew word haratzim means literally,
the runners. The documents were sent out into the provinces of
the empire through the Persian postal system. This was one of the
outstanding contributions of the Persian culture to the civiliza-
tions following theirs—a fast and proficient postal system. The
Persian emperor could expect to be in touch with the fartherest
reaches of his vast empire within one week’s time (see Introduc-
tion, page 264). Persian mail-carriers were mounted on fast
horses and had relay stations every 14 miles, much like the Pony
Express in 19th century America.

What utter chaos and consternation such a decree would have.
There is an ancient decree of Mithridates king of Pontus in Asia
Minor (died 63 B.C.) sometimes cited as a parallel to this shocking
decree of Xerxes: ‘‘He sent secret order to all the satraps and the
mayors of cities that they should within the space of thirty days
fall upon the resident Romans and Italians, upon their wives and
children and upon all the freemen of Italian origin, and kill them
and take their goods as possessions. When the appointed day
came, there was wailing and lamentation in the whole of Asia.”’

The Persian empire (including the Jews in all provinces) had
from nine to eleven months warning of the massacre that was to
come. Haman had decided action was to begin on the thirteenth
day of the twelfth month, Adar (Feb./Mar.). Modern Jews keep
three days (13th, 14th and 15th of Adar) in connection with the
feast of Purim; but they make the 13th a fast to commemorate the
fast of Esther (4:16) and they keep the feast itself on the 14th and
15th. We shall discuss the feast of Purim in our comments on "
chapter nine. ‘
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Orders had been officially sent throughout the empire to mas-
sacre perhaps millions of people and the emperor and-his prime
minister sit:down to feast and drink. How brutally callous!- Well
did: the apostle Paul describe heathen civilizations: in-Romans,
chapter one, who having refused to have God in their knowledge,
become ‘“foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless.’* The.majority of
the Persian populace (especially. of the royal city, Susa) was
perplexed. It was an ominous decree for any citizen to read. If
Haman was capable of such ruthless rage against the Jews, he
could vent the same rage on any other segment or people within
the vast empire of Persia. Perhaps there were also many non-Jews
feeling compassion and sympathy toward their Jewish neighbors.

We may learn the following lessons from this chapter:

1. Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely!

2. Racial or cultural distinctives are often used as rationalizations
for the real motives (pride, greed etc.) behind hatred and per-
secution,

3. Some people will compromise even the most fundamental
standards of humaneness for a bribe.

4. When people refuse to have the One True God in their knowl-
edge and worship and serve the creature rather than the Creator
(Rom. 1), they inevitably harden their own consciences so that
they can order millions to be murdered and sit down and
celebrate it.

CHAPTER THREE
REVIEW QUESTIONS

. Where did Haman come from?

. Why did Mordecai not bow down and pay Haman homage?

. Were the Jews not observing the king’s laws?

. In what ways are the “laws”’ of the Jews different from all
other people?

W N -
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. How much did Haman offer to put in the king’s treasury?

. When is the month Adar?

. How could the king’s edict ever be dehvered and understood
by so many different races and cultures within the vast Persian

empire?

. How many Jews were to be killed?
. What effect did this edict have upon the citizens of Susa?
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I'V. Pluck of Esther, Chapter 4
A. Cry
Text: 4:1-3

1 Now when Mordecai knew all that was dore, Mordecai rent
his clothes, and put on sackcloth with ashes, and went out
into the midst of the city, and cried with a loud and bitter cry;

2 and he came even before the king’s gate: for none might enter
within the king’s gate clothed with sackcloth.

3 And in every province, whithersoever the king’s command-
ment and his decree came, there was great mourning among
the Jews, and fasting, and weeping, and wailing; and many
lay in sackcloth and ashes.

Today’s English Version, 4:1-3

When Mordecai learned of all that had been done, he tore his
clothes in anguish. Then he dressed in sackcloth, covered his head
with ashes, and walked through the city, wailing loudly and
bitterly, until he came to the entrance of the palace. He did not go
in because no one wearing sackcloth was allowed inside. Through-
out all the provinces, wherever the king’s proclamation was made
known, there was loud mourning among the Jews. They fasted,
wept, wailed, and most of them put on sackcloth and lay in ashes.

COMMENTS

v. 1-2 Bitter: The tearing or rending of clothing, putting on
sackcloth and throwing of ashes on the head were all actual,
though symbolic, rites practiced by Jews (and other Semitic
peoples) expressing grief and contrition. The English word is de-
rived from the Hebrew word saq which describes a coarse, dark
cloth, usually made of goat’s hair. It was worn by mourners (II
Sam. 3:31; II Kings 19:1-2), often by prophets to symbolize the
actions they sought from their audiences (Isa. 20:2; Rev. 11:3),
and by exiles (I Kings 20:31). No one seems to know the precise
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form of the saq. Some think it was much like a loin cloth; others
think it was like a burlap sack with openings for the arms and
neck. Sometimes the garment was worn next to the skin (Jonah
3:6; I Kings21:27; I1 Kings 6:30; Job 16:15; Isa. 32:11) but usually
it was worn over another garment. Ashes were sprinkled over a
person or he sat among ashes as a sign of mourning (II Sam,
13:19; Job 2:8; Jer. 6:26). Mordecai, having donned the symbolic
dress of deep grief, went out into the middle of the imperial
capital and began venting his feelings in loud, doleful, wailing
which was customary in ancient eastern cultures. The Hebrew
word marah is translated bitter. It is the same word used by
Naomi when she said, ‘‘Do not call me Naomi, call me Mara, for
the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me. I went away full, and
the Lord has brought me back empty. Why call me Naomi, when
the Lord has afflicted me and the Almighty has brought calamity
upon me?’’ (Ruth 1:20-21). This is what Mordecai was expres-
sing. The rule that nothing mournful, of evil portent or distressing
was to pass through the palace gates and into the presence of the
emperor was another of the customs of the ancient east.

v. 3 Baleful: The same loud piercing funeral wailings and death
cries were heard in every province where Jews lived throughout
the vast Persian empire. People fasted and wept and lay in sack-
cloth and ashes. Literally, the Hebrew phrase is ‘‘sackcloth and
ashes were spread out as a bed under many.”” The Hebrew word
for fast is tzum and means abstain. Another Hebrew word for fast
is innah and means ‘‘afflict the soul.”” The word tzum is not used
in the Old Testament before the book of Judges. Apparently, the
original commandment (Lev. 16:29ff) was to ‘‘afflict’’ the soul
which /ater came to be practiced by abstinence. It is altogether
possible that the original commandment to ‘‘afflict the soul’’
(fast) did not necessarily demand abstinence. Jesus made drastic -
revisions to traditional practices of fasting (Mt. 6:16-18). Fasting
or ‘‘afflicting the soul’’ has always had to do with the human need
for mediation and intercession before God in times of stress and
sorrow. The fasting of the Hebrew people in Persia at this time
should certainly be considered as an act of supplication and inter-
cession toward Jehovah for their rescue from the impending
slaughter of Haman.
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B. Crisis |
“TexT: 4:4-9

4 And Esther’s maidens and her chamberlains came and told it
her; and the queen was exceedingly grieved: and she sent raiment
to clothe Mordecai, and to take his sackcloth from off hlm,
buit he received it not.

5 Then called Esther for Hathach, one of the kmg s chamber-
lains, whoin he had appointed to attend upon her, and charged

- himto go to Mordecai, to know what this was, and why it was.

6 So Hathach went forth to Mordecai unto the broad place of the
city, which'was before the king’s gate. - - -

7 AndMordecai told him of all that had happened unto him, and
the éxact surn of the money that Haman had promised to pay to
the king’s treasuries for the Jews, to destroy them.

8 Alsohe gaVe him the copy of the writing of the decree that was
given out in Shushan to destroy them, to show it unto Esther,
and to declare it unto her, and-to charge her that she should
‘go'in unto the king, to make supplication unto h1m and tomake

"-request before him, for her people.
9 And Hathach came and told Esther the words of Mordeca1

Today s Enghsh Ver51on 4:4-9 -

When Esther’s servant girls and eunuchs told her what Mordeca1
was doing, she was deeply disturbed. She sent Mordecai some
clothes to put oninstead of the sackcloth, but he would not accept
them. Then she called Hathach, one of the palace eunuchs ap-
pointed as her servant by the king, and told him'to go to Mordecai
and find out what was happening and why: Hathach went to Mor-
decai in the city square at the entrance of the palace. Mordecai
told him everything that had happened to him and just how much
money Haman had promised to put into the royal treasury if all
the Jews were killed. He gave Hathach a copy of the proclamation
that had been issued in Susa, ordering the destruction of the Jews,
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Mordecai asked him to take it to Esther, explain the situation to
her, and have her go and plead with the king and beg him to have
mercy on her people. Hathach did this.

' COMMENTS

v. 4-6 Grief: When the queen’s servants told her of Mordecai’s
wailing and mourning and that he had dressed himself in the
customary dress of bitterness of the soul, Esther was exceedingly
grieved. The Hebrew word is vatithechalechal from the root word
chul which means writhe, twist and tremble in pain. Esther was
more than curious about Mordecai’s public display of grief. He
was her father and she has the power and the resources to send
him immediate relief in a royal way now. Like any loving daugh-
ter, Esther hurts when her father hurts. Sheis determmed to help.
It may be also that she sent ‘Mordecai clothmg to replace his
sackcloth so that he might enter through the palace gate and come
to her chambers to communicate his plight. But Mordecai sent
the servants back empty handed. He kept his sackcloth on and
continued his wailing. Esther’s agony for Mordecai was even
more intensified and-she then sent Hathach, a royal servant of
high standing. The Hebrew pronouns (demonstrative and inter-
rogative) are idiomatic, mah—zeh, mah—zeh, that is, Hathach
was to report back to Esther the ‘‘why and wherefore” of
Mordecai’s public display of grief. Haman and Xerxes would not
have confided their plot against the Jews to Esther, even though
they did not yet know she was a Jewess. Eastern potentates were
not accustomed to counsel with their wives about affairs of state.

v. 7-9 Gory Details: Now that he was sure Esther would hear
the reason behind his mourning and allow it to.continue for the
needed impact upon the public, Mordecai told the whole story to
Hathach so it -could be relayed to the queen. Mordecai related
how he had refused to bow down in the presence of Haman; how
Haman had bribed the emperor for 10,000 talents of silver; how
the emperor had issued a decree that all Jews should be slain be-
cause of Mordecai’s actions. Mordecai apparently thought the
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exact sum of thé bribe was important information Esther would
need for the intercession he was going to insist from her. Perhaps
he felt Esther would be thus equipped to better appeal to Xerxes’
conscience. Whatever the case, Mordecai had a copy of the whole
royal decree made and instructed Hathach to ‘‘declare it unto
her.’’” Some infer from this that Esther was unable to read the
Persian language. Mordecai charged Esther (the Hebrew word is
tzvah which is usually translated command, order) to go before
the emperor and interceed on behalf of her people. Whereas
Mordecai had before commanded Esther not to make known her
racial origin, now he apparently feels that the only significant
influence that might be brought to bear to save the Jewish people
would be the queen’s ethnic relationship to them. This action, as
we shall see, would be critical to the very life of the queen herself.
Not only would the revelation that she was a Jewess put her life in
jeopardy, but even the seemingly harmless act of approaching the
emperor’s presence without being summoned was to incur the
death penalty. Esther had to decide between the crises of her
personal danger and the danger to the whole race of her people.
Would she be willing to lay down her life for others? Would you?

C. Contingency
Text: 4:10-12

10 Then Esther spake unto Hathach, and gave him a message
unto Mordecai, saying: .

11 Allthe king’s servants, and the people of the kmg s provinces,
do know, that whosoever, whether man or woman, shall come
unto the king into the inner court who is not called, there is
one law for him, that he be put to death, except those to whom
the king shall hold out the golden sceptre, that he may live: but
I havenot been called to come in unto the’ King these thirty days.

12 And they told to Mordecai Esther’s words.
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Today’s English Version, 4:10-12

and Esther gave him this message to take back to Mordecai: ‘‘If
anyone, man or woman, goes to the inner courtyard and sees the
king without being summoned, that person must die. That is the
law; everyone, from the king’s advisers to the people in the
provinces, knows that. There is only one way to get around this
law: if the king holds out his gold scepter to someone, then that
person’s life is spared But it has been a month since the king sent
for me,”’

COMMENTS

v, 10-12 Esther s fxrst reaction was to remlnd Mordeca1 of the
widely known law of the Persian monarchs about approaching
his presence without being given the emperor’s personal permis-
sion to do so. It was not only widely known but widely respected!
The law was that ‘‘whosoever, whether man. or woman, shall
come unto the king . . . who is not called . . , he be put to death,
except those to whom the king shall hold out the golden sceptre.”’
Herodotus confirmed the existence of such a law but wrote that
were six persons to whom the law did not apply (III. 84. 118). In
the bas reliefs and other inscriptions of the Persian ruins of
Persepolis the Persian emperor is always pictured with a scepter
(sharbithin Hebrew, meaning, rod, staff or club) in hishand. The
purpose for this law was probably to protect the emperor from
assassination and from trivial and inane audiences with every
Persian who might have ‘‘an axe to grind.”” Whatever the case,
the law had its desired effect; it inspired fear of approaching the
monarch unless bidden by the monarch himself to do so. Esther’s
immediate concern was fear for her life. It is not until Mordecai’s
sharp rebuke that Esther begins to con31der the consequences of
optmg for her own personal safety, ’
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D. Courage
Text: 4:13-17

13 Then Mordecai bade them return answer unto Esther, Think

not with thyself that thou shalt escape’in the king’s house,
- more than all the Jews.

14 For if thou altogether holdest thy peace at this time, then will
relief and deliverance arise to the Jews from another place,
but thou and thy father’s house will perish: and who knoweth
whether thou art not come to the kingdom for such a time as
this?

15 Then Esther bade them return answer unto Mordecai,

16 Go, gather together all the Jews that are present in Shushan,
and fast ye for me, and neither eat nor drink three days, night
or day: I also and my maidens will fast in like manner; and so
will I go in unto the king, which is not according to the law:
and if I perish, I perish.

17 So Mordecai went his way, and did accordmg to all that Esther
had commanded him.

Today’s English Version, 4:013-'1;7

When Mordecai received Esther’s message, he sent her this
warning: ‘‘Don’t imagine that you are safer than any other Jew
just because you arein the royal palace. If you keep quiet at a time
like this, help will come from heaven to the Jews, and they will be
saved, but you will die and your father’s family will come to an
end. Yet who knows—maybe it was for a time like this that you
were made queen!”’

Esther sent Mordecai this reply: “Go and get all the Jews in
Susa together; hold a fast and pray for me. Don’t eat or drink
anything for three days and nights. My servant girls.and I will be
doing the same. After that, I will go to the king, even though itis
against the law. If I must die for doing it, I will die.’

Mordecai then left and did everythmg that Esther had told
him to do.
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COMMENTS

v, 13-14 Reality: Esther is human; Mordecai is human. They
are ordinary people caught up in the struggle between good and
evil, courage and cowardice. Esther’s first reaction to the im-
pending holocaust is self-preservation. Others may have to suffer
but she will not risk her life in an action that is sure to bring death.
Perhaps she thought the problem would go away in time; perhaps
she thought she could be of more help to her Jewish people by
staying alive as queen than by being a martyr. Surely Esther was
not so hard-hearted as to have no compassion at all for her Jewish
brethren, especially her uncle Mordecai and his family! Surely
Esther was not so totally self-centered that she gave no thought
at all as to how Mordecai, at least, might escape the edict of
genocide upon the Jews.

Mordecai immediately sent back a message to Esther that would
bring her face to face with reality. He reminded her that since she
was a Jew too, and that her ethnic origin was now known (4:8),
she need not think she will escape the massacre just because she
lives in the palace. In fact, once it is known bythe emperor and
Haman that she is a Jewess and that she concealed this fact while
being chosen as Vashti’s successor, Esther might be one of the
first to be slain!

Mordecai pleads with Esther that she seize her opportunity to
be a heroine. Mordecai believes it is divine providence that has
placed his adopted daughter in the position of queen of Persia for
just such a time of great need by God’s people. It is interesting
that the word translated relief is the Hebrew word ruach (usually
translated spirif). It probably means that, if Esther does not help
save God’s people then deliverance (natzal, Heb.), and the great
sigh of relief (ruach, Heb.) that goes with deliverance, will come
from some other source. If Esther does not seize her opportunity
and exercise her responsibility, her father’s house will perish and
be disgraced. Where did Mordecai get the idea that Esther was
probably chosen queen of Persia through providence in order to
help deliver her people from their enemies? From God’s word!
The Jews in the captivities had some of the scrolls of the Old
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Testament (cf. Dan. 9:2). Mordecai, as a child, like Jewish chil-
dren centuries before him, had studied the Old Testament. He
knew the providence of God had put Joseph in Egypt to deliver
his people from famine; he knew the providence of God had put
Moses in the palace of Pharaoh to deliver his people from bond-
age; he know about David and a host of other Jewish heroes (even
recent ones like Daniel) who by the providence of Jehovah had
been put in circumstances and times of great danger. Mordecai
knew that at great personal sacrifice these heroes of God had to
willingly choose to be used by Him for delivering His people.
Mordecai’s challenge to Esther was based on the historical cer-
tainties of God’s past dealings and His promises to fulfill the
covenant made with Abraham through the prophets. Mordecai’s
evaluation of the situation was not based on human possibilities,
but upon the certainties of God. The people of God today (Chris-
tians) have not only the historical certainties Mordecai had but a
“‘covenant enacted upon surer promises,”’ the historical cer-
tainties of the New Testament — specifically the victory over sinin
the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

v. 15-17 Resolution: How soon Esther answered, we do not
know. We presume she took time to think through Mordecai’s
great challenge. One does not decide hastily to lay one’s life on the
line. Esther’s reply is not one based on an unreasoned emotional-
ism, or arrogant self-confidence or fatalistic desperation; it is the
result of searching, rational, earnestness based on Mordecai’s
warnings and challenge. Esther also believed in God! Her reply to
Mordecai must be interpreted in the light of her proposal for a
three-day fast. Esther’s request for fasting is for the very purpose
of intercession and supplication to Jehovah—there can be no
other objective in mind! It certainly is to Esther’s great credit
that she looks.immediately to God and not man for help. It is
interesting to see that some: of her ‘‘maidens’’ (attendants) were
godfearing and would interceed to Jehovah through fasting also.
Perhaps they were Jewish maidens; but they may have been
Persian maidens influenced in the Jewish religion by Esther.

The resolution of Esther is that God’s will may be done—she is
willing to accept it. Jacob uttered a similar resolution when he
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sent some of his sons back to Egypt for release of his hostage sons
(cf. Gen, 43:14; ““And as for me, if ] am bereaved of my children,
I am bereaved.’’). Jesus decided to fulfill God’s will with perfect
resignation, . . . nevertheless, not my will but thine bedone. ..”’
(Mt. 26:39). We are told that our prayers, if we expect them to be
answered, must be with the same resignation to the will of God (I
Jn. 5:14-15).

We should like to close this chapter by quoting the conclusion
of a masterful sermon, ‘‘If I Perish, I Perish,”’ by our good
friend, the late Charles A. Willbanks, preached at the Ozark Bible
College Preaching Convention, Joplin, Missouri, February 18,
1959:

‘I et us never forget that in this great drama of human history,
atime element is involved. Mordecai said to Esther, ‘Who knoweth
whether thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as this?’
Esther needed to do something— now!

“Esther had to act at once to save a people committed to destruc-
tion. The same is true for us. Unless there are some drastic changes,
statisticians tell us that 14,800,000 persons will go to meet their
God unprepared before next year.

“The Persian decree for the destruction of God’s people could
not be changed. It was a cruel, hideous plot which meant only
death; and it could not be changed! But another decree was sent
out enabling God’s people to arm themselves for the battle. We
face a similar situation today.

“The very nature of God, which provides freedom of choice,
means that sin is present all about us and the wages of it is death
(Romans 6:23). The whole human race is'committed to destruc-
tion, for all have sinned (Romans 3:23). This verdict cannot be
changed. But thanks be to God, we can arm ourselves for the
battle; we can ‘put on Christ’; we can ‘put on the whole armour of
God, that (we) may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil’
(Ephesians 6:11; Galatians 3:27).

““Esther’s fears were allayed, her appeal was effective, and
her people were saved by her timely intervention. A nation rises
up to call her blessed. What, may we ask, will be the cause of
gratitude that others may feel for our having lived and faced our
own times of decision?”’
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There is a time element for all of God’s dealing with men.
Sometimes God reveals the length of that time; sometimes He
does not. He gave Hezekiah an additional 15 years of life (cf. Isa.
38:1-8); God gave the false prophet Hananiah two months to live
(Jer. 28:1-17). The Lord gave the Jewish nation 490 years from
the ‘“going forth of the word to restore and rebuild Jerusalem’’
until the coming of the Messiah to accomplish God’s work and
prepare themselves to receive Him (Dan. 9:24-27). The Jews did
not receive the Messiah (on the whole) when their time came so
God took the kingdom from them and gave it to others (Mt.
21:33-46). We are now living in the ‘‘times of the Gentiles’’ (cf.
Lk. 21:24; Rom. 11:11-36). After these times there will be no
more time! Generally speaking God has numbered man’s life-
span upon the earth to be about 70 years (Psa. 90:9-12). Soon they
are gone and we fly away. So let us put every day we have, each
day at a time, to do what our hands find to do to glorify God and
His Son, Jesus Christ.

We may learn the following lessons form this chapter:

1. There are times of rejoicing for those who believe in God (such
as at the coronation of Esther); but there may also be times of
mourning and supplication (such as at the decree for the slaughter
of the Jews).

2. When such times of mourning and intercession are called for,
godly people (like Mordecai) will not indulge in selfish release
from the need for contrition, even when, in all innocence,
suggested by others.

. Great biblical heroes and heroines were made, nor born!

. Great biblical heroes and heroines were as human as we are.

. Decisions to choose or refuse great responsibilities in relation
to the will of God should not be made without intercession
and supplication.

6. If we do not carry out our responsibilities toward the kingdom

of God, God can raise- up others who will.

7. Resignation to the will of God is not fatalism.

W bW
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CHAPTER FOUR
REVIEW QUESTIONS

. What does Mordecai’s action in putting on sackcloth and ashes

and fasting say about the godliness of the book of Esther?

. What was the original meaning of ‘‘fast’’?
. Why did Mordecai feel it necessary to mention the exact sum

of money Haman had offered Xerxes?

. Why did the emperor of Persia forbid people to come in unto

him unless he extended the golden scepter toward them?

. Why would Queen Esther be in danger of losing her life?
. How could Mordecai believe God had brought Esther to the

throne for this time?

. Why do we conclude that Esther’s resolution was not just
human fatalism? ’ ‘
. Is the providence of God involved in the length of our indi-

vidual lives?
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V. The Plan of Esther, 5:1-8
- A. Coquetry
TexTt: 5:1-4

1 Now it came to pass on the third day, that Esther put on her
royal apparel, and stood in the inner court of the king’s house,
over against the king’s house: and the king sat upon his royal
throne in the royal house, over against the entrance of the house.

2 And it was so, when the king saw Esther the queen standing
in the court, that she obtained favor in his sight; and the king
held out to Esther the golden sceptre that was in his hand. So
Esther drew near, and touched the top of the sceptre.

3 Then said the king unto her, What wilt thou, queen Esther?
and what is thy request? it shall be given thee even to the half
of the kingdom.

4 And Esther said, If it seem good unto the king, let the king
and Haman come this day unto the banquet that I have prepared
for him.

Today’s English Version, 5:1-4

On the third day of her fast Esther put on her royal robes and
went and stood in the inner courtyard of the palace, facing the
throne room. The king was inside, seated on the royal throne,
facing the entrance. When the king saw Queen Esther standing
outside, she won his favor, and he held out to her the gold scepter.
She then came up and touched the tip of it. ““What is it, Queen
Esther?”’ the king asked. ‘“Tell me what you want, and you shall
have it —even if it is half my empire.’

Esther replied, ¢‘If it please Your Majesty, [ would like you and
Haman to be my guests tonight at a banquet I am preparmg for
you. 13 ‘

COMMENTS

v. 1-2 Reception: On the fthird day after Esther and Mordecai had
communicated, Esther dressed herself in ‘her royal finery and
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stood in the inner court of the king’s palace. The author of the
account has described perfectly the arrangement of the Persian
palace. The king’s throne is opposite an open doorway leading
into the inner court of the palace. Esther was using all her womanly
intuition in simply standing so she might be seen by the emperor
instead of sending word that she wished an audience with him.
Esther was well aware of the fact that no one gained audience with
the emperor unless he invited them! Besides, Vashti had recently
been deposed because of her precociousness. Oriental men (and
espemally potentates) did not look favorably upon precocious
wives.

But Esther also knew that the emperor had fallen to her beauty
before and it had been over thirty days since he had feasted upon
her beauty. Knowing male vulnerability as practically all women
do, Esther ‘‘prettied herself up’’ and played the coquet. The
emperor saw this vision of loveliness. She was irresistible! Im-
mediately he held out the golden sceptre and beckoned her to
enter the royal throne room and approach his royal presence and
touch the sceptre. Esther has her audience. Now she must tread
even more carefully. She must be wise; she must keep her wits; she
must not rush or be rash. On the other hand, her task is not one
for the weak or the vacillating.

v.3-4 Request: Esther’s beauty coupled with the fact that the
emperor had not enjoyed her conjugal presence for more than
a month, put him in a magnanimous mood. Actually, it was a
customary thing with rulers of eastern empires to take pride in
their generosity. Many Oriental emperors vied with one another
in giving fabulous gifts to those who pleased them. It was a
‘“‘status symbol.”’ To refuse the generosity of such a potentate
was a serious insult not usually forgotten or forgiven. Herod,
tetrarch of Galileg, 450 years after Xerxes, made a serious mistake
promising the sensuous Salome “half’’ of his ‘‘kingdom,’’ (see
Mark 6:21-28), Herod’s motivation for magnanimity is plainly

_ indicated to be pride (cf. Mk. 6:26); we suspect that Xerxes’

motive was similar. It is interesting to note also that the emperor
offered to grant Esther’s request before she made it. That, too,
was the custom of the Oriental ruler. Herodotus (9:3) indicates
there was one day in the year on which the Persian emperor was
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bound by custom to grant any request made by a guest at his table.

Knowing the extreme crisis facing the Jewish people, one would
expect Esther to ‘immediately and imploringly present her request
that the order put forth to slaughter the Jews be rescinded. .But
amazmgly, Esther simply extends an invitation to:the emperor
and his chief of state, Haman, to a merry-making feast (a mishetteh;
see 1:7-8). Esther is keeping her wits. She will wait, gain time, be
sure that she has fully won her way into the emperor’s affections
before she. springs her trap. Her invitation was very unusual.
Ordinarily the emperor and the queen feasted separately (cf. 1:3,
9) each in their own section of the palace. For the.queen to invite
not only the emperor but another male. guest was. also highly
irregular. Esther sets out to disarm Haman by her cordiality. It
worked! Haman -was very pleased (cf. 5:9). The Septuagint
version of Esther 5:1-4 differs so widely from the Hebrew text we
have .ctiosen to give an unbroken translation of the LXX: text
rather than 1nclude the variations as comments.

: “And 1t came to pass on the thrrd day, when she had ceased‘ﬂ
praying, that she put off her domestic apparel, and put on the
glorious things she had. And being splendidly arrayed and having
called upon God 'the Observer and Savior of all things, she took™
her two maidens, and she leaned upon one of them, in all her
delicate femininity, while the other maiden followed holding the
train of her royal robe. She radiated the perfect beauty of youth-
fulness and cheerfulness and grace, but her heart shrank with fear.
And having passed through all the doors, she stood before the
king: and he was sitting upon his royal throne, and he had puton
all his glorrous apparel, covered all over with gold and precious
stones; and was very awesome and frlghtenlng And having raised
his face to'look at Esther with all his “majestic mlen helooked with
‘ mtense anger and the queen fell, and grew pale and famted and
panied her. But God changed ‘the spirit of the king to gentleness, .
and in intense feeling he sprang from off his throne “and took her '
into'his arms, untilshe recovered and he comforted het with words '
- of peace,-and said to her; What is the matter, Esther? I'am your
* ‘brother; be of good cheer; you shall not die fo‘r'our:c‘ommandli's
openly declared to you, Draw near. And having raised the golden
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sceptre he laid it upon her neck, and embraced her and said, Speak . -
to me. And she said to him, I saw you, my lord as an angel of God,
and my heart was troubled for fear of your glory; for you, my lord,
are to be wondered at, and your face is full of grace. And while
she was speaking, she fainted and fell. Then the king said, What
do you wish Esther? and what is your request? ask even to the half
of my kingdom, and it shall be yours. And Esther said, Today is my
great day: if then it seem good to the king, let both him and Aman
come to the feast which I will prepare this day.”’

A sizeable portion of the Hebrew original of Ecclesiasticus (an
apocryphal book) has been discovered. This original Hebrew text,
compared with the later Greek version of the LXX, shows that the
LXX translator had dealt very freely with his original and had, in
the interests of a more Hellenistic viewpoint, taken considerable
liberties with the original Hebrew. The Septuagint shows a tendency

to be more of a paraphrase of the Hebrew original in many
places—especially in the Latter Prophets and Poetic Books. The
Jews had an especial charitableness toward the Persians since .
they freed the Jews, returned them to their homeland and
restrained those (Samaritans) who tried to thwart the rebuilding of
the Temple. The authors of the LXX would wish to put Xerxes in
the best possible light even if they must paraphrase here.

| . B. Curiosity
o TEXT: 5:5-8

5 Then the king said, Cause Haman to make haste, that it may be
done as Esther hath said. So the king and Haman came to the
banquet that Esther had prepared.

6 And the king said unto Esther at the banquet of wine, What is

thy petition? and it shall be granted thee: and what is thy re-

quest? even to the half of the kingdom it shall be performed.

Then answered Esther, and said, My petition and my request is:

if I have found favor in the sight of the king, and if it please the

king to grant. my petition, and to perform my request, let the
king and Haman come to the banquet that I shall prepare for
them, and I will do to-morrow as the king hath said. :

co
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5:5-8 ESTHER
Today’s English Version, 5:5-8

The king then ordered Haman to come quickly, so that they
could be Esther’s guests. So the king and Haman went to Esther’s
banquet. Over the wine the king asked her, ‘“Tell me what you
want, and you shall have it. I will grant your request, even if you
ask for half my empire.”’

Esther replied, ‘‘If your Majesty is kind enough to grant my
request, I would like you and Haman to be my guests tomorrow at
another banquet that I will prepare for you. At that time I will tell
you what I want.”’

COMMENTS

v. 5-6 Piqued: It is evident from the emperor’s immediate re-
action that his curiosity is aroused. He knew that Esther had not
risked her life just to invite him to a banquet! Xerxes insists that
Haman hurry to the banquet. Esther has again used her female
wiles to good advantage. Xerxes can hardly wait to find out
Esther’s real reason for approaching him. The Hebrew text uses
not only the word mishetteh (drinking bout, see 1:8-9) but also
uses the word yayin (wine) to describe Esther’s feast. It was a
party! Xerxes repeats his grandiose promise of half his kingdom if
Esther shall request it.

v. 7-8 Postponed. Dangerous as it must have been to keep this
impetuous monarch hanging on the hooks of curiosity, Esther
postpones a second time the revelation of her real reason for
violating the sacred law of the Persians about approaching the
emperor uninvited. Esther begins as if she is about to divulge her
secret request and then cleverly holds the king in suspense. Some
think Esther hesitated to state her request because she was afraid.
However, as Mordecai has already convinced her, she has little to
lose by pleading with the king since she will perish with all her
kinsmen once it is know that she too is a Jew. Esther seems
already to have committed herself to making the pleas. She knows
that, if she succeeds, one more postponement of her real request
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will only intensify the desire of the king to please his queen by
granting what must be a very spectacular request from her. He
may even be thinking about the glory that will be his once this
magnificent request Esther has is fulfilled in his emperial name,

We may learn the following lessons from this chapter:

1.

wm bW

God’s providential assistance does not preclude Esther’s (and
our) best use of human capabilities.

. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.
. Although the urgency of some situations might seem to call for

haste, if time permits one’s first reaction should be postponed,

. There is nothing like piqued curiosity as a tool for manipu-

lation.

CHAPTER 5:1-8
REVIEW QUESTIONS

. How would Esther know where to position herself to be seen

by the king?

. How might she guess the king would grant her an audience in

spite of the Persian law?

. Why was Xerxes in such a benevolent mood?
. What kind of banquet did Esther hold for the king?
. Why didn’t Esther state her request immediately?
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VI. The Petulance of Haman, 5:9-14
A. Depression
Text: §5:9-13

9 Then went Haman forth that day joyful and glad of heart: but
when Haman saw Mordecai in the king’s gate, that he stood
not up nor moved for him, he was filled with wrath against
Mordecai. ,

10 Nevertheless Haman refrained himself, and went home; and
he sent and fetched his friends and Zeresh his wife.

11 And Haman recounted unto them the glory of his riches, and

- the multitude of his children, and all the things wherein the
king had promoted him, and how he had advanced him above
the princes and servants of the king.

12 Haman said moreover, Yea, Esther the queen did let no man
come in with the king unto the banquet that she had prepared
but myself; and to-morrow also am I invited by her together
with the king.

13 Yet all this availeth me nothing, so long as I see Mordecai the
Jew sitting at the king’s gate.

Today’s English Version, 5:9-13

When Haman left the banqueét he was happy and in a good
mood. But then he saw Mordecai at the entrance of the palace,
and when Mordecai did not rise or show any sign of respect as he
passed, Haman was furious with him. But he controlled himself -
and went on home. Then he invited his friends to his house and
asked his wife Zeresh to join them. He boasted to them about how
rich he was, how many sons he had, how the king had promoted
him to high office, and how much more important he wasthan
any of the king’s other officials. ‘“What is more,’”” Haman went"
on, ‘‘Queen Esther gave a banquet for no one but the king and
me, and we are invited back tomorrow. But none of this means a
thing to me as long as I see that Jew Mordecai sitting at the
entrance of the palace.”
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v. 9-10 Disregarded: The Hebrew text says Haman left Esther’s
banquet samecha vevtov lev, i.e., joyful and good of heart. He
was exhilarated that he had been singled out by the queen for
special favor this day and tomorrow also. The Jewish Haggadah
also theorizes that Haman thought Esther prepared the banquet
in his honor, little realizing that she had set a trap for him.
According to the Haggadah, Esther’s motive in inviting Haman
to the banquet was that he should not discover that she was
Jewish, and that the Jews should not say, ‘“We have a sister in the
king’s palace,’” and so neglect to pray for God’s mercy. Further-
more, says Jewish tradition, Esther thought that by being friendly
to Haman she would arouse the king’s jealousy to such an extent
that he would kill both of them.

But when Haman came out of the queen’s chambers he evidently
went directly past Mordecai at the ‘‘king’s gate.”” Mordecai made
no move whatever to acknowledge Haman. Remaining in either a
sitting or squatting position, Mordecai ignored the presence of
the second most important man in the entire kingdom of Persia.
““There is nothing more galling than such utter contempt shown
openly in the presence of others’’ (Pulpit Commentary). The
Hebrew word translated wrath is chemah and is more accurately
JSury. Anger raged within Haman’s heart. The interesting thing to
observe here is Haman’s physical restraint. He must have recog-
nized some danger in precipitous and public revenge or he would
have seized Mordecai and executed him on the spot. He dared not
do anything to jeopardize his new promotion to such high rank.
He cunningly held his fury in check until he was on surer grounds.
Then he would be prepared to fulfill his hidden wrath on this Jew,
Mordecai. Rage, wounded pride and desire for revenge is psycho-
logical dynamite, It must explode — either internally or externally.
All that is needed is a spark of self-justification and that is often
supplied by sympathetic friends or ‘‘Yes’* men. That is where
Haman went. He called in his ‘‘friends’’ and his wife for sup-
portive rationalizations to justify what he had already made up
his mind to do.

v, 11-13 Discontentment.: There is nothing more boring than to
have to attend a party given by aman who uses the evening to brag
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and boast about all that he has. Of course, if the braggart has the
power Haman had, attendance is compulsory.

To be the father of many sons was counted an honor by the
Persians (Herodotous 1:136) as with most cultures of the ancient
world. We know already that Haman was rich enough to offer
to Xerxes an amount of money equal to one year’s tax revenue
for the whole Persian empire (cf. 3:9). Haman also had been
promoted to ‘‘chief of all princes.”” He probably went into great
detail as he recounted all these honors. The more he embellished
them the more he was sure of his own self-importance. To put the
icing on the cake, Haman was even convinced that the queen her-
self was impressed with hisimportance. He alone had been invited
to accompany the emperor to a place of honor at the queen’s
banquet. Not once, but twice had the queen invited him.

But Haman was bitter. He could not enjoy any of this. The
Hebrew word translated availeth is shoveh and means satisfy or
suffice. In other words, all the fame and fortune Haman had
was not sufficient to satisfy his soul so long as there was one
Jewish gate-keeper who ignored his importance! Today we would
say Haman had ‘‘an identity problem.’’ He suffered from a poor
self-image. No matter how much he bragged about his own im-
portance, he really didn’t feel important so long as there was one
person who did not agree with his own estimate of himself.
Haman just could not handle that, It destroyed him. He did not
understand that self-respect and respect from others does not
accrue from titles but from character! One would come centuries
after Haman and teach that the ‘‘greatest among men would be
the servant of all.”’

B. Depravity
TexT: 5:14
14 Then said Zeresh his wife and all his friends unto him, Let a
gallows be made fifty cubits high, and in the morning speak

thou unto the king that Mordecai may be hanged thereon: then
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go thou in merrily with the king unto the banquet. And the
thing pleased Haman; and he caused the gallows to be made.

Today’s English Version, 5:14

So his wife and all his friends suggested, ‘“Why don’t you have
a gallows built, seventy-five feet tall? Tomorrow morning you can
ask the king to have Mordecai hanged on it, and then you can go
to the banquet happy.”’

Haman thought this was a good idea, so he had the gallows built.

COMMENTS

v. 14 The name Zeresh (Haman’s wife) according to BDB
Lexiconis comparable to the name for an Elamite goddess Kirisa.
One commentator says the name Zeresh is probably connected
with the Zend word zara which means gold. Another Hebrew
lexicon indicates poor as the meaning of Zeresh. The Hebrew
phrase Ya ‘asu— ‘etz means literally, make a wooden tree, and is
translated, let a gallows be made. But the suggestion is not for a
gallows upon which a person is hanged by a rope because hanging
was not a Persian form of execution. What is meant is either
crucifixion or impalement. Fifty cubits high for the impaling
stake or cross seems excessive to us. If the cubit is 18 inches, it
would make the ‘‘tree’” 75 feet high; if the cubit is 21 inches it
would be 88 feet high. These were not real friends to Haman—
they were mere ‘‘Yes”’ people indulging him because of his posi-
tion. How depraved the heart of those who would suggest taking a
life to satisfy the lust for pride and recognition. It is serious enough
to consider the taking of human life when a capital crime has been
committed, but what reasoning is able to justify Haman’s coun-
selors! Lest we think such depravity applies only to those without
access to the word of God, let us remember Joseph’s brethren,
Ahab who allowed Naboth to be slain for a vineyard, David who
allowed Uriah to be slain for a woman, and many others who,
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even in the name of Christ and His Church, have murdered thou-
sands for pride and pleasure.

There seems to be no doubt in the minds of Haman’s friends
and wife that Xerxes will grant the petition for the execution of
Mordecai. They may have expected Haman to present the peti-
tion on the pretense of some accusation of sedition or political
rebellion by Mordecai. He might plead with the emperor that
such open contempt for his ‘‘prime minister’’ could only lead to
contempt for the emperor himself.

Except for the providential insomnia of Xerxes that night and
his attempt to put himself to sleep by reading the dry and dusty
official state records (6:1) Mordecai would probably have been
executed the next day.

We may learn the following lessons from this chapter:

1. We should not be impressed when others do us some honor
lest we are tempted to believe everyone should do us the same
honor.

2. Respect from one’s peers is a result of character, not title or
position.

3. Human glory is a hunger that can never be satisfied.

4, Real friends will not suggest actions that are injust or immoral.

CHAPTER 5:9-14
REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Why did Haman leave the queen’s banquet with a glad heart?

2. Why do you think Haman refrained from having Mordecai
slain or arrested on the spot when Mordecai refused to acknowl-
edge him?

3. What is your opinion of a man who would invite you to his
home and then tell you how important he is?

4, If he told you the story Haman told and asked your advice,
what would you advise?

5. What was the ‘‘gallows’’ Haman built?
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VII. Panic of Haman, 6:1-14
A. Appreciation
TexT: 6:1-5

1 On that night could not the king sleep; and he commanded to
bring the book of records of the chronicles, and they were read
before the king.

2 And it was found written, that Mordecai had told of Bigthana
and Teresh, two of the king’s chamberlains, of those that kept
the threshold, who had sought to lay hands on the king Ahasur-
erus.

3 And the king said, What honorand dignity hath been bestowed
on Mordecai for this? Then said the king’s servants that min-
istered unto him, There is nothing done for him.

4 And the king said, Who is in the court? Now Haman was come
into the outward court of the king’s house, to speak unto the
king to hang Mordecai on the gallows that he had prepared
for him,

5 And the king’s servants said unto him, Behold, Haman standeth
in the court. And the king said, Let him come in.

Today’s English Version, 6:1-5

That same night the king could not get to sleep, so he had the
official records of the empire brought and read to him. The part
they read included the account of how Mordecai had uncovered a
plot to assassinate the king—the plot made by Bigthana and
Teresh, the two palace eunuchs who had guarded the king’s rooms.
The king asked, ‘‘How much have we honored and rewarded
Mordecai for this?”’

His servants answered, ‘‘Nothing has been done for him.”

‘‘Are any of my officials in the palace?’’ the king asked.

Now Haman had just entered the courtyard; he had come to
ask the king to have Mordecai hanged on the gallows that was
now ready. So the servants answered, ‘‘Haman is here, waiting to
see you,”’

““Show him in,’’ said the king.
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COMMENTS

v. I-3 Insomnia: That particular night (the same night Haman’s
friends advised him to petition the king) is indicated by the dem-
onstrative pronoun hahu’ in the Hebrew. The demonstrative
pronoun also seems to emphasize that this was not mere chance,
but the active providence of God. ¢‘It is among the objects of the
writer of Esther to show how the smallest circumstances of life,
those most generally regarded as left to chance, work together for
good to such as deserve well, and for evil to such as deserve evil.”’
(Pulpit Commentary). The authors of the Septuagint apparently
were persuaded of Divine providence here for they translated,
‘“‘But the Lord removed sleep from the king that night . . .”” A
turning-point in the destinies of both Haman and Mordecai
pivoted on what might appear to some as a chance circumstance
of a king’s insomnia, The Hebrew text reads literally. ‘. . . the
king’s sleep fled away.”” The Hebrew verb nigera’im is an im-
perfect participle and should be translated, ‘“. . . they kept on
reading them before'the king.”” He probably expected the monot-
onous intonation of the reader’s voices to lull him to sleep. But his
insomnia was providential.

And suddenly they read the official notation that Mordecai had
been the informer of a plot to assassinate the king. That startled
the king and for the moment he forgot his insomnia. Immediately
the king asked what was not only a natural question, inasmuch as
it had been his life which had been saved, but one that was also
predicated upon Persian law. According to Herodotus (8:85)
those who had done great deeds of honor and benefit to the king
of Persia had their names written on a special roll of honor and
they were esteemed as a special class of people. It would be a
serious violation of Persian protocol and law and a great dishonor
to the emperor shiould he not honor someone who had saved his
life. So the emperor asks what the record shows about the honor
done to Mordecai. The readers reply with a surprising, ‘‘Noth-
ing!”’ It is difficult to guess why such a gross error was ever
allowed to happen. Perhaps the emperor had given the order for
Mordecai’s reward when the event took place and fully expected
one of his subordinates to take care of it, but due to some admin-
istrative mistake (or perhaps some prejudice against Mordecai) it
had never been done.
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v. 4-5 Indecision: Xerxes, unable to decide for himself, seeks
counsel from any official who might be standing in the court of
the palace. Xerxes certainly knew how to reward faithful service
and give gifts (cf. 3:1, 11; 5:3, 6). Why does he now seek counsel
on how to reward Mordecai? The only suitable answer is that the
circumstances of the night are somehow under the providential
guidance of Jehovah. For, who should be standing waiting in the
court of the palace but Haman, archenemy of Mordecai. In fact,
the very reason for Haman’s presence in the court in the wee
hours of the morning, before dawn, was to get the emperor’s per-
mission to impale Mordecai on the ‘‘tree’’ that he had prepared
for the insubordinate Jew, Haman was obsessed with his rage
against Mordecai. It drove him to stay awake all night pacing the
floor in the court of the palace, hoping he would have the first
audience with the king upon his arising. Haman’s obsession to
destroy Mordecai trapped him in circumstances which led to his
own destruction. This is the way Goc} has ordered the moral
structure of His creation. Man has the freedom to choose per-
sonal salvation or personal damnation (cf. Rom. 1:18-32). Man
can give himself to evil, be obsessed with it, and choose to have it
eternally; or he may give himself to righteousness and have it
eternally (cf. Rom. 6:12-23). Mordecai chose a righteous life and
did good in saving the emperor’s life; Haman chose evil and
attempted to destroy Mordecai’s life. Mordecai was protected
and exalted by the hand of Providence; Haman was thwarted and
destroyed by the same Hand.

B. Arrogance
TeXT: 6:6-9

6 So Haman came in. And the king said unto him, What shall
be done unto the man whom the king delighteth to honor? Now
Haman said in his heart, To whom would the king delight to
do honor more than to myself?

7 And Haman said unto the king, For the man whom the king de-
lighteth to honor,
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8 let royal apparel be:brought which'the king useth to wear, and
-the horse that the king rideth upon; and on the head of which
a crown royal is set: .

9 and let the apparél and the horse be dehvered to the hand of
one of the king’s most noble princes, that they may array the
man therewith whom the king delighteth to honor, and cause
him to ride-on horseback through-the street of ‘the city, and
proclaim before him, Thus shall it be done to the man whom
the king dehghteth to honor.

Today’s English Version, 6:6-9b 4

So Haman came in, and the king said to him, ‘‘There is some-
one I wish very much to honor. What should I do for this man?”’

Haman thought to himself, “Now who could the klng want to
honor so much? Me, -of course.’

So he answered the king, ‘‘Have royal robes brought for thxs
man—robes that you yourself wear. Have a royal ornament put
on your own horse. Then have one of your highest noblemen
dress the man in these robes and lead him, mounted on the horse,
through the city square. Have the nobleman announce as they go:
‘See how the king rewards a man he wishes to honor!’ ’’

COMMENTS

v. 6 Immodesty: Haman was a vain man. He was the kind of man
who felt insecure unless he was constantly being honored and
flattered. He had to have it. But he could not handle flattery. He
no doubt thought his promotion (3:1) and his invitation to the
queen’s banquet (5:4) were deserved. His pride made him totally
unaware of the possibility that anyone else might deserve to be
honored by the emperor. The world is still plagued with a few
people like Haman. Regretfully, some of them ocassionally surface
within the Kingdom of God in splte of Paul’s admonition, “‘give

preference to one another inhonor. .. ” (Rom. 12:10). Thereis a
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difference between pride and proper self-worth, It is false humility
when we pretend we do not have a capacity that we do have.
Proper self-acceptance does not require one to pretend that he
has no capabilities; it only requires that he remember that he did
not create his capabilities himself, Real humility walks the fine
line between self-abnegation and self-acceptance, That is the line
Haman could not walk. He could not humble himself and so he
could not accept himself unless he was being constantly applauded
and honored by others. Immodesty is the result of a twisted vanity.
Pride and vanity come from a fundamental insecurity. Immodest
behavior and dress are compensations for a vain insecurity.

Haman rationalized that since he had been so deservedly honored
in the last day or two, then the emperor must be preparing to
honor him further. In Haman’s mind there could be no one else
whom the emperor would so delight in honoring.

v.. 7-9 Imperiousness: Haman suggests the highest honors he
can imagine; he suggests honors befitting an emperor. Such
honors as- Haman suggests were rarely given by Persian mon-
archs, They are not totally without parallel, however, as the
writings of Plutarch and Herodotus testify. For anyone to wear
royal apparel previously worn by the emperor was, under ordi-
nary circumstances, a violation of Persian law. But Herodotus
(7:17) points out that the emperor might, in certain circum-
stances, allow it. Apparently Haman was audacious enough to
suggest that the one to be honored should even ride upon the
king’s very own, favorite horse. The horse was adorned with
some type of royal ornament to signify it was the mount which
belonged specifically to the emperor and was ridden by him only.
Ancient bas reliefs of the Assyrians show king’s horses with tall
pointed ornaments like royal turbans on their heads. It is doubt-
ful that the ““‘crown royal’’ is the crown the emperor himself wore
since Xerxes would scarcely have allowed such a travesty to be
made of the imperial symbol of sovereignty. Actually, the relative
pronoun ‘gsherin the Hebrew text indicates that it is the crown of
the horse rather than the crown of the emperor.

Haman’s final suggestion was that one of the emperor’s highest
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ranking noblemen should be made valet for the one aboit to be
honored. This nobleman-valet ‘will assist the honored one in
properly dressing in the royal robes and he will also goin front of
the honored one in a procession through the streets of the great
capital city proclaiming that the one sitting on the emperor’s
horse has been signally honored by the emperor himself. A similar
kind of honor was bestowed upon J oseph bythe Pharaoh of Egypt
(cf. Gen. 41:41-43),

There was probably some expression on the emperor s face
indicating that Haman’s suggestions were pleasing him. Haman’s
heart was probably beating rapidly as he anticipated the excite-
ment which would soon be his as he rode through the streets on
the emperor’s horse.

C. Abasement
TexT: 6:10-14

10 Then the king said to Haman, Make haste, and take the
apparel and the horse, as thou hast said, and do even so to
Mordecai the Jew, that sitteth at the king’s gate: let nothing
fail of all that thou hast spoken.

11 Then took Haman the apparel and the horse, and arrayed
Mordecai, and caused him to ride through the street of the
city, and proclaimed before him, Thus shall it be done unto
the man whom the king dehghteth to honor.

12 And Mordecai came again to the king’s gate. But ‘Haman
hasted to his house, mourning and having his head covered.

13 And Haman recounted unto Zeresh his wife and all his friends
every thing that had befallen him. Then said his wise men and
Zeresh his wife unto him, If Mordecai, before whom thou hast
begun to fall, be of the seed of the Jews, thou shalt not pre-
vail agairist him, but shalt surely fall before him.

14 While they were yet talking with him, came the king’s chamber
lains, and hasted to bring Haman urito the banquet that Esther
had prepared.
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Today’s English Version, 6:10-14

Then the king said to Haman, ‘‘Hurry and get the robes and the
horse, and provide these honors for Mordecai the Jew. Do every-
thing for him that you have suggested. You will find him sitting at
the entrance of the palace.”

So Haman got the robes and the horse, and he put the robes on
Mordecai. Mordecai got on the horse, and Haman led him
through the city square, announcing to the people as they went:
‘“‘See how the king rewards a man he wishes to honor!”’

Mordecai then went back to the palace entrance while Haman
hurried home, covering his face in embarrassment. He told his
wife and all his friends everything that had happened to him,
Then she and those wise friends of his told him, ‘“You are be-
ginning to lose power to Mordecai. He is a Jew, and you cannot
overcome him. He will certainly defeat you.”” While they were
still talking, the palace eunuchs arrived in a hurry to take Haman
to Esther’s banquet.

COMMENTS

v. 10-11 Humiliation: What a shock for Haman to hear the
emperor’s order that the highest honors imaginable are to be
given to Mordecai, the man he most hated. Haman had not only
to see that these great honors were done for Mordecai, he must do
them himself! How humiliating! Many of the noblemen of the
emperor’s court no doubt knew of Haman’s contempt for the
Jew, Mordecai. Now Haman is about to be publicly abased. It
was a bitter degradation but inescapable. To disobey the emperor
after he has spent a sleepless night worrying about rectifying a
serious default of royal Persian protocol would undoubtedly
mean immediate death for Haman. He was instructed to make all
haste to carry out every detail suggested. Nothing was to be
omitted. He must be Mordecai’s valet; he must go in front of
Mordecai throughout the streets of the great capital city pro-
claiming the honor of the Jew who rides upon the emperor’s own
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horse dressed in the emperor s own robes. : ‘

v. 12-14 Hysteria: It is worth noticing that Mordecai, after
the parade put off the royal robe‘s and returned to his lowly place
of service at the ‘‘king’s gate.”” Most men would have been so
intoxicated with the excitement they would have. sought more
recogmtlon or, at least, promotlon Itis mterestmg, in retrospect,
that Mordecai, after saving the emperor’s life, ‘did not seek
reward or recognition. This sharpens even more the contrast in
the characters of Haman and Mordecai. .~ ' '~

Haman, mortified and ashamed, fled to his own'home expecting
to find some solace or security there. He was so destroyed that he
put a covering over his face so he would not be recognized as he
fled to his house. He had no sooner told the sordid details of his
humiliation than his counselors and his wife advised him that
Mordecai, the Jew, would ultimately cause his complete fall from
power. These ‘‘wise men’’ were probably Haman’s official ad-
visors. The TEV translation has chosen irony to characterize the
‘‘wise’’ men, as if they were self-professed wise men. We prefer to
assume they were more like the Chaldeans of the book of Daniel
— official advisors to kings and noblemen.

Why would these Persians conclude that Mordeca1 s bemg a
Jew would make it impossible for Haman to prevail in his struggle
against him? As a matter of fact, Haman had already secured an
" edict from the emperor that all Jews are to be massacred (cf.
3:10ff). Perhaps these advisors and Haman’s wife were wise
enough to see that since Mordecai had been singularly honored
(given the highest honors) by Xerxes himself, it would be unreason-
able to allow the man so gloriously honored to be massacred. The
LXX translated the last phrase of verse 13, ‘. . . and thou wilt not
be able to withstand him, for the living God is with him.>” Some
commentators think the miraculous nature of Mordecai’s victori-
ous exaltation over Haman impressed the truth upon Haman’s
advisors and wife that the Jews must be under special divine
protection. Such an impression is not altogether improbable.
Pharaoh’s magicians were compelled to explain: “This is the
finger of God . . .”’ and the Egyptians cried: “‘Let us flee before
Israel, for the Lord fighteth for them’’ (Ex. 8:19; 19:25). Jewish
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history and scriptures were well known by the ‘‘wise men’’ of
the cultures of Mesopotamia and Persia. So the warnings of
Haman’s wise men and his wife are based on more than a fear of
the shrewdness and expertise of the Jews. The very fact that the
Jewish people still existed in spite of all the captivities and
persecutions which they had endured must have impressed many
thinking people with the conviction that there was some higher
power providentially caring for them.,

These predictions of Haman’s ‘‘fall’’ before Mordecai must
have pierced Haman’s heart with great trepidation. Insecurity
breeds paranoia. Insecure people persistently fantasize that
others are determinedly ‘‘out to get them.”” Haman was probably
near hystetia from his paranoia. His ‘‘friends’’ certainly did not
give him any relief,

We may learn the following lessons from this chapter:

1. The good that we do, though unrewarded at first, will always
have its rewards.

2. Evil has a way of obsessing the whole man.

3. Flattery is dangerous; it usually blinds the one being flattered.

4. Inordinate pride is self-destroying.

CHAPTER SIX
REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Why did the king ask about the honor done for Mordecai?

2. Why was Haman standing in the court of the palace at such
an unusual time?

3. Why did the king ask Haman’s advise on how to honor the one
who saved the king’s life?

4, Why did Haman suggest such great honors? How great were
the honors he suggested?

5. Why didn’t Haman refuse to carry out the order to do these
‘honors for Mordecai?

6. Why did Haman’s counselors and wife say he would fall before
Mordecai?
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VIIL Plea of Esther, 7:1-10
A. M‘assacre Disclosed
- Text: 7:1-6

So the king and Haman came to banquet with Esther the queen.

2 And the king said again unto Esther on the second day at the
banquet of wine, What is'thy petltxon, queen Esther? and it
shall be granted thee: and what is thy request? even to the
half of the kingdom it shall be performed. :

3 Then Esther the queen answered'and said, If I have found favor
in thy sight, O king, and if it please the king, let my life be
given me at my petition, and my people at my request:

4 for we are sold, I and my people, to be destroyed, to be slain;
and to perish. But if we had been sold for bondmen and bond-
women, I had held my peace, although the adversary could not
have compensated for the king’s damage.

5 Then spake the king Ahasuerus and said unto Esther the queen,
Who is he, and where is he, that durst presume in his heart to
do so?

6 And Esther said, An adversary and an enemy, even this wicked

Haman. Then Haman was afraid before the king and queen,

. Ll

Today’s English Version, 7:1-6

And so the king and Haman went to eat with Esther for a second
time. Over the wine the king asked her-again, ‘“Now, Queen
Esther, what do you want" Tell me and you shall have it. I’ll even
give you half the empire.’

Queen Esther answered, ‘‘Ifit please Your Majesty to grant my

. humble request, my wish is that I may live and that my people may
live. My people and I have been-sold for slaughter. If it were
nothing more serious than being sold into slavery, I would have
kept quiet and not bothered you about it; but we are about to be
destroyed —exterminated!”’ »

Then King Xerxes asked Queen Esther, ‘“Who dares to do such
a thing? Where is this man?”’

Esther answered, ‘‘Our enemy, our persecutor, is this ev11 man
Haman!”’
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MASSACRE DISCLOSED . 7:1-6
COMMENTS

v. 1-2 Promise: The king was anxious to hear Esther’s request.
She had piqued his curiosity by postponing what was her heart’s
desire. Now the king repeats his magnanimous promise, ‘‘. . .
even to the half of my kingdom it shall be performed . . .”’ for the
third time (cf. 5:3; 5:8). Note that the king addressed her as
“‘queen’’ probably tacitly inviting her to make her request great
and promising the certain granting of the request.

v. 3-4 Petition: In spite of the urgency of the crisis and in spite
of every good reason for Esther to be livid with anger at Haman,
she controls her emotions and produces the proper protocol in
addressing the king. Esther’s petition is verbalized in only four
Hebrew words, napheshi bishe’elathi, ve‘ammi bebaqqashathi;
translated into English, ‘‘my life at my petition, and my people at
my request.”’ These are poignant to modern Jews. They have
been preserved in Jewish traditional liturgy called the Selichoth.
The Selichoth are penitential prayers in the form of liturgical
poems recited on all fast days and days of special intercessions
and during the ‘‘penitential season’’ which begins before Rosh
Ha-Shanah (Jewish New Year) and concludes with the Day of
Atonement (Yom Kippur). Esther showed great diplomatic skill
in pleading for her own life first. The revelation that the life of his
“favorite’’ was in danger would rouse any protective instinct the
king might possess. Who would dare threaten the life of his
queen? Then, perhaps for the first time, the king learned that
Esther was a Jewess. She must now acknowledge her genetic
origin if she is to secure the salvation of her kinsmen.

She does not hesitate; she does not mince words. She tells the
king plainly that she and her people have been ‘‘sold’’ to be
slaughtered. Is there an inference in her use of the word ‘‘sold”’
that the king himself is implicated in the massacre about to be
executed? —perhaps! What she most certainly does is tabulate
the great loss in human resources to the king should this genocide
be carried out. Apparently the Jews, even though a people in
exile, and technically ‘‘prisoners of war,”’ were not looked upon
as prisoners but were given privileges of freedom practically equal
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to Persian citizenship so long as they did not seek to disobey the
laws of Persia. Esther indicates that she, at least, might have
accepted a change of social status to that of bondage or slavery
for her people. However, she is quick to point out, Haman’s ten
thousand talents of silver (3:9) would not be able to pay for the
economic, intellectual, political, ethical loss to the Persian empire
- should the status of the Jews be changed to slave. The Jews
. evidently were making great contributions to the Persian society
in all the areas mentioned above so long as they were given rights
nearly equal to those of native Persians.

The plight of the Jews is not slavery, but imminent annihi-
lation. Now the king realizes he is not only about to lose his
queen, his favorite wife, he is also about to suffer irreparable loss
of human resources to his empire if he allows this slaughter to
take place.

v. 5-6 Perpetrator: Xerxes immediately asks, “Whois he. ..”’
The Hebrew-phraseis literally, “. . . who s filled in his heart to do
so?’’ He knows very well that Haman secured the imperial decree
to exterminate the Jews. There may have been a subtle attempt to
make himself appear free of any 1nvolvement in the matter.
Esther could have justifiably said, ‘*“Thou art the man!’’ He was
involved. He accepted the money from Haman and put his royal
seal to the decree. But Esther was interested more in saving her
people than placing blame. Besides, the king had beentolda false
story by Haman alleging Jewish insurrection.

Esther put the blame where it really should be——Haman Her
accusation was that Haman was a fzar (Hebrew for adversary,
persecutor,-vexer) and an “ayav (Hebrew for enemy) and a ra‘a*
(Hebrew for evil-doer, wicked-one). Esther does not have one
stances to soften the enormlty of his evil mtentlo'n His motives
were completely wicked.

Haman was afraid. Well he might be. Now he was the con-
demned, and the Jews his condemners. Now it was his life in the
balance. Now he knows how the Jews felt when they heard the -
royal edict for their massacre — terrified! The justice of the One
whose very Nature is Absolute Justice is about to be manifested.
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Someday, just as surely as that day of Haman, all the injustices
and persecutions and slayings of all the faithful believers of God
and His Son, Jesus Christ, will be corrected and vindicated. Final,
complete eternal, absolute justice will be executed by the Judge of
all the earth. The enemies of God and His people will receive what

- they have imposed upon God’s precious saints. The destruction of
Haman and the salvation of the Jewish people is simply another
historical demonstration of how the Creator intends to consum-
mate all of history — with justice!

B. Minister Doomed
Text: 7.7-10-

7 And the king arose in his wrath from the banquet of wine and
went into the palace garden: and Haman stood up to make
request for his life to Esther the queen; for he saw that there

“was evil determined against him by the king.

8- Then the king returned out of the palace garden into the place
of the banquet of winé; and Haman was fallen upon the couch

" whereon Esther was. Then said the king, Will he even force
the queen before'me in the house? As the word went out of the

- king’s mouth, they covered Haman’s face.

9 Then said Harbonah, one of the chamberlains that were be-

- fore the king, Behold also, the gallows fifty cubits high,
which Haman hath made for Mordecai, who spake good for
the king, standeth in'the house of Haman. And the king said,

" Hang him thereon.’

10° So they hanged Haman on the gallows that he had prepared
for Mordecai. Then was the king’s wrath pacified.

‘Today’s English Version, 7:7-10

The king got up in a fury, left the room, and went outside to the
palace gardens, Haman could see that the king was determined to
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punish him for this, so he stayed behind to beg Queen Esther for
his life. He had just thrown himself down on Esther’s couch to
beg for mercy, when the king came back into the room from the
gardens. Seeing this, the king cried out, ‘‘Is this man going to rape
the queen right here in front of me, in my own palace?”’

The king had no sooner said this than the eunuchs covered
Haman’s head. Then one of them, who was named Harbonah,
said, ‘‘Haman even went so far as to build a gallows at his house
so that he could hang Mordecai, who saved Your Majesty’s life.
And it’s seventy-five feet tall!”’

‘“‘Hang Haman on it!’’ the king commanded.

So Haman was hanged on the gallows that he had built for
Mordecai. Then the king’s anger cooled down.

COMMENTS

v. 7-8 Faux Pas: The text pictures the king rising with sudden-
ness and anger from the banquet. The banquet is called mishetteh
of yayin or *‘drinking bout.of wine.”” In the feasts of Mesopotamian
aristocracy food was not the main course; the time was mainly spent
in drinking and eating desserts (cf. Herodotus 1:133; and Daniel
1:5—“rich food’’ RSV; Dan. 5:1-4). The king strode angrily into
the palace garden. He had been duped by this Haman who lied to
him about the Jews being disobedient to Persian laws (cf. 3:8). He
knew his queen was aware he had been duped. Notonly so, but he
had been tricked intoissuing an order to kill his beloved Esther!
The king probably felt like killing Haman himself, but he bolted
out into the palace garden to cool his anger and consider what he
would do about his dilemma. He has issued a Persian law; the law
of the Persians cannot be revoked; Haman has tricked him to
order the death of his queen along with all the Jews; but Haman
is second in the kingdom — his ‘‘chief of staff’’ as it were. What
to do? o C ' -

Meanwhile Haman began discretely at first to request that the
queen spare his life. The Hebrew word is bagesh and is not quite
as intense as the TEV ‘‘beg.’’ Since, however, discrete requesting
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did not move Esther, Haman proceeds to ‘‘fall’’ upon Esther’s
couch andimplore her to spare hislife. Haman knew the king well
enough to interpret his actions. When the king rose angrily and
strode into the palace garden, Haman knew he was in trouble.

Haman committed a serious faux pas (error, blunder, mistake)
when he fell upon Esther’s feasting couch. Apparently his only
intention was to beg Esther to spare his life. He had no sogner
fallen down beside her than the king entered the room having re-
turned from the garden. The king’s evaluation of what he saw is
described by the Hebrew word /ikebosh which means to ‘‘subdue
by conquest.”’ Actually there is another Hebrew word, shagal (cf.
Isa. 13:16), which is nearer the English word rape. Did the king
think Haman was trying to rape her as the TEV translates, or did
he think Haman was trying to assault her as if to kill her and thus
force her to grant him his life? We think the latter more likely
describes Haman’s action, Whether the king innocently or de-
liberately misinterpreted Haman’s posture on Esther’s couch we
may only conjecture. Some think he could plainly see that Haman
was not beating or choking the queen and therefore the king de-
liberately misinterpreted Haman’s posture to justify his decision
to kill Haman. Whatever the case, the king’s mighty eunuchs
took it as a signal that Haman was a doomed man and that he
should be taken into custody to await execution. According to
Roman historians Livy (1:26) and Cicero (4:13) and some of the
Greek historians, it was customary to place a hood or covering
over the face of a condemned man who was no longer worthy to
see the light. The Greeks and Romans must have copied the prac-
tice from the Persians.

v. 9-10 Finished: Harbonah was one of the seven chamberlains
that served in the presence of the king (1:10) and was one of those
sent to bring in Vashti, He apparently was well informed of
Haman’s plot o have Mordecai executed because he knew all
about the ‘“tree’’ 50 cubits high upon which Mordecai was to be
impaled. This is the first time we are told that Haman had put the
““tree’’ in the courtyard of his own house. This information adds
a touch of sadistic barbarity to the characterization of Haman,
He wanted to personally witness the gruesome death of his enemy
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Mordecai. Harbonah also knew that Morcdecai had ‘‘spoken
good”’ toward the king in the past. He knew Mordecal S persecu-
tion by Haman was not justified.

‘The king cried out immediately, ‘‘Hang him thereon!’’ Haman
did not get a trial by a jury of his peers. There were no other
witnesses called to confirm his guilt —none were needed. Esther
had described him for what he was and the king knew it was true for
the king himself had been deceived by the wicked man. Harbonah’s
information indicated Haman had a special grudge against Morde-
cai and had intended to ‘‘enjoy’’ executing Mordecal before ‘the
date set by the decree to exterminate the Jews., '

' But what Haman had planned for an innocent man, turned out
to be his own fate—and that justifiably. The writer of Proverbs
said, ‘““Whoso diggeth a pit shall fall therein: and he that rolleth a
stone, it will return upon him (Prov. 26:27).”” How true! Listen
also to the words of the Psalmist, ‘I have seen the wicked in great
power, and spreading himself likea green bay trée. Yet he passed-
away, and, lo, he was not: yea, I sought him, but he could not be
found. Mark the perfect man, and behold the upright: for the end
of that man is peace.”” (Psa. 37:35-37),

We may learn the following lessons from this chaptér:

. A nation’s best resources are industrious, obedient citizens.

. Money cannot replace people.

3. Evil and wicked people who would unjustly harm others must
be identified.

4. Our actions are not always what they appear to be to those who
see them through eyes of anger.

5. The wickedness that men do and the good that men do is often
observed by those least expected to have observed it. (e g.

. Harbonah)

6. ‘““Whoso dlggeth a pit shall fall therein .

[\ I
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REVIEW 7:1-10

CHAPTER SEVEN
REVIEW QUESTIONS

. How many times did the king promise Esther ‘half the king-

dom’’?

. Where, in Jewish traditional literature, is the request of Esther

used today?

. What is Esther admitting when she asks for the lives of ‘‘her”’

people?

. Why wouldn’t Haman’s ten thousand talents compensate for

the king’s damage?

. If the king knew already who had asked to slaughter the Jews,

why did he ask Esther who the culprit was?

. Why did the king leave the. -banquet when Esther named

Haman?

. How did the king 1nterpret Haman s being on Esther’s couch?
. Why did Haman have the ““gallows’’ erected in his own house?
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IX. Proclamation of Xerxes, 8:1-17
A. Mordecai’s Reward
TexT: 8:1-2

1 On that day did the king Ahasuerus give the house of Haman
the Jews’ enemy unto Esther the queen. And Mordecai came
before the king; for Esther had told what he was unto her.

2 And the king fook off his ring, which he had taken from
Haman, and gave it unto Mordecai. And Esther set Mordecai
over the house of Haman.

Today’s English Version, 8:1-2

That same day King Xerxes gave Queen Esther all the property
of Haman, the enemy of the Jews. Esther told the king that
Mordecai was related to her, and from then on Mordecai was
allowed to enter the king’s presence. The king took off his ring
with his seal on it (which he had taken back from Haman) and
gave it to Mordecai. Esther put Mordecai in charge of Haman’s

property.

COMMENTS

v. 1 Endowed: When a criminal was executed, everything that
belonged to him became the property of the royal treasury. His
estate was either used by the king for his own personal pleasure or
for the programs of his government. Sometimes the king would
make such an estate a gift to those who had been.wronged by the
criminal. In this case the king gave Haman’s fortune to Esther. As
pointed out in 3:9-11 Haman’s fortune probably exceeded ten
million dollars. This was an extraordinary thing to happen to a
Jewish woman of the exiles. Some of the male exiles among the
Jews became rich (e.g. Daniel), but for a woman to reach such
heights of power and property was unheard of.

Haman is called ‘“the Jew’s enemy.’’ Haman continued to be
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regarded as the prototype of the enemy of the Jews throughout
the ages, It became customary to make loud noise in the syna-
“gogues to drown out his name whenever mentioned in the Purim
reading of the book of Esther, A late 19th century Jewish work of
art from Poland pictures Haman leading Mordecai through the
streets of Susa. Haman’s wife Zeresh, mistaking him for Morde-
cai, dumps slop on her husband from the window of her house.
From this day forward Mordecai became a high official (‘‘came
before the king’’) and attended the king’s court. . » o
v. 2 Empowered: The king had retrieved the very important
signet ririg which he had given to Haman (3:10). He took it off his
own finger and gave it to Mordecai. Thus the power so greedily
coveted and wickedly used by Haman was transferred to the man
he had hated so vehemently. Mordecai could act in the king’s
name with the same power Haman formerly possessed. And
Esther, although she would not want to insult the king by giving to
Mordecai what had been given to her, did the next best thing and
appointed him administrator of Haman’s estate. Mordecai moved
into the palatial dwellings formerly occupied by Haman and was
thus provided a residence befitting his new position. No doubt,
Mordecai ordered the removal of that gruesome ‘‘gallows’’ and the
body of Haman before he moved in.

B. Monarch’s Reparation
TexT: 8:3-8

3 And Esther spake yet again before the king, and fell down at
his feet, and besought him with tears to put away the mischief
of Haman the Agagite, and his device that he had devised
against the Jews.

4 Then the king held out to Esther the golden sceptre. So Esther
arose, and stood before the king. ,

5 And she said, If it please the king, and if I have found favor
in his sight, and the thing seem right before the king, and I be
pleasing in his eyes, let it be written to reverse the letters devised
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by Haman, the son of Hammedatha the Agagite, which he wrote
- to destroy the Jews that are in all the king’s provinces:
6 for how can I endure to see the evil that shall come unto my
- people? or how can I endure to see the. destructlon of my
kindred? .
7 Then the kmg Ahasuerus sa1d unto Esther the queen and to
. Mordecai the Jew, Behold, I have given Esther the house of
Haman, and him they have hanged upon the gallows because
he laid his-hand upon the Jews.
-8 Write ye also tothe Jews, as it pleaseth you, in the k1ng sname,
- -and seal it with the king’s ring; for the wrltmg which is written
inthe kmg sname, and sealed with the king’s rmg, may no man
reverse. :

Today s Enghsh Versmn 8:3- 8

Then Esther spoketo the king again, throwing herself at his feet
- and crying. She begged him to do something to stop the evil plot
that Haman, the descendant of Agag, had made against the.Jews.
The king held out the gold scepter to her, so she stood up and said,
“If it please Your Majesty, and if you care about me and if it
seems right to you, please issue a proclamation to keep: Haman’s
orders from being carried out — those orders that the son of Ham-
medatha the descendant of Agag gave for the destruction of all
the Jews in the empire. How can I endure it if this disaster comes
on my people, and my own relatives are killed?”’ .

King Xerxes then said to Queen Esther and Mordeca1 theJ ew,
““Look, I have hanged Haman for his plot against the Jews, and
have given Esther his property. But a proclamation issued in the
king’s name and stamped with the royal seal cannot be revoked.
You may, however, write to the Jews whatever you like; and you
may write it in my name and stamp it with the royal seal.”

COMMENTS

v. 3-6 Dilemma.: Haman has been properly d1spatched He is
no longer a problem to the Jewish people. However, his wicked
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machinations still exist in the form of a Persian decree. Persian
laws cannot be changed. So Esther falls at the feet of the king
begging him with tears to take royal action and reverse the decree
Haman tricked the king into publishing throughout the empire.
The king indicated his readiness to do what he could to fulfill
Esther’s plea by holding out to her the royal scepter. He signaled
that he would give her the full force of the throne to help her.

Esther may have had some doubts, now that the king knew she
was a Jewess that she would be ‘“pleasing’’ to the king for she
said, “If I have found favor . . .’’ She also appealed to the king’s
pragmatic instincts when she said, ‘. . . and the thing seem right
before the king . . .”” The Hebrew word kasher does not mean
right in the sense of ethical right, but in the sense of advan-
tageousness, successfulness, propriety. It is the word used by
modern Hebrews to designate kosher food, etc., meaning ritually
clean, legitimate, or that which is sanctioned. She had earlier
cautioned the king that Haman’s genocide of the Jews would be
economic disaster to the Persians.

But she and her people are on the horns of a dilemma. The law
of the Medes and Persians cannot be changed. Not even the king
can change what has been decreed and sealed with the royal signet
ring (cf. Esther 3:7-15 and Daniel 6:14-15).

v. 7-8 Deliverance: The king points out to Esther that he has
done what he could without violating a fundamental policy neces-
sary to sustaining the very structure of Persian government. The
king has executed Haman, the arch enemy of the Jews, and given
Haman’s position and power over to Esther and Mordecai to wield.
The king cannot, without destroying the very fibre of Persian
government, rescind his former edict for the massacre of the
Jews. But the king has a suggestion that will not only make
possible'the saving of the Jewish people but will also keep the
most fundamental law of all Persia intact. He suggests, or infers:
‘It isimpossible to grant your request to rescind my former edict,
because any edict sealed with the signet ring of the king is irrev-
ocable, and the edict Haman made against the Jews was sealed
with my signet ring. However, I have given you the power of my
" signet ring now. Surely you can, with all the royal power at your
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disposal, devise some way to save your people.”” The king is ap-
parently hinting that Esther and Mordecai compose another
decree that will provide some way for the Jews to counteract the
decree authorizing the Persians to attack them. The Hebrew word
tov is translated pleaseth in the ASV, but more correctly means,
good. In other words, the king said, ‘“You write to the Jews what
you think would be good for them in these circumstances, and
seal it with the king’sring . ..”’ So the king repaired, in a sense, the
disastrous decree made previously by giving both the power and
the suggestion as to what to do. This was all Esther and Mordecai
needed.

C. Massacre Resisted
TexTt: 8:9-14

9 Then were the king’s scribes called at that time, in the third
month, which is the month Sivan, on the three and twentieth
day thereof; and it was written according to all that Mordecai
commanded unto the Jews, and to the satraps, and the gover-
nors and princes of the provinces which are froin India unto
Ethiopia, a hundred twenty and seven provinces, unto every
people after their language, and to'the Jews according to their
writing, and according to their language.

10 And he wrote in the name of king Ahasuerus, and sealed it
with the king’s ring, and sent letters by posts on horseback,

. riding on swift steeds that were used in the kmg $ service,
bred of the stud:

11 wherein the king granted the Jews that were in every city to
gather themselves together, and to stand. for their life, to
destroy, to slay, and to cause to perish, all the power of the
people and province that would assault them, their little ones
and women, and to take the spoil of them for a prey,

12 upon one day in all the provinces of king Ahasuerus, namely,
upon the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, which is the
month Adar.. , ,
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13 A copy of the writing, that the decree should be given out in
every province, was published unto all the peoples, and that
the Jews should be ready against that day to avenge them-
selves on their enemies.

14 Sothe posts that rode upon swift steeds that were used in the

king’s service went out, being hastened and pressed on by the
king’s commandment; and the decree was given out in Shushan
the palace.

Today’s English Version, 8:9-14

This happened on the twenty-third day of the third month, the
month of Sivan. Mordecai called the king’s secretaries and dictated
letters to the Jews and to the governors, administrators, and
officials of all the 127 provinces from India to Sudan. The letters
were written to each province in its own language and system of
writing and to the Jews in their language and system of writing.
Mordecai had the letters written in the name of King Xerxes, and
he stamped them with the royal seal. They were delivered by riders
mounted on fast horses from the royal stables.

These letters explained that the king would allow the Jews in
every city to organize for self-defense. If they were attacked by
armed men of any nationality in any province, they could fight
back and destroy them along with their wives and children; they
could slaughter them to the last man and take their possessions.
This decree was to take effect throughout the Persian Empire on
the day set for the slaughter of the Jews, the thirteenth of Adar,
the twelfth month. It was to be proclaimed as law and made
known to everyone in every province, so that the Jews would be
ready to take revenge on their enemies when that day came. At the
king’s command the riders mounted royal horses and rode off at
top speed. The decree was also made public in Susa, the capital city.

COMMENTS

“v. 9-10 Letters and Languages: Verse 9 is one of the longest
sentences in the Hebrew Old Testament and is, in fact, thelongest
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sentence in the Hebrew Hagiographa (O.T. books of poetry and
wisdom). Haman’s decree had gone out on the 13th. of Nisan
(Jewish first month corresponding to our March-April). Two
months later, on the 23rd of Sivan (Jewish third month,corre-
sponding to our May-June), Mordecai issues his decree in the
name of the king. The revelation of Haman’s plot and his exe-
cution would surely have occurred shortly after his decree to
massacre the Jews had been published. Why then did Mordecai
wait two months to issue his decree for the Jews to defend
themselves? Probably for reasons of political protocol and
subtlety. It would also allow time for better preparations and
decrease the margin for political errors to be made.

Haman’s edict was not to go into effect until the 13th of Adar
(Jewish twelfth month corresponding to our February-March).
Mordecai’s edict was issued in the third month. There would
be ample time for the Jews (as much as eight months or more)
to organize themselves, to collect arms and make all necessary
preparations to resist the decreed massacre. For the division of
the Persian empire see commients ori-1:1-2. The empire was com-
posed of about 60 nations. The Persian rulers probably divided
these 60 nations into 127 Persian provinces. The edict of Morde-
cai was sent throughout the whole Persian empire, from Asia
Minor on the west to India on the east and from southern Russia
on the north to Ethiopia on the south. There were many lan-
guages and dialects into which this edict had to be translated.
Persian scribes had to be multi-lingual experts. The Jews had not
received copies of the edict of Haman ordering their slaughter
and were left to learn their danger indirectly from the people
among whom they lived. Mordecai took care that the Jews would
not have to learn of their right to fight against their enemies
second-handedly from their neighbors. He sent copies of the edict
to the Jews in their own language.

The Hebrew phrase describing the way in which these letters
were carried throughout the empire is: ‘bassusim rokevey harekesh
ha’achasheteranim beney harammakim’’ and literally translated
would be, ‘‘on horses, riders on swift steeds, male offspring of
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royal mares.”’ In other words, the Persian postal system and the
royal palace spared nothing to get the message out with speed and
official sanction. The Persian postal system was unique for that
era. The Persian emperor could expect to receive mail through it
from the fartherest reaches of his empire within one week after its
posting.

v, 11-14 Legislation: Mordecai’s message to the whole empire
was that, in the name of the king, the Jews were permitted to
organize, unite and prepare to ‘‘stand’’ for their life. They were
given permission to resist any aggression by any people. Their
resistance could go so far asto ‘‘destroy, slay, and cause to perish,”’
all the power of any people or province that would assault them.
The Hebrew word hatzarim is translated assqult and is from a root
word meaning, besiege, show hostility, treat as a foe. The edict of
Mordecai specifically allows only defensive action. The Jews
were not permitted to attack unless attacked. Of course, once
the Jews were attacked they would do their best to survive, They
were granted the liberty to slay even women and children just as
Haman’s edict permitted their women and children to be slain
(3:13). The Jews were also granted permission to seize the prop-
erty of any people who should assault them. Some writers of the
past have accused the Jews of aggressive assault upon the Persians
on the 13th of Adar but there is no historical evidence to support
such accusations.

So, since the edict they carried was a very unusual command-
ment of the king of Persia, the government’s ‘‘pony express’’
riders made a point to be swifter than they had ever been to deliver
the copies of it to every province in the empire. The reason for
more haste than usual may have been to provide an opportunity
for further communications between the provinces and the royal
court in case there might be questions about the authenticity of
the edict. It was an unusual edict! Few kings would ever issue
conflicting edicts such as these which would allow actual civil war
to take place within his kingdom!
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D. Multitudes Rejoice.
Texr: 8:15-17

15 And Mordecai went forth from the presence of the king in
royal apparel of blue and white, and with a great crown of
gold, and with a robe of fine linen and purple: and the city
of Shushan shouted and was glad. ,

16 The Jews had light and gladness, and joy and honor.

17 And in every province, and in every city, withersoever the
king’s commandment and his decree came, the Jews had glad-
ness and joy, a feast and a good day. And many from among
the peoples of the land became Jews; for the fear of the Jews
was fallen upon them. :

Today’s English Version, 8:15-17

Mordecai left the palace, wearing royal robes of blue and white,
a cloak of fine purple linen, and a magnificent gold crown. Then
the streets of Susa rang with cheers and joyful shouts. For the
Jews there was joy and relief,-happiness and a sense of victory. In
every city and province, wherever the king’s proclamation was
read, the Jews held a joyful holiday with feasting and happiness.
In fact, many other people became Jews, because they were afraid
of them now. ‘

COMMENTS

v. 15-16 Passions: Mordecai was apparently given royal robes
to wear signifying his appointment by the king to the position
once held by Haman — prime minister. The king probably gave
him robes from his own palace wardrobes. A ‘‘great’” crown of
gold was given Mordecai. The Hebréew word for crown here is
‘atereth and not the word kether whichis used in 2:17 to designate
Esther’s royal crown of office. Mordecai’s crown was one which
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would be plainly inferior to the king’s crown, but great enough to
symbolize his high office. Whereas the city of Susa had formerly
been upset and perplexed at the edict of Haman (3:15) to slaughter
the Jews, now the city shouts its gladness that the Jews will be able
to defend themselves. The Hebrew word fzahalah is translated
shout and is often translated 7o neigh like a horse. The majority of
. men are possessed of a fundamental sense of justice and right. Only
a very few (like Haman) take pleasure in the sufferings of others
and are so perverted they have no sense of justice. Most of the
people of Susa, even though Persian, would be glad that the Jews
would have, at least, the liberty of self-defense.

' As for the Jews, there was great rejoicing. The word orah means
light in the literal sense but can also mean happiness, prosperity,
truth or passion in the figurative sense. It probably means happi-
ness in this context (cf. also Isa. 58:8).

v. 17 Proselytes: The Hebrew text uses the word rabbim (from
the root ravav) and is translated many from among the peoples . .
became Jews. . . . One commentator says, ‘‘It can only have been a
small minority of the population in each city that took this view
(becoming Jewish proselytes).”” However, the word rabbim means
myriads, much, abundance, great, vast, so many of the peoples
did become Jewish proselytes. Jewish commentators are reluctant
to admlt that many uncircumcised Persian subjects from all over
the emplre actually became Jewish proselytes One Jewish com-
mentator writes, ‘““The Hebrew verb is a denominative from
Yehudi, ‘Jew.’ Since nowhere else, either in the Bible or in
Rabbinic Hebrew, is this verb used to denote proselytization, it
may be argued with some reason that a better translation is ‘took
" the part of the Jews.” *’ However, the Hebrew word mitheyehedim
is a participle; a participle is a verbal adjective. That is, a parti-
ciple actively modifies the noun of the sentence. This participle
indicates that the ‘‘many’’ were becoming Jewish. This being the
case, many who were proselyted to Judaism in Esther’s day may
have been the ancestors of many who today call themselves Jews,
Ezra (2:59-63) found of the approximately 50,000 Jews who re-
turned to Palestine after the exile at least 652 who could not prove
they were Jews. According to the book, The Thirteenth Tribe, by
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* Arthur Koestler, pub. Random House, (the author himself a
Jew), most East-European ‘‘ Jews’’ today are descended from the
Khazars. The Khazars were Caucasians of southern Russia who
were proselyted to Judaism about 900 A.D. According to Jacob
Gertenhaus (in Christianity Today, 3-13-70), no Jew today can
trace his ancestry beyond 200-300 years backward. Exclusive
genetic purity of the Jewish race began to-disappear as a result of
the Assyrian and Babylonian exile. The many Gentiles who be-
came Jewish proselytes here in the days of Esther is a case in
point! Most Jews today are no more genetically pure Israelite
than Americans are genetically pure Englishmen!

To be sure, the motive for these myriads of people who became
Jewish was not the best. The two edicts from the royal throne
made it very apparent that there was about to be a time of struggle
and bloodshed. The Jews would have the government’s authority
on their side (cf. 9:3). Most people would reason that the Jews
would probably be victorious and they could be expected to take
revenge upon all who had not been sympathetic to them. So many
thought the most practical thing to do was to become Jewish.,

We may learn the following lessons from this chapter:

1. Civil power may be used for good.

2. The Jews would not have been delivered if Esther and Mordecai
had not used some ingenuity of their own in composing a
counteracting edict.

3. Sometimes those expensive (royal stables) trappings of govern-
ment, which seem so impractical, may be of very crucial use-
fulness.

4. The Lord does not always work miracles to protect the oppres-
sed, sometimes he uses letters, languages, couriers, kings and
queens and commoners.

5. Even pagan emperors and peoples recognize the need for the
sanctity of human life agalnst unwarranted and unjustified
homicide. :

6. Not all Jews today were born Jews — many may be descendants
of proselytes.
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REVIEW 8:1-17 -

‘CHAPTER EIGHT -
REVIEW QUESTIONS

. What did Esther receive when the king gave her “the house of

Haman?”’

. Why did she give it to Mordecai?
. What was the significance of the king giving the ring formerly

belonging to Haman to Mordecai?

. Why couldn’t the king revoke the edict of Haman to kill the

Jews?

. What did the king suggest Esther and Mordecai do for the

Jews?

. What did Mordecai’s proclamation allow the Jews to do?
. When the Jews read Mordecai’s proclamation whatdid they do?
. What did many of the Gentiles in the Persian emplre do when

they learned of Mordecai’s proclamatlon‘?
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X. Preservation of the Jews, 9:1-19
~A. Power
‘Text: 9:1-5

1 Now in the twelfth month, which is the month' Adar, on the
thirteenth day of the same, when the king’s commandment
and his decree drew near to be put in execution, on'the day
that the enemies of the Jews hoped to have rule over them,
(whereas it was turned to the contrary, that the Jews had rule
over them that hated them,)

2 the Jews gathered themselves together in their cities through-
out all the provinces of the king Ahasuerus, to lay hand on
such as sought their hurt: and no man could withstand them;
for the fear of them was fallen upon all the peoples.

3 And all the princes of the provinces, and the satraps, and the
governors, and they that did the king’s business, helped the
Jews;. because the fear or Mordecai was fallen upon them.

4 For Mordecai was great in the klng s house, and his fame went
forth throughout all the provinces; for the man Mordecai
waxed greater and greater.

5 And the Jews smote all their enemies with the stroke of the
sword, and with slaughter and destruction, and did what they
would unto them that hated them.

Today’s English Version, 9:1-5

The thirteenth day of Adar came, the day on which the royal
proclamation was to take effect, the day when the enemies of the
Jews were hoping to get them in their power. But instead, the Jews
tnumphed over them. In the Jewish quarter of every city in the
empire the Jews organized to attack anyone who tried to harm
them. People everywhere were afraid of them, and no one could
stand against them. In fact, all the provincial officials—gover-
nors, administrators, and royal representatives—helped the Jews
because they were all afraid of Mordecai. It was well known
throughout the empire that Mordecai was now a powerful man in
the palace and was growing more powerful So the Jews could do
what they wanted with their enemies. They attacked them w1th
swords and slaughtered them.
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COMMENTS

v, 1-2 Reversal of Massacre: For comments on the date for
assault upon the Jews see our comments on 8:9-14. The Jews pre-
pared as their enemies prepared and they were surely aware of one
another’s preparations for they both had nearly nine months to
make preparations for the great struggle. Those who hated the
Jews and anticipated slaughtering and plundering their families
and goods suffered a calamitousreversal. The Hebrew word shelot
translated rule in verses one and two means more precisely,
prevail over.

The Jews gathered in “thelr” cities through all the provinces.
This does not mean there were cities set aside for exclusive habita-
tion by the Jews, but cities where Jews had formed an element in
the population. It was not the intention of the Jews to provoke
hostility by going where they did not belong. They were not the
aggressors. They simply knew that for purposes of defense, there
would be strength in numbers, so they grouped together in any
city or town where enough Jews lived to organize their resistance.
They were so well organized and highly motivated ‘‘no man could
withstand them.”’ They fought with such ferocity, all the people
of the Persian empire stood in awe and fear of them. The Jews
were faced with the possibility of total extinction. It was all pre-
cipitated by personal prejudice and a personal vendetta. There
were no great issues of territorial infringements, rebellions, or
national sovereignty involved. The war against them was irra-
tional, unjust and genocidal. They had done nothing whatsoever
to deserve such murder. Right was on their side. They fought with
abandon to preserve their race and to uphold the justness of
the cause.

v. 3-5 Regency of Mordecai: In addition to the fervor with
which the Jews fought against those who attacked them, they had
on their side the Queen (Esther) of the empire and Mordecai,
prime-minister to the king. Many ruling and administrative
officials of the Persian empire helped the Jews, One of the
reasons behind the aid of the officials of the provinces is their fear
or respect for the position of Mordecai, the Jew. Mordecai’s
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authorlty was, of course, equal to that which Haman had posses-
sed — second to the emperor. In‘addition, Mordecai’s greatness
was much more enhanced and respected because he.cared for
others and used his office for their sake and not his own glory.as
Haman had done (c¢f. 8:2, 15; 10:3). Verse4is somewhat different
in theé Septuagint, reading thusly: ‘‘For the decree¢ of the king was
being enforced that he (Mordecai) should be reputed in all the
kingdom.”” And, strangely enough, verse 5 is entirely omitted
from the Septuagint. The Hébrew word ratzah istranslated what
they would in verse 5, but the Hebrew word has more the conno-
tation, what was good or acceptable, as they saw fit. The Hebrew
resistance was not unbridled w1llfu1ness, but they were able to
defend themselves against their enemies to whatever extent they
deemed necessary. Their enemies were defeated on every hand,
but the Jews did not plunder their enemies property—although
the Jews had official sanction to do so! .

- B. Progress
TEXT- 9:6-15

6 And in Shushan the palace the Jews slew and destroyed flve

hundred men.

And Parshandatha, and Dalphon, and Aspatha, :

and Poratha, and Adalia, and Aridatha, ‘

and Parmashta, and Arisai, and Aridai, and Vaizatha,

the ten sons of Haman the son 0f Hammedatha; the Jews’

enemy, slew they; but on the spoil they laid not their hand.

11 On that day the number of those that were slain in Shushan
the palace was brought before the king.

12 And the king said unto Esther the queen, The Jews have slain
and destroyed five hundred men in Shushan the palace, and
the ten sons of Haman; what then have they done in the rest
of the king’s provinces! Now what is thy petition? and it shall

* be granted thee or what is thy request further? and it shall
be dotie.

oxo'oo\i
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13 Then said Esther, If it please the king, let it be granted to the
Jews that are in Shushan to do to-morrow also according unto
this day’s decree, and let Haman’s ten sons be hanged upon
the gallows.

14 And the king commanded it so to be done: and a decree was
given out in Shushan; and they hanged Haman’s ten sons.

15 And the Jews that were in Shushan gathered themselves to-
gether on the fourteenth day also of the month of Adar, and
slew three hundred men in Shushan; but on the spoil they laid
not their hand.

Today’s English Version, 9:6-15

In Susa, the capital city itself, the Jews killed five hundred
people. Among them were the ten sons of Haman son of
Hammedatha, the enemy of the Jews: Parshandatha, Dalphon,
Aspatha, Poratha, Adalia, Aridatha, Parmashta, Arisai, Aridai,
and Vaizatha. However, there was no looting.

That same day the number of people killed in Susa was reported
to the king. He then said to Queen Esther, ‘‘In Susa alone the
Jews have killed five hundred people, including Haman’s ten
sons. What must they have done out in the provinces! What do
you want now? You shall have it. Tell me what else you want, and
you shall have it.”’

Esther answered, ‘‘If it please Your Majesty, let the Jews in
Susa do again tomorrow what they were allowed to do today. And
have the bodies of Haman’s ten sons hung from the gallows.”
The king ordered this to be done, and the proclamation was issued
in Susa. The bodies of Haman’s ten sons were publicly displayed.
On the fourteenth day of Adar the Jews of Susa got together again
and killed three hundred more people in the city. But again, they
did no looting.

COMMENTS

v. 6-10 Names: The Masoretic text requires that the names of
the ten sons of Haman be written in a perpendicular column on
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the right-hand side of the page, with the vav (“‘and’’), on the left-
hand side. The origin of this may be from the tradition that theten
sons were hanged on a tall stake, one above the other. It is also
traditional that when the book of Esther is read at Purim cele-
bration, the names of the ten sons plus the word ‘‘ten’’ are all to
be read in one breath, because, as the Talmud states, ‘‘they all
died together.”

All the names except Adalia have Persian meanings: Parshan-
datha means “‘given to Persia’’; Dalphon means ‘“‘arrogant’’;
Aspatha means ‘“‘horse’’; Poratha means ‘‘having many chariots’’;
Aridatha means ‘‘liberal’’; Parmashta means ‘‘greatest’’; Arisai
means ‘‘to conquer’’; Aridai means ‘‘to give’’; and Vaizatha means
“‘strong as the wind.”’ Since much of the book of Esther has as its
source the royal chronicles, the author was probably impressed with
the importance of these ten sons of the former prime-minister and
decided such documentation would be beneficial for all subsequent
readers. The listing of the names certainly fits in with the precise and
exact character of the whole book of Esther. .

In verse 10 we are told that the Jews did not lay their hands on the
property of those they killed. The edict given by Haman (3:13) was
that the Jewish victims should have their property plundered When
Xerxes allowed Mordecai to give official permission to the Jews to
resist the massacre, permission was also given (8:11) to plunder the
property of their attackers. The fact that the Jews did not seize the
property of those they killed in their resistance is mentioned a
number of times (9:10, 15, 16) in order to emphasize that they were
concerned only with defending themselves. They were not moti-
vated by greed in the grizzly work of lethally defending their lives.

v. 11-15 Numbers: The king received an official report of the
number slain. It was customary even in ancient days to keep a
“body count.”” In the Babylonian transcript of the Behistun
Inscription the numbers of those slain in battle are given with
precise exactness (546, 2024, 4203, etc.). The king was careful to
keep himself informed on the progress of the resistance. Because
of this, the Jews knew they were not left to kill indiscriminately.

The area of the hill where the palace complex stood was more
than 100 acres. Archaeologists have found the ruins of many
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houses in this area. It was probably densely populated Itis notat
all improbable that 500 men (9:6) would be slain in their attempt
to attack the Jews within the palace complex itself. ,

When the king heard the number slain within the walls of the
acropolis (hill area), he immediately informed Esther (probably
to prove to her that he most certainly had the best interests of his
queen and her people at heart). He also knew this initial success of
the Jewish resistance would not be all that was needed to wipe out
the violence aimed at the Jews. So the king offers further assistance
to whatever extent his queen has determined to be needful.

Perhaps Mordecai had information that a second day of purging
the city of those plotting violence against the Jews would be neces-
sary, Susa was, after all, the chief capital and would naturally be
the center of anti-Jewish violence. Mordecai knew how matters
really stood, and as prime-minister advised the queen of Persia,
that another day would be necessary to rid the capital city of the
avowed murderers. It is really doubtful that Esther would have
made this request for another day without the prompting of
Mordecai. The request for making the dead bodies of Haman’s
sons public spectacles was to provide a strong deterrent to any
non-Jews who had not participated in the violence but might be
contemplating it! Capital punishment of those convicted of
capital crimes is both biblical and practical. Capital punishment
serves not only as a deterrent but also produces a proper exe-
cution of justice (see our Special Study, ‘‘The Christian and
War,” Isaiah, Vol. II, pg. 72, College Press).

Ancient cities usually consisted of a walled portion (sometimes
with an acropolis or hill where the governmental complex stood)
and an unwalled portion. Many people lived in houses outside
the city walls and usually fled inside the walls when sufficiently
warned in advance of an enemy’s approach. The 300 slain (9:14)
on the day following the slaying of the initial 500 were probably
people residing outside the palace complex, perhaps outside the
walls of Susa. The necessity of taking two days in the capital city
of Susa to dlspatch all those who would attack the Jews
apparently resulted in a difference in days of célebrating the
victory (cf. 9:19). The Jews of Susa could not ‘“rést’’ 'on the 14th
of Adar with those in other places of the empire for they had to
continue their struggle against their foes on that day.
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C. Peace
TEXT 9:16- 19

16 And the other Jews that were in the king’s provrnces gathered
-themselves. together, and stood for their.lives,.and had rest.
from their enemies, and slew of them that hated them seventy
-and five thousand; but on the spoil they laid not their hand.

17 This was done on the thirteenth day of the month Adar; and
-on the fourteenth day of the same they rested and made it a
day of feéasting and gladness

18 But the Jews that werein Shushan assembled together on the

" 'thirteenth. day ‘thereof, and on the fourteenth thereof; and
“on the fifteenth day of the same they rested and madeita day
- of feasting'and gladness: - - - . . . ..

19 ‘Therefore do the Jews of the vrllages, ‘that dwell in the un-
walled towns, make the fourteenth day of the- month Adar a
day of gladness and feastmg, and a good day, and of sendlng
portions one to another

Today 5. Enghsh Vers1on, 9 16 19

The J ews in the provmces also. orgamzed and defended themi-
selves They rid themselves of their ¢enemies by k1111ng seventy-five
thousand people who hated them. But they.did no looting. This
was on-the thirteenth day of Adar. On the next.day, the four-
teenth, there was no more killing, and they made it a joyful day of
feastlng The Jews of Susa, however, made the fifteenth a holi-
day, since they had slaughtered their enemies on.the thirteenth and
fourteenth and then stopped on the fifteenth. This is why Jews
wholive in small towns observe the fourteenth day of the month
of Adar asajoyous hohday, a t1me for feastmg and giving gifts.of
food to one another : .
COMMENTS = -~

v. 16-17 Cessation:Out in the ‘*provinces’’ (which included the
entire Persian empire—from Asia Minor.to India) the. Jews
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organized and mobilized themselves. With the help of the Persian
officials who had Persian and provincial troops at their com-
mand, the Jews killed 75,000 people who had attacked them on
the 13th day of Adar, The LXX has the number 15,000 here rather
than 75,000 and some critics have declared thie Hebrew text to be
“mcredlble *» Rawlinson says that the number 75,000 is believ-
able. When one considers the vastness-of the empire, thé wide
dispersion of the Jewish communities within that.empire, the fact
that the Persian officials throughout the empire gave aid to the
Jews (probably with their troops), and the fact that the-Persian
officials ‘were not all-that careful to- preserve the lives. of
“provincials,”’ one must admit. that the number 75,000 is more
credible than 15,000..The Jews killed 800 in the city of Susa alone.
Multiply that number by 94 cities and you,haye slightly over
75,000. Do not forget there were 127 provinces in the .empire
(8: 9) The author repeats the fact that the Jews did not plunder
the properties of their dead enemies.

They needed only one day out in the provmces 't6 kill all those

who hated them; that was all done on the 13th of Adar (February-
March). On the day following (while the Jews in the capital city of
Susa were still fighting) these Jews of the provmces “‘rested’’ and
declared a holiday, The Hebrew word nucha is translated rest.
Nucha is more genéric than shavat (Sabbath). Nucha conriotes
physical repose ‘and tranquility while shavat denotes the leglsla-
tive, ceremonial, spiritual rest. -
. v 18-19 Celebratzon The circumstances of the struggle w1th1n
the city of Susa (two days duration) resulted. in a difference
regarding the date of the day of rejoicing between the Jews of.the
capital city Susa, and the Jews of the provinces. The Jews of Susa
could not “‘rest’’ until the third day which-was the 15th of*Adar;
the provincial Jews rested on the 14th.of Adar: When Esther and
Mordecai attempted to set up a national celebration for this great
deliverance some difficulty arose as to which day would. be set
aside for all Jews to commemorate it. It was diplomatically de-
cided that both days would be kept (9:21).

We may learn’the following lessons from this chapter: .- -
1. When justice and truth is on the side of a people, they com-
mand the respect of reasonable men.
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2.
3.

The forces of human government are ordained of God as tools
for preservation of ordered society.

The consequences of a man’s evil is often suffered by his off-
spring.

. While it may be ethical to preserve the sanctity of human

life by force, it is not ethical to take by force another’s property.

.‘Memorlahzmg great victories of justice. w1th ‘holidays has
didactic benefit for future generations.

" CHAPTER 9:1 9
REVIEW QUESTIONS

. What is the purpose of the TJews gathermg ? in their cities?
. How did the princes and satraps and governors help the Jews?
. How far did the Jews go in destroying those who hated them?
. What is peculair about the Masoretic listing of the ten sons

of Haman?

.-Why did Esther ask for asecond day for- klllmg those who hated
“the Jews? = .. .

. What' does the exactness of the names; and numbers of those
slain-say about the source .of the book of Esther? ,

. Why were there-two days for the celebratlon of the feast of

: Pur1m'7 .
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XI. Purim Instituted, 9:20-32
A. Practiced
TexT: 9:20-22

20 And Mordecai wrote these things, and sent letters unto all
. the Jews that were in all the provinces of the klng Ahasuerus
" both nlgh and far,

21 to enjoin them that they should keep the fourteenth day of
the month Adar, and the fifteenth day of the same, yearly,

22 asthedays wherein the Jews had rest from their enemies, and
the month which was turned unto them from sorrow to glad-
ness, and from mourning into a good day; that they should
make them days of feasting and gladness, and of sendmg
portions one to another and gifts to the poor.

‘Today’s English Version‘, ‘9:20-'22l' .

"+ Mordecai had these events written down and sent letters to all
the Jews, near and far, throughout the Persian Empire, telling
them to observe the fourteenth and- fifteenth days of Adar as
holidays every year. These were the days on which the Jews had
rid themselves of their enemies; this was a month that had been
turned from a time of grief and despair into a time of joy and
happiness. They were told to observe these days with feasts and
parties, giving gifts of food to one another and to the poor.

COMMENTS

v. 20-22: Mordecai’s proclamation settled the issue of which
Jews would keep which days of the Feast of Purim; all Jews were
to keep it both days. At the time of Josephus it appears the Jews
were uniformly keeping Purim (Antiq. VI1:13). In Hasmonean
times the feast was known as the ‘‘Day of Mordecai’’ (II Macc.
- 15:36). The day is still kept by Jews all over the world. Purim is
“classified as a ‘‘minor’’ festival and work is permitted on its day.
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9:23:28" ~ 'BSTHER

Thété is 4 Yiddish saying that as a high temperature does not
denote senqus ;llness nelther is Purlm a festlval

than the Pentateuch or the Haphtarah) of the Meg1llah (scroll) of
Esther both evéning and morning, with its accompanying blessings
and hymns. The four verses of ‘‘redemption’’ (2:5; 8:15-16;-10:3)
are reéad in louder voice than the other verses. I‘tvi"S‘CUStomary for
the childreryto hiss and boo and stamp their feet-and make noises
with specially' made rattles: every time the name of Haman is
mentioned. When the name of Esther.or- Mordecai is mentioned
they cheer. At some celebrations an effigy of Haman is burned.
At least two “portlons” of food (often confectionery) is sent to a
friend; arid one must give a present of money'to at least two poor
men. A special festive meal is eaten on Purim evening of boiled
beans and peas (commemorating Daniel’s ‘‘pulse’’ diet, Dan.
1:12), and three-cornered pies known as hamantaschen (‘‘Haman’s
ears’). One Jewish-Babylonian téacher named Rava has said that
a man is obliged to drink so much wine on Purim that he becomes
incapable of knowirg whether he is cursing Haman or blessing
Mordecai. The more ascetic-minded rabbis tried to explain this
away, but liberal imbibing of alcohol is generally encouraged on
Purim. Among the masses it became almost a general rule that
“‘on Purim everything is allowed.”’ It bécame cuistomary to have -
plays and carnivals on the day and people dressed up in costumes,
fancy dress, masquerading and often times men-were dressed as
women and women dressed as men.

B. Perpetuated

TexT: 9:23-28

23 And the J ews undertook todo as they had begun, and as Mor-
-decai had written unto them;

24 because Haman the son of Hammedatha the Agagite, the
-enemy of all the Jews, had plotted against the Jews to destroy
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PERPETUATED 9:23-28

them, and had cast Pur, that is, the lot, to consume them,
and to destroy them;

25 but when the matter came before the king, he commanded by
letters that his wicked device, which he had devised against
the Jews, should return upon his own head, and that he and
his sons should be hanged on the gallows,

26 Wherefore they called these days of Purim, after the name of
Pur. Therefore, because of all the words of this letter, and
of that which they had seen concerning this matter, and that
which had come unto them,

27 the Jews ordained, and took upon them, and upon their seed,
and upon all such as joined themselves unto them, so that it
should not fail, that they would keep these two days according
to the writing thereof, and according to the appointed time
thereof, every year;

28 and that these days should be remembered and kept through-
out every generation, every family, every province, and every
city; and that these days of Purim should not fail from among
the Jews, nor the remembrance of them perish from their
seed.

Today’s English‘\Versien; 9:23;28 |

So the Jews. followed Mordecai’s instructions, and the cele-
bration became an annual custom.

Haman son of Hammedatha —the descendant of Agag and the
enemy of the Jewish people —had cast lots (‘‘purim,’’ they were
called) to determine the day for destroying the Jews; he had
planned to wipe them out. But Esther went to the king, and the
king issued written orders with the result that Haman suffered the
fate he had planned for the Jews— he and his sons were hanged
from the gallows. That is why the holidays are called Purim, the
word for ““lots.”’ Because of Mordecai’s letter and because of all
that had happened to them, the Jews made it a rule for them-
selves, their descendants, and anyone who might become a Jew,
that at the proper time each year these two days would be regularly
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9:23-28 ESTHER -

observed according to Mordecai’s instructions. It was resolved
that levery Jewish family of every future generation in -every
province and every city should rémember and observe the days of
Purim for all time to come. ;- . ,

COMMENTS

v. 23-26a Symbolism: Among the more esoteric and mystical
Jews (known as the Kabbalists) and the modern hassidim, much is
made of Purim as the celebration ‘‘of God at work, as it were,
behind the scenes,”’ ‘unlike Passover which celebrates God’ smore
diréct intérvention. Thé *“lots” ‘of Purim are compared w1th the
““lots’’ cast on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:8), so what men
call “fate” or “luck” is, 1n reahty, a mamfestatlon of J ehovah’
providential care:

It does appear from the text (9:26) that the reason the festivalis
narmed Pur (“lots’ Y is, because Haman’s “lots” turned out to be
his undomg Onthe’ baSIS of God’s redemptlve deliverance docu-
ménted in the. past, it wouid be logical for any behevmg Jew to
think that the massacre planned through the castmg of lots by
Haman was reversed by the prov1dence of God as He worked
“behind the scenes.”” =

v. 26b-28 Solemmty This feast was not commanded by the
Law and was, in fact, leglslated by a Jew who had chosen to
remain among the Diaspora. It is interesting ‘that the feast was
accepted and perpetuated among the more rigidly conservative
Jews who returned to Judea after.the captivitiés. But apparently
Joiakim, High Priest-at that time (Neh; 12:10-12), must have
given his approval to the feast and adopted it into the ritual of the
nation; orit would not have become so umversally accepted and
perpetuated. -

:Mordecai must have taken spec1al care to 1mpress on all J ews
through the whole world of that day the solemnity of the reason
for the holiday and the imperative need for its perpetuation for
all- succeeding generation$ or it.-would have long since fallen in-
to disuse. It is still observed by most Jews today. The Adloyada
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POSTED 9:29-32

carnival in Tel Aviv has been a prominent feature of Purim observ-
ance in modern Israel. The words ad de-lo yada mean, ‘‘Until one
no longer knows the difference’’ between ‘‘Blessed be Mordecai’’
and ‘‘Cursed be Haman,”’ oo

C. Posted
TexTt: 9:;29-32

29 Then Bsther the queen, the daughter of Abihail, and Mordecai
the Jew, wrote with all authority to confirm this second letter
of Purim.

30 And he sent letters unto all the Jews, to the hundred twenty
and seven provinces of the kingdom of Ahasuerus, with words

- of peace and truth,

31 to confirm these days of Purim in their appointed times,
according as Mordecai the Jew and Esther the queen had
enjoined them, and as they had ordained for themselves and
for their seed, in the matter of the fastings and their cry.

32 And the commandment of Esther confirmed these matters of
Purim; and it was written in the book.

Today’s English Version, 9:29-32

Then Queen Esther, the daughter of Abihail, along with Morde-
cai, also wrote a letter, putting her full authority behind the letter
about Purim, which Mordecai had written earlier. The letter was
addressed to all the Jews, and copies were sent to all the 127
provinces of the Persian Empire. It wished the Jews peace and
security and directed them and their descendants to observe the
days of Purim at the proper time, just as they had adopted rules
for observance of fasts and times of mourning. This was com-
manded by both Mordecai and Queen Esther. Esther’s command,
confirming the rules for Purim, was written down on a scroll.
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9:20-32 ESTHER
COMMENTS ’

v. 29-32; Apparently Mordeca1 s first letter was more in the
form of suggestions about commemorating their deliverance with
a day of festivities. The suggestions having been approved and
adopted by the Jews of the whole Persian empire, both Mordecai
and Esther now lead the prestige of their official proclamation to
the Feast of Purim.

Included in these official letters from the queen and the prime-
minister of all Persia where declarations of peace and pledges of
truth. This seems to be a proclamation to the whole Persian
empire that the violence is over and there will now be peace (espe-

‘cially for the Jews) based on truth solong as Esther and Mordecal
retain their positions of authority and power.

Verse 31 suggests that the Jews of the provinces had added to
their form of commemodrating Purim certain observances with
respect to Jasting and wailing (probably mourning the Jews killed
in the struggle). The letters of Mordecai conflrmed their practices
as kosher, (acceptable).

Some commentators think the book of verse 32 is the Book
of Esther. Others think it means nothing more than ‘‘it was com-
mitted to writing.’’ We think it probably refers to the documenta-
tion of this empire-wide Jewish observance in the chronicles of
the kings of Media and Persia (cf. 2:23; 6:1; 10:2).

We may learn the following lessons from this chapter:

1. What may be intended as a very spiritual festivity may be
turned into mere festivity.

2. It is probably better not to institute religious obseérvances
where the revealed Word of the Lord has not instituted them.

3. One of the best ways to express gratitude for providential
deliverance is to give to the poor.

4. There is precedent from past historical deliverances by the
providence of God that men may expect His providence to be
working in the vindication of truth and justice in events
throughout history.,
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CHAPTER 9:20-32
REVIEW QUESTIONS

. How did Mordecai settle the issue of which day would be kept

as a feast day?

. What are ‘‘Haman’s ears’’?
. Why did the Jews name the feast, Purim?
. Why do you think the Jews of all ages have perpetuated the

feast of Purim inasmuch as it is not in the O.T. Law?

. What was the point of Mordecai and Esther sending a second

letter concerning the feast of Purim?

.....
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XII. Postscript, 10:1-3
Text: 10:1-3

1 And: the king Ashasuerus laid a tribute upon the land, and
upon the isles of the sea.

2 And all the acts of his power and of his might, and the full
account of the greatness of Mordecai, whereunto the king ad-
vanced him, are they not written in the book of the chronicles
of the kings of Media and Persia?

3 For Mordecai the Jew was next unto king Ahasuerus, and great
among the Jews, and accepted of the multitude of his brethren,
seeking the good of his people and speaking peace to all his
seed e

-quay’s English Version, 10:1-3

King Xerxes imposed forced labor on the people of the coastal
regions of his empire as well as on those of the interior. All the
great and wonderful things he did as well as the whole story of
how he promoted Mordecai to high office, are recorded in the
official records of the kings of Persia and Medla Mordecai the
Jew was second in rank only to King Xerxes himself. He was
honored and well-liked by his fellow Jews. He worked for the
good of his people and for the security of all thelr descendants.

COMMENTS

10:1-3: The natural conclusion of the Book of Esther would be
the establishment of the Feast of Purim (ch. 9). This chapter is
probably added by the author out of gratitude to Mordecai’s
great courage and beneficence. The postscript emphasizes the
power of Ahasuerus (Xerxes) in order to reflect on the power and
authority of Mordecai since the Jew stood next to the emperor
himself in power and authority. If Xerxes could command the
service of the continent of Asia and the coast of the Mediter-
ranean, then Mordecai’s power and command was that all-
encompassing too. The author cannot bring himself to lay down
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POSTSCRIPT 10:1-3

his pen until he has recorded for all posterity the greatness of
Mordecai. And well he should record it!

The full account of the greatness of Xerxes, and the emperor’s
promotion of Mordecai, was recorded in the chronicles of the
kings of Media and Persia, But those chronicles have perished with
the dust of ancient empires. The only records we have of Xerxes
are those of the Greeks and the Book of Esther. The greatest of
men are soon forgotten.

The Hebrew word mas is translated tribute but means a body of
forced laborers (cf. 1 Kings 5:27; Jos. 17:13; II Sam. 20:24; Ex.
1:11). In his expedition into Greece, Xerxes lost the islands of the
Aegean, but he still held Asia Minor and some of theislands of the
Mediterranean and all its coastland except North Africa. In all
these territories he imposed forced labor on his subjects, prob-
ably to recoup some of the losses he suffered in his debacle in
Greece, : .

It is certainly not unusual for a J ew to be promoted to avery
high position in a Gentile government (cf. Gen. 41:40; Dan. 5:7;
6:3, etc.). This Jew, Mordecai, has won for himself the name of a

great and good statesman. So the real measure of Mordeca1 S

‘greatness after all is not power but the beneficent use of that
power for the good of others. That i is the measure of every man,
In his high posmon Mordecai did not forget his kinsmen, but
constantly labored for their good and their peace (shalom—
prosperity, well-being, wholeness).

“‘Little children, let no one deceive you. He who does right is
righteous, as he is rightéous . . . he'who does not love his brother
whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen.’
IJohn 3:7 and'4:20 ©

“Whoever would be great among you must be your servant
Mt. 20:26 , .
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