Esther – The Unseen Hand of God

Esther 2:1-9
Just another day

Over the summer we are looking events that occurred in the Persian city of Susa 2500 years ago.

The events were recorded in the ancient book of Esther

The events were also recorded in ancient Persian history

Up to speed

Xerxes became the King of the Persian Empire after the death of his father, Darius

In the 3rd year of his reign, he held a six month long running banquet with his military leaders, princes, leaders from the provinces and noblemen to garnish support for a military campaign to Greece

At the end of the six months, he held a 7-day banquet for the men of the city of Susa

While the men were celebrating – possibly a successful campaign to support attacking Greece

The women – 400 of them – were celebrating with Queen Vashti in her portion of the palace

The men ate all they wanted and drank all they wanted

The King showed off all his wealth and splendor

On the 7th day of the feast, Xerxes did the unthinkable.  

He directs his assistants to take orders to Queen Vashti

She is to come to the banquet of the men wearing her crown

She is to show off her beauty and her body for the men.

Vashti refuses the Kings directive.

Xerxes is beside himself with fury

He calls his advisors together, and they tell him that he should banish the Queen.

Xerxes thinks this is a good idea and banishes Vashti forever

When we pick up the story today – 3 years will have passed
During the three years, the military invades Greece
Following a brief victory at Thermopylae 
His navy is defeated at Salamis, and his ground troops are routed at Plataea 
During his nearly three-year military campaign, his anger toward Vashti had subsided

He returns to Susa and remembers that he had vanquished Vashti
After Xerxes’ anger had subsided, he began thinking about Vashti and what she had done and the decree he had made.  (Esther 2:1-2 NLT)

He began thinking about her – he had Dictator’s Regret
Probably could be said that Xerxes was depressed
He couldn’t believe that she would reject his demands
But he missed her

Other historical accounts describe Xerxes regret and his longing for Vashti

Even with all of the women available to him – his longing was for Vashti
Josephus writes this of Xerxes feelings:

Now, although the king was in love with her [Vashti] and could not bear the separation, he could not, because of the law, be reconciled to her, and so he continued to grieve at not being able to obtain his desire.

So his personal attendants suggested, “Let us search the empire to find beautiful young virgins for the king.”

“Let the king appoint agents in each province to bring these beautiful young women into the royal harem at the fortress of Susa. Hegai, the king’s eunuch in charge of the harem, will see that they are all given beauty treatments. After that, the young woman who most pleases the king will be made queen instead of Vashti.” This advice was very appealing to the king, so he put the plan into effect.  (Esther 2:3-4 NLT)
The wise advisors that we talked about last week suggest to Xerxes that they hold a Miss Persia competition.  Agents are appointed by the King who will search the far reaches of the Empire for beautiful women who might please the king. 

Their task is to find the most stunning and voluptuous women from across the Empire. 
The advice was appealing to the King. 

This moment is a great example of HALT
Temptation and bad decisions 

H ungry 
A angry

L onely
T ired
At that time there was a Jewish man in the fortress of Susa whose name was Mordecai son of Jair. He was from the tribe of Benjamin and was a descendant of Kish and Shimei. His family had been among those who, with King Jehoiachin of Judah, had been exiled from Jerusalem to Babylon by King Nebuchadnezzar. This man had a very beautiful and lovely young cousin, Hadassah, who was also called Esther. When her father and mother died, Mordecai adopted her into his family and raised her as his own daughter.  (Esther 2:5-7 NLT)

We are now introduced to Mordecai 
Mordecai is a third-generation exiled Jew who is firmly established in the culture of Persia
He has risen through the ranks in the courts of the king.
His ancestors Kish and Shimei were some of the original captives who had been taken captive 100 years prior
The mention of Kish and Shimei will mean something in the future

Kish and Shimei make Mordecai a descendant of Israel's first King Saul 

The mention of ancestors was also a way of dating 
There wasn’t dating as we have it.  

Things were dated by kings, events, famous ancestors

Mordecai was born in exile
Esther’s parents had also been born in exile
At some point Esther’s parents had died 
She was adopted by Mordecai and raised as his daughter
It was common for exiles to have two names – one of the tongues of the empire that was ruling at the time

The other their Hebrew name
Hadassah – Myrtle – Jewish Name
Esther – Star – Persian Name
Esther was a stunning beauty
NLT – very beautiful and lovely

NIV – Lovely in form and features
Lit:  “beautiful in form and lovely to look at.”

Ancient Jewish rabbis wrote that Esther as one of the four most beautiful women in the world. 

As a result of the king’s decree, Esther, along with many other young women, was brought to the king’s harem at the fortress of Susa and placed in Hegai’s care. Hegai was very impressed with Esther and treated her kindly. He quickly ordered a special menu for her and provided her with beauty treatments. He also assigned her seven maids specially chosen from the king’s palace, and he moved her and her maids into the best place in the harem.  (Esther 2:8-9 NLT)

“Was brought” implies that this was not necessarily willingly that she went

Persian kings collected not only vast amounts of wealth and land.

They also collected an amazingly large number of women. 
These young virgins were taken from their homes and were required to live in a separate building near the palace called a “harem.”
Their sole purpose was to serve the king and to await his call for sexual pleasure. 
They rarely saw the king, and their lives were restricted and boring.
Esther gained the favor of Hegai, one of the eunuch’s charged with caring for the potential new queens
We aren’t given any clues as to why Esther won the favor of Hegai

· Was it her looks?

· Her attitude?

· Her manners?

· How she treated others?

· How she treated him?

Hebrew – “she lifted up grace before his face.”
Esther was given special treatment

A different diet

The usual beauty treatments

Assigned seven attendants to care for her

As I’ve read this story over and over and multiple editions J
The thought that kept coming to me was how this was - JUST ANOTHER DAY
In one day Esther’s life went from standard to crazy
Life went from safe and serene where it seemed like everything was in her control to dangerous and out of her control

There was one thing that she could control – we’ll get back to that in a little while 

The opening of this day’s story could have been:  It was just a normal day … like so many other days in Susa
Video - Normal Day

Most people live ordinary “normal” days
Most days are normal days
Nothing great happens

Nothing terrible happens

Just minding my own business

“Living the Dream”

It’s just an average, ordinary day and then …
· A special needs child comes into their family

· A person loses their job

· They receive a layoff notice 

· They are called into the office and given a promotion

Normal days become exceptional days sometimes without people even knowing it

That’s what we’ll see in the weeks ahead in this story

Toward the end of the 2016 school year 86-year-old, Dale Stoner and man who had made quite a bit of money in real estate decided along with his wife to pay college tuition for 8 California students.  
It was just a normal day … like almost every other day in his 86 year life

He has a thought …
He didn’t know how to go about finding students so he looked in the phone book for schools.  
He went to a HS that he and his wife picked from the phone booth.  
He talked to the principal of the school, who then talked to the teachers and leadership team and they chose two students, a boy and a girl.
The students were brought in to meet Mr. Stoner and given a letter explaining college would be paid for them.  

If was just a normal day … like most of the other days during their four years in HS
Same for Esther
Adopted daughter of one of the court scribes

Jewish but kept that hidden

We don’t know much about women in ancient Persia and Babylon because there is very little written about women 

The few sources that mention women mention women in the Persian aristocracy 

But we can imagine

She is doing what she had done so many other days
Chores around the house

Gathering food stuff
Gathering fuel sources

Preparing food, cleaning up after meals

Taking care of the bed pans 

Most days are like every other day

Some days, no one knows which days, are different
A sign chiseled above the entrance to the New York Daily News building says, “God must have loved the common people most because He made so many of them.”

“God must have loved common days most because He made so many of them.”

This was just a normal day and then some official from Xerxes knocks on their door

He has a glass slipper

Only those women who can fit into the glass slipper will be taken to the palace to the King’s harem 

Most of the time our lives may be routine, 
One day … just like most other days - except Amey has someone tell her about teaching in China

One day … just like most other days – except Amey throws out the idea of her and Rocky both going to China

Next week – Rocky and Wendy are going to be here and share

One day … over twenty years ago they heard about people in PNG who had no written language and no scriptures

One day … a normal day they walk into a village and meet two men who you’ll meet next Sunday

One day … a Normal Day … a doctor tells you

One day … a Normal Day … someone talks to someone in a carpool and a job change takes place
One day … a Normal Day …  you become aware of a need
Tiny House – Adam

We live mostly Normal Days --- but each of us have Normal Days that become exceptional days

One last thought - the only thing that Esther could control was her attitude.
When a Normal Day becomes an Exceptional Day or a Defining Day

The one thing that each of us can control is our attitude

Mary – Mother of Jesus

Joseph – Mary’s betrothed

Jesus --- I give you this Normal Day

Monitor your attitude
