Esther – The Unseen Hand of God

Esther 8 and 9

Over the summer, we are looking events that occurred in the Persian city of Susa during the 5th century BC.

Events were recorded in the ancient book of Esther, ancient Greek history, ancient Persian history and by 1st-century historian Josephus 

I am going to attempt to give you some thoughts on a very difficult subject/concept today.

I hope that you’ll bear with me

I hope that you’ll engage your thinker when we get to the subject

First, let me bring you --- Up to date
About eleven years into Xerxes reign as the King of Persia
Xerxes promoted one of his advisors, Haman, to the position of Prime Minister.

By command of Xerxes, everywhere that Haman went people were to bow down to Haman pay homage to him
Mordecai, the adopted father of Queen Esther, 
Who had gained notoriety by uncovering a plot by some in the palace to assassinate Xerxes

That Mordecai would not bow down and pay homage to Haman

Haman was told about Mordecai’s refusal to pay homage and that he was a Jew
Haman and his ancestors were sworn enemies of the Jews and had been for centuries
Haman determined that Mordecai had to be removed from his position and that the entire Jewish contingency in the Empire needed to be eradicated
Haman requested that King Xerxes sign into law the extermination of the Jewish people throughout the Empire. 

Xerxes gave complete control of the edict to Haman

Dispatches were sent by swift messengers into all the provinces of the empire
March 7 of the following year all the Jews were to be executed – men, women, and children

The property of those executed was to be given to the executioners

Mordecai heard about the decree and fell apart

Wandering the city in sack cloth and ashes, crying out in anguish

Esther was told about Mordecai’s actions

She sent her attendant with a change of clothes and a message – “Get a hold of yourself!”

Mordecai told her attendant what was happening and that Esther needed to go to the King and intervene

Esther sent a message back that she couldn’t go before the King uninvited

Mordecai warned her that if the Jews were executed, she would not escape

Esther sent a message back directing Mordecai to gather the Jews from across the city of Susa and fast for three days

Esther and her attendants would fast too

After three days, she would go before the king 

At the end of three days of fasting, Esther went in to see King Xerxes.  

When he saw her, he summoned her

“What do you want? Up to half the kingdom.”

Invite Haman to join us for a meal I have prepared. I will answer your question at dinner. 

Haman and Xerxes came to dinner. 

Xerxes asked again what her request was. 

Esther told them “Come again tomorrow for another meal. I’ll tell you then.”

Haman left the meal elated and full of himself.  

Then he encountered Mordecai who didn’t move. 

Haman was furious 

When Haman got home, he invited his family and neighbors over to celebrate

He bragged about his wealth, his fame, and his power

Then he told how Queen Esther had invited him to a private meal with her and King Xerxes.

As he was telling them about how WONDERFUL HE WAS

HE REMEMBERED MOREDAI – WHO WOULDN’T HONOR HIM.

His wife, family, and friends counseled him to erect a pole that could be used to execute Mordecai on
The next morning, he would get Xerxes for permission to impale Mordecai.

Haman loved the idea!

He instructed that a pole be put into place for Mordecai’s execution

That night – the night that Haman had a pole erected to execute Mordecai on – Xerxes couldn’t sleep

He had one of the attendants get the record/Annals of the King’s reign and start reading

The attendant happened to get the book that included the account of the assassination attempt on Xerxes

As the account was read – there was no record of anything having bee done for Mordecai for foiling the plot

Xerxes asked the attendants what should be done – none of them had a good answer

Right at this point Haman arrives at the King’s chamber

He hopes to have a word with the King before the day starts

Xerxes asks him what should be done for a person that the King wants to honor

Haman assumes that Xerxes wants to honor him – Who else would the king desire to honor?

Haman responds – give him your robe and your crown – put him on your best horse, the one with the emblem on it Have one of the nobles parade him through the streets – have that noble declare that the Great Xerxes wants to honor this person.

Xerxes loves the idea 

He instructs Haman to put the robe and crown on Mordecai – “What?”

Parade him through the streets for everyone to see

Haman does it – he is not happy – he goes home furious

As soon as he arrived home messengers from Xerxes arrived summoning him to the 2nd banquet

Haman and Xerxes reclined at the dinner and began to drink

Xerxes’ curiosity got the best of him – he had to know what Esther was up to
“Esther, what is it that you want?”
Esther gives a speech that she had rehearsed over and repeatedly throughout the days/nights

“If I please you if I’ve found honor with you – Let me and my people be spared.”
Xerxes erupts in surprise – “Who would do such a thing?”
Esther points at Haman and reveals Haman’s plan to exterminate the Jewish people throughout the Empire

The King left the room into the garden to try and figure out what to do next.

While the King was gone Haman begged mercy from Esther

As the King walked back into the room – Haman had fallen on the couch pleading mercy.

Xerxes saw it as more than that – It looked to him like Haman was making advancements on Esther

At that point, Xerxes was told by Harbona that Haman had a pole lifted to impale Mordecai on.

Xerxes directed that Haman be executed on that same pole

Let’s pick up right there.
We’re going to cover Esther 8 and 9

I’m going to give you a skim of the chapters

It is the nasty part of the story
On that same day King Xerxes gave the property of Haman, the enemy of the Jews, to Queen Esther. Then Mordecai was brought before the king, for Esther had told the king how they were related. The king took off his signet ring—which he had taken back from Haman—and gave it to Mordecai. And Esther appointed Mordecai to be in charge of Haman’s property.  (Esther 8:1-2 NLT)

On the same day that Haman had fallen on the Queens recliner
On the same day that Haman was executed
On that same day, that Esther revealed her connection to Mordecai

On that same day, that Xerxes gave Haman’s property and possessions to Esther

She, in turn, gave them to Mordecai

Mordecai was brought before Xerxes and was named the Prime Minister of the land.

Esther then approached the King regarding the decree that had been enacted regarding the execution of her people.

“Couldn’t/wouldn’t Xerxes reverse the decree?”
Haman was dead, but the edict he had authored was still alive and could not be reversed.

Esther and Xerxes discussed the decree that had been written by Haman
Xerxes made it clear that the decree couldn’t be changed or reversed.

But Xerxes gave Mordecai the authority to write a decree that would neutralize the previous decree.
A decree was drawn up and then announced throughout the Empire that would counteract the previous death decree.  

The king’s decree gave the Jews in every city authority to unite to defend their lives. They were allowed to kill, slaughter, and annihilate anyone of any nationality or province who might attack them or their children and wives, and to take the property of their enemies. The day chosen for this event throughout all the provinces of King Xerxes was March 7 of the next year.  (Esther 8:11-12 NLT)
Mordecai’s solution and the decree that was written gave the Jews the right to defend their lives on March 7th.

The Jews across the Empire could take up arms and defend themselves.

They could kill, slaughter, and annihilate anyone who attacked them.

The new decree was published two months and ten days after Haman’s original decree. 
8/9 months until the fateful day when the Jews were to be executed
A copy of this decree was to be issued as law in every province and proclaimed to all peoples, so that the Jews would be ready to take revenge on their enemies on the appointed day. So urged on by the king’s command, the messengers rode out swiftly on fast horses bred for the king’s service. The same decree was also proclaimed in the fortress of Susa.  (Esther 8:13-14 NLT)

The Jews were filled with joy and gladness and were honored everywhere. In every province and city, wherever the king’s decree arrived, the Jews rejoiced and had a great celebration and declared a public festival and holiday. And many of the people of the land became Jews themselves, for they feared what the Jews might do to them.  (Esther 8:16-17 NLT)

Between the end of Esther 8 and Esther 9 about eight months pass. 

We don’t know anything about what was happening during those months

· What was happening among the Jews?
· What was happening among the Persian people?
· Were the Jewish people preparing weapons to defend themselves?

· Were the developing strategies?

· What were the Persian people doing?

Remember there was serious anti-Semitism – Hatred for the Jewish people – in the Empire

That is why Mordecai had hidden his nationality and why only after the decree by Haman did Esther make it known to Xerxes that she was Jewish

It was only after Haman was executed that Esther revealed to Xerxes that Mordecai – “the Jew” – was her adopted parent.
So on March 7 the two decrees of the king were put into effect. On that day, the enemies of the Jews had hoped to overpower them, but quite the opposite happened. It was the Jews who overpowered their enemies.  (Esther 9:1 NLT)

So the Jews went ahead on the appointed day and struck down their enemies with the sword. They killed and annihilated their enemies and did as they pleased with those who hated them.  (Esther 9:5 NLT)

I hate to say it, but a blood bath ensued! 

To anyone who saw what was occurring it would have left them careening 
That very day, when the king was informed of the number of people killed in the fortress of Susa, he called for Queen Esther. He said, “The Jews have killed 500 men in the fortress of Susa alone, as well as Haman’s ten sons. If they have done that here, what has happened in the rest of the provinces? But now, what more do you want? It will be granted to you; tell me and I will do it.”  (Esther 9:11-12 NLT)

This is the first time in the record of Esther and Xerxes - that the King called for Esther

Before it was always Esther who with great trepidation, approached the king

“What more do you want?”

Some scholars have read sarcasm in his words

Some have read exasperation 

Some have concluded that Xerxes had concluded that Esther had some inside knowledge of what was happening – she knew about the assassination plot, the decree, Haman’s plan to execute her people

Now she and Mordecai had written a decree to counteract the first edict, and now hundreds of men in Susa were dead.

Esther responded, “If it please the king, give the Jews in Susa permission to do again tomorrow as they have done today, and let the bodies of Haman’s ten sons be impaled on a pole.” So the king agreed, and the decree was announced in Susa. And they impaled the bodies of Haman’s ten sons. Then the Jews at Susa gathered together on March 8 and killed 300 more men, and again they took no plunder.  (Esther 9:13-15 NLT)

From the 21st century set of eyes – these are weird verses

“If it pleased the king, let us do it again tomorrow! AND let us impale Haman’s ten sons!”
On March 8th, 300 more men are killed, and Haman’s sons are impaled for all to see.

Oh, and by the way – they didn’t take any plunder!
Meanwhile, the other Jews throughout the king’s provinces had gathered together to defend their lives. They gained relief from all their enemies, killing 75,000 of those who hated them. But they did not take any plunder.  This was done throughout the provinces on March 7, and on March 8 they rested, celebrating their victory with a day of feasting and gladness. 

Killing 75,000

Oh, by the way – they didn’t take any plunder!
Celebrated with feasting and gladness.

(The Jews at Susa killed their enemies on March 7 and again on March 8, then rested on March 9, making that their day of feasting and gladness.)  So to this day, rural Jews living in remote villages celebrate an annual festival and holiday on the appointed day in late winter, when they rejoice and send gifts of food to each other.  (Esther 9:16-19 NLT)

Mordecai recorded these events and sent letters to the Jews near and far, throughout all the provinces of King Xerxes, calling on them to celebrate an annual festival on these two days. He told them to celebrate these days with feasting and gladness and by giving gifts of food to each other and presents to the poor. This would commemorate a time when the Jews gained relief from their enemies, when their sorrow was turned into gladness and their mourning into joy.  (Esther 9:20-22 NLT)

LET THE PARTY BEGIN!

It may interest you that for the last 2500 years the Jewish people have celebrated the Feast of Purim

Purim refers to the process whereby Haman had determined the day upon which the Jewish people were to be exterminated from the Empire.

Haman and his counselors had thrown the PURIM – dice/lots/drew straws – process of elimination
For the last 1000 years, the Feast has been a 13-day affair

During the celebration, the book of Esther is read out load from start to finish in the synagogue
Active participation by the congregation is strongly encouraged.
During the reading, noisemakers are used 
People cheer at the sound of Mordecai’s name and boos, jeers, and hisses at the mention of Haman.

Families commemorate the event by “giving presents of food to one another and gifts to the poor.”
What a story!

· Haman is impaled on a pole

· The ten sons of Haman are killed and then impaled on poles

· 500 men in Susa are killed the first day

· 300 men are killed the second day

· 75,000 people are killed throughout the Empire during the two days

We can only assume that there were Jewish people maimed and killed during the fighting

Though there is no mention of the casualties
I want to dip into a VERY difficult topic/idea
The topic and ideas would take weeks and weeks, months, and months to address the various nuances

People have argued and struggled with the topic and ideas for centuries

The topic/subject has to do with what has been referred to as the “Bloody” parts of the Bible

What do you think when you read that kind of stuff?

What goes through your mind?

What do we do with this kind of stuff in the Scriptures?

???? Does God have the right to judge and punish people/nations?

???? Was it ethical for Mordecai to give the Jews the authority to kill and loot their enemies?

It is common for people to cringe and discount these kinds of events

People like to point to these kinds of events, massacres, etc. as evidence that God is a bully.

The retaliation seems so over the top

The killing and the bloodbath seems so disproportionate to the crimes and in this case possible crimes
Several years ago, a movie was released - “God on Trial.”
The movie was about the Holocaust and what God had allowed the Jewish people to experience

The movie takes place in Auschwitz – the infamous concentration and execution camp
The movie portrays several Jewish prisoners putting God on trial for crimes he had allegedly committed down through the centuries.

The handful of prisoners, who were plaintiffs, concluded that God was guilty of crimes against the Jewish people 

They convicted God as guilty
Is God guilty?

A few years ago, one of the new atheists, Richard Dawkins wrote a book “The God Delusion.”
The premise of the book is that anyone who believes in God and especially the God of scripture is deluded.
There is no such thing as God

There is certainly no such thing as God the way the OT reveals 

“The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.” ― Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion

Is Dawkins, right?
Is the God of the OT a capriciously malevolent bully?
Let me suggest something to you:
People have gotten into the practice of selecting the scenes of the OT and of history that makes God seem to be a monster
Is it possible that some people’s view of God is a result of picking certain events that bother them out of thousands of years of history and piling them together – connecting the dots that shouldn’t be connected – OR AT LEAST CONNECTED IN THE ORDER THAT SOME CONNECT THEM?
When strategically chosen events are pulled out of history and shoved together - doesn’t it make the truth look different than if the details and events are viewed in their entirety do they not look different?
Isn’t our value judgment of the events different?

Let me illustrate

50th Anniversary Mary Poppins

Scary Mary
Robert E Lee
When certain portions of the OT are picked out and then smashed together the outcome makes God appear cruel.  

When people see the “dots” and connect “dots” that shouldn’t be connected doesn’t turn out different than it should?
Here’s the problem with judging history and the events of time
Men only see a tiny fraction of what could be seen at the time and can be seen in the present.
Men can only understand a minuscule slice of the events and a fragment of the human heart
What men in all places and always see is a speck

That’s it, a SPECK
God perpetually views the ARCH of history

With limited perception and understanding, people want to sit in judgment on God’s judgment of people/nations

There is a funny twist though:
Often, when horrors occur among humans people are aghast and determine that judgment is necessary

A few years ago, when Joseph Kony of the Lord’s Liberation Army was in power in the Congo
The LLA abducted 30,000 young boys for his army 

The UN estimates that over 200,000 young girls and women have been raped in the Congo by the LLA over the last 15 years. 
Imagine a city or a region filled with men like Joseph Kony.  From infancy, children are trained that their only hope of survival was to be meaner, more violent, crueler than everybody else.  A city where people learn that to live another day they must offer their daughters up for the pleasure and torture of others.  A village or a region where survival turns on a parent’s willingness to give their sons up as child soldiers.

That’s the ancient world – that is what life looked like in antiquity
When people, theist, and atheist hear those kinds of things, they often declare:
“There’s a special place reserved in Hell for ….”
Because we are so far removed from the times and events of ancient history
Because we see only tiny flecks of history and the yellowing/graying pictures of history

We cannot comprehend the pervasiveness of bestiality, Incest, orgiastic religious prostitution, child sacrifice, horrific torture, blood rituals, gang rape, cannibalism, and countless other dreadful activities that part of everyday life. 
Those kinds of things – those kinds of events – evil, pure evil - are what God was seeking to control and eradicate in many of the judgments and events recorded in the OT.
Because we do not see as God sees - we cannot sit in judgment on God and assess whether God is just or not.
Daniel, one of the POWs in Babylon said it this way:

All the people of the earth are nothing compared to him. He does as he pleases among the angels of heaven and among the people of the earth. No one can stop him or say to him, ‘What do you mean by doing these things?’  (Daniel 4:35 NLT)

We don’t see events as God sees them

How much more are we unable to see the heart of men and women who would commit atrocities, stand by, and watch atrocities and even give approval of such things.

 Was the punishment meted out by God disproportionate or was it different than we would anticipate in today’s world?
The ancient world was a very barbaric world
A barbaric time and barbaric actions took barbaric consequences

If God had not punished people and nations, humans might not even exist today

“There is a huge moral difference between arbitrary violence and violence inflicted within the moral framework of punishment.” Old Testament scholar Christopher Wright

As scholar and pastor Chuck Swindoll said:  

“It’s not cruelty; it’s sovereignty.”  Chuck Swindoll
· I’ve tried to make a small dent into a very difficult topic/subject

· I hope that some of my comments have helped you.

· I hope that some of my comments might give you some thoughts that might help someone else who struggles with this subject.
What should a person do?

Respond with humility – I’m not God, I never will be, never could be

There are things about history; there are things about my life ---- that I don’t understand and don’t like
He’s God 

I can respond in so many different ways
I can be mad at Him

I can deny Him 

I can ignore Him

OR

I can yield my life to Jesus and serve God 

With the work of Jesus in my life I can:

Love God with all my heart, soul, mind, and strength.

Love my neighbor as I love myself.

The BEST RESPONSE

Yield to Jesus

Give him your past, present and future

