
What Others Are Saying . . .

With careful research and keen insight, Donna brings her unique perspec-
tive as a woman writing for women about a most extraordinary woman—
one whom God used in a most special way in His plan of salvation for all 
nations, even when God may have seemed far away.

Andrew H. Bartelt, professor emeritus of exegetical theology, Concordia Seminary

Author Donna Snow brings her engaging trademark charm, humor, and 
insights to this study on the Book of Esther. Grab your Bible and be ready 
to search as Donna takes us all through the Scriptures with personal, prac-
tical applications for our daily walk with Jesus. I was richly blessed by doing 
this study, and I am honored to be asked to endorse it. Readers will not be 
disappointed.

Janice Wendorf, 16th president, Lutheran Women’s Missionary League

Donna Snow’s latest Bible study on the Book of Esther is deep, thought-pro-
voking, and spiritually challenging. Though the culture of Esther is vastly 
different from our times today, there is much relevance in the pressures that 
modern women face and the same sovereign hope that gives us identical 
courage to face our greatest fears and wildest destinies!

Jessica R. Patch, best-selling author of the Seasons of Hope series

Chosen: A Study of Esther reaches hearts that ache for God’s help. Don-
na Snow leads us on a poignant, edifying, scholarly, insightful, and fun 
journey through one of the most fascinating accounts in Scripture. This 
Christ-centered study reveals the true God who doesn’t seek the limelight 
but who walks with the least of these to accomplish His miraculous rescue 
and dole out His lavish grace.

Rev. Michael Newman, president of the Texas District, LCMS,  
and author of Hope When Your Heart Breaks: Navigating Grief and Loss

Donna Snow has been our guest on the Family Shield radio program many 
times. It is always a joy and a privilege for me to interview her. She is an 
exceptional Bible study teacher and a wonderful author who shares God’s 
Word, the Gospel of Christ, and who encourages Christians to grow in 
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faith. Her well-researched Bible studies make the people of God’s Word 
come alive. We learn how they dealt with many challenges and served the 
Lord. I highly recommend her new Bible study, Chosen: A Study of Esther.

Kay L. Meyer, president and host, Family Shield Ministries

Who doesn’t love the fairy-tale-like story of Esther—an orphan turned 
queen? This Old Testament book has long been a favorite of mine, and I 
have studied it in-depth several times, yet Donna Snow’s study, Chosen, 
gave me new perspectives. The book delves into the history of Esther yet 
offers applications for our modern-day lives. It tells the seemingly hope-
less story of Jews facing destruction yet points out how God used a young 
Jewish girl to reverse that destruction. Most important, Chosen reminds us 
that when our situation appears desperate and God seems hidden, the Lord 
continues to work for our good behind the scenes.

Sharla Fritz, author of God’s Relentless Love

Get ready for a great Bible study on the Book of Esther. Frankly, it will be 
hard to put it down before you finish it! Donna Snow brings this compel-
ling story of God’s love for His chosen people, the Jews, to life as it plays out 
as if being performed on a Broadway stage. Intrigue, love, hate, forgiveness, 
stepping out of one’s comfort zone, and much more will draw you into this 
study of God’s Word. You will come away with a much better understanding 
of how God is always involved in the lives of those He loves, both Jews and 
Gentiles!

Rev. Dr. Robert M. Roegner, liaison to Israel, Apple of His Eye Mission Society

In her latest study, Chosen, Donna Snow leads with one foot firmly planted 
in biblical history and investigation and one in the core message of God’s 
grace for us in Jesus Christ. Donna’s friendly tone invites the reader into the 
palace of the kings of Persia and into the life of a young woman named Es-
ther to work through questions relevant to our lives today, including leader-
ship and authority, God’s timing, and the value of human life. Rather than 
sequestering Esther to simply a woman before a king, as Ahasuerus’s beauty 
pageant did so long ago, Donna expands our vantage point to see the pow-
erful role Esther, Mordecai, and others like them played in the narrative of
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 Christ’s salvation for His people throughout time.

Heidi Goehmann, mental health advocate and author, LCSW, deaconess

In this fantastic new study, Donna shows how God has great purpose for 
each of us. He isn’t as interested in our ability as our availability, and Es-
ther, through her obedient sacrifice, was available to God at a critical time, 
saving many lives. With incredible research and impressive detail, Donna 
shows us the fingerprints of God’s redemptive plan, pointing us to Jesus. It 
is a challenging and convicting study as it draws on God’s Word, promising 
an exciting and transformational plunge into the Book of Esther and be-
yond, reminding us that God calls us for such a time as this!

Rev. Dr. Gregory S. Walton, president, Florida-Georgia District, LCMS

In her new Bible study, Chosen, Donna Snow provides a carefully researched 
and insightful study of the Book of Esther. Rich with historical context and 
Snow’s hard-earned wisdom, Chosen reminds us that the beautiful Jewish 
Esther was forced into a beauty contest. Snow uses a movie metaphor to 
help readers understand the king’s values, how he ran his opulent court, 
and the dangerous times. She uses other Scripture passages to deepen the 
reader’s understanding and reminds us that without even mentioning God’s 
name, the Book of Esther shows us God’s hand was apparent in its monu-
mental events.

Michelle Ule, women’s Bible study leader, St. Mark Lutheran Church, Santa Rosa, CA

Donna Snow skillfully leads readers into a thoughtful, in-depth study of 
this timeless drama. The true tale of a Jewish-girl-turned-Persian-queen, 
the Book of Esther reveals the unlikely influence of one faith-filled, cou-
rageous woman. The Lord works mightily backstage as the drama of His 
displaced people unfolds, builds, then comes to a climax when He delivers 
them from certain death, thereby preserving the promised remnant from 
which Christ would come. Through this powerful study, you’ll be inspired 
to rise up and recognize God’s work in and through you, as He emboldens 
you to live out His plan and purpose “for such a time as this” (Esther 4:14). 
Like Esther, you have been chosen in your time for faith-filled, influential 
witness to a watching world. You, too, can reveal the Lord’s glory through 
courageous, God-honoring decisions. Today, as then, He moves through 



His people, often in unlikely situations, to bring about deliverance—from 
death to life—in Christ.

Deb Burma, speaker and author of Joy: A Study of Philippians,  
Living a Chocolate Life, and others

Donna Snow’s Chosen will rock your world in the best way. With sound 
theology and a warm conversational tone, this study is easy to dig into and 
will bring you a wealth of information and insight into the character of God 
and why He has chosen you. Highly recommend!

Kathleen Y’Barbo, Publishers Weekly best-selling author of The Black Midnight 

In this study of Esther, Donna not only gives us the historical context and 
the play-by-play of the dramatic story, but she always points us back to Je-
sus, the real hero in all of our lives. This book will keep you on the edge of 
your seat as Donna points out historical details and helps us dig deep into 
God’s precious Word. Grab your study Bible, your highlighters, and a pen, 
and get ready to take lots of notes because this study was made for such a 
time as this. 

Molly Dixon, online Bible study leader
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Introduction to Our Study of Esther
Welcome to an epic cinematic drama as the curtain rises over a Jew-

ish girl caught in circumstances beyond her control. Time after time, 
the invisible hand of God intervenes in her life and in the life of her 
people to save them from certain annihilation. 

The story opens amid the lavish setting of a royal pagan feast in the 
capital of the opulent Persian Empire. After dismissing his queen for 
disobedience, King Ahasuerus demands that all of the beautiful young 
virgins be paraded before him as new-wife material. 

Esther is swept into the king’s palace, and we get a front-row seat. 
Over time, Esther finds favor with the king and is eventually crowned 
queen. Throughout Esther’s time in the palace, Mordecai, her cousin 
and guardian, provides wise counsel, which she carefully follows. 

When the evil court official Haman sets his mind to eradicate the 
Jewish people from Persia, it becomes clear that God has positioned Es-
ther center stage to wield her influence with the king in order to rescue 
God’s children from genocide. As the story dramatically unfolds, the 
Book of Esther paints a masterpiece portrait of the providence of God. 

In a book about God, it should be a prerequisite that the text makes 
some mention of Him. However, the Book of Esther never mentions 
God, but He is everywhere—swaying a kingdom for the sake of His 
kingdom. And the way God turns the tables is spectacular. 

Esther’s story easily compares to an invisible chess game between 
God and Satan, where God inevitably declares, “Checkmate!” Esther is 
part of an oppressed people living in a foreign land. She was an orphan 
with a lot of character but not a lot of opportunities. 
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As we study her journey, you and I see how the character of Esther imi-
tates the character of Christ. Esther lost her parents and came from a foster 
home to a place of royalty. Jesus appeared to be conceived out of wedlock 
(of course, we know better) and came from a town in obscurity to a place 
of royalty.

At God’s appointed time, Esther revealed her true identity and lever-
aged her position to save Israel. At God’s appointed time, Jesus revealed His 
true identity and leveraged His life to save mankind. 

This comprehensive study provides clear biblical direction on how we 
have been chosen, equipped, and given God’s perfect counsel from Scrip-
ture to step out as culture-changers. However, fear often inhibits our for-
ward momentum. Esther struggles with fear as well.

Esther inspires us to determine where we put our focus. We can choose 
to look back on childhood shortcomings as an excuse not to act, or we can 
look to future opportunities that God has already prepared for us. 

The Book of Esther was written to the Jewish exiles to encourage their 
faith with reminders of God’s faithfulness as their holy Promise Keeper. 
God uses Esther’s story to open our eyes to a much bigger view of Himself 
and helps us understand that every decision He leads us to make sets the 
stage for His glory to shine bright. 

Through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, the author of Esther reveals 
God’s movements and His covenant relationship with His people. The text 
reveals how the hiddenness of God does not mean the absence of God. 

In God’s flawless timing, He guides Esther’s path to preserve the Jews 
and eventually brings forth a Savior in the land of His choosing “when the 
fullness of time had come” (Galatians 4:4). 

I applaud you for embarking on this Bible study adventure! As you 
open your Bible to Esther’s story, my fervent prayer is that God engages all 
five senses to the vivid colors and dramatic sounds of courage, faith, and 
grace. In this complex, elaborate drama, I pray that God ultimately reveals 
His unwavering, dramatic love for you, dear sister in Christ.
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Timeline and the Achaemenid Dynasty’s Line of Kings

Date Event(s)
538 BC Cyrenian Decree: Cyrus, king of Persia, signs a decree 

allowing Jews to return to their homeland
485 Ahasuerus (Ahasuerus I) becomes Persia’s king
483 Ahasuerus throws a lavish 180-day feast in Susa, fol-

lowed by 7-day feast for all
482–479 Ahasuerus led the Persians in several failed attempts to 

invade Greece
479 Ahasuerus’ officials hold nationwide search for new 

queen
479–478 Esther crowned as Persia’s new queen
April 474 Haman despises Mordecai for not bowing; determines to 

destroy all Persian Jews 
April 17, 474 Haman casts lots (pur) and sets date for the Jewish 

genocide to occur on March 7, 473 (eleven months in the 
future)

June 474 Esther foils Haman’s plot; Ahasuerus orders Haman’s 
execution

June 25, 474 Ahasuerus allows Esther and Mordecai to issue royal 
decree enabling Jews to defend themselves against 
genocide

March 7, 474 Jews successfully defend themselves against Persian 
forces

March 8, 474 Haman’s ten sons are hanged; Jews celebrate battle 
victories; 500 Persians killed in Susa

March 9, 474 Jews celebrate victory in Susa Achamenid Dynasty
550–529 BC Cyrus the Great
529–522 BC Cambyses I
522–486 BC Darius I (the Great)
486–465 BC Ahasuerus I (Ahasuerus)
465–425 BC Artaxerxes I (Nehemiah served as cupbearer)
425–424 BC Ahasuerus II
424–405 BC Darius II
405–359 BC Artaxerxes II
359–338 BC Artaxerxes III
338–336 BC Arses (also known as Artaxerxes IV)
336–300 BC Darius III
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Challenges in Studying the Book of Esther
The word king appears more than one hundred times, and the proper name 

of the king (whether Ahasuerus or Xerxes) appears nearly three dozen times, yet 
God is not mentioned even once. This practice followed a trend among the ex-
iles and the generations that followed never to speak God’s name, which meant 
they could never misuse it (violating the Second Commandment) and be pun-
ished again by exile. To this day, when Jews come across “YHWH,” they speak the 
name “Lord” or “Adonai.” You can see hints of this in the Gospels when the Jews 
speak of “the Highest” or “the Blessed One” because they are going out of their 
way not to say God’s name. Regardless of the absence of His name, God is this 
drama’s unmistakable leading Man. 

God works behind the scenes to faithfully preserve Israel’s remnant. If God 
wanted the author to reveal Him by name, He certainly could have brought it 
about. God was not hiding; His name was merely hidden.

Scholar A. H. Sayce wrote: 

In the Book of Esther the Divine name does not occur even 
once; and we look in vain for references to religious obser-
vants—fasting perhaps excepted—and even to the peculiar in-
stitutions of the Jews. Nevertheless, secular as it seems to be in 
tone, it has been made an instrument through which God has 
revealed His will to us, and prepared the way for the work of 
Christ.1

A number of Protestant reformers, including Martin Luther, disliked 
the Book of Esther. Specifically, one comment attributed to Luther: “I am 
so hostile to the book [2 Maccabees] and to Esther that I wish they did not 
exist at all; for they judaize too much, and have much heathen perverse-
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ness.”2 Other scholars point to the lack of references to God, Jerusalem or 
its temple, and traditional religious Israelite practices.

Other scholars question its inclusion in the canon since Esther was the 
only Old Testament book not found among the Dead Sea Scrolls. The Dead 
Sea Scrolls (written between 250 BC and AD 50) discovered at Qumran from 
1946 to 1956 have authenticated the vast majority of the Hebrew Bible. Recent 
advances in technology have now revealed that unidentified scroll fragments 
originally uncovered at Qumran contain the Book of Esther. Several unidenti-
fied fragments were wine-soaked and stuck together, previously making them 
impossible to read. New technology now offers scientists the ability to look 
through the stains to determine a fragment’s contents.3 Because of this modern 
technology, parts from all books in the Hebrew Bible—including Esther—have 
been positively identified. Praise the Lord!

Why is such a discovery important? The Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran con-
firm that God’s Word is true and unchanging—as applicable thousands of years 
ago as it is today.

Even though scholars questioned Esther’s inclusion in the biblical canon, 
diligent disciples apply ourselves to learn what God teaches in all of the Bible’s 
pages. Why? “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, 
for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of 
God may be complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16–17). 

The Bible is our ultimate authority over all matters (Matthew 5:18; John 
10:35). Scripture is the incomparable source of our knowledge of God and as-
surance of the hope of salvation provided through Jesus Christ (John 5:39–47). 
It is a believer’s essential resource for navigating everyday life (1 Peter 2:2).

Esther was included in the canon because of its acceptance in both Juda-
ism and the Christian Church, as well as its illuminating worth of showing 
God’s providential care of His chosen people (Romans 9–11; Revelation 7; 14). 

The Lutheran Bible Companion sums it up nicely:

In both Genesis and Esther, it was not a blind, capricious force but 
a force that “in all things” deliberately let God “work together for 
good, for those” for whom it shaped events (Romans 8:28). This 
force could not be stymied by forces of evil, even if they repre-
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sented the resources of a world empire. It established a universal 
tribunal of justice where right and wrong have their day in court. 
This often unnamed power is “the finger of God” 

(Exodus 8:19; Luke 11:20).4

So where do we find the Gospel in the Book of Esther? In God’s divine 
providence. He uses Esther to deliver His people, thereby preserving the line 
through which our Savior Jesus Christ would come forth.
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Reversals of Fortune: Chiastic Structure
One of the most well-known themes throughout the Book of Esther is a 

chiastic structure reflecting reversals of fortune. The word chiasm is derived 
from the Greek letter chi, which looks like our letter X. Chiasms provide a 
mirror effect as ideas are reflected in reverse order. A common chiasm is 
“When the going gets tough, the tough get going.” 

The Book of Esther contains many chiasms, such as when Haman erects 
gallows on which to hang Mordecai, only to be hung on them himself. And, 
of course, an important chiasm is when Esther risks her own life to save the 
lives of all Persian Jews. 

Banquets and Feasts
Feasting, celebrating, and drinking comprise a prominent feature in the 

Book of Esther. Each feast cues a significant reversal of fortune in the sto-
ryline. In fact, due to the sheer number of feasts, some scholars structure 
their entire biblical study of the book around the feasting timeline. Almost 
half of the appearances of the Hebrew word for banquet (מׁשתה, mishteh) in 
the Bible are found in the Book of Esther. As each feast appears throughout 
this study, we will savor its importance. 
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Here’s a quick reference list:

Scripture  
Location

Feast Event

Esther 1:1–4 Ahasuerus’s 180-day banquet to display wealth and 
power

Esther 1:5 Ahasuerus’s 7-day banquet for all of Susa
Esther 1:9 Queen Vashti holds feast for women
Esther 2:18 Banquet given for Esther as Persia’s new queen
Esther 3:15 Ahasuerus and Haman celebrate signing decree to 

annihilate the Jews
Esther 5:5–8 Esther’s first banquet for Ahasuerus and Haman
Esther 7:1–3 Esther’s second banquet for Ahasuerus and Haman, 

where she exposes Haman as architect of genocide
Esther 8:15–16 Mordecai honored for appointment as prime minister
Esther 9:17 First Jewish banquet of Purim
Esther 9:18 Second Jewish banquet of Purim

GOD’S SOVEREIGNTY AND OVERARCHING MESSAGE

The Book of Esther demonstrates that God is sovereign over all things, 
even seemingly insignificant events. We read the Book of Esther hearing 
Romans 8:28 ring loud: “And we know that for those who love God all 
things work together for good, for those who are called according to His 
purpose.” 

In his famous poem “The Present Crisis,” James Russell Lowell penned 
these words:

Careless seems the great Avenger; history’s pages but record
One death-grapple in the darkness ’twixt old systems and the Word;
Truth forever on the scaffold, Wrong forever on the throne.
Yet that scaffold sways the future, and, behind the dim unknown,
Standeth God within the shadow, keeping watch above his own.5

History
Two Old Testament books, Esther and Exodus, recount how God faith-
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fully preserved His chosen people against all foreign powers that attempt-
ed to savagely annihilate the Jews (according to His covenant promise to 
Abraham). The events recorded in Esther fall between chapters 6 and 7 of 
the Book of Ezra and close out the Old Testament’s historical section. Only 
Ezra 7–10, Nehemiah, and Malachi report Old Testament history later than 
Esther.

Across the board, scholars agree that Esther’s author possessed intimate 
knowledge of Persian etiquette, customs, and history, as well as familiarity 
with Susa’s winter palace (1:5–7). Interestingly, the author also possessed 
detailed knowledge of the Hebrew calendar and customs and a deep-seated 
view of Jewish nationalism.

After Cyrus the Great’s decree released the Israelites from exile (this 
time is referred to as the postexilic period, from 539 to about 332 BC), 
many Jews chose to stay where they were. This brings up an important 
question: By remaining in a pagan land, did they forfeit their inheritance as 
God’s covenant people? 

The Book of Esther answers that question beautifully as we see God po-
sitioning people and coordinating circumstances to again protect and rescue 
His chosen people. Through them, God remains faithful to His covenant to 
accomplish His perfect plan of redemption for all who believe by faith.

Esther’s Global Message for Our Present Day
There is much to glean from the Book of Esther about living in exile, 

specifically in countries where believers and the Church are relentlessly 
persecuted. God’s Church now covers the globe and exists in many places 
that are hostile to it. Even in the United States, we operate under leaders who 
may or may not follow scriptural authority on many important issues. 

A quick read through the Book of Acts reveals how often believers and 
the Church navigated life under pagan rule. One only need to look to Nero 
and other leaders who regularly sought to destroy the “Jesus” movement. 

The apostle Peter, who understood persecution firsthand, writes how 
those in the global Church are “elect exiles of the Dispersion” (1 Peter 1:1) 
and “sojourners and exiles” (1 Peter 2:11). We are exiles in the very land that 
we will inherit, though now it lies broken and fallen. All believers will cel-
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ebrate liberation and renewal when all things that God promised through 
Christ come to pass (Romans 8:18–25; Philippians 3:20–21).

God faithfully protects and preserves His covenant people. The Book 
of Esther is a favorite among today’s Jewish community because it reminds 
them of God’s promises and Abraham’s faith. 

The Apocrypha
In the late second or early first century BC, the Septuagint (Greek 

translation of the Old Testament Hebrew Bible) produced six additional 
passages in the Book of Esther that were not adopted as part of our biblical 
canon. Jerome, a Christian scholar, revised the Old Latin translation of the 
Bible and collected these additional passages and added them to the end of 
the canonical book. 

Protestants (following Martin Luther’s lead) traditionally label these 
additions apocryphal. In Protestant Bibles, they are usually printed in a 
separate section apart from the canon. Their purpose was to add specific re-
ligious elements (such as prayer), intensify dramatic interest, and authenti-
cate the books’ events. Within the Apocrypha’s pages for the Book of Esther, 
God is mentioned more than fifty times, Jewish customs and traditions are 
included, and so is Esther’s loathing of her pagan surroundings. We will 
look at these additions as they occur in the timeline of our study. 

The Three Texts of the Book of Esther
Among the distinguished women in Scripture, only Esther and Ruth 

appear as books in the Bible. The story of Esther is told in three different 
ancient texts:

1.  Masoretic Text = original Hebrew text 

2.  Septuagint = Greek translation of original Hebrew that also in-
cludes the Apocrypha (or six additions), preserved in four medie-
val manuscripts

3.  Alpha Text = a second Greek translation

One of the most glaring contrasts is that the Apocrypha portrays Esther 
as a meek, prayerful woman who even faints when she stands uninvited 
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before Ahasuerus. However, the Masoretic text displays Esther as bold and 
fearless, courageously facing every challenge. 

The Jewish Bible, the Tanakh, is divided into three sections: (1) Torah, 
the Books of Moses (or the Law); (2) the Nevi’im, the Book of the Prophets; 
and (3) Ketuvim, the Writings. Esther falls in the Ketuvim, which is com-
prised of eleven books. One subset of these includes Song of Songs, Ruth, 
Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and Esther. Collectively, these are known as the 
Megillot or Five Scrolls.

Jesus refers to this division in Luke 24:44 on the evening of Easter: “ev-
erything written about Me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the 
Psalms must be fulfilled.”

As you open God’s incredible Word, I believe that He has led you to 
this study for such a time as this. Will you take a moment in prayer as you 
approach Scripture with this study? Ask God to give you an open, receptive 
heart. He plants rich seeds of faith in such fertile soil. 

On a personal note, for more than two years, God has been stirring and 
preparing me to write this in-depth study on the Book of Esther. He turns 
my soul upside down each time He inspires me to open His Word. I fervent-
ly pray that He will do the same for you. Such a stirring means that He is 
working on us from the inside out to make us more like Jesus. 

The Book of Esther has profoundly impacted my spiritual journey. 
It taught me invaluable lessons about being a secure woman of God in a 
world that judges a women’s exterior as the sum total and moves on. Esther 
was beautiful, but that beauty penetrated to her very soul as she risked her 
life to save an entire race.

I pray that God ignites a fire in your soul to be a continuous student of 
the Word. There is nothing else that has transformed my heart so complete-
ly as getting lost in Bible study for hours at a time. I wish I could sit by you 
and study this together. I pray that you gather a group of women to join you 
on this adventure. To talk about what God is revealing. To be shocked at 
the evil that can exist in the human heart. To shed tears as God reveals the 
sacrificial love of Jesus. 

Finally, I invite you to turn your mind and heart to the epic, historical 
story called the Book of Esther.
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ESTHER 1

The curtain opens to reveal the colorful, flamboyant setting of the Per-
sian capital of Susa. As King Ahasuerus throws lavish banquets to gain sup-
port for his military campaigns against Greece, Queen Vashti occupies her 
time throwing her own banquet. Their respective parties are going well—
until the king invites the queen to join him.

• DAY 1 In the Days of Ahasuerus (Esther 1:1–2)

• DAY 2 Ahasuerus Throws a Party (Esther 1:3–4)

• DAY 3 Banquets and Persian Opulence (Esther 1:5–8)

• DAY 4 Queen Vashti: The Choice Women Face  
  (Esther 1:9–12)

• DAY 5 Manipulating Weak Leaders (Esther 1:13–22)

Key Questions

• Are you easily swayed by opulence? 

• What reversal of fortunes have you experienced in your life? 
How have you handled them? 

• Empire-building took center stage in the king of Persia’s life. 
What sits in the center of yours? 
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DAY 1 
In the Days of Ahasuerus

Now in the days of Ahasuerus, the Ahasuerus who reigned 
from India to Ethiopia over 127 provinces, in those days 
when King Ahasuerus sat on his royal throne in Susa, the 
citadel. 
(Esther 1:1–2)

Like any cinematic-worthy drama, the Book of Esther weaves an epic 
tale of good versus evil, heroine versus villain, and sacrifice versus avarice. 
The author begins with a wide-angle lens and slowly closes in as Esther’s 
plot thickens. Several years span the first two chapters alone. Yet for the rest 
of the book, the camera lens narrows to only one year. In some places, the 
lens captures only a few days. 

King Ahasuerus
Ahasuerus was the son of Darius I (Darius the Great, 522–486 BC) and 

Queen Atossa, daughter of Cyrus the Great. He was the fourth legitimate 
monarch in the Achaemenid Empire, which ruled over Persia for more than 
175 years, beginning with Cyrus the Great until Persia was conquered by 
Alexander the Great. Following the death of his father, Darius the Great, in 
November 486, Ahasuerus reigned over the Persian Empire until 465 BC. 

Due to his illustrious lineage, the king is most widely recognized by his 
Greek name, Xerxes. His Persian name was Khshayarsha, from which was 
derived the Hebrew translation of Ahasuerus, which we use throughout this 
study. 

Archaeological records have portrayed Ahasuerus as weak-willed and 
self-centered in domestic affairs and easily swayed by manipulative, syco-
phant courtiers. As we will discover in Esther, Haman fit this description 
perfectly as he manipulated Ahasuerus to order the annihilation of the Jew-
ish population. However, on the battlefield, Ahasuerus was a forceful leader 
who fiercely chased his goals.
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Read Esther 1:1–2. 

What does Esther 1:1 reveal about Ahasuerus?

Ahasuerus ruled over the vast Persian Empire, which was the dominant 
world power in Esther’s day. It spanned 127 provinces and thousands of 
square miles from northwest India, across the ancient Near East (including 
all of Asia Minor), and into northern Africa. This far-reaching land was 
divided into numerous provinces governed by satraps. 

After the Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem’s temple and laid waste to 
the Kingdom of Judah around 587–586 BC, a substantial number of re-
maining Jews, including Esther’s Israelite ancestors, were taken into Baby-
lonian exile. Then, after conquering the Babylonians, around 539 BC, the 
Persian Empire came into power under the rule of Cyrus the Great. This 
period is referred to as the Achaemenid Persian Empire (to avoid confusing 
it with later, smaller empires in Persia). The Achaemenid Persian Empire 
eventually became one of the largest empires in the ancient world—sur-
passing Alexander’s Empire and even the mighty Roman Empire afterward.

The Greek researcher and historian Herodotus of Halicarnassus (480–
429 BC) is a valuable resource that provides first-person insight into the 
Persian Empire during the reign of Ahasuerus and the events of the Book 
of Esther. He wrote The Histories, which chronicle the Persian Wars around 
445 BC, including King Ahasuerus’s reign. 

Herodotus details the expansion of the Achaemenid Empire under its 
various rulers, which culminated in Ahasuerus’s disastrous naval battle 
against Greece in 480 BC, along with the engagements at Plataea and My-
cale.

Fifty years before the events of the Book of Esther, Cyrus ruled over 
Persia and passed a life-changing decree concerning the Israelites.

According to Ezra 1:1–4, what did Cyrus decree? 
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Despite Cyrus’s decree, many Jews chose to remain in Babylon, where 
they had prospered, rather than face unknown prospects in a war-ravaged 
Judean land. The first six chapters of the Book of Ezra tell the story of the 
first returned exiles. The building of the second temple occurred during 
this time. The Jews who chose to remain in the land of their captivity fol-
lowing their freedom are known as Diaspora Jews. The second half of the 
Book of Daniel is also a Diaspora story.

Some freed Judeans traveled even farther west and settled in Susa, 
where they discovered opportunities to prosper and attain influential po-
sitions. Nehemiah, a former exiled Jew, is a perfect example of success be-
cause he became cupbearer for Ahasuerus’s son, King Artaxerxes I. 

For reasons not specifically revealed in the biblical authority, the an-
cestors of Esther and Mordecai (Esther’s older cousin) chose to remain in 
Persia and settle in Susa, where we witness the lion’s share of Esther’s story.

Susa, the Citadel
One of four royal cities, Susa was located approximately two hundred 

miles east of Babylon in what is now southern Iraq. It sprawled over two 
miles on three hills overlooking the Shaur River. On an elevated area on 
the northern point of Susa, Darius built a ten-acre citadel (or castle) to 
accommodate the royal court during Persia’s winter months. The citadel 
subsequently housed many of his successors, including Ahasuerus. 

Excavations of Susa’s citadel have uncovered features that reveal much 
about court life. Archaeologists have uncovered an audience hall, which 
was a square building that stretched more than 350 feet on every side and 
boasted dozens of stone columns ranging from 65 to 80 feet tall. 

As we read through Esther, it is easy to imagine the opulence surround-
ing King Ahasuerus, who had the world at his feet. At his winter palace in 
Susa, sumptuous feasts and glittering wealth served as the lavish backdrop 
of Ahasuerus and his extensive court. 

Yet all of Susa’s magnificence and luxury cannot hide the ugly heart of 
Esther’s story: the very real threat of the unmitigated slaughter of God’s 
chosen people. 
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God performed numerous miracles on behalf of the Israelites to free 
them from slavery in Egypt and captivity in Babylon. Sometimes, God 
works through miracles; other times, He works miracles through ordinary 
people. That is the miracle. Esther’s meager beginnings could never have 
foreshadowed how her life of royalty would unfold. Yet God knew. 

What does Ephesians 1:11 tell us?

If you are in Christ, you are an heir to a matchless inheritance! What 
is that inheritance? Eternal life as His heirs, saved through faith in Jesus 
Christ. In a word, heaven.

Ahasuerus inherited a mighty kingdom because his father was Persia’s 
king. Believers in Jesus Christ inherit a kingdom that cannot be shaken 
because our heavenly Father is the King of kings.

How does knowing what you will inherit by faith change how you live 
today? 

If your earthly father was a billionaire and you knew that one day you 
would inherit all of that wealth, how would it change the way you live 
today?

Literary Genre
While some scholars classify Esther in the historical literary genre, it 

has also been classified as Diaspora literature, a court tale, a Jewish novella, 
wisdom court legend, and an exaggerated tale. Interestingly, the absence 
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of any mention of God is a powerful literary device that causes readers to 
recognize God on each page.

Along with chiasms, the literary tool of doubling also occurs in the 
Book of Esther. For instance, Queen Vashti resisted a royal command that 
provoked action against all women, and Mordecai resisted a royal com-
mand that provoked action against all Jews. 

I found this quote particularly helpful:

Given all the literary features of the Book of Esther, the Chris-
tian must decide how to approach this book of the Bible. It is 
just a story? It is history? Just what is it? What we think about 
the book will determine how we read it, and how we read it 
will determine what we can learn from it. Our presupposi-
tions—that is, what we bring to the reading of this book—are 
extremely important.6

Back to the Story
The Book of Esther starts with which five words?

“Now in the days of ” almost sounds like the start of a fairy tale: “Once 
upon a time.” Other historical books such as Joshua, Judges, and 1 and 
2 Samuel contain similar openings. This was simply a literary tool used by 
the author to announce that the following story is based on actual events.

For instance, compare Star Wars, “A long time ago in a galaxy far, far 
away” with the opening words of Luke 2: “In those days a decree went out 
from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be registered.” Luke went on 
to specify which of Augustus’s three census decrees this was: “This was the 
first [of two] registration when Quirinius was governor of Syria” (2:2). This 
sets the events as historical reality in a definite period of history.

So as we begin our journey through the palace hallways in Esther, I pray 
that God grants you the ears to hear and eyes to see His providential grace 
throughout. 
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DAY 2 
Ahasuerus Throws a Party

In the third year of his reign he gave a feast for all his 
officials and servants. The army of Persia and Media and 
the nobles and governors of the provinces were before 
him, while he showed the riches of his royal glory and the 
splendor and pomp of his greatness for many days, 180 
days. 
(Esther 1:3–4)

The director’s camera now widens to reveal the extraordinary palace of 
King Ahasuerus in Susa. The multisensory glitz, splendor, and pomp of his 
court must have rivaled Hollywood on steroids. It was champagne wishes 
and caviar dreams at every glance. 

Read Esther 1:3–4.

How many days was the king’s lavish party?  
 
 

Can you imagine a six-month-long party? What level of planning would 
that require?

I love welcoming family and friends to my home to share life over 
shared meals, but it would last more like six hours, not months. Women 
tend to be the party organizers for family functions. Just think about the 
expense, the preparation, and the cleanup! I don’t know about you, but my 
eyes just glazed over at the sheer planning aspect. There really can be too 
much of a good thing. 

According to Esther 1:3, who attended the banquet?
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Historians estimate that thousands took turns dining with Ahasuerus 
during those 180 days. Ahasuerus’s empire was as diverse as it was vast. 
Many ethnicities, languages, and religions called Persia home because Per-
sia had conquered many nations, including Babylon and the nations it had 
conquered, which included Assyria and the many nations it had conquered. 
Competing in the shadow of his father, Ahasuerus desired to expand Persia 
even more. 

The king needed to demonstrate to his financial and political backers 
that he possessed the resources to wage a successful war. He had his sights 
set on conquering Greece (instead of making it a trade partner) in order to 
boost the royal treasuries and expand trade prospects. 

With such a diverse population, Ahasuerus needed to spread out the 
banquet to allow time for each guest from each people group to attend. 

King Ahasuerus liked to flaunt his wealth to make a case for war. What 
does the Bible say in the following verses about properly understanding 
and handling wealth?  
Proverbs 30:7–9

Proverbs 31:20

Whether in plenty or poverty, what encouragement or challenge does 
God provide in these verses for you today?
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God provides for our every need. The moment we need something, 
God provides it. He’s already prepared for you today what you will need ten 
years from now. For example, long before Zacchaeus needed to see Jesus, 
God planted a sycamore tree in Jericho. 

Ahasuerus set many goals for launching his Greco-Persian wars. Attain-
ing victory would require financial and military clout, so the king used this 
six-month-long party to garner financial backing, form vital alliances, and 
strategize.

Sadly, the text reveals that none of the king’s goals included glorifying 
God. Fill in the blanks from Esther 1:4:

While he showed the riches of ______________________ 
royal glory and the splendor and pomp of _____________ 
greatness for many days, 180 days.

Rather than lifting high his God-given blessings for God’s glory, Aha-
suerus accumulated them for his own selfish gain. Rather than reflecting 
the glory to God, he absorbed the reverence for himself. Those are spiritu-
ally deadly waters to tread, friends. 

What is due to God in the following verses?

1 Chronicles 29:11

Psalm 96:6

Psalm 145:5


