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Bible 101   
Esther 

March 30, 2022 
 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
Important sections to read:   
 Esther 4:13-16 -- Mordecai’s “warning” to Esther and her willingness to take a risk 
 Esther 7:1-4a -- Esther’s request to the king to save her people 
 Esther 8:16-17a -- the Jews rejoice that the original decree had been replaced 
 
Authorship/time period/scope of Esther: 

• It’s a work of historic fiction set in Susa, the capital of Persia, beginning in the third year of 
the reign of King Ahasuerus. There is no record of that king but some scholars say that the 
king is meant to be Xerxes I whose reign lasted from 486- 465 BCE; if so, the time period of 
the story is between when Zerubbabel returned with the first group of Jews from exile in 
Babylon to Jerusalem to rebuild the Temple and when Ezra and the second group of exiles 
returned to Jerusalem. 

• The story tells of two Jews, Mordecai and Esther, who save the Jews in the Persian Empire 
from being killed through an unexpected turn of events. What is so different from all the 
other books in the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament except for Song of Solomon is that God is 
not mentioned and there are no prayers, sacrifices, or worship rituals. For this reason, the 
book was the last one to be accepted into the canon of the Hebrew Bible. Martin Luther 
once said he wished that the book of Esther “did not exist at all.” 

• Some of the historic facts are accurate; most are not. The author is unknown although the 
tradition is that Mordecai wrote it; it was likely written in the 4th century BCE. 

• Scholars generally agree that the story was created to justify the Jewish appropriation of an 
originally non-Jewish feast. The Jewish festival which the book explains is Purim, which is 
explained as meaning "lot", from the Babylonian word puru or Hebrew word pur. 

 
    [timeline from PSK’s handout of Jan. 2018 on Ezra and Nehemiah] 
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Four main characters: 

• King Ahasuerus: the king of Persia, who is rather lazy and seldom makes decisions on his 
own and doesn’t take responsibility for those decisions 

• Esther: a young Jewish woman; an orphan, whose cousin and guardian is Mordecai; 
becomes the queen of Persia 

• Mordecai: a Jew who is a court official in the fortress at Susa 

• Haman: an official in the court of King Ahasuerus 
 
Plot: setting the stage (ch. 1-2) 

• The story begins with two banquets given by the king where there is much drinking.  (The 
many banquets in the story move the action along.) When the king’s wife Vashti won’t 
appear before the drunken men at the second banquet, he consults his advisors who 
convince him to issue a decree to be proclaimed across his kingdom that Vashti is never 
again to appear before the king and that every man is the master is his own house. 

• Esther and all the other beautiful young virgins in the kingdom spend 12 months being 
made even more beautiful so that the king can choose one of them as his new queen.  
With the help of the eunuch Hegai, Esther is chosen; she doesn’t reveal that she is Jewish. 

• Mordecai discovers that two other eunuchs plan to assassinate the king; Mordecai tells 
Queen Esther who tells the king. Mordecai’s role is recorded in the “royal annals” but, due 
to the king’s laziness, Mordecai is not rewarded as he should have been. 

 
Plot: Haman takes action (ch. 3) 

• When Haman is promoted within the court, Mordecai doesn’t bow to him as all are 
ordered to do. Haman is incensed and, when he learns that Mordecai is a Jew, decides to 
take his revenge by killing all the Jews. 

• Haman and Mordecai are natural enemies. Haman is a descendant of Agag, the king of the 
Amalekites. The Amalekites and Israelites were enemies, dating back to the time of Moses 
and the relationship worsened during the time of Saul. Mordecai is a descendant of Saul. 
Agag was defeated by King Saul in 1 Samuel 15 but, despite God’s orders, wasn’t killed by 
Saul. Saul not obeying God led to God eventually rejecting Saul as king. 

• “The lot” is cast to decide what day the Jews should be killed: the 13th of Adar, nine  
months in the future. A lot* is an object (e.g., a die, colored stone, animal bone) used in 
many cultures to make a decision. 

• Haman goes to the king, tells him about an unnamed group of people who are causing 
problems, suggests the king “let a decree be issued for their destruction,” and says he will 
give money (actually, a bribe) to the royal treasury so that can happen. 

• The king gives his signet ring (and so, full authority) to Haman to issue the decree and so 
doesn’t need to take responsibility; the decree is issued that the killing of the Jews and the 
plundering of their goods should occur on the 13th of Adar.  The king is an example that 
laziness/not paying attention can be the cause of as much evil as that planned by evil 
people. 

 
Plot:  Esther’s turn to take action (ch. 4:1-ch. 8:8) 

• When Mordecai hears of the decree, he mourns but Esther, sheltered in the palace, 
doesn’t know what has happened. She sends her eunuch to Mordecai who returns with  a 
message for Esther, who had said it was too dangerous for her to approach the king:   
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... “Do not think that in the king’s palace you will escape any more than all the other 
Jews. For if you keep silence at such a time as this, relief and deliverance will rise for 
the Jews from another quarter, but you and your father’s family will perish. Who 
knows? Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for just such a time as this.”  (ch. 
4:13-14) 
 

• Esther asks Mordecai to gather all the Jews in Susa to join in a three-day fast that she and 
her maids will undertake (opposite of the banquets); she devises her strategy: as a simple 
request, invite the king to a banquet because his acceptance would mean he would grant 
her whatever she asks; Esther includes Haman in the invitation and both accept. 
Meanwhile, Haman is still upset that Mordecai didn’t bow to him; he goes home to tell his 
wife, family, and friends how wonderful he is and how terrible it is that Mordecai didn’t 
bow. His wife tells Haman what to do (who is the “master” now?):  build a very large 
gallows on which to hang Mordecai. 

• At the banquet that evening, the king asks what Esther wants; she replies that he and 
Haman agree to come to another banquet the next evening -- he agrees. 

• Because the king has insomnia that evening, he asks that the “royal annals”  be read to him 
so that he will become sleepy. The book miraculously opens to the page telling of 
Mordecai's great service in reporting the attempted assassination. When the king finds out 
that Mordecai has not been rewarded, he summons Haman and asks what honor should be 
given to a person who has done a great deed (the king doesn’t name the person). Haman 
thinks he is the person to be honored and so recommends an elaborate reward involving 
royal robes, the king’s horse, and a public declaration. The king, not knowing that Haman 
and Mordecai are enemies, tells Haman to be in charge of that honor for Mordecai. 

 

• The turning point for Haman/Mordecai occurs now: 
When Haman told his wife Zeresh and all his friends everything that had happened 
to him, his advisers and his wife Zeresh said to him, “If Mordecai, before whom your 
downfall has begun, is of the Jewish people, you will not prevail against him, but will 
surely fall before him.” (ch. 6:13)  

• At the banquet the second evening, Esther tells the king (who still doesn’t know that 
Haman’s decree was against the Jews or that Esther is Jewish) that the decree means the 
destruction of her unnamed people. When she says that Haman is the one responsible for 
the decree, the king doesn’t know what to do and so goes away to think (perhaps consult 
his advisors?) because now he must choose between Esther and Haman. 

• While the king is away, Haman approaches Queen Esther, likely to ask for mercy; but the 
king thinks Haman is assaulting his queen and so sends Haman off to be hung on the 
gallows Haman had prepared for Mordecai. 

• Esther finally tells the king that Mordecai is her relative, indicating that she also is Jewish. 
The king gives the wealth of Haman to Esther who puts Mordecai in charge of it; the king 
gives his signet ring, taken back from Haman, to Mordecai. Now a Jew has royal power over 
Gentiles as well as Jews due to Esther’s actions. 

• She begs the king to revoke the decree that the Jews are to be killed and their wealth 
plundered but he replies that a royal decree cannot be revoked. He again doesn’t take any 
responsibility for the situation but says Esther and Mordecai can decide what to do. 
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Plot:  Mordecai’s turn to take action (ch. 8:9-ch. 9) 
 

• Mordecai summons the scribes to write a new irrevocable decree; this time it is written to 
the Jews as well as the other people. The difference between this decree and the earlier 
one is that now the Jews can defend themselves and they have nine months to get ready. 
The decree is read throughout the kingdom and the Jews rejoice. 

• On the 13th of Adar when the other people were to kill the Jews and take their wealth, the 
other people are instead in fear of the Jews. All the officials of the kingdom now support 
the Jews because they are in fear of Mordecai’s power. The Jews kill many people (an 
exaggerated number to make a good story), but they take no plunder although it would be 
allowed per the decree. 

• When the king asks Esther what she wants now, she asks that the slaughter continue for a 
second day. But the point of the result is not the slaughter of the non-Jews but rather the 
victory/salvation of the Jews -- due to Esther’s actions -- who had not sought out the initial 
violence.  (The request for a second day is the explanation for why the festival of Purim is 
celebrated on two days in some parts of the world.) 

• Mordecai records what happened and sends letters to all the Jews in the kingdom: 
21 enjoining them that they should keep the fourteenth day of the month Adar and 
also the fifteenth day of the same month, year by year, 22 as the days on which the 
Jews gained relief from their enemies, and as the month that had been turned for 
them from sorrow into gladness and from mourning into a holiday; that they should 
make them days of feasting and gladness, days for sending gifts of food to one 
another and presents to the poor. 23 So the Jews adopted as a custom what they had 
begun to do, as Mordecai had written to them. ... 
28 These days should be remembered and kept throughout every generation, in every 
family, province, and city; and these days of Purim should never fall into disuse 
among the Jews, nor should the commemoration of these days cease among their 
descendants.  (ch. 9) 
 

Plot: conclusion (ch. 10) 

• The very short last chapter summarizes the greatness of King Ahasuerus and of Mordecai -- 
but Esther, who saved her people, is not mentioned. 

 
Similarities between the story of Esther/Mordecai with that of Joseph in Egypt 

• The writer(s) of Esther patterned the rise and success of Esther on that of Joseph in Genesis 
37-45. 

• Both were outsiders in a foreign land; both were aided at the beginning of their rise by 
someone in the court: Joseph by Potiphar, the captain of Pharaoh’s guard (Genesis 39:4); 
Esther by the eunuch Hegai. 

• The honors given to Mordecai (royal robes, the king’s horse, the declaration to the people) 
were similar to those the Pharaoh gave to Joseph. 

• Joseph received the Pharaoh’s signet ring from him and the power the ring represented; 
King Ahasuerus gave his signet ring to Mordecai, giving him the authority of the king. 

 
Message for us in Esther and a question, too: 

• God doesn’t forget His people. He continues to work for our salvation even if we don’t 
always see His presence. He does bring us the “relief and deliverance” Mordecai cited. 
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• Do we sometimes hide who we are as Esther did until she was challenged by Mordecai? 
 

= = = = = 
 
* More about casting lots in the Bible: 
 “The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the Lord.”  (Proverbs 16:33) 
 
 Lots are cast in Leviticus 16:8 to determine which of two goats will be the scapegoat.  Lots 
are cast several times in the books of Joshua, I Chronicles, and Nehemiah when decisions need to 
be made. 
 And in the New Testament: 

        In John 19:23-24a:  When the soldiers had crucified Jesus, they took his clothes and 
divided them into four parts, one for each soldier. They also took his tunic; now the 
tunic was seamless, woven in one piece from the top. So they said to one another, “Let 
us not tear it, but cast lots for it to see who will get it.”  

         In Acts 1:24-26:  Then they prayed and said, “Lord, you know everyone’s heart. 
Show us which one of these two you have chosen to take the place in this ministry and 
apostleship from which Judas turned aside to go to his own place.” And they cast lots 
for them, and the lot fell on Matthias; and he was added to the eleven apostles. 

 
The Jewish festival of Purim: 

• As noted above, scholars say that the book of Esther was written to justify the 
appropriation of a non-Jewish feast. Other Jewish festivals are prescribed in the Torah 
(Genesis-Deuteronomy). It celebrates when the Jewish people were saved from the decree 
from Haman that they be killed. The name comes from the word pur for lots because 
Haman cast lots to determine the day the Jews were to be killed: the 13th of Adar. 

• The festival is celebrated on the 14th day of Adar. The book of Esther is read on the eve of 
Purim and again the next morning. Whenever the name of Haman is read aloud (54 times 
in the story), listeners make enough noise to blot out his name by writing his name on the 
soles of their shoes and stamping their feet, by writing his name on stones and knocking 
them together, or by shaking various noisemakers -- all as a way to blot out evil. 

• It is a joyful celebration. Other obligations of the day, just as described in Esther chapter 9, 
are sending food gifts to friends, giving charity to the poor, and eating a festive meal 
(which may include much wine). Some wear masks and costumes as a reminder that God 
“disguised” his presence in the story.  

 

      
 
         Modern-day hand-held groggers to twirl for blotting out the sound of Haman’s name 
         when the book of Esther is read during the festival of Purim. 


