ESTHER
Did you know that Esther was an orphan who possessed a submissive, cooperative attitude? Did you realize that Esther’s physical beauty was enhanced by her helpful attitude and concern for others? Do you understand how intelligent, clever, and wise Esther was?

Good literature includes subtleties that arouse the reader’s curiosity. The book of Esther meets this criterion. The story has intrigue, a sinister plot, divine involvement, and deliverance throughout which numerous moral lessons are cleverly couched. Because we like adventure, action, drama, romance, plots and counter-plots, success stories, and justice, we enjoy the story of Esther.
King Xerxes ruled over the Medes and Persians’ 127 provinces from Eastern Africa to India, but he could not rule his wife Vashti. She would not cooperate with him and it deeply angered him when she refused to display her beauty. When he ordered a kind of “beauty contest” to find a suitable replacement, Esther was among the candidates. The record states, “Now the king was attracted to Esther more than to any of the other women, and she won his favor and approval more than any of the other virgins. So he set a royal crown on her head and made her queen instead of Vashti” (Esther 2:17).

What qualities caused the king to be attracted to Esther? Though she was certainly blessed with physical beauty, we need to look deeper than that if we are to profit fully from this character study. Esther’s lesson-packed action drama illustrates the power of submission over tyranny as displayed by her self-control, poise, courage, willingness to use the means at hand, and firm contention for justice.

Esther Was Submissive

Esther was beautiful both outwardly and inwardly. “Mordecai had a cousin named Hadassah, whom he had brought up because she had neither father nor mother. This young woman, who was also known as Esther, had a lovely figure and was beautiful. Mordecai had taken her as his own daughter when her father and mother died” (Esther 2:7). 

Esther was obedient to her uncle. “Esther had kept secret her family background and nationality just as Mordecai had told her to do, for she continued to follow Mordecai’s instructions as she had done when he was bringing her up” (Esther 2:20). She learned at an early age the virtue and importance of obedience.

This trait of obedience, however, was not exercised exclusively toward her original mentor, Mordecai. A spirit of submission and cooperation had evidently become a part of who Esther was. This is shown by the fact that she maintained it in the king’s harem. “When the turn came for Esther (the young woman Mordecai had adopted, the daughter of his uncle Abihail) to go to the king, she asked for nothing other than what Hegai, the king’s eunuch who was in charge of the harem, suggested. And Esther won the favor of everyone who saw her” (Esther 2:15).
The Bible says that obedience is beautiful. “Your beauty . . . should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God’s sight” (1 Peter 3:3–4). 

Imagine being in the dressmaker’s shop, between the perfumed oil bath and the hair salon in the harem’s central beautification district. Three ladies have been outfitted with new gowns by the chief dressmaker. When the first new addition to the harem looks at her new gown, her beautiful face contorts into an ugly frown. “I don’t like this color,” she complains. “It never looks good on me. Besides, the texture is too rough, and it doesn’t slide freely on my hips and legs. This will never do.”
The second “beauty” tries on her new gown, purses her lips in a sulk, and whines, “Well, this is the color I agreed to, but the dress is too tight around my shoulders and too loose around my hips. Why can’t you get it right?”
A third young woman arrives. She smiles, greets the dressmaker, and waits her turn. When presented with her gown, she thanks him. When she emerges from the dressing room for his review, he says, “Oh, the waist is not quite right.”
“I am sure you can fix that with no difficulty,” she replies. “You are a professional. I like the rest of it. You do a wonderful job of making us look good.”
Which of the three do you think was the most beautiful? 

Imagine further that everywhere she went, whether she was eating in the dining room, receiving a pedicure and manicure at the beauty parlor, or getting her eyebrows trimmed and eyelashes curled, Esther’s humble and gracious attitude brought respect and appreciation. Attitude is an important part of beauty.

Esther’s submissive, obedient, and cooperative spirit is not to be mistaken for weakness or a lack of her own well-developed opinions. Esther had courage and a strong will, as is shown later in the story when she risks her life and states her case before the king. She even dared to accuse Haman, who was present at the time. Esther was no coward or silly beauty. She had courage and character. She knew how to be in command of her will for beneficial purposes. She exhibited power under control. 

Esther could have become conceited, demanding, and/or self-impressed, given that she was beautiful and found favor with everyone. She evidently resisted those temptations. 

Esther Showed Concern for Others 

One day, as Esther was going about her duties as the new queen, the eunuchs and her female attendants came and told her that her uncle Mordecai was outside the gates of the palace, grieving in sackcloth and ashes. 
With the favor she received, the attention from the king, involvement in the activities of the court, and the affairs of the ladies of the court, Esther could have become more preoccupied with other matters than her cousin out by the gate. But when she heard about Mordecai, she not only cared, but “was in great distress” (Esther 4:4). She sent clothes for him to put on instead of his sackcloth, but he would not accept them.
Esther had no idea that the issue troubling her uncle would affect her too. For all she knew, Mordecai had a personal difficulty that he thought perhaps she could help him with. 

When Esther’s offer of new clothes did not console him, she “summoned Hathak, one of the king’s eunuchs assigned to attend her, and ordered him to find out what was troubling Mordecai and why” (Esther 4:4–5). When he returned, he told Esther that Mordecai had learned of a wicked plan, devised by Haman, one of the king’s top advisors, to exterminate all the Jews in the kingdom. This massive tragedy would mean an end to the entire nation of the Jewish people. 

Mordecai instructed her to make a plea with the king for her people. 
Esther sent this reply to Mordecai: “Go, gather together all the Jews who are in Susa, and fast for me. Do not eat or drink for three days, night or day. I and my attendants will fast as you do. When this is done, I will go to the king, even though it is against the law. And if I perish, I perish.” (Esther 4:15–16).
Esther did not sidestep the problem or abdicate her responsibility. Rather, she complied with Mordecai’s instruction, knowing it could mean her own death.
Esther Resisted the Temptations of the Successful 

Problems often reveal one’s character. When the pressure is on, the true nature of an individual is revealed more clearly than when life is moving along normally and all seems well. On the other end of the spectrum, however, is a different kind of temptation. Success also provides an opportunity to view one’s character. Accomplishment corrupts some people, allowing for further development of arrogance, contributing to an inflated ego and a superiority complex. 

Why must the man or woman of God be particularly concerned about this? John 15:7–8 says that Jesus wants us to be fruitful in our lives, our characters, and our ministries. This brings glory to God. As we abide in Christ we can ask God for fruitfulness and He will grant our request. But if our fruitfulness makes us successful in life, we will be tempted by pride. 

Esther avoided that temptation. She provides for us a model of a person who, in spite of beauty and success, remembered her roots and struggled on behalf of her people.

Esther Fought Her Battle by Praying

Esther and her attendants did a difficult thing; they conducted a three-day absolute fast—going without food and water. She asked Mordecai and the Jews at Susa to do the same. Then she put her life on the line by appearing without invitation before the king. She prayed, but she also planned and developed a wise strategy.

Nowhere in this book are the words pray, prayed, or prayer to be found. If Esther and her friends fasted, didn’t they also pray? Certainly. And if they fasted and prayed, to whom did they pray? God, of course. No prayers to Him are mentioned in Esther, but they are unquestionably implied. 

This seems rather like real life. We don’t see God. We can’t hear the private prayers of others. Prayer, if done in secret as Jesus said, is invisible, as is the God to whom we pray. Yet the results of His involvement in response to prayer abound. 
God’s active presence in our lives can be just as pervasive as demonstrated in the story of Esther. Even if we do not talk a lot about our prayer lives, we can see that He is involved and that He provides “grace to help us in our time of need” (Hebrews 4:16). 

On the third day Esther put on her royal robes and stood in the inner court of the palace, in front of the king’s hall. The king was sitting on his royal throne in the hall, facing the entrance. When he saw Queen Esther standing in the court, he was pleased with her and held out to her the gold scepter that was in his hand. So Esther approached and touched the tip of the scepter. (Esther 5:1–2)

It is never wrong to pray about the evils in political arenas. Let us not ignore our moral obligation to prayerfully oppose evil wherever it exists in government or society. Out of supposed political correctness or social tolerance some Christians sidestep opportunities to be an influence. God is willing to be involved in geo-political conflict on the side of righteousness. The story of Esther illustrates that He recognizes the reality of evil and desires to help us be victorious over it. 

God has political opinions. One side can be right and the other side wrong. And when politically correct but morally wrong policies, agendas, party platforms, and/or ethical issues become evident, they must be opposed by prayer.

Do not be afraid to have a political opinion and to pray about it. If you know the mind of God and how to pray in a given situation you must oppose evil through prayer. You may not be a queen, but you, your family, and your loved ones will be affected by political outcomes. 
How did God answer Esther’s prayers? He arranged for Mordecai to overhear two men, Bigthana and Teresh, conspiring to assassinate the king. God then kept the king from sleeping one night so that the boring records in the archives were brought out and read to him. God led the scribe at that very time to read the particular section that brought Mordecai’s good deed to light. He arranged for Haman to be waiting at the door to enter the king’s room just after Mordecai’s good deed was revealed. It is not hard to see God’s hand in these events. 
Esther Planned Carefully and Did Not Hurry 

In addition to praying, Esther planned. While she and her people were fasting these three days, Esther was strategizing how she should approach the king with her request. More than likely, she consulted certain trusted advisors. 

Too many Christians, even leaders and ministers, believe the Holy Spirit only acts spontaneously. But there are times when we must plan ahead in order to do the right things God’s way. Esther understood how important this was.

When Esther approached the king, he extended his scepter and Esther touched its tip, undoubtedly relieved that God had graciously brought her safe thus far. At this point, she could have immediately expressed her request. But wisely, she did not. Instead, she mentioned a banquet she had prepared for him and Haman even before she approached the king. That took planning and effort. The king was suitably impressed by her preparations. 

God Answered Esther’s Prayers Even Before She Prayed 
Esther is not the only one in the story who prepared in advance. Years before this crucial moment in time, God arranged for Mordecai to overhear two men, Bigthana and Teresh, conspiring to assassinate the king. The night after Esther invited the king and Haman to her prepared banquet, God kept the king from sleeping, so the boring records in the archives were brought out and read to him. God led the scribe to read at that very time the particular section that brought Mordecai’s good deed to light. He even arranged for Haman to be waiting at the door to enter the king’s room just after Mordecai’s good deed was revealed. 
When the king asked his trusted advisor what should be done for a man who had served the king well, Haman proudly assumed he was that man. So he described in detail the most public honor he could think of. Imagine his distress when the king gave this very honor to Haman’s enemy, Mordecai.

It is not hard to see God’s hand in these events. 
Esther Exercised Patience
At the banquet, Esther still declined the opportunity to express her complaint. 

The king and Haman went to the banquet Esther had prepared. As they were drinking wine, the king again asked Esther, “Now what is your petition? It will be given you. And what is your request? Even up to half the kingdom, it will be granted.”
Esther replied, “My petition and my request is this: If the king regards me with favor and if it pleases the king to grant my petition and fulfill my request, let the king and Haman come tomorrow to the banquet I will prepare for them. Then I will answer the king’s question.” (Esther 5:3–8)

Esther was no empty-headed, vindictive, or emotional woman. The issue at hand meant life or death to her people. Yet she declined the opportunity to immediately express her desire to the king. That required strength of character. She evidently understood human nature quite well and decided to show honor to the king before making her request. 
This delay gave time for the king’s curiosity to be fully aroused. First she postponed her answer until later that same day, when she had a chance to honor him at a banquet she had prepared. Then Esther again put off her response until yet another day and the next banquet. She showed patience and wisdom by requesting these delays. She also certainly had the attention of the king

In our impatience, do we fail to honor God? Is our desire for hasty results motivated by faith or a lack of faith? God never seems to hurry and is never late. Could we learn to be more like Him on this point? Wise Esther seems to have known that taking a slower pace allows for more reflection and satisfactory results.
Esther Remained Objective

We have arrived at the pivotal part of the drama. Esther did not blink, flinch, or hold back. At the right time she spoke courageously. Notice how poised, measured, confident, yet entreating her words are.
So the king and Haman went to Queen Esther’s banquet, and as they were drinking wine on the second day, the king again asked, “Queen Esther, what is your petition? It will be given you. What is your request? Even up to half the kingdom, it will be granted.”
Then Queen Esther answered, “If I have found favor with you, Your Majesty, and if it pleases you, grant me my life—this is my petition. And spare my people—this is my request. For I and my people have been sold to be destroyed, killed and annihilated. If we had merely been sold as male and female slaves, I would have kept quiet, because no such distress would justify disturbing the king.”
King Xerxes asked Queen Esther, “Who is he? Where is he—the man who has dared to do such distress would justify disturbing the king.”
Esther said, “An adversary and enemy! This vile Haman!” (Esther 7:1–6)
Esther focused on protection of herself and her people, not on hatred of her enemy. First she tactfully asked for her people to be saved. Only when the king asked the identity of the man who had dared to do such a thing did she spring the trap on Haman. 

Then Haman was terrified before the king and queen. The king got up in a rage, left his wine and went out into the palace garden. But Haman, realizing that the king had already decided his fate, stayed behind to beg Queen Esther for his life.

Then Haman was terrified before the king returned from the palace garden to the banquet hall, Haman was falling on the couch where Esther was reclining. 

The king exclaimed, “Will he even molest the queen while she is with me in the house?”
As soon as the word left the king’s mouth, they covered Haman’s face. Then Harbona, one of the eunuchs attending the king, said, “A pole reaching to a height of fifty cubits stands by Haman’s house. He had it set up for Mordecai, who spoke up to help the king.”
The king said, “Impale him on it!” So they impaled Haman on the pole he had set up for Mordecai. Then the king’s fury subsided. (Esther 7:6–10)

Esther did not back down even when the king commanded Haman to be hanged on the gallows he had built for Mordecai. Esther showed no weakness. At the crucial moment she spoke with undeniable courage.

Justice requires wisdom and firmness. Mercy at the right times can be a result of wisdom and strength. But, unfortunately, mercy is too often merely a result of weak character—unwillingness to uphold righteousness and preserve justice. Esther’s firmness and consistency in maintaining justice in this instance are qualities to be admired and emulated.
Esther Boldly Pressed Her Advantage 

The day after the king gave the estate of Haman to Esther, the drama continued.

Esther again pleaded with the king, falling at his feet and weeping. She begged him to put an end to the evil plan of Haman the Agagite, which he had devised against the Jews. Then the king extended the gold scepter to Esther and she arose and stood before him. 

“If it pleases the king,” she said, “and if he regards me with favor and thinks it the right thing to do, and if he is pleased with me, let an order be written overruling the dispatches that Haman son of Hammedatha, the Agagite, devised and wrote to destroy the Jews in all the king’s provinces. For how can I bear to see disaster fall on my people? How can I bear to see the destruction of my family?”
King Xerxes replied to Queen Esther and to Mordecai the Jew, “Because Haman attacked the Jews, I have given his estate to Esther, and they have impaled him on the pole he set up. Now write another decree in the king’s name in behalf of the Jews as seems best to you, and seal it with the king’s signet ring—for no document written in the king’s name and sealed with his ring can be revoked.” 

At once the royal secretaries were summoned—on the twenty-third day of the third month, the month of Sivan. They wrote out all Mordecai’s orders to the Jews, and to the satraps, governors and nobles of the 127 provinces stretching from India to Cush. These orders were written in the script of each province and the language of each people and also to the Jews in their own script and language. Mordecai wrote in the name of King Xerxes, sealed the dispatches with the king’s signet ring, and sent them by mounted couriers, who rode fast horses especially bred for the king. 

The king’s edict granted the Jews in every city the right to assemble and protect themselves; to destroy, kill and annihilate the armed men of any nationality or province who might attack them and their women and children, and to plunder the property of their enemies. The day appointed for the Jews to do this in all the provinces of King Xerxes was the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, the month of Adar. A copy of the text of the edict was to be issued as law in every province and made known to the people of every nationality so that the Jews would be ready on that day to avenge themselves on their enemies. (Esther 8:3–14)
God does not approve of personal revenge. We are to be forgiving. So how are we to interpret Esther’s behavior? She requested permission for the Jews to defend themselves and plunder the property of their enemies. Was this act pleasing to God?
Centuries earlier, Saul had failed to press his advantage against King Agag, whom Saul was to destroy, and whom Samuel eventually had to kill. Haman was an Agagite, a descendent of this wicked king. Esther was not weak like Saul. She acted more decisively and wisely than he. 

Corrective punishment to rid the earth of evil is not the same as personal revenge. Men and women of God must follow God’s example in His love for justice, understand the rightness of justice, and uphold justice in the administrative affairs of our churches and ministries. Of course, we cannot approve of vengeance. Justice breeds respect for right and distaste for wrong, while personal payback elicits still more hatred.

The Bible Supports National Defense

God miraculously provided the means of self-defense for the Jews. In previous centuries He used judges, armies, and kings for this purpose. This time he used the king’s edict. This would not have happened if God were not in favor of countries protecting themselves. National defense is not revenge; it is the attempt to stop the aggressor and prevent further evil.
Every country that maintains a strong military for national defense contributes to the prevalence of peace in the world. Evil nations do not attack strong nations. A strong defense, therefore, is a deterrent to war. Christians who are serving their nations as soldiers are not soldiering because they want war, but because they do not want war. They are defending their nations and families against aggressors who do not recognize the rights of free people. 

If God were anti-military, John the Baptist would have spoken to the Roman soldiers of his day on that subject instead of merely instructing them to not complain about their wages. “Some soldiers asked him, ‘And what should we do?’ He replied, ‘Don’t extort money and don’t accuse people falsely—be content with your pay’” (Luke 3:14).
In Esther’s time, God did not destroy the enemies of the Jews with hailstones, lightning, or thunder. He gave them the means to defend themselves. God’s answer to our prayer for protection may be to provide us with the ability to protect ourselves. There is nothing wrong with using the defensive measures He has given us.
Esther was a beautiful, wise, poised, self-controlled, intelligent, considerate, and firm young woman who kept her power under control, put her life on the line, and became a savior for her people. Could it be that God has given you similar traits “for such a time as this” (Esther 4:14)?
For Further Thought

· What does Esther’s continued humility in her success say to you about greatness?

· What did you learn from Esther’s sincere praying?

· What are you doing to be deliberate and strategic in your planning?

· How do you remain emotionally steady and objective when dealing with explosive issues?

· What does Esther’s life say to us about pressing our advantage when God gives us one?

· What lessons can you apply to your life by noting that God gave Esther and the Jews of her day military equipment and permission to use it?

