SETTING THE SCENE

Text: Esther 1
Readings: 1 Peter 1:1-2, 2:4-17
Textual Theme: King Xerxes removed Queen Vashti from her position.
Sermon Theme: God was at work in the Persian Empire for the saving of his people.
Purpose: To describe the historical background to this book and highlight God's sovereignty. 

Sometimes these Old Testament books, like Esther, seem hard to relate to. Part of that is because they describe events that happened a long time ago. This book takes us back 2,500 years to the Persian Empire in the 5th century BC. It describes events that occurred in the ancient world, a world that seems very different from ours, politically and culturally. It is often hard to put ourselves back so far and to relate to what was going on back then.

Despite this historical barrier we are helped in our reading of this story because it is so interesting - it reads like a novel with a rags-to-riches plot. It has all the ingredients of a good movie - a strikingly beautiful young woman who is chosen as queen, an evil villain who plots the destruction of a whole group of people, and a hero who stands up against this evil character and eventually comes out on top. 

We are also helped in our understanding of this book by the close parallels between the Jewish people in the Persian empire and the Christian church in the western world. In both cases the people of God are a minority group in a pagan and godless world, as our reading from Peter made clear. 

In this sermon we want to set the scene for the rest of the narrative. That is really the purpose of this chapter. It introduces us to the Persian Empire, and to the king, and to the overall work of God in these events.

To set the scene we need to go back even further to the end of the kingship in Israel and in Judah. The nation of Israel, the northern kingdom, had been taken away into exile in 722 BC under the Assyrian empire. The southern kingdom of Judah lasted longer, but they too turned away from the Lord and worshipped idols. Eventually God punished them through the Babylonians under king Nebuchadnezzar. The Babylonian army attacked Jerusalem on two occasions and deported many of the people. In 587 BC they laid siege to the city and captured it. Then they burned the city, broke down the wall, and destroyed the temple. All the important people were either executed or taken to Babylon as prisoners. This was the beginning of the exile which, altogether, from the first deportation till the return, lasted for 70 years.

The Babylonian empire was defeated by the Medo-Persian Empire. Soon after that, in 537 BC, the new king, Cyrus, allowed the Jews to return home. Of all the Jews living in the empire only about 50,000 decided to go home, a comparatively small number. Most decided to stay and continue their life in Persia.

Cyrus was followed by Darius who was followed by his son, Xerxes, or Ahasuerus, who ruled for about 20 years. 
The Persian Empire, we are told in verse 1, stretched from India to Cush. It was centred in what is now called Iran, and it took in modern day Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Jordan, Egypt, and Turkey, as well as parts of Greece, the Balkans, Russia, Afghanistan and Pakistan. It was a huge empire and was divided into 127 administrative provinces. 

In the days of Xerxes this empire was at the height of its power, a civilisation on the crest of its greatness. But 150 years later it was overtaken by the Greeks led by Alexander the Great (333 BC). The same weaknesses that contributed to the fall of the Roman Empire almost 1000 years later were also present in the Persian empire - pride, extravagance, immorality, drunkenness, a lack of moral fibre, and moral weakness among the leaders of the nation. Many of these failings are evident in this story. Sadly, they are also evident in our society.

Xerxes had four capitals and palaces. The main one was in Susa, which is where he spent the winter and spring. Susa was about 250 kms from Ur which is where Abraham lived when the Lord first called him. 

We know a bit more about Xerxes from the Greek historian Herodotus.
In the first year of his reign King Xerxes established himself on his throne and consolidated his power.
In his second year he launched a military campaign against Egypt and won.
And in his third year he began to plan another campaign, this time against Greece. This may well be the reason for the gathering described in Esther chapter 1; he brought together all the nobles, officials, and military leaders from all over the empire and invited them to Susa. 

Verse 4: “For a full 180 days he displayed the vast wealth of his kingdom and all his splendour and the glory of his majesty.” This was like a World Fair - a great display of all his wealth and power and at the same time a gathering to plan this campaign against Greece. 

At the end of that time he held a huge banquet with vast amounts of food and an endless flow of wine. It was set in the beautiful garden grounds of his palace. Verse 6 is unusually descriptive for Hebrew narrative it gives us an elaborate report of all the extravagant beauty of that setting. The writer of this story wants us to see that all this was too much; it was over the top, excessive, grandiose! It was arrogant and proud, and pride comes before a fall. 

That is highlighted by the brief description of the banquet for the women which is mentioned in one short sentence in verse 9; “Queen Vashti also gave a banquet for the women in the royal palace of King Xerxes.” The women's banquet was modest and sober but that hosted by the king was lavish and raucous. 

The king promoted and indulged himself too much and something was bound to go wrong.
We get a warning of that in verse 10 where we read that on the seventh day "King Xerxes was in high spirits from wine." Drunkenness always clouds a person's judgement and prompts them to do stupid things.

Think of what happened to Belshazzar, ruler of the Babylonians. He also gave a great banquet where the wine flowed freely and then gave orders for the gold and silver cups of the Lord to be brought in so that the party-goers might drink from those. It was then a hand appeared and wrote on the wall a message of judgement. (Dan 5:1ff).

Xerxes too, in his drunken state, over-stepped the mark and did something foolish. He gave orders to the seven eunuchs who served him to bring in Queen Vashti, wearing her royal crown, so that all these drunken men could admire her beauty. To conclude this great display of all he owned he wanted to display his beautiful wife. But he wanted to do that in this setting of a wild party. 

The Greek historian Herodotus tells us that the wife of Xerxes was a powerful and proud woman who could also be very cruel. But this incident also shows that she had a lot of courage. She wasn't prepared to be paraded as the object of the lust and passion of a whole crowd of drunken men. She wasn't a mere concubine to be played with and displayed. So she refused to obey the king's command and the eunuchs came back without the queen.

The king could have realised his mistake in asking his wife to degrade herself like this and he could have backed down. But Xerxes was a proud man with what one writer described as "a dangerously tender ego". He was also quick-tempered, easily angered. We read that he "became furious and burned with anger." (v 12). 

The whole incident made Xerxes look very foolish and is a striking contrast to the opening of the story that described the power and wealth of the world's greatest monarch. "He who rules over 127 provinces cannot rule his own wife." (Webb). He was the king over a vast empire but his position was threatened by one woman. And so we see this great king scrambling to "maintain his dignity despite the defiance of his wife". (Baldwin) 

The king who had just displayed the power and glory of his vast kingdom has to consult with his counselors about how to deal with his own wife. Instead of solving the problem they compounded and enlarged it; they took it out of the realm of a squabble between husband and wife and made it a matter for the whole empire. They wanted to put it on TV1 news as an item of national concern! 

They were supposed to be "the wise men who understood the times...and were highest in the kingdom." (vs 13-14) But they weren't so wise in their advice. They lost all their common sense and blew the whole thing out of all proportion. They accused the queen of doing wrong "against all the nobles and the peoples of all the provinces of King Xerxes."! (vs 16). They went on to predict a feminist backlash by all women against the authority of husbands in their homes. They anticipated that this would cause women all over the empire to despise their husbands and that "there will be no end of disrespect and discord." (vs 17-18). All this was obviously an extreme over-reaction. 

In response they removed the queen from her position and announced this by edict all through the empire. And they sent out a dispatch proclaiming "that every man should be ruler over his own household" so that all the women would respect their husbands. (vs 20,22) These laws passed by the Persian Empire could not be repealed; they were unchangeable. 

But the empire was legislating for something that could not be controlled by laws. You can't legislate for respect, it has to be earned. You can't pass a law giving someone authority, it has to be recognised. You can't make marriages better by passing more regulations; they only improve with love, patience and kindness between a husband and a wife. 

The same thing is happening in our nation today - the government is attempting to legislate for certain behaviour. So we have had vast amounts of legislation passed to control and direct all aspects of life including monitoring your dog, directing where you may smoke, how to discipline your children, what you should eat, and what schools may sell for children’s lunches. The government doesn't grasp that you can't legislate for morality or for common sense or for good behaviour - those things have to arise out of Christian values and be learnt in families from wise parents. 

Having explained this chapter we could go on to draw out some moral lessons. Some of the commentaries and studies on Esther do this. We could warn against excess in wealth, and the evil of drunkenness and the danger of anger. We could highlight the courage of Queen Vashti. We could explain what husbands may and may not demand of their wives, and explain the limits of the submission of a wife. All of these things would be true but they are incidental to this chapter; they are not the purpose of this story.
 
When we read the Old Testament we need to be careful that we don't use it merely as a collection of moral lessons. Yes, there are moral lessons to be found in the lives of these people. Paul wrote about the history of Israel "these things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us..." (1 Cor 10:11). 

But they are more than examples. When you read the Old Testament you need to ask; "Why did the author write this down? What was his purpose? And how would his original readers have understood this? What message would they have drawn from this?" After you have asked those questions you are then in a position to ask, "What does this mean for us?"

This first chapter sets the stage for the rest of the story. It explains how Queen Vashti was removed from her position, thus opening the way for another queen to take her place. That person was going to be Esther, a Jew. She would be in the closest position a woman could be to the King. From that position God would use her to save his people. 

This book shows us that God was at work in the lives and events of the Persian Empire. 
That will surprise some readers because God is not mentioned by name anywhere in this book. That is unusual in the Bible. Not only that but this book records no miracles, no dreams, and no visions. There are no prophets who appear with a word from the Lord or advice for the king. God does not intervene in any direct or obvious manner. 
But the God who is not mentioned is still there. He is hidden from view, invisible to our eyes, but he is active. Everything that happens is guided by his hand. He is in control. 

This is something to remember in our own day and age. God is hidden today. This is a secular society; God is ignored; no one mentions his name (except to blaspheme or to emphasise what they want to say). 
No one consults with God about what they plan to do. No one asks him for guidance in any major or minor decisions that arise. For most people God is absent, invisible, far away. 

Sometimes we wonder about that too. We look at what is going on in the world, and even in the church, and we wonder what God is doing and whether he is active. 

But we who are Christians are people of faith. We believe that God is in control of our lives, our families, our church, our nation, and our world. Nothing happens by chance; everything is guided by his hand. He appoints and removes kings and queens and prime ministers. He guides and controls the events of history.

He did this in the reign of Xerxes. 
He did that to protect his people, the people of Israel who were in exile. 
He did this to protect Ezra so he could return from Persia to Jerusalem some 20 years after Esther became queen so he could teach and instruct the Jews. 
He did this to protect Nehemiah, the cup bearer of Artaxerxes (the son of Xerxes) so he too could return to Jerusalem to help the exiles.
And God did this to protect the Jewish people until the Messiah was born, 450 years later. 

All of God's work was centred on the promise of the Lord Jesus who would come as the Christ, the Messiah, the One God foretold through his prophets. 

The whole Bible is about God's plan of salvation in and through his Son, Jesus. This is why Jesus, after his resurrection, could take those two travellers who were going home to Emmaus through the Old Testament and explain "to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself." (Luke 24:27). 

The Apostle Paul wrote in Romans 15:4 that "everything that was written in the past was written to teach us so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope."

As you read the Bible ask yourself, "What is this teaching me about God? What is this telling me about the Lord Jesus Christ and his coming? How is this directing me towards hope in Christ?"

This book of Esther was written to remind us that God is in control; he is active in history, even when people don't see him, or can't understand what he is doing. 
And it was written to show us that God is always at work building and strengthening the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ. This is our hope.

Amen. 


