BEAUTY QUEEN

Text: Esther 2
Readings: 2 Corinthians 6:14-18, Romans 10:1-13
Theme: After a large scale search for beautiful virgins Esther won the favour of the king and was chosen as Queen. 
Purpose: To explain that we must obey God's commands in the complexities of our lives, and that God is sovereign over all events.

You have probably had times in your life when you have felt as though you were in control of what was going on, you were in the driver's seat, you were making decisions and following those through; you knew where you were going and you actively pursued that course. 

And then there may have been other times in your life when you felt as though you were overtaken by events, as though your life was being controlled by other people, that circumstances were directing you into a direction you did not want to go.

Often it is hard to work out what is within your control and what is outside of that; what are we responsible for and what is beyond our sphere of responsibility? 

Today we are looking at a story in which people were caught up in events that were much larger than them and even beyond their control, yet they still had to make choices about what how to respond and what to do. Two biblical truths emerge out of this chapter – God’s sovereignty and our responsibility. Today we want to see how they fit together.

This book is set in Persia after the Jewish exile and after some of the exiles had returned to Jerusalem. Chapter 1 described how Queen Vashti refused the request of King Xerxes to appear before a massive party of drunken men and how she was removed from her position because of that. 

After this the king went away for a few years on his military campaign against Greece. (This explains the gap of four years between chapter 1:3 and chapter 2:16.) That battle campaign against Greece was a complete disaster and the king returned home after major defeats on land and sea.

It was during this time that "he remembered Vashti and what she had done and what he had decreed about her." (vs 1). There is a note of regret in this; it seems as though the king was sorry about his decision. 
No one, however, could propose that she be re-instated because this was a law of the Medes and Persians and could not be undone. 
What's more, none of those who supported the idea to have her deposed wanted to suggest that she return. Vashti was known as a cruel woman and they knew that if she returned to power they could come to a sudden and horrible end! 

So those in the king’s court thought of a creative alternative. They proposed that special commissioners be appointed in every province throughout the empire to search for beautiful young virgins. All of these would be brought to the harem in Susa and the young woman who pleased the king would be appointed queen. The only criteria for her selection as queen were her beauty and the sexual pleasure she provided the king. There was no consideration given to her education or training or suitability for this position. But this idea appealed to the king. 

We know from other historical sources that he was a sensual man and that he chose any woman that took his fancy. The Greek historian Plutarch tells us that the king already had a harem of 360 women. Another Greek historian Herodotus described the sexual overindulgence of the king after his military defeat. Xerxes had affairs with the wives of some of his officers, sowing an anger that led to his assassination in his bedroom in 465BC. But we are looking ahead.

Beautiful young women were sought out in the empire, taken from their homes and families, and brought to the Susa. Each girl spent 12 months in the harem preparing for her one night with the king, and "would not return to the king unless he was pleased with her and summoned her by name." (vs 14). After that one night the king probably forgot about most of them and did not even remember their names. They were like living dolls he could take out to play with when it suited him. They would live their lives in the harem, more like widows than married women. One writer described their situation as “a comfortable but pointless existence” and another wrote they lived in “luxurious but desolate seclusion”.

Sadly, the sexual greed of the king deprived many young men in the towns and villages of a potential wife. But he was a selfish, ungodly, ruthless pagan king and unconcerned about others.  

The writer then introduced the other two key people in this story - Mordecai and Esther. Esther’s parents had died and so she was an orphan. Her older cousin, Mordecai, had taken her in and raised her as his own daughter. Her Hebrew name was Hadassah, which means myrtle. She also had a Persian name based on the star Venus, Ishtar, or Esther. Her two names pictured how she would live in two worlds, two very different cultures, one Jewish, the other Persian.

Esther "was lovely in form and features" (v 7) - in every way a beautiful young woman. 

When the king's order went out many girls were brought to Susa and "Esther was also taken" (v 8). We don't know if these girls had any say in this; probably not. There are three passive verbs in verse 8: "the edit had been proclaimed..., many girls were brought..., Esther was taken...." It seems as though neither Mordecai nor Esther had any choice in this.  

Nor, however, is there any sign of protest; there is no hint of any objection from either of them. Instead we are told that Mordecai specifically told Esther not to say anything about her nationality and family background. To be sure we did not miss it this is mentioned twice, in verses 10 and 20. She was obedient to Mordecai's instructions and kept quiet. 

What prompted Mordecai to give her that advice? Did he hope that she might become queen? Did he think declaring her Jewishness would jeopardise that possibility? Or was he already aware of an anti-Jewish feeling in the court and so was concerned about her safety and did this for her protection? 

And how did Esther feel about going into the harem and the palace? Was she excited or horrified? Did she welcome the opportunity or was she fearful of dishonouring the Lord in this situation? 

We are left with many questions about this story. The biblical author does not describe Mordecai’s motives or Esther’s reaction. He simply records what happened without any commentary on the story. We are told what they did, not what they should have done. That is true of most of the biblical narratives – they are descriptions, not prescriptions; they tell us what happened, not what God wanted them to do; they record events, not commands. 

From the rest of the Bible we know that for Esther to go into the harem and even contemplate following this through was wrong. The Lord was very clear that the people of Israel were not to marry people from the other nations; there were to be no mixed marriages between believers and unbelievers.  And the New Testament is very clear about that for Christians today. "Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness?" (2 Cor 6:14). 

Furthermore, by keeping her identity quiet she would have had to go along with the Persian way of life and its food and customs. She would not be able to eat her Jewish kosher food; she would not be able to keep the Sabbath day holy; she would not be able to observe all the Jewish festivals. Maybe she even had to worship the Persian gods? Her life in the harem would pose great compromises for her faith. 

With all of this in mind we might rather have expected Mordecai to say to the king's officers; "You can't take her! She is a Jew! Leave her alone. She is one of God's chosen people. She has been set apart by God since the time of Abraham. She won't fit in because she is too different. She can't be a queen because she is a Hebrew, an Israelite." But Mordecai didn't say anything like that. He was silent, and he told her to be silent. 

It makes us wonder how serious Mordecai and Esther were about their Jewishness? Was it a living reality for them? Were they striving to obey God's laws? Were they eager and earnest about their faith in God? Did they love his laws? Did they regard themselves as belonging to a holy people? 

We would do well to ask ourselves the same questions. We live in a pagan and godless society where there are many challenges to our faith. At school and our place of study and work we may sometimes find ourselves in an awkward situation that might compromise our faith. At times like that it is all too easy to blend in with those around us. We may be tempted to be slack and lazy in our faith. 

When you find yourself in a difficult situation do you simply blend in with unbelievers around you, or are you prepared to stick out as someone who follows Christ?
Do you just go with the flow, or are you prepared to stand up for what you believe?
Are you inclined to compromise with the world, or do you live by God's commands?
In your place of work or study do you keep quiet about being a Christian, or do you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord? (Rom 10:9)
Have there been times when you have remained silent when you should have spoken up?
Have you put yourself in a position where you have had to give way on things you believe?
Are you hiding your light under a bushel?

If we claim to be a Christian God's expects us to follow the Lord Jesus Christ. He wants us to obey his laws. He wants you and me to act as members of the kingdom of Christ. He holds us responsible for all our words and all our actions, just as he held Mordecai and Esther responsible.

Are you following the words of God's law?
Are you living by what God has revealed to you in his Word, the Bible? 
Are you doing what is right?
If you do what is right then you can leave the rest to God. He will direct and guide all events.

So far we have been looking at this story from the point of view of Mordecai and Esther; we have considered their responsibility and ours.

But what was God doing in all of this?

The Bible teaches us that we are responsible for our actions but also that God is sovereign over everything that happens. He is in control. He is in charge. Everything happens according to his will and plan and purpose. 

We call this God's providence. This word comes from the Latin word "providentia", which is made up of two words - pro meaning before, and videre meaning to see (we get our English word video from that word.) So providence is "to see beforehand". God sees everything from beginning to end; he has the whole picture in mind; he knows what will happen. Even more than that, he has the whole situation in hand, he directs and controls everything. 

This story of Esther illustrates this truth. God worked in and through the lives of Esther and Mordecai; he worked in and through their actions, and even in spite of their actions; he guided and directed all that happened.

So when Esther was taken into the harem she was "entrusted to Hegai, who was in charge of the harem. The girl pleased him and won his favour. Immediately he provided her with beauty treatments and special food. He assigned to her seven maids selected from the king's palace and moved her and her maids into the best place in the harem." (vs 8b-9). This was God’s doing, God’s work.

The same thing happened to Joseph (and there are a number of parallels between Joseph and Esther); he found favour in the eyes of Potiphar, the captain of the guard." Later on God "granted him favour in the eyes of the prison warden." (Gen 39:4,21). 

And the same thing happened to Daniel when he refused to defile himself with the food of king Darius. God caused the official in charge of him to "show favour and sympathy to Daniel." (Dan 1:9). 

This continued to happen to Esther. She won the favour of Hegai. In verse 15b we read that she "won the favour of everyone who saw her." And when she went to spend her night with the king we read that "the king was attracted to Esther more than to any of the other women, and she won his favour and approval more than the other virgins." (vs 17) The king had the choice of many beautiful women, but Esther was chosen and she was made queen in Vashti’s place.

This was God's doing. God can even use evil things and turn them for our good. That doesn't mean that we may go ahead and do evil anyway, nor does it make God the author of evil. What it means is that the Lord is all powerful and he can and will use everything for his good purposes. 

We can also see that with Mordecai when he uncovered this plot on the life of the king. 
He had an important position at the king's gate. In those ancient cities the city gate was the commercial and legal centre, like the central business district in our modern cities. This was where all the important business went on. While he was there Mordecai overhead two of the kings officials plotting to murder Xerxes. They were in a position to do this because they guarded the doorway to the king's rooms. One of them may have been the Bigtha mentioned in chapter 1:10 who was one of the seven eunuchs who served the king. 
Assassination plots were not uncommon, and 13 years later Xerxes was murdered by one of his officials. 

But not this time, because Mordecai passed this information to Esther, who told the king, mentioning Mordecai by name and giving him the credit. Herodotus tells us that the Persian kings made a point of rewarding acts of loyalty, like this one. The writer of this story tells us that this was carefully written down "in the book of the annals in the presence of the king" (vs 23), but no reward was given.

Mordecai must have wondered why nothing had been done for him, but as we know from what happened later, this too was part of the providence of God.
 
Something similar happened in the life of Joseph. His brothers sold him as a slave into Egypt and for years it seemed as though everyone, including God, had forgotten about him. But much later on he could say to his brothers; "...It was not you who sent me here but God." (Gen 45:8). "You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives." (Gen 50:19). 

God also used Esther to save many lives.

And God also sent his Son, Jesus, to save many lives. Evil men put him to death by nailing him to the cross, but Jesus was handed over to them by "God's set purpose and foreknowledge." (Acts 2:23). In a speech to the Jews the Apostle Peter declared that Herod, Pontius Pilate, the Gentiles and the Jews conspired against Jesus; "They did what your power and will had decided beforehand should happen." (Acts 4:28). God was in control. God directed events. Jesus died for the sins of his people. He did this for the saving of many lives. He died to deliver us from the grip of Satan and from the punishment of hell. He died for the sins of all who believe in him. 

If you believe in this Lord Jesus then you can be confident that God is guiding your life. You are still responsible for your decisions and actions and for your sins. But "we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him who have been called according to his purpose." (Rom 8:28). In your life and in this world nothing happens by chance. 

Life in this world is sometimes complex and there are times when we feel as though we are caught up in circumstances beyond our control. We don't know how things will work out. We can't predict what will happen if we do this or that. We do not know the hidden will of God. 

But we do know the commands of God. "The secret things belong to the Lord, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, so that we may follow all the words of this law." (Deut 29:29).

Will you follow God’s commands?
Will you trust his sovereign power?

Amen. 


