FOR SUCH A TIME AS THIS

Text: Esther 4
Readings: Joel 2:12-17, Luke 22:39-53
Theme: Esther agrees to Mordecai's challenge to use her God given position to plead for deliverance for her people. 
Purpose: To urge you to recognise the position in which God has placed you and to use the opportunities that come your way. 

****************************
As we look back over our lives we can see that God has put us in certain places and situations at exactly the right time. Sometimes that is not so clear at the time; we wonder what God is doing and why he put us in that spot. But later on, with the benefit of hindsight, and with the benefit of a broader perspective, we are often able to see what he was doing. We can see the bigger picture and we can appreciate his reason for that and his plan and purpose. Nothing happens by chance. God is at work in our lives and he puts us in certain places and positions; there he calls us to live and speak for him. This is the central message of this sermon. This is the lesson we see in this part of the life of Esther. 

Chapter 3 described how Haman hatched a plan to destroy all the Jews through the entire Persian Empire. This act of genocide had its roots in a longstanding conflict between the Jews and the Amalekites, and was part of a larger battle between the people of God and the people of Satan, between the kingdom of light and the kingdom of darkness. 

When Mordecai and the rest of the Jews heard about this terrible plan they tore their clothes as a demonstration of their grief and put on sackcloth and ashes. All through the empire there was mourning, weeping and wailing. 

Esther did not know about any of this. She lived in seclusion in the innermost part of the harem of the palace. In that situation she had little contact with the outside world and she had not heard about any of these events. But her maids and eunuchs told her about Mordecai sitting in sackcloth and ashes. She was very distressed about this and sent him clothes instead of his sackcloth, but he refused. Then she sent Hathach, whom she trusted, to find out what was going on. Mordecai told him everything that had happened and supported this with the exact financial details and written evidence of the edict to prove it was all true. 

1.Mordecai then gave Esther A CHALLENGE and urged her to go to the king "to beg for mercy and plead with him for her people." (vs 8). The NIV uses the word "urge". The meaning is probably stronger than that and can be translated as "order" or "command" (ESV). He did not speak to her as an inferior official might address the queen, but as her older relative and guardian and as a spokesman for the Jewish people.  

In the television show Fear Factor the participants are given a difficult challenge they have to carry out. The organiser will say; "Your task, should you choose to accept it, is to do this, that and the next thing!"

Mordecai was not organising a TV show. He was in a situation of life and death. He commanded Esther to go to the king and plead for her people. The time for secrecy had passed; now she had to declare her identity. 

But she was worried that she had fallen out of favour. She was the queen and the wife of the king, but he had not called her for the past 30 days. And it was a Persian law that anyone who approached the king without being summoned could be put to death unless the king was willing to receive her. In saying this she was not just protecting herself or being a weakling; rather she was explaining that she seemed be out of favour with the king and her approach to him may not carry any weight.

In response Mordecai reinforced his challenge with three more considerations.

Verse 13: "Do not think that because you are in the King's house you alone of all the Jews will escape." He was not telling her off, nor was he threatening her; rather he was warning her that no matter what she did she was in a dangerous position. If she went to the king she was in danger; if she remained silent in the palace she was in danger. So she should not use that as a reason to do nothing.

He then added another consid	eration (verse 14): "For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place." 

This crisis seems to have revitalised Mordecai's faith and trust in God. 
Situations of crisis often do that for us. During the dark days of WWII the churches in the Netherlands were full; people turned to the Lord in their great hour of need. 
Mordecai was convinced that the Lord would help Israel, those he had chosen, his covenant people. This is what God had promised and he was faithful to all his promises. He would not forsake them in their hour of need. If Esther remained silent he was confident that the Lord would do something to rescue his people from death and defeat; he would continue his plan of salvation. Nothing can frustrate the purposes of God.  

 	This is our confidence today too. Jesus has promised that the gates of hell will not overcome the church. He has promised that he will never leave us nor forsake us. He has assured us that he will come again and establish his kingdom forever. Relief and deliverance will come!

Then he added another consideration (verse 14b); "And who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?"

As he considered this crisis and Esther's life and position, suddenly a lot of things fell into place. Now he could see the work of God; he could see a purpose in her being in the palace and becoming queen. 
By saying, "who knows?" he was echoing the words of the prophet Joel; "Who knows? He may turn and have pity and leave behind a blessing" (Joel 2:14). Mordecai was not expressing doubt or scepticism about this, but rather a confident hope: "God has put you in this position for this time and for this purpose." He put it to her; “You need to use this opportunity. You must act in this situation. This is your responsibility.”   	
She had come to this position through dubious means; Mordecai and her had not objected to her being taken into the palace; she had compromised her faith by marrying a pagan; she had hidden her identity for the past five to six years, living as an undercover believer. 
But God can bring good even out of evil, as he did in the life of Joseph; his brothers intended to do him harm, but God intended it for good - the saving of many lives.  

Think of others who have been placed in a certain time and place and have been used by God to do much good. 

In the fourth century God raised up a famous theologian who gave his name to one of our creeds. His name was Athanasius and he stood up against the Arian heresy that threatened to overwhelm the church. His almost single-handed stand against error was expressed in a saying of the time: "Athanasius against the world". 

Think of Luther who stood alone against the tradition and power and hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church and was used by God to launch the protestant reformation.

Think of Farel's words to Calvin as he urged him to stay and help the cause of the Reformation in Geneva; "I declare to you in the name of the Almighty God that if you will not help us carry on this work of God, the curse of God will rest on you, for you will be seeking your own honour rather than that of Christ."

In more recent times the Russian writer Solzhenitsyn stood against the power of communist regime of the USSR and contributed, through his writings, to the ultimate collapse of that evil regime. 

Mordecai's words to Esther are also addressed to us, in our own situation. 
God has placed you in your home, in this church, in your school, in your polytech, your university, your factory, your office, your community organisation, your business.
He has placed you there for a reason. You are not there by chance but by the providence of God. And you will have opportunities to speak and act for the Lord Jesus. 
Satan will tempt you to remain silent, to do nothing. 

Martin Niemoller was a pastor in Germany when Hitler came to power. After World War II he reflected back over those years when Hilter was gaining power. He said; “They came first for the communists, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a communist. Then they came for the Jews, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Jew. Then they came for the trade unionists and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a trade unionist. Then they came for the Catholics and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Catholic. Then the came for me, and by that time there was no one left to speak up.”

The Lord Jesus wants us to speak up, to act, to fulfil our responsibility, to confess with our mouths that Jesus is Lord and to acknowledge him before men. Who knows but that God has placed us in our position "for such a time as this"? 

	Let's now consider ESTHER'S RESPONSE and our own response. 


She asked Mordecai to "gather together all the Jews who are in Susa."  (vs 16) She knew she was not alone. There was a large Jewish community in the city. They would support her. 
Remember that you are not alone. You are part of a community of faith, a body of believers. As New Testament Christians we are part of the church of the Lord Jesus. No matter where you are or what your situation you are not alone; other believers are supporting you by their presence, their prayers, their giving, and their love. Keep in mind that you are supported; and support each other.

Esther asked them to fast for three days and nights. (vs 16) To fast, children, is to go without food. Esther also wanted them to go without drink; she and her maids would do the same. Jews usually only fasted for a day, from morning till evening; so this was a severe fast. This fast stands in dramatic contrast to the feasting that is described in the rest of the book. The Persians ate and drank and lived it up; the Jews fasted and prayed. 

There was only one fast commanded for the Jews and that was on the Day of Atonement (Lev 16:29). Apart from that day it was something they could choose to do or not do. Some, like the Pharisees, did it to show how pious they were, and they let everyone else know about it. But for genuine believing Jews fasting was connected with prayer. They fasted when they were really earnest about a particular matter and wanted to plead with God. Joel urged the people of Israel in his day to pray to the Lord: "Declare a holy fast, call a sacred assembly...Let the priests...weep between the temple porch and the altar" (2:17) 

How earnest are our prayers? Do we feel strongly enough to plead with God? Do we ever fast and pray? In our western world of plenty we are not used to going without anything or delaying our desires - so to fast can be a helpful discipline to help focus our minds and remind us of the need to pray. Even to skip one meal at times for the purposes of prayer can sharpen our prayers. It certainly gave urgency to the prayers of these Jews. 
 
Esther sought the support of her community and she asked them to fast and pray, and then she told Mordecai; "I will go to the king, even though it is against the law." (vs 16b).

Up till this point she had always been passive and compliant. As she grew up at home she obeyed everything that Mordecai had said. This continued even when she was in the palace. In the harem she followed all the recommendations of Hegai and took his advice.
But now we see her taking more initiative. She was not just a pretty face; underneath that striking beauty was a woman of courage and conviction who was prepared to stand up for what she believed. 

"I will go to the king." This was her conviction. She did not have a word from the Lord, no voice from heaven, no burning bush. But she knew that this is what she had to do. 

As she went she was prepared to accept God's will. "And if I perish, I perish." (vs 16b)

Commentators have interpreted this statement in various ways. Some read this as mere fatalism, a "resignation to the inevitable". Others see it as "courageous determination." The latter seems more in keeping with the context of this chapter. Esther was prepared to do the will of God no matter what happened. She would do what was right regardless of the consequences. 

Her words remind us of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego when they spoke to King Nebuchadnezzar. They had refused to bow down to the golden image that he had set up. They believed that God could and would save them from the blazing furnace; but even if he did not they were not prepared to bow down! (Dan 3:16ff).

The supreme example of great courage and a willing submission to God's will was the Lord Jesus Christ. He, of course, was more than a man; he was God himself, the Second Person of the trinity. He faced the worst possible trial that anyone could face because he bore the wrath of God against the sin of mankind. He faced the punishment of hell and a separation from God's love and mercy and grace. He faced the agony of decision in the Garden of Gethsemane. He knew what lay ahead of him and what it would cost him personally - physically and spiritually - but he was willing to do die for the sake of his people – for us, for you and me. So Esther in her obedience to God's will points us to the Lord Jesus. 

But Esther points us to the Lord Jesus in another way. She went to the king to plead for her people. She went as a mediator, to represent their case, to speak on their behalf, so they might be saved. 

In this she points us to Jesus as our Mediator. He identified himself with us even to the extent of becoming one of us, a man. He speaks to the Father on our behalf. He pleads our cause. You can be delivered through him, through faith, by believing in him and trusting in what he has done for his people.

What Jesus has done and is doing is unique. He has a special place, a supreme position in the plan and purpose and will of God. 

But the Lord has placed you and me in our situation and place in life. You are not where you are by chance but by the good providence of God. And the Lord puts opportunities and challenges before you; and he commands you to respond. 
Some of those challenges will be big, some will be small. Some will be major issues that affect the church and the nation; others will seem like minor issues that don't matter too much. But you are called to live and speak and act for the Lord Jesus in your place.  

And who knows but that God has put you there "for such a time as this."

Amen. 

