PRIDE AND FALL
Text: Esther 5 & 6.

Reading: Phil 2:1-11.

Theme: God is at work to humble and defeat the pride of Haman the enemy of the Jews and to protect his people. 

Purpose: To assure you that our sovereign God will humble the pride of his enemies and will win the victory through Christ. 

*************************

You've all heard that proverb that says; "Pride goes before a fall". 

Maybe you have quoted it yourself as a warning to a friend or to one of your children; you may have seen evidence of pride in them and you are concerned that they are heading for a fall.

Maybe you have quoted it after someone has fallen and you have been reflecting on what led to that.

Maybe you have even experienced the truth of this yourself, in your own life!

These chapters give us a dramatic illustration of the pride of Haman the Agagite and of his humiliation. But Haman, in this story, is not merely an individual but represents the enemies of the Jews. These chapters show us that God is at work to humble and defeat the pride of Haman the enemy of the Jews and to give victory to his people. This is our theme. We will see that God is still at work today defeating his enemies through the Lord Jesus Christ.

Chapter 6 is the centre-piece of the book of Esther. Everything so far has explained Haman's plan to destroy the Jews; everything after this shows how the Jews triumphed over their enemies. The story turns around this chapter, and especially around verse 13.

This is even clearer when you see that chapter 6 is framed by Esther's first banquet described in chapter 5 and her second banquet described in chapter 7. The entire story is carefully constructed and cleverly told. 

1. ESTHER'S PLANNING
Esther had been fasting and praying for three days and during that time had also been thinking and planning. She thought about how she would approach the king and what she would say, and she had worked out a careful strategy. The Lord gave her wisdom and confidence. 

The Bible commends that approach. We are to trust in God and pray for his guidance; but we are also to plan carefully and be wise and prudent in all we do. Before they went into battle Cromwell urged his men; “Trust in God and keep your powder dry.”!  Esther did that. 

Immediately after her fast she began to act. On the third day she put on her royal robes. She was the Queen and she wanted to make use of this royal position the Lord had given her, and use it for the benefit of her people. And she wanted to look her best. 

The king saw her standing in the court waiting for an audience and he was pleased with her and held out the golden sceptre to invite her forward. God's name is not mentioned here but we can see God's hand at work in all that happens. This was the work of God in the heart of the king. Proverbs 21:1 tells us that "The king's heart is in the hand of the Lord; he directs it like a watercourse wherever he pleases."

King Xerxes knew that for her to approach him without an invitation meant that she had something important on her mind; so he asked her what it was she wanted. She knew that the court was not the place to ask her question, not surrounded by the servants and court officials; she needed a place and setting that was more private. So she asked the king and Haman to attend a banquet. It was probably in the afternoon, and she was the last audience for the day; the king readily agreed and ordered that Haman be brought at once. 

At the end of the banquet, as they were drinking wine, the king repeated his question; "Now what is your petition?" (5:6). 

But Esther did not tell him immediately. This was not because she had cold feet or that she lacked the courage to ask then and there. No, she had thought about all this ahead of time and had a strategy all worked out. She wanted to do everything she could to get the king "on side" and to make him sympathetic to her request. 

So she began very politely, with all the courtesy that you would express to the king; "If the king regards me with favour and if it pleases the king..." (5:8) Who could refuse the request of such a beautiful woman with such charming manners!?

But she did more, because she put the king in a position where she expected him to grant her request; "...if it pleases the king to grant my petition and fulfil my request." (5:8).

With that she invited the king and Haman to another banquet the next day and promised to answer his question. All this no doubt made the king even more curious; "What did Esther have on her mind? What was going on?" 

We have been considering Esther’s planning. 

2. Secondly we see that all this increased HAMAN'S PRIDE; after all, only he and the king had been invited to dine with Queen Esther! He was the one who was so honoured! He gloated about this all the way home. And later that day when he arrived home he called together his friends and his wife, Zeresh, and boasted to them about his vast wealth, his ten sons, and all the honour the king had given to him. 

This man was proud and conceited! And this was not a quiet inner pride, but a blatant and public display of arrogance. Hearing all this ought to send off a warning bell in our heads because, as we know, pride goes before a fall!

Proud people can fall easily because small things can trip them up. Haman had so much but he was deeply disturbed by the one thing he did not have, which was recognition from Mordecai. Even on his way home from the banquet he saw that Jew sitting there just ignoring him. That filled him with a great rage. He told his wife and friends that everything he had gave him no satisfaction "as long as I see that Jew Mordecai sitting at the king's gate." (5:13). Haman was like a spoilt child who has many toys to play with but who is in a bad mood because he can't have the one toy another child is playing with! 

His wife and friends could have come forward with some good advice here. They could have put all this in perspective. "Haman, keep a sense of proportion. Look at everything you have. Don't let this one man get to you." They could have warned him about the danger of pride and urged him to be careful that he did not go too far.

But they did the opposite: they encouraged his pride and advised him to destroy his enemy by building very high gallows and asking the king to hang Mordecai on it. The word for gallows simply means a tree and probably refers to a pole. The usual form of execution in Persia was to impale a person on a spiked pole. 

Having given this horrible counsel his wife then urged him to "go with the king to the dinner and be happy." (514)  During the night Haman had the gallows built; he was merry while planning a murder!

3. We have considered Esther’s planning and then Haman’s pride. As we keep reading we expect the story to continue directly on to what happened next. But the scene shifts from Haman to the king and to the remarkable coincidences of GOD'S PROVIDENCE. This is the third part of the narrative.
As we noted earlier chapter 6 we are at the turning point in this story. What happens is guided by God. 

In chapter 6:1 we read; "That night the king could not sleep." Not only was the king's heart in the hand of the Lord but so was his sleep. Insomnia is a common problem and there are all sorts of suggested remedies. The king had any diversion or distraction he could choose: food, drink, dancing girls, or any of his many wives in his harem. But he didn't choose any of these. 

In the providence of God he decided to read. We'll do that at times; we get up and make a cup of tea and read a book. But the king had servants to read to him. He asked for the record of his reign, "The book of the chronicles" - literally, "the book of memorable deeds."

And again, by the providence of God, the servant read about events that happened five years earlier; eventually he read what Mordecai had done in exposing the plot on the king's life. 

The king asked; "What honour and recognition has Mordecai received for this?" "Nothing", was the reply. (6:3)
The Persian kings prided themselves on rewarding those who did well, so this was a serious omission that needed prompt attention! By this time it was early in the morning and the king wanted to get on to this immediately.

Haman had not slept much that night either. He had a late night partying and gloating with his wife and friends; and then he had organised the construction of the gallows. During the night he too had been thinking about Mordecai and he arose bright and early to propose to the king that this enemy be put to death. 

The king asked who was in the court, and again, by the providence of God, it was Haman! When he came in the king asked; "What should be done for the man the king delights to honour?" (6:6) Now when Haman had asked to destroy a certain people he did not tell the king who they were. And when the king asked Haman for advice on honouring a person he did not tell him who he had in mind. 

Haman thought he knew: "Who is there that the king would rather honour than me?" (6:7) His pride got the better of him. His mind followed its usual track - that of conceit and arrogance. He assumed the king wanted to do this for him. In his reply to the king he savoured those words - "the man the king delights to honour" - and repeated them three times and explained all the honour he would like to receive. We read of that in chapter 6 verses 7-9.
The king responded; "Go at once. Get the robe and the horse and do just what you have suggested for Mordecai the Jew, who sits at the kings’ gate. Do not nelect anything you have recommended." (6:10)
4. This was the beginning of HAMAN'S FALL.

Haman went and did what the king instructed and led Mordecai through the streets of Susa proclaiming; "This is what is done for the man the king delights to honour." (6:11)
The writer of this story does not tell us the reaction in the capital. He leaves that to our imagination! The people of the city knew what Haman thought of Mordecai. Some may have already known about the gallows Haman built to execute his enemy. We don't know if they laughed out loud at this sight of Haman leading him through the city. Certainly it would have been the talk of the town that day and the subject of conversation around the dinner tables that evening. 

Late that afternoon Haman rushed home and told Zeresh his wife and his friends all that had happened that day. His friends are now called his "advisers" or the "wise men". They weren't so wise in their earlier advice; but it was easy to be wise after the event. They make one of the most significant interpretive statements in the book (6:13b); "Since Mordecai, before whom your downfall has started, is of Jewish origin, you cannot stand against him - you will surely come to ruin!"

Usually God spoke truth through his own people who believed in him, but sometimes he spoke truth through his enemies who did not believe in him and even hated him. Think of the High Priest Caiaphas speaking to the Sanhedrin; “Do you not realize that it is better for you that one man die for the people than that the whole nation perish.” (John 11:49) Without knowing it, by those words he prophesied that Jesus would die for the Jewish nation. 
In the same way, out of the mouth of these unbelieving advisers came this prediction that Haman would fall and the people of God would be victorious. 

Mordecai was identified in 6:13 as "of Jewish origin"; literally it reads, "of the seed of the Jews". This takes us back to the first promise of the gospel in Genesis 3:15 that there would be enmity between the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent. This anticipated the conflict between Saul and Agag, between Israel and the Amalekites, between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of Satan. This is the battle that has run through all of history.

Zeresh and these wise men did not believe in the God of the Jews. They did not believe in God's sovereignty or providence. They had their own gods and their own view of history; they were superstitious and believed that the world was governed by the gods and by fate. 

But they knew that God was looking after his people. They could see that Haman had begun to fall and they believed he would surely come to ruin! This was their prediction. This was the beginning of the end. It was all over bar the shouting. 

They also foretold that he would not be able to stand against Mordecai or, as other translations have it, he would not overcome him. Rather, Mordecai the Jew would overcome; the people of God would triumph. 

We need to remember this for ourselves in our own day and age. The church today is surrounded by enemies: 

- Secularism, where God is ignored, sidelined;

- Relativism, where there are no absolutes;

- Tolerance, where all ideas must be accepted;

- the growing militancy of Islam;

- the increasing acceptance of the New Age movement and Eastern religions with their mysticism. 

The Lord assures us in the Bible that these enemies will not overcome the people of God. God will look after us as his covenant people because this is what he has promised, and eventually we will win the victory in this battle.

We will win because of the victory of the Lord Jesus. He was and is God, but he "made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness...he humbled himself and became obedient to death, even death on a cross." He was nailed to the tree, taking the curse you and I deserved, and he died in our place. Because of this "God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow...and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father." (Phil 2:6-11). 

Jesus has won the victory over his enemies! He is Lord! He is the man the King delights to honour! 

The New Testament tells us that God the Father "raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given....And God...appointed him to be head over everything for the church..." (Eph 1:21-22).

Jesus is exercising his rule over all things for our benefit - for the sake of his body the church! 

The enemies of God are proud, but pride comes before a fall. Their downfall has started and they will surely come to ruin! But the people of God will triumph in and through Jesus our King! 

Amen. 
