THE TABLES A RE TURNED
Text: Esther 9:1

Readings: Rev 19:11-21, Esther 7:1-8:8, 9:1-4

Theme: God turned the tables and gave the Jews a great victory over their enemies through Mordecai.

Purpose: To encourage you with the assurance that one day God will turn the tables on his enemies and grant his people a great victory in Christ. 

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

I'm sure you have heard this expression used in this verse (9:1) - "the tables were turned" (NIV). The expression originates from a two player board game, like chess, where the board is turned around 180 degrees so that the situation in the game is completely reversed. This is how the expression is used in daily life. It refers to a complete change, a reversal, a turning around of circumstances. It could be from good to bad, or from bad to good.

The Lord has brought about many reversals in the history of his people. The greatest of those was brought about through the death and resurrection of Christ. And when Jesus returns God will turn the tables on his enemies for the last time. 

These chapters in Esther describe one of these important reversals in the history of his people. Here God turned the tables in the empire of Persia and gave the Jews a great victory over their enemies. All this was the work of God, but this time he used people to do this. These people did not know his plan; they did not know his secret will or what he intended to do. They did what they believed to be right. They acted responsibly and with courage. They spoke up because they wanted to protect the Lord's people. 

Esther did this. She was an ordinary Jewish girl, an orphan. She was not important in Israel. She was not from the tribe of Judah or in the line of David. She was not a descendant of Aaron or in the tribe of Levi. But God, in his providence, placed her in the palace of the king "for such a time as this". 

What she did shows that God can use a 'nobody'; or rather, he can use 'anybody' to fulfil his purpose. One writer notes that God can work out his plan "anywhere, anytime, and through anyone." (Laniak). But you have to be willing to serve God. You have to be ready to follow Christ. You have to step up to the mark and take up your responsibilities. 

Esther did that. She did that with courage and strength of character and with much wisdom. She was no dumb blond (her skin and hair were probably dark!); she showed that you can have beauty and brains. Her whole approach to the king showed that she had thought about all this very carefully and planned it all out. She knew where she wanted to go and she got as much mileage as she could out of her position and her looks.

When she finally presented her request to the king - after his third question to her - she was very respectful and appealed to her position as his favoured wife; (7:3) "If I have found favour with you, O king, and if it pleases your majesty...." She did all she could to get the king on side with her before she explained what she wanted.

She followed a similar approach in chapter 8:5 after Haman has been executed. Again she appealed to her position and relationship with the king; "...if he regards me with favour,...and if he is pleased with me." 

But she also appealed to the interest and will of the king; "If it pleases the king...and thinks it is the right thing to do..." (8:5) 

She could not appeal to his sense of right or wrong because his past decisions had not shown any concern for moral principles. 

She could not appeal to God or his laws because he did not believe in either of those. 

So she appealed to his good pleasure and played her relationship for all it was worth!

In all this her concern was for her own people; "grant me my life...and spare my people" (7:3). She "pleaded with the king, falling at his feet and weeping; ...How can I bear to see disaster fall on my people?" (8:6).

God caused the king to listen to Esther and to grant her request. He used her appeal to CHANGE THE SITUATION FOR THE JEWS IN PERSIA. 
This entire account, through the whole book, is carefully constructed. Chapters 1 and 2 set the scene. Chapters 3-5 describe Haman's plan to destroy the Jews and their reaction to that. Chapter 6 is the centre - it is framed by Esther's first and second banquets - and is the turning point of the story. Then chapters 7-10 show how the tables were turned and how the Jews triumphed over their enemies. 

These last few chapters closely parallel the earlier ones, often using the same words and phrases and language to show how God had delivered his people. Let's note some of these parallels.

The king promoted Haman the Agagite and gave him a position over all the other nobles. Everyone bowed down to him. (3:1-2).

After Haman's death Mordecai the Jew was invited into the king's presence and he became prominent in the palace and more and more powerful (9:4), even more powerful than Haman had been.

When Haman was prime minister the king had given him his signet ring and he used that authority to send out an edict to destroy the Jews in all the king's provinces (3:10-14).

After Haman's death the king reclaimed this signet ring and gave it to Mordecai who then used his authority to send out an edict allowing the Jews to assemble and protect themselves. This edict went beyond the previous one because it was also written in the language of the Jews and it allowed them to destroy any armed force of any nationality that might attack them (8:2,8-13). When that time came the nobles of the provinces and the king's administrators helped the Jews in their battle against their enemies (9:3).

When the decree for the destruction of the Jews went out in Susa Mordecai tore his clothes and put on sackcloth and ashes. He refused the clothes Esther had sent him. (4:1,4).

Later, when he was given Haman's position, he "left the king's presence wearing royal garments of blue and white, a large crown of gold and a purple robe of fine linen." (8:15).

When the city of Susa heard about Haman's edict they were "bewildered" (3:15); but when they heard about Mordecai's there was "a joyous celebration" (8:15). It seems as though there was a lot of support for the Jews in the capital. 

When Haman's decree was proclaimed in every province there was great mourning among the Jews with fasting and weeping; many put on sackcloth and ashes (4:3).

When Mordecai's decree was proclaimed in the provinces there was joy and gladness among the Jews with feasting and celebration (8:17).

Haman had gallows made so he could impale Mordecai on that pole; but in the end he himself was impaled and executed. 

The first half of this story describes the plan to destroy the Jews; the second half describes their victory over their enemies. God turned the tables.

God did this many times in the history of his people. There are two other striking examples. Both of them have close parallels to the story of Esther.

One is the story of Joseph. 
He was sold as a slave into Egypt. For a while he had a good position in the house of Potiphar but then was falsely accused and thrown into prison and stayed there for many years. 

Then, suddenly, he was yanked out of prison, cleaned up, put in front of Pharaoh, and then made

second in command over all of Egypt. The tables were turned, and it was the work of God. 

The other story is the Exodus out of Egypt 430 years after Joseph's family joined him. God's people were in a foreign land, slaves in Egypt, and severely oppressed. God brought them out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. He did this with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. What's more, he destroyed the army of Pharaoh in the Red Sea. The tables were turned, and it was the work of God. It was the same in the story of Esther. 

God did this because he had promised to look after his covenant people and to preserve them until the coming of the Messiah. He wanted to protect them from the attacks of Satan. 

The book of Revelation chapter 12 tells us that Satan, pictured as an enormous red dragon, was standing in front of the people of Israel, described as a woman about to give birth, so that he might devour her child the moment it was born. 

Throughout the Old Testament period Satan sought to destroy the people of Israel so that the Messiah would not be born. He used Haman to attempt this.  

If his plan had succeeded all those Jews would have been killed, hundreds of thousands of them, all of those scattered all through the Persian Empire, including the land of Palestine.. That would have destroyed the line of David in the tribe of Judah. It would have killed Ezra and Nehemiah who were still to go back to Israel. It would have killed the prophet Malachi who was to make the last promise of the Old Covenant about the day of the Lord and the coming of the sun of righteousness (Mal 4:1-2).

But the plan of Haman and of Satan did not succeed, because God is all powerful and he watched over his people. He covered them with his wings and protected them until Jesus was born, 450 years after Esther was Queen. 

In the person of Christ we notice another reversal. 
GOD ALSO TURNED THE TABLES AT THE CROSS OF CHRIST.

When Jesus was in the world, the world did not recognise him, even though it was made though him. "He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him." (John 1:10f). Jesus was rejected by his own people.
He was also rejected by the religious leaders of his day - the scribes and teachers of the law, as well as the pharisees and saducees. They despised him. What's more, they plotted to kill him. 

Jesus was also rejected by one of his own disciples. Judas Iscariot met with the Jewish leaders and agreed to betray Jesus and hand him over to them.

His enemies were his own people!

The political rulers of his day also opposed him. 

Psalm 2 predicted this; "The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the Lord and against his Anointed One." The Christians in the early church quoted this psalm and spoke of how "Herod and Pontius Pilate met together with the Gentiles and the people of Israel to conspire against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed." (Acts 4:27). 

All of these enemies came together and they put him to death on a cross. Behind all of them again was Satan, that enormous red dragon, who was trying to destroy the Messiah, Christ Jesus.

But the death of Jesus on the cross was part of the plan of God. There Jesus took on himself the sin of his people and he died in our place - in your place, if you believe in him. 

Just before his death he cried out, "It is finished!" He announced that he had done what his Father had asked him to do; he had completed his work; he had paid the price. It was all finished. 

What seemed like a defeat was actually a victory. On the cross he removed the sting of death which is sin (1 Cor 15:56). 

On the cross he "disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them..." (Col 2:15). 

What looked like a triumph for Satan was actually a great defeat. Jesus was struck on the heel, but he managed to crush the head of the serpent! (Gen 3:15).

His resurrection and ascension proved all this.

Our resurrection hymns express this:

The strife is o'er, the battle done;

The victory of life is won;

The song of triumph has begun. Alleluia!

The powers of death have done their worst;

But Christ their legions has dispersed;

Let shouts of holy joy outburst. Alleluia! (PH358)

By his death and resurrection Christ turned the tables on Satan; what seemed like defeat turned out to be victory!

The problem is that we don't always see the evidence of that victory. It seems as though God's enemies are on top, as though they are winning, as though victory is in their hands. Even the writer of Hebrews acknowledged that "...at present we do not see everything subject to him". But by faith we know that Jesus has won the victory and is crowned with glory and honour! (Heb 2:8f). 

An illustration may help. 

In the Second World War there was a significant battle that turned the tide of the war. In June 1944 the allied armies broke through the fortresses on what was called the Atlantic Wall. That gave them a foothold in Europe. And that beach-head enabled them to penetrate inland to defeat Hitler's armies. That battle became known as D-Day. It broke the power of Nazi Germany and it was the beginning of the end. 

But the war went on for another year. For many people that was the most trying and testing time. The winter was cold, food was scarce, the battle was fierce. But then the final victory was won. V-Day came in May 1945!

We are living, as it were, between D-Day and V-Day; between the decisive turning point in the war and the day of final victory. The battle is still going on. These are times of fierce fighting, of some setbacks, and of persecution. But the outcome is certain.

ONE DAY JESUS WILL RETURN and then God will turn the tables for the last time!

In the period just before the return of Christ it will seem as though Satan has the upper hand. The New Testament predicts a time of apostasy and unbelief. 

It warns of enemies gathering against the church. It tells us that there will be much persecution against the people of God (Matt 24, Mark 13). 

The book of Revelation describes how, at the end of time, Satan will be released from his prison and will go out and deceive the nations in the four corners of the earth and gather them for battle against the church (Rev 20:7). That will not be a physical battle but spiritual.
In his vision John saw "the beast  and the kings of the earth and their armies gathered together to make war against the rider" on the white horse and his army - the Lord Jesus whose name is Faithful and True. (Rev 19:19)

But suddenly "the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God." (1 Thess 4:16). Every ear will hear that sound, and every eye will see him. He is the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords (Rev 19:16) and he will reign forever and ever. That will be the final Victory Day for the people of God. 

On that day God will turn the tables!

That is a day to look forward to.

It is a day to live for.

It is a day to work for,
fulfilling your responsibility, following Christ the King, living for Jesus.

It is a day to pray for; 
"Come Lord Jesus, come quickly. 
Turn the tables for the last and final time! 

Amen." 
