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Introduction 

 
“Lawrence of Arabia Overture” 

“Lawrence of Arabia Overture” was writing in l962 by Maurice Jarre for the Oscar winning movie, Lawrence of Arabia 

starring: Peter O'Toole, Anthony Quinn, Omar Shariff, Alec Guiness, Anthony Quail, Jack Hawkins and directed By 

David Lean. Considered by some critics to be the greatest movie ever made, The movie is a 1962 epic historical drama 

film based on the life of T. E. Lawrence. The film was nominated for ten Oscars in 1963; it won seven. The film depicts 

Lawrence's experiences in the Arabian Peninsula during World War I, in particular his attacks on Aqaba and Damascus 

and his involvement in the Arab National Council. Its themes include Lawrence's emotional struggles with the personal 

violence inherent in war, his own identity, and his divided allegiance between his native Britain and its army and his 

new-found comrades within the Arabian desert tribes. In 1991, Lawrence of Arabia was deemed "culturally, 

historically, or aesthetically significant" and selected for preservation in the United States Library of Congress National 

Film Registry. The overture is played by the London Philharmonic Orchestra. Maurice Jarre wrote all the music for 

Lawrence and won his first Oscar. His second collaboration with David Lean on Doctor Zhivago in 1965 earned him 

another Oscar. He collaborated with Lean again on Ryan's Daughter in 1970 and A Passage to India in 1984 for which 

he received his third Academy Award. 

(Lawrence theme performed by the London Philharmonic Orchestra) 

“We’re off on the Road to Morocco” 

“We're off on the Road to Morocco” is a song composed in 1942 by Jimmy Van Heusen and Johnny Burke, for the 

movie, Road to Morocco, which was the #4 top grossing movie for 1942. In Road to Morocco, it was performed by 

Bing Crosby and Bob Hope as they ride on camels in the opening scene. In December 1944, Mr. Crosby and Mr. Hope 

recorded their duet version which reached #21 on the Billboard charts. The song was included as #95 in AFI's “100 

Years...100 Songs.” Bosley Crowther of The New York Times wrote in these war years: "Let us be thankful that 

Paramount is still blessed with Bing Crosby and Bob Hope, and that it has set its cameras to tailing these two 

irrepressible wags on another fantastic excursion, Road to Morocco. For the screen, under present circumstances, can 

hold no more diverting lure than the prospect of Hope and Crosby ambling, as they have done before, through an utterly 

slaphappy picture, picking up Dorothy Lamour along the way and tossing acid wisecracks at each other without a 

thought for reason or sense. The short of it is that Road to Morocco is a daffy, laugh-drafting film. And you’ll certainly 

agree with the camel which, at one point, offers the gratuitous remark, “This is the screwiest picture I was ever in.”  

“We're off on the road to Morocco This camel is tough on the spine (hit me with a band-aid, Dad) 

Where they're going, why we're going, how can we be sure I'll lay you eight to five that we'll meet 

Dorothy Lamour (Yeah, get in line). Off on the road to Morocco Hang on till the end of the line (I like 

your jockey. Quiet) I hear this country's where they do the dance of the seven veils We'd tell you more 

(uh-ah) but we would have the censor on our tails (Good boy). We certainly do get around Like 

Webster's Dictionary we're Morocco bound. We're off on the road to Morocco Well look out, well clear 

the way, 'cause here we come Stand by for a concussion The men eat fire, sleep on nails and saw their 

wives in half It seems to me there should be easier ways to get a laugh (Shall I slip on my big shoes?) Off 

on the road to Morocco Hooray! Well blow a horn, everybody duck Yeah. It's a green light, come on 
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boys. We may run into villains but we're not afraid to roam Because we read the story and we end up 

safe at home (yeah) Certainly do get around Like Webster's Dictionary we're Morocco bound. We 

certainly do get around Like a complete set of Shakespeare that you get In the corner drugstore for a 

dollar ninety-eight We're Morocco bound. Or, like a volume of Omar Khayyam that you buy in the 

Department store at Christmas time for your cousin Julia We're Morocco bound (We could be 

arrested).” 

(“We’re Off on the Road to Morocco” performed by Hope & Crosby)(2:11) 

 
A little levity to begin an in-depth look at a very serious book of the Bible. 

Now on to Esther. 

The book of Esther was written to give God’s people hope during periods of 

hostility by showing God’s faithfulness even when overwhelming odds are arrayed 

against them. As one scholar put it, 

“If an orphaned, exiled, foreign woman could rise to royalty in the center of 

the world’s greatest power, who couldn’t take heart in the most marginal of 

circumstances.” (Timothy Laniak, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, 2003). 

 

There are few books in the Bible, maybe no other book in the Bible, more 

relevant to Christian life in a dominant post-Christian culture hostile to Christianity 

and powerful enough to enforce its hostility, than the book of Esther. 

Most of the modern commentaries on Esther were written before the geo-political background of Esther 

exploded on front pages of western newspapers in the late 20st century. Now with the emergence of Iran, Iraq and 

radical Islam, there is new interest in the history of Persia. Until the 20th century, the country was known as “Persia.” It 

was only in March, 1935 that the ruler of Persia, Reza Shah Pahlavi, issued a decree asking foreign delegates to use the 

term “Iran” in formal correspondence. The new reality began in the 1970s, when the Shah of Iran (son of Mohammad 

Reza Pahlavi) issued his proclamation concerning the Cyrus Cylinder, which was engraved in about 540 BC, as the 

oldest known declaration of human rights (except for the Bible). The proclamation brought Cyrus to the European 

consciousness. And with this new interest came a popular Western culture fascination with Persian (and Babylonian) 

tyrants in post-1970s movies, video games and graphic novels, all of which we have with us today. 
 

The events narrated in the book of Esther happen over only about a 10 year 

period beginning from about 483 (Esther 1:1-3) to 473 BC, from the start of Xerxes 

reign to when Esther and Mordecai institute the festival of Purim in letters sent to the 

Persian Church after Xerxes’ death (Esther 10:2). The book covers just a tiny sliver 
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of time in the history of the Church (probably positioned sometimes between Ezra 6 

and 7 (“Now after these thing, in the reign of Artaxerxes,” Ezra 7:1) but the lessons 

for us, in our moment of history, are crucial. 

The context of Esther is between the temple completion under Zerubbabel, governor of the Persian province of 

Judea, in 515 BC (during the reign of Xerxes’ father, Persian king Darius I) and the arrival of more returnees to 

Jerusalem under Ezra in 458 BC (during the reign of Xerxes’ son, Persian king Artaxerxes I). The biblical books of 

prime interest to us are Haggai and Zechariah (both written about 500 during the reign of Darius 1), Esther (written 

about 450 during the reign of Artaxerxes 1), and Malachi (written in about 450 during the reign of Artaxerxes 1), Ezra 

and Nehemiah (written about 420 - during the reign of Artaxerxes 2). 
 

The books of Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi (the last three books of the Old 

Testament prophets) and 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther (the last 

four books of the Old Testament Church history) were all written approximately 

between 500 and 400 BC. Historically interesting is that, both Ezra (Nehemiah 1:1, et 

al.) and Nehemiah (Ezra 2:2) appear in biblical books other than their named books. 

They appear in each other’s books – twiddle dee and twiddle dum. Queen Esther is 

never heard from again after the close of her named book. 

After the prophet Malachi, the LORD would be silent for over five centuries 

until Mark in the New Testament, which was written in about 50 AD. The books of 

the Apocrypha (e.g., 1 and 2 Maccabees, Judith, Tobit, etc.) were written during this 

inter-testamental period between the Old and New Testament of roughly 400 years. 

All of these ancient dates are, of course, approximate. 

The post-exilic books of 1 and 2nd Chronicles, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, 

Ezra and Nehemiah were all written to encourage the Church remnant who had 
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returned to Jerusalem because of Cyrus’ decree. The book of Esther is the only 

complete book in the Old Testament to be written to those members of the Jewish 

Church who happily stayed behind and assimilated themselves in a foreign, hostile 

country, Persia. In fact, we read in 1 Kings 17 (6) that when Israel was taken captive 

by the Assyrians under Shalmaneser in the first captivity (724 BC), during the reign 

of King Hoshea (733-724 BC), they were settled in the “cities of the Medes.” That 

means that for 250 years before Xerxes, Jews were living in the land of Persia. That’s 

why, correctly interpreted, the book is so interesting and applicable to us Christians 

today because we live in an increasingly hostile country – but not necessarily 50 

years ago when I was a young seminary graduate. 

Throughout these lectures, Israel (Jews) in the Old Testament will be 

referred to as the Old Testament “Church” (ekklesia) since that is what Stephen 

called her in Acts 7:38 (“congregation in the wilderness”) and that is what the 

Septuagint Greek translators of the Old Testament in the 2nd century BC called her 

in Deuteronomy 9:10 and 18:16 (cf, Deuteronomy 4:10). In the Greek LXX, the 

Hebrew word qahal meaning “assembly” is translated ekklesia. For example, in 

Psalm 22:22, the Greek LXX translators wrote, “In the midst of the 

congregation (ekklesia) I will praise you.”  

Second, in the New Testament, to the Gentile European Church in Corinth, 

Paul refers to Moses and the escaping Israelites from Egypt when he writes, 
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“For I do not want you to be ignorant of the fact, brothers, that our 

forefathers were all under the cloud and that they all passed through 

the sea. They were all baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea. . . 

they drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that 

rock was Christ.” (1 Corinthians 10:1). 

 

Third, in Psalm 97:10 we read, “O you who love the LORD, hate evil! He 

preserves the lives of his saints; he delivers them from the hand of the 

wicked.” The Hebrew word for “saints” here is chasid meaning “holy” or “pious” 

or “devout.” It is where the word for “hasidic” for orthodox Jews comes from. 

Peter uses this term in his speech in Acts 2:27 to describe Jesus. And of course, we 

Christians are called “saints” throughout the New Testament using the Greek word 

osios as in Titus 1:8 for elders in the Church.  

Fourth, the New Testament Church practiced the Aaronic blessing giving to 

the Old Testament Church in Numbers 6:24-26,  

Fifth, the writer of Hebrews tells us that Moses “regarded disgrace for the 

sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures of Egypt (Hebrews 11:26; 

cf, Hebrews 2:12).  

The point of this little rabbit trail is to emphasize that the Old Testament 

book of Esther describing the Persian Jewish Church has extraordinary application 

to us, right now. Esther is not yester. 
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The historical accuracy of the book of Esther has always been a problem for 

liberal scholars who believe it to be either pure fiction or historical fiction based on a 

small core of facts: 

1. The existence of Persia 

2. The existence of a king named Ahaswerosh 

3. The existence of an exiled group of Jews. 

4. The existence of an important city called Susa 

*The great liberal Old Testament scholar, Lewis B. Paton wrote, in his 

essential 1908 commentary, 

“the conclusions seem inevitable that the book of Esther is not historical and 

that it is doubtful whether even a historical kernel underlies its narrative. . . . 

The book is so conspicuously lacking in religion that it should never have been 

included in the canon of the Old Testament, but should have been left with 

Judith and Tobit among the apocryphal writings.” (The Book of Esther) 

 

*90 years later, the Jewish scholar Jon Levenson wrote, in his influential 

commentary:  

“The multiple difficulties in squaring the historical information in Esther with 

the evidence from ancient historiography. . .suggests that Esther is seriously 

misinterpreted if it is taken as literal historical reportage” (Esther, Old 

Testament Library, 1997). 

 
*Carey Moore wrote, in his Anchor Bible commentary on Esther: 

 

“It is almost gratuitous to say that while the author of Esther clearly wants his readers to understand that 

Ahasuerus is Xerxes the Great, that fact does not mean that the historical Xerxes was actually involved in the 

events narrated in Esther.” (Esther, 1971) 
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*The Jewish Old Testament scholar, Michael Fox, whose commentary, 

Character and Ideology in the book of Esther, (1991) is the most quoted commentary 

in use and thus fundamental to an understanding of Esther, concludes after 9 pages of 

dismissing the historical trustworthiness of the book: 

“A work that is full of legendary features and improbable incidents and that 

has no external attestation should be presumed to be fictional. To be sure, to 

read Esther as fictional, while a legitimate critical stance, runs counter to the 

intentions of the author, who almost certainly meant us to read the book as a 

precise report of actual historical events.” 

 
*Prominent Old Testament theologian, Samuel R. Driver, wrote in his standard introduction to the Old 

Testament written in the early 20th century: 

“To some the narrative has appeared to teem with improbabilities; by others it has been defended in every 

particular as thoroughly possible and credible. It may be admitted that it contains details which it is difficult to 

find a standard for estimating objectivity. But putting aside trivial or inconclusive criticisms, and also 

disregarding such details as may reasonably be attributed to the capricious character of Xerxes (which is 

attested independently by Herodotus). It can still hardly be pronounced altogether free from improbabilities.” 

(An Introduction to the Literature of the Old Testament, 1906) 

 

*Liberal biblical historians, like Michael Grant in his The History of Ancient 

Israel (1984), argue that not only is Esther not based on historical fact but that the 

story of Esther “probably originated as a piece of wisdom among the Persians and 

Babylonians, rather than the Jews.” For Dr. Grant, Esther is not even a Jewish book. 

*The classic historical text by John Bright, A History of Israel, (1959, 1981) of 

540 pages, which we studied at Covenant Seminary in the 1960s and l970s, has only 

two brief references to Esther, neither of which commend the story. 
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*Some Old Testament theologians believe that Esther is basically a pro-Israel 

anti-Gentile tract that celebrates a Jewish victory over Gentile enemies. The 

prominent liberal theologian Robert Pfeiffer wrote: 

“The moral teaching of [Esther] can be summarized in the command: Love 

your kindred, hate your enemies. . . .the might of the Jews and the destruction 

of their enemies are the religious moral ideals of the book.” (“Esther,” 

Abington Bible Commentary, 1929) 

 

It is noteworthy that liberal scholars choose to use secular sources as the 

benchmarks for historical accuracy, and when the biblical book of Esther seems to 

contradict or can’t confirm these secular sources, then it is Esther which is considered 

to be in error. A good example of such bias is this from the Old Testament scholar, 

Carey Moore, 

“Even more serious are certain statements in Esther which seem to contradict 

extra-biblical sources whose basic accuracy in the matter is not suspect” 

(Esther, 1971). 

 

I have in my library three contemporary biographical books on Xerxes, two on 

Cyrus and 2 on Darius, one indispensable history of Persia, a well-received volume 

on the Bible as history (Werner Keller), and histories by Herodotus, Plutarch, 

Xenophon and Ctesias, and in only one of these books is the book of Esther 

mentioned as a source of information, and that in only a short paragraph of 180 

words. And no one treats Esther as a historical person. 
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*Walter Eichrodt, a prominent liberal theologian, used the 3rd chapter of Esther to defend the notion that there 

was no biblical moral obligation toward the Persian heathen. Furthermore, Persian Jews are free to turn away from the 

Gentiles with contempt (Theology of the Old Testament, 1967) 

*But even the Church Fathers disliked the book’s revengeful spirit and refused 

to exegete it. Origen, Athanasius (295-373), and Augustine all mentioned the book 

but wrote no commentaries on it. Athanasius did not include Esther in the scriptural 

canon, but he did think it was worth reading (39th Festal Letter, 367).  

*Even Martin Luther had problems with the book. Luther wrote, “I am so 

hostile to [2 Maccabees] and to Esther that I could wish that they did not exist at all, 

for they Judaize too greatly and have much pagan impropriety.” (Table Talk, Vol. 1, 

circa. 1540). 

*As far as we know, John Calvin never preached a sermon on Esther and we 

know he did not include the book in his series of Old Testament commentaries. 

*The Yale scholar Brevard Childs, argued for a half and half solution to the historicity of Esther, when he 

wrote in 1979, 

“There is a growing consensus forming around a compromise position which shares the traditional position of 

the book’s complete historical reliability (Keil) with the theory of its whole fabrication” (Introduction to the 

Old Testament as Scriptures). 

 

In sum, the book of Esther, as a reliable historical account in the history of the 

Jewish Church in the Old Testament, is utterly ignored in the secular historical 

accounts of Persia. We, in the Church (and orthodox Judaism), are all alone in 

treating this wonderful story as giving us reliable historical information and 

principles to live by, and it is our public, yet strangely secret, account of an episode 
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in the history of a great pagan empire. The book of Esther seems to me to be an 

illustration of 1 John 4:5-6, 

 “They are from the world; therefore they speak from the world, and the 

world listens to them. We are from God. Whoever knows God listens to 

us; whoever is not from God does not listen to us; By this we know the 

Spirit of truth and the spirit of error.” 

 

So it is with this understanding that God has given us truth in the book of 

Esther that we will embark on a multi-week examination of that increasingly 

important and compelling book, Esther. 

While it is true that there are issues in confirming the secular historicity of 

Esther, and even though Esther is the only Old Testament book not found among the 

Dead Sea scrolls, causing eyebrows to be raised, the great Jewish medieval 

philosopher, Maimonides (1135-1204), considered Esther the most important non-

Mosaic book in the Bible, presumably because of the institution of Purim: 

“All prophetic books and sacred writings will be nullified during the days of the Messiah, except the 

Book of Esther. It will continue to exist just like the five books of the Torah and the laws of the Oral 

Torah that will never cease. Although ancient troubles will be remembered no longer . . . the days of 

Purim will not be abolished, as it is written: “These days of Purim shall never be repealed among the 

Jews, and the memory of them shall never cease from their descendants” (Esther 9:28). 

 

More importantly, Jesus had confidence in the received Old Testament 

historical accounts as literal truth. Clark Pinnock in his book, God’s Inerrant Word 

(1974), points out that in the Lord’s teaching concerning Abel, Noah, Abraham, 

Sodom and Gomorrah, Lot, Isaac, Jacob, David, and others, Christ treated the 

narrative as factually truthful accounts (Luke 24:27,44-45).  
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Additionally, Paul wrote in Romans 15:4, “For 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.”  

That truth applies to no book more than Esther. 

20th century archeological finds have provided details that also confirm the 

historical accuracy of the Esther story to fair-minded scholars. In fact, Esther’s 

credibility as a witness to Persian affairs and culture has been enhanced by 

archeology. One evangelical Esther scholar who did her work at Westminster 

Seminary has written: 

“The answer one is willing to accept to the question of the historicity of Esther 

depends on one’s attitude toward the Bible and ancient historiography in 

general, on one’s understanding of the nature (or even the possibility) of divine 

revelation, and perhaps most important, on one’s own personal relationship to 

God” (Karen Jobes, The NIV Application Commentary: Esther, 1999). 

 

Furthermore, the author of the book of Esther goes to great lengths to include 

places, names, and events to such a degree that the author seems to be challenging 

those who would doubt its accuracy to prove it is false. Note the three references in 

the book of Esther to the secular “book of memorial deeds, the chronicles” in 2:23; 

6:1 and 10:2.  

And until such contrary evidence is provided, scholars can proceed with the 

assumption that the book of Esther is a trustworthy witness to history. 



12 
 

To further commend the historicity of the book, we have the narrative in Esther 

itself, of the mass killing of the unbelievers in chapter 9. If this episode in the 

Church’s history has no basis in fact and if the narrator could have invented any 

reason to explain Purim, why would he invent such an ugly event which clearly 

impugns the character of Esther, Mordecai and all the Jewish members of the Church. 

They are as evil as the pagan Persians. Or, if it was widely known at the time that 

Esther and Mordecai were responsible for such gratuitous slaughter, the narrator 

could have whitewashed the episode from the story. But alas, the troubling event is 

included, as are all troubling events in the biblical history of the Church. To this very point, some Old 

Testament scholars, like Dr. Carl Cornill in his 19th century Introduction to the 

Canonical Books of the Old Testament (1891), unwittingly affirm the transparent 

honesty of the Holy Writ when they write, 

“The Christian expositor of the Old Testament would prefer to pass over the 

book of Esther altogether, and at any rate does not care to occupy himself with 

it more than is absolutely necessary; for, valuable as this book is to us as a 

document for the history of religion, in receiving it into the collection of the 

sacred writings the framers of the canon committed a serious blunder. All the 

worst and most unpleasing features of Judaism are here displayed without 

disguise; and only in Alexandria (LXX) was it felt absolutely necessary to 

cover up the ugliest bare places with a couple of religious patches.” 

 

The book of Esther was the last book to find its place in the Old Testament 

canon (Council of Jamnia, 120 AD?). (The book of Revelation was the last book of the Bible to be 

universally accepted as canonical.) But thematically, it belongs in the canon for it connects and 

reaffirms earlier Old Testament narratives. For instance: 
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Moses 

The book of Esther thematically connects to life of Moses: 

1. There is a common threat to the Church (c.f., Exodus 1:9-10, “And [Pharaoh] said to his 

people, ‘Behold, the people of Israel are too many and too mighty for us. Come, let us deal shrewdly 

with them, lest they multiply and, if war breaks out, they join our enemies and fight against us and 

escape from the land.”) 

2. There is the hesitant human response to the call for help (c.f., Exodus 3:11, “But 

Moses said to God, ‘Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the children of Israel out of 

Egypt?” c.f., Exodus 4:10, 13; 6:12, 30) 

3. There is the confrontation with the non-believing king (c.f., Exodus 7:1-2, “And the 

LORD said to Moses, ‘See, I have made you like God to Pharaoh, and your brother Aaron shall be your 

prophet, You shall speak all that I command you, and your brother Aaron shall tell Pharaoh to let the 

people of Israel to out of his land.’”) 

4. There is the growing “favor” (chen) of the Church with the dominant hostile 

unbelieving culture (c.f., Exodus 12:36, “And the LORD had given the people favor (chen) in the 

sight of Egyptians, so that they let them have what they asked. Thus they plundered the Egyptians.”)  

5. There is the enhanced reputations of individual believers (Mordecai, Esther 

and Moses) among the non-believing population (c.f., Exodus 11:3, “And the LORD 

gave the people favor (chen) in the sight of the Egyptians. Moreover, the man Moses was very great in 

the land of Egypt, in the sight of Pharaoh’s servants and in the sight of the people.”)  

6. There are the enemies of the Church fearing God in the context of military 

might (c.f., Exodus 15:14-16, “The peoples have heard; they trembled; . . Terror and dread fall upon 

them; because of the greatness of your arm, they are still as a stone, till your people, O LORD, pass by.” 
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Deuteronomy 2:25, “This day I will begin to put the dread and fear of you on the peoples who are under 

the whole heaven, who shall hear the report of you and shall tremble and be in anguish because of 

you.”). 

7. There is, interestingly enough, the centrality of the redemption festival (Passover/Easter) in both accounts. 

Haman rolled the pur on the eve of the Passover (Esther 3:7-8, 12) and Esther began her fast at Passover 

(Esther 4:16). 

8. There is the Old Testament Church crying out to God during times of potential destruction (c.f., Exodus 

2:23, “During those many days the king of Egypt died, and the people of Israel groaned because of their 

slavery and cried out for help.”) 

Joseph 

Esther thematically connects with Joseph (Genesis 37-50) on several points: 

1. the motif of favor or grace (chen) in the eyes of a non-believing boss and 

culture (c.f., Genesis 39:3-4, “So Joseph found favor in his sight and attended him, and he made him 

overseer of his house and put him in charge of all that he had.”) 

2. the never-ending assault of sin, day after day (Genesis 39:10, “And as she spoke to 

Joseph day after day, he would not listen to her, to lie beside her or to be with her.” c.f., Luke 18:1-8) 

3. the enemies who sit down to eat after the believer is formally dispensed with 

(c.f., Genesis 37:25, “Then [Joseph’s brothers] sat down to eat. And looking up they saw a caravan of 

Ishmaelites coming from Gilead with their camels bearing gum, balm, and myrrh on their way to carry 

it down to Egypt.”) 

4. the anger of the non-believing king regarding his non-believing ministers 

(c.f., Genesis 40:2, “And Pharaoh was angry with his two officers, the chief cupbearer and the chief 

baker.”) 

5. the indifference of the non-believing king to the forgotten believer (c.f., Genesis 

40:23, “Yet the chief cupbearer [to Pharaoh] did not remember Joseph, but forgot him.”) 
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6. the sadness of a believing leader (Jacob) preceding the surprise of victory 

(Joseph) (Genesis 37:34, “Then Jacob tore his garments and put sackcloth on his loins and mourned 

for his son many days.”) 

7. the promotion of a believer by a non-believer to vice-president with a signet 

ring (c.f., Genesis 41:41-42, “And Pharaoh said to Joseph, ‘See, I have set you over all the land of 

Egypt.’ Then Pharaoh too his signet ring from his hand and put it on Joseph’s hand, and clothes him in 

garment of fine linen and put a gold chain about his neck.”) 

8. the celebratory parade or demonstration after God’s blessing (cf, Genesis 41:43, 

“And he made him ride in his second chariot. And they called out before him, ‘Bow the knee.’ Thus he 

set him over all the land of Egypt.”) 

9. the believer pleading for one’s life with another believer (c.f., Genesis 42:21, 

“Then [Joseph’s brothers] said to one another, ‘In truth we are guilty concerning our brother, in that 

we saw the destress of his soul, when he begged us and we did not listen. That is why this distress has 

come upon us.’”) 

10. the prosperity of the unbelieving kingdom because of the actions of a 

believer (c.f., Genesis 47:14, “And Joseph gathered up all the money that was found in the land of 

Egypt and in the land of Canaan, in exchange for the grain that they bought. And Joseph brought the 

money into Pharaoh’s house.” 47:25, “And [the people] said, ‘You have saved our lives, may it please my 

lord, we will be servants to Pharaoh.”) 

11. the mystery of the public personal vindication of a believer and the hidden 

providential deliverance by Yahweh (c.f., Genesis 50:19-20, “But Joseph said to [his 

brothers], ‘Do not fear, for am I in the place of God? As for you, you meant evil against me, but God 

meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today.’”) 
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12. the fact that Yahweh intended for good when others intended bad (reversal) 

(Genesis 50:20, “As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that 

many people should be kept alive, as they are today. So do not fear.”) 

Judge Deborah 

Esther connects with Deborah in Judges 4-5: 

*there is a strong woman whom the Yahweh uses to accomplish his will.  

Job and Ruth 

Esther connects with Job and Ruth: 

*there is a focus on the apparent absence of God in the life of his people.  

Daniel 

Esther thematically connects to Daniel 

1. In plot and Persian setting as emphasizing God’s people having a future in a 

hostile culture because of God’s sovereign and providential intervention. 

2. As a believer elevated to political power in a unbelieving society (Daniel 

6:1). 

Judith 

*there is the apocryphal book of Judith which tells the story of a beautiful 

believer (“Judith”) who causes the downfall of a great Assyrian general 

(Holofernes, c.f., Judith, 13:6-8, “Then [Judith] came to the pillar of the bed, which was at 

Holofernes head, and took down his [sword] from thence. And approached to his bed and took hold of 
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the hair of his head, and said, ‘Strengthen me, O Lord God of Israel this day. And she smote twice upon 

his neck will all her might, and she took away his head from him.”) 

 

We see in the book of Esther, then, the multiple themes of: 

*Believers being scattered in communities throughout a hostile empire. 

*God is present in the individual – we are the temple of God (Romans 6:16) - 

but not so evident in the culture. God is mysteriously hidden behind events in 

society (Psalm 10:1, “Why, O LORD, do you stand far away? Why do you hide yourself in times of 

trouble?”)  

*The initial lack of Christian political leadership. 

*But the importance of political leadership does matter (pagan Cyrus = 

“anointed,” Isaiah 44:28-45:1). 

*The Church is divided as to how to confront the dominant hostile culture. 

*The Church assimilation into the majority hostile culture. 

*The latent hatred for God’s people in the hearts of men, as Jesus told us in 

John 15:18, “If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it 

hated you.” This hatred in the book as seen from a Jewish perspective as anti-

Semitism, but when we see anti-Semitism in the book of Esther, we Christians 

should see anti-Christianity. 
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Esther is written like an action novel with very little direct speech and 

character development. The narrative moves rapidly and the attentive reader cannot 

skip over any verses for fear of losing the thread of action. One scholar notes, 

“The action is vigorous and quick with a dramatic turn of events, reminiscent 

of O Henry or Guy De Maupassant. The plot is skillfully narrated with a 

paucity of words and swiftly carries the reader along to its climatic 

denouement.” (FB Huey, “Esther,” The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 1988) 

 

It is not an accident that the story of Esther has been made into more movies than any 

other book of the Bible, except for Genesis and the Gospels. There is no 

eavesdropping in this book – it is all excitement from start to finish. One 

commentator (Carey Moore) notes that action verbs uniquely predominate in Esther. 

He points out that the root verb “to rule” occurs 250 times, “to do” or “to make” 

occurs 87 times, “to give” or “to speak” occurs 40 times and “to come” occurs 35 

times. And all this action occurs in only 167 verses! Once one starts reading the 

book, there is no easy place to stop. The narrative propels one to the end through 

tension, suspense and surprise. 

And no one is more prone to action, more shallow, more surface, less soul-

searching than the big guy himself, Ahashwerosh or Xerxes. The exposure of Xerxes’ 

soul takes little work and little time. We are told that he gets “angry” (qatsaph) (1:12; 

7:7), that his anger “subsides” (shakak) (2:1; 7:10), that he is gets “pleased” (“good in 

the eyes of”) (yatab be-ene) (1:21; 2:4, 9), that he “loves” (ahab) and that he “favors” 
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(chesed) (2:17). That’s about it. We are never told what Xerxes thinks, or even that 

he thinks, like we are with Haman.  

And yet, almost all of the commentators and Old Testament scholars that I 

consulted see the mood of Esther as having a tone of folly, fun, humor, lightness, 

optimism, celebration. I do not. One can only read Esther with a chuckle if one lives 

in a Christian nation where such political oppression and cultural hostility seems far 

removed. While there is joy and celebration at the very end of the book when the 

Jewish Church in Persia is saved from genocide, it is touch and go until the end. And 

even then, at the end, there is the controversial bloody retribution by God’s people on 

their unbelieving Persians neighbors. And still at the end, the Church is a captive 

community in the midst of a dominant hostile culture. 

One of the reasons I will go into some detail on the rulers of Persia is to 

illustrate that these men, to a man, were vicious tyrants who broached no opposition 

and slaughtered opponents – including family members - at will. And while there is 

occasional irony and a bit of black humor, the backstory of the book is the absolute 

and ruthless tyrants who murder and torture those who oppose, anger or even offend 

(chata) them. And this is totally consistent with Ancient Near East kings who were 

sensitive to being “offended” by their Church subjects. All to the subjects’ mortal 

danger: 

*Captain Potipher was offended by Joseph (Genesis 40:1) 

*King Zedekiah was offended by Jeremiah (Jeremiah 37:18) 



20 
 

*King Abimlech was offended by Abraham (Genesis 20:9) 

*Assyrian King Sennacherib was offended by Judean King Hezekiah (2 Kings 

18:14) 
 

This Hebrew word translated “offended” can have a very serious sin aspect to it – ie, “sinned against,” but it 

can also mean a simple breakdown in personal relationships, as in 1 Samuel 19:4 (“And Jonathan spoke well of 

David to Saul his father and said to him, ‘Let not the king offend (sin against) his servant David, because he has 

not offended (sinned against) you, and because his deeds have brought good to you.”) or even disrespecting 

someone’s supposed rights, as in 2 Chronicles 6:22 (“If a man offends (sins against) his neighbor and is made to 

take an oath and comes and swears his oath before your altar in this house,”) and Judges 11:27 (“I therefore, 

have not sinned against you, and you do me wrong by making war on me.”) So the Hebrew word for “offended” 

can be applied to the current snowflake generation that is offended, frightened and traumatized over insignificant 

slights. Similar to what animated Persian tyrants (like Xerxes) from time to time. 

 

In short, the book of Esther is a bracing tale of ambiguity and moral realism in 

the midst of a very dark and complicated time in the history of the Old Testament 

Church, which, incidentally, did not adorn herself in faithful glory. 

Esther joins only a handful of Old Testament Church books (eg, Ecclesiastes, 

Song of Songs, Lamentations, Obadiah, Zephaniah, Ezra) not quoted in the New 

Testament. Yet, the fundamental theme of Esther is that God is actively present in 

history, and just because he is hidden (sathar) does not mean that he is absent (c.f., 

Hosea 2:8, “And she did not know that it was I who gave her the grain, the wine, and the oil, and who lavished 

on her silver and gold which they used for Baal.” 11:3, “Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk; I took them 

up by their arms, but they did not know that I healed them.” God’s people will be preserved by him 

despite the persecution by the dominant culture, and despite the Church’s 

inappropriate behavior to that persecution. We will see that Queen Esther: 

*hides her Church membership, 

*engages in unsavory and sinful behavior with Xerxes, 

*advocates indefensible, vengeful laws. 
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The fact is, the actual mysterious presence of our sovereign God has seldom 

been felt and sensed, but just because he has veiled or hidden (sathar) himself does 

not mean that he is not present and working behind the scenes to accomplish his will. 

God’s absence in the public life of Esther is true to life for us. In Esther’s time, who 

could have been certain that God was positioning Esther and Mordecai and Xerxes to 

be agents of his will for the Jewish Church. We will see that God’s will was 

accomplished through the natural outworking of all the ethical and political intrigues 

and flaws in the lives of the Church members and the Persian political system. We 

don’t see God saving souls in the story of Esther. There is no personal redemption 

going on in this story. The players simply continue in the political maelstrom of the 

Persia of Xerxes. The narrator of Esther relates the story of a decade in history of the 

Persian Church and it is up to us to decide whether or not we see Yahweh’s hand in 

all of this: Hebrews 11:1, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the 

conviction of things not seen.” 

The book of Esther quietly assumes the providential sovereignty over nations 

and individuals. Providence is a major theological point underlying the book of 

Esther: God will fulfill his covenantal promises to his people throughout history, 

regardless of the conduct of his people. An Old Testament professor of mine, Barton 

Payne argues that providence is so clearly emphasized in the book of Esther that 

God’s name does not even need to be mentioned (The Theology of the Older 
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Testament, 1969). While there is not a Hebrew word for “providence” – we have one 

related reference in Job 10:12 (“your care has preserved (shamar) my life”) – the concept of 

God’s superintendence and “preservation” (shamar) of creatures is evident 

throughout the Old Testament, as in Proverbs 20:24 (“A man’s steps are from the LORD; how 

then can man understand his way.”) or Psalm 73:23 (“Nevertheless, I am continually with you; you hold 

my right hand.”). To my point, this providential hand of God is often hidden (sathar), as 

it is in Esther (cf, Isaiah 40:27, “Why do you say, O Jacob, and speak O Israel, ‘My way is hidden (sathar) 

from the LORD, and my right (judgment) is disregarded by my God.’”). The book of Esther teaches 

that God’s presence is not visible, but dependable. Indeed, the main Hebrew word of 

“hidden” is used 26 times in the Old Testament in reference to Yahweh but not once 

in the book of Esther. In fact, no Hebrew word commonly translated “hidden” or “to 

hid” is used in Esther at all. Even the word “hidden” is hidden in Esther. It is all a 

huge mystery and only understood by reading other scriptures. However, Scriptures 

teach us that even before problems arise for us, however, God has made provision for 

those problems. (c.f., Genesis 22:8, “Abraham said, ‘God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt 

offering, my son.’” 13-14). 

Maybe the most arresting theological point of Esther is that in the Hebrew text 

there is no mention of Yahweh at all. There are 167 verses in Esther. The word 

“Yahweh” does not appear once, even when is seems obvious that it should, as in the 

well-known 4:14, “deliverance will arrive for the Jews from another place,” but 
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the title and personage of the “king” of Persia appears 190 times, the name “Persia” 

26 times, the proper name, “Ahasuerus” (pronounced Ahashwerosh) 29 times. The 

fact that there is an absence of God talk in the book of Esther led later Greek 

theologians to add more than a 100 verses (to 270 verses) to the Hebrew edition (of 

167 verses) to fill out the theological “weaknesses.” These Greek additions are found 

in the Apocrypha and are called “The Additions to the Book of Esther” or “The rest of the chapters of the Book 

of Esther which are not found neither in the Hebrew nor in the Chaldee.” In fact, no other book in the Old 

Testament has been amplified by so many extraneous additions as Esther has been to 

try to spiritualize it. 

Old Testament British scholar, Roland K. Harrison has noted, 

“There is, however, no simple answer to this curious phenomenon, particularly 

in view of the fact that Esther is unique among the Old Testament Scriptures in 

the way in which it deals with religious and moral issues. The writer certainly 

seems to have stressed the value of political intrigue and human intellectual 

acumen and to underplay, if not actually to disregard the possibility of the 

divine intervention” (Old Testament Introduction, 1969). 

 
The Greek version of the Hebrew Bible Book of Esther is designated Additions to Esther and pre-serves many 

details of the Hebrew account. Its portrayal of Esther herself, however, is appreciably different, primarily because of 

Additions C and D (Add Esther 13:8–14:19; 15:1–16). The Additions to Esther consist of six extended passages (107 

verses) that have no counterpart in the Hebrew version. They are numbered as chaps 11–16, designated A–F, and added 

to the Hebrew text at various places. Another important “addition” to Greek Esther is the mention of God’s name over 

fifty times. This has the effect of making the story explicitly religious, in sharp contrast to the Hebrew text, which does 

not mention God at all. The Additions, which probably were not composed at the same time by the same person, can be 

dated to the second or first centuries BC because of their literary style, theology, and anti-gentile spirit. 

After the death of her parents, Esther, daughter of Amminadav (Add Esther 2:7, 15; 9:29; not Avihail, as in the 

Hebrew Esther 2:15), is raised by her cousin, Mordecai, son of Amminadav’s brother. Like many beautifu l virgins 

throughout the Persian Empire (Add Esther 2:7), Esther is compelled, by the officials conducting the search for a new 

queen, to go to Susa to compete for the queenship (Add Esther 2:8). 

With the other virginal contestants, Esther undergoes an elaborate year-long beauty treatment (Add Esther 

2:12), designed to make a candidate for the queenship as desirable as possible. Even though Esther is given preferential 

treatment by the eunuch in charge, including the promptest service, special cuisine, the finest perfumes, seven choice 

maids, not to mention his good advice (Add Esther 2:9), she is wretchedly unhappy from the time of her arrival through 

the next five years of her marriage (Add Esther 2:16, 3:7). Her wretchedness, described in detail in Addition C (Add 

Esther 14:15–18), is not even hinted at in the Hebrew account. 
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Addition C corrects all the “flaws” in the Hebrew version of Esther, which was rejected as authoritative by 

some Jews even as late as the third century AD and was one of the last books to enter the Jewish canon, presumably 

because of its “inexcusable” omissions. In Addition C, Esther prays to “the Lord God of Israel” (Add Esther 14:3), 

mentions Israel’s “everlasting inheritance” (Add Esther 14:5) and God’s holy altar and house in Jerusalem (Add Esther 

14:9), and strictly observes dietary laws (Add Esther 14:17). Moreover, Esther confesses her hatred for every alien, the 

pomp and ceremony of her office, and her abhorrence at being married to a Gentile (Add Esther 14:15–16). Despite her 

regal environment, Esther does not partake of non-kosher food or wine dedicated to idols (Add Esther 14:17). Later 

Jewish commentators credit her with eating only kosher food and faithfully observing the Sabbath (Megillah 13a). The 

rabbis, however, go even further than the Greek version, claiming that Esther is one of the four most beautiful women 

in the world (Megillah 15a) and one of only seven female prophets of the Bible (Megillah 14b). 

When Esther is finished praying and fasting, she dresses in her finest and, with two maids, approaches the 

king’s throne unsummoned. What is described by three verses in the Hebrew (Esther 5:1–3) requires sixteen verses in 

Addition D (Add Esther l5:1–16). Unlike the Hebrew account, here Esther is “frozen with fear” (Add Esther 15:5) and 

finds the king so terrifying that she falters, turns pale and collapses on her maid (Add Esther 15:7). Comforted by the 

king, who sweeps her up in his arms, Esther says to him, “I saw you, my lord, like an angel of God, and my heart was 

shaken with fear at your glory” (Add Esther 15:13). And then she faints again (Add Esther 15:15).  

This high drama in the Greek finds no parallel in the Hebrew, where Esther simply appears and is immediately 

and favorably received. But the truly great difference in the Greek is that “Then God changed the spirit of the king 

[from “fierce anger” in 15:7] to gentleness, and in alarm he sprang from his throne and took her in his arms until she 

came to herself. He comforted her with soothing words” (Add Esther 15:8). This is the high point in the Greek version, 

in contrast to Hebrew Esther 9, where the establishment of the festival of Purim represents the book’s climax. In the 

Greek version, God, not Queen Esther, is the “hero”! In other words, just as Queen Vashti was demoted by the king, so 

Queen Esther is, in effect, demoted by Addition D. In the Greek Additions, Esther is a negative stereotype of female 

weakness and helplessness, although her fainting spells, like her feminine allure, serve to change the king’s mind and 

lead to the defeat of the enemy. 

 

Politics, and not religion, is the focus of this book. There is no reference to the 

“king of kings,” “kingdom of God,” Mosaic law, or Abrahamic covenant or temple or 

synagogue or prayer or angels, or Church fathers (i.e., Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, 

Samuel, David, Daniel, et al), no mention of the fruits of the Spirit (i.e., “kindness,” 

“mercy,” “forgiveness,” “love,” etc.). We have “fasting” (tsum) mentioned only three 

times in the book, and it is uncertain what the reference means. 

For Esther, there is a decided de-emphasis on religious observance, unlike any 

other book in the Bible, even the Song of Songs. One of the surprising features of 

God’s providential protection in Esther is that his providence is not done in the 

context of a return to cultural and political dominance (Jerusalem), or the resurgence 

of the sacrificial system of worship (temple or even a synagogue) or the emergence of 

https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/glossary/kosher-kasher
https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/glossary/megillah
https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/glossary/purim
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a great spiritual leader (Samuel, Jeremiah) to say nothing of the Messiah. There is no 

mention of any of this in the book. God’s providence is at work in a foreign land, 

governed by foreign rulers, and surrounded by a foreign (pagan) religion - 

Zoroasteranism. Unlike the prophetic writings, the temple will not be rebuilt, the 

Torah will not be obeyed, and the Levitical festivals will not be observed. There is 

fasting and mourning and a state-sponsored holiday, but this is it. In fact, the Jewish 

Church finds herself in a political and cultural predicament that is self-inflicted, 

because her sins were as great as that of the surrounding pagan empire. 

In short, it is life in a post-Christian American culture. Esther teaches us that 

every situation we find ourselves in is an opportunity for divine intervention, and thus 

an opportunity to experience God’s mysterious hidden hand. Just because the 

oppression may be long doesn’t mean that God’s arm is short (c.f., Numbers 11:23, “And the 

LORD said to Moses, ‘Is the LORD’S hand shortened? Now you shall see whether my word will come true for 

you or not.” Isaiah 50:2; Isaiah 59:1, “Behold the LORD’S hand is not shortened, that it cannot save, or his ear 

dull, that it cannot hear.”) 

The book of Esther is a story of purposeful ambiguity. Is our redeemer God 

present or is he absent? The uncertainty cannot be resolved by reading only Esther. 

We must read Esther in the context of all the Old Testament Scriptures. Without 

divine revelation and illumination the human experience is inherently ambiguous and 

cannot be understood. The great J.I. Packer, in a recent interview, stated, 
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“We in the Church may have failed our society because we have not made a 

big deal of the fact that the Bible, in an amazing way, is a unity. That very fact 

gives you some initial sense that its credentials are serious. The Bible tells us 

that all circumstances and events in the world are determined by God’s word – 

‘Let there be.’ Therefore, everything from changes in the weather to the rise 

and fall of nations occurs in fulfillment of God’s word.” (Byfaith, “Knowing 

the Reality of our Triune God,” Q2/17). 

 

Events can always be seen to support the existence or non-existence of 

Yahweh. Esther is a prime example of how ambiguous life and history would be if 

God had only acted but never explained his actions. He is there and he has not been 

silent. We American Christians, just like our Persian Jewish fathers and mothers in 

the faith are a compromised and morally ambiguous people. Our motives are mixed, 

our hearts are hard and our actions are always suspect. We are an exiled tribe living 

in a world where we are “strangers” and “aliens” (James 1:1; 1 Peter 2:11) and utterly 

dependent on an unseen Lord and Master and Redeemer to sustain us. 

Queen Esther and Vice-president Mordecai seems to have not read Moses for 

Moses is pretty clear about conduct in a foreign country: “When you come into the 

land your God is giving you, you shall not learn to follow the abominable 

practices of those nations.” (Deuteronomy 18:9; cf 20:18). Esther eats at the pagan 

king’s table, has sex with the pagan king and apparently has no outward observance 

of her faith in Yahweh. In short, Esther and Mordecai as representative believers did 

not need to be in Zion to have hope. They did not need to be fully observant of the 

Mosaic law to have hope. They did not need to wait for a messiah or a Redeemer or a 
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royal figure or a judge or a high priest to have hope. What they need and what they 

got was a faithful God who didn’t need them to accomplish his will for his Church. 

Yahweh gave the Church a political patron to save them. That’s a political lesson of 

Esther. The message of hope in Esther is rooted not in Old Testament Church’s 

observances but in the loyalty of the Old Testament Church’s Redeemer, as Job says 

in 19:25, “I know that my Redeemer lives.” (and in the New Testament Church’s 

Redeemer, Romans 8:28). Ultimately, the great hope taught in Esther is that God’s chosen child gets his/her 

identity by being a faithful part of the community of the redeemed wherever the community exists.  

In a remarkable verse in a remarkable chapter of hope, Isaiah 45:13, the 

prophet 150 years before Cyrus and over 200 years before Xerxes promises that 

Yahweh will provide deliverance to the Old Testament Church through the 

unbelieving Cyrus and his royal line, including Xerxes: 

“I have stirred [Cyrus] up in righteousness, and I will make all his ways 

level; he shall build my city and set my exiles free, not for price or reward 

say the LORD of hosts.” 

 

The past tense verb to begin the verse – “I raised him up” – shows the appearance of 

Cyrus on the scene in human history is the work of God. The fact that Cyrus had not 

yet appeared at the time of Isaiah is indicated by the future tense of the rest of the 

verse (“I will make,” “I will build,” “I will set”). Cyrus’ appearance is not by chance 

or political manipulation but rather a clear sign for the Church that Cyrus has been 

raised up by Yahweh’s public righteousness and faithfulness to his people. 
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Many commentators note that a late Persian date for writing of Esther (as in 

150 BC) is partially based on the sympathetic attitude reflected in the book towards 

Xerxes, as it is also reflected in Daniel towards Nebuchadnezzar. Liberal 

commentators believe that Esther is more ethnically Jewish than religiously Jewish. 

The early 20th century Old Testament scholar, Robert Pfeiffer wrote, arguing for a 

very late date of writing (130 BC, as opposed to 450 BC): 

“At a time when the extreme cruelties perpetrated by Antiochus were still fresh 

in the memories of the people, and when every pious Jew was convinced that 

his enemies were really the enemies of his God, the bitter fanaticism reflected 

in [Esther] is quite intelligible” (“Esther,” The Abingdon Bible Commentary, 

1929). 

 

*In the same vein, liberal theologians like German Old Testament scholar, Otto 

Eissfeldt wrote, 

 “A book which is so closely bound up with the Jewish national spirit, and 

which indeed the people itself regarded as a source of its power, should not be 

excluded by the religion which was bound up with it. This we can understand. 

But Christianity, extending as it does over all people and races, has neither 

occasion nor justification for holding on to it.” (The Old Testament: An 

Introduction, 1965) 

 

Professor Eissfeldt called the book of Esther “inaccurate,” “inexact,” “legendary,” 

“fiction,” “mythical,” “a saga,” and “a grotesque fantasy.” Other than that, Dr. 

Eissfeldt believed the book was pretty reliable. 

We have no Hebrew manuscript of Esther dating before the 900s. We have several Greek manuscripts of 

Esther but the most authoritative one comes from Jerome about 400 AD. And the Greek and the Hebrew manuscripts 

don’t always jive. We Protestants have gone with the Hebrew edition while the Roman Catholics and the Eastern 

Orthodox have added the Greek manuscripts to the Hebrew to get their version of the book. 

There are multiple versions of the book of Esther. The basic flow of the different versions are as follows: A 

version called the “Alpha Text” is the earlies Greek version based on the earliest Hebrew version, now lost. This AT 

version has no references to Purim. The next version is the Hebrew Masoretic text, then the Greek translation of the MT 
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called the Septuagint. The MT contains material relating to the observance of Purim. The LXX translation of the MT 

adds even more religious language to the narrative. So there is an increasing theological content in succeeding versions 

of the book of Esther. Our Protestant Bibles are based on the Hebrew MT and the Roman Catholic Bibles are based on 

the Alpha Text with Greek additions. 

 

We don’t know who the author of Esther is, other than probably being a Jew 

living in Persia a little after the time of Xerxes - 440 BC (10:2). Since there is no 

Greek vocabulary in the book, most conservative commentators argue for a pre-

Alexander the Great date of authorship; so an early date of the 5th century-somewhere 

between 440 and 340 BC is advanced. Augustine argued that Ezra was the author. 

Clement of Alexandria and much later, J. Stafford Wright in the 20th century (“The 

Historicity of the Book of Esther,” 1970), argued for Mordecai being the author based, in part, on 

2 Maccabees 15:36 with its reference to “Mordecai Day” (“And they ordained all with a 

common decree in no case to let that day pass without solemnity, but to celebrate the 13th day of the 12th month, 

which in the Syrian tongue is called ‘Adar,’ the day before Mordecai day”). The Jewish Talmud argued 

for the authorship by the Jewish scribes of the Septuagint Great Synagogue in about 

200 BC (Baba Bathra, 15). 

We are confident only that the author was a faithful Jew because of: 

1. the cultural and political victories of the Jews in secular human affairs, as in 

the recorded accounts of Daniel and Jonah and Joseph. 

2. the hostility of Persian unbelievers, and their systematic destruction at the 

hand of their Jewish Church neighbors in chapter 9. 

Old Testament scholar, Brevard Childs, wrote,  

“The book of Esther provides the strongest canonical warrant in the whole Old Testament for the religious 

significance of the Jewish people in an ethnic sense . . .The inclusion of Esther within the Christian canon 
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serves as check against all attempts to spiritualize the concept of Israel – usually by misinterpreting Paul – and 

thus removing the ultimate scandal of biblical particularity (Introduction to the Old Testament in Scripture). 

 

Esther is a political tract. It is a book uniquely designed for our times. It is not 

a book teaching eternal principles of worship or theology. It is a book written for 

times of transition and instability of the Church. What Yahweh presents in the book 

are stop gap measures allowing time for the Church to get her act together to meet the 

cultural, political and economic hostilities to come. Persia prepared the Church for 

Greece, which prepared the Church for Rome, which prepared the Church for the 

Dark Ages, which ushered in the extraordinary cultural legacy of the Reformation. 

The Lord gives us the book of Esther to teach us the difficult transition from 

dominance in Jerusalem to subservience in Susa to persecution in Rome back to 

dominance in Constantine’s Rome to faithfulness in Northern Europe back to 

subservience in the 21st century West. 

When liberal scholars look at the book of Esther they see a story that is 

ethnically Jewish, historically unreliable and fabulous. When conservative scholars 

look at the book of Esther they tend to spiritualize the content and read Yahweh into 

the content. And if one is from the historical-redemptive school of hermeneutics, they 

read Jesus into the content. I do not. The book stands on its own as an accurate 

account of the Church in Persia with extraordinary application for us today. It 

diminishes the inspired literary gift from our Savior to us to interpret the book in any 

way other than a straight-forward historical narrative. 
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The book of Esther is not a pretty picture of a transition period, but it is 

hopeful because our God has our back. The theology of Esther is very pertinent for 

Christians today in America because it teaches us that we are responsible for our 

existential decisions and actions, but our Savior is still the lord of history. 

So Esther is not “yester.” 

In order to really understand the book of Esther, however, we need to first 

understand the world of the Persian political empires of Esther’s world. And it is to 

that world that I now turn. 
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Persia Before Queen Esther 

Proto-Persia 

We start with the kingdom of Elam whose name is thought to be derived from 

“Elam,” grandson of Noah in Genesis 10:22, “The sons of Shem: Elam, Asshur, 

Arpachshad, Lid, and Aram” (cf, 1 Chronicles 1:17). The kingdom of Elam 

(Susiana) is referenced 17 times in the Bible, in Genesis, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, 

Daniel, Ezra, and even in Acts 2:9) But first in Genesis 14:1 when Elam defeats the 

city states of Sodom and Gomorrah in the Battle of the Valley of Siddim. Elam was 

located in Mesopotamia between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers – she was proto-

Persia. The famous Amorite king, Hammurabi, ruled Elam in the 18th century BC. 

The cities of Susa (founded in 4000 BC) and Babylon, which were to be major cities 

in Persia, were also major cities in Elam. In 1660 BC Elam became independent from 

Akkadia – “Accad” in Genesis 10:10 (Sargon the Great) - and grew as an empire with 

Susa as its capital. The “Babylonian Chronicles” mentions Elam as an independent 

state in 742. Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar I (1125-1104 BC, not related to the 

biblical Nebuchadnezzar II), captured Elam in 1130. 

Fast forward to Assyria 1000 years later to 652 BC and we run down a biblical 

rabbit trail with Shamash-shum-ukin, king of the Assyrian city-state province of 

Babylon (668–648 BC) revolting against his older brother and overlord, 

Ashurbanipal, king of Assyria (668–627 BC). Incidentally, the Bible refers to 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shamash-shum-ukin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kings_of_Babylon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kings_of_Babylon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ashurbanipal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kings_of_Assyria
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Ashurbanipal as “Osnappar” (“Osnap the Great”) in Ezra 4:10. Shamash and 

Ashurbanipal’s father was Esar-haddon (681-669) who is also mentioned in Ezra 4: 2 

and 2 Kings 19:37. Esar-Haddon was the son of Sennacherib, king of Assyria, who is 

mentioned 13 times in the Bible - 2 Kings, 2 Chronicles and Isaiah. 

So we have some biblical history here. 

Back to Assyria, Cyrus I is mentioned being in a military alliance with 

Shamash, but the war between the two brothers (Shamash and Ashurbanipal) ended 

with Shamash’s defeat at the Battle of Susa (639 BC). Ashurbanipal annihilated the 

kingdom of Elam. During this time, Isaiah was prophesying and the evil king 

Manassah was ruling Judah. 

But the brothers’ Elamite war taxed the victorious Assyrian Empire beyond 

endurance and only 30 years later Assyria would fall to the Medes and Babylonians 

at the Battle of Nineveh (612 BC) under the command of King Nabopolassar of 

Babylonia. Josiah was king of Judah and Jeremiah is the prophet by this time. 

Before I leave Assyria I want to note that ancient Assyria was one of the first 

true empires, expanding across the Middle East and controlling vast stretches of the 

ancient world for 300 years between 900 (Ashurbanipal) and 600 B.C (Ashur–

uballit). The Assyrian kings ruled their realm from a series of capitals in what is 

today northern Iraq. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Military_alliance
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elamite_Empire
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Nineveh was one of those capitals, flourishing under the Assyrian emperor 

Sennacherib around 700 B.C. At one point, Nineveh was the largest city in the 

world. In today’s news it’s location at the current Iraqian city of Mosul put it in the 

radical Muslim crosshairs when ISIS took over the city in 2014. Many of the city’s 

ancient Assyrian sculptures were housed in the Mosul Museum, and many were 

damaged during the rampage through the museum by ISIS. Muslim thugs smashed 

the guardian statues on Nineveh's ancient Nirgal Gate. Columbia University 

historian Christopher Jones is quoted at the time as saying, “I’m not sure there’s 

much left to destroy in Mosul.” 

Babylonian King Nabopolassar (626-605 BC) is not mentioned in the Bible but 

he is mentioned in the Apocryphal book of Tobit 14:15 (“Nabuchadonesar”). He 

founded the Babylonian Empire in 612 after the defeat and death of the Assyrian king 

Ashurbanipal. At the death of the mighty Ashurbanipal in 626, Nabopolassar began 

to invade his smaller neighbors under the inefficient control of Assyria. In a few 

years Babylon was strong enough to form an alliance with the Medes (King Cyaxares 

633-584 and his son, Astyages (584–550 BC, neither of which is mentioned in the 

Bible) to defeat Ashurbanipal’s sons (eg, Ashur-etil-ilani, 627–623 BC and Sin-shar-

ishkun, 623 BC – 612 BC) who followed each other as successors-kings of a greatly 

weakened Assyria  

http://www.ancient.eu/sennacherib/
http://www.ancient.eu/sennacherib/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Astyages
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ashur-etil-ilani
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The city-states of Media and Babylon founded the beginning of the Chaldean 

kingdom of Babylonia in 612 by capturing the Assyrian capital of Nineveh which 

effectively ended the Assyrian Empire of Ashurbanipal. 

Old Testament scholars think that King Josiah of Judah may have known 

Nabopolassar because Josiah fought side by side with him at the great Battle of 

Armageddon (literally: “the hill of Megiddo” in 609 BC) in 2 Kings 23 on the way to 

Carchemish (referenced in Jeremiah 46) in an attempt to stop the Egyptians (Necho 

II) from going to the aid of the weakened Assyrians. Unfortunately, the faithful king 

Josiah was killed at Megiddo, according to 2 Kings 23. 

In 605, Babylonian crown prince, Nebuchadnezzar II, son of Nabopolassar, 

acting in ailing dad’s place, defeated the Egyptians in the great Battle of Carchemish, 

noted in several books in the Bible (2 Chronicles 35:20, Isaiah 10:9 and Jeremiah 

46:2), thus securing the huge and powerful kingdom of Babylonia. 

Nebuchadnezzar II, who is mentioned 90 times in the Bible, became king of 

Babylonia with the death of his father, Nabopolasser, shortly after Carchemish in 

605. 70 years later, a weakened and dissolute Babylonia under usurper King 

Nabonidus (556-539), who is not mentioned in the Bible and who is not genetically 

connected to Nebuchadnezzar, and his profligate son, Belshazzar, who is mentioned 8 

times in the Bible, all in Daniel beginning with Daniel 5:1, fall to the Persian king, 

Cyrus the Great. Cyrus destroyed the Babylonian cities of Babylon and Sippar in the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neo-Assyrian_Empire
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Battle of Opis (53 BC) (may be referred to in 2 Kings 17:24; 18:3; 19:13; Isaiah 

36:19; 37:13). But that is getting ahead of our story. 

It is worth noting for the history of Persia that the Assyrian empire was very 

different from that of the Babylonian empire. The Babylonian Empire revolved 

around commerce and agriculture while the Assyrian Empire revolved around a well-

organized military. Persia combined both strengths: commerce and military might. It 

was kind of like Athens and Sparta, each with her own strengths. 

A current side-note on the Babylonian king, Nabonidus: After the Islamic 

revolution in 1979, the Ayatollah Khomeini, reflecting the Islamic revulsion of its 

non-Moslem history and culture, shut down archeological activity in Iran and ended 

government sponsored conferences on the glory of the Achaemenid (Persian) Empire. 

Early Muslims believed that pre-Islamic written material were “bricks baked in hell 

and written by the demons.” There are instances were texts such as King Nabonidus’ 

ancient inscriptions of 568 BC (“Harran Inscriptions,” “Nabonidus Cylinder”) have 

been deliberately used in a mosque threshold to show contempt for such antiquities as 

faithful muslims walk over these priceless artifacts. This stepping on the threshold of 

a place of worship or adoration is an ancient form of disrespect as is noted with the 

broken statue of Dagon and the Philistines (Ashdodites) in 1 Samuel 5:4-5 (cf, 

Zephaniah 1:9). Thresholds are viewed in ethnic religions as entry points into the 

nether world, deserving respect and honor. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ayatollah
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Persia 

Achaemenes (705-675 BC) 

Speaking of priceless artifacts, in the one of the most important ancient 

sources, the “Behistun Inscription,” written by Darius the Great in roughly 500 BC, 

SideNote: The Behistun Inscription, meaning "the place of god" is a multilingual inscription and large rock 

relief on a cliff at Mount Behistun in western Iran. It was crucial to the decipherment of cuneiform script. 

Authored by Darius the Great sometime between his coronation as king of the Persian Empire in the summer 

of 522 BC and his death in autumn of 486 BC, the inscription begins with a brief autobiography of Darius, 

including his ancestry and lineage. Later in the inscription, Darius provides a lengthy sequence of events 

following the deaths of Cyrus the Great and Cambyses II. The inscription states in detail that 19 rebellions, 

which had resulted from the deaths of Cyrus the Great and his son Cambyses II, were orchestrated by several 

impostors and their co-conspirators in various cities throughout the empire, each of whom falsely proclaimed 

kinghood during the upheaval following Cyrus's death. Darius the Great proclaimed himself victorious in all 

battles during the period of upheaval, attributing his success to the "grace of Ahura Mazda." The great carving 

at Behistun in indestructible and unconcealable and was widely known to travelers. In the early 19 th century 

one European traveler saw the monument and thought that the winged figure of Ahura Mazda was a cross, and 

that Darius and his officers and prisoners were the twelve apostles. 

 

Darius briefly portrays an individual by the name of Achaemenes (705-675) as (the 

father of Teispes) an ancestor of Cyrus the Great. In other words, Achaemenes is 

portrayed by Darius as the founder of the Persian Empire. Darius the Great was the 

father of Xerxes. 

A 691 BC Assyrian inscription from the time of King Sennacherib (705 to 681) 

(2 Chronicles 32) mentions that Sennacherib repelled an attack on the Assyrian city 

of Halule by the armies of the city-states of Anshan and Parsuamash, (and Media and 

others), which were small tribal areas destined to become part of Persia. Historians 

contend that if he existed, Achaemenes was one of the Anshan Persian commanders 

during the Battle of Halule (691 BC). So Achaemenes would have been a 7th-century 

BC Persian warrior-chieftain who was a vassal of the then dominant, Median Empire. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Behistun_inscription
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rock_relief
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iran
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Achaemenes presumably built up the city-states of Anshan and Parsuamash, in what 

is now southwest Iran. He was succeeded by his son, Teispes, who took the title 

"King of Anshan" after seizing Anshan city and enlarging his kingdom. 

Around 450 BC the Greek historian, Herodotus, wrote his famous Histories on 

which we rely so much for the history of Persia. Much of the Histories is 

unconfirmed but it makes interesting reading.  

Side-note: Herodotus is considered the world’s first historian, he is called “the father of history” and he claims to have 

visited the whole known world interviewing hundreds of people. Herodotus gives different versions of the same event 

which gives a certain legitimacy to his accounts. But this even handedness is hard to believe, and there are times where 

Herodotus' accounts are suspiciously well-informed: Egyptians and Persians remember the war between the Greeks and 

the Trojans; Babylonian priests give a description of the Esagila temple of their god, Marduk that modern 

archaeologists cannot confirm; he gives us a Greek account of the Persian raid on the Greek temple in Delphi (8.37) and 

then a Persian informant of this raid - thirty years after the event! Concerning Persia, however, Herodotus correctly 

names the Persian leaders Cyrus the Great, Cambyses, Darius the Great, Xerxes and Artaxerxes I. Courtiers receive 

plausible names as well, and this indicates that Herodotus was well-informed about the Persian court. Herodotus must 

have had access to at least two written Persian sources: the Behistun Inscription of Darius and the Daiva Inscription of 

Xerxes. A third document, written in Greek, was a set of “resolutions” from come Greek city states in 481 BC to send 

three Greek spies were sent to Sardis, where the Persian army was gathering. These resolutions give us a catalogue of 

Xerxes massive army. Herodotus was a rich man, and well-educated. He knew the literature of his age: he quotes not 

only Homer, but also Hesiod, Sappho, Pindar, and Aeschylus. It seems that Herodotus sometimes used tragedies as 

sources. Herodotus also read Greek geographers (Hecataeus of Miletus (550-490), and Scylax of Caryanda. He also 

knows many stories that were told among Greek noble families. We can imagine how he was invited to deliver a 

lecture, stayed with an aristocratic family, and how he heard the stories about the achievements of the family, of which 

he preserved the memory by putting them on record. So, Herodotus combined the results of interviews and family 

stories, had read the books that were available and knew at least three relevant documents. And he traveled extensively. 

The following remark is a good summary of Herodotus' research method. 

“So far the Egyptians themselves have been my authority; but in what follows I shall relate what other people, 

too, are willing to accept in the history of this country, with a few points added from my own observation.” 

(Histories, 2, 147). 

 

Herodotus tells us essentially the same story (3, 75; 7.11) as the Darius’ “Behistun 

Inscription,” and confirms much of the truth of the scriptural historical narrative. 

However, beyond brief mentions of Achaemenes by Darius (Behistun Inscription) 

and Herodotus (Histories), nothing is known of Achaemenes.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iran
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teispes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anshan_(Persia)
http://www.livius.org/to-ts/troy/troy_VI-VII.html
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It may be that Achaemenes was just a mythical ancestor, and not a real 

historical figure. The Greek writers of antiquity preserve several legends surrounding 

Achaemenes, none of which are particularly important for us as we look at the book 

of Esther. It may be that Darius’ Behistun Inscription's claim of his descent from 

Achaemenes was a creation of Darius, made in order to legitimize his dynastic 

relationship to Cyrus the Great. Darius certainly had much to gain in having an 

ancestor shared by Cyrus and himself, as we will see, and Darius may have felt the 

need for a stronger connection than that provided by his subsequent royal marriage to 

Cyrus' daughter, Atossa. Hereditary succession seems to have been the way in the 

Ancient Near East (ANE) kingdoms. Our royal Psalm 45 says, “In place of your 

fathers shall be your sons; you will make them princes in all the earth” (verse 

16). And 1 and 2 Chronicles is full of examples of hereditary succession. 

Side note: Atossa was Cyrus’ daughter, Darius’ wife and Xerxes’ mother. She had been married twice before her 

marriage to Xerxes father, Darius. Her first marriage was to her own brother, the Persian emperer, Cambyses II. If she 

was typical, she was probably under 20 years old when she was married to Cambyses. After his death eight years later, 

she was forced to marry a Median priest named, “Gaumata” who falsely claimed to be the son of Cyrus the Great and 

therefore the rightful emperor, “Smerdis,” Gaumata was killed in a coup less than a year later led by Darius, a military 

officer. Darius then married the twice-widowed, Atossa, now probably still under 30 years old. Atossa bore Darius four 

sons, the oldest of whom was Xerxes. Atossa lived until 475 BC, 10 years as Queen mother during Xerxes’ reign. Thus, 

Atossa overlapped Esther, Mordecai and Haman by 8 years but probably died before the Haman edict in 474 BC. She 

was 75 years old when she died. Now this: Herodotus records that Atossa was troubled by a bleeding lump in her breast 

and that a Greek physician/slave (Democedes), removed the tumor. In the 2011 Pulitzer Prize winning book on the 

history of cancer, The Emperor of All Maladies, Atossa is emblematic of cancer sufferers through history. Darius also 

married Atossa’s sister, Artystone, as well as a granddaughter of Cyrus (Parmys) and his own niece (Phratagune), but I 

will get to this story later. 

Cyrus the Great, for his part, does not mention Achaemenes at all in his 

detailed genealogy given in the famous “Cyrus Cylinder.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Behistun_inscription
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The reason it is important to even bring up the figure of Achaemenes is that the 

descendants of Achaemenes are called “Achaemenids” as Darius the Great, the ninth king 

of the dynasty, traces his genealogy to him and declares, "for this reason we are called 

Achaemenids.” In any case, the Achaemenids royal line from Darius I through 

Xerxes and Artaxerxes, credited Achaemenes as the founder of their royal Persian 

family dynasty. 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Darius_the_Great
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Cyrus I (650 - 600 BC) 

Cyrus I (Cyrus of Anshan, Old Persian: Kuruš = sun, shepherd), was king or 

governor of the city-state of Anshan, like Achaemenes, which was a province in the 

Elam empire (in Persia). He was king for 50 years, from c. 650 to 600 BC (maybe 

600-550). Cyrus I should not be confused with his famous grandson, Cyrus II, also 

known as Cyrus the Great. Cyrus I was apparently a grandson of Achaemenes and 

son of Teispes, king of Anshan. Teispes' sons divided the kingdom among them after 

Teispes death and Cyrus got the province of Anshan where he reigned as king. 

Cyrus I is important because he is the transitional figure from the Assyrians 

and Babylonians to the Persians. But much of his life is lost in the misty past and it is 

his successors who are really important. He does not appear in the Bible, but he lived 

probably around the time of kings Josiah, Johoiakim, and Zedekiah (650-600). 

British historian Arnold J. Toynbee, concludes that the seeds of conquest of the 

world by the House of Achaemenes (Persia) had been sown by the valor of the Cyrus 

I (Kuru) and the nomadic tribe of Kamboja. So as a commemoration, says Toynbee, 

the House of Achaemenes named all their great princes from Cyrus I on, alternately, 

as “Cyrus” (Kurosh/Kuru) or “Cambyses” (Kambujiya/Kamboja) (A Study of History, 

1934–1961). 

Cyrus I (Kuras) is first mentioned in  652 BC when he is noted as an ally to 

Shamash, king of Babylon (668–648 BC), who, you will remember, revolts against 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kings_of_Babylon


43 
 

his older brother and overlord, Ashurbanipal, king of Assyria (668–627 BC). The war 

between the two brothers ends (in 648 BC) with the defeat and reported suicide of 

Shamash. 

Cyrus I is mentioned again in 639 BC when Ashurbanipal defeats Elam and 

becomes undisputed overlord to several of Elam’s allies - Cyrus (Kuras) was one of 

those conquered allies. An Assyrian text of Ashurbanipal from 639 BC reads: 

“Cyrus, the king of the land of Parsumash, heard of the mighty victory which I 

obtained over Elam with the aid of Assur, Bel and Nebo (Isaiah 46:1; Jeremiah 

48:1; 50:1-2; Hosea 14:3), the great gods, my lords, and that I hurled over the 

whole of Elam as a flood. Cyrus sent Arukku, his oldest son, with his tribute to 

serve as a hostage in Nineveh, my residence, and to implore my lordship.” 

Cyrus I then seems to vanish from the historical record, endeding his days in 

600 BC under the control of Babylonia, which had conquered Assyria, presumably 

paying tribute to Nabopolassar and his son, Nebuchadnezzar II (for an interesting 

story on the Assyrian brothers see John DA MacGinnis’ 1988 article, “Ctesias and 

the Fall of Neneveh.”) 
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Cambyses I (600-560) 

In 600 BC, Cyrus I was succeeded by his younger son, Cambyses I (Cambyses 

the Elder), who reigned 600 to 560 BC, thus making him a great-grandson of the 

legendary Achaemenes and a grandson of Teispes. The Greek historian, Xenophon, 

mentions Cambyses as “king of Iran” (Cyropædia). Cambyses reigned under his 

father-in-law, the king of Media, Astyages and was, according to Herodotus, "a man 

of good family and quiet habits." Cambyses’ wife, daughter of Astyages, was 

reportedly a granddaughter to the kings of both Media (Cyaxares) and Lydia 

(Alyattes II); royal blood she was. The result of Cambyses’ marriage was the birth of 

his successor-son, Cyrus the Great. According to Herodotus, Median King Astyages 

chose Cambyses as a son-in-law because he considered him no threat to his Median 

throne, having dreamed his daughter would give birth to one who would depose him 

and sit on that throne and rule Asia. He didn’t want the dream coming true so soon 

with his son-in-law, thus the selection of Cambyses. 

Unfortunately for King Astyages, Cyrus the Great, his grandson on his mother’s side 

and Cambyses’ son, would go on to depose him, and greatly expand the mighty 

Persian Empire. Cambyses I is not mentioned in the Bible, but he reigned during the 

lifetime of Ezekiel and Obadiah and King Jehoiachin, thus Ezekiel 1 is probably set 

in the time of Cambyses 1: “In the 30th year, in the 4th month, on the 5th day of the 
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month, as I was among the exiles by the Chebar canal . . .” Cambyses I should not be 

confused with his better-known grandson, Cambyses II. 

Cambyses I was mortally wounded in the Battle of the Persian Border against 

Media (551 BC), in which he and his son, Cyrus II, fought side by side against his 

father-in-law, Median King Astyages. 
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Cyrus II (The Great) (558-530) 

Cyrus II (The Great, Cyrus the Elder) was named after his grandfather, the 

little known Cyrus I. “Cyrus the Great” is the first world ruler who is called “the 

Great” and is considered by the Greek historians the real founder of the Achaemenid 

Empire. He is the first Persian ruler mentioned by name in the Bible and is 

considered a genius by many historians. He is mentioned 23 times by name in the 

Bible and is alluded to several times more times, beginning in 2 Chronicles 36:22, 

which was written after Cyrus’ reign (about 400 BC). But most remarkably he is 

mentioned by name in Isaiah 44 and 45 where 150 years before his birth Isaiah 

prophesied his coming. The Old Testament scholar, Edward J. Young wrote, “Of 

himself Isaiah, of course, could not have known his name, but as a true prophet 

inspired by the Holy Spirit, he could have spoken the name of Cyrus in this definite 

manner” (The Book of Isaiah, 1972). 

Jacob Abbott (1803-1879), the 19th century Christian historian, writes of 

Cyrus, as a young man: 

“Cyrus was not, himself at this time (he was 11 years old), old enough to take a 

very active part in sever manly exercises as they belonged to a somewhat 

advanced state of Persian education. He was a very beautiful boy, tall and 

graceful in form and his countenance was striking and expressive. He was very 

frank and open in his disposition and character, speaking honesty and without 

fear, the sentiments of his heart, in any presence and on all occasions. He was 

extremely kind hearted and amiable, too, in his disposition, averse to saying or 

doing anything which could give pain to those around him. In fact, the 

openness and cordiality of his address and manners, and the unaffected 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Achaemenid_Empire
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ingenuousness and sincerity which characterized his disposition, made him a 

universal favorite. His frankness, his childish simplicity, his vivacity, his 

personal grace and beauty, and his generous and self-sacrificing, tendered him 

the object of general admiration throughout the court, and filled (Mandane’s) 

his mother’s heart with maternal gladness and pride” (Cyrus The Great, 1876). 

Under Cyrus’s rule, the Persian empire embraced all the previous civilized 

states of the Ancient Near East, and eventually conquered most of Southwest and 

Central Asia and the Caucasus. From the Mediterranean Sea and Greece in the west 

to Pakistan and India (Indus River) in the east, Cyrus the Great created the largest 

empire the world had yet seen. This world-wide extent of the Persian kingdom was 

prophesied by Isaiah in Isaiah 45:14, when he wrote, that because of “Cyrus,” 

Yahweh’s “anointed,” the inhabited world, 

“may know from the rising of the sun and from the west, that there is 

none; I am the LORD and there is none else. . . Thus says the LORD [to 

Cyrus], ‘The wealth of Egypt and the merchandise of Cush [Ethiopia] and 

the Sabean, men of stature shall come over to you and be yours; they shall 

follow you; they shall come over in chains and bow down to you. They will 

plead with you saying, “Surely God is with you, and there is no other; no 

god besides him.”’” 

The three nations mentioned (e.g., Egypt, Cush, Sheba) are representatives of the 

heathen world. The Persian conquest, while ostensibly military, is really spiritual – 

the inhabited world, great and small - will all come to the Church at the end. And 

Cyrus and the Persians begin it all by conquering Babylonia which had conquered 

Assyria which had conquered Egypt.  

The Battle of Opis (539 BC), was a major engagement between the armies of 

Persia under Cyrus the Great and the Neo-Babylonian Empire under Nabonidus 
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during the Persian invasion of Mesopotamia. At the time, Babylonia was the last 

major power in western Asia that was not yet under Persian control. The battle was 

fought near the strategic riverside city of Opis, north of the capital Babylon. It 

resulted in a decisive victory for the Persians. A few days later, the city of Sippar 

surrendered to the Persians and Cyrus's forces entered Babylon apparently without a 

fight. Cyrus was subsequently proclaimed king of Babylonia and its subject 

territories, thus ending the independence of Babylon and incorporating the 

Babylonian Empire into the greater Persian Empire. When Cyrus took the city of 

Babylon, he took modern Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Israel.  

The city of Babylon was the ancient world's capital of scholarship and science. 

The conquest of Babylonia meant the birth of a true world empire - the Achaemenid 

empire – which was to last for more than two centuries, until it was divided by the 

successors of Alexander the Great. Isaiah 45:1 tells us that Yahweh “grasped the 

right hand of Cyrus to subdue nations before him” which means the mighty 

conquest of the great king of Persia could not have occurred if the king had been left 

to his own resources. It is the hand of God, who Isaiah says, will “loosen the belts of 

warrior kings” so that they cannot fight against the Persian monarch. 

Cyrus built his empire by conquering his grandfather’s (Cyrus I) empire, which 

included the Egyptian Empire, the Median Empire, the Lydian Empire, and the 
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Babylonian Empire. Herodotus described his Asian campaigns as having brought 

"into subjection every nation without exception." 

Domestically, Cyrus created a successful centralized government 

administration using regional governors. He is recognized for his achievements in 

human rights, politics, as well as his influence on both Eastern and Western 

civilizations. Cyrus had his center of power in Persepolis (Persis), roughly 

corresponding to the modern Iranian province of Fars, in southeast Iran. Cyrus’ 

influence in the ancient world extended as far west as Athens, even to the Danube 

River, where many Athenians adopted aspects of the Achaemenid Persian culture as 

their own. 

The esteemed Jewish historian, Abraham Geiger wrote, 

“Cyrus certainly was a noble man, permeated by a lofty spirit. Everything 

which ancient historians report of him, bears the character, not of a cruel 

conqueror, but of a noble, high-minded man, and as such he showed himself 

also to the Jews, who lived in his domain.” (Judaism and Its History, 1911). 

 

To prove his point, Dr. Geiger quotes from Isaiah 44:28: 

“[The LORD] says of Cyrus, ‘He is my shepherd, and he shall fulfill all my 

purpose (pleasure); (that he may proclaim) saying to Jerusalem, ‘She shall be 

built,’ and of the temple, ‘Your foundation shall be laid.’” 
 

Cyrus used his position of power to deliver propaganda, through which he 

stated that he had come to the throne as a liberator of captured people, and he would 

restore them to their native lands. Cyrus’ “Edict of Restoration” of 539 BC, the year 

Babylonia under Nebuchadnezzar III capitulated, described in the Bible as a 
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“proclamation” or “decree” is recorded in Ezra 1:2-4 (“the LORD stirred up the spirit 

of Cyrus king of Persia so that he made a proclamation throughout his kingdom and 

also put it in writing”) and Ezra 6:2-5 (“a scroll was found on which this was written, 

‘A record. In the first year of Cyrus the king, Cyrus the king issued a decree: 

Concerning the house of God at Jerusalem”). The edict required (permitted) the Jews 

to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple. Cyrus left a lasting legacy on the Old 

Testament Church, where, because of Yahweh’s hand of providence, he is referred to 

as the “Messiah” or the “annointed one” (Isaiah 45:1, "So said the Lord to His 

anointed one (mashiach), to Cyrus."). He is the only non-Jew to be called so in the 

Scriptures. 

Plutarch (46-120), the Greek biographer, notes that the tomb of Cyrus has this 

inscription: 

“O, Man, whosoever thou art and whencesoever thou comest, for I know that 

thou wilt come, I am Cyrus, and I won for the Persians their empire. Do not, 

therefore, begrudge me this little earth which covers my body.” (Parallel 

Lives) 

 

Cyrus died in 530 fighting the Massagetae along the Caspian Sea. Ctesias and 

Herodotus report that Cyrus and the Persians met their fate in a fierce battle with the 

Massagetae after ignoring advice from his friend, the former king of Lydia, Croesus. 

Croesus, fearing an attack from Cyrus, initiated an attack against the Medes and the 

Persian culminating at the Battle of Halys River (585 or 609 BC). He was defeated by 

Cyrus but because of a previous relationship between Croesus and the Greek 
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politician Solon, who Cyrus very much respected, Cyrus spared Croesus’ life and 

they became friends. Besides, Cyrus was kind of related to Croesus: Croesus was 

Median king Astyages’ brother-in-law because Astyages had married a daughter of 

King Alyattes, who was Croesus’ father and Cyrus had married a daughter of 

Astyages who was Cyrus’ grandfather. Got all that? 

Side note: Herodotus tells us that Croesus acquired his enormous wealth from the Pactolus River which flowed through 

Lydia (modern day Turkey). The river carried gold from Mount Tmolus, and so the banks of the river were harvested 

for the minerals. The Roman poet, Ovid (43 BC – 18 AD), tells us that many Lydians believed the legend of Lydian 

king Midas who, because he faithfully served one of Lydian gods, was blessed with the ability to turn everything he 

touched into gold. Before too long be began to starve because as soon as he touched his food it too was turned into gold 

so he comes back to his god and is told to wash himself in the Pactolus River and he would be saved. As a consequence 

to his washing all the gold off, all the sands of the river became saturated with gold (Metamorphoses). 

 

Back to Cyrus and the Massagetaes: The Massagetae were culturally and 

genetically related to the Scythians (Colossians 3:11). F.F. Bruce notes in his 1984 

commentary on Colossians that since the Scythian invasion of the Fertile Crescent 

toward the end of the 7th century BC (Herodotus, 1, 103-106), “Scythian” had been a 

byword for uncultured barbarism. The Massagetae lived along the Araxos River and 

dined on roots and herbs. When these roots and herbs were cooked they produced 

smoke that inebriated them and so at dinner time, Herodotus claimed, the tribe 

danced and whirled around in an intoxicated state. In the 5th and 4th centuries BC 

Scythian slaves did police duty in Athens, and were objects of humor in the plays of 

Aristophanes (Lysistrata, Thesmophoriazusae). The queen of the Massagetae, 

Tomyris, had assumed control of the tribe after Cyrus had defeated and killed her son 

(Spargapises) in battle. After the battle Cyrus, strangely, proposed marriage to 
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Tomyris in order to join the two kingdoms. Tomyris refused the offer and told Cyrus 

to leave the area. ln anger, Tomyris led a counter-attack in which the surprised 

Persian forces suffered heavy casualties, including Cyrus himself. After the battle, 

Queen Tomyris avenged the death of her son by having Cyrus’ corpse beheaded and 

then crucified (the Philistines beheaded King Saul and his three sons in 1 Samuel 

31:8-9; Sisera is beheaded in Judges 5:26?;Gideon beheaded the Medians in Judges 

7:25; David beheaded Goliath in 1 Samuel 17:46; David beheaded Saul’s son in 2 

Samuel 4:7-8; Sheba is beheaded in 2 Samuel 20:22; John the Baptist is beheaded in 

Matthew 14:11), and then she shoved his head into a wineskin filled with human 

blood. She reportedly said, "I warned you that I would quench your thirst for blood, 

and so I shall. Drink the blood in this bag.” (Herodotus, 1, 214) Cyrus was buried in 

the Persian city of Pasargadae (modern day Iran), where his tomb remains today. 

Though the city itself is now in ruins, remarkably the burial place and tomb of Cyrus 

has remained largely intact, with just a little restoration work. The reign of Cyrus the 

Great lasted 30 years. 

In October 1971 Iran marked the 2500th anniversary of Cyrus' founding of the 

Persian Empire. The then Shah of Iran, in his speech opening the celebrations, said: 

"O Cyrus, great King, King of Kings, Achaemenian King, King of the land of 

Iran. I, the Shahanshah of Iran, offer thee salutations from myself and from my 

nation. Rest in peace, for we are awake, and we will always stay awake." 
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Cambyses II (530-522) 

Cambyses II was the oldest son of Cyrus the Great. He ruled Persia for 8 years, 

from 530 to 522; during that time Egypt (in 525 BC), Nubia, and Cyrenaica were 

added to the Persian empire. Cambyses II does not appear in the Old Testament 

narrative except by implication in Daniel 11:2 where he must be the first of the three 

kings that followed after Cyrus the Great. The reign of Cambyses II fell within the 

period of Persian opposition to the building of the second temple in Jerusalem, as told 

in Ezra 4:5 and Haggai 1:2, 4, and this could be the reason why the Bible skips over 

Cambyses II, because the Jewish Church was unable to continue work on the temple 

during his reign. 

Cyrus had several children by various wives. Cambyses was the favorite son 

but there was another son, Smerdis. Cyrus also had several daughters, the most 

distinguished was Atossa. Since the royal palace was composed of multiple 

apartments or suites or houses within the big house - the palace - and since all the 

children and the wives of the king lived in the big house in their own apartments, it 

was easy to live separate lives, completely isolated from each other. When Cambyses 

ascended to the throne he took note of his beautiful sister, Atossa, and he married her. 

In the course of his relatively short royal life, Cambyses managed to assassinate his 

brother, Smerdis, along with other family members. 
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It is said that Cambyses was wholly neglected by his father Cyrus, who was 

building his massive empire during the early years of Cambyses’ life and he was 

entirely unaccustomed to self-control, thus becoming reckless, proud and selfish as a 

young man. Cambyses probably committed suicide while on a military expedition 

near Mount Carmel in Judea after hearing he had lost the throne of Persia back east in 

Susa to a coup d’etat, led by a disgruntled Magian priest named “Gaumata” who was 

passing himself off as Cambyses’ assassinated brother, Smerdis (Bardiya). 

It is to this coup d’etat which set up the reign of Xerxes, that I now turn. 
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“Smerdis” (522) 

“Smerdis” (“Bardiya” in Persian) was a younger son of Cyrus the Great and a 

brother of Cambyses II. Smerdis went to Egypt with now king Cambyses II on 

Cyrus’ military expedition. But in 522 Cambyses sent him back east to the capital 

city of Susa, out of envy, because, according to Herodotus, "Smerdis alone could 

draw the bow given as a gift from the Ethiopian king." Furthermore, Cambyses had a 

dream in which he saw Smerdis sitting on the royal throne. As a result of his envoy 

and his dream, Cambyses sent a trusted counselor back to Susa with Smerdis, with 

the order to kill brother Smerdis, which he did (Histories, 3, 61f; Darius in his 

“Behistun Inscriptions.” 

Smerdis' assassination was not widely known to the people, and so 

immediately a court usurper pretending to be “Smerdis” proclaims himself king of 

Persia. The name of the usurper was “Gaumata” (according to Darius), and he was a 

Median priest – a magi. Meanwhile, Cambyses was hundreds of miles and months 

away to the west in Egypt. 

The Medes had a primitive religion that was a pre-Zoroastrian religion in 

which “Mithra” the sun god, was worshipped. “Mithra” was an angelic divinity who 

guarded the truth, the cattle, the water and the harvest. “Mithra” is possibly 

mentioned in Ezra 1:8 and Ezra 4:7 and 1 Esdra 2:11, 16. 
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According to Herodotus (1, 101), the Magi were a priestly tribe of the Medians 

and who wielded considerable influence at the courts of the Median emperors. 

“Magi” (Latin plural of “magus”) has come to be a general term used to denote all 

NAE religious priests. But the earliest known usage of the word “Magi” is in Darius’ 

“Behistun Inscription” referring to the Median priesthood. “Magi” appear in 

Herodotus’ history of Astyages, the last king of the Median Empire (585–550 BC), 

who was dethroned in 550 BC by Cyrus the Great. The magi formed the Median 

king’s privy-council: they cultivated astrology, medicine and occult natural science 

and interpreted his dreams, (Herodotus, 1, 120). 

Until the unification of the Persian empire under Cyrus the Great, all Persians 

were referred to as "Mede" ("Mada") as in “Darius the Mede” throughout the book of 

Daniel. 

Magi appear in the Bible in Jeremiah and Daniel among the retinue of the 

Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar.  Nebuchadnezzar’s conquests led him to gather 

round him the wise men and religious teachers (“magi”) of the nations which he 

subdued, and thus the sacred priestly tribe of the Medes rose under Nebi’s rule to 

power. In the Old Testament the word “magi” occurs only three times, and then only 

incidentally as officers of the Babylonian court: Jeremiah 39:3, 13, where it is used to 

refer to royal counsellors and in Daniel 5:11, where Daniel is called a “magi” as a 

royal official - probably “rab-mag,” chief of the Magi. 
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Following the unification of the Median and Persian empires in 550 BC by 

Cyrus the Great the Persians curtailed the powers of the Magi after they had 

attempted to sow dissent following their loss of influence in the unified kingdom 

under Persian rule. This Magi dissent laid the groundwork for the 522 BC Gaumata 

revolt. In fact, Gaumata is called “Gaumata Magus.” 

The despotic rule of Cambyses II, coupled with his long military absence in 

Egypt, contributed to the fact that it was easy for everybody to acknowledge the 

priestly usurper, Gaumata, as ruler, especially because he granted a tax relief for three 

years. Everybody liked him, everybody that is, but Cambyses, who began a forced 

march East back to Susa to retake the throne from Gaumata. But Cambyses died in the 

spring of 522 BC on the way back to Susa. 

During his brief 7 month reign Gaumata, the Median priest, transferred the seat 

of government from Susa to Ecbatana, the capital city of old Median empire and 

began to systematically destroy the outdoor places of Zoroastrian worship erected by 

Cyrus. This amounted to a religious coup by “Mithra” leaders (e.g., magi) against a 

secular nominal Zoroastrian ruler, Cambyses. It was a religious war – “Mithra” 

against “Ahura Mazda,” the Zoroastrian god of light. 

Later that year, in 522 BC, a Persian military cabal surprised the phony Median 

“Smerdis” at his castle in Nisa, part of the Median-Persian empire still seething with 

rebellion against Cyrus, and they stabbed Gaumata to death (ala the Roman Brutus 
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and Caesar or the von Staffenberg and Hitler Valkyrie conspiracy). Interestingly, the 

Persian governor of the province of Nisa, Hystaspes, was the father of Darius, one of 

the seven Persian assassins. 

Darius, was proclaimed as ruler since Cambyses II had left no biological heirs 

– he killed them all. In choosing who would be the new king, Herodotus tells us, the 

seven Persian military officers agreed that the new king would be chosen from 

among them according to the plan that they would all gather on horseback before 

daybreak the next morning after the stabbing. Whosever horse neighed first after 

sunrise would be deemed king. Darius cheated by inducing his horse to neigh first 

and was named king. 

Herodotus tells us that when Darius and the military officers killed Gaumata 

they also killed a large number of Magi, which Darius would commemorate in an 

annual Persian one day festival called “Slaughter of the Magi” (3, 7-9) or 

“Magaphonia” (Histories, 3.79, Ctesias, frag. 15; and Josephus, The Antiquities of the 

Jews, 11.3.1). Apparently, Darius and the boys cut off the heads of the usurpers and 

displayed them in the streets of Susa to Persians, who then went on a killing spree for 

other Magi wherever they could find them. On the annual one day “Magaphonia” the 

Magi were insulted, humiliated and confined to their homes, if they weren’t killed. 

Kind of like the immensely successful film franchise, The Purge. The Persians 
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continued to observe “Magaphonia” under all the Achaemenid kings, including 

Xerxes, up until the Greek Alexander the Great conquered Persia. 
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Darius I (Darius the Great) (Hystaspis) (522-486) 

Darius I (550-486) is considered the 2nd great king of the Persian Empire (after 

Cyrus the Great and before his son, Ahasuerus). Darius justified his ascension to the 

throne with his sketchy Achaemenid lineage through his biography contained in the 

“Behistun Inscription.” While the “Inscription” was written in cuneiform, the script 

of Persia, Darius made sure that it was also written in Elamite and Babylonian so that 

all the peoples in the kingdom could read of his exploits. Centuries later the 

“Behistun Inscription” would unlock ancient languages for scholars, ever bit as 

important as the Egyptian Rosetta Stone would be in deciphering ancient languages. 

In the “Behistun Inscriptions,” Darius claimed he could trace his ancestors 

back to Achaemenes, even though he was only distantly related. With this in mind, 

after he became king, Darius married Atossa, daughter of Cyrus the Great, with 

whom he had four sons, the oldest being Xerxes, (also: Achaemenes, Masistes, 

Hystaspes). As king of Persia, he also married another daughter of Cyrus (Artystone) 

with whom he had two sons (Arsames, Gobryas); and a daughter of Gaumata (false-

Smerdis) (Parmys) with whom he had a son (Ariomardus); he also married another 

woman (Phratagune) with whom he had two sons (Abrokomas, Hyperantes), and yet 

another woman (Phaidyme), and it is unknown if he had any children with her. And 

before these royal marriages, Darius had married an unknown woman with whom he 

had three sons (Artobazanes, Ariabignes, Arsamenes). So, all in all, he had at least 
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six wives and 12 sons, that we know of. We are not told if Darius had any daughters 

– poor man. 

Remember Darius was not a biological member of the royal Achaemenid 

family. He was a military man. After his ascension to the throne created by his 

assassination of Gaumata, Darius and Atossa, daughter of Cyrus the Great, had four 

sons, the first born was Xerxes. Darius also had at least three sons from previous 

wives while he was in the military before his ascension to the throne, obviously all of 

whom were older than Xerxes, and so could claim primogenitor to the throne. Wife 

Atossa argued that because Xerxes came from her biological line of Cyrus, unlike 

Darius, Xerxes had royal blood in his veins and therefore was the natural heir to the 

throne of Persia, as the biological grandson of Cyrus the Great. 

A bit about the religious atmosphere surrounding Darius the tyrant and Guamata the magi. With roots dating 

back to the second millennium BC, Zoroastrianism enters recorded history in the 5th-century BC serving as the state 

religion of Persia for 1200 years from around 600 BC to 600 AD until it was suppressed by the Muslim hordes. Isaiah 

45:5 and Ezra 1:1-4 indicate that Cyrus acknowledges (in his “Cyrus Cylinder”) the existence of the Babylonian god 

Marduk, the existence of the Zoroastrian Persian god, Ahura-masda, and the existence of the Jewish God, Yahweh. So 

there was official religious plurality in Persia at the time of Xerxes. Recent estimates place the current number of 

Zoroastrians at around 2.5 million, with most living in India and Iran and parts of Kurdish Iraq. 

The most essential concepts of Zarathustra, the cult of Ahura-mazda (good) and his opposite, Drauga-Arta 

(bad), were introduced in Persia by Darius I. This teaching ran counter to the idea of the Median (as in Persia-Media 

empire) priestly “Magi,” and Darius rebuilt the Zoroastrian outdoor places of worship destroyed in the brief reign of the 

magi priest, the phony “Smerdis,” (Gaumata the Magus).  
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There is a famous passage in Isaiah 45:7, composed before the Exile, which is sometimes cited as an Old 

Testament Church rebuke to the Zoroastrian idea of a dualistic God (Ahura-mazda and Drauga-arta) as Yahweh speaks 

to Cyrus: "I am Yahweh, there is no other: I form light and create darkness. I make well-being (good fortune) 

and create calamity. I am Yahweh (the LORD), who does all these things." This Isaiah passage denies the 

Zoroastrian idea of a God who is the only source of "good" things, although most biblical scholars believe that Isaiah is 

referring to all false gods and not just Zoroastrianism. 

Zoroastrianism (or Mazda-yasna) is one of the world's oldest religions, combining a theory of the cosmos 

(cosmogonic) including dualism and monotheism in a manner unique among the major religions of the world. The 

Iranian prophet, Zoroaster (Zarathustra) exalted a deity of wisdom called “Ahura-Mazda” (“Wise Lord”), as the 

Supreme Being. Leading doctrines of Zoroastrianism are messianism, heaven and hell, and free will. The full name by 

which Zoroaster addressed the deity is: Ahura/The Lord Creator, and Mazda/Supremely Wise. Zoroaster taught that 

there is only one God, the singularly creative and sustaining force of the Universe. He also stated that human beings are 

given a free will, and because of cause and effect are also responsible for the consequences of their choices. He taught a 

religious faith based on the dualism of good and evil. The opposing force to Ahura Mazda (“Light”) was called Angra 

Mainyu (“Angry Spirit”). Post-Zoroastrian scripture introduced the concept of the Devil or Darkness (Ahriman), which 

was a personification of Angra Mainyu. 

In Zoroastrianism, the purpose in life is to be among those who renew the world.in order to make the world 

progress towards perfection. Its basic maxims include: 

*Good Thoughts, Good Words, and Good Deeds (Humata, Hukhta, Huvarshta) 

*There is only one path and that is the path of Truth. 

*Do the right thing because it is the right thing to do, and then all good rewards will come to you. 

*A commitment to personal responsibility  

The most important texts of Zoroastrianism are contained in the book The Avesta, which includes the writings 

of the prophet Zoroaster, known as the “Gathas,” which are enigmatic poems that define the religion's precepts, and the 

“Yasna,” the religion’s holy scripture. Zoroaster is credited with the authorship of the main texts as well as the hymns 

which are at the core of Zoroastrian thinking. 

A number of the Zoroastrian texts that today are part of the greater compendium of the Avesta have been 

attributed to that period. It was also during the later Achaemenid era that many of the divinities and divine concepts of 
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proto-Indo-Iranian religion(s) were incorporated in Zoroastrianism, in particular those to whom the days of the month 

of the Zoroastrian calendar are dedicated. This calendar is still used today, a fact that is attributed to the Achaemenid 

period. Additionally, the divinities are present-day Zoroastrian angels. 

The dates for the prophet, Zoroaster, are uncertain as there is no scholarship consensus, but many scholars put 

him in the 7th and 6th century BC as a contemporary or near-contemporary of Cyrus the Great, Darius I and Isaiah, 

Jeremiah, Ezekiel and some of the minor prophets. Most of his life is known through the Zoroastrian texts. By any 

modern standard of historiography, no strictly historical evidence can place him into a fixed period, although Herodotus 

includes a description of Greater Iranian society with what may be recognizably Zoroastrian features. The 

historicization surrounding him is part of a trend from before the 10th century which historicizes legends and myths.  

Manichaeism considered the prophet Zoroaster to be a figure (along with Jesus and the Buddha) in a line of 

prophets of which Mani (216–276) was the culmination. Zoroaster's ethical dualism is—to an extent—incorporated in 

Mani's doctrine, which viewed the world as being locked in an epic battle between opposing forces of good and evil.  

Whether Cyrus II was a Zoroastrian, we don’t know. The religion did, however, influence him to the extent 

that it became the non-imposing religion of his empire, and it is believed that its doctrines later led Cyrus to free the 

Jews and allow them to return to Judea when the emperor took Babylon in 539 BC. 

Almost nothing is known of the status of Zoroastrianism under the Greek Seleucids and Parthians, who ruled 

over Persia following Alexander the Great's invasion in 330 BC. According to later Zoroastrian legend as expressed in 

the Denkard ("Acts of Religion") which is a 10th-century compendium of the Zoroastrian beliefs and customs and the 

Book of Arda Viraf which is a 10th century Zoroastrian religious text of Sassanid era that describes the dream-journey 

of a devout Zoroastrian (the “Viraf” of the story) through the next world, many sacred texts were lost when Alexander's 

troops invaded Persepolis and subsequently destroyed the royal library there. 

According to one archaeological examination, the ruins of the palace of Xerxes bear traces of having been 

burned. Whether a vast collection of semi-religious texts "written on parchment in gold ink", as suggested by the 

Denkard, actually existed remains a matter of speculation, but is unlikely. Given that many of the Denkards statements-

as-fact have since been refuted among scholars, the tale of the library is widely accepted to be fictional.  

Darius the Great acknowledged Ahura-Mazda, the god of Zoroastrianism, as is 

attested to several times in his “Behistun Inscription.” However, whether he was a 
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follower of Zoroaster, we don’t know since devotion to Ahura Mazda was not 

necessarily an indication of an adherence to Zoroaster's teaching. Darius I and later 

Achaemenid emperors, including Xerxes, though acknowledging their devotion to 

Ahura-Mazda, the god of “light,” appear to have permitted other religions to coexist. 

Nonetheless, Zoroastrianism became the civic religion of Persia, much like 

Christianity is the civic religion of modern America. 

By the time Darius ascended to the throne, the royals had had grown out of 

touch with the national Zoroastrian religious community. Darius let the devoted 

Zoroastrians languish with little royal attention, although he did say he was king by 

“the favor of Ahura-mazda.” The Zoroastrian priests – they were called “magi” for 

shorthand - were neglected and grew discouraged with the royal treatment. Thus, 

Xerxes did not grow up in a religious family atmosphere and had the ambivalence of 

the dominant religious community against him. 

It was Darius who began the magnificent palace complex at Susa which would 

be one of the two capitals of the Persian empire at its peak, when it included much of 

the Caucasus, the Balkans, most of the Black Sea region up to the Danube River, 

Asia, as far east as Pakistan and NW India (Indus Valley), and portions of north 

Africa including Egypt, Libya and Sudan.  
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Darius the Great is mentioned at least 16 times in the biblical books of Ezra (4-

6), Haggai (1 and 2), and Zechariah (1 and 7). He is not, however, “Darius the Mede” 

in the book of Daniel – we’re not sure who “Darius the Mede” is. 

“Darius the Mede” of Daniel 5:31 “So Darius the Mede received the kingdom at about the age of 62.” The 

Darius is generally seen as a literary fiction combining the historical Darius I and the words of Jeremiah 51:11 that 

God "stirred up" the Medes against Babylon, “Sharpen the arrows, fill the quivers! The LORD has aroused the 

spirit of the kings of the Medes, because his purpose is against Babylon to destroy it; For it is the vengeance of 

the LORD, vengeance for His temple.” (John Goldingay). Numerous attempts have been made to identify him with 

historical figures (H.H. Rowley demonstrates that none can be supported, Darius the Mede and the Four World 

Empires of Darius the Mede, 1935). “Darius the Mede” may have been a throne name for some ruler known to us by 

another name. Daniel 9:1, “In the first year of Darius the son of Ahasuerus, of Median descent, who was made 

king over the kingdom of the Chaldeans.” “Ahasuerus” is probably a throne name meaning “hero among rulers.” And 

could have been given by an earlier figure. 

*Darius the Great (Darius I Hystaspes), c. 550–486 BCE. This historically known Darius was the third Persian 

emperor, and an important figure for Jews in the early Persian period because of his role in the rebuilding of the 

Temple in Jerusalem. At the beginning of his career Darius had to (re)conquer Babylon to remove a usurper, 

before expanding the empire and dividing it into satrapies. The author of Daniel, mindful of certain prophecies that 

the Medes would destroy Babylon (Jeremiah 51:11,28 and Isaiah 13:17), and needing a Median king to complete 

his four-kingdom schema (see the story of Nebuchadnezzar's dream in Daniel 2), appears to have taken the historic 

Darius and projected him into a fictional past.  

*Astyages. Astyages was the last king of the Medes; he was defeated by Cyrus the Great in 550 and there is no 

record of him being present at the fall of Babylon. Josephus and Jerome claimed that “Darius the Mede” was a son 

of Astyages. 

*Cyaxares II. Cyaxares was a Median king who was the son of Astyages. According to Xenophon, Cyrus became 

king of Media through marriage to Cyraxares' daughter. Other sources say Cyrus won Media by conquest from 

Astyages. 

*Cyrus. This argument hinges on a reinterpretation of Daniel 6:28 to read "Daniel prospered during the reign of 

Darius, even the reign of Cyrus the Persian", making them the same individual. William Shea, a conservative 

scholar, comments that it would be strange to refer to Cyrus the Persian, son of Cambyses I, as Darius the Mede, 

son of Ahasuerus, and strange also to refer to the same king as Cyrus in some passages and Darius in others. 

*Gubaru (or Ugbaru), the general who was the first to enter Babylon. Ugbaru was a Babylonian governor who 

switched sides to Babylon after its capture, but he never held the title "King of Babylon". The title of "King of 

Babylon", is compatible with indirect evidence, and the given name Darius may reflect a known practice in 

Babylon. 

 

He is best remembered for: 

*”Behistun Inscription” (Darius’ biography) 

*his political consolidation and organization of the Persian Empire and the 

extraordinary cities he built (Susa, Persepolis, Ecbatana) 

*completing the Suez Canal 
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*his defeat by the Greeks at the Battle of Marathon Bay (490 BC) 

*being the father of Ahasuerus (Ahashwerosh) or Xerxes 

There had been somewhat weak Persian rule for almost a decade under 

Cambyses II and the false “Smerdis.” Because of that feckless rule, the new, young 

warrior-king, Darius, met with rebellions throughout his kingdom and had to quell 

each of them. He, after all, was a product of a coup and many city-state rulers 

challenged his legitimacy because what is good for the goose is good for the gander. 

The assassination of false-Smerdis instilled the hope of independence among many 

tribes in the huge Persian empire, so revolts were common in the early years of 

Darius’ reign. For instance, as soon as news of the successful coup reached the city of 

Babylon, the monarch of that vassal city-state (c.f., “king of the city of Jericho,” Joshua 2:2; “royal 

cities and their kings,” Joshua 10:2; 11:12; biblical list 31 of “city state kings” in Joshua 12), Nebuchadnezzar 

III, immediately marched out to meet Darius and was defeated at the Battle of the 

Tigris and the Euphrates in 522 BC, the very year of the assassination, thus ending 

the independent Babylonian Empire. 

Darius was continually suppressing revolts for the first two years of his reign. 

He fought 19 battles and conquered 9 municipal monarchs. This suppressing of 

regional revolts was a common theme in ANE monarchs. 1 Samuel 14:47 reads, 

“After Saul had assumed rule over Israel, he fought against their enemies on 

every side: Moab, the Ammonites, Edom, the kings of Zobah, and the 
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Philistines. Whenever he turned, he inflicted punishment on them. He fought 

valiantly and defeated the Amalekites.” 

Darius failed eventually in the great Battle of Marathon Bay against the Greeks 

(Athenians) in 490 BC to the delight of the Athenians. But that was 30 years after he 

ascended the throne. Darius did succeed in the later re-subjugation of Thrace, the conquest of Macedon and the 

island group of Cyclades and Naxos, and the east African kingdom of Eretria on the western coast of the Red Sea.  

The Achaemenid Empire during Darius' reign administered the largest fraction 

of the world's population of any empire in history: approximately 50 million people, 

almost 50% of the world's population, with scores of languages, alphabets, scripts 

and cultural customs, which eventually would be Persia’s undoing as non-

assimilation has been to all great empires – including the current undoing of the 

American empire. However, Darius would hand over to his son, Xerxes, a Persian 

Empire covering almost 3 million square miles. 

In the 19th century BC, Egypt began excavating a 100 mile long, 1000 foot 

wide canal connecting the Nile River to the Red Sea. In his Meteorology, Aristotle 

wrote: 

“One of the [Egyptian] kings tried to make a canal to [the Red Sea] (for it 

would have been of no little advantage to them for the whole region to have 

become navigable; Sesostris is said to have been the first of the ancient kings 

to try), but he found that the sea was higher than the land. So he first, and 

Darius afterwards, stopped making the canal, lest the sea should mix with the 

river water and spoil it.” (1, 14, 352) 

Pliny the Elder wrote (around the time of Paul the Apostle): 
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“Sesostris, king of Egypt, intended to carry a ship-canal to where the Nile 

flows into what is known as the Delta; this is a distance of over 60 miles. Later 

the Persian king Darius had the same idea. . .” (Natural History, 6, 29) 

And Herodotus writes that about 600 BC, Egyptian King Necho II undertook 

to dig a west–east canal to the Red Sea, but he never completed his project (2, 158). 

With Necho's death, work was discontinued. The reason the project was abandoned 

was because Necho was defeated by the Babylonians under Nebuchadnezzar at the 

Battle of Carchemish - noted in 2 Chronicles 35, Isaiah 10:9 and Jeremiah 46:2. 

Incidentally, Israel’s good king, Josiah, was killed at Carchemish. 

Necho's canal project was then completed by Darius, who ruled over Egypt. It 

may be that by Darius's time a natural waterway passage existed between the Nile and 

the Red Sea and that it had become so blocked with silt that all Darius needed to do 

was to clear it out so as to allow navigation once again. In any case, according to 

Herodotus, Darius's canal was wide enough that two war ships could pass each other 

with oars extended, and required only four days to traverse. Darius commemorated 

his extraordinary achievement with a number of granite stelae (“Darius Inscriptions”) 

that he set up on the Nile bank which read: 

“Says King Darius: I am a Persian. Setting out from Persia, I conquered Egypt. 

I ordered this canal dug from the river called the Nile that flows in Egypt, to 

the sea that begins in Persia. When the canal had been dug as I ordered, ships 

went from Egypt through this canal to Persia, even as I intended.” 

 

Domestically, Darius organized the Persian empire by dividing it into 

provinces and placing governors over the provinces. This creation and management 
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of distinct provinces (satrapies) each with its own government and tax obligations to 

the larger empire is the basis for the concept of American federalism (cf, Solomon 

and his 12 district governors in 1 Kings 4:7). 

Darius knew that if Persia was to be stable she would need to be funded with a 

steady and reliable stream of money. His first step was to organize a new uniform 

monetary system by introducing standard weights and measures. He was well aware 

that the inherited system of weighing out precious metals and other goods, in a 

bartering system, was an antiquated form of exchange so he then pressed for coin 

money in the cities. We will take note of this with Haman in the book of Esther. 

The empire was growing rapidly becoming more prosperous and Darius and 

Xerxes would attribute that economic growth partially to the fact that the recently 

liberated Jews, the “Cyrus Jews,” were staying in Persia operating businesses and 

being consumers and not returning to Zion (cf, Jeremiah 29). 

Darius made Aramaic the official language of the empire and the language of 

commerce. We will language play a big part in the story of Esther. 

He worked on urban construction projects throughout the empire, focusing on 

the cities of Susa, Pasargadae, Persepolis, Babylon and Ecbatana. He built an 

extensive national road system connecting these cities called “The Royal Road” 
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running from the Mediterranean Sea to Iran, 1650 miles long. His son, Xerxes, would 

later use the “Road” to the Old Testament Church’s advantage. 

Through these changes the empire was centralized, organized, and unified. But 

not assimilated. 

To give a sense of the family life of Xerxes in the home of Darius, it should be 

noted that before Xerxes was out of his teenage years, Darius had been away 

conquering city-states, nations and tribes and putting down revolts in parts of Persia 

for years. Darius was a warrior and personally led his armies in battle. In 516 BC, 6 

years after he became king, when Xerxes was 2 years old, Darius left home and 

embarked on a multi-year campaign to successfully conquer Central Asia and spent the 

winter of 515 BC in Asia (Gandhara), including Afghanistan and Pakistan (Indus Valley), which 

he did in 515 BC. He then marched back to Persia, suppressing all local revolts, the most 

notable of which was the Babylonian revolt which led by Nebuchadnezzar III. 

During the Babylonian revolt, Scythian nomads in Europe took advantage of the disorder and chaos and 

invaded Persia. Darius defeated the rebels in Elam, Assyria, and Babylon and then attacked the Scythians, which he 

conquered in 513. The Scythians occupied what is now Kazakhstan, parts of Ukraine and Bulgaria. Herodotus tells us 

of an old man during the Scythian wars named Cebazus whose three sons were drafted. Cebazus petitioned Darius to 

allow one of the sons to remain home to care for him. Darius granted the man a favor by allowing all three of the sons 

to remain at home. Cebazus returned to his home a happy man with this outcome. Meanwhile, Darius order his guards 

to kill the three sons and to send their remains to Cebazus with a message that indeed, his sons had remained at home, 

released eternally from their obligation to serve this king (Histories, 4, 84). 
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Xerxes was 5 years old at the time at the time of the Babylonian revolt. 

Darius's continued his military expeditions with the invasion of Thrace (Greece) and 

had conquered it by 510 when Xerxes was 8. During these expeditions, Darius marched at the head of 

his army of 700,000, so says Herodotus, as they swept through Asia Minor. 

However, some of the Greeks were testing the strength of Darius's rule, and 

thus there was interference by the Greeks in Persian control of small kingdoms of 

Ionia and Lydia. In 492 BC there was the consequential Ionian Revolt, with the city-

states of Eretria and Athens sending ships and troops to Ionia and burning the city of 

Sardis which was under Persian control. Darius responded by reoccupying the Ionian 

and Greek islands, as well as the re-subjugation of Thrace and the conquering of 

Macedonia in the Battle of Lade (494 BC). These Persian military actions were the 

beginning of the First Persian invasion of Europe. At the same time, anti-Persian 

parties gained power in Athens, and pro-Persian aristocrats were exiled from Athens 

and Sparta. Seeking revenge on Athens and Eretria for their anti-Persian sentiment, 

Darius assembled a special army of 20,000 which captured Eretria and advanced to the 

plains of Marathon, outside of Athens. 

In 490 BC, at the Battle of Marathon, the Persian army was defeated by a 

heavily armed Athenian army. The Persians lost 6000 soldiers and the Greeks lost 

200. It was a slaughter that Persia never overcame. The defeat at Marathon marked 

the end of the first Persian invasion of Greece (and the Ionian Revolt). Darius was so 
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confident in victory that the Persians carried blocks of marble to Greece with which 

to construct a monument to their victory – like he did at Suez. It sounds like the 

Hillary Clinton 2016 failed New York victory celebration.  

The 19th century English philosopher, John Stuart Mill, wrote, “The Battle of 

Marathon, even as an event of English history, is more important than the Battle of 

Hastings.” (1846 review of George Grote’s, History of Greece). Lord Byron put words into the 

mouth of one Greek in the third canto of his epic poem, Don Juan: 

“The mountains look on Marathon, 

And Marathon looks on the sea 

And musing there an hour alone 

I dreamed that Greece might still be free; 

For, standing on the Persians’ grave 

I could not deem myself a slave.” 

Darius, in ill health, immediately began preparations for a second force to 

attack Greece in revenge. However, before the preparations were complete, he died in 

486 when he was 64, after thirty days of illness, so Herodotus tells us. We don’t 

know what his illness was, but he left the task of conquering Greece to his 32 year 

old son, Xerxes. 

Christian historian Jacob Abbott summarizes Abbott’s view of Darius the 

Great: 

“There is in his history greatness without dignity, success without merit, vast 

and long continued power without effects accomplished or objects gained, and 

universal and perpetual renown without honor or applause. The world admires 

Darius only on account of the elevation on which he stood. On the same lofty 
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position, the world would have admired, probably as much, the very horse 

whose neighing placed him there.” (Darius the Great). 

 
The tomb of Darius has the following inscription: 

“Says Darius the king: By the favor of Ahura Mazda I am of such a sort that I am a friend to right, I am not a 

friend to wrong; it is not my desire that the weak man should have wrong done to him by the mighty; nor is 

that my desire, that the mighty man should have wrong done to him by the weak.” 

Creation 

In 1981, Gore Vidal, wrote a historical fiction novel, Creation, describing at length the rise of the 

Achaemenids, especially Darius I, and presents the life and death circumstances of Xerxes. 

 

We now come to Darius’ son, Ahasuerus (Ahashwerosh), whom the Greeks 

called “Xerxes.” Darius left to his son the most powerful empire in the world, despite 

Marathon, a wealthy kingdom with secure borders, a thriving government and system 

of laws (copied from the Babylonians and the Summerians, Hammurabi), a steady 

economy and a vibrant culture of quasi-assimilation of various peoples. Furthermore, 

Darius had trained Xerxes in the art of government administration and war by 

assigning him the governorship of Babylonia, in the place of Nebuchadnezzar III, for 

the previous 12 years. But Darius had also trained Xerxes in being a permanent 

warrior who knew not how to be a faithful husband and father. Darius reminds of 

Gideon who fought so many battles with the Midianites and who spent 40 years 

reigning over Israel that he didn’t take the time to train up his son, Abimelech (who is 

like Xerxes), in righteousness who would violently take over the throne of Israel 

(Judges 9). 
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Xerxes (518-465) 

Ahasuerus (Ahashwerosh) (Xerxes) is briefly mentioned only in Ezra 4:6 (“And 

in the reign of Ahasuerus, in the beginning of his reign, they [“people of the land”] wrote an accusation against 

the inhabitants of Judah and Jerusalem.”) and probably Daniel 11:2 (“And now I will show you the 

truth. Behold three more kings shall arise in Persia, and a fourth shall be far richer than all of them. And when 

he has become strong through his riches, he shall stir up all against the kingdom of Greece”), but it is in the 

book of Esther that he plays a prominent role and where he is referenced 28 times, 

from the very beginning of the book (1:1) to the very end (10:3).  

He was 32 when he became king of Persia in 486 BC and when he received his 

first mention in holy Scriptures. Joseph was 30 when he became vice-president of 

Egypt (Genesis 41:46) and David was 30 when he became king of Israel (2 Samuel 

5:4). 

Xerxes farther, Darius, died while in the process of preparing his army to re-

invade the Greek mainland, leaving to his son Xerxes the task of punishing the rebel 

Athenians, Naxians, and Eretrians for their interference in the Ionian (Greek) Revolt, 

the burning of Sardis, and the Greek victory over the Persians at Marathon Bay in 

490 BC. In other words, Xerxes was pulling a junior Bush – finishing what the daddy 

Bush left undone. One 19th century historian notes, 

“The expedition which followed deserves, probably, in respect to the numbers 

engaged in it, the distance which it traversed, the immenseness of the expenses 

involved, and the magnitude of its results, to be considered the greatest 

military undertaking which human ambition and power have ever attempted to 

effect.” (Jacob Abbott, Darius The Great) 
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As with Cyrus and Darius, soldiers of many nationalities served in the army of 

Xerxes from all over his multi-ethnic massive Eurasian empire (including the Assyrians, 

Phoenicians, Babylonians, Egyptians, Jews, Macedonians, Thracians, Greeks, Ionians, Aegean islanders, Aeolians, and 

more). 

On his way west to Greece to finish daddy’s business, Xerxes had to put down 

revolts in Egypt and Babylonia. In only his second year of kingship, 485 BC, Xerxes 

passed through Judea where the Jewish exiles, who had returned from Babylon 

because of grandpa Cyrus, were rebuilding Jerusalem and reoccupying the 

countryside. Xerxes encouraged them in their rebuilding efforts and reaffirmed the 

previous support from the family rulers Cyrus and Darius mentioned in Ezra 1. 

To again counter the prevalent view that Xerxes was a harmless dolt and 

buffoon of a king - which is astonishingly repeated in multiple commentaries - it is 

worth noting that on his march west to Sparta and Athens, Xerxes passed over the 

Strymon River in Macedonia where, Herodotus tells us, the tyrant Persian decided to 

offer human sacrifices to appease the river gods. The sacrifice involved burying alive 

nine young men and nine young virgin women from the surrounding countryside (7, 

114). Moving on, he arrived at Mount Athos (Acanthus) in Greece where, for 3 years, 

he required the people of the countryside to entertain his army with feasting and 

celebrating, the cost of which, historian John Warry claims, ruined the economy of 
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the region for years (Warfare in the Classical World, l998). I will note more 

examples of such brutal behavior as I go on. 

“Never was a Shade” (“Ombra mai fu”) 

The story is told by Herodotus that when Xerxes was on his way to conquer Greece he stopped in Lydia (western 

modern Turkey) (Jeremiah 46:9; Ezekiel 30:5?) Acts 16) where there was a certain species of tree called the “plane 

tree” (platanus orientalis, armonim) Xerxes found this particular oriental plane-tree so large and beautiful that it 

attracted his admiration (Genesis 30:37, Jacob and his “streaked, speckled or spotted animals”; Ezekiel 31:8, plane tree 

is compared to the beautiful branches of the celestial tree). He took possession of the tree in his own name, adorned it 

with gold chains and set an armed guard over it. Remember Xerxes believed in tree gods. In 1738, George Frederic 

Handel wrote his opera, Serse (Italian for Xerxes). A famous aria, sung by Xerxes, entitled, "Ombra mai fù" (“Never 

was a Shade”) opens the opera. Handel adapted the aria from Giovanni Bononcini who, in turn, adapted it from 

Francesco Cavalli who adopted it from Nicolò Minato. The song is often called "Largo from Xerxes." The aria is short; 

it typically lasts 3 to 4 minutes, and the lyrics admire the shade and protection of the tree from the hot sun or storms. 

The Handel opera was a commercial failure, lasting only five performances in London after its premiere. In the 19th 

century, however, this aria was rediscovered and became one of Handel's best-known pieces. On Christmas Eve 1906, 

Reginald Fessenden, a Canadian radio pioneer, broadcast the first AM radio program, which started with a phonograph 

record of "Ombra mai fu" performed by Enrico Caruso, followed by Fessenden playing "O Holy Night" on the violin 

and singing the final verse. The aria, therefore, was the first piece of music ever to be broadcast on radio. Performances 

of this aria have since been included in several movies: Farinelli (1994), Dangerous Liaisons (1988), Pride and 

Prejudice (TV version, 1995).  

“Tender and beautiful fronds of my beloved plane tree, let Fate smile upon you. May thunder, lightning, 

and storms never disturb your dear peace, nor may you by blowing winds be profaned. Never was a 

shade of any plant dearer and more lovely, or more sweet.” 

(“Never was Shade” performed by Enrico Caruso)(4:11) 

 

According to Herodotus, in order to attack Sparta (Greece) in 482 BC, Xerxes 

built bridges across a star-crossed narrow water-way called, “The Hellespont” (The 

Dardenelles in modern day Turkey), which connected the Black Sea to the 

Mediterranean Sea, so that he could cross over to Greece and Europe from Asia. 

While his engineers were building the bridges, Xerxes built a throne of white marble 

on the Asian side of The Hellespont to watch the crossing from afar. 

Side note: From Herodotus: “[Xerxes] kept the tent open all night and marched as many Athenians as he could 

through the tent. There they saw that the Persian emperor literally went camping with more wealth and with 

more luxury goods than existed in the entire Greek speaking world put together. And on their way out, each 

Athenian soldier was told: "The Persians, in their wealth, have come to rob us of our poverty." (9, 82). 

 

Aside note on The Hellespont/Dardenelles in modern military history: 
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In 1854 Alfred Lord Tennyson (1809-1892) wrote his stirring poem “The 

Charge of the Light Brigade” which was written to memorialize the suicidal charge 

by the British light cavalry against the Russian infantry over open terrain in the Battle 

of Balaclava (Ukraine), part of the Siege of Sevastopol in the Crimean War (1854-

56). Britain entered the war, which was fought by Russia against Turkey, Britain and 

France, because Russia sought to control the Dardanelles waterway (The Hellespont) 

to have access to the Mediterranean. 637 British mounted cavalry took part in the 

charge and 247 were killed or wounded; only 195 had their horses at the end of the 

charge. British generals in the war have subsequently been deemed incompetent and 

misguided. But the courageous charge so unnerved the Russians that they retreated, 

despite overwhelming superiority in forces. Lieutenant General James T. Brudenell, 

7th Earl of Cardigan (1797 – 1868) commanded the Light Brigade and led the charge. 
Throughout his long and controversial military career he characterized the arrogant and extravagant aristocrat of the 

period. His army career was marked by episodes of extraordinary incompetence, but also generosity to the men under 

his command and genuine personal bravery. In a desire to lead a smart and efficient unit, Lord 

Cardigan set about using his own fortune to improve his regiment's reputation, 

performance and appearance. Cardigan wanted his officers to be as aristocratic, 

flamboyant and stylish as he was. Newspaper stories, based on Cardigan’s own 

accounts of the gallant but disastrous charge, were given wide circulation in England 

by the time Cardigan returned to London in 1855, and the Brits gave him a rapturous 

welcome as a conquering hero. Merchants, eager to profit from his fame, sold 

pictures depicting his heroic role in the charge and stories were rushed into print. The 

"cardigan", a knitted waistcoat worn by the general on military campaigns, became 

fashionable and were a big seller and have gone down in history as the stylish 

cardigan sweater. 

Half a league half a league, 

Half a league onward, 

All in the valley of Death 

Rode the six hundred: 

'Forward, the Light Brigade! 

Charge for the guns' he said: 

Into the valley of Death 

Rode the six hundred. 

 

'Forward, the Light Brigade!' 

Was there a man dismay'd ? 

Not tho' the soldier knew 

Some one had blunder'd: 

Theirs not to make reply, 

Theirs not to reason why, 
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Theirs but to do & die, 

Into the valley of Death 

Rode the six hundred. 

 

Cannon to right of them, 

Cannon to left of them, 

Cannon in front of them 

Volley'd & thunder'd; 

Storm'd at with shot and shell, 

Boldly they rode and well, 

Into the jaws of Death, 

Into the mouth of Hell 

Rode the six hundred. 

 

Flash'd all their sabres bare, 

Flash'd as they turn'd in air 

Sabring the gunners there, 

Charging an army while 

All the world wonder'd: 

Plunged in the battery-smoke 

Right thro' the line they broke; 

Cossack & Russian 

Reel'd from the sabre-stroke, 

Shatter'd & sunder'd. 

Then they rode back, but not 

Not the six hundred. 

 

Cannon to right of them, 

Cannon to left of them, 

Cannon behind them 

Volley'd and thunder'd; 

Storm'd at with shot and shell, 

While horse & hero fell, 

They that had fought so well 

Came thro' the jaws of Death, 

Back from the mouth of Hell, 

All that was left of them, 

Left of six hundred. 

 

When can their glory fade? 
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O the wild charge they made! 

All the world wonder'd. 

Honour the charge they made! 

Honour the Light Brigade, 

Noble six hundred! 

 

The Gallipoli Campaign or the Dardanelles Campaign 

In the 20th century we have the Gallipoli Campaign, also known as the 

Dardanelles Campaign or the Battle of Gallipoli. This was a campaign of the First 

World War that took place on the Gallipoli peninsula in modern Turkey in the 

Ottoman Empire in 1915 and 1916. The Gallipoli peninsula forms the northern bank 

of the Dardanelles which provided a sea route to the Mediterranean Sea for the 

Russian Empire. Intending to secure it, Russia's allies Britain and France, launched a 

naval attack against the Muslim Ottoman Empire followed by an amphibious landing 

on the Gallipoli peninsula, with the aim of capturing the Ottoman capital of 

Constantinople (modern Istanbul). The naval attack was repelled and after eight 

months' fighting, with huge casualties on both sides, the land campaign was 

abandoned. In the Gallipoli Campaign over 100,000 men were killed, including 

around 56,000–68,000 Ottoman soldiers and around 53,000 British and French 

soldiers. 

Not surprisingly, the Allied campaign was plagued by ill-defined goals, poor 

planning, insufficient artillery, inexperienced troops, inaccurate maps and 

intelligence, overconfidence, inadequate equipment and logistics, and tactical 

deficiencies at all levels. 

The campaign was the only major Ottoman victory of the war. In Turkey, it is 

regarded as a defining moment in the nation's history and formed the basis for the 

secular Turkish War of Independence from the Ottoman Empire and the declaration 

of the Republic of Turkey eight years later, with Atatürk as President, who was a 

military commander at Gallipoli. 

In England, despite only one loss the Dardanelles Commission was set up to 

investigate the failure of the expedition. Sir Ian Hamilton, commander of the 78,000 

strong Mediterranean Expeditionary Forces had his military career ended. Winston 

Churchill was demoted from First Lord of the Admiralty and British Prime Minister 

Herbert Asquith was politically defeated in 1916 and followed by Lloyd George 

Gallipoli also had a significant impact on popular culture. In 1971, Eric Bogle wrote a ballad called “And the 

Band Played Waltzing Matilda” which consisted of an account from a young Australian soldier who was maimed 

during the Gallipoli Campaign. The song remains popular and is considered by some to be the iconic anti-war song. In 

1981 an Australian movie called, Gallipoli was made starring Mel Gibson, about several Australian young men who 
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take part in the Gallipoli Campaign. During the course of the movie, the young men slowly lose their innocence about 

the purpose and value of war. 

In the Bible, the Apostle Paul travelled in this very Hellespont/Dardenelles 

region in Acts 16:8 (“so passing by Mysia, [Paul and Timothy] went down to Troas.”).  

Xerxes's first attempt to bridge The Hellespont ended in failure when a storm 

destroyed the flax and papyrus cables supporting the bridges. In retaliation to the 

river god’s lack of cooperation, Xerxes was displeased, and ordered the water of The 

Hellespont to be whipped 300 times, had chains to contain the waves thrown into the 

water, and the Persian builders of the destroyed bridges, beheaded. 

“But no sooner had the strait been bridged than a great storm came on and cut apart and scattered all their 

work. Xerxes flew into a rage at this, and he commanded that the Hellespont be struck with three hundred 

strokes of the whip and that a pair of foot-chains be thrown into the sea. It's even been said that he sent off a 

rank of branders along with the rest to the Hellespont! He also commanded the scourgers to speak outlandish 

and arrogant words: "You hateful water, our master lays his judgement on you thus, for you have unjustly 

punished him even though he's done you no wrong! Xerxes the king will pass over you, whether you wish it or 

not! It is fitting that no man offer you sacrifices, for you're a muddy and salty river!" In these ways he 

commanded that the sea be punished and also that the heads be severed from all those who directed the 

bridging of the Hellespont.” (Herodotus, Histories, 7, 34-35) 

 
“Xerxes Whipping the Hellespont” 

In 1909, Granger painted the picture, “Xerxes Whipping the Hellespont” which is widely used in military narratives on 

Xerxes and the Athenians. Numerous European painters (e.g., Jean Adrien Guignet) have depicted the military exploits 

of Xerxes. 

 

It all worked, because Xerxes's second attempt to bridge The Hellespont a 

couple of years later was successful and he victoriously invaded Greece and defeated 

the Spartans. As his huge army and navy crossed the waterway, Xerces wept and told 

his uncle (Artabanos, brother of Darius), 

“There came upon me a sudden pity, when I thought of the shortness of man’s 

life, and considered that of all this host, so numerous as it is, not one will be 

alive when a hundred years are gone by.” 
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This reminds one of Henry V’s St. Crispin’s Day speech to the English army at the 

Battle of Agincourt in 1415, as given to us by Shakespeare (Henry V, Act 4): 

“This day is call'd the feast of Crispian. 

He that outlives this day, and comes safe home, 

Will stand a tip-toe when this day is nam'd, 

And rouse him at the name of Crispian. 

He that shall live this day, and see old age, 

Will yearly on the vigil feast his neighbours, 

And say "To-morrow is Saint Crispian." 

Then will he strip his sleeve and show his scars, 

And say "These wounds I had on Crispin's day." 

Old men forget; yet all shall be forgot, 

But he'll remember, with advantages, 

What feats he did that day. Then shall our names, 

Familiar in his mouth as household words— 

Harry the King, Bedford and Exeter, 

Warwick and Talbot, Salisbury and Gloucester— 

Be in their flowing cups freshly rememb'red. 

This story shall the good man teach his son; 

And Crispin Crispian shall ne'er go by, 

From this day to the ending of the world, 

But we in it shall be rememberèd- 

We few, we happy few, we band of brothers; 

For he to-day that sheds his blood with me 

Shall be my brother; be he ne'er so vile, 

This day shall gentle his condition; 

And gentlemen in England now a-bed 

Shall think themselves accurs'd they were not here, 

And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks 

That fought with us upon Saint Crispin's day.” 

 

Xerxes set out in the spring of 480 BC from Sardis, two years later, on the 

Asian side of the waterway (you will remember that Sardis was the site of the “dead 

church” in Revelation 3:1), with new bridges and with a fleet and army from 46 

different nations which Herodotus estimated was roughly one million strong along 

with 10,000 elite warriors named the “Persian Immortals.” More recent estimates, 

and probably more correct estimates, place the Persian force at around 60,000 

combatants. But in any case, it was a big army. Herodotus tells us that when Xerxes’ 

army drank water whole rivers ran dry. The Persian Immortals were the best cavalry 
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warriors in Persia. Whenever one of them was killed, he was immediately replaced, 

so the total number of Immortals was never to be less than 10,000. Herodotus tells us that 

Xerxes’ Pretorian Guard included 2000 trained cavalry, 2000 lancers and 10,000 infantry (The History, 7, 40-41).  

The Persian chariots had a particularly vicious invention: sharp scythes 

attached to the hubs of the wheels, which could be used by a skilled driver to cut the 

wheel spokes of an enemy chariot in two, to say nothing of cutting the enemy warrior 

in two and cutting the legs off their horses. We have seen this device portrayed in 

numerous Roman gladiator movies (Ben Hur; Gladiator). Xerxes’ army rode camels 

known as the mehara - super camels. A mehari camel is conditioned from birth to be 

the strongest and fastest camel - faster than a horse. The mehari camel lived on, after 

Xerxes, and have been used for both racing and military purposes since then 

(Lawrence of Arabia). There was even a French Citroen SUV named the “Mehari.” 

Side note:The exiled Spartan king and general, Demaratus, suggested to Xerxes: If you want Greece to fall, 

first you have to destroy the Spartans. According to Herodotus, the Persians broke the Spartan phalanx after a 

Greek man called Ephialtes betrayed his country by telling the Persians of another pass around the mountains. 
At Artemisium, large storms had destroyed ships from the Greek side and so the battle stopped prematurely as 

the Greeks received news of the defeat at Thermopylae and retreated. 

After crossing The Hellespont in 480 BC the Persians came to the mountain 

pass of Thermopylae, which was a narrow pass on the Greek coastline, and at the 

pass they met the Greek/Spartan army at the famous Battle of Thermopylae. In terms 

of numbers and magnitude, historian Jamie Poolos notes that at Thermopylae Xerxes 

commanded the largest military undertaking ever attempted, until D Day invasion by 

the Allies in 1944 (Darius the Great, 2008). The time frame is probably referred to in 
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Esther 2:1, “after these things”, meaning these battles took place between Esther 1 

and 2. At Thermopylae a valiant force of 300 Greek warriors led by King Leonidas of 

Sparta gallantly resisted the much larger Persian forces, but were ultimately defeated 

(cf, Gideon’s 300 in Judges 7). At the end of the battle, Xerxes demanded that Leonidas 

surrender his weapons, but received Leonidas’ famous battle cry: “Come take them,” 

(Μολὼν Λαβέ!) which became the emblem of the Greek First Army Corps: “Sacrifice 

rather than surrender.” Herodotus records the words of Xerxes to his commanding 

general (Mardonius), referring to the heroic Spartan warriors: 

“Good heavens, Mardonius, what kind of men are these that you have brought 

us to fight against – men who compete with one another for no material 

reward, but only for honor!” 

But, despite the words of honor, when Xerxes came to the dead body of King 

Leonidas he gloried over it in exaltation and triumph, and then ordered the body to be 

decapitated and the headless trunk nailed to a cross for all to see. 

The mercurial viciousness of Xerxes can be illustrated by another example, 

one which concerns a wealthy Lydian named Pythius who befriended Xerxes before 

the Battle of Thermopylae. Pythias had five sons, all of them in the Persian army. 

Would it be possible, Pythius begged Xerxes, for his eldest son to remain safely at 

home with him to care for the family estate. Xerxes responded: “You wretch! Dare 

you speak to me of your son, when I am myself on the march against Greece, with 

sons, and brothers, and kinsfolk, and friends?” Having thus spoken, Xerxes sought 
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out the eldest son of Pythius, cut his body in two and placed one half on the right side 

of the road, and the other half on the left side of the road, so that the Persian army 

would march between the parts as a warning to selfishness in wartime. 

The Battle of Thermopylae has become part of the West’s cultural heritage: 

*Simonides of Ceos (556–468 BC), the 5th century Greek poet, mourned 

the dead at Thermopylae with his epitaphs commemorating fallen 

Lacedaemonians (Spartan) warriors: 

“Tell them in Lacedaimon, passer-by 

That here, obedient to their word, we lie. 

Of those who died in the hot gates, 

Glorious is the fortune, noble the end, 

Their grave’s an altar, in place of grief they know, 

Undying remembrance, their fate is praise.” 

 

*Lord Byron, “The Isles of Greece,” “Don Juan” 

*A.E. Housman, “The Oracles” 

*T.S. Eliot, "Gerontion" 

*Emily Dickinson, "'Go tell it' — what a message" 

*Sylvia Plath, "Letter in November" (suicide at 31, facing her own Thermopylae walking in the 

garden) 

*Xerxes is portrayed in the 2007 film adaptation of Frank Miller’s novel, 300, starring Rodrigo 

Santoro as Xerxes and Gerald Butler as Spartan King Leonides. The film was a blockbuster, causing 

the 2014 sequel, 300: Rise of an Empire. 

 “To Victory” 

“To Victory” is the theme song for the blockbuster 2007 film 300 which tells the tale of Thermopylae from the 

Greek point of view. The score was written by Tyler Bates and the movie album is one of the most popular 

score albums of the 21st century, selling more than 300,000 albums. The Bates’ soundtrack controversially 

borrows from Elliot Goldenthal's 1999 score for the movie, Titus. Several songs are nearly identical. In 

August, 2007, Warner Bros. acknowledged, "a number of the music cues for the score of 300 were, without 

our knowledge or participation, derived from music composed by Academy Award winning composer Elliot 

Goldenthal for the motion picture, Titus. Warner Bros. Pictures has great respect for Elliot, our longtime 

collaborator, and is pleased to have amicably resolved this matter." Upon its release, the 300 soundtrack 

received mostly negative reviews, largely due to the Goldenthal plagiarism. Composer Bates is quoted as 

saying "I have as much respect for a garbage can lid as I do for the orchestra. Both of them can be entirely 

useful and important in the scope of a movie, if you look at them the right way." James Southall of Movie 

Wave magazine gave the album his first-ever "no stars" rating, calling it a "despicable album; all those 

involved should be ashamed (not to mention prosecuted)." The lyrics to the score sung are in Greek and Latin. 

The opening lines of the song "Come and Get Them" are "Ferto! – Parte to!" (φέρτο! – πάρτε το!) translating 

as "give it! – get it!" (“Come and get ‘em”). 

(“To Victory” performed by Timothy Williams’ orchestra) 
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The 300 Spartans 

Manos Hadjidakis wrote the score for the 1962 movie, The 300 Spartans. Xerxes is portrayed as a cruel, 

power-crazed despot and an inept commander in the film, starring David Farrar as Xerxes and Richard Egan, 

this time as the Spartan king Leonidas. 

 

Meet the Spartans 

In 2008, Meet the Spartans, a film parody of the first 300 movie replete with sophomoric humor and deliberate 

anachronisms was made. The movie starred the evangelical actor, Kevin Sorbo as Xerxes, who runs around in 

a diaper. The score for the movie was composed by Emmy nominated composer, Christopher Lennertz.  

 

*Xerxes features prominently in the 1998 graphic novels, 300, by Frank Miller. 

After the Thermopylae defeat, Athens was captured by Xerxes and the 

Persians. Most of the Athenians had abandoned the city and fled to the island of 

Salamis (Cyprus) before Xerxes arrived. Salamis, you will remember, was the first 

stop on Paul’s first journey with Barnabas in Acts 13:5. Tradition has it that Barnabas 

was martyred at Salamis. Back to Xerxes, in Athens, small groups attempted to 

defend the Athenian Acropolis, but they were defeated. In revenge, Xerxes raised 

Athens in 480 BC, leaving a destruction layer, known today as the Perserschutt, 

which is German for “Persian debris or rubble.” The Persians under Xerxes thus 

gained control of all of mainland Greece after Thermopylae. Alexander the Great, in 

revenge for the burning of Athens in 480 BC, raised the beautiful Persian capital city 

of Persepolis 150 years later, in 330 BC.  

After taking Athens, Xerxes was induced by the message of Themistocles (against the advice 

of Artemisia of Halicarnassus) to attack the Greek naval fleet at Salamis under unfavorable 

conditions, rather than sending a part of his navy to the Peloponnesus Peninsula in southern Greece to wait for 

better weather and the complete dissolution of the Greek armies. Unfortunately for Xerxes, the naval 
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Battle of Salamis in 480 BC, later in the same year as Thermopylae, was conducted 

in inclement weather and was surprisingly won by the Greek fleet. After the battle, 

Xerxes set up a winter camp in Thessaly (Thessalonica) where 500 years later Paul 

and Timothy evangelized the population in Acts 16 (6-10) in response to the famous 

Macedonian call. 

During the reign of Xerxes, the Greek poet Aeschylus evoked the glory days of 

Darius as the golden age of Persia in his 472 BC epic tragedy, Persians, starring 

Xerxes. This is the oldest surviving play in history and it is the oldest surviving 

tragedy based on an actual event – the Battle of Salamis. Aeschylus had actually 

participated in the battle on the Greek side and it is thought that most of his Greek 

audience would either have participated in the battle or had family members in the 

battle. 

Historians argue that the Greek victory over the Persians at Salamis marks the 

beginning of the decline of the Ancient Near East empires and the subsequent rise of 

European empires, as the center of world political power moved across The 

Hellespont to Greece. The historian Will Durant wrote, “From the day Xerxes turned 

back defeated from Salamis, it became evident that Greece would one day challenge 

the Persian empire.” (The Story of Civilization, #1, p. 383). Durant would claim that 

Salamis “was the most crucial battle in Greek history” (The Story of Civilization, #2). 

Of course the Greek challenge to Persian power came a couple of hundred years later 
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under Alexander the Great. But it did come. Salamis represented the birth of 

democracy to many European artists and writers of the 19th century. 

300: Rise of an Empire, 

In the 2014 movie, 300: Rise of an Empire, Xerxes is portrayed as a giant man with androgynous qualities, who claims 

to be a god-king. Rodrigo Santoro is again Xerxes. The score for the movie was composed by Junkie XL. 

 

According to Herodotus, now fearing that the Greeks might burn the Persian 

bridges across The Hellespont and trap his depleted army in Europe, Xerxes decided 

to retreat east after Salamis, back to Asia, taking the greater part of his army with 

him. Additionally, there was continued unrest in Babylonia, which, being a key 

province of the Achaemenid Empire and one in which Xerxes had personal 

knowledge, required the king's attention.  

Xerxes left behind a small Persian contingent in Greece to put the finishing 

touches on his European campaign under Mardonius, who according to Herodotus had suggested the 

retreat in the first place. This Persian force left in Greece was defeated again the following 

year, 479 BC, at the Battle of Plataea by the combined forces of the Greek city states, 

including the small but important Greek state of Megara, effectively ending the Persian offensive for 

Greece (Europe) for good. The fabled 10,000 Persian Immortals almost all perished 

in the twin defeats of Salamis and Plataea. Incidentally, these two key battles 

(Salamis and Plataea) that Xerxes lost to the depleted Greeks, came during the golden 

age of Greek philosophy of Socrates, Pericles and Pythagoras. 

 “Hindustan” 

“Hindustan” is a song written in 1918 by Harold Weeks and Oliver Wallace. The word, “Hindustan” is an old 

geographic term for northern India. The term “Hindustān” was current in Persian and Arabic at the time of the 11th 

century Muslim Turk conquests. One origin of the term, “Hindustan,” traces its beginning to the Hindu Kush 
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mountains, which were a major hurdle for the invading armies from the east to cross over during the Moghul conquests 

of 10 century AD, so the land west of the Hindu Kush mountains became known as, “Hindustan.” Another origin has 

the term “Hindustan” being derived from the Persian word “Hindū”, which was a sacred river (around 850–600 BC) 

said to be created by the Persian god, Ahura Mazda, to flow in a land of abnormal heat. In 515 BC, Darius I annexed 

the Indus valley to his empire, calling the annexed land, Hindu. During the time of Xerxes the term was applied to the 

lands to the east of Indus valley. From the first century AD, the suffix -stān was added to Hindu, indicative of a country 

or region, forming the present word Hindūstān. So much for etymology. 

The song, “Hindustan” was made popular by the Joseph Smith Orchestra in 1918, which was a New York society band 

that played at the Plaza Hotel in Manhattan and had a bit of fame during the flapper era. The song was and is usually 

played as an instrumental, but it does have lyrics. Since 1918 it has been recorded by almost 80 artists, including the 

Beetles. In 1948 it was recorded by the Ted Weems orchestra and reached #28 on the charts. 

 

A side note about the lyricist, Harold Weeks. He was a Seattle songwriter and a leader in Fourth Church of Christian 

Scientist. He was a member of the National Temperance League. He died in 1967. Composer Oliver Wallace was born 

in 1887, in London and became a US citizen in 1914. He initially worked primarily on the West Coast as a conductor of 

theater orchestras and as an organist accompanying silent films. With the advent of talking films, he eventually joined 

Disney Studios, and quickly became one of the most important composers in the studio, being nominated for several 

Academy Awards. Walt Disney had Wallace score full-length films for the studios, such as, Dumbo (1941), Cinderella 

(1950), Alice in Wonderland (1951), Peter Pan (1953), Lady and the Tramp (1955), Darby O'Gill and the Little People 

(1959). Overall, Wallace contributed music to nearly 150 Walt Disney productions. He worked for Disney studios for 

27 years, and in 2008 he was honored with a Disney Legends award. 

“Camel trappings jingle, Harp-strings sweetly tingle, With a sweet voice mingle, Underneath the stars. 

Sighing, memories are bringing, Temple bells are ringing, calling me afar. Hindustan, where we stopped 

to rest our tired caravan, Hindustan, where the painted peacock proudly spreads his fan, Hindustan, 

where the purple sunbird flashed across the sand, Hindustan, where I met her and the world began. 

Shades of night are falling, Nightingales are calling, Every heart enthralling, Underneath the stars. 

Sighing, like the night wind dying, Soft my heart is crying for my love afar.” 

(“Hindustan” performed by Ted Weems orchestra, no lyrics)(2:05) 

 

In putting down the rebellions in Babylon on his way home, the ruthless 

Xerxes was used by the LORD to utterly destroy the city of Babylon by leveling the 

great temple of Esagila and melting the 800 lb. statue of the Babylonian god, 

Marduk, into gold bullion, as was prophesized by Jeremiah in Jeremiah 51 (44) (“And 

I will punish Marduk (Bel) in Babylon, and take out of his mouth what he has swallowed. The nations shall no 

longer flow to him; the wall of Babylon has fallen.” cf, Jeremiah 50:2; Isaiah 46:1). Xerxes was aided in 

this effort by his son-in-law, General Megabyzus, who will reappear in Xerxes’ life. 

You will remember that Daddy Darius had taken control of Persia through a 

military coup against the false king, “Smerdis,” and Xerxes was not only cleaning up 

after Daddy but defending his own accession against all comers, including an older brother. 
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Xerxes would fight off domestic rebellions most of his reign. We get a hint of this in 

the assassination incident noted in Esther 2:21 (“In those days, as Mordecai was sitting at the 

king’s gate, Bigthan and Teresh sought to lay hands on King Ahasuerus.”) 

At its high tide under Darius and Xerxes, the Persian Empire was far larger 

than its Egyptian and Assyrian and Babylonian predecessors, together, from Pakistan 

in the east to the Sudan in the west, even with the twin defeats of Salamis and 

Plataea. Moreover, this vast domain endured for two centuries - it was toppled by the 

Greek, Alexander the Great, only in 331 BC. 

Domestically Xerxes built huge impressive government structures, like palaces 

which daddy Darius had begun to build. His winter palace in the capital city of Susa 

(Shushan) rose 120 feet above street level to impress the common Persian folk and 

visiting foreign dignitaries, which it reportedly did. A note on the city of Susa: 

“Susa” is referred to in Daniel 8:2 where Daniel was carried in a vision (“And I saw in 

the vision; and when I saw, I was in Susa the citadel , which is in the province of Elam. And I saw in the vision, 

and I was at the Ulai canal.”) and Nehemiah 1:1 where Nehemiah served in Susa as Xerxes’ 

successor-son, Artaxerxes,’ cupbearer (“The words of Nehemiah, the son of Hacaliah. Now it 

happened in the month of Chislev, in the 20th year, as I was in Susa the citadel,” cf, 2:1) and 19 times in 

Esther as a noteworthy city. Susa is mentioned in the Book of Jubilees (8:21; 9:2) as 

one of the places within the inheritance of Shem and his eldest son, Elam; and in 8:1, 

"Susan" is also named as the son (or daughter, in some translations) of Elam. By the rise of the Persian 

empire in 550 BC Elam had become a province of Persia and was paying tribute to 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Jubilees
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the Achaemenid dynasty. Susa (Shushan), the old capital city of Elam, became one of 

the main capitals of the Persian Empire, along with Ecbatana (cf, Ezra 6:1-2, “Then Darius the king 

made a decree, and search was made in Babylonia, in the house of the archives where the documents were 

stored. And in Ecbatana, the citadel that is in the province of Media, a scroll was found on which this was 

written: ‘A record.”). Susa is where the story of Esther takes place, beginning in Esther 

1:2 and ending in 10:3. It is today just the small city of “Shush” in western Iran.  

Xerxes also had a summer palace and capital complex in Persepolis. Persepolis 

is not referred to in the Bible, but is referred to in 2 Maccabees 9 (2) (“For [Antiochus] had 

entered the city called Persepolis, and went about to rob the temple, and to hold the city; whereupon the 

multitude running to defend themselves with their weapons put them to flight; and so it happened, that 

Antiochus being put to flight of the inhabitants returned with shame. Now when he came to Ecbatana, news was 

brought him what had happened unto Nicanor and Timotheus.”) and perhaps in 1 Maccabees 6 (1). 

The Persian political palaces were huge and impressive structures. The most 

ambitious and the most magnificent structure of the Achaemenian dynasty was the 

summer palace at Persepolis, which was begun under Darius I in 518. Perhaps Xerxes 

greatest domestic achievement was the completion of the palace complex his father 

Darius had begun in Persepolis in honor of himself and the Zoroastrian god, Ahura-

mazda. A foundation stone in this palace (“Daiva Inscription," an Old Persian 

cuneiform text in three slabs of stone) contains the following words: 

“I am Xerxes, the great king. The only king, the king of all countries which 

speak all kind of languages, the king of this entire big and far reaching earth – 

the son of King Darius, the Achaemenian, a Persian, son of the Persian, an 

Aryan of Aryan descent.” 
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Archeology has discovered its general layout – a vast number of rooms, halls and courts assembled on a raised 

platform. The floor plan recalls the royal residences of Assyria and the Jewish Temple compound in Jerusalem. The 

Audience Hall of Darius, for example, was a room 250 feet square, which boasted a wooden ceiling supported by 36 

columns, each 40 feet high. The Persians kings retreated to the mile high elevation of 

Persepolis (6000 feet) to escape the summer heat of Susa. The great orientalist Cyrus 

Gordon (teacher of my Old Testament teacher at Covenant, R. Laird Harris) noted that Susa had flies in 

the winter but not a single flying insect in the summer because it was too hot in Susa 

for even the flies (An Introduction to Old Testament Times, 1953). Therefore, the 

rush to Persepolis. Remember the huge palace complex with all the separate apartments allowing the “Smerdis” 

deception. 

Historians say that some of this architecture is entirely without precedent in 

earlier architecture. Horst W. Janson, in his seminal work, History of Art, (1962), 

argues that Persian art under the Achaemenids, was a remarkable synthesis of many 

diverse elements. The Persians created a monumental art of remarkable originality to 

express the architectural grandeur of their rule. Since the national religion was 

Zorasterianism with it cult of Ahura-mazda (god of “light”) which centered on open 

air altars, the Persians had no distinctive religious architecture in temples, no houses 

of worship. Their’s was primarily a political architecture. Historians claim that the 

Persian courts of Cyrus, Cambyses, Darius and Xerxes have never been surpassed in 

extravagance and opulence. Thus it is not surprising that the setting of the book of 
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Esther is in the governmental precincts of Susa, what the author calls the “king’s 

gate,” etc. 

During most of its life, Persia was ruled efficiently, if brutally. For a tribe of 

nomads to have achieved all this is a little short of miraculous. Within a single 

generation, from Cyrus 1 to Cambyses I to Cyrus II (the Great) –a 40 years span - the 

Persians mastered the complex machinery of imperial administration, answering in 

the process, Isaiah’s spiritual question: “Shall a land be born in one day? Shall a 

nation be brought forth in one moment?” (66:8) with a resounding “Yes. And 

under Yahweh’s illumination, Cyrus the Great did it.” The Persian civil service 

system, while efficient, was unjust, cruel and capricious, and created a huge gulf 

between the governing elites in Susa and Persepolis and the rest of the population, 

much like today in the Western world. Contemporary relief depictions of either 

Darius or Xerxes, excavated at Persepolis, show the king seated on his throne holding 

his scepter, flanked by various officials including a soldier holding an ax, indicating 

brutal control. As I have stated, it is estimated that Xerxes began his reign in 486 BC 

controlling almost 50% of the world’s population. 

For the majority of the Persian people under Xerxes, life was hard and brutal, 

and starvation was always just around the corner. But the Persian royals indulged 

themselves with the best available food, drink, entertainment and sexual partners. The 

Persian kings were hospitable to a fault because generous hospitality showed how 
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wealthy, successful and superior the royals were. It is noteworthy that Xerxes and 

Haman furnished their houses in the same manner that Yahweh furnished his house 

in the Old Testament (c.f., 1 Chronicles 29:2, “So I have provided for the house of my God , . . the gold for 

the things of gold, the silver for the things of silver, and the bronze for the things of bronze, the iron for the 

things of iron, and wood for the things of wood, besides great quantities of onyx and stones for setting, antimony, 

colored stones, all sorts of precious stones and marble.” cf, 1 Kings 7) 

In the years following Salamis and Plataea, Xerxes, back now in Susa, in the 

age of Esther, began to drink too much and lived as to forget the defeats. Sheltered 

behind the walls of his Susa and Persepolis palaces, he squandered his life in riotous 

living, or reading boring government documents, as we will see in the book of Esther. 

One historian wrote of the effects of the twin defeats: 

“Imposing though all this [Susan] splendor was, it could not make Xerxes 

forget the bitter taste of defeat. No matter how late into the night he ordered his 

musicians and dancers to entertain him, no matter how many cups of expensive 

wine he drank to put off the hour of sleep, still the time came when he lay in 

the dark, listening for the whisper of Darius’s ghost condemning him for 

failing to conquer the Greeks.” (Morgan Llywelyn, Xerxes, 1987). 

 
One of the major cities of the small province of Megara, the ally of the Greeks at Plataea, was on the European 

coast of the Bosphorus Sea called, “Byzantium,” across the water from the Asian town of Chalcedon. Centuries later, 

during the age of the Roman Empire, Byzantium would be called “Constantinople” (after Constantine) and centuries 

after that, in 1930, “Istanbul.” 

Side note: The name “İstanbul” is commonly held to derive from the Medieval Greek phrase pronounced is tim 

ˈbolin, which means "to the city" and is how Constantinople was referred to by the local Greeks. This reflected 

its status as the only major city in the vicinity. An alternative view is that the name evolved directly from the 

name Con-stan-tin-ople, with the first and third syllables dropped. A third view is that Turkish etymology 

traces the name to Islam bol "plenty of Islam" because the city was called Islambol or Islambul ("find Islam") 

as the capital of the Islamic Ottoman Empire. The first use of the word "Islambol" on coinage was in 1703. 

 

“Istanbul (not Constantinople)” 
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"Istanbul (Not Constantinople)" is a 1953 swing-style gold record song by Nat Simon and Jimmy Kennedy. Written on 

the 500th year anniversary of the fall of Constantinople to the Ottomans, the lyrics humorously refer to the official 1930 

renaming of the city of Constantinople to “Istanbul.” The song was a response to the song "C-O-N-S-T-A-N-T-I-N-O-

P-L-E" composed by Harry Carleton and recorded by Paul Whiteman and Bing Crosby in 1928. "Istanbul (Not 

Constantinople)" was originally recorded by the Canadian male quartet, The Four Lads in 1953. This recording reached 

the Billboard charts in 1953 and peaked at #10. It was the Lad's first gold record. For those of you old enough, they 

followed with the golden goodies of "Moments to Remember," "No, Not Much" and "Standin' on the Corner." From 

Frank Loesser’s The Most Happy Fella. 

“Istanbul was Constantinople Now it's Istanbul not Constantinople Been a long time gone Old 

Constantinople's still has Turkish delight On a moonlight night Every gal in Constantinople Is a Miss-

stanbul, not Constantinople So if you've date in Constantinople She'll be waiting in Istanbul Even old 

New York was once New Amsterdam Why they changed it, I can't say (People just liked it better that 

way) Take me back to Constantinople No, you can't go back to Constantinople Now it's Istanbul, not 

Constantinople Why did Constantinople get the works? That's nobody's business but the Turks' 

Istanbul Istanbul Even old New York was once New Amsterdam Why they changed it, I can't say 

(People just liked it better that way) Take me back to Constantinople No, you can't go back to 

Constantinople Now it's Istanbul, not Constantinople Why did Constantinople get the works? That's 

nobody's business but the Turks'.” 

(“Istanbul, not Constantinople” performed by The Four Lads)(2:16) 

 

"C-O-N-S-T-A-N-T-I-N-O-P-L-E" 

1928 composition by Harry Carleton and recorded in 1928 by Paul Whiteman and the Rhythm Boys, featuring a young 

25 year old Bing Crosby, called “Harry” in the song. 

“C - O - N. 

S - T - A - N - T - I – N. 

O - P - L – E, 

Constantinople. 

Brrrrrrrrow, 

Mr No-one No-one was the teacher in a school giving a lesson one afternoon. 

Little Tommy Tomkins was the dunce and what a fool, 

Didn't know which was the sun or moon. 

Brrrrrrow, 

Teacher said to Tommy Tomkins well, 

See if you can sing this while you spell, 

Constantinople,  

C - O - N - S - T - A - N - T - I - N - O - P - L - E. 

Constantinople, 

It's as easy to say as saying your A – B – C. 

C - O - N - S - T - A - N - T - I - N - O - P - L - E, 

Show your flock now try your luck and sing it loud with me, 

Constantinople. 

C - O - N - S - T - A - N - T - I - N - O - P - L - E. 

C - O - N com - S - T - A - N - T - I - N tense - O - P - L - E 

Ah hah hah hah, Harry, what is this city your talking about, 

What is this city I'm talking about? 

Yes? 

Constantinople. 

Ah how do you spell it? 

How do I spell Constantinople? 

Yes. 

Huh, I guess I'm talking about Rome. 

Ah what a lad your spelling's bad, I'll give you your alphabetty. 

A – B – C – D – E – F – G. 

H – I – J – K – L – M – N. 

O – P – Q – R – S – T – U. 

V – W – X – Y – Zee, 
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Etcetera. 

It should not be so hard to spell correctly, 

Since I made you learn your alphabetty. 

Constantinople. 

Constantinople. 

Constantinople, 

C - O - N - S - T - A - N - T - I - N – O - pop - L – E” 

(“C-O-N-S-T-A-N-T-I-N-O-P-L-E” performed by Paul Whiteman and Bing Crosby) 

A couple of years after these famous Greek battles, in 478 BC, Esther (492-450) 

would become queen of Persia. She was 14 or 15 at the time of her coronation – 

Xerxes was 40. That seems young to us in our culture but remember we saw in the 

Song of Songs that the two lovers were probably teenagers, 15 or 16 years old. 

Young, teenage women seem to have an aphrodisiac effect on middle-aged tyrants, 

and visa versa. For instance, in 1926 14 year old Claretta Petacci wrote a mash note 

to Benito Mussolini after a failed assassination attempt, containing the words: “O 

Duce, why was I not with you?...Duce, my life is for you…My super great Duce, our 

life, our hope, our glory.” Later Claretta would become his mistress and write him, “I 

wept with joy and emotion when I learned by chance that Hitler called you his most 

faithful friend.” The Italian partisans would eventually shoot her in 1945, along with 

El Duce, but for 20 years she was one of his prize mistresses (Richard Bosworth, 

Claretta: Mussolini’s Last Lover, 2017).  

Xerxes was killed in a family conspiracy in 465 BC when he was 53 years old. 

Artabanos, brother of Darius, Xerxes’ uncle and commander of the palace guard, 

despised Xerxes, blaming him for the humiliating defeats in Greece at Salamis and 

Plaetea, 15 years earlier. Artabanos conspired against Xerxes with Xerxes’ son-in-
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law, General Megabyzus who had his own beef with Xerxes for knowing about an 

adulterous affair by Xerxes’ daughter, Amytis (by Amestris) who was Megabyzus’ wife. 

Xerxes should have been succeeded by his oldest son, crown prince Darius, but 

uncle Artabanos persuaded Xerxes’ youngest son, 18 year old Artaxerxes, that 

because brother Darius’ wife had fallen in love with her father-in-law, the 53 year old 

Xerxes, that Darius in anger, had been the one to kill Xerxes, not Artabanos and 

Megabyzes. So, thinking his brother had killed his father, in revenge, young brother 

Artaxerxes killed the rightful heir to the throne, older brother Darius, and became 

King Artaxerxes I (465-424).  

Meanwhile, back at the ranch, Xerxes’ son-in-law, Megabyzus, foiled an 

assassination plot against the new king, brother-in-law Artaxerxes, which had been 

fostered by the evil great uncle, Artabanos. Artabanos was killed in the counter attack 

by Artaxerxes. Messy business. 

It is supposed that Queen Esther was alive during all this royal fratricide. This 

reminds me of Gideon’s family where Gideon’s kind of illegitimate son, Abimelech, 

in order to secure the crown, kills 70 of his brothers, and only Gideon’s youngest son, 

Jotham, escapes (Judges 9). 

Score for Esther and the King 

Angelo Francesco Lavagnino wrote the score for 1960 biblical epic, Esther and the King. In the movie, Xerxes is 

portrayed by the devout Roman Catholic actor, Richard Egan and Joan Collins co-stars as Esther. 

 

Score for The 13th Day: The Story of Esther 

Morton Stevens composed and Tommy Tedesco (guitar) performed the score for the 1979 TV movie The 13th Day: The 

Story of Esther, starring Tony Musante as Xerxes and Olivia Hussey as Esther, ironically the Jewish actor Harris Yulin 

portrays Haman and, more appropriately, the wonderful Israelie actor, Nehemiah Persoff portrays Mordecai. Mort 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Egan_(actor)
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Stevens got his start in the 1950s as Sammy Davis Jr.'s arranger and conductor. Stevens brought his musical talents to a 

variety of films over the course of his Hollywood career. Stevens won a Primetime Emmy Award for "Gunsmoke" in 

1966. Stevens won another Emmy Award for "Hawaii Five-O" in 1970 and for "Hawaii Five-O" in 1974. Stevens was 

nominated for an Emmy Award for "Police Woman" in 1975 as well as for an Emmy Award for "Police Woman" in 

1977. Stevens's music was most recently featured in the documentary "The Wrecking Crew" (2015) with Lou Adler. He 

also scored some mini-series, including, "Masada" (1981) and "Wheels" (1978) where he received Emmy nominations 

for his work on these two productions. Before he died in 1991, he was arranging music for John Williams and the 

Boston Pops and was Music Director for Sammy Davis Jr., Frank Sinatra, Liza Minnelli and Dean Martin concerts. 

 

Score for Esther 

The score for Esther was composed by Ennio Morricone. Esther, is an excellent 1999 movie starring Thomas 

Kretschmann as Xerxes, Louise Lombard as Esther, ironically the Assyrian actor F. Murray Abraham as Mordecai and 

perhaps appropriately the German actor, Jurgen Prochnow portrays Haman. 

 

Score for the The Book of Esther 

The score for the 2013 movie The Book of Esther was composed by Will Musser. Xerxes appears The Book of Esther, 

starring the Australian Christian actor and singer, Jack Smallbone as Xerxes and Jen Lilley as Esther. 

 

Civilization I and III and the Assassin's Creed II video games 

In video games, Xerxes is the leader of the Persian Empire in Civilization I and III and the Assassin's Creed II. 

"Counting Potsherds" 

Xerxes plays an important background role in the 1989 science fiction alternate history short story, "Counting 

Potsherds" by Harry Turtledove 

 

“The Craft of War" 

Xerxes plays an important background role in the 1998 science fiction alternate history short story, "The Craft of War" 

novel by Lois Tilton. 
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Artaxerxes I Longimanus (483-423) 

Artaxerxes, Xerxes youngest son, followed him to the throne of Persia when 

Artaxerxes was 18 years old. “Artaxerxes” means “justice of Xerxes.” The Jewish 

Targum of the 13th century tells us that Queen Esther (492-450?) (505-425?) was alive in 

483 so Artaxerxes could not be her son when he ascended the throne. Esther, 

however, lived for 15 years as Artaxerxes reigned as king. She supposedly died in 

450 BC. (cf, J.S. Wright, “The Historicity of the Book of Esther,” New Perspectives 

on the Old Testament, 1970). 

The Targum tells us that he was known for his gentle and compassionate 

nature, perhaps the result of godly upbringing under Esther and Mordecai. Gentle and 

compassionate, that is, to all except brother Darius, who he assassinated and great 

uncle Artabanos who he killed defending his crown. Soon after Artaxerxes came to power he was 

faced with a major revolt in Egypt that was to last a decade (460 BC – 450 BC). The Egyptian rebels defeated the 

Persians who were led by Achaemenes, the brother of Xerxes. The Egyptians killed Achaemenes and gained back 

control of Egypt. 

The events of the last part of Ezra and all of Nehemiah and Malachi occurred 

during the reign of Artaxerxes I. Nehemiah was a cup bearer (personal bodyguard) 

and governor of a Persian province for Artaxerxes I and Malachi prophesied during 

Artaxerxes I reign. Artaxerxes I appears 8 times in the Bible, in Ezra 7 (1), “Now after 

this, in the reign of Artaxerxes king of Persia” (7:7, 11-12, 21; 8:1) and Nehemiah 2 (1); 5 (14); 13 
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(6), and by inference, once in Malachi 1 (8), “Present that to your governor,” meaning Artaxerxes 

I. 

Plutarch (46-120), the Greek biographer, wrote of Artaxerxes, 

“The first Artaxerxes, among all the kings of Persia the most remarkable for a 

gentle and noble spirit, was surnamed the “long handed” (Longimanus), his 

right hand being longer than his left, and was the son of Xerxes” (“Artaxexes 

I,” Parallel Lives, 100). 

 

Artaxerxes died in 423 BC in the prime of life of 41 years old from undisclosed 

causes. Maybe he died peacefully in his royal bed. 

An inscription from the court of Artaxerxes 2 (404-358) (son of Darius II, 423-404 and grandson of 

Artaxerxes), states that within 30 years after the time of Esther, during the reign of Artaxerxes 1, a massive fire would 

destroy the Susa Persian palace complex and memory of the details of the palace would be gone from royal Persian 

memory. 

Artaserse 

Artaserse is an opera in three acts composed by Leonardo Vinci to an Italian libretto by Pietro Metastasio, who 

arguably dominated 18th-century Italian opera more than any composer. The opera covers the murder of Xerxes by 

Artabanus (Artabano), execution of crown prince Darius (Dario), revolt by Megabyzus (Megabise) and subsequent 

succession of Artaxerxes I. This is arguably Metastasio's most popular libretto, and Vinci and Metastasio were known 

to have collaborated closely for the world premiere of the opera in Rome. This was the last opera Vinci composed 

before his death, and also considered to be his masterpiece, and is well known among baroque opera enthusiasts. It 

premiered in 1730 in Rome. Artaserse continued to be popular for a while after Vinci's death, but faded into obscurity. 

The first modern revival of the opera was staged in France in 2012. The most famous of its arias is “Son qual nave 

ch’agitate” (“I am like a ship tossed”) 

“I am like a ship tossed Among rocks in the middle of the waves. Confused and frightened, I plow my 
way through the high seas. Yet, by spotting my beloved shore, I can leave the waves and the 
treacherous wind And go inside the harbour to rest. 

 (“Son qual have ch’agitate” performed by Ragin Derek Lee)(8:15) 

 

“Vo solcando un mar crudele” 

“I must plough a cruel sea without sails or rigging: the waves are surging, the sky darkening, the wind 

building, and I cannot steer, I have no choice but to follow the will of destiny. Poor wretch! in this state am I 

by all abandoned: my only companion is innocence, and it is leading me toward shipwreck.” 

(“Vo solcando un mar crudele” performed by Bejun Mehta, Berlin Academy for Ancient Music)(6:45) 

 

Xerxes II Sogdianus (423) 

Xerxes 2, the only legitimate son of Artaxerxes I, was killed after only 45 days by his illegitimate brother, 

Sogdianus, who ruled for only six months. Sogdianus was assassinated in 423 by Darius 2, Sogdinaus half-brother. 
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Darius 2 (“Darius Nothos” = “Bastard”) (423-404) 

 

The Targums tell us that Esther did have another son named Darius. The 

Greeks called him “Darius Nothos” or “Darius the Bastard” (as in Hebrews 12:8, 

“you are illegitimate (nothos) children”) because the Jews believed he was the 

illegitimate brother of Artaxerxes (and that would reflect badly on Esther). Darius 2 

and would become king of Persia in 423 BC after a coup and would rule for almost 

20 years. Darius 2 came to the throne after assassinating a half-brother (Sogdianus) and 

by butchering the family of a revolt leader (Terituchmes). Babylon records have Darius 2 following 

immediately after Artaxerxes I, eliminating Sogdianus and Xerxes 2 from historical records. Esther mercifully 

had died 30 years before the rule of Darius 2 began. Queen Mother Esther brought 

him up to be favorable to the Jews and he eventually lifted the ban against the 

rebuilding of the Holy Temple, which led to the building of, of course, the Second 

Temple. Darius 2 appears once in the Bible as “Darius the Persian” at the end of 

Nehemiah, in Nehemiah 12:22 (“In the days of Eliashib, Joiada, Johanan, and Jaddua, the Levites 

were recorded as heads of fathers’ houses; so too were the priests in the reign of Darius the Persian.”). As all 

the Persian kings were, Darius 2 was interested in the details of various religions as 

evidenced in a letter he sent to the Jews in Elephantine in 419 BC concerning the 

keeping of their feasts on unleavened bread. Half Jewish, like Artaxerxes, Darius 2 is 

the last Persian ruler to be mentioned or referenced in the Scriptures.  

75 years after the death of Darius II Alexander the Great would conquer Persia. 
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Artaxerxes Mnemon 2 (404-358) 

Artaxerxes 2 was the son of Darius 2 and he does not appear in the Bible. The Greeks called him “Artaxerxes 

Mnemon” because his memory was exceptional. Not much is known about Artaxerxes 2 but he did rebuild Darius’ 

royal palace at Susa after it burned down. He wrote, 

“This palace (Apadana) Darius my great, great grandfather built. Later under Artaxerxes I, my grandfather, it 

was burned. By the favor of Ahura mazda, Anaitis, and Mithras, this palace I restored. May Ahura mazda, 

Anaitis, and Mithras protect me from all evil, and that which I have built may they not shatter nor harm.” 

Artaxerxes defeated a rebellion by his younger brother, Cyrus I, as excellent general in the Persian army, in 401. The 

Greek physician Ctesias (404-359), attended the court personnel during Artaxerxes reign and left us with a valuable 

narrative. 

Artaxerxes III (358-338) Ochus 

Artaxerxes III was son of Artaxerxes II, and he does not appear in the Bible. 

 

Darius III (Codomannus) (336-330) 

Darius III’s real name was Artashata was the grandson of the daughter of Artaxerxes II Mnemon and the last 

of the Achaemenid kings. Darius III appears in 1 Maccabees 1:1 but not in the Bible: 1 Maccabees 1:1 (“And it 

happened, after that Alexander, son of Philip, the Macedonian, who came out of the land of Chettim, had smitten 

Darius [III], king of the Persians and Medes, that he reigned in his stead, the first over Greece.” 

In 331 BC, Alexander the Great conquered Susa and Persepolis from Darius III, and ended the Persian Empire. 

The biblical references to Alexander’s conquest of Darius III are found in Daniel 7:6 (“After this I looked, and 

behold, another, like a leopard, with four wings of a bird on its back. And the beast had four heads, and 

dominion was given to it.” Daniel 8:5 (“As I was considering, behold a male goat came from the west across the 

face of the whole earth, without touching the ground. And the goat had a conspicuous horn between his eyes.”) 

and Daniel 8:21 (“And the goat is the king of Greece. And the great horn between his eyes is the first king.”).  

Darius fled, after his defeat at the Battle of Issus at the hands of Alexander the “He-Goat,” (Daniel 8:5) 

abandoning his mother, his wife, his two daughters, his chariot and his royal accouterments. At a subsequent small 

battle (Gaugamela), Darius was again defeated and his generals were so angry with his incompetence that they 

assassinated him in his tent. Alexander put to death his assassins and sent the body of Darius III in state back to 

Persepolis and ordered it to be buried in the manner of the Achaemenid kings. The Persian people were smitten by the 

gracious actions of Alexander and were content to live under his generous rule. We are told that Alexander married one 

of Darius III daughters and, if we can believe the first century Greek historian, Quintus Curtius Rufus, the mother of 

Darius became so fond of young Alexander that after his death she committed suicide by starvation (Histories of 

Alexander the Great). 

 

Persia after Darius III 

For 200 years Greece – Hellenism - replaced Persia as the ruler of the civilized world. Scholars are divided as 

to what event signaled the end of the Hellenistic era, but many hold that it was the final conquest of the Greek 

heartlands by Rome in 146 BC in the Achean War - 200 years after Alexander. But everyone agrees that when 

Augustus, the first emperor of the Roman Empire (27 BC – 19 AD), took charge of Rome in 27 BC the Roman Empire 

was on its way, and the center of the civilized world had moved permanently from Asia to Europe and the West (Luke 

2:1). The point I want to make is that apart of Genghis Khan, Xerxes of Persia was the last great non-Western tyrant to 

rule the largest empire in the world. 

Side note: Genghis Khan, “the supreme warrior,” was the founder and ruler of the Mongol Empire from 1206 

till 1227. Khan, born “Temujin,” was the outstanding warrior of the 13th century who managed to forge the 

largest contiguous empire in history. By 1206, he had become the ruler of almost all of Mongolia. It was then 

that Temujin was pronounced “Genghis Khan” – “the king of kings.” Under his command, the Mongols swept 

through China, Central Asia and across Eastern Europe. By the time of Genghis Khan's death, his empire 

extended across Asia, from the Pacific Ocean to the Black Sea, and his descendants maintained power in the 

region for hundreds of years. 

 

Muslim Invasion of Persia 

In the 7th century AD, Persia succumbed to the invading Arabs. With the death of Persian king, Yazdegerd III, 

who was slain in 651 after being defeated in battle, the royal Sassanid line came to an end and the Zoroastrian faith, 

which had been the state religion for more than a thousand years, was deposed, and Islam took its place as the national 

religion of Persia. In the following centuries, Zoroastrians faced religious discrimination and persecution, harassments, 

as well as being identified as “polluted” and “impure” to Muslims, making them unfit to live alongside Muslims, and 
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therefore forcing them to evacuate from cities and face major sanctions in all spheres of life. In modern times, 

Zoroastrians have been subject to public humiliation through dress regulations, to being labeled as najis (polluted) and 

to exclusion in the fields of society, education and work by muslims. 

Muslim histories state that at the beginning of the seventh year of migration, the Prophet Muhammad 

appointed one of his officers (Abdullah Qarashi) to carry his letter to the king of Persia (Khosrau II whose wife was a 

Christian as was his minister of finance) inviting him to convert to Islam: 

“In the name of Allah, the Beneficent, the Merciful: 

From Muhammad, the Messenger of Allah, to the great Kisra of Iran. Peace be upon him, who seeks truth and 

expresses belief in Allah and in His Prophet and testifies that there is no god but Allah and that He has no 

partner, and who believes that Prophet Muhammad is His servant and Prophet. Under the Command of Allah, I 

invite you to Him. He has sent me for the guidance of all people so that I may warn them all of His wrath and 

may present the unbelievers with an ultimatum. Embrace Islam so that you may remain safe. And if you refuse 

to accept Islam, you will be responsible for the sins of the Magi.” 

There are differing accounts of the reaction of the Persian king (Khosrau II), but all assert that he destroyed the 

letter in anger. Khosrau commanded Badhan, his vassal ruler of Yemen, to dispatch two valiant men to identify, seize 

and bring this man from Muhammad to him. When Abdullah told Muhammad how Khosrow had torn his letter to 

pieces, Muhammad promised the destruction of Khosrow II. 

With the Byzantine threat from the Muslim horde ended, the Persian (Sassanid) Empire was still a formidable 

power with vast manpower reserves, and the Arabs soon found themselves confronting a huge Persian army with troops 

drawn from every corner of the empire and commanded by its foremost generals. Among the troops were fearsome war 

elephants that the Persian commander brought with him for the sole purpose of vanquishing the Muslims. However, 

within three months, Saad ibn Abi Waqqas as commander of the Muslim army defeated the Persian army in the historic 

Battle of al-Qādisiyyah, effectively ending Persian rule in the west. This victory is largely regarded as a decisive turning 

point in Islam's growth: with the bulk of Persian forces defeated, Saad later conquered central and eastern Persia 

(Babylon, Koosie, Bahrahsher and Madein). Ctesiphon, the Imperial capital of the Sassanid Empire, fell in March 637 

after a siege of three months. 

Yazdegerd III, the Persian king, after being defeated in several battles, was unable to raise another army and 

became a hunted fugitive. He kept fleeing from one district to another until a local miller killed him for his money at 

Merv in 651. 

According to Bernard Lewis: 

“Arab Muslims conquests have been variously seen in Iran: by some as a blessing, the advent of the true faith, 

the end of the age of ignorance and heathenism; by others as a humiliating national defeat, the conquest and 

subjugation of the country by foreign invaders. Both perceptions are of course valid, depending on one's angle 

of vision… Iran was indeed Islamized, but it was not Arabized. Persians remained Persians. And after an 

interval of silence, Iran reemerged as a separate, different and distinctive element within Islam, eventually 

adding a new element even to Islam itself. Culturally, politically, and most remarkable of all even religiously, 

the Iranian contribution to this new Islamic civilization is of immense importance. The work of Iranians can be 

seen in every field of cultural endeavor, including Arabic poetry, to which poets of Iranian origin composing 

their poems in Arabic made a very significant contribution. In a sense, Iranian Islam is a second advent of 

Islam itself, a new Islam sometimes referred to as Islam-i Ajam. It was this Persian Islam, rather than the 

original Arab Islam, that was brought to new areas and new peoples: to the Turks (first in Central Asia and 

then in the Middle East in the country which came to be called Turkey), and of course to India. The Ottoman 

Turks brought a form of Iranian civilization to the walls of Vienna.” ("Iran in History," 2001) 
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Esther is not Yester in the Age of Trump 
 

Exegesis 

 

Chapter 1 

1:1 Now in the days of Ahasuerus (Ahashwerosh), the Ahasuerus who 

reigned from India to Ethiopia [Cush] over 127 provinces, 2 in those days 

when King Ahasuerus sat on his royal throne in Susa (Shushan), the 

capital, 3 in the third year of his reign he gave a feast (mistreh) for all his 

officials (sar) and servants. The army (chayll) of Persia and Media and the 

nobles and governors of the provinces were before him, 4 while he showed 

the riches of his royal glory and the splendor and pomp of his greatness 

for many days, 180 days. 5 And when these days were completed (male) 

the king gave for all the people [men] (adam) present in Susa, the citadel 

(palace), both great and small, a feast (literally: “drinking party”) (misteh) 

lasting for seven days in the court of the garden of the king's palace. 6 

There were white cotton curtains and violet hangings fastened with cords 

of fine linen and purple to silver rods and marble pillars, and also couches 

of gold and silver on a mosaic pavement of porphyry, marble, mother-of-

pearl and precious stones. 7 Drinks were served in golden vessels, vessels 

of different kinds, and the royal wine was lavished according to the bounty 

of the king. 8 And drinking was according to this edict: "There is no 

compulsion (anac)." For the king had given orders to all the staff of his 

palace to do as each man (adam) desired (ratson). 

 

The book of Esther begins by giving names, dates, geographical information 

and political events to root the narrative in real history. This is a good time to note the 

literary genre of the book. Is it straight forward factual history or is it a fictional short 

story with a theological theme? The debate has been joined for centuries between 

basically liberal scholars who believe it is fictional and conservative scholars who 

believe it is a factual recounting of events. This is not the class to get into a detailed 

defense of the reliability of the book. Let me clearly state that because it is canonical, 
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the Church has established the book as a reliable guide for believers: the book begins 

with the same literary Hebrew formula (wyhy = “and it came to pass”) that begins the 

historical books of Joshua, Judges, I and 2 Samuel, Ruth 1, also Genesis 14:1, etc. - 

“Now it came about” or “Once upon a time.” So the write of Esther intends the reader 

to treat the book as historically accurate and reliable. The question for us in the 21st 

century is how do we read this canonical, reliable guide? Our own Dr. Phil Long, 

formerly at Covenant Seminary now at Regent in Vancouver, wrote an insightful 

book, The Art of Biblical History (1994) in which he points out that pitting the 

historicity of the biblical narrative against literary poetic elegance is misleading and 

destructive to God’s word. The conventions used by ancient writers, including 

biblical writers, can be based on values different from modern values. When we read 

history with a focus on the raw facts, AP style, without context and nuance, it raises 

expectations that can be frustrated by the ancient historians and writers. Writing 

history in the form of narrative poetic license is a natural and primary form of 

communication. The integrity of truth is not compromised when it is expressed in 

poetic form. That is, as Dr. Long points out, the use of poetic license in biblical 

historical narrative to communicate events does not diminish the truthfulness of 

Scripture. As Westminster-trained Esther scholar, Karen Jobes points out,  

“some of the questions we have with the book of Esther arise because we value 

historical accuracy and precision where the author valued poetic license for the 

purpose of interpretation.” 
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Esther is a unique biblical book in that it weaves literary artistry into factual 

historical narrative in a compelling manner. We should treat it like reading a David 

McCullough or Stephen Ambrose or Robert Caro history text. When reading the 

book of Esther we should be enthralled by its literary qualities as it tells the 

extraordinary factual story of a decade in the life of the Church in ancient Persia. 

Back to the text, the year was 483 BC – three years after Ahasuerus (Xerxes), 

son of Darius the Great, became king of Persia. “Ahasuerus” is the Hebrew form of 

the Persian name “Kh/shay/arsha” who the Greeks would later call, “Xerxes.” He was 

35 years old at the time of this feast in Esther 1:3 He had become king when he was 

32. Ahasuerus, in a couple of years was to attempt the conquering of Greece in 481. 

We have seen that he completely failed in his objective as a result of massive military 

defeat at Salamis (480) and a navel defeat at Plataea (479). 

The description of the extent of his kingdom was summed up in verse 1 – 

“from India to Ethiopia” (cf, 8:9; 10:1). On a foundation tablet from Xerxes’ palace 

in Persepolis we read: 

“I am Xerxes, the great king, the king of kings, the king of all countries which 

speak all kinds of languages, the king of this entire big and far-reaching earth – 

the son of king Darius, the Achaemenian, a Persian, son of a Persian, an Aryan 

of Aryan descent. Thus speaks king Xerxes: These are the countries – in 

addition to Persia – over which I am king under the shadow of Ahura-mazda, 

over which I hold sway, which are bringing their tribute to me – whatever is 

commanded them by me, that they do and they abide by my laws.” 

Song of India 

"Song of India" is a popular song adapted from a Rimsky-Korsakov 1896 aria from his opera Sadko ("Pesni︠ a︡ indiĭskogo 

gosti︠ a︡"). In January 1937, Tommy Dorsey recorded an instrumental jazz arrangement featuring the great Bunny Berigan 
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on trumpet, which became a jazz standard. Earlier, Paul Whiteman had made a popular arrangement of the song but it 

was Dorsey’s recording that made it a hit. Coupled with "Marie", the rendition was a major hit for Dorsey, containing 

two of his most enduring recordings on one record, and which helped make him and his band into a household name as 

a popular music artist in the United States. Previously, the melody had used for the 1918 song "Beautiful Ohio", which 

became the official song of Ohio. In 1935 Johnny Mercer wrote the lyrics for the instrumental version of the song and 

Mario Lanza made it a vocal hit in 1953, backed by the RCA Victor Orchestra and Chorus, which his biographer called 

“a masterful performance that ranks with the finest of his career.” Recalling the majestic sound of the original Rimsky-

Korsakov’s score, Mr. Mercer selected words that made a universal statement on the striving of humanity over  the 

centuries. The wonderful jazz singer, Mel Torme, wrote in his book, My Singing Teachers (1994), that one day he was 

driving along in Southern California and “what came out of that speaker enthralled me, a lyric of such scope, such 

dimension that I thought to myself: ‘I never have to go the India – Lanza just brought it to me.’” Torme was shocked 

but not surprised to learn that Savannah-born Mercer had crafted the lyrics. 

“And still the snowy Himalayas rise In ancient majesty before our eyes, Beyond the plains, above the 

pines, While through the ever, never changing land As silently as any native band That moves at night, 

the Ganges Shines Then I hear the song that only India can sing, Softer than the plumage on a black 

raven's wing; High upon a minaret I stand Upon an old enchanted land, There's the Maharajah's 

caravan, Unfolding like a painted fan, How small the little race of Man! See them all parade across the 

ages, Armies, Kings and slave from hist'ry's pages, Played on one of nature's vastest stages. The 

turbaned Sikhs and fakirs line the streets, While holy men in shadowed calm retreats Pray through the 

night and watch the stars, A lonely plane flies off to meet the dawn, While down below the busy life goes 

on, And women crowd the old bazaars; All are in the song that only India can sing, Softer than the 

plumage on a black raven's wing; Tune the ageless moon and stars were strung by, Timeless song that 

only could be sung by India, the jewel of the East.” 

 

127 provinces were joined to form the Persian empire of Xerxes. The seeds of 

destruction of his empire have been laid by Xerxes’ pride and arrogance and the 

LORD’S providential ordering. Each province had her own language, her own script, 

her own religion and her own culture. It was the Balkanization of the largest kingdom 

the world has even known and it would eventually destroy itself by dissension and 

discord. It held within its unity the divine principle of Babel: “Nothing they propose 

will be impossible for them. Come, let us confuse their language so that they may 

not understand each other” (Genesis 11:6). 

A note on this balkanization of the Persian empire. Commentators and 

historians are quick to mock Xerxes for his whipping The Hellespont water and wind 

gods for the storm which destroyed his bridges. His enlightened Zoroastrian religion 

would not have urged this action. However, I maintain that Xerxes was not stupid or 
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benighted by rather dumb as a fox. In his multi-tribal army were many simple 

soldiers who were animists. To restore morale and assert leadership, Xerxes knew 

that it was important to demonstrate that even the gods of the river and wind were 

subject to him. 

Xerxes throws a giant “banquet” or “feast” or “drinking party” (LXX = potos 

Colossians 2:16) and all of his high level appointed officials and power brokers (sar) 

are in attendance, including the “army commander (power, strength = Queen of 

Sheba’s entourage in 2 Chronicles 9:1) (chayll) of his ally, the Medes. We are not 

told the reason for the “banquet”; perhaps it was to celebrate his coronation to Vashti 

(the LXX translation of 1:5 suggests such). In fact, the text never tells us that Xerxes “married” Esther 

in a formal way. He just made her queen. In 2:18 Xerxes, the playboy royal, gives a banquet for Esther after anointing 

her as wife-queen. Or perhaps it was to celebrate the quelling of Egyptian and Babylonian 

rebellions in the empire. Or with these “feasts,” Xerxes may have combined pleasure 

with business as he gathered his war council to prepare for the invasion of Greece in 

the near future as related by Herodotus to avenge his father’s defeat at Marathon, 

seven years earlier (7,8). Or perhaps it was nothing more than an excuse to get drunk. 

We’re not told. 

It bears noting in this regard here that the moral and the physical stamina of the 

Persians were damaged by the massive military defeat of Marathon under Darius 

seven years earlier. As historian Will Durant colorfully wrote, after Marathon the 
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Persian “emperors exchanged Mars [war] for Venus [love], and the nation descended 

into corruption and apathy.” (The Story of Civilization). The Persians, like the Medes 

before them, passed from stoicism to epicureanism in just a few generations. We see 

the same movement in America right now. Eating and drinking became the principle 

occupation of the ruling class. These Persian noblemen who had once made it a rule 

to eat only once a day, now ate and drank from noon till dark. By the time of Xerxes, 

the Persian kings had multiple mistresses and were public examples of sensuality, 

debauchery and pornography. And Xerxes was the last Persian king to have any 

semblance of effective control over the kingdom. Thus, some background for his 

feasting. 

Some biblical translations have “princes” (sar) (“nobles,” as in Isaiah 9:6, 

“Prince of peace” sar shalom) in verse 3, but these men are probably not “royals” 

but rather federal appointees or stewards, all beholding to the king for their position. 

Also “servants” or “slaves” (eved) were invited to the celebration. It is hard to believe 

that real “slaves” or “servants” were in attendance with all the high ranking 

government and military officials, so the Hebrew term used here can also be 

translated government “ministers” or “representatives,” as Nehemiah calls himself a 

“servant” in Nehemiah 1:11 when he was, in fact, a respected royal official (c.f., 

“servant” as an important public official: Isaiah 49:6; Jeremiah 25:9, “Nebuchadnezzar, the king of  Babylon, 

my servant”). Finally, the Hebrew word translated “army” could be translated “powers” 
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as in the Queen of Sheba’s entourage in 2 Chronicles 9:1. So this feast is much more 

than a military gathering. It is for the power-brokers of the greatest kingdom in the 

world.  

At Xerx’s “party,” there was excessive drinking and reveling. The Hebrew 

word for “feast” or “banquet” or “drinking bout” in verse 3 comes from the verb “to 

drink wine (mishteh) to excess,” as in Isaiah 5:12, “the house of Israel and the men of Judah have lyre 

and harp, tambourine and flute and wine at their feasts.”. The idea of a “banquet” or “feast” or 

“drinking party” (mishteh) is a dominant theme in the book of Esther. The Hebrew 

word for “banquet” or “drinking to excess” (mishteh) occurs 20 times in the book of 

Esther alone, and only 24 times in the rest of the Old Testament. The Persians were 

party hardy after Marathon, and later, Salamis and Plataea! 

After showing off his opulence and excessive wealth for 180 days, we’re told 

in verse 5 that Xerxes threw another week-long party of heavy drinking (misteh) and 

debauchery in his royal court complex to selected invitees, that is, those who were 

“found” or “specially selected” (am); those who had come to ogle Xerxes’ wealth, 

success and royal complex. We must assume that the officials came to Susa in 

groups, as in royal rotations, since all the officials of the Persian government would 

not leave their posts for six months of partying in the capital city. Haman will have 

the same cupidity attitude later in 5:11 as he brags to his wife and friends about his 

wealth and power, as if his wife didn’t know. Birds of a feather flock together, as we 
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see even in American politics. Interestingly, we see Haman getting his come-uppance 

in chapter 7, but we do not see Xerxes being divinely punished for his arrogance and 

sybaritic way of life (Haman: Psalm 49:6, 13, “those who trust in their wealth and boast of the abundance 

of their riches. . . This is the path of those who have foolish confidence; yet after them people approve of their 

boasts.” Proverbs 16:18, “Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall.”). 

Many commentators, including me, think that the invitees to this second royal 

party of 7 days and nights were “men” only (adam, verses 5 and 8). Selected 

“women” were invited by Queen Vashti to her chick-only banquet later in verse 9.  

The description of the banquets is less historically important than illustrative. 

In verse 6 there is the extravagant and opulent description of Xerxes palace (castle) 

(birah) accouterments which, were clearly impressive to the author. These near east 

kings knew how to live. In pointing out the overwhelming wealth, power and 

reveling of the Persian king, Xerxes as one of the first things in the book is that the 

author is focusing our attention on the theme of human weakness, pride and vanity 

which will become clearer as the story goes along. Xerxes was a trust baby since he 

had inherited his great wealth from his family. We know that because Isaiah foretold 

that Cyrus the Great would gain his wealth from the Babylonians in Isaiah 45 (2 -3), 

“I will go before you and level the exalted places. I will break in pieces the 

doors of bronze and cut through the bars of iron. I will give you the 

treasures of darkness and the riches (hoards) in secret places.” 

 

Ancient historians and writers such as Xenophon, Pliny, Herodotus and Aeschylus all 

reflect on the great wealth of Babylonia that Cyrus now has access to by “breaking 
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down the doors” of Babylon. Edward Brerewood (1565–1613), 17th century English 

antiquary, estimated that there was about 63,000 tons of sterling silver and gold in the 

vaults of Babylon at the time Cyrus sacked the city. Judean King Hezekiah did the 

same display of his wealth to the visiting Babylonian officials in Isaiah 39 (really no 

different than the desert tabernacle in Exodus 25-28 and Solomon’s palace in 1 Kings 7 and 2 Chronicles 3-4). An 

interesting Hebrew word play in verse 7 and 8 is that the word for “much” or “lavish” 

(rab) in verse 7 in reference to wine, is the same as “all” in verse 8 in reference to the 

“palace staff,” thus giving the impression that playboy Xerxes spared no expense or 

effort to create a bacchanalian festival for everyone he thought important.  

Verse 8 is strange because it tells of a royal “law” or “command” (dath) to 

drink as much wine as the attendees “wanted” or “desired” (ratson). According to 

Herodotus and Xenophon there was a law that whenever the king drank, everyone 

drank. The point seems to be that the “law” stated there was to be no “law” – every 

“man” (literally in the Hebrew “man and man,” not woman, very emphatic!) was to 

do as he sees fit: The Hebrew has “as each man desired.” Xerxes’ same permissiveness and 

rudderless delegation will rear its ugly head later when the king approves Haman’s edict to annihilate the Jews, but now 

it concerns boozing. 

Ancient writers and documents have suggested huge feasts were not unknown 

in the ANE world:  

*Xenophon describes Cyrus: “And although [the Persian empire] was of such magnitude, it was governed 

by the single will of Cyrus; and he honored his subjects and cared for them as it they were his own children; 

and they, on their part, reverenced Cyrus as a father” (Cyropaedia 8, 1).  
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*Ctesias of Cnidas, has suggested that there were 15,000 guests at this 7 day blast. Ctesias was a Greek 

physician in the court of Xerxes from 404 to 397 who wrote several books about Persia and India. These books 

are now lost but were quoted by ancient authors.  

*Judith 1:16 notes a 120 day festival by the Assyrian king Nebuchadnezzar (“So Nebuchadnezzar returned 

afterward to Nineveh, both he and all his company of sundry nations, being a very great multitude of men of 

war, and there he took his ease, and banqueted, both he and his army, a 120 days.”), and the Assyrian king 

Assurnasirpal reputedly held a feast for 70,000 guests. 

 

But without corroborating witnesses, we can judge the value of these banquet statements as low in historical value but 

as high as works of art (entertaining). 

"Drinking Song" 

"The Drinking Song" or "Drink, Drink, Drink" is a 1924 song composed by Sigmund Romberg and Dorothy Donnelly 

for the operetta, The Student Prince, where it was the show-stopping number. Its greatest popular success came 30 years 

later, in 1954. when tenor Mario Lanza performed it in the movie, The Student Prince. Romberg, of course, was the 

famous Austrian operetta composer and Donnelly was a rather obscure actress and librettist whose best work was The 

Student Prince. To illustrate how important lyrics were to Romberg, the story is told by Jerome Kern that he played 

bridge with Romberg as his partner. One evening they are playing and Kern is the bridge dummy. At one point Kern 

realized that there was only one trump still outstanding and wanted to signal Romberg. He began humming Romberg’s 

great love song, “One Alone.” Romberg still played the wrong card. The exasperated Kern asked him why he had not 

taken the hint. Had he not heard the hummed tune? Well, yes, replied Romberg, he recognized the tune as one of his 

own but who remembers the words. 

“Drink! Drink! Drink! To eyes that are bright as stars when they're shining on me! Drink! Drink! 

Drink! To lips that are red and sweet as the fruit on the tree! Here's a hope that those bright eyes will 

shine Lovingly, longingly soon into mine! May those lips that are red and sweet, Tonight with joy my 

own lips meet! Drink! Drink! Let the toast start! May young hearts never part! Drink! Drink! Drink! 

Let every true lover salute his sweetheart! Drink! Drink! Drink! To arms that are white and warm as a 

rose in the sun! Drink! Drink! Drink! To hearts that will love one, only when I am the one! Here's a 

hope that those soft arms will twine Tenderly, trustingly soon around mine! All I ask is the right to see 

those smiling eyes beguiling me Drink! Drink! Let the toast start! May young hearts never part! Drink! 

Drink! Drink! Let every true lover salute his sweetheart! Let's drink! Drink! Drink! Drink! To eyes that 

are bright as stars when they're shining on me! Drink! Drink! Drink! To lips that are red and sweet as 

the fruit on the tree! Here's a hope that those soft arms will twine Tenderly, trustingly soon around 

mine! All I ask is a right to see those smiling eyes beguiling me Drink! Drink!  Let the toast start! May 

young hearts never part! Drink! Drink! Drink! Let every true lover salute his sweetheart! Let's drink!” 

(“Drinking Song” performed by Mario Lanza) 

 

9 Queen Vashti also gave a feast (misteh) for the women (ishshah) in the 

palace, that belonged to King Ahasuerus. 

 

Another royal drinking party was thrown, this one for women only, with 

perhaps the harem, including Xerxes’ 360 concubines (Plutarch, 27, 2). Maybe 

Queen Vashti gave this banquet for her friends because women were excluded from 

the king’s stag party. We’re not told the reason for the distaff party. The Hebrew 

word translated “women” here means a “female” as opposed to a “male.” In any case, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sigmund_Romberg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dorothy_Donnelly
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mario_Lanza
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Student_Prince_(film)


113 
 

Xerxes approved because the banquet was held in his – not their – “royal house.” The 

Hebrew literally reads: “the royal house that belonged to king Ahasuerus.” Later 

Esther will give a royal dinner (drinking party) for Xerxes and Haman (5:4), which 

obviously was co-ed, presumably in the same place as Vashti’s party. 

The queen’s name of “Vashti” is puzzling and has been variously interpreted. 

“vashti’ in Persian means “best,” or “beloved” or “desired one” or “sweetheart,” and 

it is her royal position that Esther will later take. One 18th century Old Testament 

scholar remarked that Vashti is the only decent character in the book of Esther 

because she refused to be humiliated (A.H. Niemeyer, Characteristics of the Bible, 1775). I don’t 

agree, but I’ll come back to Vashti later. The Jewish Talmud (Megilla, 10b) claims 

that Vashti was the granddaughter of Babylonian tyrant, Nebuchadnezzar, without 

any attestation. 

1:10 On the seventh day, when the heart of the king was merry (tob) with 

wine, he commanded Mehuman, Biztha, Harbona, Bigtha, Abaqtha, 

Zethar, Carkas, the seven eunuchs who served in the presence of King 

Ahasuerus, 11 to bring Queen Vashti before the king with her royal 

crown, in order to show (leharot) the men (am) and the princes (sar) her 

beauty (yophi), for she was lovely to look at. 12 But Queen Vashti refused 

to come at the king's command delivered by the eunuchs. At this the king 

became enraged (qatsaph), and his anger burned within him. 

 

After a week of serious drinking, the Hebrew phrase “merry with wine” (tob 

yayin) suggests that the Xerxes was probably “drunk” or in “high spirits” (tob) along 

with the rest of the men (cf, Judges 16:25, “And when their hearts were merry (tob), they said, ‘Call 

Samson, that he may entertain us.’ So they called Samson out of the prison and he entertained them. They made 
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him stand between the pillars.” 1 Samuel 25:36, “And Abigail came to Nabal, and behold, he was holding a feast 

in his house, like the feast of a king. And Nabal’s heart was merry within him, for he was very drunk (tob). So 

she told him nothing at all until the morning light.” 2 Samuel 13:28, “Then Absalom commanded his servants, 

‘Mark when Amnon’s heart is merry with wine (tob), and when I say to you, “Strike Amnon, then kill him.”’”) 

and he foolishly got the idea to “show off” or “exhibit” or “display” (leharot) his 

beautiful wife. This was to be the climax of the giant stag party. The Hebrew term for 

“wine” (yayin) is used six times in Esther and the Hebrew word for “drinking party” 

or “feast” is used 8 times.  So there is a lot of heavy drinking going on in the Persian 

court of Xerxes’ during the book of Esther. 

A Night in Tunisia 

"Night in Tunisia" is a jazz standard written by Dizzy Gillespie in 1941. It is also known lyrically as "Interlude", under 

which it was recorded by Sarah Vaughan. Gillespie himself called the tune "Interlude" and says "some genius decided 

to call it 'Night in Tunisia'". Tunisia is the northernmost country in Africa, covering 64,000 square miles. Its 

northernmost point, Cape Angela, is the northernmost point on the African continent. It is bordered by Algeria to the 

west and southwest, Libya to the southeast, and the Mediterranean Sea to the north and east. Tunisia's name is derived 

from its capital city, Tunis, which is located on Tunisia's coast. In 2004, The Recording Academy added the Dizzy 

Gillespie’s 1946 recording of the song to its Grammy Hall of Fame. "Night in Tunisia" was one of the signature pieces 

of Gillespie's. Gillespie said the tune was composed at the piano at Kelly's Stables in New York. Strangely, on his 

famous live album A Night at Birdland Vol. 1, Art Blakey introduces his cover version of the song with this statement: 

"At this time we'd like to play a tune [that] was written by the famous Dizzy Gillespie. I feel rather close to this tune 

because I was right there when he composed it in Texas on the bottom of a garbage can." The audience laughs, but 

Blakey responds, "Seriously." The tune became closely identified with Blakey's Jazz Messengers, who often performed 

it. One of its most famous performances is Charlie Parker's recording. 

“The moon is the same moon above you Aglow with it's cool evening light But shining at night, in 

Tunisia Never does it shine so bright. The stars are aglow in the heavens But only the wise understand 

That shining at night in Tunisia They guide you through the desert sand. Words fail, to tell a tale Too 

exotic to be told Each night's a deeper night In a world, ages old. The cares of the day seem to vanish 

The ending of day brings release Each wonderful night in Tunisia Where the nights are filled with 

peace.” 

 

Mama told King Lemuel in Proverbs 31:4, “It is not for kings to drink wine, 

or for rulers to take strong drink, lest they drink and forget.” Lay off the booze if 

you’re the king is a biblical warning. The most analogous biblical situation occurs in 

Daniel 5. King Belshazzar, during a banquet for his noblemen, and “under the 

influence of the wine,” orders that the gold and silver vessels stolen from the temple 
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in Jerusalem be brought out to be used for partying (5:2). In divine response to this 

sacrilege, handwriting appears on the wall and Daniel decodes it as predicting 

Belshazzar’s loss of the Babylonian empire to the Persians and the Medes. 

In verse 10 we read that Xerxes sends seven royal “eunuchs” to fetch 

his fetching queen. Here is the first mention of “eunuchs” in the book. The 

Hebrew term traditionally translated “eunuch” or “chamberlain” (saris) 

appears 12 times in the book of Esther, more than any other book of the 

Bible, and there are at least 11 “eunuchs” named in the book - Mehuman, 

Biztha, Harbona, Bigtha, Abaqtha, Zethar, Carkas, Hegai, Shaashgaz, 

Bigthan, Teresh. Amazing to me, commentators do not dwell on the 

prevalence of these “eunuchs” in this book. I think the frequency of notation 

of “eunuch” deserves some treatment or the Lord wouldn’t have put them in 

the story. I say “at least” 11 “eunuchs” are named in the book because the 

root Hebrew word, saris, is translated “eunuch” or “official” in the Old 

Testament (Genesis 37:36, “Meanwhile the Midianites sold him in Egypt to Potiphar, Pharaoh’s 

officer (saris), the captain of the bodyguard.” 2 Kings 18:17, “So the king of Assyria sent Tartan and 

Rab-saris and Rabshakeh from Lachish to King Hezekiah with a large army to Jerusalem.”). So the 

context of the passage determines whether it will be “eunuch” or “official.” 

The root word saris and its cognates appears 47 times in the Old 

Testament. Most commentators translate the word “official,” unless the 
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context clearly indicates a harem relationship. The etymology of the Hebrew 

word is in wide dispute with most scholars coming down on the side of an 

Akkadian derivation of a word meaning “chief,” or “one who stood at the 

top” or “one whose place was at the king’s head” – all of which argues for a 

general translation of “officer” or “court official.” However, in the book of 

Esther the word has been uniformly translated “eunuch” in the NESV (but not 

the NASB). 

Recently, liberal writers (eg, Bruce L. Gerig, John McNeill, et. al.), in 

an attempt to reflect the cultural normalization of homosexuality, have begun 

to translate saris as “eunuch” rather than “officer” in many more places, 

particularly Old Testament Church places, than past scholars; for instance: 

*“eunuchs” in King Jeconiah’s court (2 Kings 24:15; 25:19; Jeremiah 29:2, “this 

was after the king and the queen and the court eunuchs or officials (saris)”), 

*“eunuchs” in King Zedekiah’s court (Jeremiah 41:16)  

*Daniel as a “eunuch” in King Nebuchadnezzar’s court (2 Kings 20:18, 

“they shall become eunuchs or officials (saris) in the place of the king of Babylon” = Isaiah 

39:7 = Daniel 1.) 

*Nehemiah as a “eunuch” in King Artaxerxes’ court (Nehemiah 2:1, “I took 

up wine and gave it to the king”).  
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These pro-homosexual writers point to a perceived pro-“eunuch” 

attitude that pervaded the later Jewish Church evidenced, they argue, in such 

disputed passages as: 

*1 Samuel 8:15 (“And he will take a tenth of your seed and of your vineyards, and give to his 

eunuch or officers (saris) and to his servants.”) Deuteronomy 17:14-17; Judges 2:10-

12; 1 Kings 11:1-3 (according to Taylor and Snaith in “Eunuch” in 

Hastings, Dictionary of the Bible, 1962 

*I Chronicles 28:1, xxxxxxx 

*2 Kings 24:15, xxxxxxx 

The hermeneutical problem with seeing “eunuch” where “officer” is 

contextually preferred is that it sets up the interpretive framework for bootlegging 

homosexuality into the life of the Old Testament Church when God clearly and 

unequivocally condemns the practice as perverting the created order of humanity. 

The liberal argument goes like this: 

Matthew 19:12 is seen as a touchstone: “For there are eunuchs who were born 

that way from their mother’s womb; and there are eunuchs who were made eunuchs by men; and 

there are eunuchs who were themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. He who is able 

to accept this, let them accept it.” The liberals scholars argue that the Hebrew term, 

saris translated “eunuch,” doesn’t have to mean physical castration or 

abnormality, but rather just the physical attraction of same sex partners – 

homosexuality. When a man has no desire for a woman he is essentially a 
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“eunuch” and thus directs his affection towards another man. Furthermore, 

they maintain that Yahweh invites “eunuch/homosexuals” into the orthodox 

Church assembly in Isaiah 56:3-5. For examples, they point to this “eunuch”-

type/homosexual relationship between: 

*Jonathan and David in 1 Samuel 18 

*Nebuchadnezzar and Daniel as interpreted in Daniel 14:2 of the New 

American Catholic Bible (Daniel “was living with the king”), 

corroborated by the reference in the writing of the Greek physician, 

Ctesia of Cnidos, of “bedside companions” or “bedfellow” for the 

meaning of the Greek (LXX) equivalent of saris or “eunuch” 

(eunouchos; cf, Sophocles and Euripides in Liddell & Scott, Greek-

English Lexicon). 

These liberal pro-homosexual writers turn to conservative scholar Robert Gagnon 

(The Bible and Homosexual Practice, 2001) for comfort when he writes on his 

January 16, 2007 website (in response to Maliks Faris of Princeton University) that, 

“Probably ‘born-eunuchs’ in the ancient world did include people 

homosexually inclined, which incidentally puts to the lie that oft-repeated 

claim that the ancient world could not even conceive of personas that were 

congenitally influenced toward exclusive same-sex attractions.” 

 

Since sex was such a preoccupation of ancient rulers, those who attended the 

ruler were exposed to the most beautiful women in the kingdom and there was a 
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realistic awareness of the extraordinary temptation presented to the king’s male 

household officers. Jewish Church monarchs had the same concern as evidenced in 

multiple biblical passages where “officers” could be translated “eunuchs” (1 Samuel 

8:15; 1 Kings 22:9; 2 Kings 8:6; 9:32; 23:11; Jeremiah 29:2; 34:19; 38:7), although 

eunuchs would have been excluded from the Church gatherings according to Mosaic 

law in Leviticus 22:24 and Deuteronomy 23:2. Underlying this biblical prohibition is the idea that 

castration damagers God’s good creation. Holiness is symbolized in wholeness. Moreover, God’s blessing upon all 

living creatures was that they should “be fruitful and multiply” (Genesis 1:22, 28; 8:17).  

It was common practice for the ANE battle victors to castrate their 

prisoners as Nebuchadnezzar will do it in 2 Kings 20:18 (cf, Herodotus, 6, 

32), and to castrate dead enemies as David did it in 1 Samuel 18:27. The 

reason this practice is important to know for studying the book of Esther is 

that the text tells us the names of all the “eunuchs” in the book, and to the 

best of our knowledge, they are all Persian names; they are not the names of 

foreign prisoners of war. Now it’s possible that the Persian “eunuchs” were 

all prisoners of war and had been given Persian names or that our knowledge 

is deficient and these 11 names were not, in fact, Persian names. Taking the 

simplest and most plausible understanding of these individuals, it would 

appear that they were all Gentile Persian citizens serving Xerxes since 

prudence would dictate that wouldn’t have foreign captives guarding his 
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bedroom at night (2:21) nor have them close to him in the royal precincts 

(1:10). It they were Persian Gentiles then the act of castrating them simply to 

have them serve in the royal house would be very controversial and upsetting 

to the peace of Susa the Citadel. Besides, castrating Persian Gentiles for 

government service is not substantiated by historical documents.  

Thus, I thought the best interpretation of all these “eunuchs” in the 

book of Esther is to consider the trendy scholarship coming from the 

homosexual activities who see saris not be translated “eunuch,” meaning 

“castrate,” but rather “gay official.” There is nothing in the Esther text about 

Xerxes sexual appetites that would prevent the existence of rampant 

homosexual activity in the royal house as long as the heterosexual passions of 

Xerxes were satisfied. 

However, as much as I would like to substantiate rampant sexual perversion in 

the court of Xerxes, sullying even more the royal political environment that Esther 

had to deal with, the fact is that the royal religious environment condemned 

homosexuality. The more I studied this issue the more I discovered. I eventually 

discovered the sacred Zoroastrian text, Vendidad, which stated: 

“Ahura Mazda answered: 'The man that lies with mankind as man lies with 

womankind, or as woman lies with mankind, is the man that is a Daiva 

(demon); this one is the man that is a worshipper of the Daivas, that is a male 

paramour of the Daivas, that is a female paramour of the Daivas, that is a wife 

to the Daiva; this is the man that is as bad as a Daiva, that is in his whole being 
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a Daiva; this is the man that is a Daiva before he dies, and becomes one of the 

unseen Daivas after death: so is he, whether he has lain with mankind as 

mankind, or as womankind. The guilty may be killed by any one, without an 

order from the [high priest] (Dastur), and by this execution an ordinary capital 

crime may be redeemed.” 

 

The conclusion I am forced to draw is that the “eunuchs” noted in Esther were 

not practicing homosexuals because Xerxes fancied himself as a faithful, if non-

observant, Zoroastrian. So the saris were either castrated young men (eg, Hegai, 

Shaazhgaz, Hathach, Harbonah, 8:9; 1:10) (“eunuchs”) dedicated to the harem duties 

for the king or heterosexual “officers” of the government (Harbonah, et al, 1:10 and 

Bigthan and Teresh in 2:21). 

The influential medieval German Archbishop and scholar, Rabanus Maurus 

(780-856) wrote that allegorically, Vashti symbolizes the Jewish people in that the 7th 

day of the banquet prefigures the beauty of the age in which the incarnate Lord 

manifested with more abundant grace all the mysteries of the Law and Prophets. The 

sentence passed against Queen Vashti foreshadows the sentence passed by Christ 

against the arrogance of the Jews in favor of the unbelievers. Baloney. This is 

straight-forward reporting. 

The story of Vashti and harem life is given fictional flavor in the literary collection of A Thousand and One 

Nights, a collection of folk tales from ancient and medieval Arabic, Persian, Mesopotamian, Jewish  and Egyptian 

literature published in English in 1706. Vashti refused to make a spectacle of herself at her 

husband’s drunken revel. We are not told why she refused but some ancient Jewish 
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commentaries (1 & 2 Targums) have suggested that Xerxes wanted his wife to appear 

naked or give a strip-tease before the high-ranking (sar) “men” (am). The Jewish 

authorities read verse 1:11 as saying she was to wear only a “crown” (turban). She 

was, after all, to “perform” (asah) as it says in verse 15. The Jewish 2nd Targum reads:  

“And the King said to the eunuchs, ‘Go, say to Queen Vashti, Rise from your royal throne, and strip yourself 

naked, and put on a crown and take a gold cup in your right hand and a gold pitcher in your left hand, and 

come before me and before the 127 crowned officials, that they might see that you are a most beautiful 

woman.’” Herodotus notes that the Lydian king Candaules (735 BC - 718 BC) contrived to have his servant 

Gyges see his queen naked because he was so proud of her beauty (1, 8-13). 

 

We must remember that Vashti is the queen, not a mere concubine to be toyed 

with. Herodotus and Plutarch tell us that Persian wives could be present at banquets 

(cf, Nehemiah 2:6) but would leave before the drinking began: “we Persians have a custom 

when we make a great feast to bring with us to the board our wives and concubines, and make them sit beside us. 

Now then, as thou has received us so kindly, and feasted us so handsomely, and givest moreover earth and water 

to King Darius, do also after our custom in this matter.” Herodotus, 5, 18; Plutarch, Lives, “Artaxerxes.” 5. 

At Belshazzsar’s banquet, only harem women and concubines are present 

(Daniel 5:2) until the queen comes in to see the writing on the wall (Daniel 5:10). 

There were, thus, circumstances where it was improper for women of rank to be 

present at such dinners. In Esther 1, not merely the drinking bout but the entire 

banquet was segregated. By appearing before males, including commoners – 

especially when the king himself was drunk and not able to provide protection - 

Vashti would be behaving like a commoner, even a concubine, and at the whim of the 

drinking men in attendance. Xerxes’ insistence that she wear the royal crown (even if 

she is to be fully dressed) only heightens the degradation by calling attention to her 
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status, as does the frequent reference to her as a “queen” eight times, all the while 

being subjective to her husband’s lewd and inappropriate demands. 

Vashti is a counterpart not woman to Esther. Vashti’s recalcitrance contrasts 

with Esther’s docility. Esther comes into Vashti’s place, a station whose constraints 

Vashti tested. Xerxes will, at Memuchan’s advice, seek a woman who will be “better 

than” Vashti (1:19) and by Memuchan’s standards that can only mean one thing – 

one who is willing to subordinate herself to her husband wishes and whims. The 

contrasting of Vashti, who refuses to come when bidden, with Esther, who insists on 

coming without being bidden, is stark. Esther is contraposed to Vashti not only in her 

initial obedience and pliability but also in the subtlety of her efforts to sway the king 

to her will.  

The comparison between the two queens is not only moral, but pragmatic. 

Vashti is an example of how not to get things done and Esther is an example of how 

to get things done. Vashti’s blatant self-assertion is simply not the way to get along in 

the unbelieving Persian court of Xerxes. Pragmatically, Vashti is a model of how not 

to effect changes in an organization. Her refusal was politically, a foolish gesture 

accomplishing nothing, but perhaps making her feel good about herself. Esther was a 

political player! 

You don’t confront the power of the state. Vashti is the female counterpart to 

Moses who killed an Egyptian officer of the state in Exodus 2:11-12. Rather than 
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minding his own business Moses injected himself into a third party dispute and then 

vanished from the scene, just like Vashti. Esther, wheedled and consoled and batted 

her eyes and ingratiated herself into a position of power in a hostile state. Do you 

confront or do you accommodate? There are no easy answers and no certitude in 

living a faithful life in the midst of a hostile society when everyone, including some 

in the Church, is looking to trip you up. 

According to the Talmud (Megilla), Vashti was one of the four most beautiful 

women in the world, along with Sarah, Rahab and Abigail (Meg. 15a). Interestingly, 

Hollywood always portrays this to be the case beginning with the 1960 movie, Esther 

and the King, where Italian beauty queen and voluptuary, Daniela Rocca, played 

Vashti. Historian Will Durant, perhaps copying Herodotus, writes that “Xerxes was 

every inch a king – externally; tall and vigorous, he was by royal consent the 

handsomest man in his empire.” (History of the World). So we apparently have a 

movie star couple here: “Among all this multitude of men there was not one who, for beauty and stature, 

deserved more than Xerxes himself to wield so vast a power” (Herodotus 7, 187). 

Side note: There is no extra biblical sources that mention “Vashti,” or “Esther” for that matter. We do have the 

Talmudic tradition that sees Vashti as the granddaughter of the great Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar. What 

those sources do mention is that the queen of Persia at the time of Xerxes was named, “Amestris,” a Persian 

Gentile (Herodotus 7, 14, 61; 9, 112). Herodotus claims that Persian law restricted royalty to just seven 

aristocratic families. The name “Vashti” is impossible to translate into Greek and given the pronunciation 

difficulties it is quite possible that the name “Vashti” and “Amestris” are renderings of the same Persian name, 

or so say some scholars (J.S. Wright, “The Historicity of the Book of Esther,” 1970; and W. H. Shea, “Esther 

and History,” 1976). If the names are attached to the same queen, then there is an interesting story behind 

“Vashti.”  

Based on data inferred from the Greek physician Ctesias (History of Persia, 13, 51), Amestris bore no children 

after 483. Amestis at the time of Xerxes’ feast was a person with influence in the king’s retinue. Her 

marginalization would have begun with the banquet described in Esther 1. Amestris is described as strong-

willed, superstious and brutal, once ordering 18 noble Persian youths to be buried alive as a thank offering to 

her Zoroastrian gods (Herodotus 7, 113-114; 9, 112). On the way back from the Greek campaign, Amestris 
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gave Xerxes a robe she had personally woven, Xerxes was tricked into giving this robe to his niece (e.g., 

Artaynte), with whom he was seeking to have an affair. In fact, he had attempted also to have an affair with his 

neice’s mother, his brother’s (Masistes) wife. Once Amestris found out about the affairs, she had her sister-in-

law mutilated. Amestris is not mentioned after this event during Xerxes reign – apparently suffering the 

consequences of her own vindictiveness. She reappears as a strong queen-mother later, after Xerxes was 

assassinated in 465, during the reign of their youngest son, Artaxerxes I. As queen mother, according to Dr. 

Ctesias, she pressured the king to behead 50 Greek prisoners and crucify another. She died in 424. 

Having said all this about the possible connection between “Vashti” and “Amestris,” one prominent 

Esther scholar (Gordis) has argued that because of the Greek tendency to shorten foreign names (i.e, “Sander” 

for “Alexander”) there is some evidence for “Esther” being the a form of the name “Amestris.” 

An interesting story from Herodotus illuminates the danger and the blood-thirstiness of the Persian 

court: Xerxes had a warrior brother called Masistes, who had a beautiful wife who Xerxes wanted to sleep 

with. She rebuffed him, so Xerxes conspired to marry Masistes daughter, Artaynte, to his son, Darius. Xerxes 

soon fell in love with his new daughter-in-law, and Artaynte returned the affection. Herodotus writes, “Then 

Artaynte said to Xerxes, ‘Will you give me whatever I like to ask?” Xerxes, suspecting nothing less than that 

her choice would fall where it did, pledge his word, and swore to her. She then, as soon as she heard his oath, 

asked boldly for a long robe of many colors woven by Xerxes wife, Amestris.” Xerxes tried to avoid giving the 

robe to Artaynte, offering cities, armies, anything other than the robe from his strong-willed wife Amestris. 

Nothing would satisfy Artaynte except the special robe, so he gave it to her. And she wore it all around the 

royal precincts. Queen Amestris was not mad at Artaynte but rather her mother, the wife of her brother-in-law, 

General Masistes. Queen Amestris made an unusual request to a smitten king to give her, as a present, the wife 

of Masistes and the mother of Xerxes young concubine. Worn down by guilt and queeny pleadings, Xerxes 

gave in. Herodotus picks up the story: “Amestris sent for the spearmen of the royal body guard, and caused the 

wife of Masistes to be mutilated in a horrible fashion. Her two breasts, her nose, ears and lips were cut-off and 

thrown to the dogs; her tongue was torn out by the roots, and thus disfigured she was sent back to her home.” 

Masistes, looking for revenge, took his sons and friends to kill Xerxes. However, Xerxes attacked him first and 

killed all of the revenge-minded mob (History, 9, 109-111). Just a day in the court life of Xerxes. Rabbinic 

tradition in the Talmud has Vashti being executed by Xerxes, but then we have the story of Amastris and her 

life after Xerxes.  

 

Some older scholars see Vashti’s refusal to come to Xerxes’ feast as motivated 

by the fact that she was holding a “blast” or “feast” of her own and was unwilling to 

depreciate her banquet by gracing his. For instance, the 17th century Puritan Matthew 

Henry puts it, “Thus, while the king showed the honor of his majesty, Vashti and her 

ladies showed the honor of their modesty, which is truly the majesty of the fair sex.” 

It is also noted by some 19th century scholars that Xerxes treated Vashti with respect 

when he sent royal eunuchs to summon her, since that was the proper, formal way of 

invitation. 
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Xerxes response to Vashti’s refusal is, of course, “burning rage and anger” 

(verse 12). This would be the response of any powerful barbarian cad, and it was 

typical of the volatile and mercurial Xerxes: in the future he will burn with anger 

against Haman (7:8), and I have noted that Xerxes “burned with anger and rage” over 

may things, large and small. He was quickly enraged but easily consoled. 

Frankly, the reasons for Vashti’s obstinacy are irrelevant, all that is important 

for the story is that she was flouting the king’s authority over her as a subject of his. 

Xerxes was furious since his sovereignty was being publicly questioned before the 

seven royal eunuchs and more, as the gossip went through the gathering - a very bad 

precedent in the Persian court. Commoners didn’t do that sort of things to royals, and 

women didn’t do that sort of things to men in ancient pagan societies. 

In any case. Xerxes gets rid of Vashti in his third year (1:3) and does not marry 

Esther until his seventh year (2:16) so he had had plenty of free time to debauch. 

Additionally, between these two domestic events Xerxes made his disastrous 

expedition to Greece. 

 

1:13 Then the king said to the wise men (chakham) who knew the times 

(for this was the king's procedure toward all who were versed in law 

(doth) and judgment (dhin), 14 the men next to him being Carshena, 

Shethar, Admatha, Tarshish, Meres, Marsena, and Memucan, the seven 

officials (sar) of Persia and Media, who saw the king's face, and sat first in 

the kingdom): 15 "According to the law, what is to be done to Queen 

Vashti, because she has not performed (asah) the command of King 

Ahasuerus delivered by the eunuchs?" 16 Then Memucan said in the 

presence of the king and the officials, "Not only against the king has 
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Queen Vashti done wrong (awah), but also against all the officials and all 

the peoples who are in all the provinces of King Ahasuerus. 17 For the 

queen's behavior will be made known to all women, causing them to look 

at their husbands (baal) with contempt (bazah), since they will say, 'King 

Ahasuerus commanded Queen Vashti to be brought before him, and she 

did not come.' 18 This very day the royal (sarah) women of Persia and 

Media who have heard of the queen's behavior will say the same to all the 

king's officials, and there will be contempt (bazah) and wrath (qetseph) in 

plenty. 19 If it please the king, let a royal order (literally, “a word of the 

kingdom”) (imrah) go out from him, and let it be written among the laws 

of the Persians and the Medes so that it may not be repealed, that Vashti is 

never again to come before King Ahasuerus. And let the king give her 

royal position to another (ruth) who is better (tov) than she. 20 So when 

the decree made by the king is proclaimed throughout all his kingdom, for 

it is vast, all women will give honor (yokar) to their husbands, high and 

low alike." 21 This advice pleased the king and the officials (sar), and the 

king did as Memucan proposed. 22 He sent letters to all the royal 

provinces, to every province in its own script and to every people in its 

own language, that every man be master (sarar) in his own household and 

speak according to the language of his people. 

 

Xerxes gathers his cabinet, his chief counsellors, that is those who had the 

royal right to “see the king’s face,” for advice on how to interpret the law of the land 

(vss. 1:3, 10, 11, 14; Genesis 19:13, 27; 1 Samuel 2:18; c.f., 2 Samuel 14:24, “And the king said, ‘Let him dwell 

apart in his own house; he is not to come into my presence.’ So Absalom lived apart in his own house and did not 

come into the king’s presence.” Matthew 18:10, “See that you do not despise one of these little ones. For I tell you 

that in heaven their angels always see the face of my father who is in heaven.”). There is no admission of 

ignorance of the law or administrative weakness on Xerxes part, just how is the best 

way to handle this public relations disaster, ie, “lets get our stories straight” lest 

disobedience, social chaos and domestic insurrection spread throughout the kingdom, 

particularly among the political wives; Proverbs 15:22 “Without counsel plans fail, 
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but with many advisers [the plans] succeed.” These “knowers of the law and 

legislation,” these “political advisers” (verse 13) are there to guide the king in making 

reasonably popular decisions so that he isn’t overthrown by angry nobles, as has 

happened before in Persia (Herodotus 3, 31). 

One of those “lawyers,” those “wise men” was Memucan (verse 14) who was a 

“prince of the realm who proves his worth as a “wise” counsellor (chakham) (Psalm 

19:7; Ezra 7:14) to Xerxes and goes down in biblical history as an influential court 

advisor, because he told Xerxes that big principles were at stake here, not just 

personal pique. Memucan tells Xerxes that Vashti had done the king “wrong” (awah) 

(verse 16). The Hebrew word for “wrong” employed here means “turned upside 

down” or “acted perversely” – exceedingly strong language that compels the 

aggrieved king/husband to act (c.f., David was “wronged” or treated perversely (awah) by Shimei by 

showing him disrespect in 2 Samuel 19:19). In the Bible, to disobey is to despise: Proverbs 14:2 

(“Whoever walks in uprightness fears the LORD, but he who is devious in his ways despise him.”) and 

Proverbs 15:20 (“A wise son makes a glad father, but a foolish man despises his mother.”)  

Furthermore, Vashti’s “wrongful” or “perverse” (awah) action will cause, not 

might cause, other high ranking wives (literally, “princesses,” sarah) to hold their 

husbands (Hebrew = baal = “owner,” “lord” as in Genesis 20:3; Deuteronomy 24:4; Hosea 2:16) in 

“contempt,” or “scorn” or “distain.” The Hebrew word for “wrath” (qetseph) in verse 

18 is the strongest Hebrew word for “anger” in the Hebrew language, and we get an 
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indication of that with the phrase, “in plenty.” This Vashti situation is political 

dynamite and Xerxes has got to throw water on it lest he find himself assassinated in 

his bed by angry husbands. 

The issue, buddy, Memucan says, is bigger than just your domestic squabble. It 

is a national (“all the officials, all the people, all the provinces”) political 

conflagration that will give license to wives to be disobedient wherever and whenever 

they feel so inclined. The required and immediate response, O Great King, is to nip 

this thing in the bud by issuing an irrevocable law that requires all Persian wives – 

“high and low” - regardless of social standing – to “honor” or “esteem” or “value” or 

“treat as precious” their husbands as their “lords” and “owners” (baal) (verse 20). 

Furthermore, Xerxes is advised to find someone “who is better, more pleasant, 

more delightful (tov) than Vashti,” thus the idea of Esther is introduced into the story 

in verse 19. It is colorful to mention that the Targum suggests that Memucan was having trouble with his own wife 

and wished to discipline her indirectly through the royal decree that he was suggesting to Xerxes.  

After verse 18, Vashti would never be called “queen” again – she had been 

called “queen” 6 times between verse 9 and 18. If she will not come to Xerxes when 

summoned, then never let her come to Xerxes again. The irony in this story is 

stunning: The greatest ruler in the world at the time, Xerxes the Great, could not get 

his wife to join him in this national festival. Vashti said “No” and caused a national 

crises. The antipode to Vashti is, of course, Esther, who by maintaining her 
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relationship with Xerxes, including having sex with him, is able to gain and preserve 

power and achieve her political goals. And all the while sacrificing her dignity - and 

spirituality. 

Vashti’s uncompromising decision not to appear at Xerxes’ stag party ended 

her political influence and ultimately caused her banishment from history. After 

chapter 1 she is mentioned in passing only three times in Esther 2 (1, 4 and 17) where 

she has been demoted in favor of Esther, who now “rules” or “reigns” or is “queen” 

(malakh) and who is mentioned at least 19 times in the book. Esther, with a more 

nuanced attitude towards the pagan king Xerxes, will enjoy a huge political and 

economic influence in the great empire of the day and will be honored for 2500 years. 

But not once is Esther mentioned in the Bible outside of the book of Esther. 

Concerning the irrevocability of the law of the Medes and the Persians in verse 

19 (8:8; Daniel 6:8, 12), there is no extra-biblical reference to confirm this 

convention. So we take the biblical mention as historical fact but with no 

corroborating evidence. However, Diodorus Siculus records the words of Darius III, 

remorseful over his ordering of the execution of Charidemus: “When the king’s anger 

abated, he at once repented and blamed himself for having made the greatest mistake, 

but what was done could not be undone by the royal authority.” (JS Wright, “The 

Historicity of the Book of Esther,” New Perspectives on the Old Testament, 1970). 
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In verse 20 we get the Persian definition of “honor:” the ability to constrain 

obedience. Memucan equates “honor” with wifely obedience and subjection to the 

“rule” or “mastery” of their lordly husbands and to treat them with “honor,” 

“esteem,” and “preciousness.” 

Verse 22 is one of the difficult verses in Esther. A national edict dictating that 

every man is to be “the master or dominant (sarar) in his own household” when the 

edictor cannot manage his own household is ironic. The Hebrew in verse 22 literally 

reads: “each man to be ruler or master over his house and to speak in the tongue of 

his people” which has led some commentators to say that Xerxes’ new law required 

that the language of the husband was to be spoken in the home. Pursuant to this 

interpretation, the great 19th century scholar, C.F. Keil, states, 

“Such a command that every man was to speak his native tongue, and to have 

it alone spoken, in his own house, is not so strange as the fact itself that an 

edict should be issued commanding that the husband should be master in the 

house, especially in the East, where the wife is so accustomed to regard the 

husband as lord and master” (Commentary on the Old Testament, 1870). 

 

Some commentators note that Nehemiah made a big deal out of the husband’s 

language being spoken in the home, and not the language of the foreign mother. 

Judah was losing her culture as the kids spoke mom’s language of Ashdod, Ammon, 

Moab, etc. This was important enough for Nehemiah to both physically punish the 

parents for letting their kids lose the Hebrew language and also to actually prohibit 

mixed marriages because of the loss of the Hebrew language (Nehemiah 13:23-24). 
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Nehemiah knew that without the unity of language, Babel would repeat itself 

(Genesis 11). So the point these Esther commentators are making here is that this is 

an edict by which the most powerful man in the world is telling the Persian men to 

insist that his language be spoken in the house in order to keep his wife in submission 

but also to preserve the Aryan culture. 

But in fairness to the text, I think another interpretation may be made. There is 

a socio-political point being made in 1:22, and 3:13 and 8:9 and 9:20, 29 where 

speaking the language of the local population is required. Note the three-fold 

repetition emphasizing that the king’s edict was sent “to each province in its own 

script,” “to each people in its own language,” and “speak according to the language 

of [the husband’s] people.” This is a recognition that the multiple ethnic groups in 

Persia had not been assimilated into the majority culture speaking Aramaic. From 

archeology we know that Cyrus encouraged the development of minority cultures in 

Persia by restoring the unique religious sanctuaries of his subject people and even 

returning exiled minorities, including Jews, to their home territory. The seeds of 

national destruction have been sown. 

Aramaic was the official diplomatic and commercial language spoken 

throughout the kingdom, but written public pronouncements were trilingual in 

Aramean, Babylonian and Susian to try and cover as many of the minorities as 

possible.  
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*Archeology has discovered that in Persia proper the dialects of Elamitic, 

Babylonian and Aramaean were spoken.  

*In India, Sanskrit was spoken and written.  

*In Babylonia, Assyria and Sumeria, Assyrian and Aramaic was spoken.  

*In Armenia, Vanek and Indo-European dialects were spoken.  

*In Asia Minor, Greek, Carian and Cappadocian dialects were spoken.  

*In Mesopotamia and Syria, Aramaic was spoken.  

*In Egypt, Egyptian was spoken.  

*In Palestine and Phoenicia, local idioms were spoken.  

*In Canaan, Arabic was spoken.  

Xerxes needed an army of translators and scribes to promulgate documents for 

his kingdom. This translation effort was to cover any mixed marriages in the 

enormous and polyglot Persian empire, much like Nehemiah points out in Nehemiah 

13:23-28 (“In those days also I saw the Jews who had married women of Ashdod, Ammon, and Moab. And 

half of their children spoke the language of Ashdod, and they could not speak the language of Judah, but only 

the language of each people.”). Herodotus writes that 60 different nations were under 

Persian rule at the time of Xerxes. The linguistic point being stressed in this edict is 

that the language of the law is to be understood by every man and woman in the 

empire. 

The absurdity of an edict commanding women to obey their husbands struck 

the Jewish rabbi authors of the Talmud as dangerously ludicrous: 

“If this first edict had not been written, the enemies would have left nothing of 

Israel. But the people said, ‘What sort of decree is this that is sent to us, that 

every man should show himself ruler in his own house? Even the weaver is 
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master in his own house’ So when the decree came instructing the destruction 

of Israel, they took that edict also as a joke.” (Rabbi Raba quote in “Megilla,” 

12b). 

 

This same incredulous grim-joke mentality was present with many Jews in Europe 

during the late 1930s concerning the anti-Semitic laws and policies being passed by 

Nazi Germany. “The German Gentiles really don’t mean this.” If Xerxes was afraid 

that the story of his impotent domestic power would spread throughout the empire by 

rumor and gossip, his edict guaranteed that everyone, husband and wife, “high and 

low,” would now hear the backstory of the controversy. Interestingly and as always is 

the case, the edict reaction against Vashti will give more public exposure to the issue 

than if the incident had been quietly resolved behind closed doors, even with her 

public rejection at the huge banquet. 

There is an analogy here: Memucan’s belief that if word gets out about what 

Vashti has done, all the wives in Persia will imitate her. This presages Haman’s 

refusal to lay hands on Mordecai alone (3:6) because he wants all the Jews in Persia 

to be destroyed. The irony is palpable, for at the end of chapter 2 an insurrection 

against the royal house will, in fact, be in the works and “Mordecai the Jew” will 

detect and report the insurrection – not the “wise men” or those trained in “the law 

and government.”  

Memucan’s suggestion that Xerxes “bestow Vashti’s queenship on another 

more worthy virgin (“another more worthy of her”) in verse 19 is strikingly 
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reminiscent of 1 Samuel 15:28 where we have Samuel’s remark to King Saul about 

David that “the Lord has this day torn the kingship over Israel from you and has 

given it to another who is worthier than you.” The Hebrew word in Esther for 

“another” (ruth) means a female friend, neighbor and companion. This act sets up an 

analogy between Vashti and Saul, the two royals deposed in favor of successors 

enveloped by God’s grace, Esther, on one hand, and David, on the other hand. Some 

commentators say that we see the background noise of Saul’s apostasy throughout the 

book of Esther despite the fact that Saul’s name never appears in the book. I don’t 

think King Saul makes an appearance in the book. 

One final note on Memucan’s reaction to Vashti’s refusal: The modern 

commentaries suggest that Memucan’s reaction is disproportionate and vastly 

inflated. The older commentaries from the 19th and early 20th centuries (Keil, 1870; 

Paton, 1908; Haley, 1885) before the age of feminism, all see Vashti’s reaction in a 

more unacceptable and negative vein. For instance,  

*The great German evangelical commentator, C. F. Keil states, 

“The counsellors press for the issue of such an edict for the purpose of making it impossible to the king to take 

Vashti again into favor, lest they should experience her vengeance on the restoration of her influence.” 

*Lewis Paton, writing his monumental more liberal commentary in l908, states 

that “there is much discussion among the older commentaries as to whether 

Xerxes was justified in putting Vashti away on this occasion.” 
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I did not find one modern commentary written after 1960 that remotely suggested 

officials that there was “much discussion” whether or not Xerxes was “justified” in 

“putting Vashti away.” These modern commentators believe that Vashti was right to 

do what she did. 

The Vashti incident reminds me of Francis Schaeffer’s warning that as we lose 

the Christian consensus in our culture all that is left will be law and power and so the 

law-givers will create a multitude of laws to govern our private behavior, and 

freedom to assert our Christian conscience will be met with governmental 

punishment. In the future, we American Christians will have to decide whether or not 

we will be Vashti or Esther. 
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Chapter 2 

2:1 After these things, when the anger (hema) of King Ahasuerus had 

abated (sakak), he remembered (zakhar) Vashti and what she had done 

and what had been decreed against her. 2 Then the king's young men 

(naar) who attended him said, "Let beautiful young virgins (bethulah) be 

sought out (baqash) for the king. 3 And let the king appoint officers in all 

the provinces of his kingdom to gather (qabats) all the beautiful young 

virgins to the harem in Susa the capital, under custody of Hegai, the king's 

eunuch, who is in charge of (shamar) the women (nashim). Let their 

cosmetics [beauty treatments] (tamruq) be given them. 4 And let the young 

woman (naarah) who pleases the king be queen instead of Vashti." This 

pleased the king, and he did so. 

 

Chapter 2 begins with the phrase, “After these things” which is an 

indeterminate time period. We don’t know the time period between the end of chapter 

1 and the beginning of chapter 2. Perhaps Xerxes was preoccupied with foreign 

military campaigns against Greece. His young royal male entourage suggested that 

perhaps, after several years, the time was right for him to get a new “queen.” Forget 

the past, move on, Xerx.  

The Hebrew word translated “abated” or “subsided” (sakak) in verse 1 

describing Xerxes’ “anger” or “rage” is the same word used in Genesis 8:1 to 

describe the Noahic flood “receding” or “pulling back” leaving some residue. The 1st 

century Jewish historian Josephus, wrote that when Xerxes’ “anger” was over he 

would have been reconciled to Vashti but that, by the constitution of the government, 

the judgment made earlier to banish Vashti was irrevocable (1:19). When Xerxes 

sobered up or “reflected on” (zakhar), he may have regretted his rash action with 

Vashti (2:1, “After these things, when the anger of the King Xerxes had abated, he remembered (reflected, 
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recollect (zekhar) Vashti.” This is a good example of Proverbs 31:4, “It is not for kings, O 

Lemuel, it is not for kings to drink wine, or for rulers to take strong drink lest 

they drink and forget what has been decreed and pervert the rights of all the 

afflicted.” There is a sense that Xerxes was getting advice not from seasoned 

advisors but from “young, inexperienced staffers” who might have been anxious for 

the king’s approval. The Hebrew word, missed in many translations, is “young men” 

or “youth” (naar). 

Interestingly, the Hebrew word translated “rage” (hema) in verse 1 has an 

association with wine, as in Hosea 7:5: “On the day of our king, the princes became sick (weak) 

with the heat of wine”, thus there is the implication that intoxication played a role in 

Xerxes current state of mind. In verse 1 we also have the passive phrase “what has 

been decreed against her” suggests to us that this was not his decision (if it was it 

would have stated “what Ahasuerus decreed against her”). The author of the book 

seems to be subtly transferring blame to Xerxes’ young advisers, a habit Xerxes will 

manifest again in chapter 7(5-7) when he flies into phony rage at hearing of the 

Haman-induced anti-Semitic plot that Xerxes, himself, had personally approved 

earlier in 3 (10-14). Perfect government administrator. 

In verses 2 and 3 we have an astonishingly innocent and quite terrible 

comment: Then the king's young men (naar) who attended him said, "Let 

beautiful young virgins (bethulah) be sought out (baqash) for the king. And let 
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the king appoint officers in all the provinces of his kingdom to gather (qabats) all 

the beautiful young virgins to the harem in Susa the capital.” The Hebrew word 

translated “virgin” (bethulah) can also mean “woman of marriageable age,” so maybe 

virginity was not the foremost criteria for Xerxes’ harem, although it probably was. 

Given Esther’s future conduct, “women of marriageable age” may be an acceptable 

translation. The Hebrew word used in verse 2 can be translated also, “virgin,” but a 

different Hebrew word, used later in verse 3 to describe the harem, must be translated 

“woman” and not “virgin,” so the concept of virginity is at least debatable for the 

“women” of the harem being “guarded” by Hegai. However, Xerxes is not going to 

want to have sex with a teenager who has had sex with a commoner. Virginal or not, 

these “young women” are to be “young” and “beautiful,” and the biblical writers use 

that phrase (tobat mareh) to describe other women, such as Rebekah (Genesis 26:7) 

and Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11:2) as being irresistibly attractive, and probably all 

teenagers. The great 4th century theologian, Jerome (Letters, 125:14), reminds us that 

that worldly philosophers drive out an old passion by instilling a new one. It is this 

principle that the 7 royal advisors applied by reducing Xerxes’ angst for Vashti by 

urging him to find a new queen-concubine. So they cured one fault by another fault 

and one sin by another sin. The Bible teaches us that we must overcome our faults by 

learning to love the opposite virtue not the same virtue. 
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We rightly condemn this pagan Persian action of “abduction” or “requirement” 

of young women (teenagers) as wicked. But the Old Testament Church did basically 

the same sinister thing under the leadership of the “elders” in Judges 21 (16). I’m 

referring to the abduction of 200 (20:47, 600 men; 21:12, 400 girls) Shiloh girls by the 

Benjaminite men in Judges 21. The text (21:11) implies that the “daughters” or 

“young women” or “girls,” depending on the translation were to be “virgins.” The 

elders of the church tell the Benjaminites to lie in wait in an ambush, then rush out 

and “gather” or “seize” or “tear away” or “grasp” the young dancing girls and carry 

them back to their own territory, away from the girls’ fathers and mothers, brothers 

and sisters. In fact, the churchmen were more vicious and ruthless than the pagans. 

One commentator said that the Hebrew words used in this Judges 21 incident 

“reflects the author’s view that the women have been forcibly seized, plundered, 

robbed and stolen (Jacqueline E Lapsley), and another commentator bluntly calls the 

Church action a “rape.” The Hebrew word translated “catch” in 21:21 (hatap) 

appears only one other place in the Old Testament, Psalm 10:9, where it appears 

twice comparing the forceful seizure of an innocent person by a wicked and violent 

man to that of a lion pouncing upon its prey to devour it. To conclude this excursus 

on Judges 21, Daniel Block, writes, “It does not seem to matter to the [Church] elders 

that these same Benjamites have only recently defended their fellow tribesmen after 

they had gang-raped a young woman.” (Judges, Ruth, The New American Commentary, 1999). 



141 
 

Mordecai and Esther, all major figures in the book of Esther are all from the tribe of 

Benjamin the abductors. The point is that the Old Testament Church didn’t have 

clean skirts when it came to the treatment of her young women. And we see no push 

back from the Persian Church at this abduction in Esther. Just the opposite, it seems. 

Sidenote on Muhammad: The Quran (which was narrated by Muhammad) refers to his life as "a beautiful pattern of 

conduct for anyone whose hope is in Allah" (33:21) and "an exalted standard of character" (68:4). Because Muhammad 

is described as the ideal pattern of conduct in the Quran, Muhammad’s actions, according to Islam, can never be wrong. 

In other words, Muhammad is the pattern of conduct that Muslims are supposed to follow. Although the Quran doesn’t 

have enough space for topics like universal love and brotherhood it does detail a list of sexual partners that Muhammad 

was entitled to more than once, sometimes in categories and sometimes with specific names (ie, Zaynab and Mary). 

Muhammad was married to thirteen women, including eleven at one time. He relegated them to either consecutive days 

or all in one night. Muhammad was a pedophile. He had sex with a 9-year-old girl named Aisha and married his 

adopted son's wife. On top of that, Muhammad had a multitude of slave girls and concubines with whom he had sex - 

sometimes on the very days in which they watched their husbands and fathers die at the hands of his army. The 9 year 

old girl, Aisha, reported that Muhammad married her when she was seven years old, and she was taken to his house as a 

bride when she was nine, and her dolls were with her. She lived with the degenerate for nine years (Sahih Muslim, 

3311). Because Muhammad had sex with Aisha, the nine year old girl, marriage to underage children can’t be wrong in 

our day since Muhammad is still the pattern of conduct for Muslim men. This is precisely why the practice of marrying 

child-brides continues in the Muslim world. Some Muslims argue that Muhammad’s marriage to Aisha was part of 

God’s  divine plan and divine purpose. Young girls who had questions about sex needed someone to talk to, and who 

better for this task than the young wife of Muhammad? Further, Muhammad wanted to establish puberty as an 

appropriate age for marriage, so he decided to demonstrate this rule by marrying Aisha. Islamic clerics recognize that 

the practice can’t be condemned without condemning Muhammad and the basic tenant of Islam.  

*The Ayatollah Khomeini, who married a 12-year-old girl, even gave his consent to using infants for sexual 

pleasure.  

*According to a recent fatwa (#23672), some clerics propose relative mercy on underage girls by endorsing a 

process known "child molestation" in the West. 

*A prominent member of Saudi Arabia's highest religious council said in 2012 that girls can be married "even 

if they are in the cradle." 

 

In verse 4 we have the phrase “the girl (naarah) who pleases the king.” Xerxes 

is not looking for personality or intelligence. The Hebrew phrase is literally: “the girl 

who is good in the king’s eyes.” Remember the “girls” taken for Xerxes’ “house of 

women” were likely teenagers, around 15 years old, and the Hebrew word used here 

indicates someone between the age of weaning and being marriageable. Note in verse 

4 that the young girl was to be “queen” (malkah) but that doesn’t mean she was “to 

reign” or “rule” (sarar) in a royal sense (see sarar in 1:22 or shalat in 9:1). Esther was called 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tahrir_al-Wasilah
http://frontpagemag.com/2013/raymond-ibrahim/egypt-2012-the-year-in-fatwas/
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“queen” but she did not ever “rule” (mashal in Daniel 11:3), even after being queen 

for four years (3:7). She still occupied a weak position in the court and was, until the 

end, uncertain of her powers and authority and even needed her husband’s permission 

to officially come before him. 

The “searching” or “grasping” for “young women” or “virgins” in vss. 2-3 

sounds like the advice that the “old men” of King David’s royal entourage gave him 

in 1 Kings 1:2 (“Therefore, David’s servants said to him, ‘Let a young woman be sought for my lord the 

king, and let her wait on the king and be in his service. Let her lie in your arms, that the king may be warm.”). 

There seems to be no difference between young and old male political advisors: “Go 

seize for yourself a beautiful woman.”  

Let’s be clear: Here we have the violent “capture” (literally, “grasp” or “seize” 

or “abduct”) of young Persian teenage girls, against their will, from their homes and 

families, and forcibly brought to Susa for the rest of their lives to serve as sex slaves 

to a ruthless Sybaritic tyrant. In the Jewish Megillah, we read of rabbis who point out 

that Jewish fathers sought to hide their daughters from the lecherous Xerxes (b 

Megillah 12b; British historian Charles Hignett called Xerxes, “lecherous and cruel.” 

(Xerxes Invasion of Greece, 1964). The phase, “to the harem in Susa” literally reads 

“to the house of the women in Susa the capital” indicating that there was a residential 

side of the palace complex reserved for the king’s sex slaves. It was a royal bordello. 
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These “beautiful” teenagers would be consigned to perpetual spinster-hood and 

forced prostitution - legalized sex trafficking. 

Side note: “beauty treatments” here is literally “rubbings” from the Hebrew verb “to polish or scrape or rub.” 

Women weren’t the only ones to perfume themselves. Persian noblemen spent a great deal of time enhancing 

their looks with cosmetics, like eyeliner as the Egyptian men did. They would arrange their hair in layers of 

elaborate curls lathered with aromatic oils. Everybody likes “pleasing aromas”, including Yahweh (Exodus 

29:18, 25). 

 

This is an exceedingly tawdry episode and anyone with daughters or granddaughters, 

or frankly sons or grandsons, stands aghast at this travesty, and the narrative is 

soulless as can be. 

Midnight in the Oasis 

"Midnight at the Oasis" is a 1973 song written by David Nichtern. It was recorded by the singer Maria Muldaur, 

peaking at #6 on the Billboard “Hot 100” in the spring of 1974. Billboard ranked it as the #13 song for 1974. It was 

also nominated for both “Record of the Year” and “Song of the Year” at the 1975 Grammy Awards. The song is a 

teasing offer of a Rudolph Valentino desert love affair. “AllMusic” reviewer Matthew Greenwald describes the song as 

"so sensual and evocative that it was probably one of the most replayed records of the era. The lyrics are slightly 

suggestive and romantic and playful: “Midnight at the oasis. Send your camel to bed. Got shadows painting our 

faces, traces of romance in our heads.” The song features a memorable guitar solo by Canadian guitarist, Amos 

Garrett. Garrett has been nominated for numerous Juno Awards, the Canadian Grammies. 

“Midnight at the oasis, send your camel to bed Got shadows painting our faces Traces of romance in our 

heads. Heaven's holding a half moon Shining just for us Let's slip off to a sand dune real soon Kick up a 

little dust. Come on the cactus is our friend He'll point out the way Come on 'till the evening ends 'till 

the evening ends. You don't have to answer There's no need to speak I'll be your belly dancer Prancer 

and you can be my sheik. I know your daddy's a sultan A nomad known to all With fifty girls to attend 

him They all send him Jump at his beck and call. But you won't need no harem honey When I am by 

your side And you won't need no camel No no when I take you for a ride. Come on the cactus is our 

friend He'll point out the way Come on 'till the evening ends 'till the evening ends.” 

 

Let me add a note here about Persian pornography. Xerxes, and his 

predecessors, created for themselves an endless stream of sexual objects - a never 

ending supply of beautiful and willing, even if forced, sexual partners without names. 

Norman Doidge, in his book, The Brain that Changes Itself (2007) notes that internet 

pornography activates the addictive part of the brain which actually results in a 

rewriting the brain so that the brain requires constant feeding of the biological 

chemical, dopamine. Pornography shifts sexual intimacy from romantic eroticism to 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Nichtern
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maria_Muldaur
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Billboard_Hot_100
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Record_of_the_Year
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grammy_Award_for_Song_of_the_Year
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/17th_Annual_Grammy_Awards
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rudolph_Valentino
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Desert
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/AllMusic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amos_Garrett
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amos_Garrett
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increasingly violent and humiliating sadomasochism. In sum, addictive sexual 

activity reduces people to objects fit only for physical pleasure and release. Jeremiah 

thunders about the biological changes, the mental synapses changing, due to habitual 

sin in 13:23, “Can the Ethiopian change his skin, or the leopard his spots? Then 

also you can do good who are accustomed (literally, “schooled”) to do evil.” Sin 

has become so habitual that it has become part of one’s nature and thus it is 

impossible to break the bond it has over you. Sin has become a fixed feature of one’s 

life and behavior and thought processes. The pornographic harem practice, addiction, 

of Xerxes created and sustained the notion that women - Jews and Gentiles - were 

just objects to satisfy his whims of lustful brutality. But astonishingly, no 

commentator that I consulted ever mentions the insidious effect of harem life on the 

culture of Persia. 

2:5 Now there was a Jew in Susa the citadel whose name was Mordecai, 

the son of Jair, son of Shimei, son of Kish, a Benjaminite, 6 who had been 

carried away from Jerusalem among the captives carried away with 

Jeconiah king of Judah, whom Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon had 

carried away. 7 He was bringing up Hadassah, that is Esther, the daughter 

of his uncle, for she had neither father nor mother. The young woman 

(naarah) had a beautiful figure (tov) and was lovely to look at, and when 

her father and her mother died, Mordecai took her as his own daughter. 8 

So when the king's order and his edict were proclaimed, and when many 

young women (naarah) were gathered (qabats) in Susa the citadel in 

custody of Hegai, Esther also was taken (laqah) into the king's palace and 

put in custody of Hegai, who had charge of the women. 9 And the young 

woman (naarah) pleased him and won (nasa) his favor (hesed). And he 

quickly provided her with her cosmetics and her portion of food, and with 

seven chosen young women (naarah) from the king's palace, and advanced 

her and her young women (naarah) to the best place in the harem. 10 
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Esther had not made known her people or kindred (moledeth), for 

Mordecai had commanded (tsivoh) her not to make it known. 11 And 

every day Mordecai walked in front of the court of the harem to learn how 

Esther was and what was happening to her. 

 

We are now finally introduced to Esther and Mordecai. 

Mordecai is the dominant figure in the book. Indeed, the earliest Persian 

Christian theologian, Aphrahat (280-345), argues that Mordecai is an allegorical 

figure of Christ saving the Church from the hands of Satan (Demonstrations). 

Mordecai is called a “Jew” throughout the book (2:5; 3:4; plus six other times) 

obviously a general term from the name “Judea” meaning all Israelites and not just 

members of one tribe. The term “Jew” is first used, apart from referring to residents 

of Judah or from the tribe of Judah, in post-exilic Ezra (4:12). This term will be 

applied to all the members of the expatriate Jewish community dispersed throughout 

the Persian empire, except Esther, who while every bit as Jewish as Mordecai is 

never referred to as “Esther the Jewess but as “Esther the queen.” The name “Jew” 

only comes into the Bible from the time of the Exile and is applied to all members of 

the Jewish Old Testament Church in a hostile culture. 

Mordecai will be referred to as “Mordecai the Jew” eight times in the book, 

until the very end. Interestingly, Mordecai will never be described with any other 

qualities, like “piety,” “faithfulness,” “wisdom,” “courage,” holiness,” “obedience.” 

Ezra will be characterized as such (Ezra 7:6, “skilled in the law,” 10, “set his heart to 

study the law”), but not Mordecai. Mordecai doesn’t pray nor express his confidence 
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in Yahweh or express his obedience to the Mosaic law by objecting to Esther’s 

marriage to a pagan and what that will mean to her observance of the Torah. Neither 

Mordecai or Esther seem to understand or know or even care about the Abrahamic 

covenant. Neither one shows any inclination to living out the implications of the 

covenant in their lives. 

The Jewish name “Mordecai” is similar to the Babylonian name, “Marduka” 

which is taken from the Babylonian god named, “Marduk” (cf, Isaiah 46:1; Jeremiah 50:2). 

Perhaps Mordecai had a Jewish name but we are not given it, so the consensus is that 

he probably didn’t have a Jewish name; he’s been in Persia all his life so it is 

probably his name given him by his Jewish parents. Mordecai only appears in Esther. 

Here is another example of an exiled Jew taking the name of a pagan god without 

apparent scruples (Daniel 1:6-7). A secular inscription at Persepolis mentions a 

“Marduka” as a royal official of Xerxes, so it may be our guy. 

Mordecai was by genetic code, Church royalty. He was a member of the royal 

tribe of Benjamin. Mordecai’s genealogy argues for the historicity of Mordecai because if he had been a 

fictitious character the narrator could easily have made him a direct descendent of King Saul which would have made a 

poetic parallel with Haman who was a direct descendent of Agag. While the Hebrew language is unclear 

here, it is probable that the name “Kish” refers to the father of King Saul and that 

“Shimei” refers to the man in 2 Samuel 16 who was a member of Saul’s clan and who was a rebel against David. If 

that is the case, then Mordecai was even more royal by nature. Clearly, by nurture he 
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was royalty since he occupied a prominent place in the Persian government, perhaps 

appointed by Darius the Great. As I have noted just noted, cuneiform documents 

suggest that he may have even been the chief financial officer for Xerxes. 

In 2:6 we get the statement that Mordecai’s family was taken from Jerusalem 

with King Jeconiah (Jehoiachin) by Nebuchadnezzar in 597 BC indicating that he 

was of Jewish nobility (c.f., 2 Kings 24:14, “officers and mighty men of valor”). 

More than 100 years of exile had passed since the destruction of Mordecai’s 

homeland in 586 BC and he had still not assimilated into Persian society. He was still 

a “Jew” in a foreign land. In fact, in 538 Cyrus issued a decree permitting the Jews to 

return to Jerusalem (Ezra 1) but many satisfied Jews stayed in Persia. Those that 

stayed behind were like Lot in Genesis 13 who liked the “well-watered,” garden like 

Jordan Valley even though “exceedingly wicked” (ra) Sodom and Gomorrah were 

the population centers of the region. (See the Jews during the time of Darius in Zechariah 1:4, “Turn 

from your evil (ra) ways"). Persian society was generally pretty tolerant of religious and 

ethnic minorities. It had a bunch of non-Persian minorities as Persia conquered 

country after country. Mordecai’s extended family stayed behind in Persia, and 

stayed pretty much unassimilated in the distinct Jewish enclaves in the empire. Had 

Mordecai and Esther’s family returned to Jerusalem at some time in the previous 50 

years, she would not be available to join Xerxes’ harem. So rather than being married 

to a faithful Jewish fellow in Jerusalem, Esther ends up being forced into a sexual 
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marriage to an uncircumcised pagan tyrant, cut off from the community of faith in a 

foreign land. 

There is some thought that Mordecai may have been a eunuch since he 

apparently had access to Xerxes’ harem in 2:11. But we don’t know. Mordecai lived 

in the “citadel of Susa” along with other imperial employees. Susa had a distinct 

royal neighborhood – “the citadel of Susa” - separate from the broader city of Susa. 

Upon the death of his uncle Abihail, Mordecai took his uncle’s orphaned 

daughter into his own home and raised her as his own. The Hebrew word used here 

for “brought up” in verse 6 (omen) literally means “one who nurses.” Mordecai 

apparently formally adopted Esther (2:15, “taken her for his daughter”) as an infant 

since it would become a delicate living arrangement with a young unmarried, and 

beautiful, woman living with an older man, even if he was an uncle and perhaps a 

eunuch. Mordecai had become a father figure to Esther. Mordecai was substantially older than 

Esther since he had a responsible position with the government (“was sitting at the king’s gate,” vss. 19, 21, cf, Esther 

3:2-3; 5:9, 13). 

Just to be clear, there was another biblical Mordecai, one who led the Persian exiles back to Judaea with 

Zerubbabel in Ezra 2:2; Nehemiah 7:7 and Esdras 5:8.  

Turning to person of Esther, there are two dimensions of reality in the book of 

Esther: one seen and one unseen. Esther, herself, has two Hebrew names: “Hadassah” 

meaning “myrtle” and “Esther” from the root of “to conceal” (sathar/astir). The 

ancient rabbis related Esther’s name to the “concealment” or “hiddenness” (astir) of 
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God, as in Deuteronomy 31:8, “And I will certainly hide (astir) my face on that 

day because of all their wickedness in turning to other gods.” “Esther” is the 

Hebrew transliteration of a Persian name for “star,” as in the Babylonian name of one 

of their gods, “Ishtar,” which means the “Queen of Heaven” (meleketh shameh) or 

the “goddess of eroticism/love” as in Jeremiah 7:18 (“The children gather wood, the fathers 

kindle fire, and the women knead dough, to make cakes for the queen of heaven. And they pour out Drink 

offerings to other gods”) and Jeremiah 44:19, 25. Esther’s Persian name was probably 

given to her at the time of her coronation as queen of Persia. We see that happening 

in 2 Kings 23:34 where the Pharaoh Necco (Necco of the Suez Canal and the Battle of Carchemish) 

changes a Jewish prince’s name when he installs him as puppet king (“Eliakim” 

becomes “Jehoiakim”).  

As a relative of Mordecai, Esther’s blood was also Benjamite blue, as she was 

also part of the exiled Jewish noble class. When cultural authority was important, in 

9:29, she was identified, not only as a “queen” but as “the daughter of Abihail,” 

which presumably carried weight in the Jewish Church. Verses 5-7 imply that the 

Jewishness of Mordecai and his family was not a secret in Susa. Persian kings could 

be quite broad-minded in having foreign wives. It is reported that Sennacherib (705-

681) king of Assyria, that stalwart of decency, had the infamous Syrian-born 

Palestinian concubine (“Zakutu Naqiya”) for his wife. 

Side-note: Zakutu (701-668 BC) was the Akkadian name of Naqia. Though she 

was not Sennacherib's queen, she bore him a son, Esar-haddon (2 Kings 19:37; 

http://www.ancient.eu/Zakutu/
http://www.ancient.eu/Esarhaddon/
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etc), who would succeed him. She ruled as Queen after her son, Esar-haddon’s 

death and was grandmother to his son King Ashurbanipal (Ezra 4:10). Writings 

about Naqia-Zakutu come mainly from the reign of Esarhaddon and give 

evidence of a strong and clever woman who rose from obscurity to greatness. 

 

This domestic adoption is interesting for us Americans because, although Mordecai 

and Esther came from Jewish nobility, they were common folk in Persia as exiled 

Jews. A similar situation happened in African slavery in America where native tribal 

chiefs and nobility were enslaved (exiled) to become menial serfs in America.  

But most important about the unseen aspect of Esther is the teaching that God 

is the unseen power behind seemingly secular world history: Daniel 4:35, “all the 

inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, and he does according to his 

will among the hosts of heaven and among the inhabitants of the earth; and none 

can stay his hand or say to him, ‘What have you done?’” 

In verse 6 we get the force of the Jews being in a hostile host culture and the 

need for circumspection on the Jews’ part since they had been abducted by the 

Babylonians. The root word for “carried away” or “exile” (galah) is used 4 times in 

this single verse to make the point of Old Testament Jewish Church “enslavement.” 

To repeat, there is nothing humorous about this book. 

Note in verse 7 that Esther is described by her physical appearance and not by 

her spiritual life. The writer emphasizes her body: “beautiful figure (tov) and lovely 

to look at” – sounds like an Ira Gershwin lyric. How Esther uses her “beautiful body” 

will be critical in the book. 

http://www.ancient.eu/Ashurbanipal/


151 
 

“Lovely to Look At” 

This enchanting tribute to beauty was written for the 1935 film Roberta by Jerome Kern and Dorothy Fields. It was their first collaboration and the 

result is this haunting love ballad. Irene Dunne sang it first in the movie and then Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers reprised it later in the film. Society 

pianist Eddie Duchin’s 1935 version with Lew Sherwood singing was #1 on the hit parade and it was nominated for an Oscar that year. As an 
indication of its popularity, Roberta was remade in l952 and the movie remake was called “Lovely to Look At” after the song title. Irene Dunne said 

her proudest achievement was having Jerome Kern write this song for her. The lyrics sing that while the lover’s beautiful clothes are important, so is 

an embrace and a kiss and charm and dignity. In fact, the woman is a picture of perfection from top to bottom. 
 “Clothes must play a part To light an eye, to win a heart;  They say a gown can almost speak If it is chic.  Should you select the 

right effect You cannot miss. You may be sure,  He will tell you this Lovely to look at,  Delightful to know,  And heaven to kiss,  A 

combination like this Is quite my most impossible scheme come true,  Imagine finding a dream like you!  You’re lovely to look at,  

It’s thrilling to hold you terribly tight,  For we’re together, the moon is new,  And oh, it’s lovely to look at you Tonight! What 

appeals to me Is just your charm and dignity,  Not what you war, but just an air,  Of great repose. You are quite perfect from you 

head down to your toes.  Both night and day. I am moved to say.” 

(Lovely to Look At” performed by Eddie Duchin)  

To repeat an exegetical point: Throughout this paragraph the reference is made 

to “young women.” In the Hebrew, the word (naarah) generally means “young, 

unmarried but marriageable girls.” It is used 10 times in the book of Esther and 5 

times in this paragraph alone. The word can also mean “virgin” (cf, Judges 21:12, “And they 

found among the inhabitants of Jabesh-gilead 400 young virgins who had not known a man by lying with him, 

and they brought them to the camp at Shiloh which is in the land of Canaan.”; Deuteronomy 22:23, 28) and 

clearly, in biblical terms, if an Old Testament Church woman is suitable for marriage 

she should be a virgin. But the term can also mean a prostitute as is used this way in Judges 19 (3f) and Amos 

2 (7) (“a man and his father go in to the same girl, so that my name is profaned.”) 

The Hebrew word translated “gather” in verse 8 (qabats) (and in 2:3 and 2:19) 

to describe the “gathering of the virgins” for Xerxes’ use can mean “to press 

together” or “abduct” or “assemble” and is used to connote the forced mustering of 

an army in Joshua 1:6; Judges 12:4; and 2 Samuel 2:30. 

Verse 9 has a very important statement about Esther: she “lifts up favor,” 

(khen) she “wins favor,” she “obtains favor” or “kindness” from Hegai, the royal 
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pimp-eunuch-“custodian” or “keeper” (what a terrible connotation) of Xerxes harem, 

who Robert Jamieson, the 19th century Scottish divine, called “a repulsive old man.”  

The Hebrew words khen and hesed are typically translated “favor,” or 

“kindness,” or “grace,” and they are important words in Esther. They are important 

because they describe the motivation of Esther to “win favor,” but also because the 

words connect the book to earlier biblical figures: 

*Joseph found khen in the eyes of Potiphar because Yahweh was with him 

(Genesis 39:4) and he found khen and hesed in the eyes of the prison warden 

(Genesis 39:21) and he found kehn in the eyes of Pharaoh (Genesis 50:4).  

*Daniel found hesed in the eyes of the Babylonian governmental eunuchs 

(Daniel 1:9). 

*Nehemiah found khen in the eyes of Darius (Nehemiah 2:8, 18). 

In short, we see Esther working the crowd, including Hegai, who took a special 

interest in the young Jewess. Esther will “lift up” favors from the entire government 

circle, including Xerxes himself (vss. 15 and 17). Esther has a knack for impressing 

the royal crowd and she is gaining advantages for herself – better food, better beauty 

treatments, and more attendants. The Hebrew phrase “to win favor” (“loving 

kindness”) (hesed) carries a more active sense than just passively obtaining “favor.” 

It is used in this active sense to describe Esther in 2:15 and 5:12. That is, Esther 

strove for favor! She was beautiful and she knew it and she knew how to use her god-
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given beauty for her political and professional advancement. As Matthew Henry 

(1662-1714) charmingly put it in the 17th century, “Her wisdom and virtue were her 

greatest beauty, but it is an advantage to a diamond to be well set.”  

And if we thought that Mordecai had one foot in the Jewish Church kingdom 

and one foot in the Persian unbelieving kingdom, Esther had both of her lovely feet in 

the unbelieving kingdom. She was all in for advancement in the unbelievers’ world. 

Compare her to Daniel, who also lived in an unbelieving Persian culture and served 

in a Persian government (Daniel 5-12): 

*Esther apparently had no scruples about eating the king’s unclean food, as 

Daniel did (Daniel 1:8-21). Clearly, Esther did not strictly observe Jewish 

dietary laws so it was probably pretty easy to conceal her Jewishness at the 

dinner table. It is worth noting the exiled king Jehoiachin also ate the Persian 

king Cyrus’ unclean food without protest (2 Kings 25:29). But remember it 

was Jehoiachin who led Mordecai’s ancestors into exile 120 years earlier (2 

Kings 24) so the royal pattern was set for compromise. 

*Esther had no qualms about being the sexual plaything of the unbelieving 

tyrant. At this stage in the narrative, Esther was perfectly compliant for the 

king, the ultimate anti-Vashti, and her tactics appeared to be succeeding 

because wherever she went and whomever she met, her complaisant virtue 

won the favor of all who saw her. In the Apocrypha book of History of 
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Susanna, Daniel comes to the rescue of the beautiful Susanna. Not an inspired 

story but it gives the sense of the high esteem and piety that Daniel is held by 

Jewish scholars. 

*Esther apparently had no qualms about jettisoning the holy calendar of sacred 

festivals and adopting the Zoroastrian calendar of events. Daniel faces 

Jerusalem when he prays (Daniel 6:10-11). We not even told if Esther prays. 

*Daniel agonizes over “the desolation of Jerusalem” (Daniel 9). We’re not 

even sure Esther knew where Jerusalem was since Jerusalem is not even 

mentioned in the book of Esther. A side note here: When Persian King Darius 

the Great (Xerxes father) promises Zerubbabel, his Jewish personal envoy, 

whatever he wants, Zerubbabel responds by requesting the rebuilding of 

Jerusalem and the temple and all the temple vessels (1 Esdras 4:42-46). Not a 

peep about Jerusalem from Esther or Mordecai. They are happy to live and 

serve in Susa and Persepolis. 

*Concerning Mordecai faithfulness, remember that Nehemiah, also a high 

Jewish Persian government official in Susa, centered his attention on the 

restoration of Jerusalem (Nehemiah 1 and 2). Nehemiah’s heart is in the 

mother country, not his adopted land of Persia. He is even called “Governor 

Nehemiah” (Nehemiah 8:9; 10:1; 12:26) – governor of Jerusalem. Not 

Mordecai. He is called “Mordecai the Jew.” 
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*There is no hint that Mordecai was reticent to sacrifice his young cousin to 

his political ambition or that Esther was unwilling to become a king’s 

prostitute in order to become his queen. Indeed, Mordecai “commanded” or 

“charged” (tsivoh) her – strong language in the Hebrew – to hid her Church 

affiliation, her Jewishness.  

It is interesting to me that 19th century and earlier commentators on Esther 

defend Mordecai and Esther in her marriage to Xerxes on the grounds that Xerxes 

was not specifically a “Canaanite” and therefore marrying him was not a specified sin 

according to Moses in Deuteronomy 7:3, “You shall not intermarry with [the 

Hittites, the Girgashites, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Perizzites, the 

Hivites, and the Jebusites] giving your daughters to their sons or taking their 

daughter for your sons.” Some ancient commentators even argue that Mordecai was 

inspired by the Holy Spirit to do something extraordinary that under ordinary 

circumstances would not have been permissible according to Jewish law. Apparently 

according to these commentators, Ezra and Nehemiah had different scruples about 

domestic assimilation as we read in Ezra 9 and Nehemiah 13 because they opposed 

mixed marriages, the kind of domestic bless that Esther entered into. 

Mordecai does seem to show some concern for Esther’s physical welfare since 

verse 11 indicates that he checked up on her regularly. However, his concern is not 

for her ethics or piety or her spirituality, but rather for her health, and even survival 
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(“what was happening to her”). Good motivation, but not based on religious 

conviction. An example of Matthew 23:23, “You give a tenth of your spices – 

mint, dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more important matters of 

the law – justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have practiced the later, 

without neglecting the former.” 

In verse 10, we are not told why, but Mordecai urges Esther to keep her 

Church membership, her Jewishness private, and this was before she was queen, she 

was just a royal concubine, one of many. Clearly Mordecai believed there was the 

danger of anti-Semitism throughout Persia. Archeology (eg, Elephantine Egypt 

papyri) has confirmed anti-Semitism in the wanton destruction of the Jewish temple 

at Elephantine (Yeb) in Egypt in 407 BC. In an attempt to justify any accusation of 

deceit on Mordecai’s part, Matthew Henry seeking to absolve Mordecai, comments, 

“Mordecai did not bid her tell a lie to conceal her parentage; he only told her 

not to proclaim her country. She being born in Susa and her parents being 

dead, all took her to be of Persian extraction.” 
 

But she was part of “Mordecai the Jew’s” Family. So to the extent that Mordecai was 

known as a Jew so would she be. As far as Dr. Henry is concerned, the evidence 

seemed to show that Mordecai’s Jewishness was probably more apparent to the 

narrator then to the Persian governmental community because, says Henry, “all took 

her to be of Persian extraction.” Some testimony. Henry further argues that in the act 

of keeping her mouth shut, Esther is honoring her “father” according to the 5th 
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commandment (Exodus 20:12). After all, children are to obey their parents. So Esther 

has chosen to deny the LORD rather than deny daddy. There are times when a little sanctified off-

spring disobedience is warranted, as Jonathan showed with Saul, his father, in 1 Samuel 19. 

There doesn’t seem to be open bigotry in Xerxes government since Mordecai 

held an important position, but it seems that no one in the government knew 

Mordecai was a Jew because they don’t know why he refuses to pay homage to 

Haman, until he disclosed he is a Jew in 3:4 and that still doesn’t make any sense to 

Mordecai’s Persian colleagues. We will see the fanged teeth of religious hatred 

behind smiling faces a little later. Ezra 4:4-6 gives a hint of general anti-Semitism in 

Persia among the populace: 

“Then the people of the land [Persians] discouraged the people of Judah 

and made them afraid to build and bribed counselors against them to 

frustrate their purpose, all the days of Cyrus king of Persia, even until the 

reign of Darius king of Persia. And in the reign of Ahasuerus, in the 

beginning of his reign, [the Persians] wrote an accusation against the 

inhabitants of Judah and Jerusalem.” 

 

Some scholars (Jon Levenson, Max Rogland) have pointed to assimilation into 

the dominant culture – Jews into Aryan Persian culture - as a unifying principle in 

Esther. They argue that the real uniqueness of the story of Esther is that for most of 

Israel’s prophets and visionaries, hope for the exiled, the dispersed, lies in a return to 

geography – the Promised Land (Jerusalem). The story of Esther affirms hope apart 

from returning to the Promised Land – an echo of Jeremiah 29. For the book of 

Esther, exile is not a temporary state of being or punishment, but a permanent place 
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of prosperity, engagement and divine blessing. God was with his people in the 

exodus wilderness, he was with his people in the Promised Land, and he is with his 

people wherever they are, even dispersed throughout an unbelieving empire (Isaiah 

65:8; Jeremiah 29:4-9). 

2:12 Now when the turn came for each young woman (naraah) to go in to 

King Ahasuerus, after being twelve months under the regulations for the 

women (her), since this was the regular period of their beautifying 

(maruq), six months with oil of myrrh and six months with spices and 

ointments for women (nashim) —13 when the young woman (naarah) 

went in to the king in this way, she was given whatever she desired to take 

with her from the harem (nashim) to the king's palace. 14 In the evening 

she would go in, and in the morning she would return to the second harem 

(nashim) in custody of Shaashgaz, the king's eunuch, who was in charge of 

the concubines (piligesh). She would not go in to the king again, unless the 

king delighted (chaphets) in her and she was summoned, by name. 

 
“Kingdom of Love” 

“Kingdom of Love” is the title song to the 2006 movie, One Night with the King. Written by J.A. C. Redford, the 

evangelical composer who wrote his 1997 biography, Welcome All Wonders published by Baker Books. The movie 

portrays a romantic relationship between Esther and Xerxes, starring Luke Goss as Xerxes and Tiffany Dupont as 

Esther. The song “Kingdom of Love” was recorded by Shani Rigsbee on her 2005 album At the Casbah. 

“The beautiful queen and king are coming in all their glory 

The beautiful queen and king have arrived.” 

(“Kingdom of Love” performed by the Moscow Symphony Orchestra and vocals by Shani)( 

 

In verse 12 we have the phrase “after being 12 months under the regulations 

for the women” which would give time for pregnancy to occur caused by sex before 

the “seizing,” lest one of the “young women” was not a virgin. Persian kings were 

plagued by illegitimate offspring and Xerxes didn’t want to deal with bastard 

children. You will remember that Xerxes’s son, Darius 2, brother of King Artaxerxes, 

was called “Darius Nothos” or “Darius the Bastard” because he was thought to be 
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illegitimate. This is the same King Darius that is called “Darius the Persian” in 

Nehemiah 12.  

This paragraph in Esther is in the objective style of AP journalism: What, 

when, where, why, and who. Straight forward reporting with no judgments being 

made. I think this is one of the most degrading paragraphs in the book and the writer 

gives it to us without editorial comment. In verse 12 we have the phrase “when the 

turn came for each young woman to go in to King Ahasuerus” the sexual overtones 

are clear and unmistakable. The short phrase “to go in to” or “to enter” is used in 2 

Samuel 11:4 to describe the adulterous activity of David and Bathsheba, as well as 

Abram and Hagar (Genesis 16:2), Jacob and Leah (Genesis 29:21-23), Absalom and the 

concubine (2 Samuel 16:21-22). The phrase could also very well describe Ruth’s threshing floor activity with Boaz 

in Ruth 4:13 (“So Boaz took Ruth, and she became his wife. And he went in to her, and the LORD gave her 

conception and she bore a son.”) Furthermore, verse 14 states that “in the evening the young 

woman would go in [to Xerxes], and in the morning she would return to the 

second harem [house of women],” thus completing a sleep-over with the king. 

In order to make her relaxed and enjoy the experience with the 35 year old 

tyrant, the young woman – almost assuredly a teenager - could take “whatever she 

wanted” to the king’s bed – think of a vial or perfume or a doll or a stuffed animal to 

get the disgusting point.  
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In verse 14 we get a reference to “a second harem in the custody of Shaashgaz, 

the king’s eunuch, who was in charge of the concubines.” This “second harem,” this 

“second house of women” (nashim) under a different pimp-eunuch, probably refers to 

those “young woman” who have had sex with the king and now wait for an invitation 

for a return engagement, or not. Those who were rejected lived the rest of their lives 

like the Absalom-raped concubines of David in 2 Samuel 20:3, “And [David] took 

the ten concubines whom he had left to care for the house and put them in a 

house under guard and provided for them, but did not go in to them. So they 

were shut up until the day of their death, living as if in widowhood.” A lifetime 

of waiting and wondering how you performed in Xerxes’ bed was to be their lot in 

life! In the epic poem, The Arabian Nights there is the story of King Shehriyar who had a new bride every night but 

had her executed the next day. Finally, Scheherazade won his favor and becomes his queen. If she was one of 

the “lucky ones” Xerxes would want to have an “involvement” (chaphets) with her. 

This practice gives a new and twisted meaning to the phrase, “Queen for a Day” (TV 

show in the 1950s and 60s). 

But when it came for Esther to go into the king, we will read that she took 

“nothing.” No stuffed teddy bear for her, she knew what she wanted. She wanted the 

king! In verse 15 we have the phrase “Esther won the favor (chen) of everyone who 

saw her” – we’ve seen this descriptive phrase before applied to Esther. But the 
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Hebrew literally says: “Esther was lifting up favor (grace) in the eyes of all who saw 

her” which gives a different flavor to the teenage Esther’s eagerness. 

It is all very sordid. 

“That Night in Araby 

“That Night in Araby” is a 1926 song written by Ted Synder and Billy Rose. It was performed by Edwin McEnelly and 

his orchestra, to go with the 1926 film The Son of the Sheik, Snyder worked parts of the melody of the earlier song “The 

Shiek of Araby” into his song "That Night in Araby." 

“Far, far away We met one day, Under a sky of jade, Camels on dress parade. Pale moon above, One 

night of love, Oh! what that one night meant, Child of the Orient, Why did I ever leave your tent? I am 

dreaming of that night of love with you in Araby, I thrilled with wild delight, A thousand times that 

night. ‘Neath flaming skies, Your harem eyes, just made a slave of me, I’d give up all, Could I recall, 

that night in Araby!” 

 
 “The Shiek of Araby” 

“The Sheik of Araby" is a 1921 hit song written by Harry B. Smith, Francis Wheeler and Ted Snyder. It was composed 

in response to the popularity of the Rudolph Valentino silent film, The Sheik. The song was featured in the 1977 bio 

film, Valentino, starring Rudolf Nureyev and Leslie Caron. “The Sheik of Araby" became a Tin Pan Alley jazz standard 

and part of American popular culture in the first half of the 20th century. Clyde Doerr’s Club Royal Orchestra 

introduced the song on their first recording in 1921, and since 1921 virtually every major jazz artist has recorded the 

song, including the Beatles. The 1944 recordings of trombonist and vocalist Jack Teagarden have been cited as a big 

influence for the song’s standard status. A verse of the song appears in the 1925 F. Scott Fitzgerald novel, The Great 

Gatsby. In 1926, Fleischer Studios released a cartoon with this song, and a live action short with this title was filmed in 

the England. The “Araby” in the title refers to Arabia or the Arabian Peninsula. A side note: In 1936, Don Albert’s New 

Orleans band recorded the first version with the now familiar chant “Without no pants on” between the lines of lyrics. 

This lyrical addition got Albert’s record generally banned from radio airplay in the 30s. The song’s appeal to New 

Orleans bands may have been in the word “Araby” sharing the same pronunciation as Arabi, Louisiana, a town 

downriver from New Orleans’ 9th Ward which was a center for gambling, drugs and prostitution in the early 20th 

century. 

“I’m the Sheik of Araby, Your love belongs to me. At night when you’re asleep into your tent I’ll creep. 

The stars that shine above, Will light our way to love. You’ll rule this land with me, I’m the sheik of 

Araby.” 

(“The Sheik of Araby” performed by xxxxxxxxxx) 

 

2:15 When the turn came for Esther, the daughter of Abihail the uncle of 

Mordecai, who had taken her as his own daughter, to go in to the king, she 

asked for nothing except what Hegai the king's eunuch, who had charge of 

the women (nashim), advised. Now Esther was winning favor (chen) in the 

eyes of all who saw her. 16 And when Esther was taken (laqach) to King 

Ahasuerus, into his royal palace, in the tenth month, which is the month of 

Tebeth [January], in the seventh year of his reign, 17 the king desired 

(ahab) Esther more than all the women (nashim), and she won grace 

(chen) and favor (hesed) in his sight more than all the virgins (bethulah), 

so that he set the royal crown on her head and made her queen instead of 

Vashti. 18 Then the king gave a great feast for all his officials and 
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servants; it was Esther's feast. He also granted a remission of taxes to the 

provinces and gave gifts with royal generosity. 

 

Now the seediness of the royal whorehouse turns to Esther herself. After 4 

years of being without a queen and going through multiple sexual partners, “in the 

seventh year of his reign” Ahasuerus sends for Esther. Verse 15 tells us that everyone 

had a good impression of Esther; she was the “Belle of the Ball.” But for this to 

happen, Esther needed to make compromises. 

Still, Esther, much to feminist angst, does not challenge the cultural status quo 

or structures of male leadership, but rather is compliant and accepts and even excels 

in that male dominated social order of “finding favor” (chen) with men. And she will 

do this repeatedly throughout the book: “if I find favor (chen)” - 2:15; 5:2, 8; 7:3; 

8:5. 

The passive phrase, “if I found favor” does not appear in reference to Daniel. 

Daniel did not win the favor of “all who saw him,” because he stood for some 

religious principles and practices that were contrary to the reigning cultural 

orthodoxies (Daniel 1:8f; 3:12f). In a most difficult verse, morally, Esther “is taken” 

to the, literally “king’s house” or “apartment” (as in 2:13) like all the other young 

women were. The huge royal palace apparently had three large apartments for the 

king’s consorts: One apartment for the virgins cared for by Hagai (2:8), one 

apartment for rest of the concubines cared for by Shaashgaz (2:14), and one 

apartment for the “queen” attended to by Hathach (4:5; 2:9). 
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The Hebrew word translated “taken” in verse 16 (laqach) can also, maybe 

should be, translated “received” or “accepted,” clearly not “snatched” or “taken” 

against her will (cf, Genesis 2:23, “she shall be called Woman because she was taken out of Man”). There 

is no violation here. The implication is that she spent the night having sex with 

Xerxes and he was very pleased with her – he “desired” (ahab) her more than the 

other young women because she “won his grace (chen) and favor (chesed)” (vs. 17). 

The same Hebrew word translated “desired” or “loved” is used in: 

*Genesis 27:4 in reference to “desiring” (love) “tasty meat” 

*Genesis 34:3 in reference to Shechem, who “desire” for Dinah 

*2 Samuel 13:1 in reference to Amnon who was sick with “desire” (lust) for 

Tamar. 

Esther made an extremely strong impression on Xerxes, “wining” his “desire,” his 

“grace” and his “favor.” To prove the point, Esther is crowned queen for a day. 

So in 479 BC, four years after getting rid of Vashti, Xerxes made Esther his 

queen. During this four year period between Vashti and Esther, Xerxes is crushed in 

the battles of Salamis (480) and Plataea (479). To show his pleasure with his new 

conquest - Esther, Ahasuerus throws a huge feast and gives the people a tax holiday, 

like the false-Smerdis did years before. We are not told what the additional “gifts” 

are but clearly the Persian unbelieving population sees the elevation of Esther as 

good news, with a party to boot. 
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In verse 17 the coronation of Esther is stated in a rather straight forward 

manner. It is said that Xerxes “loved” Esther, but we need to be careful here. The 

Hebrew word translated “love” can mean the deep emotional and romantic sense of 

“love.” However, the word can also mean “lust” or “desire” depending on the 

context, and the context of this verse tells us that the criteria Xerxes is using to 

choose the women to replace Vashti is her physical beauty and her sexual prowess. 

So his feelings for the teenage Esther is probably nothing more than a pride of 

ownership and sexual arousal. Xerxes was a mercurial pig! What woman in this room 

would want to be “loved” by Xerxes? 

But there seems to be no resistance on Esther’s part, or Mordecai’s part, 

granted within a limited range, even though marrying a unbelieving Persian was a 

violation of Jewish laws, and prohibited for exiled Jews, explicitly by Ezra and 

Nehemiah (Ezra 9:1-4, 14, 10:3, 11, 18-44; Nehemiah 10:30; 1:23-27). The narrator does not indicate 

any disgust or revulsion on Esther’s or Mordecai’s part, like illicit sex does in so 

many other parts of the Bible. Political advancement seems to be the motivation 

behind so much of the thinking of Esther and Mordecai and not so much for standing 

up for the honor of Yahweh.  

Perhaps Esther and Mordecai had become so Persian in outlook, much like the 

later Jewish Sadducees became so Hellenized, that Esther and Mordecai pretended to 
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be Persians. Professor Cyrus Gordon, in his Introduction to Old Testament Times 

(1953), postulates that perhaps the duo absorbed the thinking of the Persian doctrines 

of taqiyya or religiously-sanctioned deception or “holy lying” or dissimulation and 

kitman or “secrecy” which allowed a person to deny her faith and pretend to be a part 

of another religion when faced with personal danger. Many Persians will have reason 

to fear the Jews later so they will practiced taqiyya or kitman and pretend to be Jews 

to save themselves (8:17). The LXX gratuitously adds to the Hebrew phrase “Esther’s 

banquet” in verse 18, the phrase “and celebrated the marriage of Esther.” 

But, no matter how one explains this union between the pagan king Xerxes and 

the young believer Esther, this is an example of King Solomon’s Proverbs 21:1, “The 

kings’ heart is a stream of water in the hand of the LORD, he turns it wherever he 

wills.” The Esther text does not tell us this, but we know it from other scriptures. It is 

our little secret, and we will see the LORD maneuver the actions of Xerxes several 

times in this story to accomplish the divine will of preserving the Persian Church. 

As Esther now becomes queen of Persia, she follows in the tradition of Joseph 

being introduced to the court of Egypt, and Daniel to the court of the Babylonians - 

all for a similar purpose. The common element to all three is that it was the 

mysterious hidden hand of God who brought about these secular political 

developments. But with two of them there was piety and faithfulness added. An 

interesting exercise demonstrating providence in Esther would be to match the Esther 
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narrative, verse by verse, with the Proverbs showing that almost moment by moment 

biblical Proverbs come to life in the story of Esther. 

2:19 Now when the young women (bethulah) were gathered together the 

second time, Mordecai was sitting at the king's gate. 20 Esther had not 

made known her kindred (moledeth) or her people, as Mordecai had 

commanded (tsivoh) her, for Esther obeyed Mordecai just as when she was 

brought up by him. 21 In those days, as Mordecai was sitting at the king's 

gate, Bigthan and Teresh, two of the king's eunuchs, who guarded the 

threshold, became angry (qatsaph) and sought to lay hands on King 

Ahasuerus. 22 And this came to the knowledge of Mordecai, and he told it 

to Queen Esther, and Esther told the king in the name of Mordecai. 23 

When the affair was investigated and found to be so, the men were both 

hanged on the gallows. And it was recorded in the book of the chronicles 

in the presence of the king. 

 

In verse 19, which is another uncomfortable verse in Esther, we see a reference 

to the short list of the king’s playmates – his “second harem” or “house of women.” 

As we have seen, polygamy was a common practice in Persia. It appears that even 

after Xerxes made Esther queen, she was not enough to sexually satisfy him because 

he wanted a fresh supply of concubines. This second batch of women were 

apparently not “virgins” but experienced sexual partners. The ESV has it wrong here 

when it translates the Hebrew word “virgins” and not “young women,” who are not 

necessarily virgins. These women in “the second house” under Shaashgaz were 

clearly not “virgins” since they had all been in the king’s bed at least once. 

Edwin Yamauchi, in his fine book, Persia and the Bible (1996) describes “the 

king’s gate” (shaar) as a large building in Susa where the government administrative 

and judicial offices were located, and not a pathway or a gateway or an entrance, like 
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Esther 5:1 which is a totally different word (pethach). The story of Esther is a 

political thriller because the government building, “the king’s gate,” is noted 10 times 

in the book, in 5 different chapters. In other words, the “citadel of Susa,” the “king’s 

gate,” the Persian governmental enclave, is the setting of the story. It would be like 

referring to “Capitol Hill” within Washington, DC. Archeology has determined that 

Susa was almost 5000 acres in size. It was divided into four distinct districts that 

comprised respectively the government district (the “Citadel”), the business district, 

residential district (“Susa the city”), and the rural district to the west of the city (RK 

Harrison, Introduction to the Old Testament, 1969). 

It is instructive for understanding the sexual climate of the royal household to 

note that “eunuchs” were everywhere. In fact, the Hebrew word translated “eunuch” 

(saris), comes from the Hebrew word “to castrate,” and is found 12 times in Esther, 

more than any other book in the Bible (and at least 22 more times in the biblical history of the Persian 

Church: eight times in the last part of 2 Kings and seven times in Daniel and seven times in Jeremiah, third most in the 

Bible). So random, casual sex was a pre-occupation of the Persian royalty. In verse 21 

we see another two eunuchs guarding access to Xerxes. Interestingly, the two 

eunuchs guarded Xerxes private quarters, his bedroom (“guarded the doorway or 

threshold”), so maybe they were good guys and objected to the way he treated 

women. 
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An interesting aspect of the interpretation of the book of Esther down through 

the centuries has been the Christian tendency to allegorize the book. It wasn’t until 

the 836 that the first Christian commentary on Esther was written because of its 

secular nature and that was by the influential medieval German Archbishop and 

scholar, Rabanus Maurus (780-856) who approached the book by allegorizing the 

entire thing to inject spirituality into its pages. For instance, Archbishop Maurus 

commented on the two traitorous eunuchs: 

“There is no doubt that the Scribes and the Pharisees of the Jews are signified 

by the two eunuchs who were the caretakers of the royal house and guarded the 

threshold of the palace. Indeed, it was said that even though they had the key to 

knowledge, they did not enter and did not let others enter. They wanted to 

rebel against the king and kill him because they were jealous of the teaching 

and virtue of the Savior. They constantly put him in danger and conspired with 

the ministers of Roman power to find a way to kill him.” (Explanations on the 

Book of Esther, 836) 

 

I disagree with allegorizing. The book stands by itself as a piece of historical 

narrative with great application as is. There is no need to import human allegorizing 

or spiritualizing to straight-forward history writing in order for us to benefit from this 

divinely inspired book. It wasn’t until 1471 – 600 years later - that the first scholarly 

exegesis of the book was written (Nicholas de Lyra, 1293-1339, Commentary on the 

entire Bible) as part of the first printed commentary on the Bible and which laid the 

foundation for centuries of proper exegetical scholarship.  

Back to our story, roughly 15 years later, in 465 BC, after this failed 

assassination attempt, Xerxes would be assassinated in his bedroom by one of his 
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intimate appointees (Uncle Artabanus) (as told by Herodotus). In our little Esther 

assassination incident we get a flavor of how access to the Persian king was limited 

to just his palace guard and sometimes, his wife or concubine. And when his palace 

guard are disloyal, then the wife is the last line of defense. For the moment, Mordecai 

is lost in the mist of court intrigue, even though Xerces is told who gets the credit. 

Sounds like Joseph and Pharaoh.  

Verse 22 brings Mordecai into the good graces of Xerxes and foreshadows his 

reward in chapter 6. We are not told what the process was for Queen Esther to come 

before Xerxes with the information about the assassination attempt. There is no 

reason why the royal procedure wasn’t the same as is stated in 4:11. It really is 

irrelevant how Esther came to Xerxes attention, we just know that she did. 

Interestingly, the author of Esther, whoever it is, three times invites the readers 

of Esther to check out his version of the story by consulting an apparently well-

known secular historical account of the Persian events in a lost publication, “The 

Book of the Chronicles of the kings of Media and Persia” here in Esther 2:23; 6:1 and 

10:2. As one scholar noted, “Only a writer acting in good faith would dare extend an 

invitation to his readers to check his story” (Carey Moore, Esther, 1971). 
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Chapter 3 

3:1 After these things King Ahasuerus promoted (giddail) Haman the son 

of Hammedatha the Agagite, and advanced (nasah) him and set his seat of 

honor (throne) above all the officials who were with him. 2 And all the 

king's servants who were at the king's gate bowed down and paid homage 

(shachah) to Haman, for the king had so commanded (tsavwah) 

concerning him. But Mordecai did not bow down or pay homage. 3 Then 

the king's servants who were at the king's gate said to Mordecai, "Why do 

you neglect (abar) the king's command?" 4 And when they spoke to him 

day after day and he would not listen to them, they told Haman, in order 

to see whether Mordecai's words would stand fast (amad), for he had told 

them that he was a Jew. 5 And when Haman saw that Mordecai did not 

bow down or pay homage to him, Haman was filled with fury (chemah). 6 

But he disdained (bazah) to lay hands on Mordecai alone. So, as they had 

made known to him the people of Mordecai, Haman sought to exterminate 

(shamad) all the Jews, the people of Mordecai, throughout the whole (kol) 

kingdom of Ahasuerus. 

 

The phrase “After these things” (“And it came to pass”) is a vague indication 

of later events and could have happened between the 7th year (2:16) and the 12th year 

(3:7) of Xerxes reign. 

And now we get introduced to Haman the son of an Agagite. Haman, whose 

name may come from an Elamite god, is an ambitious government official, like all 

high ranking political appointees. Nothing usual about his quest for power and the 

hold that power has on him. The story of how power has corrupted Haman’s 

relationship with Mordecai is a mirror image of Daniel 3 and the three young Hebrew 

churchmen and the golden image of the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar and 

Daniel 6 where Daniel is punished for not praying to the Persian king, “Darius the 
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Mede.” In all 3 accounts, loyalty to God is required in difficult circumstances and for 

that loyalty, God’s people are eventually rewarded by long life. 

Why Haman was “promoted” or “advanced” and not Mordecai we are not told. 

After all, it was Mordecai that foiled the assassination attempt, and not Haman. The 

Hebrew verb translated “to promote” (giddail) can be translated “to make great” and 

implies the public nature of the promotion, a slap in the face to Mordecai (cf, Joshua 3:7; 

4:14; 1 Chronicles 29:25, (“And the LORD made Solomon very great in the sight of all Israel and bestowed on 

him such royal majesty as had not been on any king before him in Israel.”). 

What is interesting about Haman is his family background. Is Haman a 

descendent of the biblical King Agag of the Amalekite nation or is he from a Persian 

family from the province of Agag? It is a matter of some dispute among 

commentators. A quandary here: The narrator of Esther represents Haman as being a 

“son of Hammadatha the Agagite.” Is the mention of “Agagite” a reference to a 

people or to a place, ie, “Hammadatha the Seattleite”? In the Hebrew the text reads 

“Haman the son of Hammedatha the Agagite” not “Haman the Agagite, son of 

Hammadatha.” In other words, it seems that Hammadatha is the “Agagite.” (cf, 

Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, 1964) 

I maintain “Agag” is a place in this instance and not a people. I like the 

straight-forward secular interpretation of the lineage of Haman and Mordecai. 

First, in 1 Samuel 15:33 Scripture indicates that when King Agag of the 

Amalekites fell at the hands of Samuel he was the last of his line: “As your sword 
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has made women childless, so shall your mother be childless (bereaved) (shahol) 

among women.” Agag’s mother is to be just as childless as the mothers of his 

victims. So Haman couldn’t be a descendant of King Agag’s because there weren’t 

any kids after Agag so there could be no “Hammadatha the Amalekite.” It is possible 

that Agag’s mother had children before Agag and that the reference is that Agag’s 

mother would have no children after Agag but the term “motherless” seems pretty 

categorical. 

Second, why should King Agag’s descendants be called “Agagites” and not 

“Amalekites,” because Agag was, after all, from the tribe of the Amalekites? Saul’s 

descendants are called “Benjaminites” or “Israelites” or “Jews” in the Bible, but 

never “Saulites”? Josephus calls Haman “the Amalekite” (Antiquities, 11, 6, 5). So 

the descriptive phrase, “Hammadatha the Agagite,” doesn’t fit the biblical pattern. 

Third, 1 Chronicles 4:42-43 states that the last of the Amalekites were killed 

off in the days of King Hezekiah and disappeared as a nation at that time (“and they 

destroyed the remnant of the Amalekites”).  

Fourth, in the late 19th century, archeological finds uncovered an inscription 

from the Assyrian king, Sargon the Great (Sargon of Isaiah 20:1 and father to 

Sennacherib) which tells of Sargon conquering a region adjacent to Media called 

“Agag” that he “ravaged, wasted and burned.”  
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Fifth, the distinguished 19th century Jewish-German Assyriologist Julius 

Oppert, has argued that the name of “Haman” and “Hammadatha” are not Hebrew 

names but Medo-Persian names. 

So from this information, I believe that Haman is strictly secular and has no 

theological connection to Mordecai. I like this interpretation because it is consistent 

with the secular tone of the book and it comports with other parts of the Scripture. I 

don’t have to twist myself into knots to import into the story of Esther a theological 

tribal war between the family of King Agag, the tribe of Amalekites led by Haman 

and the family of King Saul, represented by a person named “Kish” 2:5), the tribe of 

the Benjaminites (Israel) led by Mordecai. Liberal commentators have no problem 

with these Scriptural references concerning the childlessness of King Agag’s mother, 

the destruction of the Amalekites and the odd family reference to Haman because the 

book of Esther is fictional, after all, and any literary artifice to further the exciting 

plot is justified. Conservative, Bible-believing commentators, however, do have a 

problem and the scriptural inconsistencies are not adequately resolved to my mind. 

The religious interpretation, which is more prevalent in the commentaries, 

notes that Mordecai was a member of the family of Kish (Esther 2:5) who is seen to 

be “Kish,” the father of King Saul (1 Samuel 16:5-8). However, we have five “Kish” 

in the Bible and some scholars believe that the Saulite “Kish” is different from the 

Mordecai “Kish.” Pursuant to the theological interpretation of the Haman – Mordecai 
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relationship, the unbelieving prophet, Balaam, son of Beor, predicted the ascent of an 

Israelite king (presumably Saul) over King Agag in Numbers 23(9) and 24(7). Moses 

spoke to the wilderness Church about the Amalakites in Deuteronomy 25 (17-19) 

“Remember what Amalek did to you on the way as you came out of Egypt 

(Exodus 17:8-16), how he attacked you on the way when you were faint and 

weary, and cut off your tail, those who were lagging behind you, and he did not 

fear God. . . you shall not forget” (cf, 1 Chronicles 4:43). The irony is that Agag 

inadvertently served as Yahweh’s agent of Saul’s dethronement in 1 Samuel 15. A 

disobedient King Saul lost his throne because he spared King Agag’s life (1 Samuel 

15:32-35) but the righteous priest Samuel “hacked Agag to pieces before the LORD” 

thus saving Israel from divine judgment. The Amalekites had long been conceived as 

the archetypical enemy of the Israel. All of this is good stuff, but now comes the 

unwarranted theological interpretation: 

Haman the Agagite, thus, becomes the prototype of all individual anti-Semites, 

enemies of the Church. In 1 Samuel 15, the LORD of Hosts insisted on a literal 

extermination of every breathing Amalekite, along with the destruction of all of their 

possessions. The religious interpretation has Mordecai as a stand-in for his forefather, 

Saul, who didn’t do the job. So Mordecai is to put the finishing touches on the last 

Agagite standing, Haman and his possessions. 

The first century Jewish Targum adds an interesting but completely unproven event at this point: “Did not the 

wicked Haman come down from Susa to Jerusalem in order to hinder the building of the house of your sanctuary”? 
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While unsubstantiated, the statement does give us a sense of how disliked Haman was among the ancient Jews and 

continues to be among contemporary orthodox Jews. 

According to the religious interpretation both Haman and Mordecai are 

ethnically aware, and thus see theology behind world events. There is no way, this 

interpretation argues, that “Mordecai the Jew,” the self-respective Benjaminite Jew 

from the family of Kish and Saul, is going to bow before “Haman from the family of 

Agag the Amalakite,” or even more odious, “Haman the Agagite,” even if the Xerxes 

did order it. But Mordecai had no qualms about bowing down or honoring Xerxes 

(8:15, “Then Mordecai went out from the presence of the king in royal robes or blue and white, with a large crown of 

gold and a garment of fine linen and purple”; 10:3, “For Mordecai the Jew was second only to King Ahasuerus”). 

We will see that the Benjaminite Esther will bow down or honor to Xerxes several 

times in the book (5:2, “Esther came near and touched the top of the scepter”, 7, “My petition and my 

request”; 7:3, “as my petition and as my request”; 8:3-4, “Esther fell at Xerxes feet. . .The king extended the 

golden scepter to Esther”; 9:12, “What is your petition? . . What is your request?”). In fact, Jews 

throughout the Old Testament regularly politically bowed before governmental 

leaders (cf, Genesis 23:7; 27:29; 33:3; 1 Samuel 24:8; 2 Samuel 14:4; 1 Kings 1:16). It was just “Haman 

from Agag” who offended Mordecai.  

One of the many problems with this interpretation is that we have to read 

religiosity into Mordecai’s negative response because the text is silent here. Besides, 

if it were important that Mordecai was related to King Saul the narrator would have 
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made the connection to Saul explicit and not run the connection through someone 

named “Kish.” 

Despite repeated urging from colleagues in the government offices (verse 3), 

Mordecai was obstinate in his refusal to “pay homage” to Haman. He told his 

colleagues he was “a Jew” and perhaps, by extension, a follower of Samuel who had killed Agag. Why 

Mordecai thought that unbelievers would understand his ethnic/theologically based 

reasoning, we have no idea. It wouldn’t have been because of the kidnapping of 

Esther because Haman had nothing to do with that. That was all Xerxes. 

The Jewish Targum suggests that the Persian government officials responded 

to Mordecai thusly, seeking to add religiosity to the text: 

“Did not your forefather Jacob bow down before his brother Esau who was the 

forefather of Haman in Genesis 33:3?”  

 

Mordecai is reputed by the Targum to say that Benjamin was born after Esau and that 

Ben never bowed down to a man. This Benjamin tribal pride might explain 

Mordecai’s reason. 

The world is always testing us believers to see how committed we are to our 

Lord. 

There is no indication that Mordecai had any religious sensibilities or scruples 

in this matter, or any other matter for that fact. Mordecai’s obstinacy here are colored 

in gray, not black and white. Serious Christians will disagree about the rightness of 

Mordecai’s refusal to bow to Haman. Mordecai arrogantly allowed his refusal to 
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obey the king and to bow before Haman to escalate from a private matter to a public 

matter and into a political incident that would jeopardize the entire Jewish Church. So 

while it is, theologically “adiaphoric,” meaning morally neutral or indifferent, 

Mordecai’s is a sign of an obdurate personality which threatens an entire race of 

people. It is all about Mordecai’s self-esteem. Mordecai appears to be straining at 

gnats and swallowing camels (Matthew 23:24). He wasn’t wrong to refuse to bow 

before Haman, but why not keep his powder dry for bigger issues to display his 

ethnic convictions? 

If being a “Jew” was enough to disrespect Haman then other Jews could be 

expected to be so disrespectful, and that was too much for Haman. He could have 

killed Mordecai in private but Mordecai’s disloyalty was public, so public 

punishment was thought to be required lest the disloyalty spread to the rest of the 

Jews in the empire. We saw this slippery slope reasoning with the Vashti edict of all 

Persian wives submitting to their “lords” and “masters.” I think Haman could have 

handled this Mordecai matter privately and let the gossip mill take care of publicizing 

Mordecai’s death. 

Why Mordecai’s governmental colleagues would tell Haman about his refusal 

is also not explained, but jealousy could surely be a reason. Haman had not even 

noticed Mordecai’s obstinacy until it was repeatedly pointed out to him “day after 

day” by Mordecai’s co-workers. We don’t know how long the “daily” questioning 
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lasted. This phrase “day after day” is the same phrase used in Genesis 39:10 for the 

blandishments of “the Potiphar’s wife” to Joseph – “day after day.” 

“Mordecai the Jew” worked in a political snake tank. 

 

Let’s look at Mordecai’s “sitting” rather than “standing” or “bowing down” in 

the presence of Haman a bit more closely to see if there are clear reasons for such 

action, or inaction. This is important because if Mordecai, a good man, but not, I 

submit, a religious man, is refusing to honor Haman out of genuine love for Yahweh 

and his law, and this is a principled religious act, then that casts a different light on 

the religious character of the book and on Mordecai and Esther; the book becomes 

more of a religious tract than I suggest. 

There are three passages which refer to Mordecai’s refusal: 3:2-5 and then two 

in chapter 5, 5:9 and 5:13: 

3:2-5 And all the king's servants who were at the king's gate bowed down and paid homage (obeisance) 

(shachah) to Haman, for the king had so commanded (charged, arranged) (tsavwah) concerning him. 

But Mordecai did not bow down or pay homage. 3 Then the king's servants who were at the king's gate 

said to Mordecai, "Why do you neglect (transgress, pass over) (abar) the king's command?" 4 And when 

they spoke (amar) to him day after day and he would not listen to them, they told Haman, in order to see 

whether Mordecai's words would stand fast (amad), for he had told them that he was a Jew. 5 And when 

Haman saw that Mordecai did not bow down or pay homage to him, Haman was filled with fury (wrath, 

poison, rage) (chemah). 6 But he disdained (scorned) (bazah) to lay hands on Mordecai alone. So, as they 

had made known to him the people of Mordecai, Haman sought to exterminate (destroy) (shamad) all 

the Jews, the people of Mordecai, throughout the whole (kol) kingdom of Ahasuerus. 

 

5:9 And Haman went out that day joyful (sameach) and glad (tov) of heart (lev). But when Haman saw 

Mordecai in the king's gate, that he neither rose nor trembled (stirred) before him, he was filled with 

fury (wrath, poison) (chemah) against Mordecai. 

 

5:13 Yet all this is worth nothing to me, so long as I see Mordecai the Jew sitting (being still) (yashab) at 

the king's gate." 
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The text in 3:2 is the most informative, but does not tell us why Mordecai 

would not “bow down” to Haman. All we are told is that in 3:4 Mordecai told his 

colleagues that he was a “Jew.” What is important to see in 3:4 is that Mordecai’s 

colleagues were challenging Mordecai’s persistent refusal to honor Haman before 

they knew he was a Jew. It doesn’t seem that Mordecai’s colleagues had anything 

against being a Jew since they could have immediately reported his Jewish-inspired 

refusal to Haman, which they didn’t. Rather they “talked with him day after day.” It 

seems they were more interested in knowing his reasons than wanting to punish him. 

The Hebrew word for “talk” or “speak” used here is the common word for “to say,” 

so it doesn’t appear that this was a contentious argument or the narrator would have 

used another word - reev - used in Proverbs 25:9, “Argue (reev) your case with 

your neighbor, and do not reveal the secret of another.” and Isaiah 27:8, “Thou 

didst contend (reev) with them by banishing them by driving them away.”; or 

matseh used in Isaiah 41:12, “You will seek those who quarrel (matseh) with you, 

but will not find them. Those who war with you will be as nothing and 

nonexistent.” For all his colleagues knew, Mordecai was just another disgruntled 

office-holding Persian Gentile, who they probably wouldn’t have told Haman about. 

Until he told them he was a Jew. That bit of information added an ethnic or religious 

dimension to Mordecai’s action. The narrator has told us that Mordecai was a Jew in 
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2:5 but we don’t know if anyone else knew. Probably not, because no one knew that 

the child he was raising (Hadassah or Esther) was Jewish. 

A problem we have in the book of Esther is the ambiguity of the word “Jew.” 

Does “Jew” refer to racial or ethnic extraction, as in Esther 8:17 or Jeremiah 34:9 

(“that each man should set free his male servant and each man his female servant, a Hebrew man or a Hebrew 

woman; so that no one should keep them, a Jew his brother, in bondage.”; cf, Galatians 2:14; Titus 

1:14) or to pious devotion to Yahweh and his law, as in Nehemiah 10:29 (“are joining 

with their kinsmen their nobles, and are taking on themselves a curse and an oath to walk in God’s law, which 

was given through Moses, God’s servant, and to keep and to observe all the commandments of God our LORD, 

and his ordinances and his statues.”) and Zechariah 8:23 (“Thus says the LORD of hosts, ‘In those days 

ten men from the nations of every language will grasp the garment of a Jew saying, ‘Let us go with you, for we 

have heard that God is with you.’”)? They are distinct concepts, yet interwoven throughout 

the Bible. 

Note that the author of the book does not tell us what “the reason” is for 

Mordecai’s “passing over” the king’s edict. The Hebrew word translated “reason” 

(dabar) is also translated “word” or “matter” or “claim” or “thing.” What I think 

intrigues Mordecai’s colleagues is Mordecai’s public refusal to obey the king’s 

command to honor Haman. Note that the mention of Mordecai’s Jewishness is in a 

separate and pronounced pause clause separated in the English translation by a 

semicolon. I see Mordecai’s answering his colleagues question as going something 

like this: “I am not going to honor Haman because of this and that. And besides, I’m 
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a Jew.’” Mordecai’s ethnicity is a subsidiary issue in his reasoning. Now I may be 

burying the lead but this is how I interpret the dependent clause: “for he told them he 

was a Jew” in 3:4c. 

Also note that Jewish part of Mordecai’s reason was sufficiently plausible that 

his governmental pals wanted to test it out, they wanted to see if his “reasoning 

would it stand up to examination.” The king’s officials must have assumed that 

Mordecai’s “reasoning” of ethnic or religious particularity was at least conceivably 

good because they thought it “might” or “could” or “would” stand the test of debate 

with Haman. It seems that Mordecai, as well, thought that his argument “would be,” 

“could be” compelling. If he didn’t think so, he wouldn’t have “talked about it day 

after day” with his buddies. 1:22 and other verses, clearly indicate that the Persian 

empire was pluralistic. So it is not a priori impossible or even improbable that 

Mordecai’s Jewish aspect of his argument would not prevail.  

However, Mordecai’s argument of Jewish particularity does not have any 

power over Haman’s thinking. What Haman sees, of course, is not that Mordecai is 

expressing his Jewishness in a perfectly legal and acceptable manner in a pluralistic 

community by disobeying a Xerxes’ command, but rather he is not honoring and 

paying homage to Haman, personally.  

So why is Mordecai doing what he is doing? There appear to be five plausible 

reasons: 



182 
 

A. Religious conviction. 

These customary cultural and political honors of “bowing” or “standing” are 

the same earthly satisfactions that mattered to Xerxes in 1:4 (“splendor and pomp of 

his greatness”) and which Mordecai and Esther gave to the king. Some have 

suggested that 3:4 argues that Mordecai is a committed Yahwist and faithful follower 

of the LORD’S ordinances, and thus the LORD will use him to set right the sin of 

omission of King Saul, Mordecai’s ancient ancestor. In this view, Jews, out of 

religious sensibilities, do not bow down to anyone other than Yahweh, according to 

Exodus 20:5, “You shall not worship [idols] or serve them.” In the Greek LXX 

additions, Mordecai’s refusal is explained by his unwillingness to give a mortal that 

homage due only to Yahweh (“You know all things; you know Lord, that it was not because of insolence or 

arrogance or vanity that I did this, that I did not bow down before arrogant Haman; for I would have been quite willing 

to have kissed the soles of his feet for Israel’s sake. But I did it in order that I might not put the glory of a man above 

the glory of God, nor will I bow down to anyone except you who are my Lord, not will I do this out of arrogance.”). 

The Jewish Targums and the Midrashes go even further to explain Mordecai’s refusal 

by adding the presence of an idol worn by Haman on his chest, but that is an over-

reach because there is no indication of such a Haman idol in the Bible. 

This religious interpretation is rooted in one verse in Esther 2:5, 

“Now there was a Jew in Susa the capital whose name was Mordecai, the 

son of Jair, the son of Shimei, the son of Kish, a Benjaminite.” 
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This genealogy is seen by some commentators who favor this religious view as a 

religious genealogy of Mordecai and thus sets the stage for the story of Esther. The 

verse associates Mordecai with King Saul, for Shimiei was a member of Saul’s clan, 

and “Kish” was the name of Saul’s father, and Saul belonged to the tribe of 

Benjamin, as did Mordecai. This connection between Saul and Mordecai is seen to be 

significant because Haman is introduced as “son of Hammadatha, an Agagite” in 3:1 

whom Mordecai eventually overcomes, whereas Saul lost his throne because he did 

not overcome Agag, the Amalakite king, in 1 Samuel 15. So Mordecai’s loyalty to 

the Jewish people supersedes and corrects the sin of King Saul, thus Mordecai 

become representative of God’s redemptive presence among his people. As one 

scholar put it, “Mordecai rises on the very point on which Saul fell.” (Levenson, 

1997). In a sense, Mordecai become a proto-redeemer of the Church for washing 

away the sin of King Saul’s disobedience. 

There are difficulties with this interpretation which I covered earlier in chapter 

3: 

1. The Esther narrative gives us no hint that fear of Haman’s idolatry was 

involved in Mordecai’s thinking. It only mentions that Mordecai says he is a 

Jew in a conversation with colleagues. There is no hint that Haman, or anyone 

else, considered Haman divine, with accompanying religious honors which 

required worship by others. 
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2. In 1 Samuel 15:33 Scripture indicates that when King Agag of the 

Amalekites fell at the hands of Samuel (and not Saul) Agag was the last of his 

line: “As your sword has made women childless, so shall your mother be 

childless (bereaved) (shahol) among women.” Agag’s mother is to be just as 

childless as the mothers of his victims. So Haman couldn’t be a descendant of 

King Agag’s because there weren’t any kids after Agag because mom didn’t 

have any more kids, so there could be no “Hammadatha from the tribe of 

Agag.” It is, of course, possible that Agag’s mother had children before Agag 

and that the reference is that Agag’s mother would have no children after 

Agag, but the term “motherless” seems pretty categorical. 

3. Why should King Agag’s descendants be called “Agagites” and not 

“Amalekites”? Agag was, after all, from the tribe of the Amalekites. Saul’s 

descendants are called “Benjaminites” or “Israelites” or “Jews” in the Bible, 

but never “Saulites”? The ancient Jewish historian, Josephus (37-100), 

correctly calls Haman “the Amalekite” and not “the Agagite” (Antiquities, 11, 

6, 5). In short, the descriptive phrase, “Hammadatha the Agagite” (3:1, 10; 8:5) 

or “Haman the Agagite” in 8:3 doesn’t fit the biblical pattern of genealogy. It 

is more of a geographical phrase (which I will cover in a minute) and not 

usable to bolster a religious interpretation of this event. 



185 
 

4. 1 Chronicles 4 (42-43) states that the last of the Amalekites were killed off 

in the days of King Hezekiah and disappeared as a nation at that time (“and 

they destroyed the remnant of the Amalekites”). In other words, by the time 

of Haman, there were no descendants of Agag and there were no Amalakites 

left – if we are to take the Bible at face value. 

5. In the late 19th century, archeology uncovered an inscription from the 

Assyrian king, Sargon the Great (Sargon of Isaiah 20:1 and father to 

Sennacherib) which tells of Sargon conquering a region adjacent to Media and 

Persia called “Agag.” The inscription claims that Sargon “ravaged, wasted and 

burned” the territory of Agag. The narrator of Esther represents Haman as 

being a “son of Hammadatha the Agagite” and not “Haman the Agagite, son 

of Hammadatha.” In other words, it seems that Hammadatha is the 

“Agagite,” and not Haman (cf, Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old Testament 

Introduction, 1964). I believe the mention of “Agagite” is a reference to a 

people or to a place, akin to, “Hammadatha the Seattleite”? 

6. The distinguished 19th century Jewish-German Assyriologist Julius Oppert, has argued that the name of 

“Haman” and “Hammadatha” are not Hebrew names but Medo-Persian names. 

In short, there is no biblical or extra-biblical corroboration for the view that 

Mordecai is defending Yahweh’s historic honor by not kneeling before Haman. 

B. Palace intrigue. 
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Another suggestion as to why Mordecai refused to honor Haman is that he 

knew through his sources that Haman had been behind, or at least implicated in the 

previously disclosed Bigthan/Teresh assassination attempt on Xerxes which 

Mordecai had foiled (2:21). Unable to substantiate his suspicions or verify his 

information, Mordecai couldn’t abide to honor the traitorous, Haman. There are 

several reasons why Mordecai may have believed Haman had something to do with 

the regicide plot: 

*We get a hint of Haman’s concupiscence in 6 (6-9) where Haman covets the 

royal office. While Haman couldn’t finish his sentence in 6:7 to answer 

Ahasuerus as to how to “honor” a man, he did have ideas about how to 

publicly present the honored man in verse 8 which may indicate some previous 

thought about his ascension to the throne. It seems Haman may have had these 

idea on the tip of his tongue since he had been thinking about this since the 

plot. In the Hebrew text in verse 8 it appears that Haman is stuttering and 

stammering for an answer, but it may be that he is just changing the subject to 

present his proto-regal aspirations. 

*In 7:8 where he is falling at the feet of Esther may not be only for her mercy 

but for her as well. The Bible talks about “First I take your women and then I 

take your kingdom” in 2 Samuel 16:21, “And then Ahithophel said to 

Absalom, ‘Go into your father’s concubines, whom he has left to keep the 
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house; then all Israel will hear that you have made yourself odious to you 

father.” and 1 Kings 2 (19-25) – a pattern some see suggested here in Esther. 

*Furthermore, Haman’s desire “to lay hands” (yad and shamad) on “the people 

of Mordecai” (3:6) echoes Bigthan and Teresh’s plot to “lay hands (shomad) 

on King Ahasuerus” (2:21). The similarity in phrasing is seen by some 

commentators to indicate a regicide attitude in Haman that Mordecai resents.  

*Finally, there may be similarity in conspirators in that Harbona was part of 

Xerxes inner circle in 1:10 and he still a colleague of Haman’s. 19th century 

Esther scholars argued that the “Bigtha” of 1:10 and the “Bigthana” of 2:12/6:2 

are the same (John W. Haley, The Book of Esther, 1885; A.W Streane, Esther, 

Cambridge Bible of Schools and Colleges, 1907), thus creating the idea of a 

cell of assassins close to the king. However, more recent commentators now 

reject the identity. 

The difficulty with this interpretation is that: 

*this explanation of Mordecai’s actions has weak textual support. For instance, 

the phrase, “lay hands upon” in 2:21 and 3:6 and 8:7 is a common phrase in the 

Old Testament (cf, Genesis 37:22; 1 Samuel 24:7, 11), so this phraseology connection 

should be rejected. 
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*Haman seems to be clearly innocent of any wrongdoing here because after the 

assassination investigation was completed (“After these events”), he is 

promoted to Vice-President (3:1) indicating the complete trust of Xerxes. 

This entire interpretation is based on fanciful supposition without solid textual 

support and therefore should be rejected. 

C. Mordecai’s personality. 

Yet another explanation for Mordecai’s refusal is the “obstreperous,” “stiff 

necked” (kosheh, ofhok) Jewish personality of Mordecai as expressed in 

Deuteronomy 9:13, “Furthermore, the LORD said to me, ‘I have seen this 

people, and behold, it is a stubborn, stiffnecked (kosheh) people.” Jews are 

described in the Bible as being “stiff-necked” (Ezekiel 3:7), “stubborn” (Ezekiel 2:4), 

“difficult,” “obstinate” (Isaiah 48:4) and “insolent” (Psalm 75:5). The combination of 

Mordecai’s future political power and his personality was seen as a deadly 

combination and thus created “dread” and “fear” (pachad) among the Gentile 

officials of the Persian empire as we read in 9:3, “Even all the princes of the 

provinces, the satraps, the governors, and those who were doing the king’s 

business assisted the Jews because the dread of Mordecai had fallen on them.” 

The weaknesses of this suggestion are several: 

1. While Mordecai is clearly a man of “stubborn” and “hard” convictions, he is 

also presented in the book of Esther as sending letters of “peace and truth” to 
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all the Jews after the civil war in 9:30. His legacy in Persia was one of a man 

“who sought the good of not only the Jewish Church but one who spoke for the 

welfare of the entire empire” (10:3) for which he took a personal 

responsibility. So while one would expect such tender behavior among Church 

members, Mordecai was solicitous of all Persian citizens. 

2. Those readers closest to the life and times of Mordecai, the Greek additions 

to the book of Esther and the Jewish Midrash (cf, 2 Chronicles 13:22 and 

24:27), elaborate on his greatness and are eloquent in describing the deep 

impression which his personality and power had made upon the Persian Jewish 

Church. 

In sum, there is no textual support for Mordecai’s personality being a dominant factor 

in this incident. 

D. Ethic pride.  

Another interpretation of Mordecai’s refusal is that he was an early Zionist, 

and tribal customs forbade him to bow before Gentiles. This view suggests that 

Mordecai is a committed ethnic and nationalistic Jew, not necessarily religious, who 

refuses to transgress his tribal scruples to bow before an anti-Semitic scion. 

While more acceptable to me, this ethnic pride view also has a major 

difficulty: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Chronicles
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*The Bible gives us several examples of Jews “bowing down” to persons other 

than faithful Jews: 

*Genesis 23:7, “So Abraham rose and bowed to the people of the land, the sons of Heth.”  

*Genesis 33:3, Jacob bows before Esau;  

*1 Samuel 24:8, David bows and prostrates himself before Saul 

*Esther bows before King Xerxes in Esther 8:3.  

*Nehemiah and Ezra, as well as Mordecai, would have had to bow before 

Persian kings in their role as government officials and his refusal would have 

had dire consequences for him. So even if Mordecai was a nationalistic Jew in 

all aspects, he could have and would have “bowed” before Haman without 

violating his political scruples. 

*“Bowing” before political and social superiors is a ANE custom and there are 

numerous biblical examples of “bowing oneself in the presence of another 

human” (shachah) 

*Genesis 27:29, “May peoples serve you, and nations bow down to you” 

*2 Samuel 14:4, the woman of Tekoa fell on her face to the ground and 

prostrated herself before King David 

*1 Kings 1:16, 31, Bathsheba bows before a very old King David. 

In sum, we are left to speculate on Mordecai’s reasoning not to bow before Haman. 

Finally, in 3:4 we are told that Mordecai is a “Jew.” This verse bears a closer 

look because it is important in the interpretation of the book of Esther.  
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First, apparently Haman had not noticed Mordecai’s lack of honor. He had to 

be told time and time again by Mordecai’s colleagues. And finally in verse 5, Haman 

“sees Mordecai neither bowing down or paying homage to him.” 

Second, Mordecai’s colleagues are bothered by Mordecai’s “neglecting” the 

king’s command and his obstreperous behavior before they knew he was a Jew. They 

would have been as puzzled (angry) if a Gentile had so acted. 

Third, there is no anti-Semitism here for if there had been Mordecai’s 

colleagues would not have pestered him “daily” as to why he was doing what he was 

doing. They would have immediately gone to Haman. 

Fourth, the motive for Mordecai’s colleagues telling Haman was what 

Mordecai had told them – his “words.” That is, the colleagues were interested in 

testing Mordecai’s bold claims that his Jewishness wouldn’t let him honor Haman. 

The testing concerned Mordecai’s “words,” not his Jewishness. If the reason for his 

refusal was because of his theological identity, the text would have read, “because he 

was a Jew” and not “for he had told them he was a Jew.” 

Fifth, Mordecai has a reasonable expectation that his ethnic identity of being a 

Jew would be enough reason not to bow down to Haman, or anybody. After all, 1:22 

tells us that ethnic diversity was respected in Xerxes kingdom. 

Sixth, calling himself a “Jew” is an ethnic identity and not necessarily a 

religious one. One can be an ethnic “Jew” and not be a religious “Jew” (Nehemiah 
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13:23). I argue that this is what Mordecai was. When Paul the Apostle was arguing 

before the Jews at Jerusalem he identified himself thusly: 

“I am a Jew, . . .educated under Gamaliel, strictly according to the law of 

our fathers, being zealous for God,” (Acts 22:3) 

 

The four “Jews” in Daniel were “Jews” that believed that Yahweh could deliver them 

from the firey furnace and the hand of a tyrant king (3:8, 17-18). Zechariah’s faithful 

“Jew” “who has Yahweh with him” will be the hope of the Gentile (“nations”) world 

in “the day of the LORD.” The point is, if Mordecai meant to connote a theological 

meaning to his resistance he would have used more “words” than just “Jew.” Just like 

there are “Christians” and there are “Christians.” 

Those commentators that want to see a public theological color to the book of 

Esther see Mordecai’s stating “that he was a Jew” as setting a theological marker in 

the story. I do not. I see Mordecai as simply stating that he was an ethnic Jew and he 

was taking a stand against an Aryan who he didn’t particularly care for. 

In verse 6 we have Haman’s final solution to the Mordecai/Jewish problem – 

genocide. Killing Mordecai wasn’t enough for Haman, he wanted the entire race of 

Jews to be “exterminated” (destroyed, laid waste, wiped out) (shamad). This Hebrew 

word for “exterminated” appears 25 times in Esther. Haman “disdained” (scorned, 

condemned) (bazah) the idea of limited or private revenge because he wanted to 

prevent the spread of uppity Jews, which is politically understandable. He wanted a 

national killing field, “to send out a hand against” or “assassinate” (cf, 2:21) all the 
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sons and daughters of Abraham. And he wanted to do it in March-April (Nisan). 

Spring time follies (verse 7). I still think Haman could have accomplished the same 

effect by hanging Mordecai. 

Mass slaughters are not unheard of in history. We humans are blood-thirsty animals: 

*In 90 BC, Mithridates the Great (“gift of Mithra,” Ezra 1:8; 4:7), king of Pontus (Turkey) who was descended 

from Xerxes, ordered the assassination of all Romans in his realm. At least 80,000 were killed. 

*Hulagu Khan sacked Muslim Baghdad in 1258 AD, killed approximately 900,000 and ruined the city for 

centuries. 

*King Ferdinand of Spain drove 300,000 Jews from his kingdom the with Alhambra Decree in 1492. 

*50,000 Protestants were killed in Paris and then France, in the St. Bartholomew’s massacre in 1572. 

*Adolph Hitler liquidated 6,000,000 Jews during his reign in the l930s-40s. 

*Stalin, in his 30 year rule over the Soviet Union, killed 20 million, not counting the 20 million killed in World 

War 2. 

*Pol Pot, the Cambodian community ruler, killed anywhere from 1 to 3 million Cambodians in his four year 

reign (1976-1979). 

*Idi Amin, President of Uganda (1971-1979) is responsible for killing anywhere from 100,000 to 500,000 

Ugandans. 

*Mao Zedong, founder of the People's Republic of China, qualifies as the greatest mass murderer in world 

history, says Frank Dikötter, a Hong Kong-based historian. Mr Dikötter compared the systematic torture, 

brutality, starvation and killing of Chinese peasants to the Second World War in its magnitude. At least 45 

million people were worked, starved or beaten to death in China over these four years; the worldwide death 

toll of the Second World War was 55 million. He argued that this devastating period of history "ranks 

alongside the gulags and the Holocaust as one of the three greatest events of the 20th century.... It was like [the 

Cambodian communist dictator] Pol Pot's genocide multiplied 20 times over," he said. 

*Hundreds of extra-judicial killings, enforced disappearances, gang-rapes, sexual slavery, forced abortion, 

massive child soldier recruitment and indiscriminate attacks against civilians with entire villages burned down 

have been perpetrated by all in sides in war-torn South Sudan. 

*The Castro brothers in Cuba, pikers by comparison, have only killed approximately 8,000 and imprisoned tens 

of thousands more in their hell-hole of terror. 

 

Hatred and bitterness are at the root of Haman’s quest of power. Personal 

revenge and payback can motivate the highest office in the land. Haman, like all good 

Persians, had anger issues for he was “enraged” or “furious” or “filled with wrath” 

(chemah) with the Jew Mordecai. We have seen the Persian king, Xerxes, filled with 

“rage” twice already in the book in 1:12 and 2:1 – both references against a woman. 

So already in the unbelieving culture of Persia, we see women and believers come 
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under attack. It is only the presence of Yahweh that protects the individual person as 

we will see. 

While Esther is the traditional heroine of the story and gets most of our 

attention, Mordecai is the unsung hero. If one imputes theological principles to 

Mordecai, and I don’t think you can because there is no scriptural support for a 

theological worldview, then he compares favorably with Joseph in Egypt. In both 

cases, the refusal to sin against Yahweh or the dispersed Church results in 

*a catastrophic false accusation and decree against an innocent person (Genesis 

39:8-9; 45:5-7; Esther 3:8-14), 

*a rescue of the endangered innocent person (Genesis 45:5-7; Esther 8:1-14),  

*the ultimate political elevation of the innocent person (Genesis 41:37-46; 

Esther 8:15-17).  

Despite the differences, both Joseph and Mordecai have become representative 

believers to modern Man. 

3:7 In the first month, which is the month of Nisan, in the twelfth year of 

King Ahasuerus, they cast Pur (that is, they cast lots) before Haman day 

after day; and they cast it month after month till the twelfth month, which 

is the month of Adar. 8 Then Haman said to King Ahasuerus, "There is a 

certain people (am) scattered abroad and dispersed among the peoples 

(am) in all the provinces of your kingdom. Their laws are different 

(shouneem) from those of every other people, and they do not keep (asah) 

the king's laws, so that it is not to the king's profit (shovoh) to tolerate 

(navah) them. 9 If it please the king, let it be decreed (kathab) that they be 

destroyed (avad), and I will pay 10,000 talents of silver into the hands of 

those who have charge of the king's business, that they may put it into the 

king's treasuries." 10 So the king took his signet ring from his hand and 
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gave it to Haman the son of Hammedatha the Agagite, the enemy (tsavar) 

of the Jews. 11 And the king said to Haman, "The money is given to you, 

the people also, to do with them as it seems good to you." 

 

According to verse 7, the events of chapter 3 occurred in 474 BC, in the “12th 

year of Xerxes’ reign,” almost five years, after Esther became queen (2:16). This was 

more than a hundred years after Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Jerusalem, 64 years after 

Zerubbabel led the first return to Jerusalem (and 16 years before Ezra would return to the holy city). 

In short, the Jews have been so long in Persia that they have become Persians; they 

have almost assimilated. The month of Adar is our February-March period – a year 

from Nisan. 

When Persians bowed before their kings, as in any secular government, this 

was an act of homage or obeisance to the monarch, as a god-like figure. Herodotus 

tells us that the Spartans refused to bow to Xerxes for this very reason (7, 136). 

Mordecai would and did bow as a sign of cultural respect and honor to the royal 

position. Haman, no political dummy, realized that if Mordecai’s unpatriotic refusal 

to bow to him was allowed to “stand fast” (3:4), the practice might spread throughout 

the Persian kingdom, not just among the Jews, but even to rebel Persians. Remember, 

Persia was a huge multi-cultural empire. In actuality, Mordecai’s action in refusing to 

bow to Haman represents both a matter of civil disobedience and personal affront. It 

is the personal affront which most enrages Haman, of course.  
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Haman thought it beneath his power and position to punish Mordecai alone 

(verse 6). To punish only him, would be to show that Mordecai mattered to Haman. 

That Mordecai could get to Haman. That Haman was vulnerable to this dirty little 

Jew. So, Haman pretends to be indifferent to Mordecai, as an individual, and focuses 

on the Jewish Church’s separatism and distinctiveness (verse 8). That is, until later in 

5:9, when Haman can’t control himself any longer and goes after Mordecai, 

personally. 

In verse 7, we now get the first mention of “Pur” in the Bible. Pur is an 

Akkadian word for “clay cubes or dice” used to determine destiny. It is believed in 

the Near East, that lots were cast in the first month of the year to try and magically 

organize the year’s important events. The casting of the pur was a calendar 

scheduling device. The Persians would cast the pur for each of the months (“month 

after month”) and then for each of the days (“day after day”) to discern how they 

ought to manage their affairs in a timely fashion – in this instance when they should 

institute the pogrom against the Jewish Church in Persia. 

Side Note: The Old Testament Church used a kind of lot, the Urim and Thummim, to find God’s will, but they 

were used to provide guidance on specific matters. They were not used in magical way (Leviticus 16:8-10; 

Numbers 26:55-56; Judges 20:9; 1 Samuel 14:41-42; Nehemiah 10:34, “We the priests, the Levites, and the 

people, have likewise cast lots for the wood offering to bring it into the house of our God, according to our 

fathers’ houses, at times appointed, year by year, to burn on the altar of the LORD our God, as it is written in 

the Law.”; 11:1, “Now the leaders of the people lived in Jerusalem. And the rest of the people cast lots to bring 

one out of ten to live in Jerusalem, the holy city, while nine out of ten lived in the other towns.”, etc.) 

 

In the casting of pur, Haman is seeking the guidance and cooperation of the 

demonic cosmic forces (cf, Ephesians 6:12, “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against 
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the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this darkness, against the spiritual forces of 

evil in the heavenly places.”). I would suggest that rather than humor in the book of Esther, 

one sees demonic activity in the book of Esther. This is hinted at in Daniel 10:20 

where the Satanic “prince of Persia” or “prince of Greece” is mentioned as fighting 

with the angel, Michael. There seems to be a celestial warfare going on on behalf of 

the Old Testament Church and Michael is our heavenly champion against those 

demons that indwell the Persian political leadership (Darius and his followers, 11:1?). 

I’ll come back to this theme in chapter 9. 

It is the appearance of “pur” in 3:7 that explains the establishment of the 

Jewish festival of “Purim” (the plural form of “pur”) commemorating the salvific 

events contained in the book of Esther, which will come up later in chapter 9. 

What Haman needed was a national “pogrom” (Russian: “devastation,” 

“slaughter”) to solve this Jewish problem. Haman’s charge in 3:8 is that the Jews “do 

not keep the king’s laws.” This flies in the face of Mordecai’s action to save the 

king’s life – it was apparently against the law to kill the king, and the Jews obeyed 

that law. Not keeping the king’s laws is also a charge made against the Persian 

Jewish Church in Ezra’s time (Ezra 4:12-16). In fact, this is always the charge that 

those in power in the government make against those they want to suppress and 

punish. Notice that Haman did not mention Mordecai’s name to Xerxes because we 

know that Xerxes knew that Mordecai was a Jew (3:4; 2:5). Haman may have known 
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about the insomniac reading of the Chronicles to Xerxes. It was personal to Haman, 

but he did not want it to be personal to Xerxes. It was to be just good public policy. 

The Hebrew word for “tolerate” in verse 8 (navah), as in the king should not 

“tolerate” those law-breakers, can also be translated “to leave alone” or “to suffer.” 

The root word means “to be at rest” or “to have relief.” This is an Old Testament 

precursor to 1 Timothy 2:1-3 where Paul talks about the benefit of good government 

is that it permits and secures for the Church “a peaceful and quiet life, godly and 

dignified in every way. This is good and pleasing in the sight of God our Savior.” 

The LXX translates this verse 8 phrase “let them alone” using the same Greek word 

(eao) as appears in Gamaliel’s advice to the Sanhedrin concerning the apostles, “So 

in the present case I tell you, keep away from these men and let them alone 

(eao), for if this plan or this undertaking is of man it will fail” (Acts 5:38). 

Everybody wants peace and harmony and to be left alone to do what one wants to do. 

Xerxes has a short memory, as evidenced when Haman tells him in verse 8 that 

it is in Xerxes’ “best interest” or “appropriate” or “expedient” (shovoh) not to tolerate 

this disloyal, law-breaking tribe of foreigners in his midst who are contaminating the 

empire. Yet it was a member of this renegade tribe that alerted Xerxes to a previous 

coup attempt by the king’s own Gentile non-Church-going advisors. Haman is so 

much more efficient as a cabinet counsellor than Memucan was in chapter 1 with the 

Vashti incident. There is no evidence that the Church laws and practices of the Jews, 
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or their loyalty to Xerxes, was suspect. Mordecai just refused to give adoration to the 

politician Haman – tyrants never seem to get this as Daniel 3:12 illustrates in the 

advisors’ word to King Nebuchadnezzar; “There are certain Jews whom you have 

appointed over the affairs of the province of Babylon. These men, O king, pay 

no attention to you; they do not serve your gods or worship the golden image 

that you have set up.” (cf, 6:10). After all Mordecai, a well-known Jew, was a 

government official. This was just a stance of personal resistance by one man towards 

another man. Office politics. We Christians are a people different and set apart from 

the general population – we are increasingly ‘strangers,” “aliens,” and “exiles” in our 

own country (Hebrew 11:13; James 1:1; 1 Peter 2:11). Or at least we ought to be. 

Surely Mordecai was an ethnic, even if he wasn’t a religious, exile in Persia. If we 

Christians take seriously God’s claim on our lives, then we too will be different from 

those who live by a different claimant. 

We also see in verse 8 that Haman uses a mixture of truth, error, obfuscation 

and exaggeration to convince Xerxes of the Jewish Church’s threat. His accusation of 

the Jews was diabolically clever in its construction, proceeding from truth (“a certain 

people dispersed and scattered”) to half-truth (“their laws or customs are different” or 

“diverse,” shouneem) to outright lies (“they do not obey or observe or work at, asah 

the king’s laws”). This argument is used by the Egyptian Pharaoh in Exodus 1:7 to 

describe the danger of the Israelites within the kingdom of Egypt: “But the people of Israel 
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were fruitful and increased greatly; they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with 

them. . . And the new king said to his people, ‘Behold, the people of Israel are too many and too mighty for us. 

Come, let us deal shrewdly with them, lest they multiply and if war breaks out they join our enemies and fight 

against us and escape from the land.’” The same strategic argument is also used by Satan in 

his tempting of our Master in the desert (Matthew 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13). It is an oft 

told tale about the Church of Christ: Because there is an element of separation in our 

lifestyle we are, therefore, traitors to the state. Haman’s charge against the Jewish 

Church is brilliant: they are everywhere, they are different, they are under our beds, 

they are behind our curtains, they are in our closets, they are sinister and dangerous. 

He tell Xerxes, “Our Persian pluralism is fine, but the Jews cross the lines into 

treason. Patience for assimilation is not called for, O Buddy, but decisive punishment 

to make an example of them. That is what is needed.” We’ve seen Xerxes respond to 

this line of argument before, with Persian wives in chapter 1. 

Before we leave verse 8, note that it was public knowledge, or Xerxes would 

not have understood Haman’s argument, that the Jewish Church was different from 

her surrounding culture. Josephus notes this tendency of the Jewish church (“But the 

Jews, although they were content with the other conditions, did not agree to admit the [Dagon] garrison, because they 

could not associate with other people, nor converse with them” (Antiquities, 8, 8, 3) and the Greek historian 

Cornelius Tacitus (56-120) in his Histories (5, 5): 

“Whatever their origin, these observances are sanctioned by their antiquity. The other practices of the Jews are sinister and 
revolting, and have entrenched themselves by their very wickedness. Wretches of the most abandoned kind who had no use for 
the religion of their fathers took to contributing dues and free-will offerings to swell the Jewish exchequer; and other reasons for 
their increasing wealth may be found in their stubborn loyalty and ready benevolence towards brother Jews. But the rest of the 
world they confront with the hatred reserved for enemies. They will not feed or inter-marry with gentiles. Though a most 
lascivious people, the Jews avoid sexual intercourse with women of alien race. Among themselves nothing is barred. They have 
introduced the practice of circumcision to show that they are different from others. Proselytes to Jewry adopt the same practices, 
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and the very first lesson they learn is to despite the gods, shed all feelings of patriotism, and consider parents, children and 
brothers as readily expendable. However, the Jews see to it that their numbers increase. It is a deadly sin to kill a born or unborn 
child, and they think that eternal life is granted to those who die in battle or execution—hence their eagerness to have children, 
and their contempt for death. Rather than cremate their dead, they prefer to bury them in imitation of the Egyptian fashion, and 
they have the same concern and beliefs about the world below. But their conception of heavenly things is quite different. The 
Egyptians worship a variety of animals and half-human, half-bestial forms, whereas the Jewish religion is a purely spiritual 
monotheism. They hold it to be impious to make idols of perishable materials in the likeness of man: for them, the Most High and 
Eternal cannot be portrayed by human hands and will never pass away. For this reason they erect no images in their cities, still 
less in their temple. Their kings are not so flattered, the Roman emperors not so honoured. However, their priests used to perform 
their chants to the flute and drums, crowned with ivy, and a golden vine was discovered in the Temple; and this has led some to 
imagine that the god thus worshipped was Prince Liber, the conqueror of the East. But the two cults are diametrically opposed. 
Liber founded a festive and happy cult: the Jewish belief is paradoxical and degraded.” 
 

The separatist tendencies of the PCA thus have a long history going back to the Old 

Testament Church.  

If nothing else we would expect Sabbath observance effecting Jewish labor, 

certain dietary laws effecting Jewish daily life and festivals effecting assemblies to be 

evident to the Church’s neighbors. So we can rejoice that there was something of a 

testimony being made in Persia by the Old Testament Church, and Haman was using 

this very testimony against the Church. Isn’t that the way it should be? 

And Haman has a ready-made solution for what is needed for the Jewish 

Church problem: “If money is a problem, Xerx, I will provide the dough” he says in 

verse 9.  

Side note: The Targum states: “And what does the sum equal? It equals the 600,000 minas that their fathers 

paid when they went up out of the bondage of the Egyptians.” The amount of “10,000 talents” is obtained  by 

figuring that the mina was composed of 60 shekels and a talent is 60 minas. In Numbers 2:32 the total number 

of God’s children then was roughly 600,000 (“These are the people of Israel as listed by their fathers’ houses. 

All those listed in the camps by their companies were 603,550.” cf, Nu. 1:45-46) So by paying a mina per Jew 

death one gets 10,000 talents. 
 

Haman from his own resources is going to give the national treasury what amounts to 

2/3rd of the annual national revenue as bounty for the Church’s extermination. He 

probably planned to reimburse himself from that taken from confiscation of Jewish 

property (3:13, “plundering their goods”), but in any case Haman was a rich man. It 
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is pretty hard for the King to turn this offer down. Think of all the good things this 

money can buy for the kingdom as it concurrently rids the empire of an ethnic thorn 

in her side. We are not told why the money would be so influential in the king’s 

consideration but his Greek wars and his Egyptian and Babylonian rebellions and his 

domestic extravagance probably depleted the national treasury. Egypt, in particular, 

was angry because Darius, Xerxes’ father, had levied a heavy tax burden on it to fund 

the rebuilding his army after the loss at Marathon Bay 14 years before. Xerxes 

delegates this Jewish solution to Haman – “do with these law breakers as it seems 

good to you,” and besides “you can keep your money”, literally, “the silver is given 

to you.” 

Xerxes speaks as if he is accepting the money, then magnanimously gives it 

back to Haman. This does not mean that Xerxes really refuses the money. In Esther 

4:7 Mordecai mentions “the exact sum of silver” that Haman said he would pay the 

king, a detail that would have no purpose if the king had really refused the offer. 

Also, in 7:4 Esther says that she and the Church were, in fact, “sold, to be destroyed, 

killed, and annihilated.” Xerxes’ refusal in the polite dickering is reflected in Genesis 

23 where Abraham asks to buy a field and Ephron the Hittite answers, “I give you the 

field, and the cave within it I give you” (23:11) then after a bit more polite 

conversation Ephron set a high price for the real estate.  In short, Xerxes makes the 
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gesture of turning down the offer with the understanding that his gesture is false. It all 

goes to his image of being munificent and generous.  

Apparently, the entire Jewish problem is too insignificant to occupy much of 

Xerxes’ attention. Xerxes is utterly indifferent to the slaughter of thousands of his 

productive citizens – he doesn’t even ask the name of the offending tribe which 

Haman claims rebels against him (verse10).  

Lest we forget, the writer of Esther states that Haman is “son of Hammedatha, 

the Agagite, the enemy of the Jews” (3:1, a phrase which appears 5 more times in 

Esther: 

*8:1, “Haman, the enemy of the Jews” 

*8:3, “Haman the Agagite” 

*8:5, “Haman son of Hammadatha, the Agagite” 

*9:10, “Haman son of Hammadatha, the Jews’ enemy” 

*9:24, “Haman son of Hammadatha, the Agagite, the adversary of all the Jews” 

You may ask, “Doesn’t the appellation, “the adversary of all the Jews” argue for 

Haman’s tribal affiliation with King Agag and the Amalekites, the historic enemy of 

Israel and the Jewish Church? Many commentators argue such. I say not necessarily. 

Haman need not have been genetically descended from King Agag to have earned the 

name “Agagite,” referring to the Amalekite king. By using this term, the author calls 

Haman an anti-Semitic, “an enemy of the Jews.” We call people by historic names all 

the time to convey their worldview to others: “Hitlarian,” “Stalinistic,” “Reaganistic,” 

“Schaefferian.” Original readers of Esther would have understood this brief mention of 
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“Agagite” as introducing the idea that anti-Semitism was at play in Susa (Jobes, 

Esther, 1999). 

Xerxes did not know that by giving his approval to Haman for the Jewish 

extermination he was exterminating his favorite queen who shared his bed, and the 

man who had saved his life. Haman failed to mention this Jewish connection in his 

request. He was keeping Xerxes in the dark. But Xerxes’ ignorance does give him a 

loop-hole to claim that the king did not know Haman was trying to exterminate the 

Jews. Ignorance is bliss and the wily Xerxes uses it as political cover. He has royal 

plausible deniability for any blowback. We see this with our current president. But 

the Jews will also have a political out since they are rebelling against Vice-President 

Haman, and not President Xerxes, the ultimate authority. 

3:12 Then the king's scribes were summoned on the thirteenth day of the 

first month, and an edict, according to all that Haman commanded, was 

written to the king's satraps and to the governors over all the provinces 

and to the officials of all the peoples, to every province in its own script 

and every people in its own language. It was written in the name of King 

Ahasuerus and sealed with the king's signet ring. 13 Letters were sent by 

couriers to all the king's provinces with instruction to destroy, to kill, and 

to annihilate all Jews, young and old, women and children, in one day, the 

thirteenth day of the twelfth month, which is the month of Adar, and to 

plunder their goods. 14 A copy of the document was to be issued as a 

decree (dath) in every province by proclamation to all the peoples to be 

ready (otheed) for that day. 15 The couriers went out hurriedly by order 

of the king, and the decree was issued in Susa the citadel. And the king 

and Haman sat down to drink (misteh), but the city of Susa was thrown 

into confusion (buwk). 
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Ironically, the edict of extermination was signed on the eve of Passover (“13th 

of Nisan the first month”) – this Passover was the 14th day of Nisan in the year 474 

BC. Just as the Jewish Church was preparing to celebrate Yahweh’s deliverance from 

one pagan nation, Egypt, they received notice of their pending annihilation by 

another pagan nation, Persia. Haman has the massacre scheduled for the 13th day of 

Adar in the 13th year of Xerxes’ reign. 13 was a superstitiously bad number for the 

Persian unbelievers, and obviously for the Persian Jewish Church, just as it is for 

many silly Americans. 

The genocide was to take place a year (12 months later) from the decree (3:13). 

This interval will prolong the agony of the Jews since there was no possible escape. 

The entire known world was controlled by Xerxes at the time. There was no place to 

flee. And this year-long prelude will allow ample time for stirring up anti-Semitic 

emotions in the provinces, in the unbelieving populace (note the frightful phrase: “be 

ready for that day” in verse 14). The doom of the Jewish exiled Old Testament 

Church was sealed. This Haman edict has a precursor in the infamous “Slaughter of 

the Magi” begun under Darius the Great in 522 BC, 50 years before and was 

probably still going on. 

The edict is to be distributed nation-wide on the massive internal transportation 

system created by Cyrus (verse 12) (The word “all” or “every” is used seven times in 

this one paragraph.). Herodotus describes the network in terms that prefigure 
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America’s Pony Express: “Along the whole line of road there are men stationed with 

horses, in number equal to the number of days which the journey takes, allowing a 

man and a horse for each day” (8, 98) In fact, the motto of the US Postal System 

comes from Herodotus’ description of the Persian postal system: “Neither rain, nor 

snow, nor heat, nor gloom of night, stays these couriers from the swift completion of 

their appointed rounds.” This is really ironic and instructive for us Christians in 

America in 2017 because Cyrus’ great vision of a diversified empire united by a 

network of roads is being undone here. The impressive mechanism in place for 

establishing national edicts – the mass communication through multiple translations 

and huge transportation system through national roads – meant to protect the 

pluralism and diversity in Xerxes’ kingdom is being used to promote the slaughter of 

a minority religious/ethnic group within the pluralistic empire. So the empire was 

pluralistic only to the extent one agreed with the leaders of the empire. A cautionary 

note to us Bible-believing Christians living in the secular and increasingly hostile, 

pluralistic contemporary America. 

All the unbelievers in all the Persian provinces were “to destroy, kill, and to 

annihilate all Jews, young and old, women and children in one day” (verse 13). 

Everybody was to be involved –“be ready” - in killing their Old Testament Church 

neighbors, and by extension, any Persian unbelievers that harbored those believers. 
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Verse 14 has the phrase: “the text was to be issued as law” (“the copy of the document 

was to be issued as a decree,” “the copy of the writing for a commandment”), thus establishing a legal 

justification (“law,” “decree,” “commandment”). But laws passed by a state can be 

unbiblical, and thus, unjust. Christians cannot use the law as justification for bad acts. 

Shortly before Tiglath-Pileser III (745-727) of Assyria invaded Judah as part of 

Yahweh’s judgment, the prophet Amos railed against wealthy and law-abiding 

members of the Old Testament Church for using the law as an excuse for oppressing 

their fellow Church members (Amos 5:7, 10-13, 15). And Peter and the apostles told 

the New Testament Jewish Church, the Sanhedrin, in reaction to Church laws at that 

time, “We must obey God rather than man” (Acts 5:18, 29). So the state’s laws or 

Church laws are no substitute for God’s laws. They cannot provide cover for sinful 

acts. 

Verse 15 tells us the city dwellers in Susa were “bewildered” or “confused” or 

“perplexed” (buwk). The Hebrew word used here indicates a “highly agitated” or 

“entangled” state of mind of the Susaites (cf, Exodus 14:3; Joel 1:18). We are not 

told why capital city residents were “bewildered” but perhaps many Persians, didn’t 

see the danger of the Church neighbors in quite the same way as Haman and his anti-

Semitic entourage. It seems that the “enemies of the Jews” were an anti-Semitic 

subset of the general population and not the entire Persian population. This cultural 

testimony of the Persian Jewish Church is important to remember. If anti-Semitism is 
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allowed to flourish then anti-anybody is possible. Theologically, we must keep in 

mind Yahweh’s promise to genetic Abraham: “I will bless those who bless you, and 

whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through 

you” (Genesis12:3). Yahweh is referring to the Jews. We Christians must be careful 

never to support anti-Semitism in any way, regardless of what the state or even some 

liberal Church denominations dictate. Haman’s anti-Semitism will come back to bite 

him, his family and all his followers, including Xerxes in just 9 years. 

To end the day on a high note, after determining to destroy thousands of 

citizens, Haman and Xerxes sit down to a destruction dinner (misteh). Once again, the 

comparison to Joseph is stark – the brothers sit down to a meal after dispatching 

Joseph by throwing him into a well in Genesis 37:25, “And they took him and threw him into a 

pit. The pit was empty; there was no water in it. Then they sat down to eat. And looking up they saw a caravan 

of Ishmaelites coming from Gilead with their camels bearing gum, balm, and myrrh, on their way to carry it 

down to Egypt. . . Then Midianite traders passed by. And they drew Joseph up and lifted him out of the pit and 

sold him to the Ishmaelites for twenty shekels of silver.” 

The moral of the story, I guess is: Don’t lose your appetite after a righteous 

killing. 
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Chapter 4 

4:1 When Mordecai learned all that had been done, Mordecai tore his 

clothes and put on sackcloth and ashes, and went out into the midst of the 

city, and he cried out with a loud and bitter cry. 2 He went up to the 

entrance of the king's gate, for no one was allowed to enter the king's gate 

clothed in sackcloth. 3 And in every province, wherever the king's 

command and his decree reached, there was great mourning among the 

Jews, with fasting and weeping and lamenting, and many of them lay in 

sackcloth and ashes. 4 When Esther's young women (naarah) and her 

eunuchs came and told her, the queen was deeply distressed (chul). She 

sent garments to clothe Mordecai, so that he might take off his sackcloth, 

but he would not accept them.  

 

In this short paragraph we have a most important point being made. Mordecai, 

upon hearing of Haman’s edict of extermination, publicly mourns and makes a 

spectacle of his grief over this turn of events. Here, for the only time in the book of 

Esther are we given a glimpse of Mordecai’s inner thoughts and feelings. And we 

learn he doesn’t pray to Yahweh – he laments and shouts his agony, like any 

unbeliever would do. But we are not told that he comes before the LORD. 

How Mordecai learned of this edict of extermination so soon is not disclosed, 

but he apparently was well connected. Perhaps it is the same secret source of 

information that helped Mordecai in the case of the two assassination-minded 

eunuchs of 2:21.  

Mordecai’s public mourning is not to be seen as uniquely ostentatious or 

unusually flamboyant. This is the way of Ancient Near East emotional expression. 

The Bible is full of examples of such outward expressions of grief and loss for all 

kinds of reasons (Genesis 37:29, 34; 1 Samuel 4:12; 2 Samuel 1:2, 11; 3:31;13:19; 1 Kings 20:31; 2 Kings 6:30; 



210 
 

18:37, “Then Eliakim the son of Hilkiah, who was over the household, and Shebna the secretary, and Joah the 

son of Asaph, the recorder, came to Hezekiah with their clothes torn and told him the words of the Rabshakeh.; 

Job 1:20; 2:12; 7:5; Isaiah 3:24, “Instead of perfume there will be rottenness; and instead of rich robe, a skirt of 

sackcloth.”). In fact, the Bible indicates that there were professional mourners in the 

Jewish Church. In the Old Testament Church, wailing and lamenting was a craft and 

a professional guild for both men and women (“the wailing women” Jeremiah calls 

them) (Esther 4:1; 2 Samuel 1:18-27; I Kings 13:30; 2 Chronicles 35:25, “And all the male and female singers 

speak about Josiah in their lamentations to this day.”; Ecclesiastes 12:5; Jeremiah 9:9, 16; (Jeremiah 9:20, “Now 

hear the word of the LORD, O you women, and let your ear receive the word from his mouth: Teach your 

daughters wailing and everyone her neighbor a dirge.”); 22:18; 48:36; Ezekiel 27:30, 32 (Ezekiel 27:30, “And 

they will make their voices heard over you and will cry bitterly. They will cast dust on their heads, they will 

wallow in ashes.”); Amos 5:16-17, “professional mourners to lamentations”; Zechariah 12:12-14; New Testament: 

Matthew 9:23; 11:17). Jeremiah 9:17 “This is what the LORD Almighty says, ‘Consider now! Call for the wailing 

women to come; send for the most skillful of them. Let them come quickly and wail over us, till our eyes overflow 

with tears and water streams from our eyelids.” The professional wailers would cry loudly, tear 

their clothes, and throw dust on their heads as expressions of grief. Furthermore, 

these pros are to “teach their daughters” and sons to properly wail and mourn 

(Jeremiah 9:20). The singing of a tragic refrain is to be a family business. The 

Babylonian Talmud confirms this: 

“In Palestine, it is customary that whenever a professional lamenter comes 

around people say: ‘Let those who are sore at heart weep with him.” 
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Herodotus joins the Babylonian Talmud in writing that the Persians were 

known for tearing clothes in grief (8, 99) and that people in great need would present 

themselves at the king’s gate to weep for mercy and benefits (3, 117). 

This ANE conventional way of expressing grief, however, does not mean that 

Mordecai had deep religious faith in Yahweh. It would be similar to a liberal minister 

at a funeral who called the recently departed a “Church member” or someone who is 

now in “a better place.” Assurbanipal, the pagan Assyrian king of Nineveh, engaged 

in the same mournful outburst when he heard from Jonah that his great city was to be 

“overthrown” by Yahweh in Jonah 3:6 (“The word reached the king of Nineveh, and he arose from 

his throne, removed his robe, covered himself with sackcloth and sat in ashes.”).  

By dressing in sack cloth, ashes and clothes of mourning, Mordecai was 

making a statement that excluded him from the corridors of power – the king’s gate 

building (verse 4). Xerxes, like many leaders, would not tolerate sorrow or tragedy or 

a discouraging word in his presence (cf, Nehemiah 2:1-2, “In the month of Nisan, in the 20th year of 

King Artaxerxes, when wine was before him, I took up the wine and gave it to the king. Now I had not been sad 

in his presence. And the king said to me, ‘Why is your face sad, seeing you are not sick? This is nothing but 

sadness of the heart.’ Then I was very much afraid.”). All Xerxes wants to hear is good news that 

makes his day. Don’t rain on my parade. 

Don't Rain On My Parade" 

Don't Rain On My Parade" is a popular song from the 1964 musical Funny Girl. The song was written by Robert 

Merrill and Jule Styne and performed by Barbra Streisand. In 2004 it finished #46 in AFI's “100 Years...100 Songs” 

survey of top tunes in American cinema. Ms. Streisand has made it one of her signature songs. 

“Don't tell me not to live, just sit and putter Life's candy and the sun's a ball of butter 

Don't bring around a cloud to rain on my parade. Don't tell me not to fly, I simply got to If someone 

takes a spill, it's me and not you Who told you you're allowed to rain on my parade. I'll march my band 

out, I'll beat my drum And if I'm fanned out, your turn at bat, sir At least I didn't fake it, hat, sir I guess 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musical_theatre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Funny_Girl_(musical)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bob_Merrill
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bob_Merrill
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jule_Styne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barbra_Streisand
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/AFI%27s_100_Years...100_Songs


212 
 

I didn't make it. But whether I'm the rose of sheer perfection A freckle on the nose of life's complexion. 

The cinder or the shiny apple of its eye. I gotta fly once, I gotta try once Only can die once, right, sir 

Ooh, life is juicy, juicy and you see I gotta have my bite, sir. Get ready for me love, cause I'm a "comer" 

I simply gotta march, my heart's a drummer Don't bring around a cloud to rain on my parade. I'm 

gonna live and live now Get what I want, I know how One roll for the whole shebang One throw and 

that bell will go clang Eye on the target and wham! One shot, one gun shot and bam Hey Mister 

Arnstein, here I am! I'll march my band out, I'll beat my drum And if I'm fanned out, your turn at bat, 

sir At least I didn't fake it, hat, sir I guess I didn't make it. Get ready for me love, cause I'm a "comer" I 

simply gotta march, my heart's a drummer Nobody, no nobody, is gonna rain on my parade.” 

 

While it is never overtly stated, the inference is usually made that Mordecai 

has chosen a religious supplication rather than a political one.  I don’t agree, but in 

verse 3 we read that Mordecai’s example spread throughout the Persian kingdom via 

the national network of communications “to every province” with Jews “fasting and 

weeping and lamenting, and “laying in sackcloth and ashes.” Everybody was doing it. 

Everybody but Esther. 

“Everybody’s Doin’ It Now” 

When Irving Berlin performed at London’s Hippodrome Theater in the early years of the 20 th century, he invited his 

English audience to call out numbers of his songs for him to play and sing. After a while, the audience began calling out 

tunes he had not written. It dawned on him, they thought that he had written every ragtime song, which was 

understandable given his output and since rags all sounded alike. Well, "Everybody's Doin' It Now" was Irving Berlin's 

1911 attempt to exploit the early 20th Century animal dance craze by "writing a generic dance with a deceptively casual 

title". It has also been suggested the title - and the song - is a double entendre, but Berlin himself said, "It was an idea 

out of the air. I wanted a dance song; everybody was doing it. I just sat down and wrote the thing as it was. It was the 

dance craze put to music and words." The idea worked, and the song became "the standard tune of the dance craze". In 

a single song, Mr. Berlin had crystallized the dance craze, with its exciting new mix of youthful vitality expressed in 

such lyrics as “See that ragtime couple over there, watch them throw their shoulders in the air. Snap their 

fingers, honey, I declare It's a bear, it's a bear, it's a bear, there!” The animal dances which emerged around 1909 

and later, such as the Turkey Trot, Grizzly Bear, and Bunny Hug, were the dances of ragtime music, the popular music 

of its day. The Turkey Trot was the first animal dance to catch on nationwide and created quite a stir. All the dances 

imitated the movements of the animals for which they were named to some extent. What rubbed polite society the 

wrong way was that the Turkey Trot and all the other animal dances were danced face-to-face, with the female partner 

being held close (called hugging) around the waist. Never before had America’s men and women danced so close 

together and, according to many, so indecently. Many ragtime songs popular during that time tied themselves to a 

particular dance. But Berlin cleverly kept his song “Everybody’s Doing It Now” nonspecific so the song was 

appropriate to any ragtime dance craze and became the most popular song of the animal dance era. “It” in the lyrics 

could be the Turkey Trot, Grizzly Bear, or Horse Trot or for guardians of public morality “it” could be something very 

different. Combining the Turkey Trot with Berlin’s song was like throwing gasoline on a fire as far as moral arbiters 

were concerned which, of course, made the song a hug international hit. 

 
A story from Virginia: On the evening of 3 April 1912, Newport News police arrested Olympic Theater owner E. T. Crall, song-and-dance troupe 
leader Palmer Hines, and his six dancing girls. That night’s act, judged too hot for the public good by police, combined Palmer singing the 

suggestively titled Berlin song “Everybody’s Doing It Now” with the girls dancing the Turkey Trot, the racy and very latest “animal” dance to sweep 

the nation. It must not have been typical to have a standing-room-only crowd in the Newport News police court on a Thursday morning – few if any 
were there to see the city’s drunks, brawlers, and petty thieves have their day in court. When the case of The Commonwealth of Virginia vs. Palmer 

Hines, etc,. was finally called at 10:30 A.M., 4 April 1912, the presiding police justice, much to the dismay of the cramped onlookers, cleared the 
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courtroom. The group from the Olympic Theater were charged with performing, “…a wicked and scandalous, infamous and immoral, bawdy and 
obscene song and dance, or act, corrupting the morals of the public and youth, and too filthy, obscene and immoral to be in decency further 

described…” according to the summons. According to the Newport News Daily Press coverage of the trial, troupe leader Palmer Hines testified that 

his girls were not doing the real Turkey Trot. “He said that the original ‘Turkey Trot,’ he believed, is immoral and should be debarred from all 
respectable places but repeated that the dance performed by the girls in the troupe is not the ‘Turkey Trot,’” the newspaper reported. City police 

officers were divided about the performance’s offensiveness. Detective S. G. Pearson testified that he believed the performance to be suggestive and 

would not take a female member of his family to the show. Captain J. E. Williams testified for the defense that he saw nothing offensive in the 
performance. In the end the police court justice convicted theater owner Crall of operating an immoral show and fined him $7.75. Hines and his 

dancing girls were convicted of using obscene language and fined $5.25 each. The defendants appealed their convictions to the Newport News 

Corporation Court where a jury upheld the police justice’s original ruling. 

“Honey, honey, can’t you hear? Funny, funny music, dear. Ain’t the funny strain goin’ to your brain? 

Like a bottle of wine, fine Hon', hon', hon', hon', take a chance One, one one, one little dance Can't you 

see them all swaying up the hall? Let's be gettin' in line. Ev'rybody's doin' it, doin' it, doin' it 

Ev'rybody's doin' it, doin' it, doin' it See that ragtime couple over there Watch them throw their 

shoulders in the air Snap their fingers, honey, I declare It's a bear, it's a bear, it's a bear, there!  

Ev'rybody's doin' it, doin' it, doin' it Ev'rybody's doin' it, doin' it, doin' it Ain't that music touchin' your 

heart? Hear that trombone bustin' apart? Come, come, come, come, let us start Ev'ry body's doin' it 

now. Baby, baby, can't you hear? Funny, funny music, dear Honey, don't you smile, let us rest awhile 

I'm so weak in the chest, rest Go, go, go, go get a chair No, no, no, no, leave it there Honey, if the mob 

still are on the job I'm as strong as the rest. Ev'rybody's doin' it, doin' it, doin' it Ev'rybody's doin' it, 

doin' it, doin' it See that ragtime couple over there Watch them throw their shoulders in the air Snap 

their fingers, honey, I declare It's a bear, it's a bear, it's a bear, there!  Ev'rybody's doin' it, doin' it, 

doin' it Ev'rybody's doin' it, doin' it, doin' it Ain't that music touchin' your heart? Hear that trombone 

bustin' apart? Come, come, come, come, let us start Ev’ry body’s doing it now.” 
 

Queen Esther was still ignorant of Haman’s edicts. She had so distanced 

herself from the community of faith that no one in the Church seems to have thought 

to tell her of Haman’s termination plans.  

Verse 4 is a tell-tale verse in the book. Esther is “perplexed” (“quite shocked,” 

“exceedingly grieved,” literally = “spinning or twisting” or “writhing in pain”) (chu) 

(LXX = etarachthe, 3:15 “confusion”; 7:6 “terrified”) and wants Mordecai to cease 

his unseemly behavior, and dress appropriately. Man-up, Mord! This reminds me of 

wife Michal’s reaction to David’s dancing and singing in front of the Ark coming 

back to Jerusalem in 2 Samuel 6. So Esther sends Mordecai a pinstripe suit so that he 

can dress for success in the palace complex (“the king’s gate”). Esther’s distress 

cannot be occasioned by the coming annihilation of the Jews because she does yet 

know about the coming annihilation of the Jews. But to emphasize the distance 
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between the approach of Mordecai and Esther, who still does not know of Haman’s 

edict, cousin Mord rejects the clothes. And Esther still does not understand. She is 

asking herself, “Why is he making a spectacle of himself? He is embarrassing himself 

and me!” (verse 5) 

4:5 Then Esther called for Hathach, one of the king's eunuchs, who had 

been appointed to attend her, and ordered him to go to Mordecai to learn 

what this was and why it was. 6 Hathach went out to Mordecai in the open 

square of the city in front of the king's gate, 7 and Mordecai told him all 

that had happened to him, and the exact sum of money that Haman had 

promised to pay into the king's treasuries for the destruction of the Jews. 

8 Mordecai also gave him a copy of the written decree issued in Susa for 

their destruction, that he might show it to Esther and to inform [explain it 

to] her and charged her (twawah) to go to the king to beg his favor 

(chanan) and plead (baqash) with him on behalf of her people. 9 And 

Hathach went and told Esther what Mordecai had said. 10 Then Esther 

spoke to Hathach and commanded him to go [back] to Mordecai and say, 

11 "All the king's servants and the people of the king's provinces know 

that if any man or woman goes to the king inside the inner court (chatser) 

without being called, there is but one law--to be put to death, except the 

one to whom the king holds out the golden scepter so that he may live. But 

as for me, I have not been called to come in to the king these thirty days." 

 

Esther sees Mordecai making a Davidic fool of himself in the main square of 

the capital city and she sends yet another eunuch – Hathach, not Hegai or Shaashgaz -  

to ask what is going on (“to learn what this was and why it was”). Esther, as queen, is 

still in the dark about the edict of extermination. To repeat: This tells us something 

about the privileged and coddled life of Esther and her “young women” friends in 

royal precincts. 
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Mordecai tells Hathach, Esther’s eunuch, the whole story, including 

Mordecai’s personal responsibility for Haman issuing the edict (“all that had 

happened to him and the exact sum of money,” verse 7). Then he tells the eunuch to 

tell Esther to forget about his earlier caution of disclosing her church membership, 

her Jewishness, to the king (2:10). Political expediency has dictated Esther is to now 

plead the cause (“beg his favor”) of “her people” to Xerxes. It is interesting that the 

language “begging his favor” and “pleading” is precisely the same Hebrew language 

used by Daniel in Daniel 9:3 to accompany his “fasting and sackcloth and ashes” 

before Yahweh (“Then I turned my face to the LORD God, seeking him by prayer and pleas for mercy with 

fasting and sackcloth and ashes.”) But it is not before Yahweh that Esther is to do this 

groveling, but the Zoroastrian king, Xerxes. 

Mordecai shrewdly mentions the monetary aspect of the situation. In 7:4 

Esther will tell Xerxes that she wouldn’t have made a big deal of the situation if 

“destruction, killing and annihilation” of the Persian Church wasn’t involved.  

Apparently, the simple financial transaction of slavery wasn’t worth the trouble of 

her opposition. 

In 4:8 we have the translation “explain it to her” as Mordecai’s instructions to 

Esther’s eunuch. Three emphatic clauses are employed: “to show Esther,” “to 

explain” to Esther,” “to order/ordain Esther.” The translation of the Hebrew verb 

nagad to “explain” (NESV) implies that Esther was either illiterate or too stupid to 
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understand the clear document that is to be sent, remember, to “all” men and women 

throughout the empire (3:14). However, the Hebrew word used here (nagad) is only 

translated “explain” in the Old Testament when it refers to riddles or dreams or 

enigmas (as in Genesis 3:11 and Genesis 41:24 and Judges 14:19). The word is not 

used with common documents. A better translation of the Hebrew word would be “to 

inform” or “to declare,” as it is used in Isaiah 48:5 (“I declare (nagad) [the former things] to 

you from of old, before they came to pass I announced them to you,”) with the implication that 

Hathach was to show the edict to Esther to read and also to apprise her of the 

situation, presumably background information, which Mordecai had given Hathach. 

Given the political rise of Esther through the ranks, we must not underestimate her 

native intelligence or her ability to understand the widely distributed document and 

the situation, once informed. Besides is she were illiterate, what would be the point in 

“showing” Esther Haman’s edict which she couldn’t read anyway. 

Esther’s response to Mordecai’s “urging” or “commission” or “command” or 

even “ordained” (if one is looking at Esther through religious eyes) to “pleadingly” 

approach the king in verse 11 is three-fold: 

*First, remind Mordecai of the long standing and universally known Persian 

law prohibiting unbidden audiences with the king, lest one lose one’s life.  

*Second, the special treatment that she first received from Xerxes has not be 

duplicated since that time.  
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*Third, Mordecai is not to be too confident that if she is even able to approach 

Xerxes with favor to make supplication, she can change Xerxes mind since it has 

been a month since she last saw him and she don’t know what his frame of mind is. 

Perhaps he has another favorite girl.  

One prominent Esther scholar states, 

“Esther’s hesitancy should perhaps not be regarded as a sign of cowardice, for crucial to her response is that 

she has not been called into the king’s presence for 30 days, a fact doubtless unknown to Mordecai. Her 

hesitancy, then, is not only because she doubts she would survive to make the appeal but also because she 

questions the efficacy of her appeal to the king, since her favor with Xerxes is apparently at a very low ebb” 

(Bush, Ruth-Esther, 1996). 

 

I’m not sure I agree. 

Whatever the case, the threat was real and Esther, undoubtedly knew Proverbs 

20 where Solomon, knowing the royal heart, said, “The terror of the king is like the 

growling of a lion. Whoever provokes him to anger forfeits his life” (20:2). 

Esther follows in a hallowed chain of biblical figures who were profiles in 

courage, reluctant to undertake risks to protect the Church. She joins: 

*Moses in Exodus 3:11-4:13, 

*Barak in Judges 4:8, “Then Barak said to [Deborah], ‘If you will go with 

me, then I will go, but it you will not go with me, I will not go.’” 

*David (2 Samuel 24:12-15), “famine,” “flight,” or “plague”? I choose the plague to kill 70,000 Church 

members and not my personal flight from danger. 

*Jeremiah in Jeremiah 1:6, “Then [Jeremiah] said, ‘Alas, Lord God! 

Behold, I do not know how to speak, because I am a youth.’” 
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*Peter in Matthew 26:69-74, Peter denies the Lord three times in a span of 

only a few minutes. 

*Only Isaiah leaped at the chance to die for the Church in Isaiah 6:8,  

“And I heard the voice of the LORD say, ‘Whom shall I send, and who 

will go for us?’ Then I said, ‘Here I am! Send me,’ And he said, ‘Go, and 

say to the people.” 

 

Since the pogrom was still almost a year away, there is ample time for Esther 

to take the safer course and formally request an audience with Xerxes in order to 

avoid the danger of dropping in on him unannounced, unsummoned.  Why didn’t she 

wait and bide her time? We are not told why, but it could say something about her 

personality (Was she impetuous?) and the pressure put on her by Mordecai to act 

now. 

There is some dispute about the access to Xerxes by the general public. 

Herodotus states that Persians were able to send requests to the king and get a quick 

audience. This was permissible because it was important for the king to have access 

to the non-regal world in order to stay informed of troublesome activities around the 

empire, a reflection of the wisdom of Proverbs 29:14, “If the king judges the poor 

with fairness, his throne will always be secure.” The reason for Esther’s cautionary 

response to Mordecai in verse 11 about approaching the king unsummoned, appears 

only in the Bible and is not attested to by extra-biblical sources. 

4:12 And they told Mordecai (wayyaggidu) what Esther had said. 13 Then 

Mordecai told them to reply to Esther, "Do not think to yourself that in 
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the king's palace you will escape any more than all the other Jews. 14 For 

if you keep silent at this time, relief (shaqat) and deliverance (notsal) will 

rise for the Jews from another place (maqom), but you and your father's 

house will perish (avad). And who knows whether you have not come to be 

the consort of the king (malkhuth) (literally, “come to the royalty”) (naga) 

for such a time as this?" 15 Then Esther told them to reply to Mordecai, 

16 "Go, gather all the Jews to be found in Susa, and hold a fast on my 

behalf, and do not eat or drink for three days, night or day. I and my 

young women (naarah) will also fast as you do. Then I will go to the king, 

though it is against the law, and if I perish, I perish (avad)." 17 Mordecai 

then went away and did everything as Esther had commissioned (tsawah) 

him. 

 

This paragraph, of course, contains the most famous verse in the book and one 

of the most famous verses in the Old Testament; it is generally interpreted to be the 

locus classicus for the doctrine of providence. But I will contest that a bit. 

Remember: There has been nothing in the story to suggest that Mordecai or Esther 

are people of sturdy faith and piety. In fact, the only place where Mordecai might 

evince some trust in providence is in 4:14, when he says, “who knows?” meaning 

maybe, Yahweh. 

But in the context of this wonderful verse, the writer continues his flair for 

drama as he records the back and forth conversation between Esther and Mordecai 

without comment. Hathach the eunuch is the intermediary between Mordecai and 

Esther but verse 12 literally states “And they told Mordecai,” wayyaggidu. Who 

“they” and the “them” are in verses 13 and 15 is not explained. The Targum states that Haman 

saw Hathach running back and forth and would later kill him. Where did “they” come from and why 

were “they” involved. We simple don’t know. 
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To recap, we have already seen Mordecai doing his public mourning in the 

town square and Esther responds by asking him what’s going on. He responds to her 

by showing her the edict of extermination and commissioning her to confront the 

king. She responds to him by telling him that she hasn’t seen the king in a month and 

it is a chancy deal, going before the king unbidden. Mordecai responds to her with his 

famous reply in 4:14: 

“Do not think that you will escape death any more than all the other Jews. 

If you keep silent now, salvation will come for the Jews from another place 

(maqom), but you and your family will still die like all the other members 

of the Persian Church. Who knows if you have become queen to save the 

Jews?” 

 

Several commentators have pointed out the parallels between Esther as a 

believer in an unbeliever’s Persian court and Moses as a believer in an unbeliever’s 

Egyptian court. As has been noted, there is no mention of Yahweh in this critical 

paragraph.  

And this brings us to the expression, “from another place.” What does that 

refer to? Three possibilities have been advanced, when it has been advanced at all 

since many scholars amazingly just brush by verse 14 without much insightful 

comment: 

1. Yahweh 

2. A human agent, individual or nation 

3. Esther, because it is a question not a declarative sentence. 
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This is an important issue so it deserves some discussion. It is not the most 

important issues raised in the book of Esther, but it is important. 

The first possibility, the traditional possibility, is that the phrase “from another 

place” is a veiled allusion to Yahweh. On the surface, that seems a natural 

conclusion. The argument goes something like this: The fact that Esther asked the 

Jewish Church to “fast” on her behalf clearly indicates that divine help was being 

sought here, regardless of what the help might look like. The narrator of Esther is 

affirming a religious concept, providence. Having threatened Esther, Mordecai then 

tried to encourage her by suggesting that something grand and providential was 

involved in her becoming queen – the will of Yahweh. Commentators holding this 

view that it is Yahweh who will ride to the rescue point to the Jewish Targum 

addition to this verse which adds, “the Lord of the world will deliver them out of the 

hands of their enemies.” Furthermore, the Jewish Talmud uses the Hebrew word for 

“Place” as a surrogate for the name of “God” with the “p” of “place” capitalized. 

However this view, once widely accepted but now pretty much discarded, has 

several great deficiencies: 

1. Historic allegorizing Jewish interpretation (through the Talmud and the 

Targum) favoring this view which influenced early Christian commentaries were 

written much later than the book of Esther and thus interpretations advanced by these 

Jewish scholars cannot be considered decisive or instructive for those of us who 
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believe that the Holy Spirit inspired the writing of the book in 400 BC, hundreds of 

years before the Targum and the Talmud. 

2. Talmudic literature, including Jewish historian Josephus, interpreted the 

Hebrew word for “Place” (maqom) as a surrogate reference to “Yahweh” which 

yields the rendering of the expression “from another Place,” meaning the same as 

“from another God” which, of course, is utterly inadmissible because there is no 

“other God.” Furthermore, the Hebrew word translated “place” (maqom) is never 

used for the name of “Yahweh” in the Scriptures. 

3. Even if you could find a reference for “Yahweh” using the word “place,” the 

problem is, if Yahweh is just “another place,” then Esther is also being referred to as 

“a place,” which means they are both equal “Places” or “sources of deliverance,” and 

that is not theologically conceivable to the teaching of Scripture. 

4. Interpreting the expression “another place” as a reference to God creates a 

stark contrast between, on one hand, a providential deliverance by God and, on the 

other hand, a human deliverance by Esther, which necessarily implies that the 

deliverance by Esther is not providentially from God. This, of course, destroys the 

theological sense of providential deliverance, which we know to be the truth and 

which we believe is being taught in the book of Esther. 

5. Esther’s “fast” is politically motivated because the narrator makes no 

connection between Esther’s “fast” and prayer, or Yahweh, or confession of sin. 
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Rather it is portrayed as political theater designed to influence the political power 

structure represented by Haman and Xerxes. Furthermore, Esther dictates that her 

“fast” violates the holy Passover requirements of feasting and not fasting in 4:16. 

Thus, the expression “from another place” cannot refer to God and must refer 

to some human source of deliverance. Interestingly, the Greek LXX, in spite of 

adding spiritual language throughout the book of Esther to make it more religious, at 

this point does not turn the phrase, “from another (acher) place (maqom),” into an 

explicit reference to God but an implicit reference to God by simply translating the 

Hebrew phrase to “help and protection will be to the Jews from another (Other) 

(allothen)” by dropping the noun “place” altogether. In the LXX, the word “Other” 

becomes “Yahweh,” but “other” is also never used for the name of Yahweh in the 

Bible. 

Moving to the second possibility: The phrase “from another place” points to a 

human source, but not Esther. Suggestions advanced for this “source of deliverance” 

are: 

*other Jewish officials like Nehemiah 

*an armed revolt by the Church 

*a foreign power 

*a popular uprising by the Persian populace. 
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The thought is that Queen Esther, on the throne, will give hope for a coup from 

wherever (cf, Jonah 3:9, “Who knows, God may turn and relent, and withdraw his burning anger so that we 

shall not perish.” cf, Joel 2:14). 

The problem with the interpretation that the “source of deliverance” will come 

from anther human agent is also several fold: 

1. The ruthless character of Xerxes and the political power of Haman make this 

possibility extremely unlikely. What group or tribe or nation is going to confront the 

most powerful empire in the world for an outcast tribe? It doesn’t make any sense. 

2. The diabolical nature of the edict sends a severe message to all Persians that 

the might of the empire is now arrayed against the Jewish Church. This is a serious 

and dangerous edict with committed people behind it. This is not like the silly Vashti 

edict. 

3. Mordecai has given no hint so far that his faith is strong enough to believe in 

providential protection from any source – Yahweh or his human agents. 

4. In the Bible, the Hebrew word for “place” (maqom) is always used for a 

physical place, land, station, region, home, (“heaven” in Hosea 5:15), but never a 

human. 

Most current scholars do not embrace this interpretation. 

The third, and better and increasingly popular interpretation in the last 20 years 

among scholars is that Mordecai is not posing a declarative statement to Esther that 
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deliverance “will” arise for the Jews from some other mysterious quarter, that is: 

“relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another place.”  Rather, Mordecai 

is posing a rhetorical question to her: “Will relief and deliverance for the Jews arise 

at all if you don’t provide it?” All this by simply shifting the placement of English 

translation of the verb, “will,” ahead three words to come before “relief and 

deliverance.” A perfectly acceptable translation. Indeed, the King James and the more 

literal NASB has the phrase this way. 

Let’s review the problems of the phrase, “from another place,” being a positive 

statement about deliverance, whether from Yahweh or a human agent, and not a 

question: 

1. The first category of problems with a positive statement, “relief and 

deliverance will rise for the Jews from another place” is the same set of problems just 

discussed with the source of deliverance being another human agency. 

2. But there is another category of problems with a positive statement, “relief 

and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another place” and that is that the 

following phrase in 14c, “but you and your father’s house will perish” doesn’t make 

any sense. Why would Esther and her whole family perish when the rest of the Jews 

are delivered? The text does not give us any answers. We can only speculate – Jewish 

vengeance against Esther and Mordecai? Why would Yahweh’s judgment through 
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Jewish vengeance fall on Mordecai’s family, who was Esther’s father figure, because 

of Esther’s cowardice and failure? Mordecai is the good Jew here. He’s the one who 

saved Xerxes and he is the one urging Esther to do the right thing. Why would the 

LORD permit this unjustified slaughter of Mordecai? 

3. The third set of problems with the positive statement, “relief and deliverance 

will arise” involves a brief tour in the Hebrew linguistic weeds. The Hebrew particle 

(ki) which begins verse 14 and is translated “for” has the linguistic function of 

implying the phrase that follows. So this little Hebrew word gives the reason for 

Mordecai’s previous statement in verse 13 that Esther will not be any more safe in 

the “king’s palace” than all the other Jews in the empire in verse 14. However, if the 

phrase in 14b - “relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another place” - is 

seen to be a positive statement then the threat to Esther and her family is inexplicable. 

How can there be “deliverance for the Jews” but not for Esther and her family? So 

the very function of the Hebrew particle (translated “for”), which the Holy Spirit 

inspired, is nullified and does not explain, as it is meant to do, verse 13. 

This leaves us with the best and most consistent interpretation of verse 14. The 

Hebrew language favors a question and not a statement, by giving evidence that the 

functionality of a positive rhetorical question expects a negative answer: “For if you, 

Esther, keep silent at this time, will relief or deliverance arise for the Jews from 
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another place?” Implied answer: “No.” Accordingly, Mordecai was urging Esther to 

intervene with Xerxes because she was the only one in a position to do any good. She 

and she alone would be the source of tribal deliverance. 4:14 is then seen not as an 

indirect allusion to the certainty of divine intervention but a contingent plea to Esther 

emphasizing her providentially provided crucial political role (cf, John M. Wiebe, 

“Esther 4:14,” 1991). Even the iconoclastic Apostle Paul recognizes the need for 

political protocol for when he goes to Jerusalem he first goes to “the leaders” (tois 

dokousin), those of “high reputation,” the “pillars” (hoi dokountes) of the Church to 

privately present his bona fides (Galatians 2). 

With this human responsibility understanding of verse 14, the reason for the 

demise of Esther and her family is not some unknown cause at which we can only 

guess, but rather the cause is clear and unequivocal – the cause of her demise and the 

demise of her family is the demise of the entire Jewish Church, which will take her 

and Mordecai’s family, as well. Verse 14 as a question functions then as a coherent 

explanation why Esther will not escape the coming destruction any more than the 

other Jews.  

Finally, the sentence in verse 14, “And who knows if it is not for a time like 

this that you have become queen?” is simply a rhetorical question emphasizing that 

Esther’s appeal to Xerxes is the only hope the Jewish Church has. Consequently, the 
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“who knows” may not express doubt or skepticism about the providential hand of 

Yahweh raising Esther to the queenship. Rather it expresses a confident hope in 

God’s leading Esther to do the right thing and be bold.  

Mordecai’s question fits the non-religious tone of the book more consistently. 

There is a sense here of the Pauline statement to the Corinthians when he rhetorically 

asks them “For who sees anything different in you?” in 1 Corinthians 4:7, with the 

implied answer being “nobody.” Thus, Paul tells the Corinthians, you have the 

responsibility to testify to your Corinthian neighbors outside the faith because there 

ain’t nobody else to do the testifying. 

So, to Mordecai’s question of “who knows,” the answer could be “nobody 

knows.” There was no miraculous sign, no voice, no figure, no writing on the wall, 

no burning bush from God. There is no guarantee that Esther could convince the king 

to let her people go, only the responsibility to try. “Perhaps” Yahweh will remain 

mysteriously hidden, which he did in this case, and let his people die, as he had done 

in the past, which he didn’t in this case. There was no guarantee of success if success 

meant getting what Esther and Mordecai wanted. Indeed, one scholar argues that the 

passage teaches that deliverance will come for the vast majority of the Jews but not 

for Mordecai and Esther. They will die in the civil war (Haley, 1885). As happens 

throughout the book of Esther we are never told that God is behind the political and 
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cultural events narrated. We are left to sacredly interpret the secular events in light of 

other biblical teaching and then walk by faith (2 Corinthians 5:7). 

When I think of Esther I am reminded of Sir Thomas More, as he is portrayed 

in the 1960 play and the 1966 movie, Man for all Seasons. Written by the alcoholic 

atheist Robert Bolt who was raised an evangelical Methodist, Sir Thomas, played by 

the wonderful actor Paul Scofield, tried to navigate the political waters between the 

pro-Roman Catholic forces, the pro-Lutheran forces and the English crown. You will 

remember that Thomas More failed in the navigation, eventually losing his head to 

the crown, King Henry VIII. But during the navigation, Sir Thomas regarded the law 

as a worthy product of human culture. He saw the law as a mediating force between 

the theology of the Church and the pragmatic passions of the English empire. I see 

Queen Esther, like Sir Thomas, still very young but steeped in the intricacies of the 

law, eloquent speaker and motivator, fluent in languages, engaging writer, and clever 

politician. Both were persons of principle who often chose not to stand on principle. 

Both were religious persons but who were deeply immersed in secular political 

pursuits. And both are extremely contemporary for the American evangelical (Beauty 

Will Save the World, Gregory Wolfe, 2011). 

This is an example, I submit, of the biblical teaching of the conditional nature 

of life or the noetic effects of sin – “who knows” or “perhaps” that teaches that sin 
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has “darkened” our minds (Isaiah 6:9; 42:18; 43:8; Matthew 15:14; 23:16f; 

Ephesians 4:18, “as the Gentiles walk. In the futility of their mind, being 

darkened in their understanding”; 2 Peter 1:9). I found myself using the 

conditional phrase “perhaps” over two dozen times in my comments on Esther. The 

conditional nature of God’s involvement just adds to the mystery contained in this 

book. 

“Perhaps, Perhaps, Perhaps” 

The Latin ballad, "Perhaps, Perhaps, Perhaps" was written by Cuban songwriter Osvaldo Farrés who wrote the music 

and original Spanish lyrics which became a hit in 1947. Farrés reportedly received inspiration for his lyrics from Cuban 

First Lady, Mary Tarrero-Serrano. The English lyrics were written by Joe Davis and first recorded by Desi Arnaz in 

1948 but Doris Day made it an American hit in 1964. 

You won't admit you love me And so how am I ever to know?  You always tell me Perhaps, perhaps, 

perhaps A million times I've asked you,  And then I ask you over again.  You only answer Perhaps, 

perhaps, perhaps If you can't make your mind up We'll never get started And I don't wanna wind up 

Being parted, broken-hearted So if you really love me Say yes, but if you don't dear, confess.  And please 

don't tell me Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps If you can't make your mind up 

We'll never get started And I don't wanna wind up Being parted, broken-hearted  So if you really love 

me Say yes, but if you don't dear, confess.  And please don't tell me Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps Perhaps, 

perhaps, perhaps Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps.  

(“Perhaps, Perhaps, Perhaps” performed by Doris Day) 

Yahweh’s actions are reserved for him to know and us to find out through 

faith. This divine mysterious trait of God’s makes agnostics out of many of the 

leaders of the Old Testament Church, such as, Moses (Exodus 32:30), David (2 

Samuel 12:22), Jeremiah (Lamentations 3:29), Amos (Amos 5:15), Jonah (Jonah 

3:9), Zephaniah (Zephaniah 2:3), and Mordecai in Esther 4:14 (cf, the Philistine 

priests, 1 Samuel 6:5). Peter (Acts 8:22), and Paul (2 Timothy 2:25) in the New 

Testament, all are agnostic about God’s actions – maybe he will, maybe he won’t. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Osvaldo_Farr%C3%A9s
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1947_in_music
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Tarrero-Serrano
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Joe_Davis_%28lyricist%29&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Desi_Arnaz
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In the perplexing biblical phrase “who knows?” or “who can tell” or “perhaps” 

we see God’s gracious, surprising and mysterious character of love at work, but also 

His willingness to hide His love, to mask his love from time to time from us, His 

people. God maintains His secrecy without being capricious or completely 

inscrutable.  

In multiple places, the writers of Scripture acknowledge that life is full of 

mystery, uncertainty and contingencies when they use the common word, yada (“to 

perceive,” “to know,” “to understand,” “to discern”) (Psalm 90:11; Ecclesiastes 2:19; 

3:21; 6:12; 8:1; Joel 2:14; Jonah 2:13-14). The Jewish comedian Lenny Bruce popularized this Hebrew 

word in the l950s in his riff “yada, yada, yada” meaning “on and on and on.” Decades later, the Jewish comedian Jerry 

Seinfield picked “yada yada yada” up for his comedy show in the l990s meaning it is meaningless because we can’t 

discern its meaning. This is one of the most important Hebrew root words in the language 

because it expresses a broad variety of meaning about various types of “knowledge” 

which are gained through the senses. The context of our Esther 4 passage determines 

that the word is translated “who knows” or “who’s to tell” meaning, “We can’t know 

for certain. A consequence may or may not happen.” 

2 Samuel 12 

“David answered [his servants], ‘While the child was still alive, I fasted and wept. I thought “Who knows?” 

The LORD may be gracious to me and let the child live.’ But Now that he is dead, why should I fast?’” 

2 Samuel 12:22 gives us an example of God’s freedom and sovereignty in His actions. King David responds to his son’s critical 

illness by realizing Yahweh can’t be programmed nor controlled. God is free to adapt to the existential circumstances that Man 

presents to Him. God can and does improvise. 

Psalm 90:11 

“Who knows the power of your anger? For your wrath is as great as the fear that is due you.”  
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Jonah 3 

“’Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish.’ 

When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring 

upon them the destruction he had threatened.” 

In Jonah 3:9-10 we see God’s compassionate character as work here but also His willingness to hid His actions from 

His people (“Who knows?”). God keeps his options open. Improvisation within a framework. God cannot be 

programmed or manipulated but he can be reasoned with. 

Joel 2:13-14 

“Rend your heart and not your garments. Return to the LORD your God, for he is gracious and compassionate, slow to 

anger and abounding in love, and he relents from sending calamity. Who knows, but that he may turn and have pity and 

leave behind a blessing.” 

God’s stern threats were not inflexible but rather subordinate to the high purpose of his people’s welfare. This divine “relenting” is 

not to be seen as fickleness or waffling but rather God’s freedom to change his attitude towards his people when they change their 

attitude and actions towards him. 

Ecclesiastes 2:19 

“And who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool? Yet he will have control over all the work into 

which I have poured my effort and skill under the sun. This too is meaningless.” 

Ecclesiastes 3:21 

“Who knows if the spirit of man rises upward and if the spirit of the animal goes down into the earth?”  

 

Ecclesiastes 6:12 

“For who knows what is good for a man in life, during the few and meaningless day he passes through like a 

shadow? Who can tell him what will happen under the sun after he is gone?” 

 

Ecclesiastes 8:1 

“Who is like the wise man? Who knows the explanation of things? 

I Corinthians 16:6 

“Perhaps I will stay with you or even spend the winter, so that you may help me on my journey, wherever I 

go.” 

 

I have argued that the book of Esther is a political tract and not a religious 

tract. There is wonderful theology in the book, but precious little religion. It is a 

telling omission that Matthew in the New Testament, when he is giving the spiritual 

genealogy of Jesus after the “Babylonian deportation” (Matthew 1:12-16), mentions 

nobody from the story of Esther. Zerubbabel, from roughly the same time period (eg, 1 

Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Haggai and Zechariah) is mentioned, but 13 generations of spiritual 

leaders giving us the DNA for our Savior come and go without one reference to a 

Church leader from Esther’s time. And look at the names of those mentioned by 
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Matthew in the lineage of Jesus after the “deportation”: We have (“Shealtiel”) = “I have 

asked God,” (“Eliakim”) = “God sets up,” (“Abiud”) = “My father is majesty,” (“Eliud”) = “God 

is my praise,” (“Eleazar”) = “God is my helper,” (“Achim”) = “Jehovah will establish,” 

(“Matthan”) = “Gift of God,” Matthew 1:15. All names referring to the spiritual life. And 

earlier in Matthew 1, Tamar, Ruth, Rahab and Bathsheba are referenced, so women 

are mentioned by Matthew, not just Esther. 

And what about the names of Mordecai and Esther? Nothing spiritual about 

their names. The Hebrew text has the name “Mordecai” which is similar to the 

Babylonian name, “Marduka” which is taken from the Babylonian god named, 

“Marduk” in Isaiah 46:1 and Jeremiah 50:2. A secular inscription at Persepolis 

mentions a “Marduka” as a royal official of Xerxes, so it may be our guy. Perhaps 

Mordecai had a Jewish name but we are not given it, so the consensus is that he 

probably didn’t have a Jewish name; he’s been in Persia all his life so “Mordecai” is 

probably his name given him by his Jewish parents. Here is another example of an 

exiled Jew taking the name of a pagan god without apparent scruples (Daniel 1:6-7). 

Mordecai only appears in Esther and he drops out of sight after that. God brings him 

in for a specific political purpose and then he is gone. 

Turning to the names of Esther, she has two names: “Hadassah” coming from 

the Hebrew meaning “myrtle,” probably given to her at birth by her now-dead 

parents, and “Esther” coming from the Aramaic root of “to conceal” (sathar/astir) 
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(2:7). The ancient rabbis related Esther’s name to the “concealment” or “hiddenness” (astir) of God, as in 

Deuteronomy 31:8, “And I will certainly hide (astir) my face on that day because of all their wickedness in 

turning to other gods.” “Esther” is the Hebrew transliteration of a Persian name for “star,” 

as in the Babylonian name of one of their pagan gods, “Ishtar,” which means the 

“Queen of Heaven” (meleketh shameh) or the “goddess of eroticism/love” as in 

Jeremiah 7:18 (“The children gather wood, the fathers kindle fire, and the women knead dough, to make 

cakes for the queen of heaven. And they pour out Drink offerings to other gods”) and Jeremiah 44:19, 

25. Esther’s Persian name of “Esther” was probably given to her at the time of her 

coronation as queen of Persia. We see that happening in 2 Kings 23:34 where the Pharaoh Necco (Necco of 

the Suez Canal and the Battle of Carchemish) changes a Jewish prince’s name when he installs him as puppet king 

(“Eliakim” becomes “Jehoiakim”). 

Furthermore, Esther, like Mordecai drops from the pages of Scripture right 

after her brief appearance in the political life of Persia. She doesn’t even appear in the 

New Testament, like other Old Testament Church female figures of Sarah, Ruth, and 

Rahab. In Hebrews 11, that hall of fame of faith chapter in the New Testament, 

Esther is nowhere to be found along side of Sarah and Rahab. The omission of Esther 

from the pages of the New Testament is all the more striking because she has a 

booked named for her in the Old Testament but she completely vanishes from sight 

after the end of that book. Ruth, on the other hand, has book named for her and has 

an honored place in the New Testament. Esther is more like the political judge 

Deborah (Judges 4 and 5) who also doesn’t appear in the New Testament but is 
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literally a warrior queen, a judge for the Old Testament Church in times of great 

distress. Deborah was an outstanding person, able to arouse the scattered tribes of the 

Church to a sense of unity and loyalty to Yahweh in their fight against the Canaanites 

but she wasn’t a religious leader. 

The point of all this is that the role of Esther in holy scripture is a political role 

and not a spiritual one and the Lord of revelation has it in our canon to provide 

perspective on the life of the believer in a hostile unbelieving culture. Esther and 

Mordecai are heroes, but they are political heroes not religious heroes. 

This is because the focus of the book of Esther is on temporal politics and not 

transcendent religion. Esther is a wonderful story of the truth of Matthew 22:21, 

“Then render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that 

are God’s.” Everyone has a role to play in the kingdom of God but not everyone is 

called to be priest or a prophet. Some are called to be kings. 

Returning the holy text in 4:5-16: 

“Go, gather all the Jews to be found in Susa, and hold a fast on my behalf, 

and do not eat or drink for three days, night or day. I and my young 

women will also fast as you do. Then I will go to the king though it is 

against the law, and if I perish, I perish.’” 

 

Esther’s resigned reply to Mordecai in 4:16, “If I perish, I perish” is 

reminiscent of Jacob’s reply to his sons in Genesis 43:14, “If I am bereaved of my 

children, I am bereaved.” Both Esther and Jacob cry out, not in faith, but in a 

nihilistic whimper.  
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The by-now 20-something queen, Esther, ratchets up the action narrative at a 

decisive moment when she finally tells first cousin (2:7) Mordecai: “Go,” “gather,” 

“hold,” and “do not eat or drink.” An important but often overlooked point in this 

verse is that apparently the Church had infiltrated the Persian government to such a 

significant degree that Esther believed that “fasting” Jews in Susa could make a 

political difference in public policy. The Persian Church apparently took Jeremiah’s 

injunction in Jeremiah 29 seriously and got involved in the political and economic 

life of the pagan empire. Even as Esther “commissions” or “ordains” Mordecai “to 

gather all the Jews in Persia” for a national three day tribal “fast,” here is no object 

for the fasting observance. Indeed, the “young women” given to Esther by Hegai in 

2:9 were assuredly, pagan Persians since no one knew that Esther was a Jewess at the 

time the girls were assigned to her.  It is to be a “fast on Esther’s behalf,” not a “fast 

to seek the LORD” as Daniel would have it in Daniel 9:3, or Isaiah would have the 

Church “fast to the LORD” in Isaiah 58:5, or David would “fast to the LORD” in 

Psalm 69:10-11.  

As I have mentioned, we have the example of a pagan fast with the Assyrian 

Ninevites fasting in Jonah 3:5, “And the people of Nineveh believed God. They called for a fast and 

put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them to the least of them.” The three day fast is to be broken 

down into a “day” and “night” fast (“night or day” Esther says), unusual for the 
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biblical religious observance. Furthermore, there is no prayer or confession or grief 

over sins commanded with Esther’s “fast.” 

An interesting aspect about this “fast,” is that the expedience of the moment 

trumps the Levitical observance of the truly holy day of Passover. That is, assuming 

that this “fast” began on the 13th day of Nisan as 3:12 indicates, and that Mordecai 

fasts three days, he must have continued to fast on the 13th and the 14th until the 15th 

day of Nisan which was, according to Moses, to be the “feast,” not the “fast” of 

Passover, thus breaking the Passover law of Exodus 12 (“14th day of the first month,” 

Numbers 28:16-17). Esther, herself, overturns the Mosaic Passover observance with 

her “fast.” This is like a crowd of people holding candles in the air as a public display 

of solidarity for whatever cause. It seems that the point of the 72 hour “fasting” is 

ethnic identity and solidarity and political persuasion.  

Still, some scholars like Origen (“On Prayer,” 13, 2) and Clement of Rome (“1 Clement” 

55:3, “Esther was perfect in faith”) think it is implied and point to Joel 1:14 for the spiritual 

connection, “Consecrate a fast; call a solemn assembly. Gather the elders and all the inhabitants of the land 

to the house of the LORD your God, and cry out to the LORD.” But, I am hard pressed to see the 

religiosity in this particular “fast” observance if we take the narrative as straight 

reporting without injecting a worldview of faith for Queen Esther. It is political 

theater – a jailhouse fast. 

At this moment, Esther becomes “Esther the Molester” of Xerxes in the religious and ethnic tradition of: 
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*Moses, when he was a “snare” to the Egyptians in Exodus 10:7 (“Then Pharaoh’s servants said to him, 

‘How long shall this man be a snare (moqesh) to us?” cf, Ecclesiastes 7:26) 

*Jonathan, when he was a disobedient son to sinful Saul in I Samuel 14:29 (“Jonathan said, ‘My father 

(Saul) has made trouble (akar) for the country.”) 

*Elijah, when he confronted King Ahab as the “troubler (akar) of Israel?” (1 Kings 18:17) where the 

Hebrew word translated “troubler” comes from “roiling the water” or “disturb” or “cast out from polite 

company” or “being a taboo.”  

*Obadiah, King Ahab’s vice-president, when he secretly protected the faithful prophets from the treacherous 

love 

Ahab (cf, I Kings 16:9; 2 Kings 10:5; 15:5; 18:18f), “While Jezebel was killing off the LORD’S prophets, 

Obadiah had taken a hundred prophets and hidden them in two caves, fifty in each, and had supplied 

them with food and water” (1 Kings 18:4).  

*The apostles, when they “turned the world upside down,” as reported by Luke in Acts 17:6 (“These men 

who have caused trouble all over the world (turned the world upside down, disturbed the world) 

(anastatoo) have now come here,”) 

*Paul, when he was called a “troublemaker” or a “plague” (“pestilent”) and a “ring leader” of rioters in Acts 

24:5 (“For we have found this man a plague (troublemaker) (loimos) one who stirs up riots (stasis) 

among all the Jews throughout the world and is a ringleader of the sect of Nazarenes.”) 

Isn’t it a fact of our lives that we who confess Christ, week after week here at 

Faith, so easily and completely fail to apply our biblical theology to life’s problems 

as they confront us. We believe in Jesus, but in daily practice we often react to life’s 

problems as if we are agnostics or even atheists. When a defining crises hits us we 

make decisions which uncover who or what we worship. And more often than not, 

our actions are shameful since we tend to worship by relying on our intelligence or 

our experience or our senses or our material resources. Without the threat of our 
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“Haman edicts” we can persist in comfort, satisfaction and compromise with our 

idols – just like Esther in the luxurious king’s palace and Mordecai in his pleasant 

governmental sinecure. 

The great Dutch theologian, Herman Bavinck (1854-1921) began his seminal 

four volume Reformed Dogmatics, with the sentence: “The Bible is not a textbook of 

theology; its language is the fresh and immediate expression of concrete life.” So 

must the story of Esther be for us. 
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Chapter 5 

5:1 On the third day Esther put on her royal robes and stood in the inner 

court of the king's palace, in front of the king's quarters (bayith), while the 

king was sitting on his royal throne (kisse) inside the throne room opposite 

the entrance to the palace. 2 And when the king saw Queen Esther 

standing in the inner court, she won favor (chen) in his sight (ayin), and he 

held out to Esther the golden scepter that was in his hand. Then Esther 

approached and touched the tip of the scepter. 3 And the king said to her, 

"What is it, Queen Esther? What is your request? It shall be given you, 

even to the half of my kingdom." 4 And Esther said, "If it please the king, 

let the king and Haman come today to a dinner (mishteh) that I have 

prepared for the king." 5 Then the king said, "Bring Haman quickly, so 

that we may do as Esther has asked." So the king and Haman came to the 

dinner that Esther had prepared. 6 And as they were drinking wine after 

the dinner, the king said to Esther, "What is your wish (shelah)? It shall 

be granted you. And what is your request? Even to the half of my 

kingdom, it shall be fulfilled." 7 Then Esther answered, "My wish (shelah) 

and my request is… 8 If I have found favor in the sight of the king, and if 

it please the king to grant my wish and fulfill my request, let the king and 

Haman come to another dinner that I will prepare for them, and 

tomorrow I will do as the king has said." 

 

At the end of the three day “fast,” Esther approaches Xerxes. It is instructive to 

note that Esther dresses appropriately (she “put on her royal robes”) to meet the king. 

Side note: Is Esther’s actions here applicable to us as we approach our king – dress appropriately 

This royal dress to meet the king is reflected in the early Old Testament Church when 

Moses is instructed by Yahweh in Exodus 28 (2, 40, “And you shall make holy garments for 

Aaron your brother, for glory and for beauty.”) to dress those who intercede on behalf of the 

congregation in a way that gives dignity and honor (“glory and beauty”) to the 

interceder because they are coming before the King of Kings, the LORD of Lords 

and God Almighty. That’s why I like our pastor to dress in a formal robe, giving him, 
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as our intercessor, the dignity and honor that Yahweh expects and deserves, and we 

desire. 

The early Church Father, Clement of Alexander (150-215), commenting on Esther’s “royal robes” wrote, 

“The only woman we know who used ornaments without blame is Esther, her action in making herself 

beautiful had a mystical significance, however, for, as the wife of her king, she obtained deliverance for her 

people by her beauty when they were being slaughtered.” (Christ the Educator, xxxx). 

 

Note the rich detail of the setting of this royal meeting in verses 1 and 2 (“inner court 

of the king’s palace,” “in front of the king’s quarters,” “royal throne inside the throne 

room which is opposite the entrance to palace”). The writer puts us right there, like a 

good journalist should. 

We glide over Esther’s royal audience with Xerxes in his private residence but 

we must remember that it could have gone the other way, and Xerxes could have 

done something violent and deadly to his young queen. It took guts and cunning for 

the young Jewess to approach Xerxes after a month-long absence because she didn’t 

know what his reaction to her would be. The effort of Esther to save her people in the 

face of royal opposition follows the biblical example of Abigail who courageously 

pleads with King David not to kill her worthless husband, Nabal, in 1 Samuel 25 (24-

31). Abigail ends, of course, becoming the wife of David, but she is henceforth 

always referred to as “Abigail, the widow of Nabal of Carmel,” but unlike Esther 

never queen or wife of the king. 

Anyway, Esther really physically pleases the king, again (as she did in 2:4). 

Clearly, the king is reminded of how beautiful she is (“she won his favor (chen) in his 
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eyes”). Esther continues to win all the beauty contests. 2:9 tells us she got preferential 

treatment over the other contestants. All she has to do is just “stand there in the inner 

court.” Just one look from Xerxes. I am tempted at this point to break into Doris 

Troy’s great 1963 song, “Just One Look.” 

"Just One Look" 

"Just One Look" is a 1963 hit song written by Doris Troy and Gregory Carroll and recorded by Ms. Troy in 1963. There 

have been multiple hit versions of this song. According to one story (Soulful Divas) Ms. Troy recorded a studio demo of 

the song and took it to Sue Records first, but their lack of response led her to offer it to Atlantic Records, where the 

song was released unchanged. The song spent 14 weeks on the Billboard Hot 100, peaking at #10, while reaching #3 on 

Billboard's Hot R&B Singles chart. The song also charted at No. 9 on the Cash Box Top 100. More interesting than all 

of these statistics is that Troy's version of the song was featured in a famous 1992 Pepsi commercial featuring a new can 

design starring Cindy Crawford driving up to a Pepsi machine in a red Ferrari and two young boys (as stand-ins for 

Xerxes) stunningly watch her, saying “It’s beautiful,” referring, of course, to the new Pepsi can.  This commercial was 

re-aired during Super Bowl 35, ten years later in 2001. An updated version of the ad, still featuring Crawford and “Just 

One Look” aired in 2002 and again in 2015. 

 

Just one look and I fell so hard In love with you, oh oh, oh oh I found out how good it feels To have your 

love, oh oh, oh oh. Say you will, will be mine Forever and always, oh oh, oh oh Just one look and I knew 

That you were my only one Oh oh oh oh!  I thought I was dreamin' But I was wrong, yeah, yeah, yeah 

Oh, but-a, I'm gonna keep on schemin' Till I can a-make you, make you my own!  So you see, I really 

care Without you I'm nothin', oh oh, oh oh Just one look and I know I'll get you someday, oh oh, oh oh. 

Just one look, that's all it took Just one look, that's all it took Just one look, that's all it took 

 
“Don’t Just Stand there” 

“Don’t Just Stand there” is a song written by Lor Crane and Bernice Ross. 

 “Please don't just stand there Come and kiss me like before Please don't just stand there Looking down 

at the floor If something is wrong Give me just one little sign Is there someone else Please tell me Tell me 

what what, what, what's on your mind Once when we'd meet You'd run to hold me tight Life was so 

sweet Until tonight Please don't just stand there Get it over if we're through Please don't just stand 

there While my heart breaks in two Don't be unfair How can you be so unkind Please stop hurting me 

And help me Tell me what what, what, what's on your mind If it's a game We don't want to play it And 

if…” 

(“Don’t Just Stand There” performed by Danny Williams) 

 

Xerxes repeats himself – “What is it, Queen Esther?” “What is your request?” 

He offers a typical, formulaic Persian generosity: “Ask and it shall be yours.” “Your 

wish is my command.” “If you want, I will give you half my kingdom” (verse 3, 6; he 

will make the same gesture in 7:2). Yahweh has Xerxes by the nape of the neck and 

is turning his head and heart towards Esther and salvation for the Persian Church (cf, 
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Proverbs 21:1st “The king’s heart is a stream of water in the hand of the LORD, he turns it wherever he wills”). 

We’ve seen this generous spirit of Xerxes before – with Haman in chapter 3(10-11) 

and with the assembled guests at the first feast in chapter 1(8). Xerxes’ response is 

nothing more than Oriental courtesy and not really to be taken literally, at face value, 

but it still can have consequences, as we see in Herod’s similar oriental response to 

Herodias’ daughter in Mark 6:23 (“And Herod vowed, “Whatever you ask me, I will give you, up to 

half my kingdom.”) And we know what happened to John the Baptist. And it will happen 

to Haman the Vice President. 

The Hebrew phrase “let the king come with Haman, today,” (ybw hmlk whmn 

hywm) in verse 4 has an interesting hermeneutical history. In some Medieval 

manuscripts, the phrase is printed in such a way as to call attention to the fact that the 

first letter of each of these four Hebrew words (“king”-Y, “come”-H, “today”-W, 

“Haman”-H), taken together, spells God’s personal name, Yahweh (without the 

vowels). Some ancient commentators see this as a heavenly sign injecting God into 

the Esther narrative. Modern commentators, however, see this Hebrew phrase as 

accidental and this hermeneutical gambit as a needless Medieval attempt to boot-leg 

divinity into the story. But the well-intentioned attempt does highlight the Church’s 

non-stop desire to see religiosity in this very secular book. 

Esther is coy in her “wish” or “petition” or “asking” the ruthless sovereign: 

“Come to a special dinner and bring Haman. Now (come quickly)! The food is 
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getting cold.” At this second urgent dinner, Xerxes, under the influence of probably 

fine wine (remember these dinners are literally called “banquets of wine”), again 

repeats to Esther, “What is your wish?” “What is your request or petition?” (shelah) 

with the zinger added: “Whatever you want, you’ve got” (verse 6). The Hebrew 

indicates that by verse 9 Xerxes was probably drunk (his “heart was merry,” cf, 1:10; 

Judges 16:25; 1 Samuel 25:36; 2 Samuel 13:28), and thus especially loquacious. 

Traditionally, there was a separate course at Persian banquets for the purpose of 

drinking wine, usually at the end of the meal, desert wine. So this is the setting. 

The Hebrew word that I translate “dinner” is more often translated “banquet” 

or “feast” (mishteh). “Dinner” or “meal” in Hebrew is another word (arukhoh) and is 

used to indicate a simple meal, like in Proverbs 15:17, “Better is a dish (dinner, 

portion) (arukhoh) of vegetables where love is, than a fattened ox and hatred 

with it.” (cf, 2 Kings 25:30; Jeremiah 40:5 and 52:34). But I think the word “feast” 

or “banquet” is too elaborate and lavish, in our contemporary understanding, for a 

meal for three, so I prefer “dinner.” But you should know that the Hebrew word is 

usually translated “feast” or “banquet,” so the “dinner” could be actually be 

something more sumptuous than I am indicating. 

A really interesting feature of this exchange between Xerxes and Esther is 

verse 7 where Esther begins to respond to Xerxes’ question of “what do you want,” 

by stopping in mid-sentence: literally: “My wish (petition) and my request is….” And 
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she doesn’t answer his question. She is really saying, “all right” or “yes” but biblical Hebrew has no word 

for “yes” so the agreement idea is expressed in Hebrew by repeating the preceding speaker’s words, like in  Genesis 

18:15, “But Sarah denied it, saying, ‘I did not laugh,’ for she was afraid. He said, ‘No, but you did laugh.” It’s 

like she is thinking “Now that I have the King’s attention, it might be better for me to 

wait a while before I put the hammer down.”  

*Perhaps sensing that she did not yet have sufficient influence with the king to 

make such a politically charged accusation against his vice-president.  

*Or perhaps Esther loses a bit of her nerve, which would not be unlike her. 

*Or perhaps she thinks Xerxes is not drunk enough. 

In any case, Esther postpones her request and invites Xerxes and Haman to another 

dinner, the following evening. 

Unknown to Esther, of course, is that in the intervening 24 hours between the 

two dinners, God will be mysteriously pro-actively moving events to reach his 

desired conclusion. She, for her part, is still playing the passive role: “If I have found 

favor in the king’s eyes” (verse 8). She knows full well that she has “found favor in 

the king’s eyes.” He is utterly smitten with her and he tells her so. All she has to do is 

stand there – just one look from Xerxes. Esther has aggressively “won” or “obtained" 

(nasa) his favor, which is repeated 4 times in the book: 2:9. 15. 17 and 5:2. This 

phrase, “if I have found favor” has a smarmy reputation in the Bible since it was first 

used by Laban with Jacob to get him to spend even more years working for him in 
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Genesis 30:27. And it is so used here to describe the actions of a young female to 

manipulate an older male. The phrase thus has sexual overtones in Genesis 34:19 

(between Hamor’s son, Shechem and Jacob’s daughter, Dinah) and Deuteronomy 

21:14 (captive woman as a wife to a Hebrew warrior) and repeatedly in the Song of 

Songs 2:7; 3:5 and 8:4. So I conclude that is what is being referred to here. 

In verse 8, with Esther’s subtle restatement of the invitation “to ask whatever 

she wished,” the king’s future compliance has become a public pledge to grant her 

unstated request, even if it is only a customary oath. Xerxes is now on the hook, just 

like Herod was, because the Vice President Haman and the wait-staff (Harbonah, et. 

al.) have all witnessed his promise. By the end of this first conversation with Xerxes, 

Esther has been able to represent what she wants as a matter of doing what the kings 

wants (“what the kings has said”) as though it was the king’s idea. She, and not him, 

is doing the favor. This is a very clever chick. 

5:9 And Haman went out that day joyful (sameach) and glad (tov) of heart 

(lev). But when Haman saw Mordecai in the king's gate, that he neither 

rose (qum) nor trembled (zua) before him, he was filled with wrath 

(chemah) against Mordecai. 10 Nevertheless, Haman restrained (aphaq) 

himself and went home, and he sent [for] and brought his friends and his 

wife Zeresh. 11 And Haman recounted to them the splendor of his riches, 

the number of his sons, all the promotions with which the king had 

honored him, and how he had advanced him above the officials (sar) and 

the ministers (eved) of the king. 12 Then Haman said, "Even Queen Esther 

let no one but me come with the king to the dinner she prepared. And 

tomorrow also I am invited by her together with the king. 13 Yet all this is 

worth nothing to me, so long as I see Mordecai the Jew sitting (yashab) at 

the king's gate." 14 Then his wife Zeresh and all his friends (ahab) said to 

him, "Let a gallows fifty cubits high be made, and in the morning tell the 
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king to have Mordecai hanged upon it. Then go joyfully with the king to 

the dinner." This idea pleased Haman, and he had the gallows made. 

 

Beginning in 5:9 until 7:2 (20 verses), Esther disappears from the pages of the 

book. It is now all about Xerxes, Haman, and Mordecai. This paragraph shows what 

one man can do to a reigning political power. One man – Mordecai – can undo the 

second most powerful man – Vice President Haman - in the greatest kingdom on 

earth – Persia. One person can make a difference, even Mordecai, he is riding low, he 

is still under the edit of “death to all the Jews.”  

But, Haman is riding high; everything is going his way. For Haman, everything 

is coming up roses. 

 “Everything is Coming Up Roses” 

"Everything's Coming Up Roses" is a song from the 1959 Broadway musical Gypsy written by Stephen Sondheim and 

Jule Styne. "Everything's Coming Up Roses" became one of Ethel Merman's signature songs. When composing the 

lyrics for Gypsy, Sondheim said it took a week to come up with the title: "The point was to [coin] a phrase that 

sounded as if it had been in the language for years but was in fact invented for the show." A similar phrase, "come up 

smelling like roses" has in fact been around for 100 years. The show's director Jerome Robbins response to Sondheim's 

lyric was: "Everything's coming up Rose's what?" prompting Sondheim's assurance that "if anybody else has that 

confusion - anybody connected with the production, in the audience, any of your relatives - I will change the title". The 

title "Everything's Coming up Roses" is a pun: besides "roses" representing happiness, the title is referencing the 

possessive "Rose's" as in Rose's way or "Rose," as in stage mother Rose, becoming a star herself, through her 

daughter. Ethel Merman’s biographer Brian Kellow notes that while objectively "Everything's Coming up Roses" 

seems a big, brassy paean to the power of positive thinking, within the context of the show "the song becomes a 

chilling illustration of blind ambition mixed with megalomania". The emergence of "Everything's Coming up Roses" 

as a Broadway anthem was evidenced by the song's melody being utilized to open and close the 1960 Tony Awards. 

“I had a dream, a dream about you, baby. It's gonna come true, baby. They think that we're through, 

but baby, You'll be swell! You'll be great! Gonna have the whole world on the plate! Starting here, 

starting now, honey, everything's coming up roses! Clear the decks! Clear the tracks! You've got 

nothing to do but relax. Blow a kiss. Take a bow. Honey, everything's coming up roses! Now's your 

inning. Stand the world on it's ear! Set it spinning! That'll be just the beginning! Curtain up! Light the 

lights! You got nothing to hit but the heights! You'll be swell. You'll be great. I can tell. Just you wait. 

That lucky star I talk about is due! Honey, everything's coming up roses for me and for you!” 

 

Then Haman sees Mordecai in 5:9. Despite the king’s edict requiring all his 

governmental appointees to honor Haman and bow down to Haman as the new Vice-

President (3:1-2), here is that troubler Jew (like Elijah was to Ahab, “Is that you, 
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you troubler of Israel, I Kings 18:17) giving no outward sign of recognition to 

Haman, not by even a flicker of recognition acknowledging his presence (note the contrary 

public reception given Job in Job 29:7ff). There is no “standing at attention” or “trembling” 

before Haman (cf, Daniel 5:19, “And because of the greatness that [Yahweh] gave [Nebuchadnezzar], all 

peoples, nations, and languages trembled and feared before him. Whom he would, he killed and whom he would, 

he kept alive; whom he would, he raised up, and whom he would, he humbled.”). It is not that Mordecai 

hates Haman, it is that Mordecai is indifferent to Haman. Mordecai hasn’t physically 

attacked Haman. We read of no disparaging words about Haman from Mordecai. 

Mordecai simply remains “seated” (yashab) at his normal place doing his normal 

duties, paying absolutely no attention to the new Vice-President. This may all be 

calculated on Mordecai’s part because before he had only refused to “prostrate” 

himself or “bow down” in 3:2-5, now, in 5:9, he escalates his protest by not even 

“stirring” or “standing” the presence of the new vice-president. 

As I discussed in chapter 3, when the first confrontation takes place, we went 

through various scenarios trying to explain why Mordecai publicly dissed Haman. 

My conclusion was that is probably was more ethnic and political than religious. The 

author of the book assigned no clear motive to Mordecai’s public disregard for 

Haman. Persian and Israeli etiquette called for obeisance to a political or cultural 

superior, which Mordecai observed with Xerxes but did not observe with Haman. 

One ungratified wish “poisons,” the Hebrew word translated “wrath” in 5:9 (chemah, 

cf, Psalm 58:4, “They have poison/venom like the poison of a serpent like a deaf cobra that stops up its ear.”) 
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the whole cup of life for Haman. And the worst of it is that Haman still does not 

know that Esther, like Mordecai, is Jewish. So he may get the same reaction from the 

queen. 

Note that all Haman wants to do at this point in 5:9-10 is to have Mordecai 

either stand in the king’s gate rather than “sit” in the king’s gate, or maybe just go 

“sit” someplace less public, just not the “king’s gate.” There is no indication that 

death to “Mordecai the Jew” was on the mind of Haman; not until he got home and 

talked to his wife, Zeresh. 

Haman controls himself (aphaq) after confronting Mordecai, and complains to 

his wife and his political entourage: “All the wealth, the family power, the abundance 

that I have, the favor of the queen is worth nothing to me so long as that obstinate 

Jew, Mordecai, continues to make a public spectacle of disrespecting me by not 

“standing up” (qum) or “bowing down” (zoa) to me. Until now, Mordecai is 

described as a “Jew” by the narrator in a rather straight-forward way. But now the 

word “Jew” takes on a snarling, vituperative tone in the mouth of Haman in 5:13 - 

“Mordecai the Jew” - He spits out. The narrative takes on a nasty tone towards 

Mordecai for a while because he is referred to 5 more times as “Mordecai the Jew,” 

more often than not with a caustic tone. 

Side-note: If Haman had known the slur “kike” he would have used it here. 

“Kike” is a word we Americans invented in the late 19th century which is 

derived from the Yiddish word for “circle,” (kikel, pronounced KY-kul), which 

is the mark many illiterate Jews made on their immigration papers coming into 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:Pronunciation_respelling_key
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America instead of an "x" for their signature. The word came from government 

officials who used it as short-hand for all the Jews entering the country around 

1890. 
 

In verse 11, Haman ticks off his accomplishments: wealth, family, rapid and 

leap-frogging promotion, friends with the royal couple! And yet, the actions of one 

disrespectful person had “poisoned” his sense of well-being. How often is that the 

case with us. One dislikable person or encounter in our life can undo all the likeable 

things in our life.  

The constant whining and complaining of Haman gets to his wife (and his 

political “pals” (ahab), his “wise men” (chakham), as they will be called in 6:13) and 

Zeresh, a real piece of work, responds with an absolutely evil disproportionate 

suggestion – hang the SOB (Mordecai) in a public fashion - a hangman’s noose 75 

feet high - to extract the most publicity possible to send a clear message - “Don’t 

mess with Vice President Haman! Xerxes royal palace in Susa was only 60 feet (14 

meters) high, so Mordecai’s body will hang over the entire citadel of Susa. Apparently, 

hanging was the Persian fashion of the day in Esther’s time (cf, 2:23; 6:4; 7:9-10; 8:7; 9:13, 25) 

Ironically, it seems to be Haman’s wife (Zeresh) who takes the lead in telling 

him what to do. Zeresh is the one to suggest that Haman kill Mordecai. It is almost 

like Zeresh is eager to show Haman, that despite the Vashti edict, she is the one who 

wears the pants in that family. Haman, was a part of the Xerxes’ edict decreeing that 

“each man will be the master of his household” (1:16-22) and yet here was wife, 
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Zeresh, leading Haman around by the nose, proving that the Vashti edict was 

unenforceable and useless.  

The Hebrew word order in 5:14 makes it plain that Zeresh (and not the 

“friends”) is the primary spokesman who is directing the domestic action here. The 

conflict began between two men: Haman and Mordecai. And now it is two women 

who will drive the action: Zeresh and soon, Esther. If Haman and Zeresh had only 

cooled their angry jets for a year (granted a year is a long time when your ego has 

been pummeled), the Mordecai problem would have been solved anyway because 

Haman’s-induced edict of extermination would have exterminated “Mordecai the 

Jew.” Remember, Absalom waited two years to avenge the violation of his sister, 

Tamar, at the hands of Amnon (2 Samuel 13:22-23; cf, Proverbs 14:29; Ecclesiastes 

7:9). But Persian vengeance couldn’t wait.  

If they knew so much about biblical history, Zeresh and the friends should 

have quoted Moses’ warning against messing with God’s people (forget about 

messing with Haman) in Deuteronomy 32:35, “Vengeance is mine, and 

recompense, for the time when their foot shall slip; for the day of their calamity 

is at hand, and their doom comes swiftly.” Zeresh consoles her pouting husband in 

much the same vicious way that Jezebel consoled her pouting husband, Ahab, in 1 

Kings 21:7, “’Do you now govern Israel? Arise and eat bread and let your heart be cheerful. I will give you 
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the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite.’” Both women used the law to wreak vengeance on their 

enemies, God’s people. 

Happiness returns to Haman with the thought that this vexatious Jew, this 

Mordecai, is going to be done away with in the morning. How sweet the revenge. 

Let’s eat. 
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Chapter 6 

6:1 On that night the king could not sleep. And he gave orders to bring the 

book of memorable deeds, the chronicles, and they were read before the 

king. 2 And it was found written how Mordecai had told about Bigthana 

and Teresh, two of the king's eunuchs, who guarded the threshold (saph), 

and who had sought to lay hands on King Ahasuerus. 3 And the king said, 

"What honor or distinction has been bestowed on Mordecai for this?" The 

king's young men who attended him said, "Nothing has been done for 

him." 4 And the king said, "Who is in the court (chatser)?" Now Haman 

had just entered the outer court (chatser) of the king's palace (bayith) to 

speak to the king about having Mordecai hanged on the gallows that he 

had prepared for him. 5 And the king's young men told him, "Haman is 

there, standing (amad) in the court (chatser)." And the king said, "Let him 

come in." 6 So Haman came in, and the king said to him, "What should be 

done to the man whom the king delights (chaphets) to honor (yegar)?" 

And Haman said to himself, "Whom would the king delight to honor more 

than me?" 7 And Haman said to the king, . . . "For the man whom the 

king delights to honor, 8 let royal robes be brought, which the king has 

worn, and the horse that the king has ridden, and on whose head a royal 

crown is set. 9 And let the robes and the horse be handed over to one of 

the king's most noble (partam) officials (sar). Let them dress the man 

whom the king delights to honor, and let them lead him on the horse 

through the square of the city, proclaiming before him: 'Thus shall it be 

done to the man whom the king delights to honor.'" 10 Then the king said 

to Haman, "Hurry; take the robes and the horse, as you have said, and do 

so to Mordecai the Jew, who sits at the king's gate. Leave out nothing that 

you have mentioned." 11 So Haman took the robes and the horse, and he 

dressed Mordecai and led him through the square of the city, proclaiming 

(qara) before him, "Thus shall it be done to the man whom the king 

delights to honor." 

 

I’ve mentioned before that many commentators see humor, farce and comic 

irony in the book of Esther. I was surprised at how many American scholars see the 

book of Esther as a funny book. I do not. As I have indicated, I think there is very 

little that is funny or humorous in Esther. But those that do see humor everywhere, 

see chapter 6 as the funniest chapter not only in the book, but in the entire Bible.  
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Chapter 6 is a classic example of the mystery of how a hidden God 

mysteriously works to publicly bring all things together for the good of his people 

(Romans 8:28). From where would “deliverance” from the edict of chapter 3 come 

for the Jews, if it was to come at all? Humanly speaking there seemed to be no hope. 

But the scriptures are not human. Even in Esther, where God’s name is not mentioned 

and the main characters in the drama do their best to avoid him, God refuses to be 

sidelined. Behind the scenes, Yahweh is mysteriously working to accomplish his will 

in Persian history.  

Chapter 6 begins with the insomnia of Xerxes – the same night as Esther’s first 

dinner with all that wine. Sleepless nights are the bane of powerful and successful 

people, particularly Persian rulers. Xerxes’ daddy, Darius the Great, had trouble 

sleeping as Daniel 6:18 tell us (“Then the king went to his palace and spent the night fasting; no 

diversions were brought to him, and sleep fled from him.”) The Hebrew phrase for “insomnia” is 

the same for both Darius and Xerxes: “the sleep of the king fled.” Unlike 

Nebuchadnezzar who was kept awake by a dream from God (Daniel 2:1) or Darius 

who was troubled by Daniel’s fate in the lion’s den (Daniel 6:18), Xerxes simply 

couldn’t sleep. As far as we know, there were no dreams, no troubled spirit, just a 

plain case of insomnia, restless leg syndrome, too much booze. Something kept him 

awake. David had a case of insomnia in 2 Samuel 11:2 (“when evening came he 

arose from his bed”) and he had an affair with Bathsheba as a result. When the sun 
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goes down, sin comes But not this time, for deliverance comes at night for the 

Church. 

To solve his divine insomnia, Xerxes had “the book of memorable deeds, the 

chronicles” (literally: “the book of the records of the events of the day”) read to him 

(2:23; Ezra 4:15). I would suggest that this is not the natural way a 30-something 

sybaritic king passes a sleepless night. With his harem of beautiful women close by, 

Xerxes could have found something more lively to occupy him than a book. Or, how 

about music or even some more wine. No, Xerxes chose the Persian Congressional 

Record. If anything could put someone to sleep, the governmental archives would do 

so. And yet in the midst of the particular five year old governmental records (60 

months of dry bureaucratic ramblings!) which were read to him, there was the record 

of the plot of the disloyal colleagues and the manner in which the disloyalty had been 

frustrated by Xerxes loyal minister, “Mordecai the Jew,” which we read about in 

chapter 2 (23). Remember the plot takes place sometime between Esther’s selection 

as queen in the 7th year of Xerxes (2:16-17) and Haman’s plot against the Church in 

the 12th year of Xerxes (3:7). Of all the archival records, and of all the times, and of 

all the sicknesses (sleeplessness) of Xerxes, and of all knowledgeable attendants, and 

of all the advisors (sounds like a line out of Casablanca) - what blessed providential 

ordering on behalf of the captive Old Testament Church. But, like everything else in 
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the book, Yahweh wears a “mask,” to quote Luther (Luther’s Works, Volume 1, 

Chapter 11, Pelikan). We don’t clearly recognize him in any of this maneuvering. 

Loyalty has always been the coin of the realm in politics and so it was with 

Xerxes. Having heard of Mordecai’s loyalty, Xerxes wanted to reward Mordecai for 

exposing the assassination plot, and he was perturbed that royal recognition hadn’t 

been given (verse 3). But it wasn’t just the absence of royal recognition for Mordecai 

that bothered Xerxes. There was also the thought that if Xerxes didn’t reward 

Mordecai for his loyalty this time, would there be loyalty from another official next 

time? Who would save the king if they didn’t get royal recognition or honor? The 

Hebrew word translated “honor” (yegar) in verse 3 (as in what “honor” has been 

given Mordecai?) can also mean “preciousness” and is used 9 times in the book of 

Esther. Honor is a “precious” political concept. Honor is so important to Haman that 

asks Xerxes not for wealth or power but the honor and recognition of being paraded 

around the city by one of his fellow nobles wearing the kings robe and riding on the 

king’s horse. The people of Susa may not even know what the robe or the horse of 

Xerxes looks like (although the horse will be wearing a crown) but Haman will know 

and the nobles will know that “the king delights to honor him.” That is enough for 

Haman. 

There is no hint of anti-Semitism in Xerxes’ relationship with Mordecai. He 

rewarded and abused on merit, not race or ethnicity. He knows Mordecai is a Jewish 



257 
 

government official because he refers to Mordecai as “the Jew who sits at the king’s 

gate” in 6:10.  

Xerxes asks his young 24 hour attendants, “Is there anyone now in the palace 

that can help rectify this recognition oversight for Mordecai?” And the attendants 

respond, “Well, yes, O great king, Haman has just come into the palace right now, he 

probably knows and is, interestingly enough, waiting to see you (literally, “standing 

at attention”).” “Perfect,” replies Xerxes. “Show him in. He will know what to do.” 

The hidden hand of Yahweh moved Haman at this moment to come into the 

presence of the flustered king: “Now Haman had just entered the outer court of the king’s palace to 

speak to the king.” (vss. 4-5). Haman was pretty motivated to put the Mordecai problem 

behind him. He has his agenda and we will see that Xerxes has his agenda. How often 

it is that one person’s agenda trumps another person’s agenda during a conversation 

or meeting. Haman’s entrance into the palace comes at an unusual hour when there 

were few officials around, early in the morning, maybe even before dawn. But it was 

the custom in Ancient Neat East countries to conduct business early in the morning 

before the heat of the day became intense. Remember Dr. Cyrus Gordon’s 

observation that Susa in the summer was too hot during the day, even for the flies. So 

Haman’s early presence wasn’t all that strange, but the fact that his name comes to 

the lips of Xerxes’ attendants, other than some other officials that was providential, 

because there were probably other officials in the building at that hour.  
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Xerxes didn’t ask what Haman was doing in the palace at such an early hour, 

thinking he was there to conduct government business as usual. Xerxes goes right to 

his agenda and questions him about honoring a man in whom “the king delights” or 

“finds honorable” (yegar) (verse 6). This word for “delights” (chaphets) is used 

seven times in Esther, also a key concept in politics. Verse 6 has Haman “saying to 

himself” which supports the notion that even without mentioning Yahweh, the book 

is inspired, for how would the author know such an internal thing unless the Holy 

Spirit revealed inner thoughts to the author of the book, assuming as I do, that the 

book is inspired by the Holy Spirit. 

What is Haman “saying to himself?” 

1) “Xerxes is in a magnanimous mood? He was generous to Esther when she 

recently approached him, unbidden.”  

2) “Didn’t last night’s intimate royal dinner guest list, which included only me, 

suggest the royal couples’ favor on me?” 

3) Doesn’t Xerxes, himself, apparently welcome me as a noble prince (sar) 

with what appears to be a generous attitude – he ‘delights to honor’ me.” 

Haman will be excused if he thinks he is in high cotton. 

“High Cotton” 

"High Cotton" is a 1969 song written by Scott Anders and Roger Murrah, and recorded by American country music 

group Alabama. The song was one of four singles on their album, Southern Star to reach #1 on the “Hot Country 

Singles” chart. The lyrics are reminiscence of how his younger days were so good, and how he didn't realize how the 

times would change. The song references some the morals and glorifies customs characteristic of religious farming 

families, especially during the olden days, such as taking Sunday as a strict day of rest, whether or not there was work 

to be done and a generally simple lifestyle of hard work. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roger_Murrah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alabama_(band)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hot_Country_Singles
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hot_Country_Singles
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moral
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"We didn't know that times were lean, around our house the grass was green. It didn't seem like things 

were all that bad. When Sunday mornings rolled around we dressed up in hand-me-downs just in time, 

to gather with the church. Sometimes I think how long it's been and how it impressed me then. It was 

the only day my daddy wouldn't work. I bet we walked a thousand miles choppin' cotton and pushin' 

plows, and learnin' how to give it all we had." 

(“High Cotton” performed by Alabama)(3:00) 

In 6:7 Haman begins to answer the king’s question about honoring a man, but 

breaks off in mid-sentence, just like Esther did in 5:7, probably for the same reason: eagerness to 

tell the king what’s on his mind, and his thoughts get ahead of his tongue. Haman is stammering. The 

break in Haman’s Hebrew syntax is evidenced by the fact that he mulls over and 

repeats the phrase “the man whom the king desires to honor” four times in his little 

answer to the king’s question (vss. 6, 7 and 9), always thinking of himself as the 

recipient, as he repeats what the king said in verse 6. 

In verse 8 Haman is suggesting that not just any “royal robe” but a “royal 

robe” which has been worn by Xerxes be put on the unnamed (as of yet) beneficiary 

(cf, Genesis 41:38-44, pharaoh gives Joseph royal accouterments; 1 Samuel 18:4, Jonathan gave David his royal robe; 1 

Kings 1:33, David has Solomon ride his royal mule). I am surprised that Xerxes didn’t say 

something to Haman since what Haman is proposing is that the royal honoree be 

dressed as the king, as Xerxes himself, riding on the king’s royal horse (sus) (David had 

his royal “mule,” female = pirdah, 1 Kings 1). Thinking he is the honoree, is Haman maneuvering 

himself to be the king-in-waiting? Trying on the “royal robe” to see if it fits? Is this 

royal parade for the lucky man a preview of Haman succession parade (cf, 1 Kings1:33-

40)? Haman’s regal ambitions are in stark contrast to the Christian loyalty of Joseph, 

Daniel, and Mordecai. It is the pagans who revolt against legitimate authority and not 
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God’s people, in accordance with the teaching of Jesus in Matthew 22:21 and Paul in 

Romans 13:1 and 1 Timothy 2:1-2. 

Side note: Here we get ancient application of Aesop’s Fable of “The Dog and his Shadow” teaching us that it 

is very foolish to be greedy: 

A dog, to whom the butcher had thrown a bone, was hurrying home with his prize as fast as he could go. As he 

crossed a narrow footbridge, he happened to look down and saw himself reflected in the quiet water as if in a 

mirror. The water magnifies the image and the greedy dog thought he saw a real dog carrying a bone much 

bigger than his own. The real dog dropped his bone and sprang at the dog in the river, only to find himself 

swimming for dear life to reach the shore. At last he managed to scramble out, and as he stood sadly thinking 

about the good bone he had lost, he realized what a stupid dog he had been. 

 

Haman still has no idea of what’s to come. 

Verse 6:10 is an important verse that gets overlooked by most commentators. 

The neglect of Mordecai by Xerxes weighs heavily on Xerxes so he turns to his most 

trusted official, Haman, and tells him to immediately remedy the situation. Xerxes is 

not giving this task to just anyone, but rather to the second most powerful and trusted 

man in the nation – the vice president. This gives us a vivid indication of how 

influential and trusted Haman was in the royal court. Old Testament scholar, R.K. 

Harrison notes that oriental monarchs were easily swayed by their favorite officials 

(Introduction to the Old Testament, 1969), not unlike western monarchs. It helps 

explain how Haman can issue an edict of extermination for thousands of the king’s 

Persian citizens, and why Esther might be a bit nervous in accusing Haman. It also 

helps us understand the extraordinary personal disappointment and unfair treatment 

that Haman is now receiving. Haman is a loyal and clearly trusted confidant of 

Xerxes. 
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The Targum, which is a Jewish living letters translation and commentary in 

Aramaic of the Old Testament written about the tine of Christ, (note the Aramaic 

language in Ezra 4:7 and Daniel 2:4) has recorded a hypothetical conversation 

between Xerxes and Haman at verse 10:  

“Haman answered, “Which Mordecai?” The King replied, “The Jew.” 

“But,” said Haman, “There are many of that name among the Jews.” “I 

mean,” said the king, “the one who sits in the King’s gate.” “Give him,” 

said Haman, “a town or the toll of a river.” Xerxes responds, “Give him 

that also.” Haman answered, “I ask you to slay me rather than impose this 

duty on me.” The king replies, “Make haste and omit nothing of all that 

you have said, for you are my intimate friend.  Be the executor of those 

things which you have so well advised. This will be our reward to him for 

having saved my life.” 

There are several questions left unanswered in the Hebrew narrative at this 

point: 

*Would Xerxes now exclude Mordecai from the Haman-inspired-and-Xerxes-

approved pogrom?  

*Would Xerxes be more favorably disposed toward all the Jews now that he 

knew Mordecai was a Jew? 

We don’t know because we are not told. 

Moving to verse 11, we have another Targum addition: 

 

“Then Haman said to Mordecai, “Mount the horse and ride!” But 

Mordecai replied, “I cannot, I am too weak from long fasting.” So Haman 

crouched down, and Mordecai mounted on his back, giving him a kick in 

the behind as he went. Then Haman said, “Is it not written, ‘Rejoice not 

when your enemy falls?’”, quoting Proverbs 24:17. “That,” said Mordecai, 
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“holds good only of an Israelite. Of you, it is written, ‘You shall tread 

upon their high places,” quoting Deuteronomy 33:29. 

 

The mysterious providential circumstantial actions in the first part of chapter 6 

are striking and deserve to be noted (as they are by the pious Puritan Matthew Henry) 

in seriatim because none of these events had to happen this way: 

1. Xerxes could not sleep on this particular night of Esther’s dinner 

2. To relieve his insomnia, Xerxes turned to dry government records and not 

wine, women or song. 

3. The specific government record chosen by the young Zoroastrian royal 

attendants to read recounted the Jewish Church member Mordecai’s loyalty to 

Xerxes. 

4. Xerxes took an interest in belatedly rewarding Mordecai’s loyalty. 

5. The king’s young attendants this night happened to know that nothing had 

been done. 

6. Vice-President Haman, of all the court officials, arrives early as usual and 

was recognized by the young attendants. 

7. Xerxes is so anxious to reward Mordecai that he steers the conversation with 

Haman to the Mordecai reward and not to some other pressing government 

business. Obviously there was a lot on Xerxes’ mind because he couldn’t sleep 

– he did rule the largest kingdom in the world, after all - but still it was the 

Mordecai situation that he wanted to talk about. 
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8. Haman, of all the officials, is the most available official to carry out the 

lavish royal reward. 

9. Xerxes’ shame of doing nothing for Mordecai impels him to be extravagant 

in rewarding him, thus heaping coals on Haman’s head. 

The thing that has always struck me about verse 11 is that the narrator gives us no 

indication of Haman’s inner thoughts about Mordecai’s political elevation at this 

time. There is just obedient silence from the Vice-president. In the preceding 17 

verses – 5:9 to 6:11 - we get a unique glimpse of the character of Haman. No other 

characters in the book are ever subjected to this direct and extensive exposure. 

Haman’s character is revealed, unambiguously. But now he is just a docile 

governmental functionary doing what he was told to do, against his own wishes. We 

see him as a squalid anti-Semite governmental official who is consumed by self-

importance and uses his prideful hatred and bigotry as motivation to extinguish an 

entire race of Persian citizens, starting with the troublesome Jew. I think it is 

important to note the same virulent hatred towards all followers of Yahweh, meaning 

Christians, is a subtext of this book. 

6:12 Then Mordecai returned to the king's gate. But Haman hurried to his 

house, mourning (abel) and with his head covered. 13 And Haman told his 

wife Zeresh and all his friends (ahav) everything that had happened to 

him. Then his wise men (chakham) and his wife Zeresh said to him, "If 

Mordecai, before whom you have begun to fall (naphal), is of the Jewish 

people, you will not overcome him but will surely fall before him." 14 

While they were yet talking with him, the king's eunuchs arrived and 

hurried to bring Haman to the dinner that Esther had prepared. 
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As Haman was tossed to and fro by the events surrounding Mordecai, 

Mordecai was likewise vacillating in his emotions. On one hand, he is being honored 

by Xerxes, on the other hand, the Jewish Church is under the order for mass slaughter 

(verse 11). Haman, after giving all the glory to Mordecai that was supposed to be his, 

“hurried to his house with his head covered” in shame and humiliation and despair (cf, 

2 Samuel 15:30, “And David went up the ascent of the Mount of Olives, and wept as he went, and his head was 

covered and he walked barefoot. Then all the people who were with him each covered his head and went up 

weeping as they went.” Jeremiah 14:3-4, “The servants of the nobles have returned with their vessel empty; They 

have been put to shame and humiliated, and they cover their heads. . . .The farmers have been put to shame, they 

have covered their heads.”) to complain and moan to his loving, sympathetic and 

understanding wife and “wise friends.” 

But any comfort from his shrew wife, Zeresh, was short lived for she told him: 

“If Mordecai, before whom you have begun to fall (naphal), is a Jew, you will 

not overcome him but will surely fall (naphal) before him” (verse 13). What is 

this Hebrew conditional “if” doing here in Zeresh’ talk? We know now that Mordecai 

is a Jew – 5:13 - there is no “if” about it. It is probably better to translate the little 

Hebrew word as a causal “since” Mordecai is Jewish he has Yahweh on his side and 

he will defeat Haman. However, several scholars do keep the conditional translation 

of “if” and thus imply that perhaps Zeresh and Haman’s friends are expressing doubt 

about Mordecai’s nationality, and thus teasing Haman about being a baby about 
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Mordecai, with the attitude that communicates, “Give up now Haman, Mordecai has 

got you on the run, and if he is a Jew, you are really dead meat.” 

Why is it that the pagan Persians believed that the God of the Jews would 

protect the Jews sooner than many of the Jews realized this, for example: 

*The Canaanite Rahab believed Yahweh before some of the Hebrews in 

Joshua 2 (9-11) 

*Leban the Syrian believed that Yahweh would protect Jacob the Jew against 

him in Genesis 31 

*Philistines believed in Yahweh’s faithfulness faster than the Jews did in 1 

Samuel 4 

*Achior, king of the Ammoniates, warns his nation that the Jewish God is 

undefeatable if he is on the side of the Jews in Judith 5:20-21. 

*The Alexandrian Greeks are warned that the Jewish God will protect them 

against violent anti-Semitic Greeks in 3 Maccabees 3:8-10. 

Are we believers more blind to our God’s faithfulness than unbelievers? Seems so. 

Why didn’t Zeresh share this theological insight before now? What a sweetheart! 

Back then her advice was the exact opposite – kill the sucker!  

It is also hard to believe that Haman’s Persian advisors (his “wise men,” his 

“friends”) would know the Old Testament so thoroughly. And why would the Haman 

coterie be alarmed at one incident with one Jew, Mordecai? What is the big deal? 
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How quickly the ones who advised Haman to first press for an edict of extermination 

(3:7) and then construct the gallows (5:14), now let Haman swing in the wind all by 

himself. They threw him under the bus, perhaps for self-preservation. Did the “wise 

ones” know something Haman didn’t?  

Questions, questions, and more questions. We want clarity, but we are not 

getting clarity in chapter 6. And the chapter ends by Haman going off to this dreadful 

dinner of death. 

God’s masked sovereign actions are on display in this chapter. It is not Esther 

or Mordecai who change the course of history, but rather an insignificant event – the 

sleepless in Susa event - which reverses the course of history of God’s people in 

Persia. Moreover, the sleepless event in Xerxes’ life was instrumental in preserving 

the genealogy of the worldwide Church to give us our Messiah 500 years later from 

the Western provinces of the Persian empire. The working of God’s sovereign 

purpose does not depend on our willing obedience or our courage or our faithfulness, 

but rather on God’s faithful sovereignty over our lives (cf, Acts 13:48, “And when the Gentiles 

heard this, they began rejoicing and glorifying the word of the Lord and as many as were appointed to eternal 

life, believed.” Ephesians 2:8; Philippians 1:29). 

Now on to the denouement of Haman. 
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Chapter 7 

7:1 So the king and Haman went in to dine with Queen Esther. 2 And on 

the second day, as they were drinking wine after the dinner, the king again 

said to Esther, "What is your wish, Queen Esther? It shall be granted you. 

And what is your request? Even to the half of my kingdom, it shall be 

fulfilled." 3 Then Queen Esther answered, "If I have found favor in your 

sight, O king, and if it please the king, let my life be granted me for my 

wish, and my people for my request. 4 For we have been sold, I and my 

people, to be destroyed (shamad), to be killed (harag), and to be 

annihilated (avad). If we had been sold (makar) merely as slaves (eved), 

men and women, I would have been silent, for our affliction (shavah) is not 

to be compared with the loss to the king." 5 Then King Ahasuerus said… 

and he said to Queen Esther, "Who is he, and where is he? Who has dared 

to do this?" 6 And Esther said, "A foe and enemy (oyed)! This wicked 

Haman!" Then Haman was terrified (baath) before the king and the 

queen. 

 

At this second dinner Xerxes again implores his Queen Esther to let him know 

what he can do to please her (“What is your wish?” “What is your request?” “Half 

my kingdom is yours, if you want”).  

Once again, Esther replies passively (“If I have found favor”).  She clearly is 

appealing to her sexuality – “If I please the king” (verse 3). Remember, Esther has 

just returned to Xerxes after a month long absence, so it’s not like Xerxes and Esther 

have had all this time to engage in deep and meaningful conversation. This is 

unbridled royal lust. Note that Esther now uses the more intimate and personal 

second person pronoun (“your sight”) in addition to the more formal and impersonal 

third person pronoun - “O king” - which she has used in previous pleadings, in 

chapter 5 (4, 8). 
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Now, for the first time, Esther discloses that she is a Jew (“I”) and a Zionist 

(“my people”) after 5 years of being queen! Is Esther nervous before the mighty 

Xerxes? It kind of seems so because in verse 3 she fumbles her wish: “my people for 

my request” – what does that mean? What she means to say is, “my request is that my 

life and the lives of my people be spared.” But that is not what comes out of her 

mouth. To hide her Jewishness so completely while living among the pagans, Esther 

must have broken every law in the Mosaic writings. She couldn’t have obeyed the 

ritual cleanliness or the dietary restrictions or the special Levitical holidays or the 

spiritual disciplines, like fasting and praying and mourning over her sin in sackcloth 

and ashes (remember she doesn’t like Mordecai dressed in mourning clothes in 4:4). 

She has been pretending to be the unbelieving wife to a pagan Zoroastrian king for 

years. 

Cleverly, in verse 4, she mirrors the words of the earlier edict of extermination 

- “destroy, kill, laid waste, extirpate, made desolate, annihilate” (3:13) - in her 

response to the king’s question: “What is your petition?” Old Testament scholars 

consider verse 4 the most difficult verse in the book to translate, primarily because 

three of the six Hebrew words in the verse are uncertain. Our ESV has it about right. 

Esther wants to be sure that Xerxes understands that the edict is “to kill” not 

“enslave,” so she uses three words that mean about the same thing – “destroy,” “kill,” 

“annihilate.” “Enslavement” can be economically beneficial to Xerxes, but 
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eliminating the Jews by “extermination” from the productive population would be 

financially “disastrous” or “damaging” or “troubling” or “injurious.” Esther is saying 

to the Xerxes, “It is in your best interest to save the Jews” (Pharaoh thought the same 

thing in Exodus 1:7, 12). Esther seems to be saying that if it were just a matter of the 

Jews being “sold” (makar) into “slavery” (eved) then she wouldn’t add to the king’s 

“trouble” by mentioning it. The Church’s “affliction” or “calamity” would be minor 

compared to or literally, “counter-balance” (shavah) the king’s “disturbance.” One 

thinks here of Nehemiah 5:8 where Nehemiah, the Jewish Persian governor, takes 

action to buy back Jews who were “sold” (makar) to Persian unbelievers (“nations”) 

(“We, as far as we are able, have bought back our Jewish brothers who have been sold (makar) to the nations, 

but you even sell your brothers that they may be sold to us.”). 

In response to Esther’s request, Xerxes also stutters and catches his breath in 

verse 5 (literally the Hebrew reads: “the king said… and he said”) as he demands 

“Who is he? Who has dared to do this? Where is he?” completely abdicating any 

knowledge or responsibility on his part. 19th century Old Testament scholar, Adam 

Clarke, thinks that the abruptness of the Hebrew reveals the agitated state of mind of 

the king, and Clarke translates the Hebrew thusly: “Who – he - this one? – And - 

where? - this one – he – who - he to fill - his heart - to do – thus?” (Commentary on 

the Bible, 1825). Some commentators say that Xerxes did not stutter but rather 

changed the object of his question from Esther to Haman: “Who is this guy?” and 
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“Where is this guy?” The point all these commentators are making is the same: 

Haman had no opportunity to respond in the face of the king’s rage. Whatever the 

interpretation, verse 5 is an interesting sentence and the king feigns ignorance of who 

was responsible for initiating the pogrom of extermination approved by him only 60 

days before (3:7; 8:9).  

Like Nathan with David, Esther elicits the king’s anger and judgment before 

revealing the object of anger. Esther could have been honest and bold with Xerxes 

and replied to his question, like Nathan did to David, “You are the man” (2 Samuel 

12:7) since nothing political happened in Persia without the king’s complicity. But 

not every bad thing can be solved quickly, or maybe ever, and Esther took an 

incremental approach: “In order to save the Church, I’ll get Haman today and maybe 

Xerxes tomorrow.” 

Now Esther does identify, in front of Haman, that trifecta of villainy: “a foe,” 

“an enemy,” “a man-adversary,” “a wicked, vile man” – Haman. She pretty much 

covers the bases of opposition: Haman is her personal “enemy” and since she is the 

wife of the king, Haman becomes the king’s personal “enemy.” And because he is 

“wicked,” Haman is now the common “enemy” of all right-thinking Persians, not just 

the Jewish Persians. No longer is it the Persian unbelievers against the exiled Jewish 

Church. It is now the patriotic unbelievers and the Jews together against an enemy of 

the king, an enemy of the state! A biblical example of what Francis Schaeffer would 
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call a “co-belligerency” of unlikely allies against a common enemy. And poor Haman 

is “speechless,” he is “terrified,” he is “dumbfounded” (baath) with fright over the 

confrontation (Daniel 8:17, “So he came near where I stood. And when he came I was frightened (baath) and 

fell on my face.” 1 Chronicles 21:30, “But David could not go before it to inquire of God, for he was afraid 

(baath) of the sword of the angel of the LORD.” Isaiah 21:4). The Hebrew word translated 

“terrified” (baath) is the strongest word in the Hebrew language meaning 

“frightened” or “intimidation.” 

7:7 And the king arose in his wrath from the dinner and went into the 

palace garden, but Haman stayed to beg for his life from Queen Esther, 

for he saw that harm (ra) was determined (kalah) against him by the king. 

8 And the king returned from the palace garden to the place where they 

were drinking wine, as Haman was falling (naphal) on the couch where 

Esther was. And the king said (amar), "Will he even molest (kabash) the 

queen in my presence, in my own house?" As the word (haddabar) left the 

mouth of the king, they covered (chaphah) Haman's face. 9 Then 

Harbona, one of the eunuchs in attendance on the king, said, "Moreover, 

the gallows that Haman has prepared for Mordecai, whose word saved the 

king, is standing at Haman's house, fifty cubits high." 10 And the king 

said (amar), "Hang him on that." So they hanged Haman on the gallows 

that he had prepared for Mordecai. Then the wrath of the king abated. 

 

At the moment of Esther’s revelation of Haman’s treachery, we do not know 

what Xerxes’ reaction will be. Haman, after all, was Xerxes Vice-President and 

trusted friend (3:15) and here is a Jewish harem girl, queen sure but still a harem girl, 

accusing Xerxes’ Gentile drinking buddy of wanting to kill an obstreperous tribe of 

misfits and its impertinent leader, Mordecai. Haman had no idea that Esther was 

Jewish so her words must have hit him in the gut. If there was ever any doubt as to 
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whom Xerxes’ “anger” or “wrath” is directed - Haman or Esther - Haman now 

understands it is not against the queen for presumption (“Haman saw that harm or 

evil was completed/determined/finished (kalah) for him from the king,” verse 7). 

Xerxes hears this queenly accusation and abruptly leaves the dining room and 

goes out into his garden to cool off. Why he went to the garden we are not told: 

*maybe to collect his thoughts, which may have been initially merciful to his 

former confidant and boon companion.  

*Maybe to figure out how he was going to repair his reputation because he 

knew he had authorized Haman’s edict. How was he going deflect his 

responsibility for this mess?  

Meanwhile, back in the dining room, Haman reacts with fear by “begging” 

Esther for mercy and leniency. He gets a bit overwrought and Arab-like, emotionally 

“flings himself” or “prostrates himself” or “falls” (like he will before Mordecai) near 

Esther on the couch on which she is sitting. The narrator tells us that the motivation 

of Haman couch antics are self-preservation (“begs for his life”) and not sex (7:7). 

We are not left in doubt about this. 

When Xerxes comes back to the dining room, Haman has solved Xerxes’ 

problem because Xerxes finds “this foe, this enemy, this wicked man” Haman on the 

couch near his beautiful wife emoting all over her. Haman could have clutched Esther’s feet to beg 

forgiveness (2 Kings 4:27; Matthew 28:9). Edwin Yamauchi quotes a Persian edict, “A courier . . .when he would 

speak with a woman of the palace should not approach closer than seven steps” (Persia and the Bible, 1990).  
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It appears that Xerxes came in from the garden “determined” to believe Esther and 

kill Haman and so he was probably prepared to put the worst construction on 

Haman’s behavior. One can’t blame Xerxes for being a tad bit upset. Earlier he has 

been reminded that some years before there had been an assassination plot against 

him foiled by a Jew. And now there is an assassination plot against the very Jew, and 

as it turns out, his favorite queen, and it is being treacherously orchestrated by his 

closest advisor. And besides, Esther is not free from suspicion herself since she is 

hardly a paragon of virtue and sexual purity. In Xerxes mind, can Esther be trusted 

with Haman? It is enough to make anybody a little excited.  

Verse 8 and 9 notes that Xerxes “said,” but the Hebrew word (amar) allows for 

a more intense, angry expression, given the context, like “cried out,” or “shouted,” as 

the term is used throughout Job, Job 34:37, “For he adds rebellion to his sin; he claps his hands 

among us, and multiplies his words (amar) against God” (cf, Job 6:26; Job 8:2). The Hebrew word 

generally means simply “to say” and it is used about 5300 times to indicate simple 

communication. But it is not limited to a specific type or form of communication. 

Indeed, one Hebrew dictionary states that this very common word can “be made to 

conform to uniform categories only with difficulty” (TDOT). So I think the 

commentaries, when they glide over this verse translating the Hebrew the king “said” 

in these two verses, make a mistake. I think the context requires Xerxes to verbally 

express his Persian anger by “shouting” or “screaming” at Haman. 
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There is nothing funny here. It is a picture of a man pleading for his life. It 

doesn’t make any sense that Haman was “violating” or “molesting” or “raping” 

Esther in Xerxes’ dining room (“here in my own house, in my presence,” verse 8) 

with the king just outside in the garden. Haman is not putting the moves on Xerxes’ 

woman. And Xerxes knew it. But Haman’s flinging-for-fear-of-his-life provided the 

king with his solution.  

But Esther, for her part, had several options. She could have said to Haman: 

*“Rescind the edict, resign from the government, give your wealth to the Jews 

and I will convince the king to spare your life as the merciful king that he is.” 

*She could have explained to Xerxes that Haman’s intentions were not sexual 

or violent. He was not “molesting” (kabash = “conquering,” “violating,” 

“assaulting”) her, but pleading for mercy. 

*She could have gently pleaded with Xerxes, perhaps even knowing that her 

pleading would be of no avail and Haman was dead meat anyway, but she 

could have gone through the motions, nevertheless. 

But Esther kept silent in the face of the king’s angry false accusation and she let the 

king rage on. There was a callous and indifferent silence on her part. To know the 

truth and to remain silent is a sin, as James tell us in James 4:17, “Anyone then, 

who knows the good (right thing) he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.” (cf, 2 

Peter 2:21). Esther’s character would have been more attractive if she had shown a 
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bit of pity toward a fallen foe. She was one tough broad, this girl. But Moore writes: “So long 

as an enemy as powerful and shrewd as Haman lived, he was a threat to Esther, Mordecai, and the Jewish community. 

To say that Esther was merciless and unfeeling is to misinterpret the entire situation” (Esther, 1971; cf, Levenson). 

But, immediately Haman was “hooded” or “covered” meaning “arrested” as 

Esther stood by and watched. The phrase, “hooded his face,” is generally interpreted 

to mean that Haman was arrested and condemned to death all at once in the palace. 

“Covering one’s head” was a sign of mourning in ancient cultures. We saw that 

earlier in Esther 6:12 with Haman rushing home in despair (cf, 2 Samuel 15:30; 

Jeremiah 14:4). Covering a head was apparently a Greek (Ernst Curtius, History of 

Greece, 1897), a Roman (Livy, History of Rome, 4th century) and an ANE custom 

(Albert Condamin, The Religion of Babylonia and Assyria, 1956). Obviously it was a 

Persian custom, based on this phrase in Esther. We do the same thing in America – 

when someone dies we pull a sheet or a coat over their face to recognize death and 

give dignity to the dead. And do we not cover our faces and heads with our hands 

when grief strikes us, or in prayer when we mourn our sin? Anyway, Xerxes was 

used to being the judge, jury and executioner. In verse 8 the Hebrew term for “word” 

(haddabar) (as in “the word went out?) means “judicial sentence.” One scholar has in verse 8 

that if we read the clause as “Haman was hooded” the Hebrew word order is unusual. The simplest solution to the word 

order is to assume the loss of one letter in the Hebrew word for “cover” (haperu) which changes the translation from 

“hooded” or “covered” to “blanched” which would agree with the Hebrew word for “face” (pene) in verse 8, citing 

Psalm 34:5-6 as support. 
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And once again, who the “they” are in verses 8 and 10 we are not told - 

nameless royal attendants. 

“Sinner Man” 

"Sinner Man" or "Sinnerman" is an African-American spiritual that has been recorded by a number of performers. The 

lyrics describe a sinner attempting to hide from divine justice on Judgement Day. It was recorded first in the 1956 by 

Les Baxter and his orchestra before Nina Simone made it an international hit 10 years later in 1965. The lead vocal on 

the Baxter recording was Will Holt who wrote the song with Baxter. The song clearly resembles the song, "Standing at 

the Judgement" recorded in 1954 by the black gospel quartet the Sensational Nightingales. That song was written by 

two of the Nightingale singers, Rev. Julius Cheeks and Ernest James. Furthermore, some of the lyrics in "Sinner Man" 

(eg, "The rock cried out, 'No hiding place'”) were the from the spiritual, "No Hiding Place Down Here", recorded in 

1928 by the earliest black gospel quartet, the Old South Quartette. In 1965 "Sinnerman" (spelled as one word) was 

recorded by Nina Simone in a definitive 10-minute-plus version on her 1965 album Pastel Blues. Ms. Simone learned 

the lyrics of this song in her childhood when it was used at revival meetings by her mother, a Methodist minister. In the 

early days of her career during the early 1960s, Simone often used the long piece to end her live performances.  

“Oh, sinnerman, where you gonna run to? Sinnerman where you gonna run to? Where you gonna run 

to? We got to run to the rock Please hide me, I run to the rock Please hide me, run to the rock Please 

hide here All on that day But the rock cried out I can't hide you, the rock cried out I can't hide you, the 

rock cried out I ain't gonna hide you there All on that day I said rock What's the matter with you rock? 

Don't you see I need you, rock? Good Lord, Lord All on that day So I run to the river It was bleedin', I 

run to the sea It was bleedin', I run to the sea It was bleedin', all on that day So I run to the river It was 

boilin', I run to the sea It was boilin', I run to the sea It was boilin', all on that day. So I run to the 

Lord.” 

(“Sinner Man” performed by Nina Simone) 

Harbona, the one named royal attendant (cf, 1:10), in a classic case of political 

schmoozing, joined Esther by throwing Haman under the bus in verse 9 

(“Furthermore”). Harbona was apparently in the room with Esther and Haman and he 

also could have told Xerxes what Haman was really doing in pleading with Esther. 

But no, he too, kept silent and let Xerxes attribute wrong motives to Haman. Harbona 

might have saved Haman’s life, but he piled on instead. It shows you the value of 

making friends with your associates. Haman needed some friends to watch his back. 

He should have been nicer to the royal staff under him. It pays to make friends on the 

way up because you will need them on the way down. Harbona is a wicked man and 

may have been involved in the earlier regicide plot with Bigthan and Teresh (2:21), 
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but he saw which way the political winds were blowing and he took flight by leveling 

yet another accusation against Haman – namely, that he had knowingly tried to hang 

Mordecai, a benefactor of Xerxes. So now it is Esther and Mordecai that Haman has 

to answer for. Reads like White House in the age of Trump. 

Xerxes’ response to Haman’s actions reminds us of Hannah Arendt’s famous 

phrase, “the banality of evil” where she recognizes the interdependence of evil and 

simple thoughtlessness. Arendt, a Jewess, was referring to Adolph Eichmann, a 

modern-day Haman (Eichmann in Jerusalem, 1963). In an astonishingly prescient 

sentence, Arendt unknowingly combines the ancient characters and actions of 

Xerxes, Haman, Esther and Harbona, and the evil nature of humanity when she 

writes, “thoughtlessness can wreck more havoc than all the evil instincts taken 

together which, perhaps, are inherent in man” (Life of the Mind, 1978). Nice 

backdoor acknowledgement of the doctrine of original sin by Dr. Arendt. 

Verse 10 injects, again, the theme of reversal into the narrative which will be a 

dominate theme for the rest of the book: “So they hanged Haman on the gallows 

that he had prepared for Mordecai.” The guy that was supposed to do the hanging 

– the hanger - ends up by being hung by the hangee. More to come on the reversal 

motif in chapter 9. 

During the narrative so far, could we say that Esther or Mordecai had a model 

prayer life like Daniel or Nehemiah did under similar Persian circumstances? No. 
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Now we saw in chapter 4 that the Jewish community “fasted” and “mourned,” but 

there was no mention of prayer or sin or repentance. They may have prayed, they 

may have confessed, but their prayer life wasn’t important enough to come to the 

attention of the writer of the book. There is no evidence of dependence on God. Even 

the pagans had a prayer life, as we see with: 

*with the 450 prophets of Baal in 1 Kings 18:26-29 

*the Moabites in Isaiah 16:12, “When Moab appears at her high place, she only wears herself 

out; when she goes to her shrine to pray; it is to no avail.”  

*with the apostate Israelites in Isaiah 44:17, “all those who make idols pray to them.” 

Yet, Yahweh still saved the Persian Church while they were lukewarm in their 

contrition and confession. This faithfulness on God’s part is a wonderful 

encouragement to us in the American Church. God delivers his people whether we 

are faithful or not because he is always faithful. He cannot deny himself (2 Timothy 

2:13). 
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Chapter 8 

8:1 On that day, King Ahasuerus gave to Queen Esther the house (bayith) 

of Haman, the enemy (tsavar) of the Jews. And Mordecai came before the 

king, for Esther had told what he was to her. 2 And the king took off his 

signet ring, which he had taken from Haman, and gave it to Mordecai. 

And Esther set (sum) Mordecai over the house of Haman. 

 

AP style of journalism reappears in chapters 8 and 9. Sgt. Joe Friday/Jack 

Webb (“Dragnet”) style of writing: “Give me the facts, mam, just the facts.” In this 

way, the narrative is cold and without comment, and thus, barren of compassion. 

Herodotus tells us that the property of criminals was confiscated by the state (3, 129), 

so the “house of Haman, the enemy or distressor of the Church” more correctly 

understood as the “estate of Haman” (bayith) (cf, Genesis 39:4), is now given to 

Esther by Xerxes who, in turn, “gives” it or “assigns” it (“set” = sum) to Mordecai. 

Finally, after one year in the harem and four years as queen, Esther disclosed 

to the king that she is a member of the Old Testament Church because she has a 

family relationship to Mordecai. All of this in verses 1 and 2, and 7:3-4. Think about 

this: Xerxes promotes Mordecai to Vice-president. Did the promotion depend upon 

Mordecai and Esther’s secret-service Jewish strategy? No. Not only was the strategy 

of keeping silent about being a follower of Yahweh morally dubious because it 

required Esther to live a pagan life style for 5 years, but it may have been politically 

irrelevant. Perhaps, if Esther had revealed her faith and her connection to Mordecai 

earlier, in chapter 2, the whole threat to the Persian Jewish Church might have been 
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circumvented. Xerxes might have promoted Mordecai after the revelation of the 

assassination plot of Bigthan and Teresh years ago and Haman would never have had 

the occasion to be promoted Vice-President in 3:1, and he wouldn’t have had the guts 

to press for the edict of extermination. But we will never know. 

Note that Esther didn’t ask Xerxes for Haman’s estate or for Mordecai’s 

promotion, but she is given both by the king. Esther tells Xerxes, “Mordecai and I are 

a team. Where I go, he goes. His family is my family.” But Xerxes has neglected to 

grant what Esther really wants - the deliverance of the Jews from the Haman death 

sentence (7:3-4). So with the fall of Haman, Esther personally made out like a bandit, 

materially and politically: 

*she gets lots of real estate  

*she gets a believing Vice President in the place of Haman with easy access to 

the king. When Xerxes took his “signet ring” off Haman’s finger we’re not told (1:10, 14; 7:9). Was it 

before or after the “covering” of Haman? Whenever it was, Mordecai can now enter the presence of the king 

without the “extension of the golden scepter” (5:2; 8:4). Here is where we have another 

application to today’s American political climate with Donald Trump as the 

unbelieving king and Mike Pence as the believing Vice-president. I might add 

that we also get evangelical Christian advisors Betsy DeVoss (Secretary of 

Education), Rick Perry (Secretary of Energy), Dr. Ben Carson (HEW), Scott 

Pruitt (EPA), Jeff Session (AG), Mike Pompeo(CIA), and more. 
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*Esther also gets the death of a national enemy of the Jews. 

But for a moment, the Jewish Church is still under a cloud of the decree of death. 

8:3 Then Esther spoke again to the king. She fell (naphal) at his feet and 

wept and pleaded with him to avert the evil plan of Haman the Agagite 

and the plot that he had devised against the Jews. 4 When the king held 

out the golden scepter to Esther, 5 Esther rose and stood before the king. 

And she said, "If it please the king, and if I have found favor (chen) in his 

sight, and if the thing seems right (kaser) before the king, and [if] I am 

pleasing (tob) in his eyes, let an order be written to revoke the letters 

(sepher) devised (machashavah) by Haman, the son of Hammedatha the 

Agagite, which he wrote to destroy the Jews who are in all the provinces of 

the king. 6 For how can I bear to see the calamity (ra) that is coming to my 

people? Or how can I bear to see the destruction (ovdan) of my kindred?" 

7 Then King Ahasuerus said to Queen Esther and to Mordecai the Jew, 

"Behold, I have given Esther the house of Haman, and they have hanged 

him on the gallows, because he intended to lay hands on the Jews. 8 But, 

you may write as you please with regard to the Jews, in the name of the 

king, and seal it with the king's ring, for an edict written (kethab) in the 

name of the king and sealed with the king's ring cannot be revoked." 

 

Esther continues to make her appeal to Xerxes very personal by “falling” 

(naphal) at his feet. Xerxes was used to people “falling” at his feet. A clay tablet 

found at Persepolis clearly states that Xerxes believed himself to be appointed king of 

Persia by the will of the Zoroastrian god, Ahura-mazda, and thus when Xerxes spoke 

“thus spoke Zarathustra,” to quote Nietzsche. We are told that when Xerxes entered a 

room, all present had to prostrate themselves in adoration. Hands were kept within 

sleeves to prevent the possibility of assassination by stabbing. The throne could be 

inspected on the king’s departure, but not before then, and it would mean death to sit 

upon it, or even to walk on the king’s carpet (shades of Exodus 3:5 with Yahweh 
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speaking to Moses about holy ground). Xerxes was to be treated as a god. All the 

more then, the effrontery of Haman to be dressed as the king in chapter 6 (7-9). 

Note that Esther makes no reference to right or wrong, good or bad, virtuous or 

evil, justice or injustice towards the king when she speaks to Xerxes. The king was a 

pragmatist – might makes right. As far as he was concerned, this was a calamitous 

situation for sure, but it was a Jewish problem, not a Xerxes’ problem. He was simply 

a bystander in all of this. And what worked was defined by what pleased him and 

kept him in power. So Esther appealed to Xerxes’ self-interest as it related to her: “If 

you enjoyed me and want to please me, you will give me what I want, so that I will 

continue to give you what you want.” 

Esther makes her appeal not on ideas or even public politics or theology. It is 

all about her. In fact, her outburst is so impassioned that we only get the gist of what 

she wants: “If it pleases the king,” “If the thing seems right,” “if I am pleasing in 

your eyes, then do this for me.” “if, if, if, if.” The appeal is clearly sexual in nature 

and Esther makes no apology for this fact: “If I am favorable and pleasing to look at” 

or “if I am good in your eyes” (Judges 15:2, “And her father said, ‘I really thought that you utterly 

hated her, so I gave her to your companion. Is not her younger sister more beautiful than she? Please take her 

instead.) Here is 20-something Esther at her coquettish best, or worst. 

The phrase in verse 5, “if the thing seems right” contains the Hebrew verb 

kaser translated “to do right” from which we get the Yiddish word, “kosher,” a word 
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used to describe “right” or “fit” or “appropriate” in reference to consumption or 

action. I am suggesting that what is “right” for Xerxes is not a moral or ethical 

question but an economic issue based on the earlier conversation with Esther in 7:4 

concerning “slavery” vs. “extermination.” Additionally, the Hebrew word translated 

“right” occurs only three times in the Old Testament and it always has a material 

connotation “to prosper” or “succeed” or “grow” as in Ecclesiastes I0:10, “If the axe is 

dull and he does not sharpen its edge, then he must exert more strength. Wisdom has the advantage of giving 

success (kaser).” and 11:6, “Sow your seed in the morning, and do not be idle in the evening, for you do not 

know whether morning or evening sowing will succeed (kaser) or whether both of them alike will be good” (cf, 

Ecclesiastes 2:21; 4:4 and 5:11). 

Note that Esther is careful and clever to place the blame of the wicked 

extermination plot on Haman and not Xerxes, to avoid a royal argument, even though 

it is under Xerxes authority, it is “his signet ring” after all in 3:10 that the plot is 

institutionalized and promulgated.  

To dip into the Hebrew weeds here: Esther calls Haman’s “order” or “edict,” a 

“dispatch,” a “letter,” a “document,” a “device,” trying to differentiate that the 

Haman “edict” was not a royal policy emanating from Xerxes, but rather an 

expression of Haman’s private vengeance – it was a personal “device” or “invention” 

which he wrote (3:12; 8:5). Esther uses a totally different word from the Hebrew 

word translated elsewhere “edict.” The Hebrew word Esther employs here 
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(machashavah) means “contrivance” or “curious work” or “artificial work” or 

“product of imagination” (Exodus 31:4; 35:32-33; Psalm 94:11; Proverbs 20:18), 

even though in reality the Haman “edict” was seen to be legal and therefore, 

irrevocable (3:9-10; 8:8). It is a relatively small thing but it should get a lot of 

attention because it shows how clever and politically astute Esther is in trying to 

diminish the importance of the Haman “edict.” It was an ancient battle of vocabulary 

to dominate the public discussion of an issue. How contemporary. 

It must be remembered that Haman was not alone in his anti-Semitism and 

undoubtedly had many supporters in the government and in high place in Persian 

society. The threat had not been eliminated with this second edit, the Mordecai edict 

in verse 8. The first Haman edict of extermination was still in effect. 

In verse 6 one can hear Esther’s emotional pleading to Xerxes, “How could I 

bear it? How could I bear it?” “How can I endure? How can I endure?” The Hebrew 

word translated “destruction” or “eradication” or “devastation” (ovan) in this verse is 

the first occurrence of the term in the Bible and it will appear only one other time in 

the Scriptures, in Esther 9:5, when the reverse happens – the anti-Semitics are 

“destroyed” or “devastated” or “eradicated.” In 8:6, “evil” is personified as the 

“calamity,” the “hideous wrong” (ra) that is coming. It is portrayed here as an 

animate force. “Evil” moves, like Frankenstein, or a Stephen King figure. 
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Xerxes turns to Esther and Mordecai in verse 7 and basically says, “Look, I 

have given you everything that Haman had, including his life (the Hebrew language 

here is emphatic, literally: “Him - they hanged!”). Now do whatever you need to do 

to protect your people and I will have your back. But, this is a Jewish matter. You 

take care of it.” The delegating is complete: “you write as you please.” Sounds 

something like Pilate 500 years later in a similar political tug of war between the Big 

Jew – Jesus, and the dominant culture. Earlier, Xerxes identified himself as the 

protector of the Jews by announcing the gift of Haman’s estate to Esther and the 

execution of the criminal Haman, as Xerxes’ response to Haman’s “Jewish Solution.”  

In verse 8, the narrator has Xerxes playing Esther’s linguistic game as he 

changes terminology by using the Hebrew word for “writing” (kethab) to refer to 

Mordecai’s more anodyne word, “dispatches.” This common Hword (kethab) is used 

in Exodus 31:18 for Yahweh’s “writing” the Ten Commandments and in Exodus 24:4 

for Moses “writing” the book of the Covenant and in Exodus 34:27 for Moses 

“writing” the Sinai legislation.  This word can thus indicate “binding authority” and 

that therefore Mordecai’s “edict” cannot be revoked just like Haman’s “edict” cannot 

be revoked because they have the authority of irrevocable law, thus providing the 

Jews with some security, though nothing can undo Haman’s earlier irrevocable 

“edict” of extermination. What we’ve got is dueling “edicts” over the future of the 

Jewish Church in Persia, evidenced by a linguistic to and fro from the contending 
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parties, all for the benefit of Xerxes. The irrevocableness of the law of the Medes and the Persians even 

constrained Xerxes daddy, Darius, in Daniel 6.  

Xerxes responds to Esther’s plea by first reminding her that he had already 

done some good things for the two Jews. But he wasn’t through in his generosity, as 

we will see. 

8:9 The king's scribes were summoned at that time, in the third month, 

which is the month of Sivan [June], on the twenty-third day. And there 

was a writing, according to all that Mordecai commanded concerning the 

Jews, to the satraps and the governors and the officials of the provinces 

from India to Ethiopia, 127 provinces, to each province in its own script 

and to each people in its own language, and also to the Jews in their script 

and their language. 10 And [Mordecai] wrote in the name of the King 

Ahasuerus and sealed it with the king’s signet ring. Then he sent the 

letters by mounted couriers riding on swift horses (harekes) that were used 

in the king's service, bred from the royal stud, 11 saying that the king 

allowed (nathan) the Jews who were in every city to gather (gahal) and 

defend their lives, to destroy, to kill, and to annihilate any armed force of 

any people or province that might attack them, children and women 

included, and to plunder (shalal) their possessions, 12 on one day 

throughout all the provinces of King Ahasuerus, on the thirteenth day of 

the twelfth month, which is the month of Adar. 13 A copy of what was 

written was to be issued as a decree (dabar) in every province, being 

publicly displayed to all peoples, and the Jews were to be ready (athid) on 

that day to take vengeance (naqam) on their enemies. 14 So the couriers, 

mounted on their swift horses (harekes) that were used in the king's 

service, rode out hurriedly, urged by the king's command (dhabar). And 

the decree was issued in Susa the citadel. 

 

Verse 9 is one of the longest verses in the Bible - 43 words - and it tells us that 

Mordecai’s “edict” was written in the third month (Sivan) – May/June - against 

Haman’s “edict” which was written in the first month, so there was an intervening 

two months between the two edicts in which chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 happened. This 
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date in verse 8:9 signals the end of the 70 day interval between the “decree” of 

Haman and the counter-“decree” of Mordecai. Why it took so long for Mordecai to 

craft his counter-edict is not explained, so fanciful explanations have been offered 

over the centuries. Ancient commentaries noted the symbolic equivalence between 

this 70 day period and the 70 years of exile. Thus there is injected some spiritual 

meaning here, but I don’t see the symbolism.  

No killing of the Jews was to happen for a year after Haman’s edict (“first 

month,” “twelfth month,” 3:13) so there had been no extermination, yet. There was 

still 10 months for the Jews to “get ready” to protect themselves by “gathering” 

together against the unbelievers’ attacks. 

Mordecai’s edict was to be written in Aramaic or Hebrew or Persian or 

probably all three (we’re not sure) but whatever the language was, the king 

specifically and officially recognizes the Jewish Church’s language in 8:9 (“the Jews 

in their script and their language”, 3:12 had Haman’s edict written for “every people 

in its own language”). Everyone will now be on notice not to mess with the Church. 

Amazingly, the narrator doesn’t mention that Xerxes failed to note the Jewishness of 

Mordecai and Esther, and the Jewishness context of Haman’s edict of extermination 

of 3:11. So while there is no evidence that Xerxes was anti-Semitic, there seems to be 

no recognition that a certain religious or ethnic group is the focus of all this political 

activity. Xerxes was tone-deft to so many things. 
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The fact that in 3:14 “a copy of the Haman edict was to be promulgated as law 

in every single province” and publicly displayed “by proclamation” to “all” the 

people so that they “should be ready for the day” implies there were many anti-

Semitics scattered throughout the kingdom (reachable by fast horses) and that these 

anti-Semitics would be interested in attacking the Jewish Church and that the Jewish 

Church had better be ready to defend herself. 

Like Haman’s edict, all Mordecai’s reverse Jewish vengeance was to happen 

on one day in the twelfth month (Adar) (8:12). So Haman’s throwing of the pur 

earlier (3:7) determined the date of his retribution. It is hard to see the justification for 

such a ruthless Church response (against “women and children,” “plundering their 

possessions,” “taking vengeance”) to Haman’s edict (8:11). Why would the king of 

Persia allow a Jewish minority to massacre his majority unbelieving subjects at will? 

The only reasonable explanation is that Xerxes was indifferent to the sanctity of 

human life (3:11), and the royal permission should be an ethical cloud in the silver 

lining of the new Jewish self-defense edict. But there was no apparent ethical cloud 

for the Church. We will see no hesitation on the Church’s part to slaughter 

unbelievers - Hannah Arndt’s “banality of evil” at display. In 8:11 the narration 

mentions the permission to annihilate anti-Semitics found among “any people or 

province.” Does that mean that there were regions and tribes in Persia that were more 

anti-Semitic than others? It appears so. And we evangelicals in America can relate 
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because there are parts of our country, like the Puget Sound, that are more hostile to 

Christianity than others. 

Haman represents all the enemies of God’s children in the Old Testament 

Church. Esther scholars agree that by destroying the enemies of God, the Jews in 

Persia would finish the task that King Saul, hundreds of years before, left unfinished. 

After all, Saul was to destroy Amalekite “men, women, children and infants,” but did 

not (1 Samuel 15:3). Mordecai’s edict completes this divine command. Old 

Testament scholars have worked hard to see a theological meaning in Mordecai’s 

edict of retaliation. Perhaps there is one. Whether or not Mordecai’s edict is self-

consciously theological and related to Saul’s sin, is not apparent to me. 

The Hebrew word or phrase “at that time” (eth) in verse 9 means the “proper 

time” or the “right time” or “at once.” An urgent phrase. We see this temporal 

succession hinted at several places in the story which makes precision in dating a bit 

vague, e.g., between 3:3 and 3:4 (“Now it came to pass”), between 3:11 and 3:12 

(“Then”), between 3:15 and 4:1 (“When”), and. All the events of the book extend 

from the third year of Xerxes’ reign – 483 (1:3) into the 12th year of his reign - 473 

(3:7; 8:12; 9:1) - 10 years. 

Verses 10 and 12 gives us another example of the Persian Pony Express of the 

practice of setting up resupply stations on the royal roads at intervals of “a day’s 
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swift ride” in the words of Greek historian Xenophon (430-354 BC). Only the finest 

and stoutest steeds are used in the royal mail service. 

Mordecai’s edict of recension directly lifts the verbs “destroy, kill and 

annihilate” for self-defense from Haman’s edict but adds the ominous phrase “to take 

vengeance on their enemies” (verse 13). 

Mordecai’s edict is the additional generous gift from Xerxes we’ve been 

waiting for!  

Interestingly, the Mordecai edict gives the right of the Jews to “assemble” 

themselves or “gather” or “congregate” (qahal) into quasi-military units, which may 

have been directly denied them or implicitly denied them in Haman’s edict. This 

Xerxes’-approved-Mordecai edict encourages institutional political action by the 

Jewish Church. The Hebrew word used here is usually translated “assembly” or 

“gathering” (9:2, 15-16), but also translated “church” or “congregation” in Persian 

times, as in Nehemiah 13:1, 

“On that day they read aloud from the book of Moses in the hearing of the 

people. And there was found written in it that no Ammonite or Moabite 

should ever enter the assembly (qahal) of God.” (cf, Nehemiah 5:7, 13; 

7:66; 8:2, 17). 

 

and in Ezra 2:64; 10:1, 8, 12, 14. 

 

The LXX usually translates this Hebrew word, qahal, “ecclesia” – “church.” (cf, 

Numbers 16:3; 20:4; Deuteronomy 23:2-4; Micah 2:5; 1 Chronicles 28:8). It is the 

equivalent of “church of the Lord” in Nehemiah 13:1 which the Greek LXX 



291 
 

translates, ekklesia kuriou. The point being, when necessary the Church is more 

successful in accomplishing its earthly mission when it is politically active as a 

corporate institution and not as individual Church members.  

In verse 13 it states that the Church is to be “ready” or “prepared” or “skilled” 

for action. The Hebrew word for “ready” (athid) connotes “armed and ready for a 

swooping attack” as in Job 3:8, “Let those curse it who curse the day, who are prepared or skilled 

(athid) to rouse Leviathan.” and Job 15:24, “Distress and anguish terrify him, they overpower him like a 

king ready (athid) for the attack.” More on this in chapter 9 when the Church actually 

“gathers” (gahal) herself for united action. 

The “revenge” or “vengeance” (naqam) feature of Mordecai’s “edict” or 

“decree” is a problem and in an effort to explain it, some commentators argue that it 

is justified retaliation, and they reference Samson in Judges 16:28 (“get revenge on 

the Philistines for my two eyes”) and Saul in 1 Samuel 14:24 (“I have avenged 

myself on my enemies”) both seeking “vengeance” (naqam) against the Philistines 

(Adele Berlin, Esther, 2001; Debra Reid, Esther, 2008, “The edict of Mordecai is therefore a means by which the evil 

intent of Haman, and all the enmity in history he represents, is resolved and reversed in favor of the Jews.”). Turn-

about is to fair play, these scholars argue (8:11). These commentators note that the 

Hebrew word for “vengeance” (naqam) is also translated “inflict a penalty,” perhaps 

indicating a theologically inspired judicial sentence.  
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But I think “vengeance” is still a problem in light of Deuteronomy 32:35 and 

its New Testament counterpart Romans 12:19 

“Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it 

is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the LORD.’” (cf, Psalm 

94:1; Proverbs 25:21-22; Isaiah 1:24; 59:18; Nahum 1:2; Hebrews 10:30).  

 

And closer to the time of Esther, we have the prophet Nahum (650 BC): 

“A jealous and avenging God is the LORD; The LORD is avenging and 

wrathful. The LORD takes vengeance on his adversaries, and He reserves 

wrath for his enemies.” (1:2) 

 

But, unfortunately, the Church has a long history of “revenge” killing. Joshua had to 

stop the Jewish Church from the vengeful killing of the Gibeonites in Joshua 9:26, 

“Thus [Joshua] did to the [Gibeonites] and delivered them from the hands of the sons of Israel, and they did not 

kill them.” 

8:15 Then Mordecai went out from the presence of the king in royal robes 

of blue and white, with a great golden crown and a robe of fine linen and 

purple, and the city of Susa shouted (tsahal) and rejoiced (sameach). 16 

The Jews had prosperity (orah) and gladness (simchah) and joy (sasown) 

and honor (yegar). 17 And in every province and in every city, wherever 

the king's command and his edict reached, there was gladness and joy 

among the Jews, a party (misteh) and a holiday (tov). And many from the 

peoples of the country (mityahadim) declared themselves Jews, for fear of 

the Jews had fallen (naphal) on them. 

 

Mordecai leaves Xerxes and the royal palace dressed as a Scotsman from 

Covenant College, adorned in blue and white. When the Jewish Church first learned 

of Haman’s “edict” of extermination there was a national mood of “mourning,” 

“fasting,” “weeping,” and “lamenting” as indicated in 4:3. Now there is just the 

opposite with the Mordecai “edict”: There is a national (“Susa,” and in “every 
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province and in every city”) mood of “happiness/prosperity,” (cf, Job 22:28; 30:26; 

Psalm 27:1; 36:9; 97:11) “joy,” “gladness,” “honor,” “drinking” and “holidaying.” 

Perhaps the phrase “the city cheered” means that Haman was disliked by everybody 

or at least the majority of Persians, because even apparently the unbelievers rejoiced 

at his demise. And that may be further indicated by the fact that Harbona, and the 

other Gentile court attendants (“they”), didn’t lift a hand to help Haman in the dining 

room with Xerxes and Esther. 

Furthermore, verse 17 seems to indicate a religious revival of sorts among the 

Persians, for many unbelievers (literally, “people of the land”) “declared” or 

“identified” or “esteemed themselves” or “pretended to be” (mityahadim) Jews. The 

Hebrew verb used here can be translated “declared themselves” or “became” Jews 

and occurs only here in the Old Testament. Interestingly, the Hebrew verb comes 

from the root yehudi translated “Jew.” The word has the sense of “present oneself as” 

or “pretend to be.” The social phenomenon noted here is suggested in Psalm 18:43-44 

(“You delivered me from strife with people; you made me the head of the nations; people whom I had not known 

served me. As soon as they heard of me they obeyed me; foreigners came cringing to me.”), Isaiah 42:6-7 (“I 

am the LORD; I have called you in righteousness; I will take you by the hand and keep you; I will give you as a 

covenant for the people, a light for the nations, to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the prisoners from 

the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness.”) and Acts 17:4 (“And some of them were 

persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a great many of the devout Greeks and not a few of the leading 

women.” where there was a public expression of solidarity with the Jewish Church. 
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Another example of Persian co-belligerency. Now the members of each Church 

community would have known exactly who its own members and genuine proselytes 

were, just like we do, so the wording probably means the unbelieving Persian 

Gentiles adopted only Jewish tribal customs and practices, not convictions. The idea 

being that the conversion was ethnic (“they professed themselves or pretended to be 

Jews”) and not a genuine religious or spiritual conversion, as we have in Nehemiah 

10:29 where some of the Persian Gentiles (“people in the land”) “walked in God’s 

law.” There is a big difference between “declaring” and “walking.” Esther “pretended 

to be” and acted like an unbeliever in chapter 2 (10, 20). The Great Synagogue of the 

Septuagint translators 300 years later was so overcome with Jewish evangelistic zeal 

at this point in the narrative that they added to verse 17, without any Scriptural 

evidence, the phrase “and were circumcised.” 

This phenomenon of “ethnic conversion” verses genuine “spiritual conversion” 

has been going on for centuries. WORLD magazine recently reported that in 

Germany, due to the backlash against lax Muslim immigration policies, record 

numbers of Muslim immigrants are seeking Christian baptism. Skeptics say, of 

course, that the only reason these immigrants are being baptized is to stay in 

Germany and avoid deportation or persecution. German Pastors are being urged to 

discuss the consequences of Christian conversion should the immigrants be forced to 

return to their native Islamic country (WORLD, 4/15/17). But then cynics, like me, 
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say that the new Christian “converts” would just become old Muslim “converts” if 

they returned to their homeland. 

Apparently, that great prophetess Zeresh, the wife of Haman, had the last 

word: Haman and his ilk will “fall” before the Jewish people (6:13). Even more vivid 

is the phase that “the fear of the Jews had fallen (naphal) on the people” resulting in 

mass “pretenders.” The Hebrew word translated “fall” (naphal) appears 7 times in this short book. The word 

of Zeresh is similar to the word of another Old Testament Gentile woman, Rahab, 

who told the Jewish Church spies in Joshua 2:9, “I know that the LORD has given 

you the land, and that the terror of you has fallen (naphal) on us, and that all the 

inhabitants of the land have melted away before you.” 

What the Persian unbelievers, particularly in Susa the Citadel, would have 

been aware of was the fact that it was not now Haman and all those around him who 

wielded power in the empire, but “Mordecai the Jew” and all those around him who 

had the power. It was the “fear” or the “terror” of the superior political and military 

might now wielded by Mordecai that prompts the unbelievers’ “conversion,” not the 

preaching of the gospel by a contemporary prophet like Malachi. The time for a 

general revival will come and is a covenantal promise from Yahweh to his chosen 

people in Exodus 34:10 that it will come, “The LORD said, ‘Behold, I am making a covenant. 

Before all your people I will do marvels, such as have not been created in all the earth or in any nation. And all 

the people among whom you are shall see the work of the LORD, for it is an awesome thing that I will do with 

you.” but not at this time, and not in this place. But revival does come in 9:27! 
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Despite the public embracing of Yahwehism-lite by many Persian Gentile 

unbelievers, it can in no way be taken for granted that when Adar 13 rolls around 

there will be no anti-Semitic unbelieving mob to arise against the Jewish Church and 

seek to implement the Haman edict. The threat of extermination is still hanging over 

the head of the Jewish Church as we move on into chapter 9. 

 


