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The Book of Esther 
God Working in the Shadows



Genesis  1:1-3

Starting  
September 25

Con"ext Con"ent Convic"ion

Robert Chisholm

The book of Esther tells the story of a Jewish exile named 
Mordecai, and his beautiful cousin Esther. Through a fascinating 
set of circumstances they were able to save the Jewish exiles 
from the murderous plot of Haman, an event that gave rise to the 
Jewish feast purim. The most curious feature of the book is the 
absence of god’s name. Despite this glaring omission,  
many contend that the book illustrates God’s  
providential control of events. 



The	author	recorded	God's	preservation	of	His	unbelieving	people	and	the	celebration	of	that	event	in	the	Feast	of	Purim		
in	order	to	show	the	post-exilic	Covenant	Community	that	God	is	loyal	to	His	people	(even	those	outside	the	land),		

not	because	of	their	character	but	because	of	His	Covenant	faithfulness	(even	when	He	is	working	behind	the	scenes),		
which	would	encourage	them	to	finish	the	projects	that	God	had	given	them	to	do,	in	spite	of	opposition. Ken Wilson 2023
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Genesis  1:1-3

Starting  
September 25

Con"ext Con"ent Convic"ion

Danny Hays

The story of Esther is an entertaining one. Yet 
while the story is rather easy to read, it is not 
easy to interpret, and there is no consensus 
              regarding the point of the story.  
               Likewise there is disagreement over how  
                  to interpret the character of Esther.



Genesis  1:1-3

Starting  
September 25

Con"ext Con"ent Convic"ion

Danny Hays

In fact, there doesn’t seem to be much of a spiritual awareness at all in any 
of the characters in the book. One can perhaps read some faith into 
Mordecai’s warning words to Esther in 4:12–14, especially in his ending 
comments, “Who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a 
time as this?” But this is a pretty fuzzy indication of faith, especially in the  
                        context of Ezra and Nehemiah, who clearly and repeatedly look  
                           to God for help and who also repeatedly acknowledge 
                              God for all of their successes. The characters in  
                                    Esther do neither.



Genesis  1:1-3

Starting  
September 25

Con"ext Con"ent Convic"ion

Michelle Knight

Neither Mordecai nor Esther is 
necessarily a paragon of practicing 
Yahwism. Esther is no Ruth  
and Mordecai is no Boaz.



Genesis  1:1-3

Starting  
September 25

Con"ext Con"ent Convic"ion

Danny Hays

Likewise the names of the hero and the heroine are disturbing. Mordecai’s 
name probably means “man of Marduk.” Marduk was the primary god of 
the Babylonians, so this is an alarming name for an Israelite hero. 
Similarly, the name Esther is probably derived from Ishtar, the  
                           Mesopotamian goddess of love. The meaning of the names,  
                            of course, is not conclusive for determining the meaning  
                             of the story, but names often do play a role, and these  
                                 particular names are especially disconcerting.



Genesis  1:1-3

Starting  
September 25

Con"ext Con"ent Convic"ion

Danny Hays

Thus while it is tempting to raise up Mordecai and 
the beautiful young Esther as heroes and models 
of faith like Ezra and Nehemiah, it is doubtful that  
                  the author of Esther intended the story  
                     to be understood that way.



Genesis  1:1-3

Starting  
September 25

Con"ext Con"ent Convic"ion

Michelle Knight

Esther,  
she ain’t  
the hero.



Genesis  1:1-3

Starting  
September 25

Con"ext Con"ent Convic"ion

Danny Hays

The characters of Mordecai and Esther are certainly bold and 
brave, but they do not seem to be faith-driven, and they 
probably symbolize those Jews who had remained in exile.  
God works behind the scenes through Mordecai and Esther,  
                    not because of their great faith (which is absent),  
                        but because of his great grace, and in spite of  
                           their lack of faith.



The Lavish Lap of Luxury
 For a full 180 days he (Xerxes) displayed the vast wealth of his kingdom and 
the splendor and glory of his majesty. When these days were over, the king 

gave a banquet, lasting seven days, in the enclosed garden of the king’s palace, 
for all the people from the least to the greatest who were in the citadel of 

Susa. The garden had hangings of white and blue linen, fastened with cords of 
white linen and purple material to silver rings on marble pillars.

Esther 1:4-8



There were couches of gold and silver on a mosaic pavement of porphyry, 
marble, mother-of-pearl and other costly stones. Wine was served in 
goblets of gold, each one different from the other, and the royal wine 

was abundant, in keeping with the king’s liberality. By the king’s command 
each guest was allowed to drink with no restrictions, for the king 

instructed all the wine stewards to serve each man what he wished.

Esther 1:4-8

The Lavish Lap of Luxury





 On the seventh day, when King Xerxes was in high spirits from wine,  
he commanded the seven eunuchs who served him—Mehuman, Biztha, 

Harbona, Bigtha, Abagtha, Zethar and Karkas—to bring before him Queen 
Vashti, wearing her royal crown, in order to display her beauty to the people 
and nobles, for she was lovely to look at. But when the attendants delivered 

the king’s command, Queen Vashti refused to come.  
Then the king became furious and burned with anger.

Esther 1:10-12

The Lavish Lap of Luxury



NOT a Beauty Pageant
When the king’s order and edict had been proclaimed, many young women were 

brought to the citadel of Susa and put under the care of Hegai.  
Esther also was taken to the king’s palace and entrusted to Hegai, who had 

charge of the harem. She pleased him and won his favor. Immediately he 
provided her with her beauty treatments and special food. He assigned to her 
seven female attendants selected from the king’s palace and moved her and 

her attendants into the best place in the harem.
Esther 2:8-9



Esther’s Turn?
When the turn came for Esther (the young woman Mordecai had adopted, 

the daughter of his uncle Abihail) to go to the king, she asked for 
nothing other than what Hegai, the king’s eunuch who was in charge of 
the harem, suggested. And Esther won the favor of everyone who saw 
her. She was taken to King Xerxes in the royal residence in the tenth 

month, the month of Tebeth, in the seventh year of his reign.

Esther 2:15-16



Genesis  1:1-3

Starting  
September 25

Con"ext Con"ent Convic"ion
Esther is no Daniel.



You Win?
Now the king was attracted to Esther more than to any of the other 

women, and she won his favor and approval more than any of the 
other virgins. So he set a royal crown on her head and made her 

queen instead of Vashti. And the king gave a great banquet, Esther’s 
banquet, for all his nobles and officials. He proclaimed a holiday 

throughout the provinces and distributed gifts with royal liberality.

Esther 2:17-18



It Just So Happened
During the time Mordecai was sitting at the king’s gate, Bigthana and Teresh, 

two of the king’s officers who guarded the doorway, became angry and 
conspired to assassinate King Xerxes. But Mordecai found out about the plot 

and told Queen Esther, who in turn reported it to the king,  
giving credit to Mordecai. And when the report was investigated  
and found to be true, the two officials were impaled on poles.  

All this was recorded in the book of the annals in the presence of the king.

Esther 2:21-23



The Plot Thickens
After these events, King Xerxes honored Haman son of 

Hammedatha, the Agagite, elevating him and giving him a seat of 
honor higher than that of all the other nobles. All the royal 

officials at the king’s gate knelt down and paid honor to Haman, 
for the king had commanded this concerning him.  

But Mordecai would not kneel down or pay him honor.
Esther 3:1-2



Destroy, Kill, Annihilate
  Dispatches were sent by couriers to all the king’s 

provinces with the order to destroy, kill and annihilate 
all the Jews—young and old, women and children—
on a single day, the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, 

the month of Adar, and to plunder their goods.
Esther 3:13



Xerxes and Haman
The king and Haman sat down to drink,  

but the city of Susa was bewildered.

Esther 3:15



I Need Your Help
Do not think that because you are in the king’s house you alone 
of all the Jews will escape. For if you remain silent at this time, 

relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another 
place, but you and your father’s family will perish.  

And who knows but that you have come to your royal position 
for such a time as this?

Esther 4:13-14



Turing Point
That night the king could not sleep; so he ordered the book of the 
chronicles, the record of his reign, to be brought in and read to 

him. It was found recorded there that Mordecai had exposed 
Bigthana and Teresh, two of the king’s officers who guarded the 

doorway, who had conspired to assassinate King Xerxes.

Esther 6:1-2



The	author	recorded	God's	preservation	of	His	unbelieving	people	and	the	celebration	of	that	event	in	the	Feast	of	Purim		
in	order	to	show	the	post-exilic	Covenant	Community	that	God	is	loyal	to	His	people	(even	those	outside	the	land),		

not	because	of	their	character	but	because	of	His	Covenant	faithfulness	(even	when	He	is	working	behind	the	scenes),		
which	would	encourage	them	to	finish	the	projects	that	God	had	given	them	to	do,	in	spite	of	opposition. Ken Wilson 2023
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I Need Your Help
Then Queen Esther answered, “If I have found favor 

with you, Your Majesty, and if it pleases you, grant me 
my life—this is my petition. And spare my people—
this is my request. For I and my people have been sold 

to be destroyed, killed and annihilated.
Esther 7:3-4



Dastardly
King Xerxes asked Queen Esther,  

“Who is he?  
Where is he—the man who has dared to do such a thing?” 

 Esther said, “An adversary and enemy! This vile Haman!” 

Esther 7:5-6Vile Haman



Dastardly
Just as the king returned from the palace garden to 

the banquet hall, Haman was falling on the couch 
where Esther was reclining. 

The king exclaimed, “Will he even molest the queen 
while she is with me in the house?”

Esther 7:8



Protect Yourself
The king’s edict granted the Jews in every city the 

right to assemble and protect themselves; to destroy, 
kill and annihilate the armed men of any nationality or 
province who might attack them and their women and 

children, and to plunder the property of their enemies.
Esther 8:11



The Tables Are Turned
On the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, the month of 
Adar, the edict commanded by the king was to be carried 
out. On this day the enemies of the Jews had hoped to 

overpower them, but now the tables were turned and the 
Jews got the upper hand over those who hated them.

Esther 9:1



Context:  
Who, When, Where, and Why?



Who Composed Esther? 
The text of Esther does not give us any clues as to who 

wrote down the story.  Whoever it was, they were certainly 
aware of the precise historical details of the Persian 
Palace and the intricacies of the relationships there. 
(The writer was a part of the Post-Exilic Community.)
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Con"ext Con"ent Convic"ion

When did this happen? 

The events covered in Esther take place near the beginning 
of the reign of the Persian King, Xerxes (485-564).  

The Hebrew text calls him by his other name Ahasuerus. 
The story begins with Xerxes deposing Vashti  in 483 BC 

and ends some ten or eleven years later in 473 BC.
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Bruce Wilkinson

The story of Esther's life fits between chapters 6 and 7 of 
Ezra, between the first return under Zurubabbal  and the 
second return led by Ezra. It provides the only biblical 
portrait of the vast majority of Jews, who chose to remain 
in Persia, rather than return to Palestine after the  
exile. God's hand of Providence and protection  
on behalf of his people is evident throughout  
the book, though his name does not appear once!
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Ezra	1-6 Gap Esther Gap Ezra	7-10 Gap Nehemiah

Zerubabbal Queen	in	
Persia Ezra	 Nehemiah

538-515 32	
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Years 458 14	
Years 444-430
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Purim People Walls
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the post-exilic period 
The Unstoppable Story of God’s Plan with God’s People

Ken Wilson 2023

The events in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah occurred over a 94 year span from 538-444 BC with three 
successive returns from exile. Zerubbabal returned first to rebuild the Temple (Ezra 1-6).   

Ezra returned with a large remnant and led a revival (Ezra 7-10).  Finally, Nehemiah returned  
to rebuild the walls (Nehemiah 1-7) followed by another revival under Ezra (Nehemiah 7-13).  

The Story of Esther occurred over a ten year period from the 3rd year of the reign of Xerxes in 483 B.C. 
(Esther 1:3) until the 12th year of his reign in 473 B.C. (Esther 3:7).  Chronologically the events in Esther  

fit in between Ezra 6 and 7 after many of the Jewish exiles had returned to Jerusalem.  
during this time period Haggai and Zechariah preach messages that support Zerubabbal in his mission to rebuild 
the temple and reestablish worship. After nehemiah finished the mission to rebuild the walls providing security 

for the people in 444 BC Malachi Prophesied rebuking the nation for its ritualism and social injustice.

Cyrus’ decree to return 

First Return under Zerubbabel 
(49,897 returnees Leave Babylon for Israel) 

Temple Reconstruction Started 

Haggai & Zechariah Preach 
Temple Completed 

Esther is Queen 

Second Return under Ezra 
(5,000 returnees) 

Third Return under Nehemiah 
(49,942 arrive to reside in jerusalem) 

Rebuilding the Walls in 52 days 

Malachi Preaches

Event Date reference
538 B.C. 

538 B.C. 

536 B.C. 

520-518 B.C. 

515 B.C. 

479 B.C. 

458 B.C. 

444 B.C. 

444 B.C. 

450 B.C.

Ezra 1:1-4 

Ezra 2 

Ezra 3-4 

Ezra 5:1-2 

Ezra 5-6 

Esther 1-10 

Ezra 7-10 

Nehemiah 1-2 

Nehemiah 3-7 

Malachi

C h r o n o l o g y

57 Years 12 Years

Haggai  
Zechariah Esther

538 515 458 456 444 432

Captivity 
(70 Years)

Silence 
(400 Years)

Zerubbabel 
(Temple)

Ezra 
(Reform)

Nehemiah 
(Walls)

Malachi

Map

Zerubabbal	 			536	
Ezra	 	 			458	
Nehemiah	 			444

	Three	Returns	From	Exile	
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Where were they?  

The characters in the story were 
living in the city of Susa, one of the 

the six citadels of the Persian Empire.
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Where were the Readers?  

The Original audience may have been living 
back in the land of Israel, still under the 

rule of the Persians or they may have still 
been living in the Persian Empire.



Content:  
How and What
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How Is Esther Organized? 
A The splendor of the Persian king + Two banquets (1:1-8) 
   B Esther becomes Queen + Mordecai saves the king (1:9-2:20 + 2:21-23) 
      C Haman elevated to power (3:1-6) 
         D Haman’s decree to destroy the Jewish people (3:7-15) 
            E Esther and Mordecai’s plan to reverse the decree (4:1-17) 
              F Esther’s 1st banquet + Haman plans Mordecai’s execution (5:1-8 + 5:9-14) 
                PIVOT: Haman humiliated & Mordecai exalted (6:1-14) 
               F’ Esther’s 2nd banquet + Haman executed instead of Mordecai (7:1-10) 
            E’ Esther and Mordecai plan to reverse the decree (8:1-8) 
         D’ Mordecai’s counter-decree to save the Jewish people [8:9-14] 
      C’ Mordecai elevated to power (8:15-17) 
   B’ Queen Esther and Mordecai save the Jewish people (9:1-19) 
A’ Two feasts + The splendor of Mordecai (9:20-32 + 10:1-3)
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What is the Message? 
The author recorded God's preservation of His unbelieving people 

and the celebration of that event in the Feast of Purim  
in order to show the post-exilic Covenant Community that God is 

loyal to His people (even those outside the land), not because of their 
character but because of His Covenant faithfulness (even when He is 
working behind the scenes), which would encourage them to finish the 

projects that God had given them to do, in spite of opposition.



Genesis  1:1-3

Starting  
September 25

Con"ext Con"ent Convic"ion

Michelle Knight

God is faithful and able, no matter how powerless 
(Esther), nominally religious (Mordecai), or 
persecuted (Jews in general in Persia)  
his instruments are. He is faithful to 
His covenant and able to overcome  
any obstacles.



Conviction:  
So What?
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Where Does This Fit? 
• A continuation of the story of God’s faithfulness during His 

people’s failure. 
• A narrative that acknowledges the reality of opposition to God’s 

work and plan for our lives. 
• An example of the often hidden work of God in our lives to further 

His Plan.
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Forrest S. Weiland

Thus the indestructibility of the Jews, alluded to by 
Haman's wife and chronicled in the Book of Esther,  
is linked to all of the promises made to the Jews, 
particularly to the promise of bringing the Messiah 
into the world, which ultimately leads to the  
calling out of a people for His name from  
both Jews and Gentiles.
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Elaine A. Phillips

Esther is tremendously important for readers in every 
imaginable context. For those who feel themselves 
removed from narratives of God's miraculous 
interventions that are so different from their own 
experiences, Esther’s story describes life  
“under the sun”, complete with ambiguities  
and the messiness created by sin.
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Elaine A. Phillips

And also attests to the reversal's that are part 
of life's experience, perhaps, in its own way, 
preparing for the great reversal from death to 
life eternal through the unlikely  
means of the crucified Messiah.
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What Should We Believe? 
•God is faithful in spite of our unfaithfulness. 
•Ultimately God will deliver His people from all threats and harm. 
•The opposition of the world is terrifying and requires courage and wisdom. 
•The victory of God’s people is guaranteed. 
•God is working, even when we don’t see it.
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David M. Howard

The author is being intentionally vague about 
God's presence in advance. Time, and again, the 
author seems to come close to mentioning God, 
only to swerve way abruptly. This is true,  
and almost every case of God's  
providence in the book.
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David M. Howard

By doing this, the author seems to be affirming, on the one 
hand, that God, indeed, is involved with his people 
(providence), and, on the other hand, that, perceiving this 
involvement is sometimes difficult (Hiddenness). While, the 
author and his readers know that God is always  
present and in control, the experiences of life  
show that the specific manifestations of  
his presence are not always so clear.
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How should we behave? 
• Live distinctive lives of Christian Witness in a 

hostile world. 
• Courageously trust God no matter where you find 

yourself. 
• Celebrate when God delivers you.



Genesis  1:1-3

Starting  
September 25

Con"ext Con"ent Convic"ion

Next Steps:
• Honestly evaluate your life to see if you have 

capitulated to the culture. 
• Look closely to see where you need deliverance. 
• Trust God to deliver you in keeping with advancing His 

purposes.




