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March 9, 2011
Introduction to Esther
(Esther chs. 1-10)

I.  Background
Theme: The book of Esther shows how God’s divine providence rules in all things.  Even in a distant country God’s people are still sheltered in His hands.  The reversal of fortune in Esther is a historical example of God using both human wisdom and folly to accomplish His will, a plan that reached its ultimate fruition in Christ.
Location: Susa, capital of Persia during the reign of Xerxes (Ahasuerus).  Although many Jews had been permitted to return to Judea by Cyrus, many Jews remained in Persia and other lands where they had been taken captive.

Plot Summary: The first three chapters introduce the main characters, starting with the Persian king Xerxes.  The fate of the Jews is threatened by the edicts of the king.  Haman, the king’s chamberlain, plots to destroy the Jews, but his plot is foiled by the courageous efforts of Esther and Mordecai.  The tables are turned, and Haman is executed instead of Mordecai.  The Jews escape slaughter, and instead their enemies are slain.  Finally, the Purim feast is established as an annual memorial of these events. 

Outline:
I.
Opening and background (ch. 1)



II.
The king’s first decree (chs. 2-3)


III.
Haman’s plot against the Jews (chs. 4-5)



IV.
God rescues His people (chs. 6-7)



V.
The king’s second decree (chs. 8-9)



VI.
Epilogue (ch. 10)

Author: The author of Esther is unknown.  Both the emphasis of the book and the knowledge of the author indicate that he was a Jew, and the familiarity with Persian culture and literature suggest that his was likely a resident of a Persian city.  The author writes as an eyewitness of the events recorded, and it is possible that Mordecai wrote the book, or that the book is based on a recording of the events by Mordecai.
Timeline: The book of Esther takes place during the period of restoration of the Jews from Babylonian captivity.  The story of Esther begins in the third year of Xerxes, after Zerubbabel had led the first group of Jews to return to Judea under Cyrus, but before Ezra led the second group to return under Artaxerxes.
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Characteristics: Esther is unique in that God’s name is never mentioned in the book.  No one in the book is portrayed in an act of worship, no miracles take place, and no prophecy is given.  Yet throughout the book God’s providential role in events is unmistakable, a role which is highlighted by the absence of any explicit reference to God.  As Matthew Henry wrote, “But, though the name of God be not in it, the finger of God is, directing many minute events for the bringing about of His people’s deliverance.”
Main Characters:

· King Xerxes – The king of the mighty Persian Empire.  We meet him three years into his reign, at the height of his power.  No one dares to question his power.

· Queen Vashti – The beautiful wife of Xerxes.  Her strong independent spirit is evident during her short appearance in the book.

· Haman – The villain of the story, the king’s wealthy chamberlain, second over the kingdom.  His evil plot, driven by his pride and vanity, provide the vehicle for the Lord’s exercise of sovereign providence.

· Mordecai – A godly man descended from Kish, a captive taken into exile with Jeconiah, king of Judah.  His influence over Esther plays an important role in the story.
· Esther – The central heroine of the book.  Her humble origins lead to redemption for her people.

II.  Discussion Questions

1. God’s protection of His people is a reflection of His special covenant relationship with them.  What promises were made as part of God’s covenant with the Jews?  What about our covenant with God today?
2. In Esther, God works through his control and direction of ordinary events, rather than through miracles, making this example very relevant for us.  How does God’s providential care manifest in our lives today?
3. Esther is a great example of how God can use anyone to accomplish His will, regardless of their circumstances.  What lessons can we draw from this example?
4. Consider the example of Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel 4:30-35.  How did God exercise His will in the life of Nebuchadnezzar?  What conclusion did Nebuchadnezzar reach about the Lord’s place in the world?
5. There are many parallels between the story of Esther and the earlier story of Joseph (Gen. 37-50).  What parallels can we see from the following passages:
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41:1-45
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41:41-43
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