Reading Esther

Esther Overview

· Author:  probably an unknown friend of Mordecai

· Date:  around 450 B.C.

· Circumstance:  During the Babylonian captivity after the first group of exiles returned to Israel (in 536 B.C) and before the second group returned in 457 B.C.  The events of the book occurred between 483 - 473 B.C.

· Uniqueness:  This book does not mention God by name, or prayer, worship, Jerusalem, or the temple, and it is not quoted in the New Testament.  Yet the sovereign hand of God is seen throughout this book.

· Theme:  Preservation through providence.

· Key verse:  4:14

· Key chapters:  4, 8

Content

Perhaps the most striking part of this book is that there is no mention of the name of God in its pages. In fact, there are no mentions of prayer, worship, Jerusalem, and the Temple as well as the name of God, and only allusions to prayer and the sovereignty of God (4:14, 16; 9:31).  Furthermore, the book of Esther is never quoted in the New Testament either.  Hence, the question has arisen among many scholars as to the canonicity of this book, as well as the purpose of it.  The content and background is useful in clarifying this problem. The book deals with a story of divine deliverance of the Jewish people while some of them remained in Media-Persia after the fall of Babylon. “Many of the Jews had not gone back to Palestine…they were prospering in business and agriculture, and Jerusalem offered nothing but hard work.…Esther shows God’s care over the spiritually indifferent who preferred to remain in the land of captivity.” [Donald Campbell, p. 1.]  In other words, the people who remained in the land and became involved in this story essentially had rejected their God and their religion in favor of financial prosperity. It has been noted that, “‘since they are in this distant, far country, and not yet in the land of Promise, His name is not mentioned.’” [John Whitcomb quoting E. J. Young, p. 447.] This book, then, was a subtle reminder to these people of their God who remained Sovereign even during their captivity.

Theme 

While the book of Esther relates the story of the founding of the Feast of Purim, it is so much more than that.  Archer says, “The theme of this short book is an illustration of the overruling providence of the sovereign God who delivers and preserves His people from the malice of the heathen who would plot their destruction.” [Archer, pp. 401, 403.] This indeed seems to be central to the entire book as event after event occurs in such a manner that it necessitates more than mere coincidences. In conjunction with this thought, Jamieson notes, “The whole tone of the book is…decidedly subservient to the honour of God.” [Jamieson, p. xxvii.]

Historical Setting

The setting of this book, which has already been alluded to, is important in this book. The ten tribes of Israel had originally been taken captive by the Assyrians in 722 B.C., and then in 605 B.C. the two remaining tribes of Judah went into captivity under Babylon. Then, with the conquest of Cyrus over Babylon in 539, the Jews were permitted to return to their homeland (Ezra 1:1).  This initial group returned to the Promised Land in approximately 536, with a second group returning in 457.  The events of this book occurred during this time from, from 483-473 B.C.  Therefore, it is possible to establish the identity of King Ahasuerus as King Xerxes.

Theology in the Book

“The whole book traces how the right person was in the right place at the right time. This did not happen automatically, but 4:16 shows that fasting, which would include prayer, was part of the working out of God’s plan.” [Wright, 2: 380.]  Hence, the sovereignty of God, who was looking out for an essentially disobedient and rebellious people is put on display.

Esther as Literature

It has been pointed out that Esther is not written in the pre-exilic style like many of the earlier narratives in the OT such as the stories of Joseph and David.  Rather, it seems to be post-exilic, with an emphasis upon Aramaic, with which the author was evidently very familiar. “Furthermore, there is a stress upon the narrative of the story rather than the interpretation of that story. It is proposed that the theme of the story was either self-evident or the author was unconcerned with the teaching involved in this narrative.” [Gordis, p. 14.]  This idea seems to fit into the earlier discussion about theme and historical background.  “What is all-important is that the action moves forward to its climax. Nothing in the book is superfluous; everything bears upon the central theme…” [Gordis, p. 14.]

Esther in Jewish Life and Art

Esther 9:28 states (in relation to the celebration of the feast of Purim), “So these days were to be remembered and celebrated throughout every generation, every family, every province, and every city; and these days of Purim were not to fail from among the Jews, or their memory fade from their descendants.” The importance of the holiday is readily evident. It is interesting in light of this passage to read that the celebration of this feast is important to the Jews even in today’s contemporary culture. “[The story of Esther] was reenacted time and again in the intervening centuries, until our own day…Jews rarely, if ever, were able to afford the luxury of regarding the Book of Esther as ancient history; for them it was almost always current events.” [Gordis, p. l6.] Gordis also points to the holocaust initiated under Hitler as a modern day example of this statement. 

It is also pointed out by Gordis that even though any type of artistic work was frowned upon by the Jews because of the admonition in the Decalogue, the scrolls containing the book of Esther were handsomely decorated even through the Middle Ages, which was highly unusual. Furthermore, the story of Esther was retold countless times in the form of drama, which occurs even in modern Tel Aviv. Hence, the story of Esther has held a very significant portion of Jewish culture. [Gordis, pp. l5-6.]

Gordis concludes his introduction by writing, “Thus the tale of Haman’s nefarious plot became the source and stimulus for a rich outpouring of Jewish artistic creativity. The understandable hatred of a people for its enemies was sublimated into comedy. As a result, the Jewish people was able [sic] to preserve its sanity while safeguarding its existence and to retain its faith in the final triumph of righteousness.” [Gordis, p. l7.]

Conclusion

The value of this book far surpasses its historical account and the establishment of the feast of Purim.  There are great lessons that are learned in this book concerning the sovereignty of God, His timely and gracious preservation of His people, and His trustworthiness in circumstances that seem opposed to His people.  He is a good God, a gracious God, and a sovereign God, all of which combines to make Him a trustworthy God in every circumstance.
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