Week 20:  (May 10 – 16)

(Nehemiah 11 – Esther)

Main Message:  God is in control…He puts us in situations to serve His purposes and ours…even though we may be unaware of it.

Overview

Nehemiah returns to Persia (modern day Iran) for 9 years and upon his return finds that the Israelites have gone back on their vows.  They had even sworn a curse on themselves if they failed to obey the Law of God as issued by Moses.  They had agreed to obey God’s Word, abstain from intermarriage with pagans, keep the Sabbath, and support Temple worship.  In less than a decade, they had broken every one.  (Are we guilty too?  Perhaps it’s time to renew our own vows and promises).  Nehemiah obtains agreement from the people to change and restore their promises.   Note:  the prayer that the Israelites made earlier to commit themselves to God (Neh: 9:5-37) is an excellent summary of events that have taken place to this point in the Old Testament.
Four centuries of prophetic silence follow the book of Nehemiah and Malachi which was written around the same time (about 430 BC).  The Persian empire fell to Greece in 331 BC…the absence of Greek words and the author’s Hebrew dialect suggest that Esther was written before this time.
· The Book of Esther is the story of a beautiful Jewish girl who rises from obscurity to prominence when she becomes the new queen of Persia and in so doing saves the lives of all the Jewish people in exile in Persia.  I tend to think of her as the female Joseph…a Jew in exile, who rises to prominence and helps family and the Jewish people.  Persia is the dominant force in the world and is led by King Xerxes (pronounced like “circ-sees”).
· Feasting is a prominent theme in Esther.  There are 10 banquets mentioned. The book commences with a 180 day celebration banquet for King Xerxes’s nobles and officials at the Winter capital city Susa (the weather was just like Houston, hot and muggy).    This was followed by a banquet for all the people that lasted 7 days with an abundance of wine and no drink limits!  A separate banquet was given by Queen Vashti for the women in the royal palace.  The King feeling in good spirits asks for the Queen so that he can show off her great beauty, but she refuses.  For that she is banished forever from the presence of the King.   A search then takes place to find a replacement Queen.  Many beautiful virgins are brought in and the King eventually selects Esther, younger cousin of Mordecai who had adopted her.  Both were Jewish of the tribe of Benjamin, which was unknown to King Xerxes.  
-  Note that beauty treatments were in vogue…6 months with oil of myrrh followed by 6 months with special perfumes and ointments (Esther 2:3,12).  
-  There are also some interesting decrees about husbands and wives (Esther 1:19-22)….”every man should be the ruler of his own home and should say whatever he pleases”!
· Mordecai becomes a palace official.  One day he finds himself in the right place at the right time and gets wind of a plot to kill the King by two of his private quarter’s guards (or eunuchs…castrated males).  Through Esther, the King is informed and the assassination thwarted and the guards impaled on a sharpened pole.

· Some time later, the King promotes Haman as the head official of the empire.  All the officials would bow down whenever he passed by except Mordecai…and we don’t know why.  This made Haman very angry and when he found out that Mordecai was Jewish, he decided he would destroy all the Jews throughout the Persian Empire.  Lots were cast (called purim) to determine the month and day it would happen (stones or straws were typically used to cast lots).  March 7 was the day.

· Mordecai and Esther became aware of this plan and fasting by Jews for 3 days was requested to help Esther obtain the courage to approach the King and inform him of Haman’s plan to exterminate the Jews.  She does this by inviting the King and Haman to a banquet….what else!  The night before, the King cannot sleep and decides to read the history of his reign.  Here he learns that Mordecai had exposed the plot to assassinate him, and the next day he honors Mordecai. Suggestion:  when you have trouble sleeping, consider praying to God or reading the Bible.  God may be wanting to tell you something.
· At the banquet, Esther exposes Haman’s  plan to the King who becomes furious.  Haman even falls on Esther on the couch when the King is temporarily out of the room, which makes the King think Haman is assaulting her.  He orders Haman impaled on the 75 foot sharpened pole intended for Mordecai’s death.

· The original decree of Haman’s had been sealed (endorsed) by the King and therefore according to the rules of the day could not be revoked.   So, at Esther’s request, the King endorses a second decree (also effective March 7) allowing the Jews in every city authority to defend their lives.  They were obviously successful in defending themselves, and many of their attackers were killed.  Note that no plunder was taken. 

-The annual festival of Purim…still practiced by Jewish people today….is intended to keep alive the memory of the deliverance of the Jewish people during the reign of Xerxes. Purim is plural for “lots or dice” and is named for the lots the evil Haman cast and God directed (Esther 3: 5-7).
Some interesting observations from the Book of Esther:
· It’s the only Book in the Old Testament that was not found among the Dead Sea Scrolls

· God is not mentioned explicitly, nor is worship, prayer or sacrifice.  This is believed intentional to highlight the fact that God may seem absent but He is in total control.  Fasting is mentioned (Esther 4:15-17).
· It contains the longest verse in the Bible (Esther 8:9).

Messages:

· God is in control and uses us in various situations for His purpose (and for our good…Romans 8:28).  We have seen this time and time again so far in the Old Testament.  People like Joseph, Moses, and Esther are excellent examples of God using them in their particular circumstances.  So, we shouldn’t “sweat the small stuff”, and we should remind ourselves that He will help us through the “large stuff”!
· If God will continue to support and preserve the Jewish people (His chosen people) given all their shortcomings and rejections of Him, just think what He will do for us if we are driven by pleasing Him.   And remember, we also become part of His chosen family when we accept Jesus Christ.
