
      
All is not right in the world of King Ahasuerus. Women, 

especially the queen, are expected to be obedient to their husbands. 
Queen Vashti’s refusal to be put on show has, according to the royal 
advisors, caused a national crisis. Two edicts are sent around the 
empire: wives must be obedient to husbands, and all the unmarried 
women are to be rounded up for the king’s pleasure. Esther and 
Mordecai now enter the story. 

A JEW IN THE ROYAL HAREM (2:5-23) 

In biblical literature there is much resistance by the Jews to 
foreign rulers – be they Moabite, Egyptian, Philistine, Ammonite, 
Syrian and Assyrian. All have tried in vain and failed to subjugate Israel. 

So, when a forcible conscription of damsels occurs, separating 
a Jewish woman from her kin, we may expect a story of resistance. 
However, what transpires is different – Esther’s cooperation in the 
harem makes us think otherwise. Vashti’s resistance at first seems 
more noble. At first it seems unclear where the story may be going. 

Mordecai is introduced with a heavy emphasis on his status as 
an exile. Esther is presented as vulnerable. She is young, beautiful, 
Jewish and orphaned. They both comply with the King’s self-serving 
law and work energetically to seek favour with the king. 

Esther wins favour with the eunuch Hegai and is given special 
treatment. She is admired by all who saw her and easily wins the king’s 
favour, receiving both a crown and a bouquet. She becomes the king’s 
‘trophy’ wife, accepting conditions that Vashti would not. 

Mordecai’s good fortune seems to be as great as Esther’s 
charm. Being in the right place at the right time, he intervenes to 
prevent a plot against the king. He also warns Esther not to reveal their 
kinship nor her nationality.  

Both Mordecai and Esther show loyalty to the king. Yet twice 
we see Mordecai telling Esther to keep their ancestry secret – the 
reason is not clear. 

Bechtel writes this: 

 It is one thing to live a life that is faithful to God when one is 
surrounded by a culture that supports such efforts. It is quite another 
to remain faithful in a cultural context that is not similarly committed, 
and that, in fact, may be openly hostile to the life of faith. 

A FLY IN THE ROYAL OINTMENT (3:1-6) 

After Esther is given Vashti’s crown and Mordecai’s life-saving 
deed is recorded in the king’s annals, we might think that they are 
both set up for life. But a sudden shift occurs – another foreigner, 
Haman, is promoted, not Mordecai. No justification for this is given, 
and it would seem that concern for the welfare and pleasure of an 
impulsive king cannot guarantee appropriate rewards – or even 
protection from death. 

We now begin, more clearly to get a better picture of two of 
the main characters as judged by their words and actions: 

Ahasuerus – a king of excess, and mercurial temper. One 
confidently reliant on subordinates to tell him what to do. Mordecai 
and Esther are more intent on pleasing the king than attracting 
attention 

Haman – his glory comes from being the king’s lackey-in-chief. 
His prestige is both considerable and hollow. By command of the king, 
all other servants must bow down before him – especially if they want 
to keep their jobs. They must display respect, whether it is genuine or 
otherwise. 

 



For some reason Mordecai refuses to bow to Haman. Might it 
be because Haman got this job and Mordecai did not? We don’t know 
as Mordecai is silent about his reasons. This refusal brings a 
consequence similar to Vashti’s earlier refusal - an edict is served 
against all the Jews of the land. 

Mordecai’s slight doesn’t bother Haman, until it is pointed out 
by others. When it is, he becomes furious enough to destroy, not just 
the one person who embarrasses him, but all who fit his ‘racial’ profile. 
Such overreaction is not new to Esther – folly and inherent violence. 

A WORD IN THE ROYAL EAR (3:7-15) 

Haman casts lots, not to determine the day to make his 
request, but when to carry it out. 

The casting of lots was a common method of determining the 
divine will in ancient Israel and in NT times. However, no detailed 
description of the actual procedures or of the precise instruments 
used is offered in the Bible. Examples of events in the Bible where lots 
were cast are: 1 Sam 10:16-26; Numbers 26:55; Matthew 27:35. 

Haman goes to the king with a carefully crafted speech 
constructed of truths, half-truths and lies. He makes it sound as if all 
the groups in the vast empire of Persia follow one set of rules, and all 
the Jews follow another. In saying, “It’s not appropriate for the king to 
tolerate them,” he makes his own complaint against Mordecai into the 
king’s problem with all the Jewish people, though he never says that 
it is Mordecai or the Jews that he is talking about. 

He also appeals to the king’s greed, while insulting his honour, 
by offering a colossal bribe. Haman thus reveals that he is 
unimaginably wealthy and is willing to spend vast sums to settle a very 
minor score. 

How does the king respond? 

A very serious charge has been brought about an 
unidentifiable group, and a violent measure has been recommended 

that could cause civil war in the empire. Haman is showing what a 
deep personal investment he is prepared to give to see this group 
destroyed. 

The king does not ask for a fact-finding mission but simply 
listens to advisors and agrees to do what they say. He gives Haman his 
signet ring to write any edict he likes, and gives him back the money, 
apparently to bankroll the operation.  

Haman now has all the power he wants, and so writes a decree 
in the name of the king and sends it out. In official language, which 
does not disguise the horror, he orders that all Jews be destroyed in 
one day – the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, Adar – and their 
goods plundered. This day is eleven months in the future. For some 
reason he thinks that Persians and Jews will peacefully co-exist until 
the prescribed day, and then the Persians will suddenly rise up and kill 
the Jews. The reaction of the empire is anything but orderly and do 
not go as Haman planned. 

In this story we see how Vashti and Mordecai, enrage someone 
who is powerful but personally insecure – each by violating an 
outlandish royal command, with the punishment being inflicted, not 
on them alone, but an entire group – women or Jews – showing 
thoughtless contempt for both women and ethnic minorities; racism 
and sexism. 

Ahasuerus and Haman are people of power and pomp. The 
reader will question their fitness for the positions and responsibilities 
they hold. Their inabilities result in chaos and havoc. 

We ask, “Why do the treacherous survive? Why does the way 
of the guilty prosper? For now, Mordecai and Esther remain indistinct. 
Their reward for saving the king’s life has become a death sentence. 

 


