
LESSON 23

Esther 4:12-14, Continued

12 And they told to Mordecai Esther’s words. 13 Then Mordecai commanded to answer Esther, 

Think not with thyself that thou shalt escape in the king’s house, more than all the Jews. 14 For if 

thou altogether holdest thy peace at this time, then shall there enlargement and deliverance 

arise to the Jews from another place; but thou and thy father’s house shall be destroyed: and 

who knoweth whether thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as this?

Who is the other deliverer in verse 14 whom Mordecai believes will arise if Esther decides not to act?

Some commentators think Mordecai was talking about some other person stepping in to save the 

Jews should Esther choose not to act, and they suggest that Mordecai was not thinking about God 

either with regard to Esther or with regard to this other unnamed person. And, again, we don’t know 

what Mordecai was thinking, but I think even so we can say, based on the facts we have been given, 

that Mordecai was talking in verse 14 about a deliverance by God.

“Given the facts of the story that the narrator has emphasized, such as the character of the king, 

the power of Haman’s position, the diabolical nature of his edict, and the irrevocability of Persian 

law, a plausible source for another human agency that could deliver the Jews is hard to imagine.”

Commentators have long seen in verse 14 an allusion to God’s intervention should human efforts fail. 

But is that really the choice the Jews were facing – that either man would save the Jews or God would 

save the Jews?

Don’t we see God already acting to save his people? Don’t we see God already working through 

Esther? I don’t think Mordecai was saying either you do it or God will do it. I think that a better view is 

that Mordecai was saying either God will do it **through you**, Esther, or God will do it **through 

someone else**.

And at last at the end of verse 14 we come to the most famous question in the book of Esther: “Who 

knoweth whether thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as this?”

Mordecai suggests that there is a purpose behind all that has happened in Esther’s life – a purpose 
that goes beyond her own self interests (and beyond Mordecai’s own self interests, although that part 
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is not as clear in his famous speech).

If Esther had ever wondered how she had come to this unlikely position, perhaps that question had 

now been answered. Why had Esther found herself in Persia? Why had Esther found herself in Susa? 

Why had Esther found herself in the bedroom of King Xerxes?

We, too, may look around at times and wonder how we have reached our current state. Why am I 

living where I am? Why am I working where I am?

I once heard a preacher at another congregation say, and I am quoting now, “God does not care 

where you live or what you do for a living.” Is this the same God who knows when a sparrow falls? Is 

this the same God who counts the hairs on our heads? God cares.

And one reason God cares is found in the question here in verse 14. We are not living here just for 

ourselves. We do not work just for ourselves. Everything we do should have the bigger picture in 

mind. We should view everything we do with the eye of eternity. And when we do that, we will find 

that what we do is suddenly filled with much more meaning and significance. If you are ever tempted 

to feel that your life lacks meaning or significance, the cure for that is to lift up your eyes. Esther is 

being asked to do that here.

Mordecai’s question **seems** to reveal a deep conviction of God’s providence, and an understanding 

that God’s providence works through the actions of individuals. Yes, God would save his people – but 

he would do so through the courage and faithfulness of Esther, or he would find someone else.

Could God have sent an army of angels to kill the Persians? Yes, but that is not how God worked then, 

and that is not how God works now. We are God’s army – and if we lay our weapons down and fail to 

act, then who will fight for him? If the soldiers of Christ fail to arise, who will arise in their place? If we 

remain silent, who will speak up?

God is working today through his people, and we are his people. And if we don’t work, what then? 

God will do what he had always done – God will find a faithful remnant and work through them. That 

is what God is doing today – and we are that faithful remnant.

Why did I say earlier that Mordecai’s statements **seem** to reveal a conviction of God’s providence? 

Because we don’t know for sure what Mordecai is thinking, and because there is another way to 

understand his statement.
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The original Hebrew would support this reading: “Will relief and deliverance come to the Jews from 

another place?” That reading would change Mordecai’s statement from an expression of trust to one 

of despair. If Esther fails to act, then there will be no one left to act. Esther is their final hope.

Which view is correct? We can’t say for sure, but I favor the traditional view. No matter how 

secularized Mordecai may have become, I think we see at least a glimmer of faith in Mordecai’s 

statement here to Esther – and perhaps much more than just a glimmer.

Finally, some point to these verses as evidence that Mordecai believed the Jewish race to be 

indestructible. That the Jewish race could never and would never perish. There was certainly some 

truth to that belief at this point in history. Why? Because God had promised to bless the entire world 

through a son of David, and that worldwide blessing had not yet come. God needed at least a 

remnant of faithful Jews living in Jerusalem in the first century to fulfill his promises to Abraham and 

to King David.

But there was also great danger in the notion of Jewish indestructibility. Why? Because it led to false 

confidence.

During the days of Jeremiah, the Judeans believed that Jerusalem could not be destroyed because of 

the presence of the temple in the city (Jeremiah 7:1-15). As the people soon learned, God was willing 

to destroy the city and the temple and to reduce the nation to a small remnant to correct their sinful 

ways.

Jesus warned the Jewish people that they should take no comfort in the fact that they were 

descendants of Abraham because “God is able of these stones to raise up children unto Abraham” 

(Matthew 3:9). God does have a covenant relationship with his people, but that relationship is spiritual 

rather than genetic.

Romans 2:28-29 – For he is not a Jew, which is one outwardly; neither is that circumcision, which 

is outward in the flesh: 29 But he is a Jew, which is one inwardly; and circumcision is that of the 

heart, in the spirit, and not in the letter; whose praise is not of men, but of God.

There has never been a time in human history when those opposed to God and in rebellion against 

God did, at the same time, enjoy a right relationship with God. God’s covenant people have always 

been God’s faithful people. That was certainly the case under the Old Covenant.

Deuteronomy 7:9 – Know therefore that the LORD thy God, he is God, the faithful God, which 
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keepeth covenant and mercy with them that love him and keep his commandments to a 

thousand generations.

God’s covenant people have always been God’s faithful people. That is true today, that was true in 

Esther’s day, and it has always been true.

Esther 4:15-17

15 Then Esther bade them return Mordecai this answer, 16 Go, gather together all the Jews that 

are present in Shushan, and fast ye for me, and neither eat nor drink three days, night or day: I 

also and my maidens will fast likewise; and so will I go in unto the king, which is not according to 

the law: and if I perish, I perish. 17 So Mordecai went his way, and did according to all that 

Esther had commanded him.

We see a great reversal in verses 15-17. In verse 8, Mordecai issued his final command to Esther 

through the king’s eunuch, but here in verse 17 Mordecai does what Esther commands him to do.

The word “commanded” in verse 17 does not just mean “instructed” as the NIV translates it or “told” 

as other versions translate it. The verb used in verse 17 is the same word used in Esther 2:10 for 

Mordecai’s commands to Esther, the same word used in 3:2 for the king’s commandment regarding 

Haman, and the same word used in 3:12 for Haman’s commandment. Esther is “commanding” 

Mordecai. No softer word should be used here instead.

Esther has now taken charge. So far she has been passive, not taking action, but instead just 

seemingly following the path of least resistance. But now Esther has come to a defining moment, and 

**passive** Esther has become **active** Esther.

It is Esther, not Mordecai, who courageously goes before the king.

It is Esther, not Mordecai, who plans the strategy to unmask Haman.

It is Esther, not Mordecai, who prevents the genocide of her people.

Mordecai created the problem. Esther solves the problem.

This great reversal in the life of Esther will lead to a great reversal in the life of Esther’s people – and 
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at this point she has perhaps finally answered Mordecai’s unstated question – who are your people? 

The Jews – not the Persians – are “her” people.

What caused this great transformation in the life of Esther? When did it occur?

We talked earlier about “Esther moments” – those moments of decision in which we are given an 

opportunity to stand up with the people of God and let our identity be known. Again, we should pray 

for those moments and welcome them when they come. And one thing about those moments is that, 

when we respond correctly to them, they have the effect of strengthening us and emboldening us for 

other such moments. Standing up for God the second time is easier than standing up for God the first 

time.

Isn’t that what we see in the life of Esther? She became a different person once she stood up and 

(eventually) identified herself with the people of God. That was when the great reversal in her own 

life began. That decision was the pivot point in her life.

It is often an imagined parade of horribles that prevents us from standing up when we should – and if 

that parade does not appear after we take a stand, subsequent stands become easier. And once we 

are identified with the people of God, we will become bolder and more confident about later stands.

**Romans 8:31** - If God be for us, who can be against us?

**Matthew 10:28** - And fear not them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but 

rather fear him which is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.

Esther is the central character in this book. How do we know that? (And it is not only because the 

book is named for her!)

We also know it because, for the most part, Esther is the only person in this book who changes. 

Mordecai, Xerxes, and Haman walk through all or most of this book unchanged and unchanging, but 

not Esther. The text is calling for us to focus on Esther as she progresses and matures through these 

events.

And perhaps the text is inviting readers to compare Esther’s development with our own. Are we 

progressing and maturing? Or are we walking through life unchanged and unchanging like others in 

this book?
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Christians need to be in a constant state of change! It is Jesus – not us – who is the same yesterday, 

today, and tomorrow. We should be changing every day as we become more and more like Christ. Or 

instead do we perhaps expect Jesus to become more and more like us?

Another question - do we see Esther acting by faith in these verses or do we see Esther following the 

fatalism of the Persians?

We are not told, although the end of verse 16 perhaps shows us some Persian fatalism – “if I perish, I 

perish.”

Is that fatalism, or does it simply show us Esther’s courageous determination? As usual, the text does 

not tell us what Esther is thinking or what is motivating her. Each time we think we finally have Esther 

all figured out, the text tosses us another puzzle.

We have noticed quite a few comparisons between what happened to Esther and what happened to 

Joseph, and Esther’s statement in verse 16 (“if I perish, I perish”) shows us yet another similarity. In 

Genesis 43:14, when Jacob was forced by circumstances to send Benjamin back to Egypt, he said, “If I 

am bereaved, I am bereaved.”

In verse 16, Esther commands the Jews in Susa to fast for three days, and she says that she and her 

maidens will do the same. We remember the beauty treatments that Esther received before she went 

before the king the first time. Here she will go before the king after a three day fast.

Esther’s command that the people fast on her behalf may imply prayer, but the text does not mention 

it. Although fasts were generally practiced only during the day, this fast lasted both day and night. 

And, although we see fasting throughout the Bible, the Jews were commanded to fast on only one 

day each year, the Day of Atonement. But they frequently fasted at other times for special occasions 

or times of special need.

The act of fasting generally implies an appeal to God in the Bible, but the text does not mention God. 

Fasting can also simply imply a time of mourning, and perhaps that is all it means here.

What would Esther do next? So far we have seen two acts of either courage or foolhardiness – Vashti 

in refusing to appear before the king, and Mordecai in refusing to honor Haman. Will we see a third?

And will it be courage we see or foolhardiness? I think we can now say with confidence that with 

Esther it will be courage. God’s providence has brought Esther to this point. How will she respond?
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Esther 5:1-4

Now it came to pass on the third day, that Esther put on her royal apparel, and stood in the inner 

court of the king’s house, over against the king’s house: and the king sat upon his royal throne in 

the royal house, over against the gate of the house. 2 And it was so, when the king saw Esther 

the queen standing in the court, that she obtained favour in his sight: and the king held out to 

Esther the golden sceptre that was in his hand. So Esther drew near, and touched the top of the 

sceptre. 3 Then said the king unto her, What wilt thou, queen Esther? and what is thy request? it 

shall be even given thee to the half of the kingdom. 4 And Esther answered, If it seem good unto 

the king, let the king and Haman come this day unto the banquet that I have prepared for him.

In Chapter 1, Vashti risked her life by refusing to appear before the king when summoned. Here, 

Esther risks her life by doing the opposite – appearing before the king without being summoned.

There is a sharp contrast between Esther’s first encounter with Xerxes and her encounter here with 

Xerxes five years later.

    1. The first time, Esther had spent a whole year in beautification; every possible action was taken to 

make her as attractive as she could be. This time, she comes in exhausted from a fast of three days.

    1. Previously, Esther was brought passively before the king, accepting the role into which she had 

been cast. This time, she initiates the encounter, hoping to change her fate and that of her people.

    1. In their first meeting, Esther was segregated from her people and was hiding her identification 

with them. This time Esther goes – secretly, at first – but as the representative of her people.

    1. Before, Esther was the passive recipient of the clothes that she wore before the king. This time, 
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Esther clothes herself in her royal apparel before making her appearance. Esther appears now as the 

queen.

There is also a strong contrast between this event and what happened with Vashti in Chapter 1. Both 

queens have violated the law, but the circumstances are oddly inverted.

    1. Vashti had risked her life by refusing to come before the king when she was summoned. Esther 

now risks her life by coming before the king without being summoned.

    1. Vashti’s failure to appear incited the king’s wrath; Esther’s unexpected appearance elicits his 

favor.

    1. Vashti’s insubordination will result in an attempt to put all women in their place; Esther’s 

insubordination, if successful, will result in the deliverance of all the Jews.

Remember that Vashti was publicly deposed so that no other woman would ever refuse to obey their 

husbands but rather that they would know their place. Esther is now stepping out of her place to go 

before the king in disobedience to the rule about who could approach him.

You should put a circle around two very important words in verse 1 – “and stood.” Esther took a stand.

We mentioned Martin Luther in a previous class when we discussed his anti-Semitism, but Luther also 

had some positive qualities. In April 1521, Luther appeared before Emperor Charles V to defend what 

he had taught and written. At the end of his speech, he reportedly spoke the famous words, “Here I 

stand; I can do no other. God help me.”

Everyone knew where Luther stood. Where do we stand? We need to ask ourselves that question 

every day, and we need to make sure that we never cause the world to doubt where we stand.

The threat to Esther’s life in approaching the king unrequested has been confirmed outside the Bible. 

Archaeologists have uncovered an image of a Persian king (either Xerxes or Darius) seated upon his 
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throne and holding a long scepter in his right hand. Behind him is shown a solder holding a large ax. 

Either the scepter would rise or the ax would fall.

Xerxes’ offer to Esther of half his kingdom was likely a figure of speech that was not intended to be 

taken literally. It simply meant that the king was disposed to be very generous to the person in 

question, in this case Esther.

Herodotus tells us about two other occasions when Xerxes made such an offer – and each time he 

ended up regretting it. He made that same “half kingdom” offer to one of his intended mistresses. She 

requested the beautiful robe he was wearing that had been handwoven by his wife, Amestris, who 

then discovered the affair and sought revenge. She gained it when, on her birthday she was also 

granted such a “half kingdom” request and she asked for the mother of the intended mistress (whom 

she believed was behind the affair). She then had that woman brutally mutilated, which led the 

woman’s husband, Xerxes’ brother, to start a revolt against the king. Xerxes does not seemed to have 

learned very much from those earlier events!

Two more things to note about the “half kingdom” offer in verse 3: First, it is yet another example of 

the historical accuracy of this book. Herodotus confirms that Xerxes made such offers on more than 

one occasion, and here we see him making the same offer to Esther.

Second, we have said that there are no references to Esther elsewhere in the Bible, but we might 

pause here to consider whether Mark 6:23 is such a reference. That is where Herod Antipas (the son 

of Herod the Great) promised the daughter of Herodias, “Whatsoever thou shalt ask of me, I will give 

it thee, unto the half of my kingdom,” which led to the death of John the Baptist. Why did Herod say 

that? After all, Herod was only a tetrarch operating under the thumb of Rome and had no kingdom 

that he could give away. Some commentators suggest that Herod was quoting Xerxes from the book 

of Esther, which, if true, would mean that the only reference to Esther in the Bible outside of the book 

of Esther itself came from the lips of Herod Antipas!

In verse 2, the king raises his scepter, and Esther’s life is spared. All of the worry and all of the fear 

had been for nothing – the king was pleased with her, and he granted her an audience.

The king was very curious about what had caused Esther to come before him unrequested. He knew it 

must be something extremely important because he knew she was risking death in coming to him that 

way.

But Esther has learned a lot in her five years as queen, and she handles the situation as a master 
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politician – she does not directly answer the king’s question. Instead, she invites the king, along with 

Haman, to come to a banquet that she has prepared. That she extended the offer to include Haman 

only added to the mystery. It was an unusual honor for another man to be invited to a banquet with 

the queen because Persian kings were very protective of their wives (as Haman will soon be 

reminded!).

One thing we know for certain about Esther is that she was clever. She knew she would not have the 

upper hand if she confronted Haman in front of the king in his throne room with all of his advisors in 

attendance. She knew the king would see it as an affront to his authority. So instead she moved the 

conversation to a place and time of her own choosing. Here, in the throne room, Haman, who 

belonged there, would have had the upper hand over Esther, who did not belong there.

In verse 4, the initial Hebrew letters in the phrase “Let the King … come today” spell out the divine 

name, Yahweh (YHWH). (Most English translations say “let the King and Haman come today,” but the 

verb is singular. A better translation might be, “let the King come today – and Haman.”) Some ancient 

manuscripts wrote those letters in large script to call attention to that fact that they spell out the 

divine name, with some arguing that the author had included God’s name in coded form.

As shown on the handout, YHWH can be found four times in Esther:

In 1:20, the reversed name is formed by initial letters.

In 5:4, the forward name is formed by initial letters.

In 5:13, the reversed name is formed by final letters.

In 7:7, the forward name is formed by final letters.

Why are some reversed (keeping in mind that the Hebrew is reversed to start with!)? Some suggest it 

is because reversal is the key theme of the book.

What can we conclude about all of this? In my opinion, it is just a coincidence, but we have already 

discussed how the many seeming coincidences in this book are used to show us the providence of 

God! So who knows?

I am always amused by those who seek secret codes in the Bible – they generally ignore what God is 

plainly saying to them in his word while they seek secret hidden messages from God. Today, there is 
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an entire industry built around supposed secret Bible codes, and those efforts display an ignorance of 

scripture as well as an ignorance of statistics. The Bible does have a message for them – but they 

don’t need a secret decoder ring to find it!

Verse 4 ends with Haman being invited to his own hanging – and looking forward to it! If Haman 

weren’t so despicable, we would be tempted to feel sorry for him!

#ezra-esther
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