
An Overview Of The Bible
Esther

I. Introduction
A. The Book of Esther is concerned with those -- the far greater number 

-- who stayed in the land of their captivity.
B. Esther is a crisis book. It is a drama -- not of fiction, however, but of 

genuine fact. It is set on the stage of real history, and focuses on real 
people. Five people are discussed: Ahasuerus, the Persian monarch; 
Vashti, the deposed queen; Haman, the Jew-hater; Mordecai, the 
Jewish leader; and, Esther, the Jewish girl who became queen. In the 
background are the royal palace, the Persian capital, and the several 
millions of Jews scattered throughout the emperor’s domains.

C. Esther is the crucial figure in the drama because everything turns on 
her elevation to the throne and her influence as queen. The book 
describes events which took place at Susa, the principle Persian 
capital, and covers a period of 12 years.

II. A Drama Of Providence
A. The purpose of the book is to demonstrate the providential care of God 

over His people. It is vital to see this, for herein lies the living 
significance and permanent value of the book.

B. The term “providence” is derived from the Latin providentia, signifying 
“foresight” or “seeing beforehand.” The dictionary defines “providence” 
as “divine guidance or care; the God-conceived power which sustains 
and guides human destiny.” This is the biblical idea of the wisdom and 
power which God continually exercises in the support, care, and 
supervision of all creation, from creation to eternity.

C. The concept of providence is the opposite of two current, erroneous 
ideas.
1. It is the opposite of deism. The deist acknowledges that God exists, 

and even grants that God created the Universe and its inhabitants.
a) Deism insists that since His initial miraculous act of creation, God 

has had nothing whatsoever to do with either the Universe or 
mankind.

b) The basic idea behind deism often is discussed via the analogy of 
a clock, the idea being that God created the clock, wound it up 
and then walked away to leave it operating on its own.

2. It is also the opposite of “fate” or “chance,” which sees world events 
as uncontrollable and without any element of benevolent purpose. 
We see the providential overruling of God as distinct from 
supernatural intervening. He wields absolute control over all the 
works of His hands.



D. At this point, two observations are necessary.
1. God exercises care and control over the universe and its creatures 

as a whole. This can be called general providence.
2. However, God also manifests care and control on behalf of His 

spiritual children. This can be referred to as special providence.
E. The providential must be distinguished from the miraculous.

1. A miracle is God’s working on a plane that is above natural law; 
providence is His utilization of natural law.

2. In a miracle, the Lord works directly; in providence, He operates 
indirectly, employing various means to accomplish a result.

3. A miracle, because of its nature, is designed to be demonstrable. It 
is an open, dramatic event. Even the enemies of the gospel could 
not deny the powerful signs performed by the apostles of Jesus 
(Acts 4:14-16).

F. God never providentially operates in any way that is in conflict with His 
revealed will.
1. Since God is holy and righteous (Psalm 89:14; Isaiah 6:3), His acts 

of providence will always be consistent with these traits. For 
instance, God never tempts people to do evil (James 1:13-14), and 
thus one could never conclude that the Lord has ever providentially 
influenced men to do what is wrong (Romans 9:17).

2. Providence is implemented in harmony with God’s will as revealed 
in the scriptures. This means that since God has revealed the 
conditions for the remission of sins (Mark 16:16; Acts 2:38), one 
should never surmise that providence worked in saving man in 
some other fashion.

G. Divine providence does not negate man’s freedom of will.
1. Contrary to the teachings of Augustine and Calvin (i.e., the notion 

that man is so depraved in sin that he has lost his power of choice), 
the Bible teaches the freedom of human will (Matthew 23:37; John 
5:39-40; Revelation 22:17).

2. By providence, therefore, God will not coerce a person to do either 
evil or good, but He can use people to accomplish the divine 
purpose in either capacity.
a) Because the wicked Assyrian had it in his heart to destroy, 

Jehovah used him as an instrument of wrath upon ancient Israel 
(Isaiah 10:5-7).

b) The Chaldeans were a bitter and hasty nation, yet God used 
them to punish His rebellious people (Habakkuk 1:5-11).

c) Pharaoh hardened his heart and rebelled against God (Exodus 
8:15; 9:34). God then used that fact to demonstrate His power 
(Exodus 9:16).



d) In John 11:47-52, Caiaphas’ words demonstrate the relationship 
between divine providence and human responsibility.

e) The Lord may open doors of opportunity for the voluntary 
accomplishment of His will, but we must use our volitional 
faculties and step through (Acts 14:27).

III. Who Was Ahasuerus?
A. He is known to us in history outside the Bible as Xerxes, which is the 

Greek form of his Persian name, Khshayarsha (Ahasuerus is the 
English translation from the Hebrew). He reigned over the Persian 
Empire from 485 to 465 B.C.

B. His vast resources, gigantic dreams, and arrogant temper made the 
name of Persia the awe of the ancient world. He successfully 
completed the daunting task of cutting a canal through the Isthmus of 
Athos for his fleet. Herodotus tells us that among the thousands, 
gathered for the expedition against Greece, Ahasuerus was the fairest 
in personal beauty and stately bearing.

C. He did, however, have many character flaws.
1. Xerxes ordered a bridge to be built over the Hellespont, and upon 

learning that the bridge had been destroyed by a storm just after 
its completion, was so enraged that he commanded 300 strokes of 
the scourge to be inflicted on the sea, and a pair of fetters to be 
thrown into it at the Hellespont, and then had the builders of the 
bridge beheaded.

2. Xerxes also dishonored the remains of the heroic Spartan, Leonidas, 
by cutting off his head and hanging his body after the Battle of 
Thermopylae. He drowned the humiliation of his inglorious defeat 
by the Greeks in such a plunge of sensuality that he publicly offered 
a prize for the invention of some new indulgence.

3. Morally he was a mixture of passionate extremes. He was just the 
despot to dethrone Queen Vashti for refusing to expose herself 
before his drunken guests. He was just the one to assign a people 
like the Jews to be massacred, and then to swing over to the 
opposite extreme of sanctioning Jewish vengeance on thousands of 
his other subjects.

IV. Two Main Movements
A. In the first five chapters, everything leads up to the point of crisis in 

the drama. Events move quickly toward the threatened disaster until, 
at the end of chapter 5, the gallows are prepared for Mordecai, and it 
seems as though nothing can avert the impending tragedy.

B. Then, with chapter 6, there comes a sudden turn in the story. The 
crisis has been providentially anticipated, and is now overruled. The 



tables are turned. God’s people are both saved and avenged. 
Threatened tragedy gives places to triumph and blessing. The black 
clouds break apart, and the sun bursts through.

C. Therefore, this drama of providential preservation is in two main 
movements. In chapters 1-5, we have the crisis anticipated, while in 
chapters 6-10, we have the crisis overruled. In this historic episode, 
there is the union of divine prevision and provision which constitutes 
providence. The Book of Esther fills a unique and necessary place in 
the canon of inspired scriptures because it is the book of providential 
preservation.

D. The main spiritual message is that amid the shadows God stands, 
keeping watch on His own. He may be out of their sight, but they are 
never out of His sight. Evil may be temporarily permitted, but 
ultimately it is frustrated.

E. The outline.
1. Crisis anticipated (1-5).

a) Queen Vashti deposed (1).
b) Esther becomes queen (2).
c) Haman plots the massacre (3).
d) Mordecai pleads for help (4).
e) Esther contrives aid (5).

2. Crisis overruled (6-10).
a) Mordecai is honored (6).
b) Haman is executed (7).
c) The Jews are avenged (8).
d) Purim is instituted (9).
e) Mordecai is promoted (10).

F. Whatever else we may see in chapters 1-5, we miss their supreme 
significance if we fail to see in them a remarkable providential 
predisposing of all contributory factors in anticipation of a foreseen 
crisis.
1. The feast of Ahasuerus to his lords and satraps, his inebriate 

partying and indecent request, Vashti’s valorous refusal and her 
dethronement -- these seemed far from having any connection with 
the as-yet-undreamed-of peril to the Jews which was to head up 
through the anti-Jewish hatred of Haman, who at this time had not 
even risen to public prominence.

2. Yet these events were being overruled as to subserve the 
unsuspected Divine preparation for what was to come later. Indeed, 
the crisis had been anticipated years before ever Ahasuerus’s feast-
making took place, in the bestowal of extraordinary beauty upon 
Mordecai’s cousin; and now, as a result of the vacancy created by 
Vashti’s deposal, the matchless Esther is elected to be queen, so 



that she is in the place of influence when the critical moment 
arrives, to avert the seemingly inescapable disaster.

V. The Story
A. The Persian Empire had a glorious court, and the lavish feast and 

display as described in Esther would have been much to the taste of 
the ostentatious Ahasuerus. The purpose of this enormous feast was 
the contemplation of the expedition against Greece by all the princes 
of the provinces.

B. The king’s order that Vashti should immodestly display herself before a 
vast company of half-intoxicated revelers was a disgrace to the one 
whom the king should have protected. When she refused, she lost her 
crown.

C. About four years transpire between the end of chapter 1 and Esther’s 
being chosen as queen. During this time Ahasuerus has undertaken his 
expedition against Greece, and has returned defeated.

D. Esther, the Jewish orphan girl, daughter of the deceased Abihail, and 
cousin of Mordecai, is now selected to become queen. The text leaves 
us in no doubt that Esther must have been a beautiful young woman. 
Mordecai himself was evidently employed in the service of the royal 
court, for in 2:5, where he is first mentioned, we are told that he was 
a resident in “Shushan the palace.” He also had duty at the “king’s 
gate” (2:19, 21) and he was counted among the “king’s 
servants” (3:2). Finally, the king knew him as “Mordecai the Jew, that 
sitteth at the king’s gate” (4:10).

E. Haman.
1. Another five years have passed by the time we reach the middle of 

the third chapter. Haman had risen to a prominent position in the 
royal court, but Mordecai refused to bow to Haman, which infuriated 
him. In all likelihood, Haman was a hater of the Jews before 
Mordecai’s refusal stung his pride.

2. The light and careless way in which Ahasuerus handed away to 
Haman the lives of tens of thousands of his industrious and useful 
subjects is deservedly branded as “perhaps the most shocking 
example of oriental despotism on record.” Even when Haman’s real 
motives were later exposed by Esther, and the king’s anger burned 
against his guilty favorite, the anger was not because Haman had 
been deceiving him into the committing of a savage crime, but 
because the crime concerned the people to which the queen 
belonged.

3. Chapter 4 records the grief and mourning of Mordecai and the Jews. 
Mordecai made an appeal to Esther and Esther courageously 
decided to risk her life in an appeal to the king. Mordecai’s urgent 



words in 4:14 are really the key to the entire episode, and reveal 
his insight into God’s providence.

4. Esther asks for the presence of Ahasuerus and Haman at a royal 
banquet, where she exposed his wicked plot to kill the Jews. When 
the feast took place, however, Esther apparently did not think the 
most advantageous moment had come, but she promised to make 
her request known at a further banquet on the following day.

F. The turning point.
1. The opening of the sixth chapter reveals the sudden new turn of 

events. The crisis which has been providentially anticipated is now 
amazingly overruled. Because the king cannot sleep, he has the 
royal chronicles read to him. In them, he finds that Mordecai had 
foiled a plot against the life of Ahasuerus, but had not been 
rewarded.

2. When the king asks Haman (who had come into the presence of the 
king to ask permission to kill the Jews) what should be done to the 
man to whom the king wishes to honor, Haman responds in a heady 
way, thinking that he will ultimately be the recipient of the king’s 
graciousness.

3. Haman’s proposal lays bear his unbounded conceit, his thirst for the 
praise of men, and his idea of greatness. He hears the king tell his 
servants to prepare all of his suggestions for Mordecai! The swollen 
bubble of his pride suddenly burst.

G. Haman’s doom.
1. Chapter 7 tells of Esther’s second banquet to the king and Haman. 

In the king’s sleepless night, and the exaltation of Mordecai, and 
the distress of Haman, and the now obvious good will of the king, 
Esther recognizes the control of a higher power, and knows that the 
moment to speak has come.

2. Esther tells Ahasuerus that Haman’s plot was against her own 
people, and Haman falls upon Esther’s couch, pleading with her to 
spare his life. The king reenters the room to find him on her couch. 
In his anger, he consigns Haman to be hung on the same gallows 
which Haman had prepared for Mordecai.

VI. Conclusion
A. The Book of Esther vividly demonstrates God’s providence, so that we 

may believe in the fact of its operation through all the problems of our 
lives.

B. Furthermore, we take heart in the fact that, in the history of the 
human race, and especially in those trying times when rampant evil 
seems to have snatched the reins of government, God is always in 
control.


