For Such a Time as This #3

“In the Service of the King”

Esther 2:19-23

In his brief letter, Jude alludes to an apocryphal story in which the archangel Michael disputes with Satan regarding the body of Moses. In a recent retelling, Michael threatens to sue Satan, causing the devil to double over in laughter. “Where are you going to find a lawyer?” he scoffs.

Lawyers are often the target of suspicion, sarcasm, and scorn, as are politicians (who by and large start off as lawyers). Many Christians seriously wonder if a believer can enter either of these professions and maintain their integrity. Certainly the landscape is littered with the wreckage of promising young men and women who began with good intentions but were corrupted along the way. Maybe it’s better to avoid such arenas altogether, we may conclude.

That would be listening to Satan’s counsel.

I believe we need more committed Christians in these arenas in our times, not less. The reason why so many bad people run the show is because there aren’t enough good people to stem the tide. In our democratic society, we have no excuse for not being involved in how our country is run. As someone once said, “In a democracy you get the government you deserve.”

But what can one person do? you may be wondering. Consider the story of William Wilberforce (whose story has been told in the movie Amazing Grace), who was a young member of British Parliament in the late 1700’s. After entering Parliament, he came to know Jesus Christ in a personal way. His life changed dramatically, and he wondered if he ought to stay in Parliament or become a preacher. In need of counsel, he sought advice from John Newton.

Son of a sailor, Newton became involved in the slave trade and in 1750 was given command of his own ship. On one especially stormy passage to the West Indies, however, Newton was converted to faith in Jesus Christ. He renounced slaving and expressed his wonder at the gift of salvation in his famous hymn, “Amazing Grace.”

By the time Wilberforce knew of him, Newton was a clergyman in the Church of England, renowned for his outspokenness on spiritual matters. He counseled Wilberforce to follow Christ but not to abandon public office: “The Lord has raised you up to the good of His church and for the good of the nation.”

Wilberforce heeded his advice. He worked for many years to outlaw the slave trade and, eventually, slavery altogether in the British Empire. He met opposition, as one Lord Melbourne angrily stated, “Things have come to a pretty pass when religion is allowed to invade public life.” After the outlawing of the slave trade in 1807, Wilberforce fought another eighteen years for the total emancipation of existing slaves. Despite increasingly poor health, he continued as a leader of the cause in Parliament until his retirement in 1825. He also continued his work for reforms in the prisons, among the poor, and in the workplace. And on July 29, 1833, three days after the Bill for the Abolition of Slavery passed its second reading in the House of Commons, sounding the final death blow for slavery in the British Empire, Wilberforce died.

One person made a difference against the evils of his culture.

This morning’s text shows another example of one person making a difference in society. We begin reading in Esther 2:19, “When the virgins were assembled a second time, Mordecai was sitting at the king’s gate…” 

The importance of this incident is sometimes overlooked on account of its brevity and style, but it presents new elements that are critical to the story’s development. It takes place some time between Esther’s selection as queen in the seventh year of Xerxes and Haman’s plot against the Jews in the twelfth year of Xerxes. In form the report here may reflect what was written in the king’s record, as seen in the final verse. There are no embellishments, no exaggerations, no literary finesse, but instead plain statements of fact.

Mordecai’s Political Involvement

The passage begins, “When the virgins were assembled a second time…” and this phrase has stirred debate among the scholars, since there is no specific reference to a first gathering.
 Joyce Baldwin notes, “there are almost as many explanations as commentators.”

Some have concluded that the text refers here to the gathering of the new wives (or concubines) into the women’s dwelling under the care of Shaashgaz.
 Jewish scholar Robert Gordis sees this assembling of the virgins before they were sent home took place at the conclusion of the ceremonies elevating the new queen to the throne.
 However, as we saw last week, this was not the common practice of the time; it is more likely that the “losers” were kept at the king’s palace in the harem. Most scholars agree with Warren Wiersbe, who writes, 

The second “gathering of the virgins” probably means that the king’s officers continued to gather beautiful girls for his harem, for [Xerxes] wasn’t likely to become a monogamist and spend the rest of his life with Esther alone… Queen or no queen, a man like [Xerxes] wasn’t about to release a group of beautiful virgins from his palace!

Twice in the text we find Mordecai “sitting at the king’s gate.” This does not mean that Mordecai is being depicted here only as a “man of leisure,” spending his time where he could keep up on the latest gossip.
 The gate of an ancient city was its major commercial and legal center. Markets were held in the gate; the court sat there to transact its business. A king might hold an audience in the gate. Daniel was at the king’s gate as ruler over all Babylon.

Excavations at Susa have identified a monumental gatehouse about one hundred yards east of the main palace. The passageway through the gate was about fifty feet long. Four towers graced the outside of the structure, and four pillars (about forty feet high) decorated the 12,000-square-foot chamber through which the passageway entered the palace complex. An inscription ordered by Xerxes at the gate identifies it as having been built by his father Darius.

According to the Greek historian Xenophon (in Cyropaedia 8.1.6), all the officials of the Persian king resided within the king’s gate.
 This indicates that Mordecai held an official position in the government and sat at the king’s gate. It’s likely that he was given this position after Esther’s coronation, because he had to walk back and forth in front of the house of the women in order to find out how his adopted daughter was doing. If he were an officer of the king, he would have had access to inside information. It’s possible that Queen Esther used her influence to get her relative this job.

What was Mordecai’s position? The text does not say, and several speculative options have been offered. Gordis focuses on the word “sitting” to suggest that Mordecai was made a magistrate or judge, since while the litigants stood during the proceedings, the judge “sat.”
 That may be reading a bit much into the verb, since “to sit” means in Hebrew, “to be stationed, or to have an office at a particular place.”
 Walter Kaiser proposes that Mordecai may have been the head of what amounted to the king’s secret service, since Esther 4:1 claimed that Mordecai knew everything that was going on in the court.
 The Jewish Study Bible insinuates that Mordecai was a member of the king’s secret police; therefore it was his job is to ferret out plots against the king.
 Another Jewish scholar thinks Mordecai was one of the bodyguards in charge of the gate of the royal palace.
 One final option is that Mordecai is to be identified with a Mardukâ who was listed as an accountant who made an inspection tour of Susa during the last years of Darius or early years of Xerxes.

In whatever capacity it was, Mordecai’s political involvement shows that good, godly men (and women) can and should participate in government whenever possible. Without their presence, who will stop (or at least slow down) the evil one who invariably rise to power?

Mordecai’s Practical Intervention

We see a case in point here in Mordecai’s practical intervention. Verses 21-23 report,

During the time Mordecai was sitting at the king’s gate, Bigthana and Teresh, two of the king’s officers who guarded the doorway, became angry and conspired to assassinate King Xerxes. But Mordecai found out about the plot and told Queen Esther, who in turn reported it to the king, giving credit to Mordecai. And when the report was investigated and found to be true, the two officials were hanged on a gallows.
Bigthan and Teresh. Even their names make them sound like a couple of thugs, don’t they?
 Bigthan may be the same person called “Bigtha” in Esther 1:10, though it is not certain.
 These two are called “officers,” although the literal Hebrew implies they were eunuchs. Their job description is that they “guarded the doorway,” which may mean they guarded the entrance to the king’s private chambers. This may be corroborated by the fact that they were eunuchs, while it was not a requirement of those “who sat on the king’s gate” to belong to that class.
 

Why did they want to kill the king? Again, we are not told, but perhaps there is a causal connection between the second gathering of women and the assassination plot; some have suggested that it reflects palace intrigue in support of the deposed Vashti.
 Certainly such attempts against the king’s life were not unusual and often find a place in historical records. In fact, although Xerxes survived this attempt on his life, he was killed in a palace plot in 465 bc, which involved the assassin being taken into the king’s private quarters at nighttime by the king’s chamberlain.

Assassination attempts and plots on Presidents of the United States have been numerous: more than 20 attempts to kill sitting and former presidents and presidents-elect are known. Four sitting presidents have been killed, all of them by gunshot: Abraham Lincoln, James Garfield, William McKinley, and John Kennedy. Two presidents were injured in attempted assassinations, also by gunshot: Theodore Roosevelt and Ronald Reagan. With the exception of Lyndon B. Johnson, every president's life since Kennedy has been threatened with assassination.

Though Lincoln was the first president to be assassinated, the first attempt was made thirty years earlier. On January 30, 1835, just outside the Capitol Building, a house painter named Richard Lawrence attempted to shoot President Andrew Jackson with two pistols, both of which misfired. Lawrence was apprehended after Jackson beat him severely with his cane. (Who needs Secret Service agents?) After the 1901 assassination of President McKinley, Congress directed the Secret Service to protect the President. Now the Secret Service investigates thousands of incidents a year of individuals threatening the President of the United States.

At any rate, Mordecai overheard a plot to assassinate the king. This was not a wild scheme with no chance of success, but a carefully prepared conspiracy by two men who were in the very place where they could murder the monarch. They guarded the entrance to the king’s presence and could enter at any time. All they had to do was choose the most appropriate moment for the assassination.
 According to some rabbinic tradition, Mordecai was able to learn of the plot because he could understand seventy different languages, a fact unknown to the eunuchs, who spoke in their own obscure tongue. That seems far-fetched; the author of Esther does not provide details on how Mordecai discovered the scheme. But that he did learn of the plot is evidence of some divine orchestration at work: Mordecai was in the right place at the right time to overhear the would-be assassins making their plans.

Mordecai took this information to Queen Esther, who then informed King Xerxes of the plot. Would we have done the same? Should Mordecai have intervened in this situation?

Not all would answer that affirmatively. One writer puts it bluntly,

Mordecai was directly responsible for the grim catastrophe which was about to fall on the Jews of Persia. It is a fact of life that our ill deeds cannot be isolated and contained. Mordecai should not have been in the exposed position into which his scheming life had led him. He should not have been in confrontation with the vizier Haman. Finding himself in that position, he could at least have conducted himself with discretion. But the whole lamentable situation arose from materialism, the base quest for gain, and activities unworthy of a man of God. His informer’s deed may or may not have done good. Bigthan and Teresh might well have had good reason to strike down the beastly creature who ruled Persia, but to Mordecai they were, for good or ill, two expendable pawns in a game of self-seeking. In the outcome, whether Mordecai did right or wrong in exposing the details of the plot to the king, the service was forgotten, probably during the preoccupations of the war with distant Greece. In the providence of God, whatever Mordecai’s immediate motives may have been, the service he rendered became the event God used to save His errant people. The fact that it was mercifully used by God to overrule, in no way adds sanctity to the life or conduct of Mordecai.

Now, I have the utmost respect for that author, but I disagree with his conclusions. I don’t see any self-interest or other ulterior motive involved, though I’m sure Mordecai was concerned about Esther’s fate if her new husband (the king) was murdered. (This is especially true if the plot were being planned by supporters of Vashti.) His actions seem to be consistent with the biblical commands regarding the relationship between the people of God and the earthly powers that be. It is obvious that Esther’s storyteller does not like King Xerxes, but he does not deny him the authority and deference his office is due.

I think we can learn an important lesson here. Whether or not we like, respect, or agree with the person(s) in office, we are to respect the office itself and not wish harm on the person in office. 

During the days after the first Babylonian deportation, Jeremiah admonished the exiles to pray for the city of their captivity and to seek its welfare in Jeremiah 29:7–9. Many centuries later, when the Jews were living under the harsh yoke of the Roman Empire, this ambivalent attitude persisted. The animosity that the church felt toward Rome is abundantly evident in the depiction of Roman authority in the Gospels, and even more so in the symbolism of Revelation. Yet Peter urges Christians in 1 Peter 2:13–17 to be subject to every human institution, including kings and governing authorities, because those authorities are established by God Himself. Paul, too, admonishes the Christians in Rome in Romaans 13:1–7 to submit to the governmental authorities, both to avoid wrath and to have a clear conscience before God. C. K. Barrett writes,

Honour and respect are due to earthly rulers not because they are powerful and influential men, but because they have been appointed by God. It follows that to treat them with less than their due of honour is to dishonour God; and honour without its practical corollary of the due payment of taxes for the maintenance of the authority would be a mockery.

The circumstances surrounding the composition of the book of Esther were likely quite different from those that existed when Daniel and Revelation were written, though they might not be too dissimilar from the time when the book of Romans was composed. When the government is not actively hostile to the people of God, we might well hope to win the favor of the powers that be by respectful submission to their authority. But that rationale is not what lies behind Paul’s and Peter’s instructions to Christians: these are not so much pragmatic responses to a potentially dangerous government, but an obligation to God.

In this case, Mordecai is not seeking promotion, but he remains faithful to the state in spite of the dangers it poses to him. As long as their fundamental existence and faith are not challenged, both Mordecai and Esther can live as model citizens, though the limits to this will soon become apparent. But the principle that this is at least possible for believers, even in a fairly oppressive state, is established.

On investigation the plot was “found to be true.” In those days, they didn’t mess around with a lot of time in a courtroom. If a king’s life was endangered, those responsible paid for it with their lives. Swiftly.

The text says that, “the two officials were hanged on a gallows.” This is not what we might picture from an Old West hanging. The Hebrew word typically translated “gallows” here literally means “tree,” or simply “wooden object.” There is no evidence in ancient history for execution by hanging someone with a noose around their neck and allowing them to strangle. More likely, the text refers to the common practice of impaling victims on wooden stakes. This barbaric practice could be used either as an actual method of execution, or—more often—it could be used to display the bodies of people who were executed by other means.
 In ancient days, they stopped at nothing to create fear in the hearts of every citizen so all would know that crime does not pay.

Mordecai’s Postponed Imbursement

Could you imagine the headlines of the Susa Sun-Times after this?

Mordecai saves the day!

Mordecai spares the king!
But, no. The end of verse 23 reads, “All this was recorded in the book of the annals in the presence of the king.” Mordecai was not even thanked for his trouble.
 It is possible Mordecai may have received the title of orosanges (“benefactor of the king”), as Herodotus described it. This benefactor had the privilege of not prostrating himself to anyone other than the king. This may have been the reason why Mordecai did not bow to Haman in the next chapter.
 Certainly Mordecai’s unrewarded deed contrasts sharply with the unexplained advancement of Haman related in the very next verse.

Mordecai received neither recognition nor reward for saving the king’s life. No matter; God saw to it that the facts were permanently recorded, and He would make good use of them at the right time. Our good works are like seeds that are planted by faith, and their fruits don’t always appear immediately. We read in Proverbs 13:21, “Evil pursues sinners, but to the righteous, good shall be repaid”  (nkjv). Joseph befriended a fellow prisoner, and the man completely forgot his kindness for two years. But God’s timing is always perfect, and He sees to it that no good deed is ever wasted.

Mordecai could have reminded Xerxes of the oversight. Perhaps it as a sign of faith that Mordecai was willing to wait to see whether and when he would have his reward.
 Again we can learn from this. Although God’s providential care is evident throughout it does not mean that the faithfulness of God’s people is immediately rewarded. We must not over-interpret everything that happens to us. But where God’s concern for his people is being worked out it will become significant—we just do not know when until after it has happened. In the mean time, we are called to faithfulness, even in host cultures that may be antagonistic to faith.
 We must never try to force the hand of divine providence. God has His times and His reasons, and we must walk and wait by faith. Faith is living without scheming. As Psalm 31:15 states, our times are in His hands.
 It is as God’s people commit themselves to God’s purposes that we discern God’s providence at work.
 One author concludes,

It is sometimes difficult for us to wish well government leaders whose policies we oppose. Indeed, it is not uncommon to hear Christians make disparaging or even hateful comments about people who have been elected to high office. The examples of a number of biblical heroes, however, could well put us to shame. King Xerxes was no paragon of virtue: he was a pagan, and as depicted here, not especially competent. Yet Mordecai rescued the king from danger and even worked as his close adviser. Daniel, too, worked within the administrations of Nebuchadnezzar, the despoiler of Jerusalem, and his equally tyrannical successors. 

Through the ages, Christians have disagreed and even fought over the relationship between believers and civil authorities. Many of the faithful live under the rule of tyrants, infidels, or incompetents. When we hear of the hardships of our brothers and sisters, we might well think our only recourse is legal or even military intervention. The church has often been tempted, in one way or another, to force civil authorities to bow to its authority. The Scriptures, however, are unambiguous in their counsel that the responsibility to bow is ours. Bow, and pray, and eschew [avoid] the temptation to seize civil power. Our weapons are spiritual, not political.

Remember, our enemy is not human, “our battle is not against flesh and blood.” We are called to be model citizens unless the government compels us to violate God’s standards. When we can be involved, we should be, and when we have the opportunity to do right, we should take it. Whoever may hold earthly power, we know that we are in the service of the King.

�Charles Colson, God and Government (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©2007).


�Debra Reid, Esther: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©2008).


�David G. Firth, The Message of Esther: God Present but Unseen (Leicester, UK: InterVarsity Press, ©2010), who mentions that the Septuagint (Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament) omits the phrase entirely.


�Joyce G. Baldwin, Esther: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1984).


�Anthony Tomasino, Esther: Evangelical Exegetical Commentary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, ©2013).


�Robert Gordis, “Studies in the Esther Narrative,” Journal of Biblical Literature 95 (1976); Firth, op. cit., agrees.


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Committed (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1993); see also Fredric W. Bush, Ruth, Esther, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas: Word, Incorporated, ©1998), and Kenneth L. Barker, ed., The NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1985).


�Tomasino, op. cit.


�Barker, op. cit.


�Victor H. Matthews, Mark W. Chavalas, and John H. Walton, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: Old Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©2000).


�Tomasino, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Gordis, op. cit.


�Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., A History of Israel: From the Bronze Age through the Jewish Wars (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, ©1998).


�Ibid.


�Adele Berlin, Marc Zvi Brettler, and Michael Fishbane, eds., The Jewish Study Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, ©2004).


�Jacob Hoschander, The Book of Esther in the Light of History (Philadelphia: The Dropsie College for Hebrew and Cognate Learning, ©1923).


�Edwin M. Yamauchi, “Archaeological Backgrounds of the Exilic and Postexilic Era Part 2: The Archaeological Background of Esther,” Bibliotheca Sacra 137 (1980): 106–108.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Esther: A Woman of Strength and Dignity (Nashville: Word Publishing, ©1997).


�Baldwin, op. cit.


�Hoschander, op. cit.


�Barker, op. cit., and Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Reid, op. cit.


�https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_United_States_presidential_assassination_attempts_and_plots


�Ibid.


�Stanley Collins, Courage and Submission, A Bible Commentary for Laymen (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, ©1975).


�Tomasino, op. cit.


�E. M. Blaiklock, Today’s Handbook of Bible Characters (Minneapolis: Bethany House Publishers, ©1979).


�Tomasino, op. cit.


�C. K. Barrett, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans (London: Harper & Row, ©1957).


�Tomasino, op. cit.


�Firth, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Tomasino, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Baldwin, op. cit.


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Bush, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Tomasino, op. cit.


�Firth, op. cit.


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Life Sentences (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©2007).


�Firth, op. cit.


�Tomasino, op. cit.





PAGE  
7

