For Such a Time as This #8

“How to Protest Properly (part 2)”

Esther 7:1-8:17

A couple of weeks a go I spoke on the subject “How to Protest Properly” from the book of Esther. The title of that sermon ended with “(part 1)” indicating that there would be a “(part 2)”. That is our message for this morning.

Remember that in chapter five, Queen Esther risked her life by appearing before King Xerxes uninvited (which was a capitol offence in the Persian Empire). The king granted her pardon and asked what she wanted. She invited him and Haman to a banquet she had prepared that day. After the meal was served, the king asked Esther again what she wanted, and she replied that she would like the same two men to another banquet the following day. As we begin in Esther chapter seven, we read about the second banquet.

There are times in our lives when we need to stand up for what’s right regardless of the consequences. As mentioned in the earlier message, how we go about that can be as important as the fact that we are doing it. We can have a legitimate complaint but if we protest illegitimately, we invalidate our cause. We’re going to cover a lot of Scripture in this message, so we will not go into great detail on every verse. From this episode in the story we can learn three additional lessons on how to protest properly.

Don’t Be Primarily Passionate

The first lesson is this: don’t be primarily passionate. In other words, don’t allow your emotions to overtake you. There is a place for passion, but it should not take the lead. Consider Esther 7:1-2,

So the king and Haman went to dine with Queen Esther, and as they were drinking wine on that second day, the king again asked, “Queen Esther, what is your petition? It will be given you. What is your request? Even up to half the kingdom, it will be granted.” 

This isn’t the first time she’s heard these words; he’s already asked that two other times: when she first approached him and he held out his scepter, and then at the first banquet, but Esther never answered him, because the time wasn’t right. Esther had a sensitive ear, a wise heart; she sensed something wasn’t quite right. So, she didn’t push it. She knew when to act—and she knew when to wait.

There is one difference, though, in what the king said from the other two times. In addressing her as “Queen Esther,” the king gave emphasis to her royal position. He was not treating her as he might treat some ordinary subject, or one of his servants. This must have been very encouraging to her.

Esther had to choose her words carefully. Ineffective communication would have been more than a nuisance; in Esther’s case it would have been life-threatening—for her and for every Jew in the Persian Empire. Esther needed to persuade a Gentile king to change his official policy concerning the slaughter of all Jews. If she alienated her audience—the king—she would guarantee the death of the Jews, including herself.

Instead of allowing her emotions to get the best of her, Esther answers in 3-4, 

Then Queen Esther answered, “If I have found favor with you, O king, and if it pleases your majesty, grant me my life—this is my petition. And spare my people—this is my request. For I and my people have been sold for destruction and slaughter and annihilation. If we had merely been sold as male and female slaves, I would have kept quiet, because no such distress would justify disturbing the king.”
Can you believe Esther’s diplomacy and sensitivity, even in the midst of pleading for her life and the lives of her people?
 Her response echoes the two questions Xerxes posed. The impression is that Esther planned her every word very carefully. Repeating his words, she implies her respect for him.
 Furthermore, by using the passive tense—”have been sold”—Esther cleverly avoids casting any blame on the king in this matter.
 Her claim that her people were “to be destroyed, to be slain, and to be annihilated” is not hysterical exaggeration; the verbs are exactly those of the decree written by Haman.

One scholar commends Esther’s “brief but skillful reply” to the king.”
 Her approach was bold (yet tactful), her words were plain (yet powerful), and her request was direct (yet non-incriminating).
 By controlling her emotions, Esther controlled her encounter with the king. She said no more than was necessary to accomplish her goals and that she said clearly and carefully.

We need to show similar restraint. As Chuck Swindoll puts it,

God gave you a mind. God gave you reason. God gave you a unique sensitivity; it’s built into your spiritual system, and each person’s system is tuned differently. God wants to reveal His will to you and to teach you while you are waiting…. Like Esther, don’t rush into big decisions. And may I be painfully direct? Don’t talk so much! Believers who are maturing not only respect God’s silence, they model it as well.

Don’t Be Particularly Personal

Secondly, don’t be particularly personal. We pick up the story in verses 5-10,

King Xerxes asked Queen Esther, “Who is he? Where is the man who has dared to do such a thing?” 

Esther said, “The adversary and enemy is this vile Haman.” 

Then Haman was terrified before the king and queen. The king got up in a rage, left his wine and went out into the palace garden. But Haman, realizing that the king had already decided his fate, stayed behind to beg Queen Esther for his life. 

Just as the king returned from the palace garden to the banquet hall, Haman was falling on the couch where Esther was reclining. 

The king exclaimed, “Will he even molest the queen while she is with me in the house?” 

As soon as the word left the king’s mouth, they covered Haman’s face. Then Harbona, one of the eunuchs attending the king, said, “A gallows seventy-five feet high stands by Haman’s house. He had it made for Mordecai, who spoke up to help the king.” 

The king said, “Hang him on it!” So they hanged Haman on the gallows he had prepared for Mordecai. Then the king’s fury subsided.

At first we might think that Esther is making this particularly personal. When the king asks, “Who is he? Where is the man who has dared to do such a thing?” Esther neither stammered nor hesitated. Clothed in strength and dignity, she answers with the same kind of courage she has displayed since her decision to risk all: “Who is responsible? That man. Our enemy—that wicked Haman!”

Esther identifies Haman by what amounts to four synonyms. She attacks Haman’s role and character, and does not restrict his evil to his anti-Jewish stance. Again with an economy of words she casts him as her enemy (he has conspired against the queen’s life), the king’s enemy (she is Xerxes’ wife and Haman has manipulated Xerxes), and the enemy of all people, by this string of words that accuse him of evil.
 

King Xerxes is furious and leaves the room. Haman, in a frenzy of cowardly terror, oversteps the bounds of etiquette, and falls upon Esther’s couch, pleading with her to spare his life.
 Harem protocol dictated that no one but the king could be left alone with a woman of the harem. Haman should have left Esther’s presence when the king retreated to the garden, but where could he have gone? His choice was either to follow the king, who had bolted in anger from his presence, or to flee the room, suggesting guilt and inviting pursuit. Haman is trapped. Even in the presence of others, a man was not to approach a woman of the king’s harem within seven steps. That Haman should actually fall on the couch where Esther is reclining is unthinkable!

It was the custom of Persian nobles to recline on couches when they dined. Haman had risen from his couch, but Esther remained unmoved. Haman throws himself on the queen, begging for mercy. As one commentator concludes, “Haman must surely have been out of his mind to have made such an error.”

Xerxes returns to find Haman “all over” Esther, and immediately jumps to the conclusion that he is trying to assault her. In verse 8 he says, “Will he even molest the queen while she is with me in the house?” At that moment, the guards move in and cover Haman’s face, which was the sign that he was doomed to die even though the king had not as yet pronounced the death sentence upon him.
 Without delay, Haman is sent to his doom.
 Warren Wiersbe writes,

When the authority of the king had been behind him, Haman could courageously strut about, demand respect, and give orders. But now that the anger of the king was against him, Haman’s true character was revealed. He was not a giant; he was only a midget full of pride and hot air! And all the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put Haman’s life back together again.

One of the king’s bodyguards spoke up, “As a matter of fact, sire, there is this new set of gallows which Haman has had erected for Mordecai. It would be a shame not to use it.”
 Haman fell into the trap that he had prepared for others (just like Wile E. Coyote!) Judgment sometimes works that way.

I am reminded of Paul’s words in Colossians 2:15, “And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.” The very object of Satan’s success—the cross—was turned against him as the sign of Christ’s ultimate victory!

Now most preachers would wrap up the sermon right here with a pretty bow on top. “Haman got what he deserved; let’s pray and go eat!” But that’s not the end of the story. It may be the end of the chapter, but it is not the end of the narrative—or the threat.

Let’s continue into chapter eight, verses 1-6

That same day King Xerxes gave Queen Esther the estate of Haman, the enemy of the Jews. And Mordecai came into the presence of the king, for Esther had told how he was related to her. The king took off his signet ring, which he had reclaimed from Haman, and presented it to Mordecai. And Esther appointed him over Haman’s estate. 

Esther again pleaded with the king, falling at his feet and weeping. She begged him to put an end to the evil plan of Haman the Agagite, which he had devised against the Jews. Then the king extended the gold scepter to Esther and she arose and stood before him.
“If it pleases the king,” she said, “and if he regards me with favor and thinks it the right thing to do, and if he is pleased with me, let an order be written overruling the dispatches that Haman son of Hammedatha, the Agagite, devised and wrote to destroy the Jews in all the king’s provinces. For how can I bear to see disaster fall on my people? How can I bear to see the destruction of my family?”
Verse one records that Xerxes “gave Queen Esther the estate of Haman.” We know from Herodotus and Josephus that the property of a traitor reverted to the crown; here Xerxes presents Haman’s wealth to Esther, who then turned it over to Mordecai.

But there was still a problem. Haman was dead, but his murderous edict was still very much alive. Unless something intervened, within nine months the Persians would attack the Jews and wipe them off the face of the earth. There were about 15 million Jews among the estimated 100 million people in the empire. The odds were definitely against God’s people.

In the chapter seven we heard Queen Esther pleading for her own life, as well as for the lives of her people. Now we see that she was concerned with something more than her own personal safety. So far as Esther herself was concerned, we may be sure that her own deliverance was assured when the king ordered the execution of Haman. But nothing was said about her people. She might have thought that their safety was implied. But she was taking nothing for granted. Nor was she the less concerned about them even though she knew that she herself was safe. In that she could put a good many of us to shame. How many there are who never give a moment’s thought to the salvation of others! They seem to be quite content with the fact that they themselves have been saved.

To stop short at this point would mean to selfishly accept personal deliverance without proper concern for everyone else. In her solidarity with her people and her desire to save them from death Esther sets us an example to follow.
 We need people today who can pray to God in such intercessions for their country, people who are identified with and involved in the life of the nation. Like Paul, in another day, who cried in his praying in Romans 10:1, “Brethren, my heart’s desire (the burning passion of my heart) and prayer to God for Israel is, that they might be saved.”

This is what I mean by do not be particularly personal. Esther realized that her problem was not merely Haman, but Haman’s edict. In our own world, we must realize that our enemies are not human. I like how J. B. Phillips renders Ephesians 6:10, “For our fight is not against any physical enemy: it is against organisations and powers that are spiritual. We are up against the unseen power that controls this dark world, and spiritual agents from the very headquarters of evil.” When we make a person the enemy, we lose sight of the real problem. We may conclude that if that one person were out of the way, the problem would be solved. It isn’t. Our protest against wrong should always be against the principle of wrong, not the people committing the wrong. (That is what it means to hate the sin and love the sinner; we must separate the two!)

Do Be Positively Practical

Finally, to protest properly do be positively practical. Without reading the rest of the chapter in its entirety, we find that King Xerxes, Queen Esther, and Mordecai came up with a creative way to counteract the edict of Haman. (Verse 9 is, in fact, the longest single verse in the Bible.
) No, the law of the Medes and Persians couldn’t be changed. The law Haman had written had to stay on the books. But because the heart of the king had been softened by the pleas of Esther, he provided a way by which that law might never come into affect—or would at least be neutralized.
 Mordecai’s decree gave the Jews legal permission to defend themselves in the event that anyone should still wish to act upon Haman’s edict of extermination. The fact that hostilities did occur and that so many people were killed indicates that many among the Persian population wished to harm the Jews.

Mordecai’s approach is an important one for reflection in the post-modern world of many Western Christians, where we work from a position of weakness relative to the state, and yet must still operate within the constraints of the state to ensure that which provides benefit for all peoples within the state is achieved. Mordecai did not abandon the essence of his faith but applies this to the good of the state as a whole. Mordecai’s example provides an important model of how we can work with the state without abandoning the centrality of our faith.

In our last message we stressed the importance of seeing divine providence in our daily lives, even in the more mundane details. But we are not called to be completely passive. Esther is a story of the co-operation between divine providence, manifest in unpredictable events, and the resourceful and courageous actions of Mordecai and Esther.
 It has long been recognized that such human-divine interaction is a main theme of Esther: God creates opportunities, but Esther must act on them. It is a pattern that God repeats throughout Scripture and throughout history. While Yahweh initiates the work of deliverance, there is also the human response required. God will part the Red Sea, but Moses must raise the staff. God will destroy the walls of Jericho, but the Israelites must blow the horns. God sends Jesus Christ to make the way of salvation, but humanity must still respond by placing faith in Him.

It is not enough for we Christians to protest what is wrong; we must promote what is right. An example of this is seen in the life of a prominent Christian minister who took a public stand against abortion. Dr. Jerry Falwell was outspoken against abortion, but a reporter challenged him if he was so against it, why hadn’t he presented pregnant girls with another option? According to his own words, that stopped him in his tracks. So, in 1982, he created a home called “Save A Baby,” that supplied girls with a safe, supportive environment to help them make these decisions. One year later he established Family Life Services, a private adoption agency that works to place these babies not aborted.

Anybody can criticize the wrongs in our society—there are plenty to choose from. We need to go beyond the wrong and be positively practical. That takes creativity, guts, and a willingness to be a part of the solution. 

We may be tempted to think, “Well, that’s not my problem.” Martin Niemoller was a popular preacher in Germany when the Nazis took over. He was eventually arrested and sent to a concentration camp. He wrote, 

In Germany they came first for the Communists, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Communist. Then they came for the Jews, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Jew. Then they came for the trade unionists, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a trade unionist. Then they came for the Catholics, and I didn’t speak up because I was a Protestant. Then they came for me, and by that time no one was left to speak up.

It’s not enough to stand up for our own rights or our family’s rights. As Christians we ought to have a heart for others, whether we know them personally or not. When we protest wrongs in our culture, remember these principles we learn from Esther:

· Don’t be primarily passionate—don’t let your emotions run wild

· Don’t be particularly personal—our enemy is not flesh and blood

· Do be positively practical—come up with creative solutions

Esther’s story is no irrelevant slice of history tucked away in the folds of an ancient scroll. These principles are still at work today. This is life, as relevant today as when it was first recorded. This is written to people who face intimidating, stubborn problems. This is written to people who are outnumbered and overwhelmed. Yet this chapter announces in bold letters: There is hope!

Our story may not have the happy ending of Esther. Life on this planet is not fair and it never will be this side of Christ’s return to earth. But even unsuccessful efforts will be rewarded by our God. And He is better than fair; He is just. As 1 Peter 4:19 tells us, “So then, those who suffer according to God’s will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good.”
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