
Esther 1
The madness of King Ahasuerus

Trust God to be at work, even if unseen and unasked for

If the lead-up to Christmas is “the season to be jolly”, then the follow-down  from
Christmas is the season of pantomimes.  And this book of Esther could almost be the text
for a pantomime.  Down through the years, at the Jewish feast of Purim – which we hear
about in the final chapters – Jewish youngsters will have heard this book read out, and will
have  been  encouraged  to  boo and  hiss every  time  they  hear  the  name Haman,  the
obvious villain of the piece, just like we do nowadays with King Rat.

We don't see this Haman in the opening chapter, because first of all we need some
introduction of the setting, the Persian court of most likely something just after 500 BC.

It's as if we're first of all shown a palace, and an incredibly powerful looking man
sitting on the throne, on a stage which starts in darkness.  As the lights come up, we first
see a few of the glittery reflections of the gold and the jewels, and we are impressed with
the glory of this king.

And yet, as the lights come up brighter and brighter, we start to become aware of
some decidedly shabby bits to this throne room.  The gilt is peeling off in places.  Pictures
hang awry, and there are clearly cobwebs in some dark corners where the lights have
failed.

And then finally,  as the  man himself  starts  to  feel  the heat  of  the lights at  full
strength, you can see more than simply the odd bead of sweat on his brow.  Shakespeare
would say, 2000 years later, that “uneasy lies the head that wears a crown”.  And we don't
have to wait for the rest of the book, just this chapter alone will show us a man who clearly
cannot fill that great throne.  The most powerful of earth's rulers is revealed to us as
an almost comically weak man.

And yet there is something really odd about this book, if you didn't know it already,
or even notice it in this opening chapter.  The name of God does not feature at all.  All the
action takes place way outside the Promised Land.  And yet, as we go through it, we will
encounter just far too many coincidences … coincidences that don't quite actually prove,
but  strongly argue that  something  is  going  on behind all  the  scenes of  this  apparent
pantomime.  And that something is the steady,  gracious hand of God, even if  – for a
reason we  might  cover  in  the  next  few weeks  – God will  not  be  appearing on stage
himself.

But that is enough by way of prologue to the play.  The Book of Esther tells itself
much more intriguingly than I could ever summarise it.  And the first chapter of the book
we can look at as a tale of 

Three banquets / and a bust-up

 The first banquet (1-4)

… where we are introduced to quite a king!
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Now in  the days of  Ahasuerus,  the Ahasuerus who reigned from India  to
Ethiopia over 127 provinces, ...

(Esther 1:1)

There's a little bit of spin put on this figure of 127 provinces.  The Persian empire
was divided administratively into a rather smaller number of districts, but if you count the
individual “countries” - perhaps putting that in quote marks, because some might be tiddly
little areas really, but this is all about getting the biggest number you can …   Probably like
there used to be, didn't there, the single county of Cumberland and Westmorland? … but
you could maybe, from some points of view, count those as two instead of one … if you
wanted to massage the number upwards.

So here, the number is maxxed: 127 provinces.  The largest empire the world had
ever seen.  Be impressed, that's the message.

… in those days when King Ahasuerus sat on his royal throne in Susa, the
citadel, ...

(Esther 1:2)

And  this  is  the  biggest  and  most  opulent  of  his  various  royal  residences.   Be
seriously impressed.  And now, be totally blown away not just by the sheer size of empire,
but by its riches – and the bounty of the king.

…  in  the  third  year  of  his  reign  he  gave  a  feast  for  all  his  officials  and
servants.

(Esther 1:3)

No, this is not just referring to this palace and its various people.  This is something
empire-wide!

The army of Persia and Media and the nobles and governors of the provinces
were before him, while he showed the riches of his royal glory and the splendour
and pomp of his greatness for many days, 180 days. 

(Esther 1:3-4)

Don't get this wrong, we're not being told that every last official from every last one
of those 127 provinces was called in for a sixth-month-long beano.  Far more likely that
this  was  spread  over  six  months  to  ensure  that  everyone  could  travel  to  Susa  from
whichever back of beyond it was for some of that time.

And don't think there was no ulterior motive here, either.  This is the ultimate team-
building exercise.  This Ahasuerus – or, to give him his Greek name, Xerxes – is known
from contemporary history to have been a ruler set on political aggression.  A few years
later, his Persian forces are going to be horrendously humiliated by the Greeks at the
battle of Thermopylae.  Something like losing by an innings and several hundred runs.

So I think it's quite likely that invitations to this 180-day feast had been sent out to
all the potential key military players in the forthcoming campaigns, to make sure that they
were all going to be committed, dependable servants of the Persian empire and emperor.
When he was to call, they would come running, with all the necessary military support that
he was effectively buying at this half-year-long spectacular.
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 The second banquet (5-8)

Now this could be a bit more of the same, if the word “citadel” here is right.

And  when  these  days  were  completed,  the  king  gave  for  all  the  people
present in Susa the citadel, both great and small, a feast lasting for seven days in
the court of the garden of the king's palace. 

(Esther 1:5)

So this is not so much the city as a whole, but the more specific defensible military
centre of the city.  So again, even if it says here “all the people … both great and small”,
it's not the waifs and strays off the street in general, but would certainly include all the key
people in the command centre, come the waging of wars across the empire.  Chiefs of
staff, inner circle of government, top brass, they would all have been there.

There's a possibility that has been suggested, since seven days was the standard
length for a wedding feast, that this was a royal wedding occasion, too – Vashti's officially
becoming more than just one of the foremost of the royal harem – but that is no more than
conjecture.  But it would certainly mean her absence, later on, would be even more a
public disaster – like a wedding nowadays when the bride  deliberately absented herself
from that awfully cringeworthy moment of taking the floor for the First Dance of the evening
do.

So what we do have is a more select gathering.  But it is still opulent in the extreme.

There were white cotton curtains and violet hangings fastened with cords of
fine linen and purple to silver rods and marble pillars, and also couches of gold and
silver on a mosaic pavement of  porphyry, marble,  mother-of-pearl,  and precious
stones. 

(Esther 1:6)

This is all meant to be real blow-you-away stuff.  This is uber-bling.  This absolutely
screams that  this  emperor  has it  all.   This  is  Bill  Gates  and Elon Musk and Richard
Branson and Vladimir Putin all rolled into one.  Closer to trillionaire than anyone has ever
come.  And don't we just know it!

Perhaps the sheer extravagance and excess here should start to sound a warning
bell.  Jesus did make a general comment about the dangers of such a situation, didn't he?

And  he  said  to  them,  “Take  care,  and  be  on  your  guard  against  all
covetousness, for one's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.”

(Luke 12:15)

And he followed that up with what we call “the parable of the Rich Fool”.  But if
that's only a maybe warning bell, here's something that definitely flags up trouble in the
offing:

Drinks were served in  golden  vessels,  vessels  of  different  kinds,  and the
royal  wine was lavished according to the bounty of  the king.  And drinking was
according to this edict: “There is no compulsion.” For the king had given orders to
all the staff of his palace to do as each man desired. 

(Esther 1:7-8)
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First, there's just the sheer amount of booze here.  Folks, not thinking just drinks,
but situations generally.  Do you have a kind of spiritual antenna that is tuned to give a
warning buzz when you can see certain situations ahead?

The obvious, in context here: a party with a lot of drink.
A lot of time away from home – and particularly if there is going to be company of

the opposite sex.  That could just be a weekly commute instead of a daily one.  Or a
conference or training course.

Suddenly having a lot more time or money than you're used to.
What if you know you are seething with anger about something, and you know that

you'll be spending time with someone who really … presses … your … buttons?

Do you see the almost inevitability, if you do not take yourself very strictly in hand,
of some disaster ahead?  Not that Scripture is dead against alcohol, but it's full of warnings
about its abuse:

Wine is a mocker, strong drink a brawler, and whoever is led astray by it is
not wise. 

(Proverbs 20:1)
It is not for kings, O Lemuel, it is not for kings to drink wine, or for rulers to

take strong drink, lest they drink and forget what has been decreed and pervert the
rights of all the afflicted. 

(Proverbs 31:4-5)

Well, Ahasuerus was clearly not aware of that one!  But there is a bit of an oddity
back in Esther 1, too, I thought.  What a strange decree to make.  Did you notice?

And drinking was according to this edict: “There is no compulsion.”
(Esther 1:8)

Think of any period drama you might have seen on the box when there was royalty
present at a meal.  When the queen (or whoever) drinks, everyone drinks.  When the
queen rises and leaves the table, everyone has to stop eating, even if you're at the far end
of the table and have only just been served.  Probably this edict is just saying  that rule
doesn't apply here on this occasion.

But isn't it strange that there has to be an official ruling  that there is no rule.  It
reminds me of Monty Python's Rule Number Six.  Anyone?  There is no rule six!  And at
this final week-long feast in Susa, the rule about drinking is that there is  no rule about
drinking.  

So is this a hint about this being a society where laws become ever more intrusive
and oppressive?  Think of North Korea, where anyone named Kim Yung Eun … apart from
the ruler … was recently compelled to change their name?  Or Albania under Enver Hoxha
back in the last century, where all men were obliged by law to not have hair longer than
4cm,  or  sport  a  beard.   Men  were  not  even  permitted  to  enter  the  country  if  they
transgressed these mandates!

Doesn't that make you think that this is going too far?  That power is just goes
inevitably to a dictator's head?  Acton's Dictum, as it is sometimes called, has a lot of
sense to it:
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Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. 

So I'd say that from what we have read here already, there is clearly an amber
warning.  Watch out!  Mind your step!  Trouble ahead!  

But first we need to be introduced to one more character.

 The third banquet (9)

Though there's not a whole lot to say at this point, other than to note …

Queen Vashti also gave a feast for the women in the palace that belonged to
King Ahasuerus. 

(Esther 1:9)

Now queen doesn't necessarily mean that King and Queen were on quite so much
as a par as in our modern royal  setups.  As we're going to see, Vashti  is at least as
disposable as Henry VIII's first five wives.  Possibly it really just means the official  current
favourite in the harem – which could always be a bit of a precarious position, as time goes
by, and age and gravity get to work.

But it does just point out that the main party is exclusively a boys' night out.  I think
that means the amber warning has just turned red.  It is clearly going to end in tears!

 The bust-up (10-22)

So here we are, the high point of the feast, and another little warning light blinking
on the dashboard …

On the seventh day, when the heart of the king was merry with wine, ...
(Esther 1:10)

So you already just about  know with  certainty that something stupid is going to
follow …

... he commanded Mehuman,  Biztha,  Harbona,  Bigtha and Abagtha,  Zethar
and Carkas, the seven eunuchs who served in the presence of King Ahasuerus, to
bring Queen Vashti  before  the king with  her  royal  crown,  in  order  to  show the
peoples and the princes her beauty, for she was lovely to look at. 

(Esther 1:10-11)

What you have there is simply King Ahasuerus objectivising his wife, thinking that,
even if she is absolutely gorgeous, that it's fine to put her on display for her looks alone.
She is a trophy wife.  And the situation makes it worse.  What is a roomful of guys who
have been boozing for seven days going to make of this?  You can bet there would be
more than just a few lewd and lustful comments made.

It would be even worse if what the rabbis made of this was right: that when it says
“with her royal crown”, the king was implying that and nothing else.

So I think instinctively we think Queen Vashti was totally right in her reply.
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But Queen Vashti refused to come at the king's command delivered by the
eunuchs.

(Esther 1:12)

But she is actually making a very brave statement there.  She is publicly refusing a
direct order from the most powerful man in the world.  And not just publicly: you could
scarcely think of a more publicly humiliating put-down of that most powerful man in the
world.  He is in front of all his top-notch people, all absolutely brim-full of expectation.

He might well  have staggered to his feet and shouted to them all  in a loud but
slurred voice, I know what I'll do, I'm going to send for the Queen to come and show you
how gorgeous she is.  And the eunuchs would have been summoned, and the command
would have been given, and the eunuchs would have left.  And of course the Queen will
need a little while to attend to her appearance before making one.

And the tension in the hall would have risen, minute by minute.  And then one of the
more drunken generals might have started banging on the table, shouting Vash-TI.  Vash-
TI.  And they would have all joined in.

How long would they have been shouting for the Queen to come?  And then it
becomes apparent that she will not  be showing up.  And the King is left standing at the
front looking like the biggest idiot in the world.  He is humiliated.  And he is drunk.  You can
see where this is going, can't you.  Human pride makes it inevitable.  Livid is not the word.

At this the king became enraged, and his anger burned within him. 
(Esther 1:12)

And suddenly the hall goes very quiet.  Anyone who so much as clears his throat
wrong might just get summarily executed.  Instead of seven eunuchs, we now find there
are seven men probably already present at the feast, the king's most trusted advisers, who
are allowed unescorted into his presence.

Then the king said to the wise men who knew the times (for this was the
king's procedure toward all who were versed in law and judgement, the men next to
him being Carshena, Shethar, Admatha, Tarshish, Meres, Marsena, and Memucan,
the seven princes of Persia and Media, who saw the king's face, and sat first in the
kingdom): 

(Esther 1:13-14)

And now, is this some half-baked attempt to try to gather some dignity around him
from the tatters of this debacle? … but which only really makes it worse.  Ahasuerus is not
really worried about a transgression of the Law, but saving what he can of his face.

“According to the law, what is to be done to Queen Vashti, because she has
not performed the command of King Ahasuerus delivered by the eunuchs?” 

(Esther 1:15)

And these guys realise that they have to play along with the pretence.  They can't
just say to this world-renowned emperor that he has actually just been a total prat, and he
should just cut his losses and move on.  Instead, look, this has revealed a threat to society
across the globe.  This is ridiculous distortion and exaggeration – to soothe the king's ego.
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Then Memucan said in the presence of the king and the officials, “Not only
against the king has Queen Vashti done wrong, but also against all the officials and
all the peoples who are in all the provinces of King Ahasuerus. ...

(Esther 1:16)

First of all notice that they are absolving the king of all blame … it's HER fault!  But
then this posturing just runs away with itself to a ludicrous extreme.

“For the queen's behaviour will be made known to all women, causing them
to  look  at  their  husbands  with  contempt,  since  they  will  say,  ‘King  Ahasuerus
commanded Queen Vashti to be brought before him, and she did not come.’

This very day the noble women of Persia and Media who have heard of the
queen's  behaviour will  say the same to all  the king's  officials,  and there will  be
contempt and wrath in plenty. ...

(Esther 1:17-18)

So there were two parts to their proposed solution.  The first one actually seems
quite reasonable.  Do you think Vashti really wanted to go before the king again, if he is
now clearly  capable  of  treating  her  so  appallingly?   The  wise  men's  solution  actually
formalises and makes permanent what she has just done.

“If it please the king, let a royal order go out from him, and let it be written
among the laws of the Persians and the Medes so that it may not be repealed, that
Vashti is never again to come before King Ahasuerus. And let the king give her
royal position to another who is better than she. ...

(Esther 1:19)

The second bit is rather ridiculous, though.  How can you legislate for attitudes?

“So  when  the  decree  made  by  the  king  is  proclaimed  throughout  all  his
kingdom, for it is vast, all women will give honour to their husbands, high and low
alike.” 

(Esther 1:20)

And a bit of a stupid final suggestion, too.  If you've got a household where people
come from different racial backgrounds – remember those 127 provinces, so this is not
totally unrealistic – all conversation has to be conducted in the language of the man of the
house.  Goodness, so heavy-handed, interfering, intrusive!

This advice pleased the king and the princes, and the king did as Memucan
proposed. He sent letters to all the royal provinces, to every province in its own
script and to every people in its own language, that every man be master in his own
household and speak according to the language of his people. 

(Esther 1:21-22)

But look, we've gone through this story this morning.  Already I think you can start to
see why this book has become a favourite for modern feminists.  Every single male in this
opening chapter comes over badly.  Only the single woman, Vashti, emerges with so much
as a shred of dignity.
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We could learn some good, moral lessons about how to live our lives from this
chapter.  We can take a bit of time this evening to return and think these through in a bit
more detail, too.  They are worth thinking about.  If we take them to heart, we will be able
to honour God more by our lives.

But I want to push beyond it a bit, as we start our series of studies on this book.
Because in some ways, this book is written as a negative.  Some of you will remember,
before digital photography, actual cameras with actual films, that you had to load into the
back of the camera in a not-too-bright place, and wind on between pictures.  Those little
spools of film, with 12, 24 or even 36 exposures.  That was all you got, and you had to
choose your pictures carefully.  And then you most likely sent off the film for development.

You get back a wallet with your 12, 24 or 36 pictures, wonderfully glossy prints.
And in one smaller section of the wallet, you had your negatives, the actual film that had
been exposed to the light via the aperture of the camera, and then chemically treated to fix
the image there.

I used to be quite fascinated by those negatives, too.  If you held them up to the
light, you could see an image, but with all the colours changed, or black flipped for white.
The printing process cleverly unflipped those colours into the snapshots you would proudly
display on your mantelpiece.

So remember that the book of Esther does not contain a single mention of the name
of God.  It's a negative.  We have to do some mental flipping to see just what God was
doing, unseen, unheard, unwritten, in the pages of this book.  If we don't, maybe all of
what we're left with is the script of an old pantomime, with a bit of morality tale stirred in.

First, a couple of standard moral-of-the-story comments.  They're still true, they're
still worth taking to heart, they're still the kind of thing that you find scattered throughout
the Bible book of Proverbs, as one of the main examples.

 Scan the road ahead

This one I've touched on already.  There are some things that are telegraphed in
this passage.  You see that it's written, and perhaps just how it's written, and you already
have an inkling about danger down the line.

So let's apply that to this coming week.  You might not keep a diary, but you will
most likely have  some idea of what's on your plate in the next few days.  Think ahead.
What are the crunch points?  When can you see already that you are going to be tested or
tempted?  In December, it might be the staff party.  In January, it might be the New Year
Sales.  Any time of the year, it could be a family event with people you really find it difficult
to get on with.

So what's coming up for you this week?  A difficult meeting?  A difficult deadline?  A
difficult bill to pay?  There are some things that we can avoid, and some things that we just
can't.  Those things that we just can't, what do you need to get straight in your thinking
ahead of time?  What is your limit when you bid on that Ebay auction?  What time do you
need to leave that evening do?  What time do you need to get up, or get some sleep?

And don't just think, and work out a strategy.  Think Scripturally about it in advance.
Fortify yourself with the Bible's statement about what is good or bad, rather than leaving it
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to your feelings at the moment when you are most tempted to do something that you will
regret.  And pray for God's strength to stick to what you know he has told you.

 Two really deadly allied sins

The anger of King Ahasuerus is mentioned specifically, and very emphatically:

But Queen Vashti refused to come at the king's command delivered by the
eunuchs. At this the king became enraged, and his anger burned within him. 

(Esther 1:12)

General rule from Scripture:

... the anger of man does not produce the righteousness of God. 
(James 1:20)

But go beneath the surface.  What prompted the anger?  You don't have to scratch
far beneath the surface to find enormous pride.  We can live so much to boost or to
maintain our image in the sight of other people.  We can even estimate our worth to God
by the  things we  feel  we  can do.   And when  we  can't  maintain  that  facade  –  when
circumstances or weakness pop that bubble – we feel humiliated and lash out in anger, at
whoever is around, and perhaps most fundamentally at God.  Folks, just beware.  Don't
just look ahead, but look within for those particular dangers.  And remember that

Likewise, you who are younger, be subject to the elders. Clothe yourselves,
all of you, with humility toward one another, for “God opposes the proud but gives
grace to the humble.” 

(1 Peter 5:5)

 Oh, for a King!

We have here king Ahasuerus as a negative image of what true Kingship should be.
We see elements of Ahasuerus' style in the national and international politics of our own
day.  There is so much about image and not losing face.  Style over substance.  It leads to
wars military or economic or ideologocal between nations, and oppression within them.

Do we not long for better?  Don't our instincts cry out that there must be better?

Instead of the madness of king Ahasuerus, a king who is not totally absorbed in his
own position and prestige, but …

… who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a
thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being
born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself
by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. 

(Philippians 2:6-8)

A king not given to outbursts of irrational anger, but who said,

“Come to me, all who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.”
(Matthew 11:28)
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A king who will not try to shift the blame onto others, but …

… himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, ...
(1 Peter 2:24)

A king who is not long gone, dead in the dust of centuries, but who can say,

“Fear not, I am the first and the last, and the living one. I died, and behold I
am alive forevermore, …”

(Revelation 1:17-18)

A king, a King of kings, called Jesus.
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