
Esther 4
Cometh the hour ...

Consider when the need or the call must outweigh the risk

Not really sure whether it's politically correct to say this nowadays, but you know
there is this saying.  Cometh the hour …  And it's not clear exactly where it comes from.
Not Shakespeare, for once.  And not the whole quote from the Bible, either, although you
can find “the hour cometh” in the Authorised Version.  Still, I'm going to dare to put in on
screen today.  Cometh the hour …

… cometh the man.

Only here, of course, that is not quite right, is it?  In this particular book of the OT,

… cometh the WOman

Nearly half way through this book of Esther, and we find it out that it really is Esther
that this is all about.  The men have featured heavily in the opening chapters, and not
exactly any great advert for true manliness, I think it's fair to say.  Chapter 1 features the
vain,  weak,  and so easily manipulable emperor  Ahasuerus,  a figure of derision at the
lavish party he throws:

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)

Chapter 3 shows us another immensely proud man, Haman.  Certainly no He-man,
if the Emperor had to officially order people to reverence him:

And all the king's servants who were at the king's gate bowed down and paid
homage to Haman, for the king had so commanded concerning him.

(Esther 3:2)

And when Mordecai the Jew refuses to do so, Haman really shows himself to be a
seriously nasty piece of work, this personal affront connecting back to a deep-down racial
prejudice, and touching off a calculated attempt at Jewish genocide:

… Haman sought to destroy all the Jews, the people of Mordecai, throughout
the whole kingdom of Ahasuerus. 

(Esther 3:6)

But at least we have one decent guy, that Mordecai.  Mordecai the national hero,
who had foiled an assassination plot on the emperor's life:

And this came to the knowledge of Mordecai, and he told it to Queen Esther,
and Esther told the king in the name of Mordecai. When the affair was investigated
and found to be so, ...

(Esther 2:22-23)

… and yet remains curiously unrecognised for this deed … of which, more later.
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Mordecai the caring relative, providing for his orphaned cousin:

He was bringing up Hadassah, that is Esther, the daughter of his uncle, for
she had neither father nor mother. The young woman had a beautiful figure and was
lovely to look at, and when her father and her mother died, Mordecai took her as his
own daughter. 

(Esther 2:7)

And that brings us to the other main character here, Esther herself.  Esther, after
whom this book is named.  But so far, in all honesty, we don't know that much about her,
apart  from her  unusual  good  looks.   Oh,  and  perhaps  a  bit  of  savvy,  and  a  certain
something:

When the turn came for Esther the daughter of Abihail the uncle of Mordecai,
who had taken her as his own daughter, to go in to the king, she asked for nothing
except what Hegai the king's eunuch, who had charge of the women, advised. Now
Esther was winning favour in the eyes of all who saw her. 

(Esther 2:15)

So maybe she is rather more than simply a – pardon the stereotype – a blonde
bimbo, a new trophy wife to replace the wilful Vashti.  We have those inklings from chapter
2.  But chapter 4 is the turning point.  When Esther learns of the Jews' predicament,
and considers her own position, she realises that she must act despite the risk.

It is not cometh the hour, cometh the man Mordecai – though he is still important in
the story.  Cometh the hour …

“And who knows whether you have not come to the kingdom for such a time
as this?” 

(Esther 4:14)

It's a curious chapter, though.  Esther and Mordecai don't actually speak to each
other face-to-face, though by the end of the chapter it seems almost that way by the way
it's related.  It starts with Esther being very much secluded in the the palace – or should
we be blunt, the harem? – out of favour, it seems, with the emperor:

“But as for me, I  have not been called to come in to the king these thirty
days.” 

(Esther 4:11)

and out of touch with what is going on in the big bad world outside, too, as we'll see.
By the end of the chapter, she is called upon to do the very opposite of the previous
Queen,  Vashti  –  though  both  risking  a  similar  fate,  I  would  imagine.   Vashti,  you
remember, refusing the direct summons to attend the emperor, obviously contrary to law.
And Esther considering whether, despite the absence of the necessary invitation, to make
her way to the emperor, at extreme hazard:

“... if any man or woman goes to the king inside the inner court without being
called, there is but one law — to be put to death, except the one to whom the king
holds out the golden sceptre so that he may live.” 

(Esther 4:11)
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This is probably the most familiar chapter in the book.  But there are still  a few
twists and turns it will be worth looking into today, as

Mordecai is overwhelmed  by grief … and possibly guilt?
Esther's bubble is burst
Esther resolves to risk it all

This is certainly the pivotal chapter of the whole story.  Mordecai, we might have
thought, was going to be the key character, and call all the main shots.

When Mordecai learned all that had been done, Mordecai ...
(Esther 4:1)

But by the end of the chapter, all of that is upside down!

Mordecai then went away and did everything as Esther had ordered him. 
(Esther 4:17)

 Mordecai is overwhelmed  by grief … and possibly guilt? (1-3)

We left the previous chapter with those incongruous scenes: the vague Ahasuerus
and the vicious Haman lifting their glasses to a hard day at work in the palace, but the city
below in confusion and uproar:

The couriers went out  hurriedly by order of  the king,  and the decree was
issued in Susa the citadel. And the king and Haman sat down to drink, but the city
of Susa was thrown into confusion. 

(Esther 3:15)

That  was  the  decree,  in  case  you  missed  it,  that  in  a  year  or  so,  the  Jews
throughout the empire were to be annihilated.  So where is Mordecai in all of this?  Still
somewhere reasonably high up in the civil service, we're still meant to think – but not high
enough that he would have been privy to this announcement before it was in process of
being rolled out.  So he learns of it.

When Mordecai learned all that had been done, ...
(Esther 4:1)

And notice, I think the word  all.  Because I think that is relevant in what happens
now.  Now if you take that word all out, you still have a quite sufficient explanation of what
follows.  Here's my deliberately cut version:

When Mordecai learned what had been done, Mordecai tore his clothes and
put on sackcloth and ashes, and went out into the midst of the city, and he cried out
with a loud and bitter cry. 

(Esther 4:1)

That's not necessarily a religious response.  It's cultural, at that time, of extreme
lament and sadness.  It's entirely appropriate for him – even if he wasn't Jewish himself …
just like some decent Germans during the Second World War were revolted by the Nazi's
“final solution” - as far as they were aware of it (though that is another question) … entirely
appropriate for anyone to recognise the king's decree as something appalling.

3



Of course, it is to affect Mordecai himself, which ups the stakes a whole lot, too.
But sackcloth and ashes are not necessarily a sign of something like repentance from
Mordecai's  heart.   But  put  the  all back into  the  equation.   What had led  to  Haman's
pushing this decree through?  If that's part of the all that Mordecai learns …

Well, remember, Mordecai himself had been the trigger:

And all the king's servants who were at the king's gate bowed down and paid
homage to Haman, for the king had so commanded concerning him. But Mordecai
did not bow down or pay homage. 

(Esther 3:2)

If  the  “paying  homage”  has  religious  overtones,  then  you  might  well  think  that
Mordecai has to make that stand, because of the Commandments:

“You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself a
carved image, ... You shall not bow down to them or serve them, ...”

(Exodus 20:3-5)

Or you might think that is a wonderful bit of defiance.  There was some prisoner-of-
war film or maybe TV series I remember from way back.  Possibly  Colditz.  The Allied
POW's are lined up, and a German translator relays an order from the camp commandant.
A reasonable man, he says.  He makes an offer.  Would any of the POW's like to work for
the Germans, and presumably receive somewhat less harsh treatment?

And of course, nobody would want to collaborate.  Until … one man steps forward.
I  will  serve the Germans!  The parade ground goes deadly silent.   If  the looks of his
comrades could kill, this potential Quisling would have died many times over.

The commandant is delighted.  He maybe even comes over to shake the man's
hand.  Oh, and … your trade, my fine man?

Do you remember the answer?  What do you think might have turned that situation
totally around.  He was an undertaker.  Signal cheers from all the POW's at this wonderful
cavalier mockery of the Germans.

But very likely, retaliation would not just fall upon this one man, but on the whole
camp, for making a public fool of the commandant.  And suddenly, perhaps, it was not so
funny, not such a clever trick after all.

Do  you  think  Mordecai  was  thinking  along  such  lines?   Did  I  HAVE to  finally
confront Haman in that way?  Was a compromise possible?  Have I really understood and
read God's Law right … if it is going to lead to the death of my whole people??  Surely I
MUST have made some mistake?  Am I not somehow, somewhere, to blame for this?

Folks, this is a very live issue in modern society too, if you can see the parallels.  In
so many cases of domestic abuse – whether you watch TV documentaries or TV dramas –
victims of abuse so often say something along the lines of … It wasn't all them!  I don't
know what it was I did wrong, but it was me, I made them angry like that, I just keep doing
this over and over!
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And so the victim is manipulated into feeling guilt.  False guilt.  Folks, false guilt is
one of the big weapons of the Evil One.  I'm sure the men will come across something
along those lines as they read through The Screwtape Letters together.

There are times when we need to feel guilty.  When we have done something that
the Scriptures declare is wrong.  And we're called to repent and be forgiven.  In one sense,
it is all very clean and simple.

If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to
cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 

(1 John 1:9)

That is what the grace of God in Jesus Christ does.  Your sin and your guilt are
gone, dealt with.  Even if it's a repeat offence.  If Jesus tells Peter that he must forgive his
brother multiple – or actually, in context, limitless – times, then he is not ordering Peter to
be more forgiving than God himself will be.

And yet it is so easy for us to go around feeling that we have, in some way we can't
quite put our finger on, angered God, or just not really pleased him much.  There's nothing
specific on your conscience, just that horrendous vague condemnatory feeling.  Folks, we
need to recognise that, most of the time, that's false guilt.  God is not condemning you for
that vague something that you're concluding you should condemn yourself for.  And the
Evil One rubs his hands together with glee and chuckles darkly.

Folks, have you read this about how God feels about his people?

The LORD your God is in your midst, a mighty one who will save; he will
rejoice over you with gladness; he will quiet you by his love; he will exult over you
with loud singing. 

(Zephaniah 3:17)

Was Mordecai right to stand when the king's order said he was to bow?  As we read
on through the book, I don't think we get a specific answer to that.  I'm not going to fall out
with  you if  you prefer to think he was more confrontational than necessary.   But look,
whichever it was, notice that God does not give up on him, or on his people.

And folks, it could be that at times you will feel that you're not at all sure whether
you've done a wonderful thing or a stupid thing.  Maybe you have spoken up for Jesus
when you could have remained silent.  Or maybe, on reflection, you might then wonder if
you have spoken up when you should have been silent.

But God sees your heart, and your desire to please him.  And even if you in time
conclude you have made a monumental error – as perhaps Mordecai does here – don't
think that you have made things too difficult for God to turn around.  You are just learning
to drive, and he has far better than merely dual controls to keep his car on his road.

But, on the subject, let's get this sermon back on track, too.  Mordecai is grieving –
well or badly, or a bit of both.  

When Mordecai learned all that had been done, Mordecai tore his clothes and
put on sackcloth and ashes, and went out into the midst of the city, and he cried out
with a loud and bitter cry. 
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(Esther 4:1)

And as the news spreads through the empire, Jews around the world join with him.

And in every province, wherever the king's command and his decree reached,
there  was  great  mourning  among  the  Jews,  with  fasting  and  weeping  and
lamenting, and many of them lay in sackcloth and ashes. 

(Esther 4:3)

And yet Mordecai does not just mope at home.  He is out and about.

He went up to the entrance of the king's gate, for no one was allowed to enter
the king's gate clothed in sackcloth. 

(Esther 4:2)

What's he doing there?  Actually, I think he has the inklings of some kind of plan.

 Esther's bubble is burst (4-9)

I know this sounds a bit bizarre, but it looks to me as if Queen Esther has been kept
out of this loop.  Susa-royal.com is no great grand shared venture.

So Mordecai ... who so often came up to check up on how Esther is getting along in
the inner palace … appears in his usual place … but not in his usual robes.  That is going
to be relayed back on the bush telegraph that had been developed.

When Esther's young women and her eunuchs came and told her, the queen
was deeply distressed. 

(Esther 4:4)

Esther's  first  reaction,  though,  is  actually  rather  superficial.   Never  mind  why
Mordecai was dressed like that, let's just cure the problem.  It is far too easy to offer quick
– and pretty trivial –  “solutions”, when actually we should be thinking about what might be
underlying the problem.

She  sent  garments  to  clothe  Mordecai,  so  that  he  might  take  off  his
sackcloth, but he would not accept them. 

(Esther 4:4)

And now of course, that would filter back inside the palace and the harem.  Finally
Esther realises that there's something more profound going on here.  Instead of a simple
solution, she asks – via a trusted go-between – in essence, the question, Can you tell me
about it?

Then Esther called for Hathach, one of the king's eunuchs, who had been
appointed to attend her, and ordered him to go to Mordecai to learn what this was
and why it was. 

(Esther 4:5)

So now we're getting to it.  Mordecai had been hoping for this.  He had everything
he needed ready to relay the information – even printouts!
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Hathach went out to Mordecai in the open square of the city in front of the
king's gate, and Mordecai told him all that had happened to him, and the exact sum
of  money  that  Haman  had  promised  to  pay  into  the  king's  treasuries  for  the
destruction of the Jews. 

(Esther 4:6-7)
Mordecai also gave him a copy of the written decree issued in Susa for their

destruction, that he might show it to Esther and explain it to her and command her
to go to the king to beg his favour and plead with him on behalf of her people. And
Hathach went and told Esther what Mordecai had said. 

(Esther 4:8-9)

Information, printouts … and a request for action.

Esther's bubble has certainly been burst now.  In fact, she might even have been
thinking, If only I had known!

And maybe we can all  live in cosy little  bubbles of  our own from time to  time,
blissfully unaware of what is going down in even our own country, what moves are being
made in the corridors of power, that we can at least pray about, and might even be moved
enough to exercise some of our democratic rights about.

But, even if she's only brought up to speed a bit late in the day, we are now about to
see a very different side to Esther.  Beneath that drop-dead gorgeous skin, there is a heart
feeling and a brain thinking through the options that are before her.

Overhead: title

 Esther resolves to risk it all (10-17)

You know that one of the big problems of modern electronic communications is just
how quickly you can send something.  Tappity-tappity-tap SEND … and it's gone.  If you're
lucky, you just realise there are some typos … or bad apostrophes.  If you're less lucky,
you'll notice afterwards a missing or present not that totally turns what you've said upside
down – which the other person might, hopefully, from context, think was just a mistake.

Or you could realise, if  you left  it  overnight, as I would  always recommend with
anything at all sensitive, that there's a much better, clearer, less inflammatory way to say
what you need to say.

Now  first  of  all  I  was  thinking  to  suggest  that  this  interchange  here  between
Mordecai and Esther was like an old-fashioned version of text messaging, in that they
weren't actually speaking face to face.  But they were using a trusted go-between, who
could, in effect, proof-read what was being said, and possibly ask, Your majesty, are you
quite sure that you mean precisely THIS? and so on.

At the very least, what we have here is not just dashed off, knee-jerk over-reactions.
What is said is considered and meant.  And that means that when Esther says what she
finally says, it is not just a noble on-the-spur-of-the-moment gesture, but, we must take it,
seriously realising the possibly fatal outcome of what she is undertaking to do.

So  Mordecai  has  ventured  to  ask  his  cousin  to  speak  to  the  king  about  this
situation.  Hathach has relayed the message.  I'm sure, since he isn't just carrying a letter,
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but saying these words, notice, that he has been thinking them through on the way, and
knows just how absurdly risky this sounds.  I suspect that his and Esther's eyes meet as
he says his piece, and knows there is going to be a long and not particularly comfortable
silence, as the import of this request sinks in.

Esther's response contains some information that is already in the public domain:

“All the king's servants and the people of the king's provinces know that if
any man or woman goes to the king inside the inner court without being called,
there is but one law — to be put to death, except the one to whom the king holds
out the golden sceptre so that he may live.” 

(Esther 4:11)

The ruler of the known world is not the kind of king that does royal walkabouts.  He
is  not going to be freely approached by just anyone.  National security simply demands
this kind of defensive protocol.  And it was probably a nice bit of flattery for a guy whose
self-image was maybe a bit wobbly:  the more unapproachable, the more, well,  kingly, I
suppose.  So already Mordecai is asking Esther to play a game that is known to be deadly.
Only there is more, something that wouldn't be public knowledge.

“But as for me, I  have not been called to come in to the king these thirty
days.” 

(Esther 4:11)

And it's relevant extra information, too.  It might make all the difference.  If Mordecai
had realised this, he might not have made this request.  Esther is  not the flavour of this
month.  Maybe Ahasuerus has found a new favourite.  Perhaps he wants to trade in his
present  queen for a new model,  and a self-inflicted  off-with-her-head could be such a
convenient way to do it, no losing face or uncomfortable confrontations like with Vashti, at
all.  This is not just a big risk, Mordecai, but an immense risk that you're asking me to take!

And yet Mordecai persists.  He uses three arguments, starting with a practical one:
there is no safe place.

Then Mordecai told them to reply to Esther, “Do not think to yourself that in
the king's palace you will escape any more than all the other Jews. 

(Esther 4:13)

Even in the harem, Esther, don't think yourself immune.  And there's the argument
of the sovereignty of God, I think we could see it as.

“For if you keep silent at this time, relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews
from another place, but you and your father's house will perish.” 

(Esther 4:14)

Maybe this is Mordecai reflecting on the fact that, despite the apparent catastrophe
that led to the Jewish nation being overwhelmed, and anybody who was anybody being
deported to  Babylon,  a century or  so back – the obvious end of  Israel  as a nation –
amazingly,  somehow,  in  the  clash  and  turmoil  of  global  empires,  Israel  has  been
reconstituted back in Jerusalem and the surrounding territories.  Nobody could have seen
that coming  … so  presumably  our  God can  do  something  else  that  nobody can see
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coming, either.  All Mordecai can see is Esther in the king's palace, but who knows what
else God may have up his sleeve.

Folks, remember that.  What looks impossible for us is not going to stump Almighty
God.   If  God says  that  a  descendant  of  King  David  is  going to  reign  forever,  then a
descendant of King David is going to reign forever.  That mountain is settled in place, even
if you and I can't for the life of us see the road that leads to its summit.  If a virgin has to
conceive and bear a son, … if that's what it takes … then that's God's problem

“He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord
God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house
of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.”

(Luke 1:32-34)

So there's the sovereignty of  God.  And yet  there is also Esther's responsibility
here, too.  But down a notch.  Not quite the same level of certainty, just because we do not
see things with the kind of all-knowing clarity that God does.  He speaks in terms of Yes.
We answer in terms of maybe – the maybe that actually expresses faith in God – the God
who knows everything so much better than us – and therefore expressive of faith rather
than undermining it – or here, as Mordecai puts it, “who knows”?  Perhaps?  Maybe?

“And who knows whether you have not come to the kingdom for such a time
as this?” 

(Esther 4:14)

Folks, we will  very seldom know with absolute certainly what lies in store in our
lives.   All  of  our  guesses  at  the  meanings  and  purposes  of  our  circumstances  are
bracketed with “who knows”?  The question is whether you and I are going to trust God
with the best of our puzzling out of things, no matter how deficient they might seem, no
matter how much we seem to be stumbling along in the dark rather than striding in the light
of day.  Are you, like one of those old songs puts it, going to 

Put your hand in the hand of the man who stilled the waters

Whether it takes a miracle or a coincidence or just a few decades of plodding along
in what you hope is the right general direction, can you trust this God?  Can you trust him
enough to leave that comfort zone? – which, Mordecai hinted, actually, is not going to stay
comfortable for long, just like that cosy spot in the sun down on the beach is going to
disappear as the tide comes in.

Consider when the need or the call must outweigh the risk

So Esther's considered response is down to earth and practical, as well as faithful.
Mordecai, you get some people praying.

Then Esther told them to reply to Mordecai, “Go, gather all the Jews to be
found in Susa, and hold a fast on my behalf, and do not eat or drink for three days,
night or day. I and my young women will also fast as you do. Then I will go to the
king, though it is against the law, and if I perish, I perish.” 

(Esther 4:15-16)

And, come the hour, three days time, comes a woman of God, risking it all.
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Folks, where do you and I know we need to step out in faith?  Remember, just for
once, not some Bible words to finish, but the words of a missionary who risked it all.  The
world would say Jim Elliot lost it all.

He is no fool
who risks what he cannot keep

to gain what he (or she) cannot lose

Esther, I think, would agree.  Hold on to her words, and then hear the difference
that the resurrection of Jesus makes, in the words of another hymn:

“... and if I perish, I perish.” 
(Esther 4:16)

Jesus lives!  Henceforth is death
But the gate to life immortal
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