
Esther 6
Precision timing

I think the first time I experienced an aeroplane flight was back in 1992. Only a short
flight from, possibly, if I've got this right, Stansted to Belfast, for a chemistry conference.
Whatever, I still remember the first few minutes.

So it's all new to me, remember.  We're seat-belted in, and the plane taxies out to
the runway.  It starts to pick up speed.  And I think to myself that any moment now, it will
take to the air.  Yes.  Sort of right.  But I didn't know quite what was coming.  There is a
difference between taxiing, even at higher speeds, and seriously going for take-off.

And then the engines roared, and I was pushed back in my seat.  Ah, I thought to
myself.  That is what happens.  That is take-off.

Actually,  I  think that's how a good sermon should start.   There's taxiing around,
introducing a sermon, but the real business is not to pootle around on the ground, but to
push you back into your seats as you leap into the air of the Word of God.

And it seems to be how this book is written, too.  We had some early chapters that
started fairly slowly.   Esther coming to her position as queen.  That little snippet about
Mordecai foiling an assassination plot.  All  interesting enough, but, you could say,  just
necessary background, taxiing along the ground.

Chapter  3,  and  Haman comes onto  the  scene.   Haman the  pantomime villain,
almost.   Clearly a  nasty bit  of  work.   Provoked by Mordecai's  unwillingness to  grovel
before him, over-reacting to the max by seeking not just revenge on the man but genocide
on his race.

And when Haman saw that Mordecai did not bow down or pay homage to
him, Haman was filled with fury. But he disdained to lay hands on Mordecai alone.
So,  as  they had made known to him the people  of  Mordecai,  Haman sought  to
destroy all  the Jews,  the people of  Mordecai,  throughout  the whole  kingdom of
Ahasuerus. 

(Esther 3:5-6)

The writer does remind us that there would have been some deep-seated racial
prejudice at play here:

After these things King Ahasuerus promoted Haman the Agagite, ...
(Esther 3:1)

But certainly as you go through chapter 3, we're no longer talking simply maybe
interesting stories.  This now becomes gripping stuff, with a date set in the diary for the
annihilation of the Jewish race.  Fortunately it is a long fuse, a whole year, just simply
because it will take quite some time for this to be put in place across this huge Persian
empire:

Now in  the days of  Ahasuerus,  the Ahasuerus who reigned from India  to
Ethiopia over 127 provinces, ...

(Esther 1:1)
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And then  we  start  to  see  some of  those  introductory  stories  as  being  not  just
interesting but vital background.  Esther in place as queen, with at least potential access to
the  king's  ear,  that  becomes  crucial.   And  so  as  the  calendar  clicks  slowly  but
remorselessly past, we focus in on Mordecai and Esther's conversation, Mordecai calling
on Esther to risk everything in this situation of extreme peril for their whole people across
those 127 provinces.

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 we zoom in closer, on that time when Esther approaches the king.  And yet, it's
almost an anti-climax.  Why does Esther wait, when the king has made this offer?

And the king said to her, “What is it, Queen Esther? What is your request? It
shall be given you, even to the half of my kingdom.” 

(Esther 5:3)

Instead of  making her  case  for  the  lives  of  the  Jews,  she  teases him with  an
invitation to a feast.  A special feast, surely, this would have to be.  We've already seen
that this guy has had more feasts than any of us has had hot dinners.  But it's just going to
go to waste if he doesn't come … so … how can he refuse?  And … how can he not order
Haman to come along too?  It would spoil the surprise if he didn't.  So … request granted:

And Esther said, “If it please the king, let the king and Haman come today to
a feast that I have prepared for the king.” 

(Esther 5:4)

And offer deferred, too.  I want you two here again tomorrow:

Then Esther answered, “My wish and my request is: If I have found favour in
the sight of the king, and if it please the king to grant my wish and fulfil my request,
let the king and Haman come to the feast that I will prepare for them, and tomorrow I
will do as the king has said.” 

(Esther 5:7-8)

Now we know, of course, that Haman is an incredibly vain man.  So you can just
see him ambling off out of the palace with the biggest of all grins on his face as his star is
obviously in the ascendant.  But something punctures his good mood.  Mordecai!

And Haman went out that day joyful and glad of heart. But when Haman saw
Mordecai in the king's gate, that he neither rose nor trembled before him, he was
filled with wrath against Mordecai. 

(Esther 5:9)

He goes home and, although he has all his good favour in the king's court to boast
of, it's all so much grit in his teeth … so long as that Mordecai is around.  So his wife and
friends suggest he makes use of his current imperial favour.  You know Ahasuerus, he
only ever does anything that other people tell him to.  So … Mordecai …
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Then his wife Zeresh and all his friends said to him, “Let a gallows fifty cubits
high be made, and in the morning tell the king to have Mordecai hanged upon it.
Then go joyfully with the king to the feast.” This idea pleased Haman, and he had
the gallows made. 

(Esther 5:14)

That's where we left it, a month ago.  Poised in mid-air.  The writer of this book has
very cleverly taken us up in his aeroplane flight of narration to 35000 feel.  The story is
hurtling  along  to  what  seems an  inevitable  conclusion.   Everything  has  been  set  up.
Mordecai is surely for the chop.  That's the way that court intrigues go.  Innocent victims
just get spat out.  In fact, come the next morning, Mordecai won't even know what's hit
him.  He has no knowledge of Haman's latest little plan.  He is a lamb to the slaughter.

And set  in  the stone of  the laws of  the Medes and Persians,  which  cannot  be
repealed, the day of genocide is drawing inexorably closer.  The only thing in its way is
Queen Esther's cookery.  It makes Luke Skywalker versus the Death Star seem like a walk
in the park.

You would not think that in just one day, this could all be resolved.  Haman saunters
genially into the palace early, thinking that this is the day when all his scheming will come
together.  Only we are to find out that God, although unnamed in this book, has his finger
on the ejector seat button.  We are indeed at 35000 feet … but it is Haman who hasn't got
a clue that he is the one who will need a parachute!

So it's what we really should have been expecting, or hoping for, at least.  We reach
the darkest and most threatening point in this book, but we find that God's plans may be
hidden, and his timings may be tight, but they are perfect.

When a policy misfires – tangled reasons
When a plan backfires – total reversal

 When a policy misfires – tangled reasons (1-3)

So here we go back several years, to that assassination plot in chapter 2.  You
know, don't you, that when the TV series just momentarily highlights something trivial, that
that is  going  to  be  significant  later  on.   The  lost  earring.   That  apparently  irrelevant
comment about where someone grew up.  Just you wait, I sometimes say to Jenny, that's
going to be significant later on.  And you were right.  This incident appears incidental.  It
looks as if it's been forgotten.

Mordecai overhears a plot, and flags it up, and this is all we're told happens:

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, the men were both hanged on the gallows. And it was recorded
in the book of the chronicles in the presence of the king. 

(Esther 2:22-23)

Actually, it is forgotten.  Until one night, years later.  No, let's be more precise: until
one particular night, when Mordecai's fate, and the fate of the Jewish nation spread across
127 provinces, hang in the balance.  And it just so happened that …
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On that night the king could not sleep.
(Esther 6:1)

People have speculated about that.  Just why, on that particular night, could the
king not sleep?  Can we read anything into the more literal translation, “sleep fled from
him”?  Was it being chased from him, do you think?

Could there be any just natural explanations for it, would you say?

Is it possible that the feast that Esther had prepared for him the previous day had
been  so  good  that  he  had  eaten  too  much,  and  ended  up  with  middle-of-the-night
indigestion?

Or maybe Esther had unfortunately prepared for him a dodgy dansak – Persian
food, after all, if I remember right.  Less likely,  I'm sure; with so much at stake, Esther
would have been extra careful.  But as you can see with the current worldwide pandemic,
you can be as careful as you want, and some things might still slip through the net.

Or had Esther's plan worked too well?  Was he so intrigued by what Esther was up
to … he hasn't had fun like this for years! … that when he stirred in the middle of the night,
his mind started racing?

Or it could be just totally random.  Aren't there times when you  do just wake up?
Where  did that  dream come from?  Did  I  really  hear  that  suspicious noise,  someone
sneaking around the palace?  Perhaps, just a thought, could it have been the sound of
Haman's  builders,  hammering  away at  that  enormous gallows  overnight,  ready for  an
execution in the morning?  Whatever it was, no real accounting for it, but you're now so
awake … 

Or is this God involving himself behind the scenes?

Or is this a false distinction, after all?  If God is going to involve himself here, if this
is the key moment for Jewish national survival … and thus, in time, for the birth of the
Messiah himself … is he for some reason excluded from usual entirely naturally explicable
processes to accomplish this?

Folks, I think we have to expect in this world as it is nowadays a whole tangle of
possible reasons for all sorts of things.

People do things for a mixture of motives, and neither you nor they will necessarily
be able to disentangle them, no matter how much you puzzle over it or examine yourself in
prayer.

Take this current pandemic.  Various ideas are circulating.  Was it  the Chinese
experimenting with  biological weapon on their own people, perhaps trying to decrease
their  over-population?   You  might  be  more  or  less  inclined  to  accept  or  rubbish  that
proposal.

Or was it just one of those random mutations in some animal virus getting randomly
admixed into the makeup of a human virus, one of those things that is just always possible
in theory, but a low-level probability … but just once in a while, the very unlikely  does
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happen?  Somebody has to win the lottery.  And so it is becoming inevitable that at some
stage a pathogen like Covid-19 could sweep around the world.

Or is this a judgement from God?  The new pastor at Newquay, Josh Williamson,
this week received a Facebook friend request from someone claiming to have been told by
God that this pandemic is God judging the world for the Nike sports brand.  Of course that
is total tosh, but could it be that God specifically intervenes at times to register a protest or
execute a judgement?  You've got that happening in Acts, with a proud monarch:

On an appointed day Herod put on his royal robes, took his seat upon the
throne, and delivered an oration to them. And the people were shouting, “The voice
of a god, and not of a man!” Immediately an angel of the Lord struck him down,
because he did not give God the glory, and he was eaten by worms and breathed
his last. 

(Acts 12:21-23)

Or  you've  got  Jesus  saying  that  this  is  not  the  way  we  are  to  interpret  every
calamity.  They are all meant as wake-up calls.  This is the go-to passage for times like
this:

Or those eighteen on whom the tower in Siloam fell and killed them: do you
think that they were worse offenders than all the others who lived in Jerusalem? No,
I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.” 

(Luke 13:4-5)

Sometimes we sin and we get away with it … or at least it seems so, for the time
being at least.  The short cuts in the building practices at the Siloam Shard survive the
unusually high winds, or the minor local earthquake.  And at other times not, and the tower
comes tumbling down.

Is it God doing it, or is it dodgy workmanship, or just bad luck?  Or is it all three?
Folks, in this world, expect  tangled reasons … that we will not always … perhaps not
even often … be able to unravel.

So we  just  have  it  as  a  short  statement,  and all  those questions we  have  left
hanging.

On that night the king could not sleep.
(Esther 6:1)

And here is what follows.  Perhaps we dare to speculate that he thought such a
boring document would help him get back to sleep.  Whatever.

And he gave orders to bring the book of memorable deeds, the chronicles,
and they were read before the king. 

(Esther 6:1)

And would you believe, something strikes the king.  For Persian kings are renowned
for their rewarding good service.  Yet here was an oversight, surely.  Ahasuerus can't for
the life of him remember if this good deed was ever duly rewarded.
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And it was found written how Mordecai had told about Bigthana and Teresh,
two of the king's eunuchs, who guarded the threshold, and who had sought to lay
hands on King Ahasuerus. And the king said, “What honour or distinction has been
bestowed on Mordecai  for this?” The king's young men who attended him said,
“Nothing has been done for him.” 

(Esther 6:2-3)

But if that was an amazingly timely coincidence, now just look who's arriving bright-
eyed and bushy-tailed for the best day of his life in the Persian palace … or so he thought.

 When a plan backfires – total reversal (4-12)

Or, I almost thought to title this, 

The dark side of the Golden Rule

If the king was troubled during the night, I think Haman was probably just excited.
There  was  that  old  song  about  I'm  getting  married  in  the  morning.   Well,  Haman's
humming himself the original version: I'm hanging Mordecai in the morning.  Doesn't scan
so well.  I prefer the newer version.

But here is this remarkable further coincidence of timing.  Just as, very late in the
night, the king asks this question …  Needing advice yet again, I'm guessing.  He really is
one of the least decisive people you will ever see in Scripture!

And the king said, “Who is in the court?” 
(Esther 6:4)

Well, guess who has just sauntered in, full of the joys of spring.  Or was that swing?

Now Haman had just entered the outer court of the king's palace to speak to
the king about having Mordecai hanged on the gallows that he had prepared for
him. 

(Esther 6:4)

Time for a meeting of men, but not of minds.  You have never seen two people
talking so totally at cross purposes.

And the king's young men told him, “Haman is there, standing in the court.”
And the king said, “Let him come in.” 

(Esther 6:5)

Of course, it is the king's prerogative to speak first.  Only – perhaps curiously – he
doesn't give the background to his question.  Maybe he's just so tired by now – hasn't slept
a wink all night – that he's not thinking entirely straight.  So he just comes out with it, all
very cryptic.

So Haman came in, and the king said to him, “What should be done to the
man whom the king delights to honour?”

(Esther 6:6)
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And for the only time in the book, we're told what is going on in someone's head.
All the rest of it has just been statement of what was said and done.  We are left to guess
or infer motives.  Just this once, the writer needs to make this little bit of inside info crystal
clear to us.  For we are meant to see this next section as total farce, a deserved come-
uppance, and chortle and chuckle and even cackel over and over every time we remember
it.

And Haman said to himself, “Whom would the king delight to honour more
than me?” 

(Esther 6:6)

Just notice, though, how blind pride can make us.  If we think underneath it all that
the world revolves around me – that's actually a kind of idolatry, isn't it? – then we are so
very likely to misunderstand and misinterpret what is happening around us.  And here, that
is shortly going to be to Haman's intense regret – and the total reversal of fortunes.

But you might also say that he is following a principle that Jesus would codify into
what gets called “the Golden Rule”:

“So whatever you wish that others would do to you, do also to them, for this
is the Law and the Prophets.”

(Matthew 7:12)

Of course, Haman doesn't know he's being asked to specify Mordecai's reward …
and this king will accept just about any bit of advice he's given.  But so often if we're posed
a question about how to respond to a situation, try this approach of Jesus': flip things over;
how would  it  feel  to  you if  someone  responded  to  you in  the  way  you're  thinking  to
proceed.  Would you think it fair, or respectful, or loving?  You might not know for sure how
it will come across to them, but from what you know of yourself as a human being, there's
a pretty good chance that they might feel similarly.

So Haman, talking with total self-motivation, gives a very frankly open and honest
answer – ironically blind to what the readers here have already been tipped off to.

And Haman said to the king, “For the man whom the king delights to honour,
let royal robes be brought, which the king has worn, and the horse that the king has
ridden, and on whose head a royal crown is set. 

(Esther 6:7-8)

Not money, but royal prestige.  It could be that Haman is actually making a veiled
attempt here to become the king's successor, or even to set the foundations for a coup in
place.  But he is certainly caught up with the vision of this happening to him … perhaps
even today … I thought today couldn't get any better … but it is just about to …!

“And let the robes and the horse be handed over to one of the king's most
noble officials. Let them dress the man whom the king delights to honour, and let
them lead him on the horse through the square of the city, proclaiming before him:
‘Thus shall it be done to the man whom the king delights to honour.’” 

(Esther 6:9)

And the writer  here leaves until  the very last possible moment to pop Haman's
bubble of self-gratulatory fantasy.
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Then the king said to Haman, “Hurry; take the robes and the horse, as you
have said, and do so to Mordecai the Jew, who sits at the king's gate. Leave out
nothing that you have mentioned.” 

(Esther 6:10)

Yes, Haman, Mordecai the Jew … you know him, perhaps?  He thinks he might
need to specify, just in case Haman was not well acquainted with the chap.  He's the one
who is always there, so reliably about his work at the king's gate.

Oh, and no just dumping the clothes and the handing over the reins of the horse.
You are  so very wise!  You have worked out  precisely the right way to go about this!
Every detail is spot on!  So go and do … every … last … item.

We're told what Haman now did.  But we don't need to be told the slightest details
of how he must have felt while doing it.  The dead-pan writing just makes us chuckle all the
more.

So Haman took the robes and the horse, and he dressed Mordecai and led
him through the square of the city, proclaiming before him, “Thus shall it be done to
the man whom the king delights to honour.” 

(Esther 6:11)

But if Ahasuerus was oblivious to the tensions between Haman and Mordecai, you
can  bet  that  there  were  a  few  of  Haman's  cronies  who  would  have  been  totally
gobsmacked to see Haman … Haman!! of all people!! ... honouring the one person in the
world he most detested.

And Mordecai, afterwards … what a contrast to Haman, lapping up his honours …
no, Mordecai just gets back to his work.

Then Mordecai returned to the king's gate.
(Esther 6:12)

Folks, isn't that an amazing attitude to worldly success?  Not to reject honour, but
not to be too greatly moved by it.  Not to let it go to your head.  By all  means, go to
Buckingham Palace, get your gong from the Queen.  But then come back home and get
on with your job.

I think we can find it tricky to handle praise from other people, as Christians.  Aren't
we sometimes just a bit lost, almost embarrassed, if someone expresses appreciation for
what  you've done?  And perhaps, because of that,  we will  sometimes hold back from
encouraging someone else by expressing appreciation – that's also related to that Golden
Rule, you might argue, not wanting someone else to suffer the embarrassment you have
when you don't know what to say.  But I do wonder if we couldn't do a bit better here, at
times.  Something to grow into, perhaps.  Encouragement.

But back to the passage … and you can just picture Haman, who can't get home
fast enough after this total humiliation!

But Haman hurried to his house, mourning and with his head covered. 
(Esther 6:12)
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Goodness, the difference a day makes!  It is as if a dam has burst, and Haman is
picked up and tumbled over and over in the flood.  And this isn't going to be the end of it.
The last line of the chapter shows him picked up and rushed off somewhere else.  It isn't
even the end of the day, yet.  All this started specially early in the morning.  And having
laughed about this vicious villain finally getting his dues we're reminded there are a few
more loose ends to sort out.

 Next time, on … (13-14)

His family aren't exactly encouraging at this point, are they?  He almost starts to
become pitiable.

And  Haman  told  his  wife  Zeresh  and  all  his  friends  everything  that  had
happened to him. Then his wise men and his wife Zeresh said to him, “If Mordecai,
before whom you have begun to fall, is of the Jewish people, you will not overcome
him but will surely fall before him.” 

(Esther 6:13)

And then another  moment of  slapstick.   Before he even has time to  regain his
breath, it looks like …  Oh yes, that second banquet!

While they were yet talking with him, the king's eunuchs arrived and hurried
to bring Haman to the feast that Esther had prepared. 

(Esther 6:14)

All those things that had been mounting up, looking totally insoluble to us as the
readers …  We have been shouting at Mordecai to watch out, he's behind you!! as Haman
plots his death.  And we are still left wondering how God is going to save his people.  What
rabbit is Esther going to pull out of her hat to work the kind of miracle it will take?

Folks, remember:  God's plans may be hidden, and his timings may be tight,
but they are perfect.

We've seen something of them, like the best wine corked up tight in a bottle, but
sparkling as they start to burst out in this chapter.  Mordecai has dodged a bullet he didn't
even know was coming.  God's people … well, there were promises God had given about
them, weren't there?  So, to finish, and to slightly paraphrase a question from this chapter
…

“What should be done to the man whom the King delights to honour?”
(~Esther 6:6)

There was a Man, capital M, who was the delight of the King of heaven:

… and behold, a voice from heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom
I am well pleased.” 

(Matthew 3:17)

And yet, when God's hidden plans came finally to light, with perfect timing …

Yet it was the will of the LORD to crush him; he has put him to grief; 
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(Isaiah 53:10)

And the outcome of that, as we're going to remember as we break bread together in
a few minutes …

What shall be done to the people whom this King delights to honour?

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us
in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, ...

(Ephesians 1:3)
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