Estherella and Prince Un-charming
Movie clip at end of Cinderella
We all know the story. Against all odds and with the aid of outside forces, the beautiful, orphan girl meets Prince Charming, who falls in love with her and takes her as his wife. And then they live happily ever after.
The story of Esther has the same basic elements, but rather than Prince Charming, she met Prince Un-charming. And their story didn’t end happily ever after. In fact, the point of the story is not Esther’s happiness, which is doubtful. This is the story of God’s unseen hand of providence behind the scenes moving at all times in all situations. What seems to be random or lucky is in reality, the providence of God. He is the outside force at work to help not only the heroine but all of her people.
Our story began long, long ago and far, far away. When was that? Last week we looked at the story of the widow of Zarephath. Remember from our lesson that the Jewish people were involved in idolatry. Eventually, God sent them into exile in foreign lands as a consequence of their failure to worship Him. First, the northern kingdom of Israel went into captivity, and then the southern kingdom was taken. After 70 years God intervened and began to bring His people back to the land. 
The first return to Jerusalem was in 538 B.C. Our story began in 483 B.C. Fifty-five years had elapsed since that first return, and a remnant of the Jews had come back from the countries of their exile to Jerusalem; most of those who lived in these foreign places decided not to return to the land of their ancestors. Our heroine was one of them.

The events of Esther occurred in the land of Persia, which is modern-day Iran. In the biblical record the story happened between chapters 6 and 7 of Ezra. On the back of your sheet is a chronology of the postexilic period to help you see later how these books fit together. It gives the dates of the various returns to Palestine and the names of the various Persian kings ruling at each time. Notice King Ahasuerus on the chart. He is our Prince Un-charming.
Who was he? What do we know about him?
His name is the Hebrew equivalent of the Persian name, Khshayarsha. In the history books he is called by his Greek name, Xerxes I. He ruled for twenty years from 486 to 465 B.C. an extensive Persian empire, according to both outside records and verse 1 of Esther. He had a summer citadel or palace in Persepolis and a winter palace in Susa, where our story took place. 
Why do I call him Prince Un-charming? He was not a charming man. He was known as powerful, angry and irrational.


We see hints in the text of his irrational temper and partying. Historical sources confirm his fits of rage and his wild drinking parties; archaeologists have found his palace in Susa and verified the existence of his large harem. 
History has left us with a number of stories about Ahasuerus’ irrational rage, but I will share only my favorite. The King had a great vision and commissioned a bridge to be built over the Hellespont. Just after it was completed, however, it was destroyed by a terrible storm. In retaliation, the King, in a blind rage, decided to punish the sea. He commanded 300 strokes of the scourge to be inflicted on it, and a pair of fetters to be thrown into it. Then he had the builders beheaded. 

This is not Prince Charming!
Let’s read a bit about him in the Scriptures.

Read Esther 1:4-9.

Was this a six-month party? Many scholars understand the feast itself as the week-long party at the end of the 6 months. But for the six months the King had a gathering of his most important nobles to plan an invasion of Greece, which took place right after this time frame according to outside historical sources. At this war council he showed off all of his wealth and greatness to those whom he had brought to the capital. 
Read Esther 1:10-12.

Here is the biblical evidence of the king’s extreme anger. He got drunk with his buddies and ordered his wife Vashti to appear before them. Exactly what he wanted from her is uncertain, but as women, we can all understand that an appearance at a drunken party with a bunch of men was probably not a good and positive thing. At the very least he was treating her as one of his possessions to show off like his other riches on display. As women, we are not possessions for our husbands and boyfriends to show off, like they would a new car or big screen HD TV. There is definitely something wrong with that kind of request. And Vashti refused. Although we can’t be certain of exactly what the request involved, Vashti knew that women, even queens, were disposable so she had to have felt strongly about her refusal. She knew the stories of her husband’s blind rage and yet she acted in defiance of his order anyway. If he expected her to be a sexual attraction for a bunch of drunken men to ogle over, from my perspective she did the right thing. 
Chuck Swindoll says this about her refusal: “Submission does not mean that a wife is a sexual pawn in the carnal desire of her husband. It was never God’s design that a wife submit to her husband’s evil desire. In King Ahasuerus’s case, this took the form of desiring to display her before those who would have nothing in mind but lust. What he asked was not submission; it was sexual slavery. And I applaud Queen Vashti for her courageous decision.”

Whatever the reason behind the Queen’s refusal, it absolutely infuriated Prince Un-charming. The truth is that research shows that the greatest need of a man is to be shown respect. And here Vashti failed to respect him in front of his drinking buddies. Perhaps there was a way she could have refused and still let him keep that respect; I don’t know. But I would suggest to you that if you are ever in a situation where you feel that your husband has asked you to do something that is wrong, that you cannot do before God, or even something that you just need to talk through with him, try to show him respect in the process. 

Vashti’s situation gives us a glimpse of the King’s attitude toward women and a picture of his rage. This was not Prince Charming!
I have to say that I find the next part of the story pretty funny. 

Read Esther 1:13, 16-22.
Does this seem like an overreaction to you? And the thought that these are called “wise men” is quite ironic to me. It’s just a bunch of drunken men talking big. To think that all the women in the land would now refuse to submit to their husbands is a bit much, in my mind. I think that this guy Memucan had an independent wife, and he hoped that the king’s edict would force her into being more submissive to him. If it’s the law to obey me, she’ll do it! Right!

But God’s unseen hand of providence was at work. God uses even those who act sinfully and foolishly. God was at work to use King Ahasuerus’s divorce for His purposes.
About four years later the King decided that maybe he missed having a queen. 

Read Esther 2:1

In the four years between chapters one and two of our book, history tells us that King Ahasuerus invaded Greece and was soundly defeated. 
I am sure that he came back wanting some companionship. Obviously he already had a harem, but Vashti must have been somewhat special to him. In some way he missed what she had brought into his life. Ancient historians say that the King took solace in his harem when he returned in defeat; exactly what we see in the scriptures.
So the decision was made to have a beauty pageant, of a sort, a contest to find a new queen, a Miss Persia Pageant. 

Read Esther 2:1-4, 12-14.

The winner of the pageant would be determined by her beauty and her night in bed with the king.

As you already know, this pageant was won by a beautiful, young Jewish woman named Esther. Her name is the Persian word for “Star” and is related to the name of the local deity, Ishtar. Her Hebrew name means “Myrtle.” Apparently it was common for Jewish people living in distant regions to adopt a secular name from the culture of the area and also have a sacred name in Hebrew.
From Esther 2:5-8, we learn that Esther was an orphan, raised by her cousin Mordecai, who clearly loved her and cared for her.  Esther 2:21 says that Morcedai had an influential position in governmental circles. A Persian name is all that we have for him, and it is related to the name of the god Marduk, the primary Babylonian deity. 
Mordecai’s great-grandfather Kish was apparently taken into captivity into Babylon along with the King of Judah, Jeconiah, in 597 B.C., or about 117 years before our story begins. That is why we understand that it was not Mordecai himself taken captive but his great-grandfather. 

Now how did Esther get into this beauty pageant? There are definitely some differences in perspectives on this. There are some who condemn her and Mordecai for not returning to Jerusalem as their leaders had requested. They are criticized for living, not only in the world but of the world. We certainly see that they had names that involved foreign gods, but that reflects on their parents, not them. It is true that in order for Esther to look like a Persian in the harem, she would have had to forego the dietary laws and restrictions. 
However, I think Esther was a very young woman who had no real choice. She was likely no older than 20. She looked to her guardian to guide her in her decisions. And neither of them may have had any choice about her going into the harem. Gathering all the beautiful young virgins was the king’s edict, and he sent out his couriers to bring them in. Women of that day were little better than slaves in the eyes of men. At her age she turned to her older cousin to advise her. If there was any choice, Mordecai’s fear may have been a motivating factor; after all, Mordecai didn’t even want her to tell the officials in the harem that she was a Jew. Certainly, fear should never determine our actions. 

Despite the possible fears, though, Esther was not only beautiful outwardly but she was also beautiful inwardly. We see evidence at this point that she was characterized by humility and grace. 

Read Esther 2:9-11, 15-18.
We see her humility as she continued to listen to Mordecai’s instructions to her and asked for advice from Hegai. Her actions reveal that she was teachable and open. She must have been a gracious woman as well. After all, 2:15 says that Esther was met with approval from all who met her. 
Imagine life in the harem! The women there all wanted to become the queen. The queen’s life was really not so great, as we learn in later chapters, but it beat living in isolation as one of the hundreds of concubines. And let me just say personally that while 12 months at the spa may sound enticing, it had to get boring after a while. Really! Every day the same thing!
But God’s hand of providence was at work even there. While the women of the harem were together preparing to meet the king with these beauty treatments Esther became the teacher’s pet, so to speak. Hegai, the eunuch in charge, took a liking to her and gave her 7 special young women to attend her and assigned them the best part of the harem. 
I have heard stories of how competitive it is in beauty contests and how back-stabbing the women involved can be. I imagine such jealousy here as well with so many young women competing for one spot as queen. Esther was given special privileges, but everyone who met her approved of her. She was Miss Congeniality. Despite the favor she was shown, the women loved her anyway. She must have had a special spirit of grace and kindness to overcome the natural jealousy. 
All the time God’s unseen hand of providence was at work. He was busy bringing Esther to the place where He needed her influence. 
And that will be the rest of the story. 
But the rest of the story reveals more and more that God’s unseen hand of providence was at work, as it is today. What we might consider lucky or coincidence is in reality the providence of God. Nothing happens by chance or just because. The universe was not created by God and then given over to random events. God is sovereign. The word reign is the root of the word sovereign, which means that God rules over all. Nothing is accidental or because of karma. God controls all things. And somehow He uses the choices that people make to fulfill His plan and sovereign purposes. 

The word providence comes from the Latin word provideo, which literally means “I see it beforehand.” It has the root meaning of foresight. Providence came to mean not only seeing it in advance but acting on what is seen, the activity arising from foresight. 

The book of Esther is about a crisis situation for the Jewish people. A holocaust was planned for them. 
But, as J. Sidlow Baxter says, “The crisis is providentially anticipated and then providentially overruled just at the crucial moment. No miraculous intervention is resorted to. All the happenings recorded are the outworking of circumstances in their natural sequence. Yet while there is no miracle recorded, the whole thing, in its ultimate meaning, is a mighty miracle—the non-miraculous events as to bring about a predetermined outcome; and this miracle is all the more miraculous just because it achieves the predetermined outcome without the need for using miracles!”

God raised up Esther as Queen for such a time as this. Although God’s name is not mentioned in the book, He is obviously the one to whom Mordecai refers in Esther 4:14.

Not only did God work providentially in Esther’s situation, He is always working in life behind the scenes to draw you to Himself, to fulfill His kingdom purposes, and to bring him glory. 

Let’s look at some verses that reveal the sovereignty and power of God. As we do, we must understand that “God’s sovereignty includes the good things He efficiently wills, and the evil things He permits,” as Irving Jensen puts it.
We won’t look together at 1 Samuel 2:3-10 because we already studied it when we looked at Hannah. This was her song of praise, where she extolled God’s sovereign power, as He exalts one person and brings down another and controls life and death. 
Let’s look together at Daniel 4:17, 34-35.

God is clearly in charge. He not only rules all people on earth; He rules over all who live in the heavenlies. 

This entire book is an example of the truth that God is working in all of life behind the scenes to draw you to Himself, to fulfill His kingdom purposes, and to bring Him glory. 

Read Ephesians 2:8-10.

“For by grace you are saved through faith, and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God; it is not from works, so that no one can boast. For we are his workmanship, having been created in Christ Jesus for good works that God prepared beforehand so we may do them.”

God is at work to bring you to faith, His gift for you. He is drawing you to Himself both for salvation and for fellowship with Him. He is also working that you will fulfill the works of His kingdom, those things that He prepared from eternity past for you to do.
And there is always Romans 8:28-29: 

“And we know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose, because those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, that his Son would be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters.”

God is at work to bring Him glory as you become more like Jesus. 

I don’t know what is going on in your life right now, but I expect that all of us have unfinished stories, stories that don’t have endings as of yet, stories that mean you are waiting to see how God providentially works. Whatever is happening in your unfinished story today, you can know that God is at work behind the scenes. He never slumbers or sleeps. He is constantly at work. He is able to see what is coming with His complete foreknowledge and can work to bring about good, even in the worst of circumstances. When we are in the middle of an unfinished story, we cannot see what God is doing. His hand is invisible to us. It is only in hindsight that we can recognize God’s providential hand at work. I love the quote that says that we can trust God’s heart when we can’t see His hand. We can know that His hand is moving unseen in every situation. When it isn’t a Cinderella ending, God will use it to draw us to Himself, to fulfill His kingdom purposes, and to bring Himself glory.

As I look back over my life, I see that God was behind the scenes working all along. I can now what I could not see then, the work of His providential care and guidance. 

After teaching school for 3 years after college and hating every minute and day of it, I went to law school. When I was about 30 hours away from graduating, I took some time off and had Lindsay, planning to finish by taking a few hours at a time. While I was home with her, Gary received a job offer in West Texas. It was a good opportunity for him. There was no law school in Odessa so I never finished. But today I truly can look back and see God’s hand: it was there in Odessa that I had the time to grow in my faith; it was there that I gained a heart for prayer; and it was there that I had lots of time to invest in my preschool children. As I look back I realize that had I finished law school, I would be doing that today instead of this. There is nothing wrong with the law, but it was not God’s plan for me. His providential hand brought Gary that job offer at just the right time and in just the right place so that I would not be distracted by making money from what He really wanted me to do!
God’s unseen hand of providence is always at work, as it was in the days of Esther. Trust that He is moving even when you can’t see what is going on behind the scenes. Look for the evidence of His work. 
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