Esther

Esther is a single, tightly focused story, similar to Ruth, yet
without any direct mention of God or covenant genealogy.
In the ancient kingdom of Persia during the Jewish exile
the narrative has wide appeal in our current cultural
moment, raising an important question for careful readers:
does the popular retelling of Esther match what the
biblical text actually says, and how does this book
contribute to the unfolding story of redemption?

Introductory Information

Title: The book is named for Esther, a Jewish exile in
Persia who rose unexpectedly to become queen. Her
Hebrew name, Hadassah, means "myrtle tree," an image
elsewhere associated with God's people. "Esther" is a
Persian name derived from the word “star”, and her use of
it fits the way she conceals her Jewish identity for most of
the story while being known publicly by her Persian name
and position.

Authorship: Esther is anonymous, and unlike some other
Old Testament books from this period, there is no unified
Jewish tradition naming an author. Mordecai and Ezra are
the most commonly proposed candidates, but the textual
evidence for either is thin and largely circumstantial.
Given the lack of solid evidence, it is best not to speculate
too far about authorship.

Date: ca 450 BC. While there little internal evidence for
an exact date of composition, the events themselves can
be dated to the reign of Ahasuerus (Xerxes), who ruled
Persia 486-465 BC. This places Esther's events between
the completion of the rebuilt temple (516 BC) and Ezra's
return (458 BC) — chronologically between Ezra 6 and 7.
Esther 10:2 appears to be written after Ahasuerus's death,
perhaps suggesting composition date around 450 BC.

Problems of Interpretation: Secular Persian histories do
not mention Esther, Mordecai, or Vashti, instead naming
Amestris as Xerxes's queen and mother of his successor.
Rather than treating this as a contradiction, the apparent
discrepancy is best explained by differing authorial
interests: secular historians focused on Xerxes's military
campaigns, while the biblical author focused on events
tied to Israel's preservation. Notably, a four-year gap
appears in the narrative between Esther 1:3 and 2:16 —
precisely the years of Xerxes's Greek campaign that
dominate secular accounts. Some scholars even suggest
Vashti and Amestris were the same person, with a
pregnancy explaining both her refusal to appear and her
prominence in secular sources. The two accounts need
not be pitted against each other; they simply emphasize
different parts of the same history.
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Theme & Purpose: The theme is evident in the story itself.
Esther's improbable rise, the threat of genocide against
the Jews, and the dramatic reversal that saves them all
testify to God's providence in preserving His people. The
purpose of the book is to show that God remains faithful
to His covenant promises and accomplishes His people's
redemption even through the ordinary, providential
ordering of daily events.

Theme Summary: When Haman, the king’s powerful
official, plots to annihilate all Jews in the Persian empire,
God providentially orchestrates a radical reversal. Esther
—an unlikely queen—exposes the conspiracy with the
help of her cousin Mordecai, resulting in Haman’s
execution, Mordecai’s exaltation, and the preservation of
God'’s covenant people.

Redemption Revealed In Esther

Even in God's everyday providential ordering of events,
He is working out His covenant promises.

The absence of any direct mention of God in Esther
serves to highlight His providential work in ordinary
events all the more. The narrative is filled with seemingly
coincidental circumstances, including Esther and
Mordecai's exile in Susa, Vashti's refusal, Esther's
selection while her identity remained hidden, Mordecai's
overheard plot, the king's mercy toward Esther's unbidden
approach, his sleepless night, and Haman's desperate
plea for mercy. None of these were truly coincidental but
were each ordained by God's sovereign decree.
Composed near the close of the Old Testament era of
revelation, Esther reminds readers then and now that God
remains present and active even when circumstances
appear dark and His promises seem distant.

The divine reversal of the enemy's purpose in Esther
foreshadows Christ's redemptive work.

The reversal between Haman and Mordecai foreshadows
Christ's redemptive work. Just as Mordecai faithfully
refused to bow to Haman, so Christ refused to bow to
Satan in the wilderness. As Haman appeared to triumph
before God reversed the outcome, so the enemies of
Christ appeared to triumph at the cross before God
reversed the outcome, raising Christ from the dead. Just
as Mordecai, exalted and wearing the king's signet ring,
issued a decree of deliverance, so Christ has been
exalted to the Father's right hand, having accomplished
the deliverance of His people under a new and better
covenant.
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Notes:

Structure of Esther

Glory of Ahasuerus Glory of Mordecai

2 Feasts for Persian Glory 2 Feasts for Jewish Victory

Haman Promoted Mordecai Promoted
Decrees Jewish Destruction Decrees Jewish Salvation

Esther’s First Feast Esther’s Second Feast
Haman Celebrates Haman Grieves

Mordecai Honored

Esther’s Rise The Jews of Persia Are The Jews’ Triumph
to Prominence Threatened & Celebration

1-2 3-7 8-10

Questions for Reflection and Discussion:

1. The Book of Esther never directly mentions God, yet this absence makes His providence stand out more starkly.
How does recognizing God’s hidden hand in “ordinary” or “coincidental” circumstances shape the way you view
the seemingly unremarkable events of your own life?

2. We must be careful not to romanticize Esther’s circumstances. She was a captive, an orphan, and taken into the
king’s harem involuntarily. How does seeing the real difficulty of her situation change the way you understand
God'’s providence working through her?

3. Mordecai refused to bow to Haman because doing so would have compromised his identity as a member of

God’s covenant people. Where in your own life are you tempted to compromise your identity in Christ for the
sake of safety, status, or approval?

4. The lesson draws a connection between Mordecai’s reversal from condemnation to exaltation and Christ’s own

path from apparent defeat to glory at the Father’s right hand. How does this pattern of reversal encourage you
when you face circumstances that seem hopeless or unjust?
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