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So today we are continuing our “Small Books Big Truths” sermon series, as we explore 
some of the Bible’s shortest, and yet most fun, stories. So far we’ve been hanging out in 
the Old Testament, as we’ve entered into the stories of Ruth – and seen in her God’s 
powerful love and commitment. We looked at the story of Obadiah and the corrupt 
country of Edom, and we saw God’s justice and power pouring out. Last week we had 
fun with the story of Jonah, as we watched God pouring out mercy and grace even upon 
our enemies – much to the chagrin of our reluctant prophet Jonah. 
 
Today we are exploring our last Old Testament story, before we enter into the New 
Testament next week. Today’s story is, by far, the longest of our short books, standing 
at 10 chapters long. In fact, it is long enough that I toyed with not including it at all, but I 
think that the story is an important, and powerful, and fun one, so it “made the cut” 
after all. 
 
So here’s what’s going on in the book of Esther. 
 
The book of Esther is one of the latest books in the Old Testament. It was written during 
the time of the Persian Empire. (So. Many. Empires. Througout the Bible. It’s really hard 
to keep them all straight – the Assyrian Empire. The Babylonian Empire. The Persian 
Empire. The Roman Empire.) 
 
So, the Israelites are in exile in Babylon after Babylonia has conquered the southern 
kingdom of Judah. After several decades, the Persian Empire invades and conquers the 
Babylonian Empire, and the Persian king, King Cyrus, issues an order that allows the 
Israelites in exile to return home. 
 
Now, it is important to remember, that even though many of the Israelites went home 
again and began the process of rebuilding Jerusalem and eventually the temple, a lot of 
the Israelites didn’t go home. They’ve been living in exile for close to 50 years at this 
point – and many of them were born there. Second or even third generation exiles. For 
a lot of the Jewish people, this was the only life they ever knew and the only things they 
knew about their homeland were the stories that their parents, and grandparents, and 
great-grandparents told them about “the good old days.” Even though they were 
Jewish, Jerusalem wasn’t home for them. Babylon was. This was where they had built 
their lives and they had no desire to uproot and go back to a country that had been 
demolished decades ago. 
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So the Jews that remain in the now Persian Empire once the exile is over, are what are 
known as the “diaspora Jews.” Basically, the Jews that are “dispersed” beyond Israel, in 
this case, throughout the Persian Empire. 
 
King Cyrus rises and falls; a few other Persian kings rise to power, and die off, time goes 
on. And a new king, named King Xerxes – also known as King Ahasuerus – rises to the 
throne. 
 
King Ahasuerus is not the sharpest knife in the block. He may be king, but he didn’t get 
there because of his intellect, or his shrewd cunning, or his wisdom, or his strength. He 
was born into the throne, that’s it. He was, however, pompous. And impulsive. And 
impressionable. When you have an ego the size of Texas, and you are prone to act 
rashly, and you are too arrogant to realize how easily you are being manipulated, that is 
bad. For anybody. But especially for a king, who holds the lives of tens of thousands of 
people in his hands. 
 
Now, if you are going to be a king and you don’t have the skills or the brainpower to do 
your job well, it is a good idea to have someone in your corner – an advisor – who is 
smarter than you are and who can help you figure out what in the world you are doing. 
And King Ahasuerus had an advisor who fit that bill. His name was Haman. And Haman 
was, indeed, very smart. Shrewd. Cunning. Unfortunately, he was also corrupt, but King 
Ahasuerus did not know that. Haman is the sinister villain of the story. 
 
So we have these two Persian elites – the king and his royal vizier. Also in this story, we 
have two diaspora Jews – two Jews living in Persia years after the Jews were allowed to 
return home. We have a young woman in her late teens/early twenties named Esther. 
Esther had been orphaned at a young age and was adopted and raised by her older 
cousin, a man by the name of Moredcai. 
 
So one day, King Ahasuerus gets drunk. And in his drunken stupor he decides that he 
wants to parade his wife, Queen Vashti, around for all the world to see. Queen Vashti 
wasn’t having any of that, though, and she refuses to follow her husband’s orders. The 
King gets furious, and because she won’t come when she is called he decides to divorce 
her and trade her in for a younger model. 
 
And that’s what he does. He casts his wife out of the palace, and issues an order that all 
young, eligible women present themselves as potential new wives for the king. Esther 
was young, and eligible, and so she presents herself, and lo and behold, the King picks 
her as his new bride. The king doesn’t know – nor does he probably even care – that 
Esther is Jewish. The subject never comes up. There is no law against a Persian king 
marrying a Jewish peasant, but nevertheless Esther keeps her heritage quiet. 
 
Meanwhile, Haman is getting upset that there is this Jewish man who is refusing to pay 
him proper respect. The king has recently promoted Haman, and Haman is under the 
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mistaken impression that everybody in the kingdom should bow down before him. 
Mordecai disagrees, and so he refuses – and this sets Haman off. So Haman talks the 
king into issuing an order that all Jews in the kingdom be executed. “You don’t respect 
me? Fine. I’m going to order a genocide. And the first one to hang will be Mordecai.” 
 
And that’s when Mordecai calls out to Esther for help – and that’s where today’s 
scripture reading picks up. Esther is reluctant to appeal to the king – because remember 
he is a little bit rash and unpredictable – but Mordecai says to her, basically, “The Jews 
will be delivered, one way or another, whether you participate in that work or not. But 
who knows? Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for such a time as this.” Maybe, 
you have more power than you think you do. 
 
And indeed, that was true. Esther threw a royal banquet and exposed Haman’s plot. 
Haman was hung on the gallows that he had prepared for Mordecai, and Mordecai was 
given Haman’s job, as the highest of high royal advisor. The king rescinds the order that 
all Jews be killed, and the Jews throw a big party, called the Feast of Purim – which the 
Jewish community still celebrates to this day. 
 
So. Great story. It’s got a villain, and a hero. It has conflict, and suspense, and comedy. 
Great character development. And we learn a little bit of history in the process, too. A 
little bit about the Persian Empire, and the diaspora Jews. It has a little bit of everything. 
 
Except one thing. There is one big thing missing – did you catch what it was? 
 
God. 
 
In the book of Esther, God is not mentioned, not even once. There are no prayers, 
there’s no religious…anything.  
 
I mentioned earlier that this book only just barely made the cut in this sermon series, 
because it is quite a bit longer than the rest of our “small books.” But the truth is, the 
book of Esther only just barely made the cut into the Bible. It was the very last Old 
Testament book approved, and there was a lot of controversy around its inclusion, 
because of this very reason. Even though it is a great story, and we learn a little bit 
about the history of the Jewish people during the time – which was the reason it was 
finally included – it reads a whole lot more like a secular story, than it does like a book of 
the Bible. 
 
But when we take this mostly secular story and drop in into the middle of our sacred 
scriptures, it takes on a whole different meaning. It’s not just a fun story about a 
peasant-turned-Queen outsmarting the royal vizier and saving the people (although it is 
fun, and as I think about it, I wonder if Esther might have provided a little bit of 
inspiration for the story of Aladdin). 
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I think maybe the deeper story – the deeper question – for us is, where is God when it 
seems like God is nowhere to be found? Or when it seems like God is silent? 
 
I think a lot of us really like so many of the stories of the Old Testament because God is 
so “in your face.” God shows up, visibly. Audibly. The burning bush. The Red Sea. The 
belly of the fish. The fiery furnace. The lion’s den. Prophets. Angels. Miracles. Voices 
from the clouds. There is no question that God is there, and no question about what 
God wants. It is clear. Very little ambiguity. 
 
And throughout most of the Old Testament, the people are all seeking God together. 
They are unified. They have this common place – the tabernacle, or later, the temple. 
They all share together in common celebrations and feasts, like Passover. They share a 
common history, a common story. They all rise and fall together. When they rebel 
against God, they all feel the pain of that. When God saves them, they all celebrate 
together. 
 
But the truth is, for us, most of life spent with God is a whole lot more like Esther than it 
is Moses. Most of us are never going to get a burning bush. God shows up for us in far 
more subtle ways. Sometimes frustratingly subtle ways. 
 
And for most of us, the Christian journey in today’s world is a lot like it was for the 
diaspora Jews – those dispersed; those not living all together in a unified community. 
For people like Esther and Mordecai, one of their biggest challenges was in trying to find 
ways to live out and express their faith in a community and culture that may or may not 
have been supportive of their religious expression. If they wanted to perform a sacrifice, 
they had to get creative about it. They couldn’t just go to the temple and do it. If they 
wanted to study the scriptures, they might not have had a local Rabbi that they could go 
to. They couldn’t just assume that the stranger they saw on the streets – or the kids 
their kids went to school with – shared their beliefs. They had to get comfortable with 
living alongside those who lived and acted and believed differently than they did. And 
they had to get comfortable with the idea that they could live out their faith in powerful 
ways, within their primarily secular communities, even if God was not the primary topic 
of conversation. 
 
But all of this did not mean that God was not there. God may not have been explicitly 
mentioned in the book of Esther, but God was still very much there, in the same way 
that God is present with us today. God was there behind the scenes, preparing an 
unlikely Jewish peasant girl to become queen at just the time that the Jewish 
community was going to need her the most – preparing her “for such a time as this.” 
God was there in Esther’s heart, giving her the strength and the wisdom and the 
courage to stand up in the face of violence and to say “these are my people, and this is 
not okay,” when it would have been a lot easier and a lot safer for her to continue to 
hide who she was and to turn a blind eye toward what was going on. 
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And God is here with us too, even when it seems like God is being really, really quiet. 
Even when it seems like the Hamans of our world are getting the last word and pain and 
death and violence and destruction and uncertainty are lurking around every corner, 
that doesn’t mean that God is nowhere to be seen. Even when it feels like we are the 
diaspora – like we as Christians might not be in the majority anymore and we can’t just 
assume that the person we are talking to shares our thoughts or beliefs – that doesn’t 
mean that God is gone from the conversation. 
 
What it does mean, though, is that maybe the burning bushes in Esther’s world as well 
as ours look less like bonfires on the hillside, and more like sparks igniting our hearts 
and souls, giving us the power to shine God’s love into the darkness and giving us the 
words to speak God’s heart into the silence. Maybe God has put us here, where we are, 
today, for such a time as this. To be the body of Christ. The hands and feet of Christ. 
God’s presence in the world, when the world needs God the most. 


