《Nisbet’s Church Pulpit Commentary –Esther》(James Nisbet)
Commentator

With nearly 5,000 pages and 20 megabytes of text, this 12 volume set contains concise comments and sermon outlines, perfect for preaching, teaching, or just another perspective on a passage for any lay person.

James Nisbet compiled and edited the Church Pulpit Commentary. Over 100 authors wrote short essays, sermon outlines, and sermon illustrations for selected verses of the Bible. The authors include Handley Carr Glyn (H.C.G) Moule, F.D. Maurice, and many other bishops and pastors.

As with many commentaries of this nature, the New Testament contains substantially more comments than the Old Testament. This is not the famouse Pulpit Commentary. This is a different commentary. Not every verse includes a comment.
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01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-3
THE BOOK OF ESTHER
‘Now it came to pass in the days of Ahasuerus … that in those days … Esther arose, and stood before the king, and said, … how can I endure to see the evil that shall come unto my people? or how can I endure to see the destruction of my kindred?’

Esther 1:1-3; Esther 8:4-6
I. Let us observe the outward stage of these events.—In the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, the Persian court forms, as it were, the background of all the transactions of the history. Cyrus, Darius, Artaxerxes, figure as the deliverers and protectors of the returning Israelites. The scene of the book of Esther is laid in Shushan, or Susa, the capital of Persia. There we see Ahasuerus, ‘the great king,’ as he was called by the Greeks, the same, it is believed, as Xerxes. These Gentile monarchs, this Asiatic kingdom, are made to occupy this prominent place in the Bible in order to remind us that beyond the limits of the chosen people, beyond the limits of Jewry or of Christendom, there are kingdoms and races of men who claim, as well as we, a share in the compassion and justice of the all-merciful, all-holy God.

II. That which gives to the book of Esther an enduring spiritual value is the noble, patriotic spirit of the Jewish race in the presence of the Gentiles amongst whom they sojourned, that passionate love of country and home, that generous pride in the independence of their race and creed, which kindled the song of Deborah, which continued to burn in the hearts of her countrymen and countrywomen after the lapse of a thousand years, and broke forth in the pathetic wail, in the courageous defiance, of the Jewish maiden, who, unseduced by the splendours, undaunted by the terrors, of the Persian court, exclaimed, with the heroic determination, if need be, to sacrifice her life for her country, ‘If I perish, I perish! How can I endure to see the evil that shall come unto my people?’

—Dean Stanley.

02 Chapter 2 
Verse 17
THE KING AND THE MAIDEN
‘The king loved Esther.’

Esther 2:17
‘After these things’ (chap. 2:1) is an indefinite expression that may mark the interval, during which Xerxes invaded Greece and was ignominiously defeated.

I. It almost appears that he was filled with compunction at the memory of his treatment of Vashti, and that his counsellors made their horrible proposals with the view of diverting the royal mind from an inconsolable grief. How frequently men endeavour to drown their remorse by yielding to unbridled passion! This is the expedient of turning out demon by demon.

Hadassah means a ‘myrtle.’ This was the maiden’s Hebrew, while Esther, ‘a star,’ was her Persian name. It was not left to the choice of Esther, or of her guardian, whether she should come to the palace with the rest. Had they had any option or choice, they would not have dreamt of such a degradation. The officials decided the matter for them, and against their determination there was no dispute. Had the Hebrew girl told her nationality, it might have barred her way to the throne; but it could not have saved her from the hands of the court officials.

II. That the maiden pleased the king’s chamberlain, and ultimately the king, reminds us of Genesis 39:21.—‘The Lord was with Joseph, and showed him mercy, and gave him favour in the sight of the keeper of the prison.’ The hand of the Lord was evidently with this lonely girl, through whom His high purposes were to be achieved; and it was of God that the king raised her to share his throne. ‘Rest in the Lord, and wait patiently for Him.’

03 Chapter 3 
Verse 5
A STURDY ALIEN
‘Haman saw that Mordecai bowed not.’

Esther 3:5
I. A sturdy soul was Mordecai.—He was not going to give a prostration of homage, which he reserved for God alone, to the haughty noble who sprang from the hated race of Amalek.

II. What a contrast within and without the palace when the decree was signed!—Within, revelry, the king and Haman sat down to drink. Without, perplexity and alarm, for who could anticipate what the near future might disclose, if the king could sacrifice an entire nation for the whim of a favourite? But God was standing ‘within the shadow, keeping watch above His own.’ For

III. They always lose who fight against God.—They may be great, like Haman. They may be able, unscrupulous, ambitious. They may exact homage from every one. The chances are, we say, that they shall march from success to success. But the Lord of hosts is their antagonist. His boundless power, His sovereign authority, His invincible might, are opposed to them. So it is our safety never to ally ourselves with them.

IV. They always win who side with God.—They may be forgotten and despised, like Mordecai at the gate. But they are ruled by principle and conscience. They cannot give honour to what is not true, what is not honest, what is not good. ‘The short man who could not bow,’ Oliver Cromwell said of James Guthrie, and it is their character. All things work together for these men’s good. The system of nature, the ordinances of grace, the Holy Spirit within the soul, the Saviour on the throne—these are their friends. ‘’Tis better,’ Robert Browning sings, ‘being good than bad.’

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 14-16
A TRUE HEROINE
‘Who knoweth whether thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as this? Then Esther bade them return Mordecai this answer, Go, gather together all the Jews that are present in Shushan, and fast ye for me: … I also and my maidens will fast likewise; and so will I go in unto the king, which is not according to the law: and if I perish, I perish.’

Esther 4:14-16
It was a time of great national peril, of danger averted by the forethought of Mordecai and the courage of Esther, who must always hold a high place among the heroines of history. For the book of Esther is undoubtedly of historical value, though it is no less certainly coloured by the picturesque imagination of its author. It was a crisis in the history of the Jews, and so in the history of humanity. Esther was appealed to for deliverance at her own great risk, and she was not deaf to the appeal. Had she refused to play her part in the affair, it is hard to say what would have been the consequence; but she was put to the test, and proved loyal to her God and her nation. And so she stands out before us as an ideal which we shall do well to imitate.

At first, and not unnaturally, she hesitated to provoke the tyrant’s wrath by disregard of a domestic order; but, moved at last by her uncle’s appeal to her sense of responsibility, she declared her belief in the providential care of the God of her fathers, and, with a noble scorn of consequence, her willingness to act.

I. Now, I would have you notice first—as the root of all conscientious action in any crisis of individual life—Esther’s proud scorn of consequence in the fulfilment of her duty.—We may compare it with that of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego a century before in Babylonia—on the edge of the burning fiery furnace—‘Our God … will deliver us out of thine hand, O king. But if not, be it known unto thee, O king, that we will not serve thy gods.’ The story of this past heroism may well have nerved the young Queen to her noble self-renunciation—‘if I perish, I perish.’

It is a conflict which is constantly presenting itself in Christian warfare. If it should please God that she, Esther the queen, should perish because she asserted the claims of down-trodden humanity, then it were better so—better to cast in her lot with righteousness, to take the suffering that God willed, and bear it, rather than to enjoy life and wealth, equipages, palaces, attendants, as the wages of sin. On the one side right, on the other enjoyment. Right shadowed with pain, enjoyment coloured by sin. Esther’s answer was free and decisive—and yet she had counted the cost. We glory in it to-day—‘if I perish, I perish’—and would fain act as she acted.

II. Notice further Esther’s trust in God.—She would hold herself still in Him. This second point of teaching comes home to us to-day as fresh as when the words were spoken. A trust in God can exorcise all evil tendency—which goeth not out save by prayer and fasting. ‘Fast ye for me … I also and my maidens will fast likewise.’ ‘Though He deny me, yet will I trust in Him.’ There is the same scorn of consequences which rests proudly on trustfulness in God, when some one says, ‘Whatever happens, I will do what my father and my mother taught me to be right. I will obey my conscience, my Bible, my Saviour. If truth is death, then let me die.’ To do this, and to be thus, is to have constant and watchful regard for opportunity.

III. ‘Who knoweth whether thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as this?’ These were wise words of Mordecai.—They are words which, in things both great and small, we do well to account as teaching an important lesson for ourselves. This was Esther’s opportunity. If she had failed to grasp it, the massacre would have taken place, and history would not have told of her magnificent heroism. The world of the twentieth century would have been the poorer for the failure of a Jewish maiden. For may we not account her position in the monarch’s harem as raising her far above the commonplace? When God claims from you some special stress of service—some act of self-surrender in conduct or in judgment—can you honestly picture yourselves in the character which my text suggests, and in answer to the appeal of God’s Spirit—‘Who knoweth whether thou art come to the Kingdom for such a time as this?’—can you catch anything of the controlled enthusiasm of Esther? ‘Fast ye for me … I also … will fast likewise; and so will I go in unto the king, which is not according to the law.’ In your case it may be the law of rank, or party, or learning, or fashion. But these are of no account when duty calls. Catch, I repeat, her spirit: ‘if I perish, I perish.’

—Canon R. D. Swallow.

Illustration
‘It was by the loving providence of God that the Jews were saved, and it is by that same wise, over-ruling care that our lives are shaped day by day. In these materialistic times we are drifting away from the great truth that God guides and moulds human life. Every believing soul is in the hands of a strong and loving Father, Who is fashioning it wisely and well. Esther’s God is our God. He who helped His people in trouble twenty-five hundred years ago is just as ready to help us to-day. Dependence upon God is the way to true success.’

05 Chapter 5 

Verse 13
THE FLY IN THE OINTMENT
‘All this availeth me nothing, so long as I see Mordecai the Jew sitting at the king’s gate.’

Esther 5:13
You can imagine how Haman’s heart would glow, as he stepped forth from the banqueting chamber of the queen. His sky was full of glory. He had reached the pinnacle of his desire. Then suddenly, at the king’s gate, he stumbled on his hated Mordecai. And there was no reverence here; no bowing or salaaming. It was intolerable to this intoxicated courtier. He hurries home, and unbosoms himself to his wife and to his friends; somehow, they must get rid of Mordecai. Lady Macbeth would have had him stabbed in the dark. But Lady Haman had a more politic way. Let them get ready a gallows (of twice the usual height), and then get the king’s permission for a hanging. And so the gallows was built, and the gallows was used; but whom it was used for, we shall see.

I. Now the first thing to impress us in this chapter is, how the lack of a very little may spoil all.—Haman would have been supremely happy but for this one Jew who sat in the king’s gate. When he went home from the banquet of Queen Esther, he talked to his friends of nothing but his glory. I have no doubt they had heard it all before. To crown all, there was this second banquet, to which the king and he had been summoned on the morrow. Yet whenever Haman caught a glimpse of Mordecai, his golden cup was filled with bitterness. Had Mordecai only done him reverence, the sun would have shone in its full glory on Haman. But Mordecai refused to do obeisance, and somehow that took the brightness out of all. I think that even the boys in Shushan envied Haman. If they had his horses and his chariots, would they not be happy? But as they grew older they would come to see that all the horses and chariots in the world, and all its feasts and all its gardens, might lose their charm through the lacking of one thing. Very often that one thing is love. The lack of love will take the glory from things, as certainly as Mordecai did. It is thus that in the new-found love of God a man finds everything becoming new.

II. Again this chapter teaches very clearly that nothing is so blind as vanity.—We have a proverb that tells us love is blind, but vanity is blinder still. In Waverley, when Captain Waverley goes to church for the first time in his regimentals, Scott remarks, ‘There is no better antidote against entertaining too high an opinion of others, than having an excellent one of ourselves at the very same time.’ He means that Captain Waverley was blind to the bewitching glances of Cecilia Stubbs, he was so taken up with his own new uniform. A blindness like that had fallen on the heart of Haman. He thought there was no one in the kingdom but himself. It never occurred to him that any one else than he could be the man whom the king delighted to honour. His vanity had made him very blind, and, being blind, he fell into the ditch. Will our girls especially keep that in mind? They will misread so much, if they are vain. The unutterable pity about conceited people is that they miss all that is best and worthiest in others. The eyes of self-forgetfulness are clear. They penetrate secrets wonderfully. Nothing is so blind as vanity.

III. Then, lastly, observe that the king’s honours most not keep us from our duty.—Mordecai was led in triumph through the streets; the horse he rode was royally caparisoned; he was robed in one of the king’s robes of state; he was proclaimed as the man whom the king delighteth to honour. Every roof was crowded, every window was thronged, from every lane and alley the folk came pouring, as Mordecai rode in state through Shushan. And then? ‘Mordecai came again to the king’s gate.’ He went right back to the place where his duty was. No crowds, or cheering, or pageantry, or show could keep this brave man from the post of duty. Now our King may honour us in many ways. He may give us great strength or very signal talents. Above all, He may so illuminate our hearts that we may say, ‘For us to live is Christ.’ But whatever the favours be, our post is still our post. Remember Mordecai and the gate. God in His love crowns us with glory and honour, but the honour must not keep us from our duty.

Illustration
‘One thing strikes us forcibly. It is the restriction that fenced in the Persian court. It was supremely difficult for an outsider to get near the sacred person of the king. Mordecai could get no admittance because of his mourning-garb. He was in sack-cloth, and they that live in kings’ houses wear soft clothing. And even the members of the royal family could not run when they pleased into the royal presence. They had to wait till the king summoned them. There was the terror of assassination in all this; there was the pride that must be fed in isolation; it may be there was a touch of shame, for there were countless deeds of darkness in the court. The Persian monarch styled himself “king of kings,” and because he was that his court was barred and guarded. But the King of kings whom we obey and worship has a door that stands wide open to the world. No one is barred because he is in mourning. He is doubly welcome in such garb. None are denied because they come unsummoned. The invitation is too wide for that.’

06 Chapter 6 

Verse 1
WHAT CAME OF A SLEEPLESS NIGHT
‘On that night could not the king sleep.’

Esther 6:1
I. It is hardly affirming too much to say that on the sleepless night of the Persian king was made to depend our rescue from everlasting death; at least, and undeniably, the restlessness of the king was one of those instruments through which God wrought in carrying on His purpose of redeeming our race through a Descendant of David according to the flesh. Observe, then, how wonderful is God in that He can accomplish great ends by insignificant means.

II. Notice how little there was which could be called supernatural interference, how simply, without any violence, the Divine Providence effected its purpose.—It was in no way singular that the king should be restless; no miracle was required to explain his choosing to hear the records of his empire; everything was just what might equally have happened had matters been left to themselves, in place of having been disposed and directed by God.

III. We are mightily encouraged in all the business of prayer by the broken rest of the Persian king.—Look from Israel delivered from Pharaoh to Israel delivered from Haman, and we are encouraged to believe that God will not fail even us in our extremity, seeing that He could save His people through such a simple and unsuspected process as this.

IV. The agency employed on the king was so natural, so undistinguishable from the workings of his own mind, that he could never have suspected a Divine interference, and must have been perfectly at liberty either to do or not to do, as the secret impulse prescribed. It depends on ourselves, on the exercise of our own will, whether the suggestions of God’s Spirit be cherished or crushed, whether the impulses be withstood or obeyed.

Canon Melvill.

Illustration
‘“I think the king is but a man, as I am,” says Shakespeare in his great play of Henry V, and the attendants who watched King Xerxes tossing would doubtless be whispering that to one another. They would smile to think that he commanded a hundred and twenty-seven provinces, yet could not command an hour’s refreshing sleep. Generally, when an Eastern king was wakeful, he called for music. If he was a saint like David, God’s statutes were his songs. But to-night nothing would please this fevered autocrat, but that one of his chamber-boys should read to him. “How do you know,” a Bedouin was asked, “that there is a God?” “In the same way,” he replied, “that I know in looking at the sand when a man or beast has crossed the desert—by His footprints in the world around me.” And so in this story we hear nothing of God, but we feel that He knoweth what is in the darkness. The book that was brought was the Annals of the kingdom. The page that lay open bore Mordecai’s name. For the first time Xerxes heard of the plot upon his life, and how it had been frustrated by Mordecai. He would reward this Jew in royal fashion—and with that good resolve he fell asleep.’

07 Chapter 7 

Verse 10
THE BITER BIT
‘So they hanged Haman on the gallows that he had prepared for Mordecai.’

Esther 7:10
I. Though Haman was punished, the royal decree still stood; and when the day came, the Jews would still be massacred. Esther had been signally successful so far; but her work for her nation was not accomplished yet. Emboldened by her victory, she approached her lord again, urging him to countermand the sad decree. But what could be done? Xerxes himself was powerless. The word of a Persian king once passed was passed for ever. Darius had been helpless to effect the release of Daniel, and now Xerxes was as impotent as he. It was then that a device suggested itself. There are few laws that cannot be somehow evaded. Let Mordecai be made grand-vizier, with full powers. Could he not possibly devise some counter-movement? The king’s word could not be broken, that was clear; but its execution might have unlooked-for issues. So once again the couriers went galloping. The clatter of hoofs was heard in the still night, and wakened the sleepers in many a lonely hamlet. Riders covered with dust and spent with travel spurred into distant market-places as the sun was setting. In an incredibly short space of time there was not a Jewish colony in the kingdom but had got news of how the tide had turned. They were not to let themselves be massacred like sheep; they were to gird on their armour and defend themselves. The moment that a blow was struck at them they were to combine and strike a counter-blow. That was the tenor of the royal mandate. But I have no doubt that the courtiers eked it out. They told how Haman was hanged and Esther honoured. They hinted that no one would be very angry if they went a little beyond the written word. And the Jews freely interpreted their liberty, and used ‘the wild justice of revenge.’

II. The darkest hour is that before the dawn.—We have seen what a pitiable plight the Jews were in. We have heard their cry when the mandate of Xerxes reached them. Exile was sore, but now their case was terrible. Their outlook had never been darker than at this hour. Yet it was then, in the darkness as of midnight, that the second message from the palace reached them. And the writer is at pains to let us see the exultant joy and gladness that they felt. How dark all was to Joseph in the prison, yet the sun was just then on the point of breaking! How dark all was to Jesus on the cross, yet the cross was the very threshold of the glory! All through the Bible God has a message for us when the worst comes to the worst. He enforces on us, by a score of instances, that morning is nearer midnight than we thought.

III. Lastly, there is something nobler than revenge.—After the murder of Rizzio, an old historian tells us, Queen Mary said, ‘No more tears—I will think on a revenge.’ And that, too, was the spirit of the Jews when the news came of the change in their affairs. But after the Indian Mutiny, with all its horrors, do you know the revenge that Lord Shaftesbury took? He founded the Christian Literature Society to spread the knowledge of Jesus throughout India. Try to live in that same spirit. Jesus has come, and revenge is banished now. We serve One Who taught us something nobler when He said, ‘Father! forgive them; they know not what they do.’

Illustrations
(1) ‘The obsequious ministers of despotism, disposed about the chamber and in the anteroom, well understood that the minister was fallen, and in pitiless haste they gagged and pinioned the man, waiting for the king’s pleasure. And then one of the vile wretches who live by watching the veering vane of a despot’s favour artfully suggested that there was a gallows in Haman’s garden, ready for Mordecai. “Hang him on it!” cried the king. At once, without trial or defence, the miserable creature was carried to the gallows in his garden and hanged. To us it appears melodrama. To those who are only too well acquainted with the habits of despotic rulers it all appears grimly probable.’

(2) ‘Learn the universal truth under this story. Be sure of it that in ways we cannot see, the evil we do will come back upon ourselves. The weapons of sin are not so much like arrows, they are rather like Australian boomerangs. Others must suffer whenever we do wrong, and that alone should make us hate all wrong-doing; but in a weakened will, and in debased affections, in a coarser manhood, and in a loveless and lightless future, we shall yet be the great sufferers ourselves.’

08 Chapter 8 

Verses 4-6
THE BOOK OF ESTHER
‘Now it came to pass in the days of Ahasuerus … that in those days … Esther arose, and stood before the king, and said, … how can I endure to see the evil that shall come unto my people? or how can I endure to see the destruction of my kindred?’

Esther 1:1-3; Esther 8:4-6
I. Let us observe the outward stage of these events.—In the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, the Persian court forms, as it were, the background of all the transactions of the history. Cyrus, Darius, Artaxerxes, figure as the deliverers and protectors of the returning Israelites. The scene of the book of Esther is laid in Shushan, or Susa, the capital of Persia. There we see Ahasuerus, ‘the great king,’ as he was called by the Greeks, the same, it is believed, as Xerxes. These Gentile monarchs, this Asiatic kingdom, are made to occupy this prominent place in the Bible in order to remind us that beyond the limits of the chosen people, beyond the limits of Jewry or of Christendom, there are kingdoms and races of men who claim, as well as we, a share in the compassion and justice of the all-merciful, all-holy God.

II. That which gives to the book of Esther an enduring spiritual value is the noble, patriotic spirit of the Jewish race in the presence of the Gentiles amongst whom they sojourned, that passionate love of country and home, that generous pride in the independence of their race and creed, which kindled the song of Deborah, which continued to burn in the hearts of her countrymen and countrywomen after the lapse of a thousand years, and broke forth in the pathetic wail, in the courageous defiance, of the Jewish maiden, who, unseduced by the splendours, undaunted by the terrors, of the Persian court, exclaimed, with the heroic determination, if need be, to sacrifice her life for her country, ‘If I perish, I perish! How can I endure to see the evil that shall come unto my people?’

—Dean Stanley.
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