9 The story of Esther – Part 1  
N.B. The readings are printed at the end to make it easier to print them off for your readers. 
Call to Worship 
We are here today to worship God, a God who knows and understands us and has his plans for us. Let us listen to his word to us, through the hymns we sing, the prayers we say and the stories and words we hear. We come to receive what God has to say to us through our worship today. 
Hymn 88 Praise to the Lord, the almighty, the King of creation or 
	41 Blessed be your name or some other hymn/song of praise 
Opening prayers 
Prayer Of Praise from Prayers for All Seasons © 1998 Nick Fawcett   
Loving God,
	we are glad to come and worship you,
	glad to stand in your presence
	and give you the honour due to your name.
	
You are greater than our highest thoughts, 
mightier than we can ever comprehend, 
before all, in all, and beyond all.

So we come,
acknowledging your greatness,
marvelling at your power,
rejoicing in your love,
celebrating your blessings,
and praising you for all the mercy you have shown to us throughout our lives.

Accept now our songs of praise,
our words of prayer,
the thoughts of our hearts,
this act of worship.

Teach us more of all you have done
and will continue to do,
and help us to show the sincerity of what we offer now 
by the way we live our lives tomorrow
and in the days beyond.

Praise and honour, thanksgiving and worship
are yours by right,
now and for evermore. Amen.

Prayer of Confession 

As we come before God we are aware of all that is wrong in our lives. 
The times when we have hurt others in what we have said or done. 
The times when we could have helped others but failed to do so. 
The times when we have not listened to your voice and ignored what you have been calling us to do. 
Forgive us, Lord, and help us to live better lives in future. 
Thank you, Lord, for the assurance that when we acknowledge our sins and failings to you, you forgive and restore us. Amen.

Background 
The story of Esther is set in Persia, modern day Iran, in the fifth century BC. The King, Ahasuerus, or Xerxes (pronounced Zerxees) which is his Greek name ruled over a huge territory from India to Ethiopia. The Jews had been taken into exile in Persia about 150 years earlier and some had not returned to their homeland. 
There is some doubt as to the truth of the story, or at least some of the details, but it was an important story in the history of the Jews and was celebrated as one of their festivals. The story was often told a bit like a pantomime story with goodies and baddies, with the goodies winning in the end. 
In those days, a King and his court would have lived in luxury and the King would have had a large harem of beautiful women. 
The story begins not with the Jewish girl, Esther, but with Queen Vashti. We will hear her story after our next hymn. 
Hymn 15 The splendour of the King or 57 Let all the world in every corner sing
Our first reading gives you some idea of the lavishness of the Persian Court. 
Esther 1:1-8. 
We hear Vashti’s response to her husband’s behaviour. 
Reading - The Disgraced Queen 
So the King was without a Queen and that’s where Esther’s story begins. 
Reading - A young Jewish girl becomes Queen 
Comment 
The lavishness of the Persian court seems to have been replicated through the ages by those with wealth and power. We have only to look at some of the state receptions when leaders host the leaders of other nations. To many of us it seems wrong when so many of the ordinary people are struggling to make ends meet. 
There is another issue here in the treatment of women. Even now women are often judged on their beauty rather than other qualities. Young girls, just like those in King Xerxes’ harem, are encouraged to present themselves as perfect. 
And so Esther became Queen. She has been encouraged by Mordecai not to reveal that she was a Jew. Even two and a half thousand years ago, the Jews were hated by those from other nations. Some of it stems from the fact that they kept themselves separate from the rest of society and had their own laws of cleanliness and food and would not bow down to rulers who set themselves up as gods. 
And after our next hymn we hear how Esther’s uncle Mordecai fits into the story. 
Hymn 628 Faithful one, so unchanging or 636 O love that wilt not let me go 
Esther 2:21-3:11 
Reading - The Plot against the Jews 
Comment 
“For such a time as this”. Mordecai obviously believed in divine providence. He was convinced that Esther had become Queen at this time so that she could save the Jews from the massacre which had been planned. It’s puzzling that the date set for the massacre was several months ahead but that adds tension to this rather long story. There is not time to tell the rest of the story but that is for another service. But as you can guess it works out well for the Jews in the end. 
I wonder if that phrase “For such a time as this” resonates with you. Perhaps there have been times when you have felt that you have been in the right place at the right time in order to do something significant to help someone. Or something might have happened and you said “what a good job that person was there just at that time.” Do you believe in divine providence? Or as it says in Romans “all thinks work together for good for those who love God”.  
Let’s reflect on this thought quietly for a few moments. 
Silent reflection 
Hymn 156 From the breaking of the dawn or 519 Father, I place into your hands 
Prayers of Intercession (from The Word in the World © Donald Hilton 1997)
Listening God, we ask for the help of your Spirit as we come to you, for we do not know how to pray as we ought. 
Loving God, your Kingdom is a kingdom of justice and mercy. We pray for the leaders of the nations, that they might rule fairly and with compassion, respecting the rights and needs of all people and promoting peace. 
Today we pray especially for ……………(add places of concern in the current news) 
Your Kingdom come. Your will be done.	
Loving God, your Kingdom is a kingdom of hope and joy. We pray for those in sorrow or need. We remember the bereaved, the anxious and the ill, the destitute, the hungry and the homeless. 
Today we pray especially for …………… (add places of concern in the current news) and for those we know who need our prayers today. 
Your Kingdom come. Your will be done.
Loving God, your Kingdom is a kingdom of love and unity. We pray for the church here in ... and the Church throughout the world, asking that we might be true agents of, and witnesses to, your saving love. 
Today we pray especially for ……… (any specific concerns) 
Your Kingdom come. Your will be done.
Loving God, your Kingdom is a kingdom of light and life. We pray for ourselves, that you would put us in the right place at the right time to fulfil your purposes through us and that you will guide us safely on our journey through life so that we might come to be with you in your eternal kingdom. And 
Your Kingdom come. Your will be done.
Living God, accept these and all our prayers which we offer in the name of our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ. Amen. 
Lord’s Prayer 
Offertory 
Hymn 566 Take my life and let it be or some other suitable hymn to finish the service 
Blessing 
The Blessing of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit be with us all now and evermore. Amen. 
or say the Grace together 

The Disgraced Queen 
It’s not much fun being a Persian Queen. 
Yes, I lead a life which would be the envy of many. 
A life of luxury, 
Beautiful clothes to wear, 
Whatever beauty treatments I desire,  
Food and drink on demand. 
But I sometimes wonder what it is all for. 
Am I there just to satisfy the desires of the king? 
To bear him children? 
And to be a creature of beauty 
for him to parade in front of willing admirers?
It certainly seemed like that. 
But his latest display of wealth was the last straw.  
It was an all male affair. 
Princes and their servants, army chiefs, nobles 
and governors of the provinces. 
And it went on for weeks and weeks, for half the year.  
Banquets every day. 
An opportunity for him to show off the splendour of his wealth to everyone. 

And at the end of all that 
he entertained the ordinary citizens of Susa for seven days as well.  
A lavish affair, with plenty of drink flowing. 
I decided it was only fair to do something myself 
so I arranged a banquet for the women of the court. 
A modest affair compared with the king’s banquets.

At the end of all this, 
the men were pretty drunk as you can imagine. 
And then I was summoned. 
Why it needed all seven of his eunuchs to come I don’t know but they did.  
The King wanted me to appear before the assembled crowd of men. 
He wanted them all to know how beautiful I was. 
Can you imagine it?  
A huge crowd of drunken men, 
Gawping at me. 
Can you imagine their lewd remarks?  

Well I decided enough was enough. 
I refused to go. 
It was a huge risk. 
I knew the king would be angry. 
I had no idea what he would do. 
People had been killed for less. 

Well, he summoned his advisors. 
Nothing like this had ever happened before.  
They decided I had wronged not only the king 
but all the princes and his people. 
They thought that the women would hear about it 
and use it as an excuse not to obey their husbands. 
Not that they usually had much choice in the matter.  

So a decree went out. 
I was no longer to come before the King. 
A lesson for women to learn from. 
So that they would always honour their husbands. 

Well, my fate could have been worse. 
He didn’t kill me. 
I just live out my days in a secluded corner of the court. 
Well provided for 
but never again to be Queen or part of the king’s life. 
Soon everyone had forgotten me and he chose a new Queen. 
I hope she has better luck than me. 
 

A young Jewish girl becomes queen 
You may wonder who I am. 
I find my history rather puzzling myself.   
I am a Jew, an orphan, 
my parents dead. 
I was brought up and adopted by my cousin Mordecai. 

But we did not live in our own land. 
Many years ago our people came into exile in this far off land. 
Most had returned years ago 
but a good number remained. 
We kept ourselves apart 
and were despised by many. 
But Mordecai had a good job. 
One which gave him access to the area surrounding the king’s court. 
He had always been kind to me and very protective. 

One day we heard shocking news. 
The king had commanded his Queen, Vashti, to appear before him in front of a huge gathering. 
He wanted them to admire her beauty. 
But she refused to go. 
I don’t blame her. 
I think I would have done the same, in her position. 
The King was, as to be expected, very angry. 
And she was banished. 

And then we heard rumours 
that he was on the look out for a new Queen.  
None of the many women already in his harem would do. 
He sent out a search for young women. 
I was amazed that I was one of those selected. 
Didn’t they know I was a Jew? 
Surely that would have excluded me. 
Mordecai told me not to mention it, so I kept quiet. 

For some reason, Hegai, the eunuch in charge gave me special favours. 
Seven of the other young women were allocated to be my maids. 
Why did I need seven maids?
Why did I need any at all for that matter? 
I was pampered, given choice food and ointments for my skin. 

It was a year before any of us came into the king’s presence. 
Apparently it needed that long for us to be made beautiful enough. 
In turn each of the young women was called in.
After they had been in to the king we never saw them again. 
They went into a different harem to wait. 
To wait, to see if they had pleased the king enough 
for him to ask for them again. 
How could he remember who they all were? 

Each was invited to select what she wanted to take with her. 
Beautiful shawls, flowers to adorn the hair, perfumes, jewellery. 
A token to give to the king in the hope she would not be forgotten. 
Some of the girls were so fussy about what they chose. 
I had no desire for any of them.   
The king could take me as he found me. 
I had always been taught to dress modestly, 
that who I was inside mattered more than appearances. 
That was part of our faith. 
So I just told Hegai to give me what he thought right. 

And so I went in to the king. 
I don’t know why he singled me out 
but he seemed to find me pleasing to him. 
After several nights spent with him
He decided to make me his Queen. 
He put a crown on my head and gave a banquet. 

I didn’t want to be Queen. 
But what choice did I have? 
Was there some purpose behind all this? 
Did God have plans I don’t know about? 

The plot against the Jews 

Even after I became Queen, Mordecai kept in touch with me. 
I wasn’t able to see him after I became Queen 
but his access to the court meant that he was able to get messages to me. 
One day he managed to let me know that he had overheard two of the king’s eunuchs plotting to kill him 
and he thought the king should know.  
I passed on Mordecai’s information to the king and the men were hung. 
The king wanted to know where I got the information from. 
I had no option but to give him Mordecai’s name. 
I’m glad I did because that helped to save us. 
But I’m jumping ahead in the story.  

Things began to go very badly wrong for Mordecai. 
A man called Haman became second in command to the King himself. 
I didn’t like the man. 
He thought very highly of himself. 
He demanded that everyone should bow down to him when they met him. 
An order from the king, apparently. 
Mordecai would not bow down. 
Our laws say that we should not bow down to anyone except God himself. 
You can imagine how much that upset Haman. 
He was furious and plotted his revenge. 

I didn’t hear about this until much later. 
I hadn’t heard anything from Mordecai for a while which seemed odd.  
Then one day my maids and the eunuchs came and told me. 
Mordecai had been going round the city in sackcloth and ashes, wailing loudly. 
We had no idea why.
I thought at first that he had lost his job and had no money, 
so I sent him fresh clothes. 
When he refused to accept them, I sent Hathach, 
the most reliable of the eunuchs, to go and ask him what all this was about. 

And then I heard about the horrific decree. 
He even sent me a copy for me to see. 
Haman was not just plotting to have Mordecai killed. 
He wanted all the Jews killed, right across the region. 
They had cast lots to select a date. 
A date nearly a year ahead. 
The decree said that on that day all the Jews were to be killed and their possessions taken.  
That would make Haman extremely rich. 
I felt for my people. 
There was nothing they could do but wait for the deaths that would inevitably come. 

But Mordecai had other ideas. 
He wanted me to go to the King to plead for our people. 
I was afraid. 
I couldn’t just go to the king and ask him. 
Anyone who approached him without permission would be put to death.  
And that would apply to me as well. 
I don’t think the king had forgotten me, 
but I hadn’t been called into his presence for a month. 
So I sent a message to Mordecai telling him this.  

Morcedai replied very promptly. 
“Don’t think you can escape this” he said. 
“You, too, are a Jew”. 
I hadn’t forgotten my faith and identity, 
but I somehow thought that I would be exempt. 
It suddenly struck home to me that I was one with these people.  
Their fate would be mine too.   
Mordecai had sufficient faith to believe that if I did nothing, 
deliverance would come from another quarter 
and that I would not escape the anger of my fellow Jews. 
But it was the final words of his message which hit home. 
“Who knows whether you have not come to a royal position for such a time as this?” 

For such a time as this. 
Perhaps God did have a purpose in making me Queen. 
I had no choice but to plead with the King for my people. 
I told Mordecai I would do it. 
But I needed help. 
I asked him to get all the Jews in Susa to fast and pray for three days 
and I would do the same with my maids. 
After that I would approach the king

