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Esther 1:1-9 “Living in Exile” May 20, 2012 

NT Lesson: 1 Peter 1:1-25  Brian M. Sandifer 

Until the kingdom of God comes in its fullness on the last day conquering all kingdoms of this world, 

God’s people must live “in exile” in a particular time, a particular place, and subject to a particular 

earthly king, while guarding themselves from the dangers of worldly glory, riches, and power.  

Introduction – Are you basically comfortable making this world your home, at ease pursuing the wealth, 

power, and glory this world offers? Or are you basically uncomfortable, living as if in exile in a 

dangerous world away from your true home?  The story of Esther, God calls you to choose sides. 

I. Introducing the Book of Esther 

A. Author & Date 

The book’s authorship is anonymous.  Mordecai, one of the actors in the story, is a possible candidate 

for authorship.  Scholars date the book from 460-350 B.C. 

B. Major Themes 

Providence of God; Human responsibility; Conflicting loyalties & obedience vs. disobedience; 

Wickedness as absurd (even laughable).   

C. Literary Features 

It has “a beautiful and courageous heroine, a romantic love thread, a dire threat to the good 

characters, a thoroughly evil villain, suspense, dramatic irony, evocative descriptions of exotic places, 

sudden reversal of action, poetic justice, a happy ending” (Jobes).  Esther is a “round” character.  

Although Esther’s faith is not explicit, it is probably accurate to say she develops from a fearful Jew 

who keeps her faith private amidst her pagan surroundings into a courageous woman of faith who 

sacrifices her position and prosperity to save her people. 

D. Relevance for Christians 

1. Esther answers the question, “How are we, God’s chosen people living in exile, still here 

after all these centuries?”  The answer lies in God’s purpose of preserving a remnant chosen by 

grace to bring Christ into the world to bless the whole world through him and the Church. 

2. In a sense Christians celebrate Purim each Lord’s Day.  The book of Esther reminds us to 

celebrate salvation every time we worship.  It reminds us that while we wait for Jesus to return, 

we should expect to suffer for our identification with him.  It reminds us that while we live in 

exile this side of heaven, we should wage spiritual war against God’s enemies. 

II. Living in Exile is Dangerous 

A. The setting: a dangerous kingdom (vv. 1-2) 

1. Place.  This vast empire stretching across most of the civilized world is known as the Medo-

Persian empire.  Susa was one of several capitals of the empire.  Daniel has one of his visions at 

Susa (Dan 8:2) and Nehemiah served as King Artaxerxes’s cupbearer at Susa (Neh 1:1).  The 

palace (citadel) was in a fortified part of the city. 

2. Time.  The third year of Ahasuerus’s reign was 483 B.C.   It marked the symbolic end of 

opposition to the new administration, and was therefore an appropriate time to consolidate the 
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empire by assembling high officials in the capital to secure their loyalty.  In terms of redemptive 

history, it was 103 years after Nebuchadnezzar took the Jews into captivity (2 Kgs 25), 54 years 

after Zerubbabel led the first wave of exiles back to Jerusalem (Ezra 1-2), and 25 years before 

Ezra led the second group of exiles back to Jerusalem (Ezra 7).   

B. The stage: a dangerous king (vv. 3-9) 

1. Ahasuerus was most likely Artaxerxes’s father, a.k.a. Xerxes I, who ruled circa 486-465 B.C.  

The 180-day banquet was an immense gathering by any standard.  Historians note that Xerxes’s 

great feast took place shortly before his army invaded Greece.  So it was a probably a support 

rally for his upcoming military excursion.  Kings of this world are dangerous when they display 

their glory to those who powerfully serve them (vv. 3-4).   

2. There is a false sense of freedom and celebration here.  The feast is not for the guests, but for 

the king to feed his need for glory and power.  Misreading the situation will put one in danger—

both physical and spiritual.  Kings of this world are dangerous when they display their riches and 

power to those (either great or small) who are impressed by such things (vv. 5-9).   

III. How to Live Safely in Exile 

A. Read between the lines and laugh (with God) 

The original audience knew that only four years later he would return from battle a failure, with his 

wealth, power and glory depleted.  But the author chose this snapshot in time to show the “glory” of 

Xerxes.  “Xerxes the Great, the king of the exiles” is a subtle joke (Pss 37:12-13; 59:8). 

B. Recognize what is dangerous 

1. Everything about the palace and the king was beautiful, ornate, and glorious.  Its description 

is designed to intoxicate and disarm us.  This is the spiritual blindness that worldly glory 

cultivates.  But the king’s glory was only on the surface (cf. Prov 15:16-17). 

2. Amazingly, the king decreed that each person was under no compulsion to drink.  But read 

between the lines.  Recognize the danger (Prov 23:1-3; 29:5). 

3. Verse 9 hints at trouble in the palace.  King Xerxes is giving a feast for the men of the city.  

Queen Vashti hosts a separate feast for the women.  Although men and women could dine 

together in Persia, these two feasts are segregated, and there was lots of wine at the king’s feast. 

C. Reject worldly glory for permanent glory 

Although Xerxes’s wealth, power, and glory were the envy of the world, he and his kingdom were 

destined to fall.  God had predicted it (Dan 8)!  History tells the tale of world empires rising and 

falling.  All of these empires and their leaders sought to eliminate God’s chosen people, but no king 

in history has been able to destroy God’s people or dethrone the Lord of history.   

Conclusion –The rich and powerful may rattle their sabers but the Lord laughs from heaven and scoffs at 

them (Ps 2:1-4).  God continues throughout history to accomplish his plan for the world through 

inscrutable means.  He will turn the tables of history to fulfill his covenant in Jesus Christ.  Christians 

may therefore take comfort in the power and glory of the Lord.  To be united to Christ is to be on the right 

side of history, to be victorious even when you are “living in exile” with heaven still before you. 
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1 Original Language, Personal English Translation, and Textual Notes 

Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Est 1:1 vWKê-d[;w> WDhoæme ‘%leMoh; vArªwEv.x;a] aWhå vAr+wEv.x;a] ymeäyBi yhiÞy>w 
`hn")ydIm. ha'ÞmeW ~yrIïf.[,w> [b;v,² 

 

Now in the days of Ahasuerus, 
the Ahasuerus who reigned 
from India to Cush over 127 
provinces, 

Cush is Ethiopia. 

127 literally is “seven tens 
hundred” (7+10s+100=127) 

Est 1:2 AtêWkl.m; aSeäKi l[;… vArªwEv.x;a] %l,M,äh; Ÿtb,v,äK. ~he_h' ~ymiÞY"B 

`hr")yBih; !v;îWvB. rv,Þa] 
 

in those days when King 
Ahasuerus sat upon his royal 
throne which was in the citadel 
in Susa, 

 

Est 1:3 Ÿlyxeä wyd"+b'[]w: wyr"ßf'-lk'l. hT,êv.mi hf'ä[' Akêl.m'l. ‘vAlv' tn:Üv.B 

`wyn")p'l. tAnàydIM.h; yrEïf'w> ~ymi²T.r>P;h;( yd:ªm'W sr:åP' 
 

in the third year of his reign he 
gave a feast for all his officials 
and servants.  The army of 
Persia and Media, the nobles, 
and the chief rulers of the 
provinces were before him 

Servants may be understood 
as “ministers, subordinates, 
subjects” 

Est 1:4 At+L'WdG> tr<a<ßp.Ti rq'êy>-ta,’w> AtêWkl.m; dAbåK. ‘rv,[o’-ta, Atªaor>h;B 

`~Ay* ta;Þm.W ~ynIïAmv. ~yBiêr: ~ymiäy" 
 

while he exhibited the riches of 
his royal glory and the 
preciousness of his great 
beauty for many days, 180 
days. 

180 literally is “eights hundred” 
(80+100=180) 

Est 1:5 •~yaic.m.NIh; ~['äh'-lk'l. %l,M,‡h; hf'ä[' hL,aeªh' ~ymiäY"h; ŸtaAlåm.biW 
 ~ymi_y" t[;äb.vi hT,Þv.mi !j'²q'-d[;w> lAdG"ômil. hr"øyBih; !v;’WvB. 

`%l,M,(h; !t;ÞyBi tN:ïGI rc;§x]B; 
 

And when these days were 
fulfilled, the king gave to all the 
people found in Susa, the 
citadel, from the greatest as far 
as the small a feast of seven 
days in the court of the garden 
of the king’s palace. 

Fulfilled or completed. 

Est 1:6 yleyliîG>-l[; !m'êG"r>a;w> #Wbå-yleb.x;B. ‘zWxa' tl,keªt.W sP;är>K; ŸrWx 

 vveÞw"-jh;B; tp;îc.rI) l[;² @s,k,ªw" bh'äz" ŸtAJåmi vve_ ydEWMå[;w> @s,k,Þ 
`tr<x")sow> rd:ïw> 

 

There were white linen curtains 
and violet hangings grasped by 
cords of fine linen and purple 
on silver rods and alabaster 
pillars, and couches of gold 
and silver on a mosaic 
pavement of porphyry, 

Precious stones is difficult to 
translate.  The idea is a 
specific mineral stone 
alongside the other precious 
materials in the mosaic floor. 
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

alabaster, mother-of-pearl, and 
precious stones. 

Est 1:7 br"ß tWk±l.m; !yyEïw> ~ynI+Av ~yliäKemi ~yliÞkew> bh'êz" yleäk.Bi ‘tAqv.h;w 
`%l,M,(h; dy:ïK. 

 

Drinks were served in gold 
vessels of different kinds, and 
the royal wine was many as 
the hand of the king. 

Many as the hand of the king 
appears to be an idiom.  Its 
sense is “lavished in proportion 
to the bounty of the king.” 

Est 1:8 br:å-lK' l[;… %l,M,ªh; dS;äyI Ÿ!keä-yKi snE+ao !yaeä tD"ßk; hY"ïtiV.h;w> 
`vyai(w"-vyai !Acïr>Ki tAfß[]l; AtêyBe 

 

And the drinking was 
according to the decree: “No 
compelling!  For thus the king 
determined upon each official 
of his household to do as each 
person willed. 

 

Est 1:9 rv,Þa] tWkêl.M;h; tyBe… ~yvi_n" hTeäv.mi ht'Þf.[' hK'êl.M;h; yTiäv.w: ~G:… 
s `vAr)wEv.x;a] %l,M,îl; 

 

Moreover, Queen Vashti gave 
a feast for the women of the 
royal house which belonged to 
King Ahasuerus. 
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2 Exegetical Outline – Esther 1:1-9 (verse summary) 

V1.  The story begins by setting the scene: in the days of Medo-Persian King Ahasuerus who 

reigned from India to Ethiopia over 127 provinces. 

V2.  The setting of the story is in the days of King Ahasuerus when he reigned from the Medo-

Persian empire’s capital of Susa. 

V3.  In the third year of his reign, King Ahasuerus gave a feast for all his kingdom officials and 

ministers, and the army, the nobles, and the provincial governors were before the king. 

V4.  During the great feast, which lasted 180 days, King Ahasuerus displayed his royal glory 

through his riches, his splendor, and his great beauty. 

V5.  When the 180 day feast was over, the king gave a seven day feast in the garden court of the 

king’s palace for all the people living in Susa the citadel. 

V6.  The garden court of the king’s palace was decorated for the feast with exquisite royal 

curtains and hangings, silver rods and marble pillars, gold and silver couches, and a mosaic 

pavement inlaid with porphyry, marble, mother-of-pearl, and costly stones. 

V7.  At the feast, royal wine was served in a variety of gold vessels according to the king’s lavish 

bounty. 

V8.  Drinking at the feast was according to this royal edict: Not compulsory, therefore the palace 

staff will serve each man according to his desire. 

V9. King Ahasuerus’s wife, Queen Vashti, also gave a feast for the women in the king’s palace. 
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3 Exegetical Outline – Esther 1:1-9 (full) 

I. A Vast Kingdom: King Ahasuerus reigned over the Medo-Persian empire (stretching from 

India to Ethiopia) from the capital city of Susa (vv. 1-2) 

a. V1.  The story begins by setting the scene: in the days of Medo-Persian King 

Ahasuerus who reigned from India to Ethiopia over 127 provinces. 

b. V2.  The setting of the story is in the days of King Ahasuerus when he reigned from 

the Medo-Persian empire’s capital of Susa. 

II. A Glorious King: King Ahasuerus gave a 180 day feast to display his glory to all his high 

officials (vv. 3-4). 

a. V3.  In the third year of his reign, King Ahasuerus gave a feast for all his kingdom 

officials and ministers, and the army, the nobles, and the provincial governors were 

before the king. 

b. V4.  During the great feast, which lasted 180 days, King Ahasuerus displayed his 

royal glory through his riches, his splendor, and his great beauty. 

III. A Rich and Powerful King: King Ahasuerus gave a 7 day feast to display his riches and 

power to everyone in Susa (vv. 5-9). 

a. V5.  When the 180 day feast was over, the king gave a seven day feast in the garden 

court of the king’s palace for all the people living in Susa the citadel. 

b. V6.  The garden court of the king’s palace was decorated for the feast with exquisite 

royal curtains and hangings, silver rods and marble pillars, gold and silver couches, 

and a mosaic pavement inlaid with porphyry, marble, mother-of-pearl, and costly 

stones. 

c. V7.  At the feast, royal wine was served in a variety of gold vessels according to the 

king’s lavish bounty. 

d. V8.  Drinking at the feast was according to this royal edict: Not compulsory, therefore 

the palace staff will serve each man according to his desire. 

e. V9. King Ahasuerus’s wife, Queen Vashti, also gave a feast for the women in the 

king’s palace. 



Esther 1:1-9 Brian M. Sandifer 

Heritage Presbyterian Church 5 5/20/2012 

4 Exegetical Outline – Esther 1:1-9 (abbreviated) 

Exegetical Proposition: The story of Esther begins with a description of the time (the reign of 

King Ahasuerus of the Medo-Persian empire), location (the empire’s capital city of Susa, in the 

king’s palace), and state of the kingdom (vast, glorious, rich, powerful—and therefore spiritually 

dangerous) the Jews were living in during their exile. 

I. A Vast Kingdom: King Ahasuerus reigned over the Medo-Persian empire (stretching from 

India to Ethiopia) from the capital city of Susa (vv. 1-2) 

II. A Glorious King: King Ahasuerus gave a 180 day feast to display his glory to all his high 

officials (vv. 3-4). 

III. A Rich and Powerful King: King Ahasuerus gave a 7 day feast to display his riches and 

power to everyone in Susa (vv. 5-9). 



Esther 1:1-9 Brian M. Sandifer 

Heritage Presbyterian Church 6 5/20/2012 

5 Theological Outline – Esther 1:1-9 

Theological Proposition: Until the kingdom of God comes in its fullness on the last day, God’s 

people must live “in exile” in a particular time, a particular place, and subject to a particular 

earthly king, while guarding themselves from the dangers of worldly glory, riches, and power. 

I. Worldly Kingdoms are Vast: kings of this world are dangerous when they rule over many 

people and expansive amounts of land (vv. 1-2) 

II. Worldly Kings Display Their Glory: kings of this world are dangerous when they display 

their glory to those who powerfully serve them (vv. 3-4). 

III. Worldly Kings Are Rich and Powerful: kings of this world are dangerous when they 

display their riches and power to those (either great or small) who are impressed by these 

things (vv. 5-9). 
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6 Notes on Esther 1:1-9 

1. Introduction to Esther 

a. Author and Title.  The book’s authorship is anonymous.  Mordecai, one of the actors 

in the story, is a possible candidate.  As a court official, he would have had access to 

written records such as court records and royal edicts.  As a Jew, he would have had a 

keen interest in Jewish affairs. 

b. Date.  If Mordecai is the author, then he probably wrote the book shortly after the 

events of the story transpired.  Biblical and linguistic scholars place the date of 

composition between 460-350 B.C.  If someone other than Mordecai wrote the book, 

the author must have been familiar with Persian law and customs since what we read 

in the book matches what we know of the period from secular history.  This makes it 

likely that the author was at least a near contemporary of the book’s recorded events. 

c. Themes.  The book of Esther recounts the story of how a Jewish girl named Esther 

became queen of Persia, and how she saved her people from extermination through an 

act of great courage.  It also explains the origin of the Jewish feast of Purim, which 

was possibly the author’s reason for writing the book. 

1. An important doctrinal theme is the providence of God.  God is active 

behind the scenes moving history and its major players for the good of his 

chosen people, even protecting them from certain death at the hand of their 

enemies. 

2. Another theme of the book is human responsibility.  The story demonstrates 

that although God is in control of the world, providentially orchestrating all 

that comes to pass, this does not cancel out human responsibility.  People are 

responsible to God for their actions, and we must decide to do right, 

sometimes at great cost to ourselves.  When circumstances require it, we 

must act with courage and resolve, trusting the outcome to God’s mysterious 

providence. 

3. Also, conflicting loyalties and theme of obedience versus disobedience 

appear in the narrative.  Who will Esther and Mordecai obey—God or man?  

What will Esther and Mordecai do when confronted with injustice—obey 

unjust laws or disobey them? 

4. Finally, the theme of wickedness as absurd (even laughable) surfaces 

throughout the story.  The book of Esther is a complex drama with a mirror-

image plot shape for the heroes and the villains.  The fate of Esther and 

Mordecai (the heroes) is a literary comedy, even providing moments of 

laughter when juxtaposed against the fate of Haman (the villain) which is 

tragic.  In fact, even today when Jewish people retell the story annually 

during Purim they play their part in the drama by laughing at the ironic 
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reversals, boo and hiss at the name of Haman the buffoonish villain, and 

cheer the ending when the arrogant and powerful fall into their own traps. 

d. Why Christians Should Read Esther.  The story of Esther is a major act in the 

dramatic play between the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent (Gen 3:15), 

culminating in Satan bruising Christ’s heel as Jesus crushes Satan’s head in defeat on 

the cross.  Esther answers the question, “How are we, God’s chosen people, still here 

after all these centuries?”  The answer lies in God’s hidden purpose of preserving a 

remnant chosen according to grace in order to bring the Christ into the world and 

thereby bless the whole world through his body—the Church.  If Haman had 

succeeded in his plan to annihilate the Jews, Abraham’s descendants would have died 

out.  There would have been no fulfillment of the ancient promises, no Jesus, no 

gospel, no Church.  No less is at stake in the drama that unfolds in this book.  God’s 

people were in exile, separated from their true homeland and the city of God, 

Jerusalem, with its temple and messianic king.  But God still cared for them.  He 

provided, protected, and delivered them in the midst of their exile.  Jews throughout 

the centuries celebrate Purim to celebrate God’s deliverance of his people.  Christians 

need not celebrate Purim as a feast, but ought to celebrate God as our savior who 

saves his people from our enemies again and again.  The book of Esther serves to 

remind God’s people of such a great salvation.  It reminds Christians that while we 

are separated from Jesus in this world, we should expect to suffer for our 

identification with Christ.  While we live in exile this side of heaven, we are to wage 

spiritual war against God’s enemies utilizing the weapons of spiritual (not physical) 

warfare—prayer, humility, love of neighbor, preaching the gospel, living according to 

God’s revealed Word, standing faithfully and courageously for the cause of Christ.  

Jesus suffered as if in exile, and his faithful service (even to death) brought salvation 

for all who follow him (Acts 2:36). 

e. Literary Features.  Esther is a superb short story.  Who wouldn’t love a story with “a 

beautiful and courageous heroine, a romantic love thread, a dire threat to the good 

characters, a thoroughly evil villain, suspense, dramatic irony, evocative descriptions 

of exotic places, sudden reversal of action, poetic justice, and a happy ending”?
1
  It is 

a “hero story,” “a patriotic national history story,” a “rescue story,” a “U-shaped 

comedy.”  The heroine is a “round” character who develops from a fearful Jew who 

keeps her faith private amidst her pagan surroundings into a courageous woman of 

faith who sacrifices her position and prosperity to save her people.  The book also 

contains satire as it exposes the vice and folly of Haman who is both vengeful and 

narcissistic. 

2. Vv1-9.  The introduction to the story of Esther serves generally to set the scene, and 

specifically to show the height of King Ahasuerus in giving extravagant feasts for his nobles 

across the kingdom and his neighbors in the city.  Although God is not mentioned at all in the 

book, the theological doctrine of divine providence undergirds the entire story.  God is at 

                                                 

1
 ESV Study Bible, 852. 
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work in Persia, even if his work is veiled behind the decisions and actions of men.  God 

orchestrated the outcome of the story, and was at work in the wicked devices of his enemies 

to bring about salvation for his people.  Some have observed that the absence of mention of 

the name of God may be part of the literary strategy of the author (i.e., God is hidden, but he 

is always present working salvation for his people). 

3. Vv1-9.  This opening paragraph to the book of Esther is one of the most vivid pieces of 

descriptive writing in the whole Bible.  Only the richly decorated tabernacle and temple are 

described which comparative detail.  The king and his kingdom are a graphic picture of 

luxury, pride, indulgence, and decadence.  But the glory is only on the surface.  The lavish 

setting veils an underlying hollowness.  Awe-inspiring wealth could easily be envisioned as 

translating into military power, but the author of Esther subtly unmasks the king’s self-

aggrandizement, passing judgment on his kingdom by describing the extravagant scene with 

vivid language.  When power and wealth lead to hedonistic lifestyle rather than moral and 

social responsibility, the climate becomes spiritually (and physically) dangerous.  The scene 

convinces us that these are perilous times, and prepares the reader for the court intrigue as it 

unfolds. 

4. Vv1-9.  Although Ahasuerus’s wealth, power, and glory were the envy of the world at the 

time, he and his kingdom were destined to fall.  History tells the tale of world empires rising 

and falling.  After the Medo-Persian empire fell, it was replaced by Alexander the Great and 

the Greek empire he consolidated, only to split into smaller kingdoms after his death.  The 

Roman empire was perhaps the most powerful empire in history, but it too fell.  In our day 

we have seen the rise and fall of Hitler’s Nazi Germany, and the rise and fall of the Soviet 

Union.  All of these empires and their leaders have sought to eliminate God’s chosen people.  

They had all the power and might the world has to offer, but God laughed at their relative 

impotence.  No king or nation in history has been able to destroy God’s people or dethrone 

the Lord of history.  The rich and powerful may rattle their sabers but the Lord laughs from 

heaven and scoffs at them (Ps 2).  God continues throughout history to accomplish his plan 

for the world through inscrutable means.  He will fulfill his covenant in Jesus Christ.  The 

story of Esther—from the very beginning—warns those who put their faith in prosperity, 

ease, military strength, political power or position attained that there will be a reversal of 

fortune that will only end in death and destruction.  Christians may therefore take comfort in 

the power of the Lord.  He is sovereign.  He reigns supreme in every generation, whichever 

kingdom or king is currently in power.  To be united to Christ is to be on the right side of 

history, the winning side of history, to be victorious even when surrounded by life’s greatest 

threats. 

5. Vv1-9.  These verses tell only half the mini-story of Queen Vashti’s downfall (Est 1:1-22). 

6. V1.  An empire from India (Pakistan: the land around the Indus river valley) in the east to 

Ethiopia (Cush: the region of the upper Nile in Africa, including modern day northern Sudan) 

in the west was a vast empire stretching across most of the civilized world.  This territory 

encompassed most of the ancient Near East.  It is known to history as the Medo-Persian 

empire.  In the Bible it is known as the second great empire to arise (Babylon was the first), 

and it contained the people and lands of the fallen empires Assyria and Babylon.  Students of 

the Bible and history used to identify King Ahasuerus with Artaxerxes (as in the LXX), but 
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modern scholarship agrees that the King was most likely Artaxerxes’s father Xerxes I (a 

variant of Ahasuerus; as in the Hebrew text, and modern translations such as the NIV and 

NLT), who ruled circa 486-465 B.C.  Xerxes is mentioned in Ezra 4:6.  He is renowned for 

consolidating his father Darius I’s empire (cf. Ezra 4:24-6:22; Hag 1:1; Zech 1:1), for his 

successful building projects, and for his unsuccessful wars with the Greeks (480-470 B.C., 

beginning with the Battle of Thermopylae). 

7. V1.  In the early days of the Medo-Persian empire (during the reigns of Darius and Cyrus) 

there were 120 provinces dividing the empire for administrative efficiency.  Now there are 

127.  The provinces were organized into 20 larger units called satrapies ruled by satraps (cf. 

Est 3:12; 8:9; 9:3).  The empire is growing (perhaps overgrown), and it would eventually 

crumble at the hand of Greece and Alexander the Great. 

8. V1.  The king’s name “Ahasuerus” sounds like “headache” when pronounced in Hebrew!  

This is the first inclination that humor will play a prominent role in the book. 

9. V2.  Susa was one of several capitals of the Medo-Persian empire.  Daniel has one of his 

visions at Susa (Dan 8:2) and later Nehemiah served as Artaxerxes cupbearer at Susa (Neh 

1:1).  Because of the extreme summer heat, Susa served as a winter palace.  The palace was 

in a fortified part of the city.  Therefore it functioned as an acropolis, castle, or citadel.  It was 

located 120 feet about the elevation of the city.  The citadel has been excavated by 

archaeologists several times since 1851.  Susa was located east of the Tigris River at the foot 

of the eastern mountains about 100 miles from the Persian Gulf.  The city is now called 

Shush, located in the southwestern part of modern Iran. 

10. V3.  The third year of Ahasuerus’s reign would be 483 B.C.  The third year of a king’s reign 

marked the symbolic end of opposition to the new administration, and was therefore an 

appropriate time to consolidate the empire by assembling high officials in the capital to 

secure their loyalty.  In terms of redemptive history, it was 103 years after Nebuchadnezzar 

took the Jews into captivity (2 Kgs 25), 54 years after Zerubbabel led the first wave of exiles 

back to Jerusalem (Ezra 1-2), and 25 years before Ezra led the second group of exiles back to 

Jerusalem (Ezra 7).  Esther’s parents must have been of the exiles that chose not to return to 

their homeland.  The situation of Esther, Mordecai, and the rest of the Jews still in exile was 

similar to the hostile environment that Daniel and his friends faced in Babylon a century 

earlier.  The events of Esther span about 10 years (483-473 B.C.). 

11. V3.  The size of the banquet was probably in the thousands.  It was an immense gathering by 

any standard, but not an unreasonable number since there are records of Persian feasts with 

15,000 guests and Assyrian feasts with 69,574 people! 

12. Vv3-4.  Matthew Henry writes that Ahasuerus threw a banquet that was excessive and for no 

other purpose than to glorify himself.  It was an exercise in what used to be called “vain-

glory”.  No one doubted the power, the splendor, or the riches of Medo-Persia and its king.  

No one sought to dishonor the glory of the king (ironically, except his own queen!).  There 

was no constructive purpose for the half-year of feasting except to puff up the king’s pride.  

Ahasuerus was flexing his muscles in a kingdom where he was unchallenged.  But see note 

below on verse 5 for a historical reason for such a lengthy, extravagant feast.  Although 
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Matthew Henry is incorrect that there was no reason for the king’s feast other than vain-

glory, his conclusion is warranted because the author of Esther blanks the historical reason.  

The author probably assumed that we know the history of military conflict between Greece 

and Persia, but he leaves it unspoken because we are meant to see the king as full of himself.  

So with or without the historical background in mind, Ahasuerus’s pride is evident. 

13. V4.  The picture is of an opulent display of glory, riches, and power for the “powerful” 

people in King Ahasuerus’s kingdom.  The feast lasted for half a year (six months of 30 days 

each for a total of 180 days).  During this time the worldly glory of the king’s empire was 

paraded before the “movers and shakers”.  It was a royal extravaganza.  It is probable that 

officials from the various provinces took turns attending different events during the 180 day 

celebration.  But certainly the king and his palace staff experienced the full length of the 

feast.  Greek historian Herodotus possibly describes this feast/assembly (7.8).  It is ironic that 

the author presents King Ahasuerus in all his glory since the original audience knew that just 

four years later the king would return from his failed military campaign against Greece with 

his wealth and power depleted.  The author could have presented him as such, but he chose to 

show Ahasuerus in all his glory, perhaps to foreshadow the ironic reversals of destiny that the 

book entails. 

14. V4.  The amount of wealth that the Persian kings amassed through the life of the empire was 

staggering.  Even Alexander the Great, who conquered Susa a century later, was dazzled to 

find in the royal treasury 1,200 tons of gold and silver bullion, and 270 tons of minted gold 

coins!
2
 

15. V5.  As if the king’s glory were insufficiently displayed to the powerful during the half-year 

feast, now the king gives the hometown crowd in Susa a seven day outdoor feast culminating 

the celebrations.  All are invited to partake in the glory of the king—both small and great—at 

his royal palace.  If the king’s glory was impressive to the powerful, it must have been 

intimidating to the powerless.  The message must have been clear that the king is all-

powerful and therefore dangerous.  Best to be in his favor! 

16. V5.  The text gives no hint behind the purpose of the feast.  But historians note that 

Ahasuerus’s great feast took place shortly before his invasion of Greece on a military 

campaign.  Perhaps the feast was a rally for the upcoming military excursion.  In this case the 

length of the feast (180 days) and the lavish display of royal glory were purposeful.  The 

length of the feast would be necessary to plan a military attack on Greece, and the display of 

wealth and power would serve to convince the army that Ahasuerus’s kingdom was able to 

defeat Greece and reward those nations of his empire who mustered an army to march 

against Greece. 

17. V6.  The decorative curtains and hangings were made of fine white linen called byssus—

expensive and exquisite material imported from Egypt, Palestine, or Edom.  The beds and 

benches were also of precious material, spread with covers, cloth, and pillows, and meant for 

reclining, feasting, and carousing (Est 7:8; c.f. Ezek 23:41; Amos 3:12; 6:4).  Even the floor 

                                                 

2
 Many treasures unearthed in excavations at Susa are on display at the Louvre in Paris. 
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underneath their feet was uncommon—consisting of costly marble, mother-of-pearl, and 

mineral stones set in a beautiful mosaic.  Everything about the king’s palace was beautiful, 

ornate, and glorious.  But there was underlying trouble.  The king’s glory was only on the 

surface (cf. Prov 15:16-17). 

18. Vv7-8.  The banquets at the beginning of the story introduces the theme of feasting carried 

throughout the book.  Feasts are the setting for much of the action and plot twists in the book 

of Esther (cf. Est 2:18; 3:15; 5:4-8; 7:1-8; 8:17; 9:17-19).  The beginning (by the king; 1:3-4, 

5-8), middle (by Esther; 5:4-8; 7:1-10), and end of the book (two celebrations of Purim; 9:18-

32) are marked by pairs of feasts.  In fact the motif of the banquet is the organizing literary 

structure for Esther.  This is appropriate because the book explains the origin of Purim. 

19. V7.  The king had his stewards serve the royal wine to his guests.  There must have seemed 

to be a never-ending supply of the wine.  The king’s generosity was lavish, even measured by 

the standards of his own unsurpassed wealth.  Persian feasts often emphasized drinking, and 

this feast encouraged drunkenness.  Some of the golden drinking vessels of the day have 

survived.  They are obviously works of art, individually designed. 

20. V8.  Amazingly, the king explicitly decreed that each person was under no compulsion to 

drink.  Each man was to have his fill according to his desire.  Usually the king controlled 

how much his guests would drink.  They had to drink whenever he drank.  But at this feast 

the king would cater to all his guests with (apparently) no strings attached!  But of course this 

was not a selfless gesture, for the king was also acting according to his own desires.  As we 

will see, when another’s desires conflict or restrict the king’s desires, his wrath is kindled.  

There is a false sense of joy, freedom, and celebration here.  The powerful have a difficult 

time detecting it, but the weak and vulnerable can see it clearly.  The feast is not for the 

guests, but for the king to feed his need for glory.  Misunderstanding the situation will put 

one in danger—both physical and spiritual. 

21. V9.  Vashti means “the best, desired, beloved.”  It could be a title for the king’s favored wife 

instead of her actual name.  If this is the case, it would resolve the difficulty of Greek 

extrabiblical sources naming Ahasuerus’s wife as Amestris, and the absence of any reference 

outside of the Bible to a Persian queen named “Vashti.”  Vashti was deposed in 483 B.C. and 

Esther became queen in 479 B.C.  History records that Vashti’s son Artaxerxes was born near 

the time of her deposal.  She later played a prominent role as queen mother during her son’s 

reign. 

22. V9.  This is the first hint of possible conflict.  King Ahasuerus is giving a feast for the men 

(males) of the city.  His wife, Queen Vashti, also hosts a separate feast for the women of the 

city.  Although men and women could dine together in Persia, these feasts are segregated by 

the sexes, and there is a lot of drinking of rich, royal wine at the king’s feast.  This has the 

potential for trouble if intoxicated men call on the women. 
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7 Sermon References 

Genesis 3:15   I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your 
offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel." 

Hebrews 2:14  Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself 
likewise partook of the same things, that through death he might destroy the one who 
has the power of death, that is, the devil, 

Psalm 37:12-13  The wicked plots against the righteous and gnashes his teeth at him,  
13 but the Lord laughs at the wicked, for he sees that his day is coming. 

Psalm 59:8  But you, O LORD, laugh at them; you hold all the nations in derision. 

Proverbs 15:16-17   16 Better is a little with the fear of the LORD than great treasure 
and trouble with it.  17 Better is a dinner of herbs where love is than a fattened ox and 
hatred with it. 

Proverbs 23:1-3   When you sit down to eat with a ruler, observe carefully what is 
before you,  2 and put a knife to your throat if you are given to appetite.  3 Do not desire 
his delicacies, for they are deceptive food. 

Proverbs 29:5  A man who flatters his neighbor spreads a net for his feet. 

Psalm 2:1-4  Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain?  2 The kings of the 
earth set themselves, and the rulers take counsel together, against the LORD and 
against his Anointed, saying,  3 "Let us burst their bonds apart and cast away their cords 
from us."  4 He who sits in the heavens laughs; the Lord holds them in derision. 




