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Esther 

Pathways of Discipleship Bible Survey 

Title and Meaning 

 One of two OT books named for women 

 Esther takes its name from the heroine of the story 

 Along with Song of Solomon, Ruth, Ecclesiastes, and Lamentations, Esther stands with the OT books of the 

Megilloth, or “five scrolls.” 

 Rabbis read these books in the synagogue on five special occasions during the year—Esther being read at 

Purim 

Author & Date 

 Book is anonymous 

 Whoever wrote Esther possessed a detailed knowledge of Persian customs, etiquette, and history, plus 

particular familiarity with the palace; intimate knowledge of the Hebrew calendar and customs 

Background and Setting 

 Geography: takes place in Susa, Persia‟s winter capital 

 Historical period 

 Esther occurred during the Persian period of world history, ca. 539 BC to 331 BC; Esther covers 483-

473 BC, a portion of the reign of Xerxes; this is between the first (Zerubbabel) and second returns 

(Ezra) of exiles to Jerusalem 

 Chronologically, Esther is later than all portions of the OT, except Ezra 7-10, Nehemiah, and Malachi 

 Esther is the queen of King Xerxes 

Purpose 

 First purpose is to show God‟s protection and care for Jews in exile; even those who did not return to 

Jerusalem 

 Instead of the absence of God in the book, not mentioning him is a literary device to show that even 

when we don‟t see him, he‟s still there 

 Second purpose of book is to explain the Jewish feast of Purim, designed to celebrate the deliverance of the 

Jews from their enemies in the time of Esther 

Structure of Book 

 Basic Outline 

 Esther replaces Vashti (1:1-2:18) 

 Mordecai overcomes Haman (2:19-7:10) 

 Israel survives Haman‟s genocide attempt (8:1-10:3) 
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Major Themes 

 Irony 

 Haman, who intends to destroy Mordecai and the Jews, ultimately destroys himself along with his own 

family 

 the gallows Haman erects for Mordecai becomes the instrument of his own demise; 

  Haman‟s edict would have plundered the wealth of the Jews, but the story ends with Haman‟s wealth 

in Jewish hands  

 Haman, who writes the script for what he perceives would be his own glorification, becomes the royal 

agent to effect the glorification of Mordecai  

 Haman for a time possessed the royal signet, but it eventually would be Mordecai‟s to do with as he saw 

fit 

 Satire also used, directed toward the Persians and Persian men in particular 

 The king issues a decree that men should rule in their houses when he himself is unable to master his 

own wife 

 the king who wanted to make a spectacle of his wife ends up making a spectacle of himself 

  the vaunted monarch whose law could not be changed is finessed and manipulated, the law 

notwithstanding 

 Banqueting and partying 

 Illustrates the excess of life in Persia 

 Also emphasizes the reversal that will come about 

 Cycles 

 Round 1: Banquet where queen is deposed and Esther is established 

 Round 2: Haman comes to banquet followed by another banquet where he is executed 

 Round 3: Jews celebrating the decree that allows them to fight back against their enemies followed 

by another feast 

 The Absence of God 

 Emphasized God‟s hiddenness 

 He‟s not speaking to them through a prophet, or doing miracles; he seems to be completely absent, but 

he is there even when you cannot see him or hear him 

 Stresses human responsibility 

 Jews must watch each others‟ backs to survive 

 God‟s providential control behind the scenes 

 Circumstances and coincidences 

 Like Joseph, Ruth 

 God’s sovereignty in “coincidences” 

 Story is built on an accumulating series of seeming coincidences, all of which are indispensable when the 

story reaches its moment of peak dramatic tension at the beginning of chapter 6 

 „Coincidences‟ 

 Esther (a Jewess) is queen 

 Mordecai overhears plot against Xerxes 
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 King‟s insomnia on night before proposal of Mordecai‟s execution 

 Attendant happens to read about Mordecai to the king 

 Entry of Haman when king is thinking of how to honor Mordecai 

 God‟s actions in history may be hidden‟ they are certainly not transparent to all.  Yet in spite of our 

inability to understand divine purpose in all that transpires, none of it is beyond the reach of his hand 

 The events in Esther give us a model for hope when God works in less than obvious ways in our lives. 

 Conflict between Haman and Mordecai 

 Part of the overall conflict between Israel and the Amalekites 

 Genealogies of Haman and Mordecai illustrate this at the beginning 

 The historical genesis for the drama played out between Mordecai (a Benjamite descendant of Saul) and 

Haman (an Agagite) goes back almost 1000 years, when the Jews exited from Egypt (1445 BC) and 

were attacked by the Amalekites, whose lineage began with Amalek, son of Esau 

 God pronounced his curse on the Amalekites, which resulted in their total elimination as a people.  

King Saul (1030 BC), who was to destroy them, disobeyed, but eventually hacked King Agag to pieces.  

Because of his lineage from Agag, Haman carried deep hostility toward the Jews. 

 Neither Haman nor Mordecai had forgotten the tribal feud. Explains why Mordecai refused to bow to 

Haman, and why Haman so viciously attempted to exterminate the Jewish race 

 Establishment of Purim 

 Esther 9 and 10 records the beginning of Purim—a new annual festival in the twelfth month (Feb-Mar) 

to celebrate the nation‟s survival 

 

Resources 

John MacArthur: The MacArthur Bible Handbook 
Zondervan Handbook to the Bible 
Lasor, Hubbard, and Bush: Old Testament Survey 
Longman and Dillard: An Introduction to the Old Testament 
Lecture Notes from Liberty Theological Seminary, Dr. Gary Yates 
Holman Illustrated Study Bible 
 


