
Esther Lesson 1 - A Tale of Two Kingdoms

HOMEWORK FOR NEXT WEEK: Read Esther 2: 1-18

TEXT

Read Ester 1: 1-22

PASSAGE SUMMARY

In the opening chapter, the author introduces the reader to King Ahasuerus, his wife Vashti, and his
expansive kingdom consisting of 127 provinces. In this opening chapter, the king is holding a
banquet to impress others by displaying the kingdom’s wealth and riches. Concurrently, Queen
Vashti was holding another banquet for the women of the palace. On the seventh day of the
banquet, the king commanded his eunuchs to bring Queen Vashti in wearing her royal crown so that
the people at the banquet could admire her beauty. However she refused to obey the king’s
demand, which enraged the king.

The king then spoke with seven princes of Persia and Media to be advised on an appropriate
course of action after the queen’s refusal. One of the princes, Memucan, advised the king that the
queen’s refusal will trigger other women in the kingdom to view their husbands with contempt and
will disobey them. He then suggested that the king issue a royal order that Vashti will never again
come before the king and that her royal position will be given to a better woman. The king was
pleased with this advice so he sent letters to all his provinces and the order was translated into
different languages so that it could be proclaimed throughout the kingdom.

STUDY 

1. READ

a. According to the author, what examples of the king’s wealth are shown during the banquet? (see
verses 4-8)

b. How did the king respond when Queen Vashti refused his request to come to the banquet?

c. What was contained in the king’s royal order and what did it compel his subjects to do?

2.    MEANING 

a. What does the king’s exorbitant displays of his wealth during the banquet reveal about his
character and interests?

b. What potential impacts, both intended and unintended do you think the king’s royal order would
have on his people?

c. What does the king’s royal order imply about his fallacies and insecurities? Suppose you lived in
this kingdom when his order was issued. How would the order affect your view of the king and
would you begin to desire changes in leadership?

d. Although the king’s royal order is tragic for Queen Vashti and stems from his own
self-righteousness and sin, what potential opportunities does it offer for women in the kingdom
and for God to do His work?



3.     APPLY

a. Like the king, are you ever tempted to declare your own greatness instead of acknowledging
God’s greatness? How can we guard ourselves against this behavior?

b. In what ways is Jesus a better king than Ahasuerus?

c. God used Ahasuerus’ tyranny and narcissism to ultimately open a door for Esther. What does
this tell you about God’s plan for your life, especially when you have seasons where you don’t
see God working or listening?

NOTES 

v 1 - Ahasuerus was better known by his Greek name, Xerxes I. He ruled Persia from 486 - 464
BC and was known for being proud and impulsive. His kingdom extended from current day Pakistan
to land just south of current day Egypt (northern Sudan).

vv 2-3 - The time frame (the third year of Ahasuerus’ reign) and the attendance of the army
suggests that Ahasuerus was holding the banquet to build support for an invasion of Greece, which
likely took place in 480 BC at the Battle of Themopylae.

v 4 - The banquet lasted 180 days because its primary purpose was likely to plan a battle strategy
for invading Greece and to demonstrate the king’s great wealth to carry out the battle.

vv 5-8 - Persia was likely a wealthy world power at this time and the king was one of the wealthiest
people in the world. Kings would often flaunt their wealth, such as wearing precious gemstones in
their beards. The reference to no compulsion here probably refers to King Ahasuerus suspending
the custom that everyone drinks whenever the king drinks. This was likely another sign of the king
flaunting his wealth since he could often control how much the guests drank through compulsion.

v 9 - The separate feast for women was likely a departure from typical Persian customs, possibly
due to the large number of guests that were in attendance at the king’s feast.

v 10 - Eunuchs were castrated advisers and officials. They were castrated to prevent them from
having children and attempting to establish a dynasty of their own.

v 12 - The reasons why Vashti refused the king’s order are probably irrelevant; however the
queen was expected to obey the king absolutely in a situation like this. Her refusal put the king into
a difficult situation since he was surrounded by important officials from the kingdom who might
perceive that he has no authority over his household and therefore this might adversely impact his
military credibility.

v 13 - The reference to wise men in this verse likely refers to official advisors to the king and the
reference to versed in law and judgment likely means the wise men were trained to advise based
on adherence to the Persian law.

v 14 - Seven princes likely refers to the innermost circle of the king’s trusted advisers.



vv 15-18 - Memucan predicts that women in the kingdom will likely show contempt for their
husbands by following Vashti’s example and that the men will likely be full of wrath towards their
wives, like the king. Memucan purposely refers to all multiple times to suggest a complete
breakdown of domestic civility.

vv 19-20 - The absolute authority of the king suggests that once laws are written, they cannot be
repealed. This convention will create difficulties later in the book of Esther when the king needs to
confront a situation where he desires to change his mind regarding a royal order. Vashti is to be
punished by being forbidden to do what she already refused to do, go to the king. However the
reference here to never again suggests that the royal order will result in a legal divorce and would
result in her losing her status (as well as rights and privileges) as a queen.

vv 21-22 - Since the wise men largely agree with Memucan’s suggestion and the king’s order, it is
likely that they must have thought this was already a widespread domestic problem throughout the
kingdom. However, it is unlikely that a legal edict would resolve the issue easily. The fact that the
edict was translated into the language of the people indicates that it was probably translated into
the various languages used throughout the kingdom in order to ensure that all family members
throughout the kingdom understood the substance of the order.

COMMENTS

In the first chapter of Esther we are introduced to King Ahasuerus, his advisers, and Queen Vashti.
In verses 1-8 we see the extreme opulence and wealth of one of the richest leaders in the world at
that time in history. Under the surface, we see that not everything is perfect in this kingdom and the
trappings do not exist to give glory to God. As the story unfolds in verses 9-22, we see Ahasuerus’
tyranny in action and we realize that his self-righteousness, pride, and ego are driving his
decisions. When Ahasuerus issued his order to the people in his kingdom, it highlights the great
insecurities and weaknesses of a flawed sinful king.

The Jews living in his kingdom likely had several tempting solutions in front of them. They could
assimilate into the pagan culture or they could slip into despair. However, there are other, more
productive options available. The Book of Esther is a satire of Ahasuerus’ empire. Satire is a
powerful weapon for the oppressed. The edict itself publicizes the fact that the king lacked authority
in his own household. Vashti’s refusal did indeed demonstrate that assimilation to the empire is not
necessary, although the next queen will need to be more subtle to circumvent the king’s tyranny.
Also, although God is never mentioned, he is at work behind the scenes using ordinary providence
and the flaws of sinful people to bring the empire in line and establish God’s purpose. Although
Queen Vashti lost her crown through a deeply sinful, self-righteous act by a pagan leader, we will
see in subsequent chapters that Ahasuerus’ edict opened an opportunity for God’s people.
However, in chapter 1 we need to wait to see what God is doing and to have faith that he is in
control.

It is important to recognize that the Jews living in Susa were living as exiles in a pagan, pluralistic
world. They desired a greater king when the obvious and not so obvious flaws of their earthly
leaders were  exposed. They held onto a deep longing hope that such a great king does exist.
Unlike Ahasuerus, God in heaven desires a relationship with us not simply to stroke his ego to
impress others. Our God loves us unconditionally and desires to be close to us like a parent
desires to nurture a helpless child. Jesus sacrificed himself for the ugliest and worst part of
ourselves. When we disobey, God doesn’t lash out at us through self-righteousness or wrath. He
doesn’t send us into exile. Instead, he pursues us and all we have to do is listen to his calling. Like



the Jews in this story, we also long for a greater kingdom and a greater king. We recognize that
such a king does exist and he is working for us.
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