
Esther Lesson 4

HOMEWORK FOR NEXT WEEK: Read Esther 5

TEXT

Read Esther 4:1-17

PASSAGE SUMMARY

As soon as Mordecai heard about the king’s edict to destroy, kill and annihilate all the Jews during the
twelfth month of Adar, Mordecai tore his clothes and put on sackcloth and ashes and wailed loudly and
bitterly outside the king’s gate followed by the Jews throughout all the provinces as soon as they heard
of the edict as well.

Esther’s attendants made her aware of Mordecai’s situation to which she initially responded by sending
him some clothes to put on instead of the sackcloth he was wearing.  Once Mordecai refused the
clothing this sent a clear message to Esther that something bigger was going on so she sent her
eunuch, Hathak, to find out what was troubling Mordecai.  Mordecai sent him back to Esther with a
copy of the text of the edict for their annihilation and instructions to go before the king to beg for mercy
and plead with him for her people.

Esther sent back another message reminding Mordecai that she could be put to death for going before
the king without being summoned if he didn’t extend the gold scepter to spare her life, and thirty days
had passed since he last called her in. Mordecai then responded by reminding her that even if she
remained silent, he was certain deliverance for the Jews would arise from another place, but she and
her family would still perish.  Concluding with, “And who knows but that you have come to your royal
position for such a time as this?”

Upon hearing these words she immediately sent word for Morecai to gather all the Jews in Susa
(capital of the Persian Empire) and fast for her, forgoing food and water for three days and nights while
she and her attendants did the same.  Afterwards, she would go to the king fully prepared to perish
should he not extend the gold scepter which would spare her her life.

STUDY

1. READ

a. As soon as Mordecai heard the edict, what did he do and where did he go?

b. Being the Queen, did Esther hear about the edict before the public did?  If not, how did
she hear about it?

c. What are the two outcomes for approaching the king without an invitation?



2. MEANING

a. “But he went only as far as the king’s gate…” (v 2) Why did Mordecai go to the front
of the king’s gate while in sackcloth and ashes? (What was his purpose of showing up
there?)

b. What was the purpose of wearing sackcloth and ashes and fasting? (vv 1, 3)

c. “Go, gather together all the Jews who are in Susa, and fast for me.” (v 16) Prayer
and fasting usually accompanied one another. Why was prayer omitted from this
passage?

d. “And it’s been thirty days now since I’ve been invited to come to the king.” (v 11)
What do you think Esther intended to imply to Mordecai by conveying this detail?

3. APPLY

a. At first glance it appears Esther wanted to fix the problem before she even heard why
Modecai was in such distress (quick bandage approach).  Upon his refusal she began to
realize the gravity of the situation and that she would need to get more personally
invested and involved if she wanted to help her uncle.  Which approach do you take
when you see a friend or fellow Christian in distress?  (bandage or invest?)

b. At stake for Esther going before the king without an invitation was the king’s refusal to
offer his golden scepter and thereby be put to death.  Esther was willing to risk her life
(“and if I perish, I perish”) for the greater good of saving her people.  What is at stake for
you as you share your faith to save God’s people from eternal separation from Him?

c. “And who knows but that you have come to your royal position for such a time as
this?” (v 14) We need Christians in our life to help remind us of God’s purpose in our
lives and to see our circumstances from God’s viewpoint rather than a worldly viewpoint.
Has anyone helped you to have a different perspective on your situation that you hadn’t
considered before or vice versa?  Have you ever felt like you were placed in a particular
situation to fulfill God’s purpose?

d. “Go, gather together all the Jews who are in Susa, and fast for me. Do not eat or
drink for three days, night or day. I and my attendants will fast as you do.” (v 16)
When you’re in distress about a situation, we often either shut down and try to handle it
ourselves or tell others about it so they can help and be part of our journey.  Discuss the
pros and cons of each response.



NOTES

v. 1 - People tore their clothes and put on sackcloth and ashes to express strong feelings of grief,
mourning or shocking news in a dramatic fashion.  It was an outward expression of their inward pain as
well as a physical reminder as the coarse material of the sackcloth made from camel or goat hair was
worn without undergarments and was scratchy and painful to wear against the skin.  Ashes (covering
their face or body) were also an outward sign of the mourner’s internal pain.

vv. 3,16 - Fasting was observed in the ancient world to express times of grief or crisis and was often
accompanied by prayer.  The omission of prayer as part of the fast is consistent with the author’s
intention to omit any explicit reference to God throughout the book, even though fasting implies prayer
and prayer indicates God. This literary device is used to elevate the fact that it is God who controls and
directs all aspects and details of our lives, even insignificant coincidences.  Fasting is also used to
focus our minds and bodies for spiritual reasons as well such as:  to see God’s guidance, to overcome
temptations, to strengthen our prayers, to seek deliverance or protection, and to express humility and
repentance before God.

v 7 - Mordecai communicated to Hathak the exact amount of money Haman promised to give the royal
treasury, ten thousand talents (⅔ of an annual income in the Persian Empire), another indication of his
high position within the Persian bureaucracy and the information he had access to. In 2:11 he was able
to be near the courtyard of the harem every day and in 2:21 he was sitting at the king’s gate near the
king’s guards who plotted to assassinate the king.

vv 12-17 - Mordecai knew that Esther would be risking her life to go before the king uninvited, but he
also knew that God was faithful and would fulfill His promises to His people one way or another.  He
reminded Esther that she was possibly in the position she was in, a Jew who had access to the throne
and could plead before the king, for the divine reason of saving her people by acting as a mediator
between her community and the King. Her identity and position put her in the unique time and place to
be able to provide such deliverance for the Jews.



COMMENTS

In Esther 4:1-3 we learn that, upon hearing the edict ordering the total destruction and annihilation of
the Jews, Mordecai “tore his clothes, put on sackcloth and ashes, and went out into the city, wailing
loudly and bitterly” and throughout all the provinces “there was great mourning among the Jews, with
fasting, weeping and wailing.”

Even though news had spread throughout all the provinces about the edict, Esther was completely
unaware of what had happened, revealing just how isolated she had become from her Jewish
community. As soon as she heard about Mordecai’s condition, she was deeply distressed and sent
garments for Mordecai to put on, not realizing the gravity of the situation.  Mordecai’s refusal to accept
the clothes sent a clear message to Queen Esther that something much greater than a personal
affliction was taking place, and putting on a new garment was not going to be the quick fix she had
hoped to achieve.  Once she realized a quick change of clothes would not help Mordecai’s situation,
she summoned Hathak, one of the king’s eunuchs assigned to her, to find out what was troubling
Mordecai.

After Mordecai had Hathak explain the severity of the edict to Esther and instructed her to go before the
king to plead for her people, Esther sent back another message reminding Mordecai that this request to
go before the king without being summoned could cost her her life.  In response, Mordecai reminded
her that whether she remained silent or not, deliverance for the Jews would come from another place.
This is as close as the author comes to referencing God in this book, as Jewish tradition held that “the
Place” was a surrogate name used for God.  “Another place” expressed that Mordecai had faith in God
and knew that He would not allow His people to perish, no matter what Esther chose to do.

At this point, Esther had a choice to make as she could no longer go on ignoring the situation at hand,
she had to choose which side to be on.  She could deny her Jewish heritage and trust her empire to
protect her or she could deny her safe status in the palace and identify publicly with her Jewish
community, going all in to do what only someone in her position had the ability to do: go before the king
to plead for deliverance of the Jews.  Her choice to show solidarity with the Jewish community was
risky but it also meant that she was not going before Her God alone, but rather with the entire
community fasting and praying for her on her behalf (although praying is implied rather than outright
stated) and trusting in His providence for resolution.  After three days of fasting, she would certainly not
be able to rely on her beauty to save her, but solely on God to do the miraculous and enable her to find
favor with the king.



Timing
According to Esther 3:7 and 12, we learn that the royal secretaries were summoned to write out and
dispatch the edict on the 13th day of the first month, which was the month of Nisan.  Within days, the
edict was issued and dispersed throughout all the provinces of Persia.

The timing and contrast of this edict shouldn’t be overlooked as the Jewish Festival of Passover falls on
the 15th day of Nisan each year.  So ironically, at a time when the Jews should be eating and
celebrating their deliverance from slavery in Egypt, they are thrust into a time of mourning, fasting,
weeping and wailing instead.

This fast is the first of two fasts mentioned in this book. The second fast is issued by Esther in 4:16
where she asks Mordecai to gather all the Jews in Susa to fast for her while Esther and her attendants
do the same, forgoing food and water, for three days and three nights. Also worth noting, the two fasts
in the middle of this story are sandwiched between the two prominent banquets before and after the
fasts, continuing with the theme of duplications, a favorite compositional technique that the author uses
throughout the book of Esther (e.g. banquets came in pairs, two lists of the king’s servants, two royal
edicts, etc.)
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