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Introduction

The book of Esther is an exceptional account of God’s people surviving ethnic and religious persecution. These people are distinctive among all the cultures that surround them: they worship the one true God, while at the same time living among cultures who worship their own gods. Throughout their story, their neighbours respond to them in various ways: from curiosity and acceptance all the way to resentment and violent hostility. Esther’s story echoes the experiences of today’s persecuted and marginalised Christian communities: genocide; discrimination; suffering under unstable, power-hungry rulers; the faithful endurance of God’s people; and even grand festivals where policies shift and regimes change.

When we read Esther as history, the story gives us a window into exile and return, disobedience and repentance, identity rediscovered, and the response of God’s people to those who oppose them. Scripture and archaeology alike colour the world of the Persian Empire between 486 and 465 BC – a world of rising and falling kingdoms and of ancient tensions between peoples, clans and tribes. We witness their creativity, wisdom and strength as they relearn the spiritual disciplines that sustained their ancestors. Through it all, God’s covenantal promise holds their story together: ‘I will be your God, and you will be my people.’ The Jewish nation rediscovers their God and his divine promise, and it’s to this promise they cling as the story darkens before hope dawns. 

When we read the story as drama, Esther has all the elements: an indulgent warrior king ruling a vast, restless empire; political intrigue simmering in his court; and cultural powder kegs inside and outside his palace. A calculating nobility jockeys for power. A queen pays dearly for resisting the king’s demands. She is replaced by Esther – a young maiden, God’s unlikely and initially unwilling choice. Taken from humble means to the halls of power, Esther rises to the heights of influence. She is guided by her uncle, Mordecai, a wise man invested not only in her future but also in the survival of their people. The drama culminates in the institution of Purim – the Jewish festival celebrating God’s victory through his people over Haman, who hovers over the story like the darkest of shadows. In the end, a new day dawns not just for the Jews but also for the Persian Empire, rising out of Haman’s destruction and their victorious deliverance.1

1. The presence of absence: Where is God?

Some critics question Esther’s authenticity: its historical details, its literary style, its purpose, even its author.2 Its style feels unlike any other Old Testament book: God is never mentioned, no miracles occur, no prophets speak, nor are there any stunning or dramatic theophanies.3 Moreover, we don’t see any acts of worship described, save for one mention of fasting in chapter 4. 

So it does seem at first to be completely out of God’s character not to speak or act in any obvious way here, since God is present in most other books, accompanying his people and even sometimes allowing himself to be named by them and their fellow travellers. But still, the book of Esther makes no mention of God. 

We see Esther, Mordecai, Xerxes the Great, Haman and many others named – but no mention is made of God by any of his known names.4 However, David Strain reminds us that ‘the presence of absence is not the same as the absence of presence’.5 We would miss the message of the book entirely if we did not realise that, however important the people of the story may seem, God Almighty is the principal actor in the whole drama. Although the name of God is not mentioned in Esther’s record, God is still present since he dwells wherever his faithful ones dwell. Because of the covenant he has made with his people, he remains with them, providentially keeping them for his purposes alone. In Genesis 1 and 2, the Creator of the universe implies an intimate relationship between God and humanity by crafting Adam and Eve for his purposes alone: to worship him as a set-apart people who are to procreate more like them to worship him in loyalty, and to teach their children to do the same. From Genesis to Revelation, his presence and promise remain with his people, despite their chronic disobedience. In other words, wherever God’s people are, he promises to be with them – keeping, guiding, protecting, correcting and fulfilling. So we discover that in Esther’s story, as he acts through and for the people of God, he is still present with them; God and his people cannot be separated.

Francis Breisch has this to say about God’s presence in the story, and its certainty as the word of God:

The right of the Book of Esther to a place in the Old Testament has often been disputed. Martin Luther disliked it heartily, and once said he wished it had never been written. The Higher Critics have attacked the book, and even some Christians have questioned it … But in spite of all contrary opinions we may safely regard this book as a part of the Word of God. Both the content of the book and the judgment of history lead us to that conclusion … we must not ignore the fact that the Jews have never questioned the right of Esther to a place in the canon. Christ accepted the Jewish Bible as the Sacred Scriptures. And Esther was in the Jewish Bible.6

Christians can trust that the book of Esther is part of the story of the people of God, and that it belongs in the Bible as a trustworthy telling of an important part of our story. Ultimately, the book doesn’t stand primarily as a record of ancient Persia or of its secular culture, or even as the story of heroines and heroes for the Jewish nation. It stands as a part of the larger, ongoing and ever-unfolding story of the people of God. This commentary will focus on this aspect of the story and how it is concerned, as other commentators have pointed out, with the ongoing narrative of God’s people as they make their way from Genesis to Revelation under the singular promise he is determined to keep: ‘I will be your God, and you will be my people.’ This reading of Esther is undergirded by a unique story and promise, and sees God’s promise to his people as Scripture’s driving phrase: the life-giving, all-protecting, hope-giving theme throughout Scripture and history. 

It’s perfectly natural, then, to ask, ‘Where is God speaking in this story?’ When we eagerly look for him, he reveals himself in surprising ways. Though his character never changes, his methods do, and he has chosen to reveal himself in a unique way through the book of Esther. As we open this story, we may confidently ask him to reveal himself anew. He will. He delights to give himself to his own. And as our eyes open, we’ll see his hand protecting his people, restoring their identity and renewing their relationship with him.

Lastly, as we see him guiding and protecting his people, we can expect to see ourselves in them; like the Jewish nation, we are a people prone to forget who we are, and whose we are. By acknowledging him and seeing ourselves, we’ll witness what it means to depend utterly on God in difficult times, to identify with him in risky places and to reflect his glory to a watching world.

2. God’s providence: The story’s driving force

Through every age of persecution, the players and their tactics change – but one constant remains: God himself. The Triune God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – created the universe and set apart a people for himself.7 The same God who delivers his people in Esther’s time is the one foretold by the prophets: born of a virgin, crucified, and raised on the third day. He is the God who promised his disciples that they, too, would endure the hostilities he faced. And he alone keeps his promise: never to leave or forsake his people.8 

His oath to uphold that promise ensures his sovereign hand over human history – especially the affairs of his own people. The promises he has made to keep, redeem and deliver his people were given to them in the form of covenants. These types of promises mean that God’s relationship with his people follows a recognisable pattern: obedience brings blessing; disobedience brings consequences.9

God promised his people that he, in his love and wisdom, would keep them throughout history. His promise is restated at every major event in Israel’s communal life: first to Adam, then Noah, Abraham, Moses and Israel, Aaron and his sons, David and his descendants, and finally and ultimately fulfilled in Christ.10 He vows to keep his promise until the day of its fulfilment by the promised one: Jesus Christ, the Son of God.11 This covenant promise is not abstract. 

Christ alone keeps the covenant perfectly, securing the blessings promised through perfect obedience, never violating God’s holy oath.

The covenant wasn’t merely spiritual: it was real and concrete, and provided the very structure by which God’s people lived as a distinct community – a political, cultural and spiritual expression set apart in a world of idolatry and self-exalting rulers. Their monotheistic worship provoked the surrounding cultures, likely confused them, and surely revealed the powerlessness of their lesser gods. Their lives indicted the idols around them, but also invited others to turn towards the promised One who would come – the hope of the nations, the fulfilment of the covenant promise:

And I will put enmity

between you and the woman,

and between your offspring and hers;

he will crush your head,

and you will strike his heel. 

(Genesis 3:15)

When God’s people rebelled, they often found themselves under the rule of fallible, sometimes brutal, kings. Their disobedience carried them far from God’s light and into the shadow of foreign powers. Yet, even then, the consequences of their rebellion often served to awaken gratitude for God’s mercy. Their hearts turned back to the One who had chosen them as his own.

Throughout their history, Israel struggled with apostasy, adopting destructive idols, turning their backs on their unique identity and God’s purposes for them. Forgetting whose they were, they forgot who they were: a people set apart to reflect God’s glory to the nations.That forgetting brought them to Persia, where Esther’s story unfolds. Exiled from their homeland, they lived under the rule of kings who did not know their God. Yet, even there, God had not forgotten them.

3. Exile: How the Jews came to Persia

It was because of the Jews’ rebellion, then, that God brought them low and placed them under foreign rule. First, they were humbled under the Babylonians. Their journey into exile unfolded for both prophetic and practical reasons. According to the prophets, the exile was God’s judgment for generations of disobedience: idolatry, injustice and neglect of the covenant and the Sabbath years.12 Jeremiah foretold that the land would lie desolate for seventy years, which fits the timeline from the first Babylonian deportation in 605 BC to the first return around 536 BC, when Cyrus of Persia issued a decree allowing the Jews to go back.13 But the historical story didn’t end there. The Temple had been destroyed in 586 BC and wasn’t rebuilt until 516 BC.14 Years later, Ezra returned in 458 BC to teach the Law and restore worship, and Nehemiah followed in 445 BC to rebuild Jerusalem’s walls and re-establish civic life.15 

When they were under a curse for communal rebellion, God’s people found themselves evicted from the land of Canaan. The loss was devastating! Their land had been a gift from God, and losing it was a consequence of their forgetting God and chasing after other gods. Having failed to repent of their personal and corporate idolatry, they found themselves living under two foreign rulers: first under Babylonian rule and then Persian. Psalm 137 gives an inkling of the depths of their heartache, and their struggle to maintain their identity in a foreign land:

By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept

when we remembered Zion.

There on the poplars

we hung our harps,

for there our captors asked us for songs,

our tormentors demanded songs of joy;

they said, ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’

How can we sing the songs of the LORD

while in a foreign land?

If I forget you, Jerusalem,

may my right hand forget its skill.

May my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth

if I do not remember you,

if I do not consider Jerusalem

my highest joy.

Remember, LORD, what the Edomites did

on the day Jerusalem fell.

‘Tear it down,’ they cried,

‘tear it down to its foundations!’

Daughter Babylon, doomed to destruction,

happy is the one who repays you

according to what you have done to us.

Happy is the one who seizes your infants

and dashes them against the rocks.

(Psalm 137)

The Babylonian exile was a weight passed down through the generations. Babylonian rule was so heavy; the raw grief and anger of the people lay exposed after Jerusalem’s destruction. The lament is a sorrowful longing for Zion, refusing to sing God’s songs in a foreign land. They were not merely homesick; they were crying out for what had been lost: the place where God’s presence dwelled among his people, where worship, identity and covenant promises were centred. It ends with a fierce cry for justice, asking God to repay Babylon for its brutalities and that Babylon would suffer the same horrors they inflicted, even the slaughter of infants. This is a lament from the depths of human pain, entrusting the longing for justice into God’s hands. 

Because Israel’s sin was deep, the consequences were long. Their exile spanned generations, and the community saw many rulers come and go. No matter where the diaspora Jews landed, the rulers of those kingdoms and their cultures had a significant impact on their lives. 

King Cyrus (559–530 BC) brought an inflexion point for the scattered Jews. He set in motion new rules for his kingdom that greatly impacted the exile of the Jews throughout Persia. God used King Cyrus to release the Jewish nation from Babylonian constraints, fulfilling Isaiah’s prophecy of their return at his hand.16 Their humiliation was finished, and Cyrus granted them the freedom to leave Persia, return to Canaan and rebuild all that had been lost under the Babylonian occupation of their land. In a merciful gesture, along with freedom to return to their homeland, he gave them funds to travel and rebuild. By doing this, he granted them what is considered the first expression of religious freedom to worship; it’s recorded in ancient cuneiform writing etched on stone cylinders. This unique, documented edict is called the Cyrus Cylinder, and it was rediscovered at the end of the nineteenth century among ruins in modern-day Iraq. In contemporary global human rights discussions, Cyrus’s liberation of the Jewish people to return home is considered an early charter of human rights and religious freedoms, with the cylinder preserved as early evidence of the idea of human rights as we know them today.17

King Cyrus’s release of the Jews from their captivity and oppression secured a place of honour and anointing for Cyrus the Great in Jewish history and human rights history. It was also a turning point in the life of God’s people, and tells us a lot about God’s promise of land to his people; God allowing them to return tells us that though they rebelled against and forgot their God, he wouldn’t make them bear the consequences of their rebellion for ever. He comforted and assured the Jewish nation with this promise at many points in their history, and the promise of mercy was as consistent as their rebellion.18 In Ezra 7–10, God gave great detail of exactly how he wanted them to return to their homeland, should they choose to do so. They returned as a different people; they had been humbled by their dispersion and the oppression of foreign rule with their pagan gods. Their time in captivity would have reminded them of their distinct identity defined by the promise-keeping God they served. 

Though the Babylonian Empire had expanded and held great power, over time it weakened from the inside outward. Eventually, it was defeated by the Persians under the military command of Cyrus the Great, King of Persia and founder of the Achaemenid dynasty. By the time King Cyrus conquered the Median Empire, Asia Minor, Babylonia, Syria, Palestine and much of the Iranian plateau, God’s people had been humbled under the heavy rule of their foreign Babylonian rulers and pagan gods. Cyrus’s victory, however, brought some mercy and an unusual release from their bondage to foreigners and their idols. King Cyrus issued an edict that freed the Jewish nation from captivity, allowing them to return to their homeland of Canaan and to worship their God freely.

Some left, headed for their homeland where they could worship most freely in the land God had prepared for them. Still, many Jews stayed behind in the new Persian Empire, which was now sprawling across many cities and provinces. This is how we enter the world of Esther – a generation or two from the initial judgment and dispersion – where Jewish communities were still navigating life and faith in exile, long after the official return had begun.

4. Persecution and providence

God’s providence stands as the main theme of the book of Esther. There are also a few subthemes that this commentary intentionally highlights, such as the nature of humankind’s inhumanity to humankind and the historical hostility that the people of God endure in every generation. Esther’s story doesn’t just reveal personal and communal courage and restoration; it also sheds light on the darker patterns of human history. Abuses of power, forced servitude and religious persecution: all these threads run through the book and through history. Some see in these events early echoes of what we now call human rights, particularly given the documented Cyrus Cylinder that was created to give freedom of worship to the exiled Jews.

Some Jews took that opportunity, longing to rebuild their lives and worship rightly in the land of promise. But many stayed behind in Persia, for reasons practical, personal or providential. These were Esther’s people, living in the tension between Empire and covenant. Cyrus’s edict set a precedent – one that resonates with contemporary struggles for freedom of belief and worship. While modern language frames these issues as human rights, Esther reminds us that the human heart wrestles with the same sins across the ages: corruption, oppression, the abuse of power, the crushing of conscience. Yet, through it all, God works – sometimes through just rulers like Cyrus, sometimes through unjust ones. But always, his purposes stand.

In Esther, we see this endurance at work. God’s people survive and even thrive under hostile regimes. These themes of persecution, endurance and redemption stretch across the whole biblical story and spill into church history. Even today, Christian communities in hostile regions echo Esther’s experience – living under governments where belief in God can be a cultural, civil or criminal offence. Yet Esther’s God – the God who redeems even the most compromising situations – is the same yesterday, today and for ever.19 The God who overturned Haman’s plot, who preserved his people through hidden providence, is the same God who sustains his church through every age. His people endure not because they are strong, but because he is faithful.

The story of Esther, then, is not just history. It is a living testimony of God’s providence – a call to remember that endurance in the face of hostility is part of the Christian inheritance. It reminds us that God’s purposes are not thwarted by human schemes. He keeps his people, shapes them through suffering and uses their endurance to shine his glory into a dark world.

5. Reading Esther in the light of Christ

Living as God’s people in a fallen world has always held risk. For those standing in the full light of Christ’s life, death and resurrection, the providence of God in Esther becomes clearer. The people of the Old Testament needed eyes of faith to see Christ; we know his promises fulfilled. Christ’s coming unveils the steadfast, promise-keeping nature of Esther’s God. His triumph over death and the dark forces that have long sought to destroy his people affirms the power of repentance, renewal and endurance for God’s multinational community.

The same Christ who created the universe is the same one who promised to deliver his people from the deadly consequences of sin and rebellion.20 He is the same Christ who kept that promise in Esther’s time, and the same God we look to, who will one day deliver his people fully from this broken world. He is the same God who will gather all of his people into his eternal kingdom, including those who came after the events of Esther and call themselves by his name: Christian. As part of that kingdom lineage, the book of Esther speaks not only about God and the Jews in Persia, but also about the believing Christian community today.

For God’s people who came before and after the birth of Christ, the cross changes much and fulfils all; yet we are the same line of people no matter where we stand in history. The Jews in Esther’s day, along with all who joined their community through covenant with the God of Israel, placed their hope in the same Christ in whom we trust today. We remain a people with a politics and culture rooted in the hope of glory; justice and mercy dwell in perfect measure, and the government rests upon his shoulders. The prophet Isaiah speaks of hope for the humbled and exiled, and of the government that, unlike the kingdoms of this earth which will pass away with time, will never end, and his people will live in the light of his majesty for ever.21

The book of Hebrews reminds us that Christ connects us as one people across time: ‘In the past God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son’ (Hebrews 1:1–2). Jesus gives his own prophecy that frames both the Old and New Testament experience of God’s people as one of difficulty and endurance. As he walks between the upper room and the Garden of Gethsemane, he prepares his people for the world’s hostility; it is not new. Jesus reminds us that the world’s hatred did not begin with us; it began with him. If we belonged to the world, we would be embraced as one of its own. But we do not; we belong to him. His people have been chosen out of the world and set apart, and his message of redemption and transformation is offensive.22 This is one reason God’s people face resistance; if Jesus was persecuted, his people should expect no less. Some will receive the believer’s words because they have received those of Jesus; yet many will reject Christians for his name’s sake, because they do not know the Father who sent him. 

When we ask why there is always great hostility towards the people of God, he has already answered. Jesus’s words always strip away pretence and ego and lay hearts bare to expose whatever is beneath. As he walked along teaching his disciples, his unmatched and undeniable works left no room for excuse. Yet even in the face of truth revealed, many chose hatred towards him and, by extension, towards the Father. Their rejection echoes the experience of God’s people in Esther and Mordecai’s story, and
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