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THE ROLE OF QUEEN ESTHER

King Ahasuerus'’s throne hall
or second audience hall in right
of photo.

BY JANICE MEIER

“Who knows whether you have not come to the kingdom for such a time
as this?” (Esth. 4:14). The words of Mordecai addressed to his cousin, Queen
Esther, reflect Mordecai’s conviction of God’s providence at work in Esther’s
life.! God had guided in her selection as queen to bring her to the place
where she could play a crucial role in delivering His people in an hour of
crisis.

What was that time for which God had given Esther such a crucial role?
Specifically, it was a time when Haman, prime minister under King
Ahasuerus, devised a plot to exterminate Esther’'s own people, the Jews.
More generally, it was a time when the Persians ruled the Jewish people.

Ahasuerus (486-464 BC) had selected Esther to replace his former queen,
Vashti. Vashti’s actions, as well as those of Queen Esther, grant us brief
glimpses into the role of a queen during the era of the Medo-Persian
Empire. What privileges and restrictions characterized the queen’s role in
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The famous Hammurabi stele from

Shushan in ancient Babylon, which contains
the laws of Hammurabi (1792-1750 BQ).
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“such a time as this”? The question is difficult to answer, and biblical scholars
hold conflicting viewpoints on many related issues. This article will present
some of those various viewpoints and conclude by summarizing Esther’s
contributions to the image of the Persian queen.

A Medo-Persian Queen

Therole of the queen, of course, can be understood only in conjunction with
that of the king. In the time of King Ahasuerus, the Persian king typically
viewed himself as possessing unlimited personal power, as being above
the law, and as displaying great splendor.? The king displayed that power
in dethroning Queen Vashti when she refused to comply with his whims.
As punishment for failure to appear before the king when summoned, this
queen was never again to enter his presence. The king and his counselors
immediately recognized the disastrous repercussions that could occur
throughout the land if other women followed the queen’s example of
refusing to defer to the king's wishes. (See 1:12-18.) Queen Vashti has earned
a place in history as one who was deposed for challenging not only her
husband but also the royal law of the Medes and Persians.? Vashti's courage
in refusing to come before the king when summoned parallels Esther’s
courage in approaching the king without first being called.

The reference to Ahasuerus’s process of selecting a new queen also sheds
light on the queen’s role. (See 2:1-4,12-14.) This procedure reveals that to
a large degree, women were merely objects to satisfy a king's personal
desires. Obviously, polygamy characterized marital practices in the palace.
The Persian king surrounded himself with a large harem of women—some
of whom were wives and others concubines. Chapter 2 of Esther refers to
two different parts of the harem. Evidently virgins had to stay in one area
of the harem. (See vv. 8-9.) After a woman had sexual relations with the
king, she then was moved to another part of the harem. (See vv. 12-14.) The
women in this latter group had no guarantee the king would ever summon
them again. Many virtually became like widows.

Although the women of the harem were isolated and dependent on male
favor, a woman nevertheless could wield great power within the palace,
particularly if she were selected as queen. Ahasuerus himself was eventually
killed in a harem coup. Thus although limited in many ways, these women
did have the potential to acquire great influence and control.*
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Esther as Queen

After winning King Ahasuerus’s favor, Esther succeeded Vashti as queen.
(See 2:17.) She had faithfully kept Mordecai’s instruction not to reveal her
identity as a Jew. As the plot of the story unfolds, Haman succeeded in
getting the king to issue a decree to destroy the Jews. (See 3:8-11.) Mordecai
urged Esther to approach the king and plead with him for her people’s lives.
(See 4:8). Aware that such an unbidden approach to the king was a violation
of the law and was punishable by death, Esther courageously agreed to
enter the king's presence. (See v. 16.) Herodotus, a fifth-century BC Greek
historian, affirmed that Persian kings had such a law.> The Jewish historian
Josephus recorded that men holding axes stood near the king’s throne to
punish anyone who approached the king without first being summoned.®

A person desiring an audience with the king was to make such a request by
first sending a message. Such a law provided defense against assassination
attempts. As queen, Esther was bound by this law. Yet she demonstrated
uncommon courage by her willingness to risk her life for the lives of her
people by approaching the king unbidden. As Vashti had displayed courage
by refusing to humiliate herself to fulfill the whimsical desires of her
husband,’” Esther demonstrated courage by risking her life for her people.

When Esther finally revealed to King Ahasuerus that she was a Jew and
accused Haman of plotting evil against her and her people, she wisely
avoided criticizing the king—who had authorized the genocide. She
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Ziggurat at Susa (Shushan), Iran, from 1250 BC. Originally five floors tall, the top two have been destroyed. Queen Esther may have ruled from Susa.
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prudently recognized that she must enlist the king's help to bring about a
reversal in her people’s fortunes. Esther’s power was that of a queen who
knew herself and who refused to be defined by her circumstances.

Several other passages specifically point out the status and power Esther
possessed in her role as queen. First, according to Esther 8:1-2, she received
the estate of Haman after he was hanged. This reward was in line with the
indication we have that Persian kings took possession of the goods and
property of condemned criminals.® Second, the king also instructed his
queen, along with Mordecai, to write a decree in the king’s name concerning
the Jews and to seal it with the king’s signet ring so that none could revoke
it. (See 8:8.)

Furthermore, Esther 9:29-32 emphasizes that the queen used her royal
authority to help establish the Feast of Purim. The Hebrew word translated
“authority” in 9:29 literally means “strength” or “power.” The noun comes
from a verb root meaning “to prevail against” or “to overpower.” The noun
“authority” is modified by the adjective “full,” a translation of a Hebrew
term literally meaning “all.” Esther’s authority appears to be in line with that
of women of the royal house described in the ancient Persepolis texts."
These royal women are portrayed as resolute, enterprising, and positively
active. They participated in royal feasts and organized their own banquets,
traveled across the land and issued instructions, and supervised their
estates and work force."

Esther’s Contributions

What contributions did Esther make to the image of the role of a Persian
queen? In many ways she fit the typical model of a female Persian ruler.
She acted prudently within the limitations of her role. Yet she also brought
a distinct dimension to that role. Because of her faith in God, she dared to
step outside the confines of the expected behavioral patterns of a Persian
queen when the lives of God’s people were at stake. She recognized both
through Mordecai’s instruction and by examination of her own experiences
that God was providentially at work orchestrating her life’s circumstances.
She responded courageously when she recognized her place in God'’s
plan. Queen Esther demonstrated that being faithful to God involved
being faithful to His people. Thus, faithful to the meaning of her name, she
became a shining “star” for her people in a time of darkness.
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COMING NEXT QUARTER

Why Are We Here?

Session 1 Why Are We Even Here? ... Genesis 1:1-5,26-31
Session 2 Why Are We in TRis M@SS? ... Genesis 3:1-7,14-19
Session 3 Why Can’t We FixIt? ... Deuteronomy 5:32-33; Galatians 3:10-12,19a,24-25
Session 4 Why Did Jesus COME? ... Luke 1:68-79
Session 5 What Should We Do NOW? ... Acts 2:37-47
Session 6 What Will We Do NeXt? ... Revelation 21:1-8

Tithing: An Obedient Response to a Gracious God

Tithing: An Obedient Response to a GraciousGod ... Malachi 3:7-12

Nehemiah: Building a Life of Service

Session 1 Pray e Nehemiah 1:1-11
Session 2 Plan e Nehemiah 2:1-8,17-18
Session 3 Persist e Nehemiah 4:1-3,6-9,14-18
Session 4 ProteCt . ..o Nehemiah 5:1-13
Session 5 PrioFitize ... Nehemiah 6:1-3,15-16; 8:1-3,5-8
Session 6 PraisSe ... Nehemiah 8:9-12; 12:27-31a
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