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Life Among the Grudges  (Esther)  July 27, 2025 
 
 It is still July.  The month when we celebrate the Fourth specifically, and our 
country’s founding.  Today I decided to continue that theme.  The United States, as 
it exists, may be an imperfect country, but it sure does come in ahead of a lot of the 
others.  I’m thinking not only in the prosperity of its citizens, but the freedoms we 
enjoy as well.  For this we can give thanks to the form of government arrived at by 
our founding fathers.  They not only won freedom from the British, but then chose a 
radically different type of government, rather than monarchy, and other similar 
forms that were the norm at the time, and from long before.  Yes, earlier there was 
the limited democracy of the Greek city-states, and the Roman Republic, for as long 
as it lasted.  If you look in the Bible for examples of good government, what you 
mostly find is kingdoms and empires, very few of which were “good” for any 
extended period of time.  Indeed, the Israelites in Samuel’s time demanded that 
they, too, needed a king, after rule by “judges” didn’t work out. 
 There was one relatively long, stable period of large scale good government.  
Not the Maccabees; that was brief, and fell apart due to infighting.  We know from 
the New Testament that Roman rule left a lot to be desired.  But from when Cyrus 
of Persia conquered Babylon in 539 BC, until the Persian Empire fell to Alexander 
the Great in 333 BC, there was a period of two centuries of relative peace and 
prosperity throughout most of the ancient world.   

Cyrus was an innovator.  The Assyrian and Babylonian empires had used 
terror as a tool, and deliberately displaced conquered peoples.  Cyrus, instead, 
allowed the peoples of his empire to worship their own gods, and be governed, 
often, by their own rulers. They were just subject to the emperor, and needed to pay 
taxes.  Later, Persian rulers may not have been as sharp as Cyrus was, but they ruled 
in a relatively benevolent manner, as compared to most other empires in history. 

Consider the point of view of the Jews, who had been hauled off into captivity 
by the Babylonians.  Cyrus allowed them to return to Jerusalem and rebuild.  They 
were even subsidized to some extent.  Many chose not to return, but stayed on in 
Babylon or elsewhere, raising their families and operating businesses or pursuing 
other endeavors, as one of many other populations within the Persian empire.  They 
had found that God was with them, wherever they were, not just in Israel. 

Esther and her cousin Mordechai were Jews who happened to be living in 
Susa, the Persian capitol.  We don’t know how they came to be there.  Their 
situation is not unlike many of those who come to the United States.  Though 
usually being a minority of one sort or another, they make their homes and lives 
here, as contributing members of our country.  
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Susa is a long way from Jerusalem, about 900 miles.  Athens is closer, at just 
800 miles away.  This is the furthest removed from Israel of any Book of the Old 
Testament, and further than most of the New Testament, too. 

 
I’m reading selected excerpts from the Book of Esther (RSV).  Esther uses the 

Hebrew name for the King of Persia, Ahasu-e’rus.  He’s better known to history by 
his Greek name, Xerxes.  He’s the Persian king who was defeated by the Greeks at 
the Battle of Salamis.  I hope you don’t mind if I substitute the more familiar and 
easier to pronounce name, Xerxes, for the Hebrew rendering of his Persian name. 

 

1 In the days of [Xerxes] Ahasu-e′rus, the [Xerxes] Ahasu-e′rus who 
reigned from India to Ethiopia over one hundred and twenty-seven 
provinces, 2 in those days when King Ahasu-e′rus [Xerxes] sat on his 
royal throne in Susa the capital, 3 in the third year of his reign he gave 
a banquet for all his princes and servants, the army chiefs[a] of Persia 
and Media and the nobles and governors of the provinces … 
 
10 On the seventh day, when the heart of the king was merry with wine, 
he commanded Mehu′man, Biztha, Harbo′na, Bigtha and Abag′tha, 
Zethar and Carkas, the seven eunuchs who served King Ahasu-e′rus 
[Xerxes] as chamberlains, 11 to bring Queen Vashti before the king with 
her royal crown, in order to show the peoples and the princes her 
beauty; for she was fair to behold. 12 But Queen Vashti refused to 
come at the king’s command conveyed by the eunuchs. At this the 
king was enraged, and his anger burned within him. 
 

 So, what his servants suggested was a beauty contest to choose a replacement 
Queen.  (Remember the TV show “Queen for a Day?” from the 50’s?) 
 

2 5 Now there was a Jew in Susa the capital whose name was 
Mor′decai, the son of Ja′ir, son of Shim′e-i, son of Kish, a Benjaminite, 
… 
7 He had brought up Hadas′sah, that is Esther, the daughter of his 
uncle, for she had neither father nor mother; the maiden was beautiful 
and lovely, and when her father and her mother died, Mor′decai 
adopted her as his own daughter. 8 So when the king’s order and his 
edict were proclaimed, and when many maidens were gathered in 
Susa the capital in custody of Hegai, Esther also was taken into the 
king’s palace and put in custody of Hegai who had charge of the 
women. 
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16 And when Esther was taken to King Ahasu-e′rus into his royal 
palace in the tenth month, which is the month of Tebeth, in the 
seventh year of his reign, 17 the king loved Esther more than all the 
women, and she found grace and favor in his sight more than all the 
virgins, so that he set the royal crown on her head and made her 
queen instead of Vashti.  
 
So, that’s how Esther came to be Queen.  But her being Jewish has remained secret.  
This is 4 years after Vashti was fired.  Xerxes has been visiting Athens meanwhile. 
 
Ch3:  3 After these things King Ahasu-e′rus [Xerxes] promoted Haman 
the Ag′agite, the son of Hammeda′tha, and advanced him and set his 
seat above all the princes who were with him. 2 And all the king’s 
servants who were at the king’s gate bowed down and did obeisance 
to Haman; for the king had so commanded concerning him. But 
Mor′decai did not bow down or do obeisance. 
 
So, the king has a new Grand Vizier.  Number two to the king himself.  Notice that 
Haman is identified as an Agagite.  King Agag was the king of the Amalekites 
during the time of the prophet Samuel.  Even further back, it was the Amalekites 
who attacked the Children of Israel after they had fled from Egypt, before they 
could even get to Mount Sinai.  The Amalekites were predators who lived in the 
Sinai, preying on anybody or anything they could, especially the weak.  In Exodus 
17: 14 we read,  
 
Exodus 17: 14 And the Lord said to Moses, “Write this as a memorial in 
a book and recite it in the ears of Joshua, that I will utterly blot out the 
remembrance of Am′alek from under heaven.” 
 
Mordechai knows where Haman comes from.  He knows that the Amalekites are 
the blood enemy of the Jews, and have been for as long as Israel has been a nation.  
The Amalekites seem to see the Jews the same way. 
 

3:  5 And when Haman saw that Mor′decai did not bow down or do 
obeisance to him, Haman was filled with fury. 6 But he disdained to lay 
hands on Mor′decai alone. So, as they had made known to him the 
people of Mor′decai, Haman sought to destroy all the Jews, the people 
of Mor′decai, throughout the whole kingdom of Ahasu-e′rus. … 
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8 Then Haman said to King Ahasu-e′rus [Xerxes], “There is a certain 
people scattered abroad and dispersed among the peoples in all the 
provinces of your kingdom; their laws are different from those of every 
other people, and they do not keep the king’s laws, so that it is not for 
the king’s profit to tolerate them. 9 If it please the king, let it be decreed 
that they be destroyed, and I will pay ten thousand talents of silver into 
the hands of those who have charge of the king’s business, that they 
may put it into the king’s treasuries.” 10 So the king took his signet ring 
from his hand and gave it to Haman the Ag′agite, the son of 
Hammeda′tha, the enemy of the Jews. 11 And the king said to Haman, 
“The money is given to you, the people also, to do with them as it 
seems good to you.” 
 

Ten thousand talents is the bribe Haman offers King Xerxes to let him do what he 
wants.  A talent is a big slab of metal, about 65 to 80 pounds.  This sum at our price 
of silver comes out to about 300 Million dollars.  It would have been much more in 
that day and time.  One estimate I saw is that this was about 2/3 of the revenue 
collected by the empire over a year.  I suggested earlier that the Persian governance 
was relatively benign, but bribery in its various forms has not gone away. 
 The threat to the Jews becomes known.  Mordechai hears of it.  He sends 
messages to Esther, asking her to use her influence to help.  She replies that it is 
death to come unbidden before the king, unless he extends his golden scepter. 
 

Ch 4:  13 Then Mor′decai told them [those carrying the messages] to return 
answer to Esther, “Think not that in the king’s palace you will escape 
any more than all the other Jews. 14 For if you keep silence at such a 
time as this, relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another 
quarter, but you and your father’s house will perish. And who knows 
whether you have not come to the kingdom for such a time as 
this?” 15 Then Esther told them to reply to Mor′decai, 16 “Go, gather all 
the Jews to be found in Susa, and hold a fast on my behalf, and 
neither eat nor drink for three days, night or day. I and my maids will 
also fast as you do. Then I will go to the king, though it is against the 
law; and if I perish, I perish.” 
 

As an aside, the book of Esther has sometimes been criticized for not mentioning 
God.  But, here we see Mordechai is indeed a man of faith.  It is God who will save 
the Jews, by one means or another.  Esther also lives out her faith in what she does.  
Esther indeed goes before the king, and he extends his scepter.  She invites him and 
Haman to come dine with her.  They do.   
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There, she asks that they come to another dinner the next day.  Obviously 
something is up. 
 

Ch7:  7 So the king and Haman went in to feast with Queen 
Esther. 2 And on the second day, as they were drinking wine, the king 
again said to Esther, “What is your petition, Queen Esther? It shall be 
granted you. And what is your request? Even to the half of my 
kingdom, it shall be fulfilled.” 3 Then Queen Esther answered, “If I have 
found favor in your sight, O king, and if it please the king, let my life be 
given me at my petition, and my people at my request. 4 For we are 
sold, I and my people, to be destroyed, to be slain, and to be 
annihilated. If we had been sold merely as slaves, men and women, I 
would have held my peace; for our affliction is not to be compared 
with the loss to the king.” 5 Then King Ahasu-e′rus [Xerxes] said to 
Queen Esther, “Who is he, and where is he, that would presume to do 
this?” 6 And Esther said, “A foe and enemy! This wicked Haman!” 
Then Haman was in terror before the king and the queen.  
 

So, the whole story came out.  Haman got what was coming to him.  But the laws of 
the Medes and the Persians prohibited a king from revoking laws, or commands, 
that have been given.  That’s a unique and interesting limitation on royal power.  
That figures in the story of Daniel in the lions’ den as well.  What the king could 
do, though, was allow the Jews to defend themselves.  It was so ordered. 
 

Ch 8:  10 The writing was in the name of King Ahasu-e′rus and sealed 
with the king’s ring, and letters were sent by mounted couriers riding 
on swift horses … 11 By these the king allowed the Jews who were in 
every city to gather and defend their lives, … 
 

So, the story has a happy ending, unless you happen to be an Amalekite.  But, let’s 
also look at it from the Persian point of view.  This thing is a mess!  The King loses 
his grand vizier, who must have seemed useful, but then put his own interests ahead 
of the king’s.  The peace of the empire is disrupted as the Jews fight to defend 
themselves.  There’s a population loss of taxpayers from those killed in the fighting.  
King Ahasurerus comes off as looking rather stupid for having given that first edict 
that condemned the Jews, then needing to counter it with the second. 
 

 So, why did this blood feud of 1000 years standing have to come to Susa?  
You could fault Mordechai for not following the law, in not bowing to the grand 
vizier.  That could have cost him his life.  But you could say that was a personal 
squabble.  Those things happen without disturbing everybody and everything.  
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We’ve seen that in our own country’s history, Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr, 
for example.  Our country lost the future services of both of those gentlemen. 
 What turned this into a disaster was Haman’s escalation.  He used his position 
to settle the blood feud, using the Persian king as an instrument of his vendetta.  
Well, that was how people with power behaved.  Then, and regrettably, now. 

Keep in mind that this feud went both ways.  Samuel’s instructions to King 
Saul had been to wipe out the Amalekites.  Saul failed to do so.  That’s why Saul 
lost favor with God.  David replaced him.  People of that time knew their history.  
And that meant living among and being party to grudges, some new, some of old. 
 

 We do live in a different age.  We have the blessing of living in a relatively 
new country.  Almost all Americans, far enough back, came from someplace else. 
Not as people of power, but as refugees seeking a better life, freedom, or to escape 
bad circumstances.  Some came as indentured servants, others as slaves, and others 
from other bad situations.  So, in coming to the United States and starting life over, 
our ancestors had an opportunity to put aside the grudges and feuds of the old 
world.  This was a place to make a new start.  In many cases, a very difficult new 
start.  Something like 5 of 6 settlers in Jamestown died in those early years. 

Beyond that, as Christians, we have the understanding that we are born anew 
of the Spirit.  Jesus tells us to cast off the cares of the past and focus on His 
Kingdom, and live our lives with the fruits of the spirit, as a blessing to all who we 
may meet.  We are not obligated to stand and defend to the last breath the real estate 
our parents happened to own.  We do not have to hold grudges against those who 
would cheat or harm us, or our ancestors.  Jesus says, in Matthew 5: 43-47 

 

43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate 
your enemy.’ 44 But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who 
persecute you, 45 so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven; for 
he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just 
and on the unjust. 46 For if you love those who love you, what reward have you? 
Do not even the tax collectors do the same? 47 And if you salute only your 
brethren, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do 
the same? 

 

 Our calling as Christians is to show Christ’s love to the world, not to secure 
high places of power, even to serve good intentions.  We don’t have to try to “come 
out even.”  Let us live looking forward so that future generations are spared our 
grudges and prejudices, that the world may be more like God would want it to be.  
We’d like to move forward doing what we believe to be right and good, showing 
God’s love, and following Jesus’s example.  Amen. 


