For Such a Time as This
Esther 1:1-4

Introduction
	This morning, we are starting a study over the Old Testament book of Esther. Over the past several months we learned from the Apostle Peter that followers of Christ must be prepared to live out their faith while enduring suffering in this world. When you and I look at our witness for Christ as being an opportunity to show His love and grace to the world then we can live with victory over Satan who is continually working to deceive the world. As we begin Esther, we are going to take time to study the life of a special woman who took the opportunity the Lord gave her to make a difference in the lives of others. The purpose of this morning’s message is to set the stage for the book of Esther and lay the foundation for the lessons we will be learning as we journey through the book together. 
	Let’s begin by becoming familiar with the historical setting of the book so we can understand the context of what we will be reading. The account of Esther takes place after the Northern Kingdom of Israel had been taken into captivity by the Assyrians and after the Southern Kingdom of Judah was taken into exile by the Babylonians. All of this took place because the Jews had forsaken the Lord by worshiping the false gods of the Canaanites and allowing idols to be erected in the temple itself. Since the nation had prostituted itself by following the false gods, the Lord allowed both kingdoms to be defeated and sent into exile for a period of 70 years, which had already passed. Eventually the Babylonians would be invaded and defeated by the Persians. Esther takes place after both Ezra and Nehemiah had already returned to rebuild the temple and the walls surrounding the city. 
Esther: The People and It’s Purpose
	The account of Esther takes place in the Persian capital city of Susa during the reign of King Ahasuerus, also known as Xerxes I who reigned from 486-464 BC. The reason this is happening in Persia is because some exiles had returned to Jerusalem with Zerubbabel, Ezra or Nehemiah, but there were also many who stayed behind. Esther was a young woman living in Susa with her cousin Mordecai. Because of the actions of Queen Vashti, who was the wife of Xerxes, Esther will have the opportunity to become the new queen of Persia. Through that position God was able to put her in a place where she could save her people from a horrible threat and through this action preserve the nation who would bring forth the coming of the promised Messiah. (Refer to the map to show capital as well as the size of the Persian Empire during Xerxes I reign). 
	There are five primary characters who play crucial roles in this book. Of course we have King Xerxes I, Queen Vashti, Esther, her cousin Mordecai and the man who would eventually come to bring a threat to the Jews, Haman. The purpose of this book is to share how God orchestrated another example of His saving grace over the nation of Israel. It is through His miraculous work in this situation that we see His providence at work. 
Unique Facts About Esther
	One of the most unique aspects of this account is that God is never mentioned in the book at all. This does not mean, however, that God is not a part of the account or removed from the role that He plays in it. We see that in the life of Esther God was in complete control of the circumstances, the people who played roles in this situation, the decisions that the people made and He also provided the opportunities that the people in the account take advantage of. This is a marvelous reminder to all of us that even in those times where we think that we do not see God at work, He is always working behind the scenes to fulfill His perfect will. 
Why Are We Studying Esther?
	One of the questions that is often asked is why we as a body of Christians spend so much time focused on the Old Testament. There are some believers who feel that we should only read and study the New Testament because that tells us about Jesus and His teachings as well as the work of the early church. Even though all of that is true, we should never neglect to take the time to study the whole of God’s Word because all of it has value and carries importance. The Apostle Paul, when he was instructing Timothy, shared these words. “All Scripture is inspired by God and beneficial for teaching, for rebuke, for correction, for training in righteousness; so that the man or woman of God may be fully capable, equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17). Therefore, since the Apostle Paul and all the other Apostles held the Old Testament in such high regard we should as well. Not only did the disciples think of the Scriptures as holy and inspired, but so did the Lord Jesus Himself. According to Liberty University, “It has been estimated that over one-tenth of Jesus’ recorded New Testament words were taken from the Old Testament. In the four Gospels, 180 of the 1,800 verses that report His discourses are either Old Testament quotes or Old Testament allusions” (Old Testament Passages Quoted by Jesus Christ, Harold Wilmington, November 2017). With that being the case, we know that the Lord Jesus taught in line with what the Old Testament taught and believed that all the words recoded in it are inspired by God. Since this is the truth, we should never take for granted the teachings, historical accounts or prophecies provided in the Old Testament. 
	The second reason we are studying this book is because the actions of faithful people show the marvelous power of God and that He loves His creation. Not only does the account of Esther show us this truth, but we also see the power of God working through others such as Moses, Samson, David, the Prophet Jeremiah and the judges just to name a few. We are provided with these examples of strong faith so that we might be encouraged to follow their examples. In addition to the accounts provided for in the OT, we also see the writer of Hebrews providing his readers with an account of the hall of faith in Hebrews chapter 11. We need to study the lives of those who came before us so that we might learn from their strengths, weaknesses and how the power of God worked through them to carry out His will. 
	Our third reason for studying this book is because everything that happens in this world is under the authority of God. What this means is that all we see taking place around us is because God allows these things to happen. What was taking place during the lifetimes of Esther and Mordecai were under the authority of God, so the way that He works to save the nation of Israel in this situation is credited to Him as well. No matter what circumstances take place in our lives God is present and knows what we are enduring. Just like the Apostle Peter taught us, God knows what we are dealing with and walks by our side as we endure it. 
Themes in Esther
	At this point in the message, it is appropriate for us to take a few moments to preview the major themes that are present in the book. As we study the life of Esther we will be encountered with six themes. 
1. God is always working even when we may not be able to see it. 
2. God places people where He can use them for His purpose. 
3. God is working even when it appears that evil is winning. 
4. God is calling each of us to serve Him courageously in faith. 
5. God gives us opportunities so that we may bless others. 
6. We must trust the results to God as we step out in faith. 
Challenge Questions as We Study Esther
1. Will I trust God even when I cannot see the whole plan?
2. Where has God placed me?
3. How can I see God working even when evil seems to be winning?
4. In what way can my faith bring encouragement to others?
5. What is God teaching me about His providence?
6. What might God be calling me to do?
Conclusion
	Over the next several months as we study this book together my prayer is that we will learn the timeless truths that God has provided for us. May we look to Him as our guide and comforter as we endure through this life. You and I are strong not because of our own strength, but because the Lord God gives us His strength so that we may accomplish His purpose. May we give these next months to the Lord and ask Him to guide us as we work to carry out His will in this community. Amen. 
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