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ESTHER 1-2  How to live as strangers and aliens in this world	Jan 4th 2026
God does not require power, privilege or position to achieve His purpose!

COMMENT – Esther could be considered an illustrative companion to 1 Peter.
How to live as Christians as a minority and powerless community in our culture.
So I invite you to read through 1 Peter each week in January…

PRAYER

One of our greatest challenges is knowing the times in which we live. And it’s working out what it means to live as followers of Jesus in a culture, a country, a time, when the majority around us don’t share our values, or have much interest in a relationship with God.

This can be quite a challenge!
Many of us grew up at a time when we thought of Australia as a Christian country! And those around us were just like us. Mostly WASPS – White Anglo Saxon protestants. And while those who called Jesus “Lord” were a minority, most people knew the Lord’s prayer and were happy for it to be used publicly, we were even welcome into state schools. Many had connections with church, even if it was only to send their kids to Sunday School. And most believed in the value of, and tried to live by, the 10 commandments. We were formed at a time when our beliefs and values were accepted, often shared and possibly admired.

But that has now changed! And this can be hard to accept. It’s hard to know how to respond!

I have a friend whose response has been to dedicate his life to protesting the change and publicly advocating for us to return to our National Christian Heritage! My sneaking suspicion - no it’s more than that - is that it is too late for this.  The horse has bolted! We can no longer call ourselves a Christian country!  And shouldn’t expect to!

As a result, I could spend the rest of our time today, grumbling about the challenges this is to our way of life and how damaging I think it is to our country! Protesting about the slipping values, the Woke agenda (whatever that means), the rise in other religions, how there are now so many people who see the world differently from us and complaining about the way we are treated as Christians in this country. Or the lack of freedom there is to practice our faith. However, when I read the NT I can’t help but see how the experiences of the first followers of Jesus were not that dissimilar to our own now – only worse. And yet the Church flourished! And this continued for many years.

The second-century church father Tertullian lived in Carthage, North Africa at a time when persecution of Christians was at its most fierce.  In those days believers were fed to the lions, beaten, whipped, sawed in half, put to death by sword, burned in fire, and chained in prisons. Reflecting on the reality they all faced, Tertullian maintained that the more Christians were persecuted and “mown down,” the more they would multiply because as he famously quoted: “the blood of Christians is seed”. Which echoes, at least to some degree, what Peter himself said: 1Pe 4:14  If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you.

This persecution of Christians continued until 313 AD when, under Constantine Christianity was decriminalised.  And then in 380 it was elevated to become the state religion and everything changed! The appearance was that from THAT moment on the Church flourished. However, you could argue Christianity no longer looked like what Jesus intended!

But that is now all changing. No longer is Christianity the centre of our culture. We are no longer the dominant or respected religious community in our nation. We can no longer assume privileges or rights or shared values. We have slipped from the centre to the margins. From a place of respect to now attracting derision or simply ignored as irrelevant.

But rather than debate if this is good or bad, the more important question becomes - how do we behave - now? How are we to live in the midst of a secular culture and oppositional powers? What should our attitude… our posture… be?  Should we, like my friend, protest this shift and stamp our metaphorical feet demanding our place in society and that the culture needs to return to how it was?  Do we hide in a corner, become a safe enclave where we can practice our faith without disturbance? Or do we do something else? Behave in a different way altogether?

And so we turn to the wonderful book of Esther. The story is set not quite 500 years before the birth of Jesus and around 100 years after Judah had been conquered and the temple in Jerusalem destroyed. The Babylonian Empire had taken many Jews into exile including Daniel.

However, about 20 years later, the Persian empire was on the rise and under King Cyrus Babylon was conquered. As a result there was a change in policy re their captives and exiled Jews were allowed to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple (you can read Ezra and Nehemiah to learn more about this). However, many Jews stayed behind.

It is now some 80 years after that, Ahasuerus (or Xerxes – after whom I named my first cat!) was the emperor of this expanding and powerful Persian empire, an empire that spread from India to Ethiopia over 127 provinces, (Est 1:1).

MAP – on DP					

Our story happens in Susa, the capital of the Persian empire, a city where Jewish life persisted, but as a significant minority.  No religious rituals were possible and they had few rights and certainly no privileges.  You can read more about this time in the book of Daniel.

And so the scene is set.  We have a remnant of God’s people trying to remain faithful to their God (although famously God is never mentioned, perhaps hinting at the hostility of the culture in which they lived). They were a minority and regarded as an odd religious community, trying to find their way in the midst of the powerful and extensive Persian Empire with a capricious Emperor who had absolute authority and loved to display lavish extravagance at every turn.

Listen to how the writer portrays the wonton and wasteful extravagance of the Emperor.  A clear symbol of his unabashed power.
In the third year of his reign he gave a feast for all his officials and servants… while he showed the riches of his royal glory and the splendor and pomp of his greatness for many days, 180 days. And when these days were completed, the king gave for all the people present in Susa the citadel, both great and small, a feast lasting for seven days.. There were white cotton curtains and violet hangings fastened with cords of fine linen and purple to silver rods and marble pillars, and also couches of gold and silver on a mosaic pavement of porphyry, marble, mother-of-pearl, and precious stones. Drinks were served in golden vessels,… and the royal wine was lavished according to the bounty of the king. And drinking was according to this edict: “There is no compulsion.” For the king had given orders to all the staff of his palace to do as each man desired. (Est 1:3-8)
How does your faith survive and how is God at work in an environment like this?
How do you live as a faithful community in a hostile culture like this?

Some Christians give the impression that this is how it is for the Church today! Everything outside is against us. The cultural forces are opposed to us. And as a result our very existence is in question. I don’t think it is anything like as bad as that, but it certainly was the reality for Esther and her peers.  And how did they respond? How did they live faithful to their God in the midst of this challenging time? Well, that is what we will consider today and over the coming few weeks.
What does it mean for us to live as faithful followers of Jesus in a culture that is no longer Christian?!

However, before I proceed, allow me to make one more comment about the challenges Esther, our heroine, faced! 
Not only was this a difficult time for the Jews
Not only were they a minority without a voice
Not only were they silenced and sidelined…
But like for so much of the world’s history, women had no voice.
No respect.  No value.
They were considered as property by the men in their lives!

And we see this being played out for the current queen – Vashti!
On the seventh day, when the heart of the king was merry with wine, he commanded.. the seven eunuchs who served in the presence of King Ahasuerus, 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 lovely to look at. But Queen Vashti refused to come at the king's command delivered by the eunuchs. At this the king became enraged, and his anger burned within him.  (Est 1:10-12)
How dare his queen not do his bidding! This was unheard of and unthinkable!

And so, his advisors came to the egotistical and impressionable emperor and said: “Not only against the king has Queen Vashti done wrong, but also against all the officials and all the peoples who are in all the provinces of King Ahasuerus...   
[So] If it please the king, let a royal order go out from him, and let it be written among the laws of the Persians and the Medes so that it may not be repealed, that Vashti is never again to come before King Ahasuerus. And let the king give her royal position to another who is better than she.(Est 1:16-19)
And so Vashti was banished, dethroned to become a nobody. Rejected not just as a wife but from society itself.
And Xerxes sent letters to all the royal provinces... and to every people in its own language, that every man be master in his own household.  (Est 1:22)
How she is treated was to be an example for all men. All women must understand - they are simply possessions of their husbands!

How are God’s people supposed to live, survive, within the mighty Persian empire?
The Emperor is capricious, egotistical but easily influenced. The Jews have no voice, captives in a foreign land. Their religion is considered at best scandalous, possibly dangerous, treacherous. And women have no voice.  No rights. No privileges.  No power.

Enter Esther…
A young, faithful female – a foreigner from a minority group with no rights or power or privilege or capacity to influence whatsoever. BUT through this powerless Jewish teenager, God will rescue His people!  More than that – God will use this woman to influence and shape the empire, including the attitude of the Emperor himself to her faith!
Because God does not require power, or privilege or position to achieve His purpose!

And so, what follows is an incredible story of God’s providence, His ability to work in and through every circumstance. It’s a story that reminds us that God will achieve His purposes 
however dire the situation. And it’s a story which illustrates Peter’s instruction: Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation. (1Pe 2:12)
It’s a story that demonstrates that it is not power or position or privilege that brings positive outcomes, but faithful, bold, trusting obedience. And it’s a story that shows what it means for us to live as faithful followers of Jesus as strangers and aliens in our culture. 

Enter Esther.  Our heroine!
An orphan whose parents had died while young.
Brought up by her cousin.
As a female, has no power or say in what happens to her. 
And as part of a fringe, religious minority group – absolutely no privilege.
Now taken against her will and kept in custody.
A year of treatment to make her an object of desire – simply for a man’s gratification!
And forced to be a part of the king’s harem!

Now let’s not pretend here – this is no romantic love story. Esther has been ‘selected’ to join the King’s cohort of sex slaves!  She is taken, not for her intelligence, wit, or kindness, but simply because of her beauty.  The pleasure she can give the King. Now sure, one of these chosen few, might become Queen.  But as we have already seen, this was no guarantee for a better life. Perhaps a few more luxuries and privileges, but only so long as your master allows!  So long as you please him!

Take a moment to put yourself into Esther’s shoes. How do you respond?  What do you do? If you are Esther, do you tell people about your nationality – and risk, what… death!
Or do you abandon it, bury it deeply so no one will ever know!

And what about Mordecai.  The cousin who has loved her, raised her as his daughter!
Here is what the writer tells us: Esther had not made known her people or kindred, for Mordecai had commanded her not to make it known. And every day Mordecai walked in front of the court of the harem to learn how Esther was and what was happening to her. 2:10,11

As a dad, I can only begin to imagine the dread I would be feeling for the one I loved.  The frantic pacing, the anxious sleepless nights, the fretful pleading prayers. Terrified for how Esther is being treated, beyond worried about what it will do to her faith. I can only imagine his parting words:  “Don’t tell anyone – who knows what will happen to you if they find out! 
But please please please don’t forget who you are.  It is your only hope!”  

So how do you live your faith, stay true to your values, when in a situation like this? How do you honour God when you have no power, no position, no privilege? And what can this teach us about how to live as followers of Jesus today?

Allow me to give a few pointers we see in these opening chapters.

1. Esther didn’t ruffle any feathers.   
We are told in v.15 she asked for nothing except what Hegai the king's eunuch, who had charge of the women, advised.
She kept her head down, and behaved exactly as was expected.

Paul describes such behaviour in Rom.12 this way: If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.(Rom 12:18)
And this is what Esther is doing!

In Peter’s first letter he is writing specifically to encourage and instruct the followers of Jesus in how to live out their faith in a hostile environment. He could have been easily thinking of Esther when he writes in his first letter: Live your life as an exile here with reverent fear (1Pe 1:17).

And in the next chapter Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation… Slaves, be subject to your masters with all respect, not only to the good and gentle but also to the unjust. For this is a gracious thing, when, mindful of God, one endures sorrows while suffering unjustly.  (1Pe 2:12, 18-19)
Or to put it another way - Work hard at being known for being easy to get on with! Do what we can to be the best citizen we can. 

We will see later in the story, that this does not mean, do nothing. But agitating, complaining, or demanding respect for our rights, is rarely a successful strategy and never encouraged in God’s Word. And importantly it does nothing to help win favour with others or promote the gospel.

As we seek to live lives that point people to Jesus, let’s do what we can to live in a way that is winsome, lovely and attractive. That does not distract from the gospel or cause offense unnecessarily.

2. Esther went above and beyond what was expected. 
In v.9 we are told that Esther the young woman pleased him (her captor) and won his favor.  And in v15 Now Esther was winning favor in the eyes of all who saw her.

On the golf course I go out of my way to serve my playing partners. I watch their drives carefully, look for lost balls diligently, pick up the tee when it flies from where they hit, and fix their plug marks on the green.  I may not be the best golfer – but I want to be the most helpful.  The nicest.
Jesus said: In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven. (Mat 5:16)

What would this look like for you? Putting away the bins or mowing your neighbour’s nature strip? Allowing someone to go ahead of you in a check out line, or parking further away from your destination so someone could park closer? Always ensuring that what you post on your social media platform is loving, encourages peace and unity, lifts up and points to Jesus. It means living in a way that blesses others.

For us as a Church that means offering hospitality at our community events without expectation – no cost, no hard sell, no obligation. It means serving within the local schools – graciously, lovingly, without a catch. And offering our car park for those dropping off kids.

As Peter instructs: Above all, keep loving one another earnestly, since love covers a multitude of sins. Show hospitality to one another without grumbling. As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God's varied grace:(1Pe 4:8-10)

3. Mordecai acted for the best interest of those who were against him.  
In those days, as Mordecai was sitting at the king's gate,… two of the king's eunuchs, who guarded the threshold, became angry and sought to lay hands on King Ahasuerus. And this came to the knowledge of Mordecai, and he told it to Queen Esther, and Esther told the king in the name of Mordecai. When the affair was investigated and found to be so, the men were both hanged on the gallows. And it was recorded in the book of the chronicles in the presence of the king.  2:21-23
Now you may be aware, but this would be like being kept in house arrest in Russia, hearing of a plot to assassinate Putin by two of your guards, and then finding a way to let Putin know!

From what we know about Putin that seems crazy, but nevertheless, Peter writes: Be subject for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme... For this is the will of God, that by doing good you should put to silence the ignorance of foolish people. Live as people who are free, not using your freedom as a cover-up for evil, but living as servants of God. Honor everyone…Fear God. Honor the emperor. Servants, be subject to your masters with all respect, not only to the good and gentle but also to the unjust. For this is a gracious thing, when, mindful of God, one endures sorrows while suffering unjustly.  (1Pe 2:13-19)

So, what would it mean if our attitude, our posture, was not to make people the same as us but to love them?  To live in such a way that honours and protects all people and their beliefs and practices, whether we agree with them or not.  Whether they are like us or not.  Whether they deserve it or not!

It may have been, that had the Emperor been assassinated, Esther would be freed. But Mordecai acted not from self interest or to achieve what he thought was best but to do what was right! To act in love, for the best of others – even his enemies and his cousin’s captor!

What does it mean for us to advocate for the rights of others? To allow those we disagree with to have a voice? To stand with those who may be against us, or opposed to us?
For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps…When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly.  (1 Pe.2:21, 23)

This is how God has acted toward us. And it is now how he calls us to act toward others, to love and serve them, even those who are against us! And we can do this, because like Esther and Mordecai, we are convinced that God is at work and can be trusted.

CONCLUSION
Andrew Turner, pastor at West Beach and director of Crossover Australia, regularly writes in our Baptist magazine a column he has called “Sacred Agents”.
His encouragement was for us to live as “spies” in our culture. Fitting in, being winsome, but all the while acting for another master, living with intent to infiltrate for the sake of the gospel.

Or course the intercultural workers with Baptist Mission Australia do this all the time. Taking 3 years to study and learn the culture and language, they build relationships, serve those they are getting to know and do what they can not to offend, while also looking for points of connection with the good news. All they do is shaped by their desire to help people meet and get to know Jesus.

This is exactly what was required of the faithful Jews who were exiled in Susa. It was how Esther behaved – even at great personal cost. And it is what Peter encourages in his first letter.

All of which is helpful for us as we seek to live as faithful followers of Jesus today, while doing all we can to help others come to know and trust in Him!

Trusting God’s Sovereignty and power
Don’t ruffle feathers unnecessarily 
(Don’t let anyone be distracted by anything other than Jesus)
Go above and beyond what others expect – serve others wholeheartedly 
Speak and act lovingly of all – especially those you disagree with

That is - Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honourable, so that though they may speak against you… when they see your good deeds they will glorify God on the day of visitation. (1Pe 2:12)




















