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This is an important term for us at St Paul’s; it’s the end of Follow 25. Follow 25 has been our
five-year ministry plan to see most of us grow in faith in Jesus Christ.
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Our plan has been to grow deeper and more confident in God in a time and place where the
prevailing view of society is somewhere between apathy and hostility towards God and the
Christian faith.
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This term we are looking back but also looking forward and seeking God’s will for our future
together. To help us reflect on what has been, and inspire us to look ahead with anticipation,
we are going back about 2500 years in history to the book of Esther in the Bible
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At first glance it seems Esther is a ‘Cinderella story’ of an orphan girl who rises to be Queen
of Persia. It’s so much more than that. It’s about how God saves his people from the brink of
disaster. We are reading about one of the most perilous times for the people of God. They are
in exile in a foreign land. They are a minority group ruled by a powerful empire, and on the
brink of extermination.
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This book shows us how to follow God, and trust God, and expect great things of God, when
the society around us is morally, spiritually, and culturally indifferent or hostile to God.
BEZHAM: TRAEAGAEE, BERLIN LS EFA K RBEF, KMH TR
Mk, 1234, T HabiRie KA,

GOD IS WORKING DESPITE APPEARANCES L #3888, AL

One of the odd things about Esther is there is no mention of God in the entire book. Not once.
[’m pretty sure it’s not an oversight. It’s not like the writer got to the end and went “/ my hat, 1
forgot God.” The writer is making a point.
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You see, whenever the God of Israel saw his people in trouble in the past, he comes through
for them in extraordinary ways. Esther has no mighty miracle, no vision, not even a dream.
God seems to be absent. Totally silent. There are, however, a whole string of apparent
coincidences. If they hadn’t all happened God’s people would have been wiped out.
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If Xerxes hadn’t got drunk and made that boast Vashti would have stayed queen. Esther must

be queen to save the Jews. What if Esther hadn’t been pretty? What if the king favoured one of

the other girls? The whole narrative is what if? what if? what if?
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All of them are just ordinary things. Even bad things. By themselves they don’t appear to be
significant at all.
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Here’s the point: when we see the plagues in Exodus, we say that’s God at work saving his
people! When we see Xerxes drunk, we don’t say Wow, that'’s God at work saving his people!
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Esther is telling us not to make that mistake. Don’t make the mistake of the materialist who
judges situations based on what they can see and feel and can know first hand.
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He may not be seen but God is there and at work. God’s silence is not absence. His hiddenness
is not abandonment. God is not obsessed with appearances the way we are. He is working out
his promises, even when it appears he is no where around.
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There are things going on in our lives right now, we could be looking right at it, things that God
is doing that are so ordinary we have no idea. Even in all the ugliness of Esther 1 and 2 God is
at work. He is even using flawed, failed and questionable people like Esther and Xerxes to
bring about his plans and purposes.
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The book of Esther begins by introducing us to the great empire of King Xerxes 1. Notice how
it reads in v1: This is what happened during the time of Xerxes, the Xerxes who ruled over
127 provinces stretching from India to Cush.
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His reign was from 486-465BC. His empire included north-western India, Pakistan,
Afghanistan, Uzbekistan, Iran, Iraq, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Jordan,
Turkey, Northern Greece, Egypt, Libya, Eritrea, Ethiopia and Sudan. There was no more
powerful man in the known world and he knew it.
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Xerxes hold a party to show the world how great he was. Verse 4 says it went for a full 180
days he displayed the vast wealth of his kingdom and the splendour and glory of his majesty.
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Xerxes got out all his wealth and paraded it in from of his friends. It took 6 months...no wonder
he got drunk!
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We are meant to gaze wide eyed at his gold and silver and jewels and the shear accumulation
of power and wealth and admire him. He is the ancient version of a social media influencer.
Everyone there was meant to envy Xerxes, admire Xerxes, want to be Xerxes. But Queen Vashti
knows the man. While Xerxes is trying to get as many thumbs up, love hearts and likes as
possible, Vashti, is hosting a separate banquet for the ladies.
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Xerxes party gets out of control. In v10 we see Xerxes has made too many trips to the open bar,
and he decides it’s time to show off to everyone that he isn't just the wealthiest and most
powerful but married to the best-looking woman on the planet. See v11: bring before him
Queen Vashti, wearing her royal crown, in order to display her beauty to the people and
nobles, for she was lovely to look at.
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Xerxes wasn’t interested in his friends meeting her, she was to be brought out and paraded in
front of thousands of drunken men so they can admire her appearance and envy Xerxes.
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Vashti refuses to come. It’s an act of incredible defiance and bravery. In a hierarchical, shame
and honour culture, for an authority to be rejected like this was a cultural crisis.
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The King was furious but instead of marriage counselling he holds a ‘cabinet meeting’ to work
out what to do with Vashti. It’s a crisis. The nobles are concerned their wives my be inspired to
do the same thing. Anarchy will reign.
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Vashti was banished, and a royal decree went to the whole kingdom so that when everyone
heard it...v20, all the women will respect their husbands, from the least to the greatest.
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Xerxes now needs another ‘trophy Queen’. The whole kingdom is searched for the best-looking
candidates. It’s an international beauty pageant - Miss Persian Empire 480BC. It’s likely that
as many as 1000 young woman were brought back to the King’s harem.
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They underwent beauty treatments and training for a whole year just to get ready for one night
alone with Xerxes. Everything turned on that one night. There were only four possible
outcomes.
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1) Xerxes sends you back to be a permanent concubine, but he never calls you again.
Essentially banished to permanent widowhood at around the age of 18.
FlefriEE kL, mAEKSGXE, HHLREL; TARAEERBT EFE.

2) You become a concubine that he calls for a night every so often when he feels like it.
7 B 2 1% 7 A B LB ARG &

3) you might be one of the two or three women that he marries. The children then become
heirs with royal benefits.
frezFmbh =, L EXETI—, THXFALESLSD,

4) if you are the one he most favours, you become the Queen.
FHRRARE, ARAHLE.
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One of the girls who was taken was a Jewish orphan named Esther. When they took her, her
older cousin Mordecai instructed her not to say anything about her Jewish identity or beliefs.
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She was the one Xerxes favoured over all the rest, he married her and he made her queen. The
Jewish orphan girl becomes the queen of the greatest empire on the face of the earth.

IR X TFERIEES, ToAE. BANRLEERTHLERBRFTRO LS.,

This is not a Cinderella story. Neither is it relationship advice. In Persian culture the most
important thing about a man is his wealth and power and the most important thing about a
woman was her sexual and physical beauty.
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A man’s worth was determined by the size of his wallet and a woman’s worth was determined
by the size of her dress. Imagine living in a culture like that?!
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Its ugly. Look at the way these women are treated. Look at the pride, arrogance and folly of
this man.
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Apart from some superficial differences superficial, what’s changed? The world is the same.
Our society says externals, images, appearances matter more than character.
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What you have matters more than who you are - beauty, talent, money, connections, influence
matters more than your character.
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We are under constant pressure to undergo beauty treatments. Our culture says that unless you
get these credentials - this kind of beauty, this kind of money, this kind of resume, this kind of
education, these kinds of connections — then you don’t matter.
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It says it differently to men and women, and to different races and classes, but it is basically
saying the same thing. You need to go through the world’s beauty treatments. You need to
perform. You need to do all this and then maybe we’ll approve of you.
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We live in a world of appearances and performance. We elevate the trivial on social media.
Whole magazines are devoted to the antics of soap-opera stars. We elevate to hero status, and
pay obscene amounts of money to, people who hit little balls for a living.
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We live in a culture that considers the car we drive as an extension of who we are. We are more
impressed by the school someone attends than what they learn. We blow it just like Xerxes. But
Esther too. In these first two chapters Esther has completely sold out to the culture.
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Esther gets to her pinnacle through absolute compliance. She does what Mordecai says. She
listens to the head guy in the harem more than any other woman does. She did everything he
asks. Her aim is to be the next Vashti. She is a blank page on which these men write what they
want. Esther kept her identity, culture, and God secret. She turns her back on God’s law when
she has sex with Xerxes. She has completely sold out.
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The good news is God isn’t finished with her yet. In the coming weeks we’ll see God is patient
with her and grows her and turns her into something truly beautiful.
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The good news is that the message of the Bible is NOT that God blesses and saves those who
live moral and exemplary lives.
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The message of the Bible is that God persistently and continuously gives his grace to people
who don’t ask for it, don’t deserve it and don’t fully appreciate it after they get it. God hasn’t
given up on us either.
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1 Samuel 16 says that man looks on the outward appearance, but God looks at the heart.
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True beauty is not on the outside. God doesn’t judge a book by its cover.
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Every culture, in one way or another communicates to its members, we will accept you, but you

must work incredibly hard and make yourself attractive to us and come up with an incredible

resume and make yourself loveable and then I will approve of you.

HF—AEXAAR AR o KAR BB —R & AT XA, EHRLAFFH Y, #£A
CHFTE TR, £HRERRE, REKNTT &8T5,

It is exhausting. There is only one way out.
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The Bible declares God wants to be our spouse. He is not just the all-powerful King, but an all-
loving husband. What makes it so great is that it’s not about what we must do to make ourselves
so loveable and good and worthy.
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Ephesians 5 puts it like this: Husbands, love your wives, just as CHRIST LOVED THE
CHURCH AND GAVE HIMSELF UP FOR HER TO MAKE HER HOLY, CLEANSING
HER BY THE WASHING WITH WATER THROUGH THE WORD, AND TO PRESENT
HER TO HIMSELF AS A RADIANT CHURCH, WITHOUT STAIN OR WRINKLE OR
ANY OTHER BLEMISH, BUT HOLY AND BLAMELESS.
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Esther was accepted by Xerxes because she was already beautiful, but Jesus loves us despite
our flaws, and sin, and ugliness to make us beautiful.
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Esther had to give her life and freedom up for the king, but Jesus Christ is the only king, only
spouse, who gives up his life and freedom for us.
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He gives up everything for us, not because we are lovely, but to make us lovely.
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When we understand this, we have the THREE things we need to be free from our culture’s
enslavement to external appearances and be made truly beautiful.
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Firstly, we get a real definition of beauty. Our culture’s definition of beauty means we cannot
go past a mirror without noticing.
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But then we see Jesus. He has ultimate beauty. Infinite glory. Infinite splendour. He gave it all
up for us. He left it to one side, became human, went to the cross.
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The book of Isaiah says that he had no beauty that we should desire him. He became cosmically
unsightly on the cross. HIS FATHER TURNS HIS FACE AWAY FROM HIM. Jesus gave up
his beauty for us.
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That is true beauty. Genuine beauty is not self-obsession, it is self-sacrifice.
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The second thing we get when we understand that Jesus gives up everything to make us
beautiful, is a new experience of our beauty to him.
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Nat and I were married 26 years, 8 months and 27 days ago today. I still remember when she
appeared at the door and started to walk down the aisle. She looked stunning! Do you know
why? A lot of money was spent on a fancy dress, hair and make-up!
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I think Natalie was beautiful without it back then, and more so to me now. It’s a fact that make
up and fancy clothes takes MOST people up a notch in terms of appearance.

BEARAER, &) Natalie P& REAREIRE, RALEKBRFT 2 R4ott, FE L, ik
BIRAR AR LR B BAIN K A

Regardless of what you think of my appearance right now, it is much better than when I crawled
out of bed!

TR GG R AL EEA, BILRARTABFES T

Several of the imperfections and flaws that I’m self-conscious about have been covered up.
Hidden. Worked on.
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When Jesus uses the metaphor of us being his bride, one of the things that he has in mind is
that despite all our spiritual flaws, failing and sin,
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that he has so clothed us with his righteousness,

that he has so surrounded us with his own beauty that he gave us,
that he has so cleansed us of our sin,

that his own heart bursts at the sight of us.
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To the degree that we know that is true of us in his eyes will you be free from our culture’s
enslavement telling us what we must /ook like or have or accomplished to be accepted.
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In Jesus we have the approval of the one worthy of our ultimate admiration.
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The third thing we get when we understand that Jesus gives up everything to make us beautiful
in his sight is a new understanding of the hardships and trials and difficulties of life.
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Those things which might otherwise cause us to question his existence or his power or
willingness to intervene or presence.
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There are parts of the Bible that talk about suffering and hardships refining those Jesus loves.
The imagery is of gold being refined, and the impurities being burned up in a furnace.
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Once we are assured of God’s love, really assured of it, when we go through troubles and
suffering, it purifies us.
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It makes us more beautiful on the inside. In Jesus, suffering is not God hasn't abandoned you.
He uses the refining process to get rid of pride, foolishness, fear.
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Bit by bit he is making us more beautiful to him. Once we are assured of God’s love then we
see the hard times as God’s spiritual beauty treatments.
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When we go through the hardships with absolute assurance that we are already beautiful in
God’s sight we become beautiful in our heart. Just like pressure creates a diamond.
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God has not abandoned you in your troubles. He is at work leading you, holding you, refining
you, and saving you. His invisibility is not absence.
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Keep looking to what he has already done for you through Jesus to make you beautiful and
acceptable to him. It's a commitment that he intends on following through with for all eternity.
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Romans 8: we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who
have been called according to his purpose. For those God foreknew he also predestined to
be conformed to the image of his Son...those he predestined, he also called; those he called,
he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.
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