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Once upon a time, there was a king who governed 127 provinces but could not control his own wife. In the third year of his reign, King Xerxes hosted a lavish celebration that lasted 180 days. Lots of food, lots of wealth, it was to show off the opulence of the Persian Empire. Food and drink was served on golden goblets and plates, and at the end of the 180 day celebration, he launched a 7 day feast to celebrate the end of the 180 day celebration! In a drunken state, he decided he wanted to show off his queen and her beauty to the entire palace.  Well, Queen Vashti, who refused to be flaunted as an object of sexual desire in a room filled with intoxicated men refused to come. Filled with anger, King Xerxes consulted his royal advisors who told him that he should put way Queen Vashti forever, to banish her to the quarters of the concubines and condemn her to a life that was spouseless and childless and lonely.
Fast forward four years and King Xerxes returns from the battlefield. He is weary from war and weary from a failed attempt to conquer Greece and he finds that he misses his queen. So the servants of the palace encourage him to find a new queen. So from far and wide across the four corners of the Persian Empire, beautiful young women, virgins, were brought to the palace where, for one year, they got the best spa treatments anyone could dream of. They were given cosmetics; they were given ointments; they were given clothing; they were given jewelry and perfumes to prepare them for one night with the king. That one night, that one chance to impress a king who would change the course of their lives. In the midst of these women that were brought in was a young Jewish orphan by the name of Hadassah. In Persian, her name of Esther.  She was adopted by her cousin, Mordecai, who was actually a political official in the king’s palace. He raised her as his own. And not knowing that she was a Jewish girl, she was brought into the king’s palace and quickly won the favor of Hegai, who was the director of the harem, and he gave her the best cosmetics and the best treatments and the best clothes and gave her the best attendant to serve her to position her, as well as he could, to find favor with the king. On the night that it was Esther’s chance for her one night with the king, she was given all of the clothing and the jewelry and the cosmetics in the royal treasury. They were at her disposal; she could take anything she wanted with her. But she took only that which Hegai recommended that she take. And her one night with the king must have been pretty good! The king placed the crown on her head and made her his queen.
A Jewish orphan living in exile now serves as the queen of an empire that has subjugated her people. 

Meanwhile, Mordecai was serving in his post in the palace and overheard a threat against the king’s life and relayed that to his cousin, Esther, who relayed it to the king. The two traitors were then hung on the gallows, which, in that culture, were probably not nooses by which they hung from the neck but poles upon which they were impaled.  And Mordecai’s good works were recorded in the chronicles of the king, but he was not promoted or acknowledge. Instead, a guy by the name of Haman was given a big promotion in the palace. And it was custom in those days that other servants in the court would bow down to a man of Haman’s stature and position and authority, but Mordecai refused to do it. He refused to bow down to an enemy of his people. When Haman heard of that, he was filled with anger and fury and sought vengeance. But taking the life of one man was not enough to settle his discomfort. It was not enough to vindicate the dishonor. Haman required the extermination of an entire people. So he used his position to go to the king and convince the king that the Jewish people were parasites in the empire and needed to be eliminated. The king gave his approval. Mordecai was overcome with grief. He tore his robes, he dressed in sackcloth and covered himself in ashes and stood at the gates of the palace. When Esther caught word of it, she sent clothing for him but he refused to wear it. He sent word back to his cousin that their people were to be eliminated within the year and he begged his cousin to go petition the king for deliverance.
But there was a very odd custom in this world – you couldn’t go before the king unless you were summoned, even if you were the queen, and Esther reminded Mordecai of this custom and that if she were to go before the king and if he were not to raise the golden scepter to her, she would die. And she also told Mordecai that the king had not summoned her for 30 days, signaling that perhaps he was displeased with her or had become bored with her. Mordecai sent back word and said, ‘Esther, perhaps you have come to the kingdom for such a time as this.’ And Esther then said, ‘Then gather the Jewish people and have them pray and fast for three days,’ and for three days all the Jewish people across the empire prayed and fasted for Esther said, ‘I will go to the king, though it is against the law, and if I perish, I perish.’  

Three days later, Esther approaches the throne of the king. He raises his golden scepter to her and says, ‘Whatever you want, even up to half the kingdom, it’s yours.’  And Esther replied simply, ‘I’d just like to invite you to dinner, and bring your right-hand man Haman along with you.’  At dinner that night, they enjoy dinner with one another and company with one another and the king again says, ‘Esther, whatever you wish, be it up to half the kingdom, it is yours.’  And Esther said, ‘Come to dinner once more tomorrow night.’

Haman left that dinner thrilled. He had experienced an intimate moment with the king and the queen, but on the way out of the place, he ran into Mordecai, who once again refused to bow or honor or even acknowledge his presence. So Haman anger eclipsed his joy and he went home and he talked to his family and his friends about the insult delivered to him by this Jew, and they family and friends told him to construct a gallows upon which he could hang him. So Haman purposed in his heart the next day to go talk to the king to ask for Mordecai’s life.

Meanwhile, the king can’t sleep and he calls for the chronicles to be brought to him so he can read the diaries of his reign. The scroll that was brought to him was the scroll that recorded Mordecai’s loyalty years before and the king figured it was high time to reward Mordecai for his service to the crown. So the next day, Haman comes in and lurks around in the outer courts of the palace hoping the king will summon him in so he can ask for Mordecai’s life, and the king brings him in and says, ‘Haman, what should I do to a man that I want to honor publicly for their services?’  And Haman, thinking that the king is talking about him, says, ‘Bring a royal robe that you have worn and set a crown on his head and put him on one of your horses and parade him around the city and herald for all to hear ‘Thus shall be done to the man whom the king delights to honor.’  And the king said, ‘That sounds like a good idea. You go do thus for Mordecai the Jew.’  
Haman constructed his own humiliation and he leads Mordecai around the city saying, ‘Thus shall be done to the man the king delights to honor.’ He was filled with rage. He gets up on his high horse and goes back to his family to complain. But he has one thing to look forward to, he has dinner with the king and queen that night. So he goes to the palace and has dinner with them and once again the king says, ‘Esther, whatever you would like to have, be it up to half the kingdom, it is yours.’  Esther simply said, ‘If I have found favor in your sight, and if it pleases the king, I ask for my life be given to me for my request and my people for we have been sold to be destroyed, killed and annihilated.’  The king obviously suffers from short term memory because he has no idea what she is talking about and he demands to know who is responsible for this act and Esther says, ‘The wicked Haman.’ The king gets up from the table and storms from the room and Haman hurls himself at Esther’s feet. This man who was seeking revenge because a Jewish man refused to bow down to him is now groveling at the feet of a Jewish woman, asking, begging and pleading for his life. This was a complete breech of palace protocol and when the king comes back in and sees Haman at Esther’s feet, he believes that he has tried to molest the queen and demands his immediate death. So Haman finds himself hanging on the very gallows that were instructed for Mordecai’s death. Mordecai is given the estate of Haman and the authority and position of Haman. And Esther and Mordecai are saved but the king forgets that this doesn’t affect the entire Jewish people so Esther once again has to go to the king, unsolicited, unsummoned and say, ‘I still need help for my people,’ because the edict that he had issued for their death could not be revoked. And he says to Mordecai, ‘You have the authority to issue a new edict.’ And the edict was issued that allowed the Jewish people to defend themselves on the day that they were to be exterminated.  And defend themselves, they did and the Jewish people were saved and the sovereignty of God prevailed and the story of God and the redemption story that He was writing continued to be told. And a feast was inaugurated to celebrate this moment.

To this day, the Jewish people remember an orphan girl, an exile, who became queen, who dared to challenge the king, who dared to defy a decree, who dared to defend her people. Esther became a legend in her own time.

This weekend, we complete the ‘Legends’ series where we have been talking about people who invited God into their story. They invited God to be part of their story and in doing so, found themselves playing significant roles in the story that God Himself was writing.  The Bible is full of these stories and they are the kind of stories that resonate deeply with us. If we think about the stories in our own culture that shape us and mold us, the stories that we long to hear again and again, we think about stories like an awkward nerd girl in the high school that one day discovers she is a princess; and the farm boy on a desert planet who realizes he is the most powerful Jedi in the galaxy; and the kid that is sleeping underneath the staircase who is the most powerful wizard in history; and a little hobbit who is given the ring of power to save all of middle earth. We can hear these stories over and over again because they are rooted so deeply in our culture and in our hearts. We rewind all the way back to our childhood and we remember the days when we knew that there was more to us than met the eye, that there was more to us than anybody knew. And we dared to believe that salvation could come from even the most unexpected of places; that we were really wizards and athletes and princesses in disguise waiting to be discovered.

Those stories resonate with us because it’s the way that God created us. John 1:12 says that to all who believed and accepted Him, to them He gave power to become the children of God.  He has adopted us into his family. When we put our faith and our trust in Jesus, He brings us into his family, He brings us into the story that He is writing in history and thus we become part of his story. They resonate with us, they are deep in our hearts.
I know a lot of us are thinking that we don’t live in those fiction stories but at least Luke Skywalker had a great soundtrack and my only soundtrack is screaming kids. You may be thinking that I just sit at a desk and answer phones for a Congressman who doesn’t even know my name; or I’m just a student trying to make it through the next exam; so began all the great stories of God. 

Here’s what I want to encourage you with this weekend, we all have the opportunity to be a hero in the place that God has put us. We all have the opportunity to step into the legend, the story that He is writing. All of us influence somebody, whether as a boss or a parent or a friend or a leader or a teacher, we all influence somebody. The question is not if we will influence, but how we will influence. What I want to do in the next few minutes is dive a little bit deeper into the story of Esther to pull out three questions that I think are important for us to engage, to answer or to consider if we want to influence the way that God has created us to influence.

Turn over to the Book of Esther and I’ll dig into different places at different times and we’ll have the Scriptures up on the screen.  The first question is this:
Who are you listening to? Who we listen to has tremendous impact on our lives. King Xerxes listened to advisors who told him to put away his queen. It was a decision he regretted greatly later. Haman listened to all the wrong people. It’s interesting to me, if we look at Esther 3, verse 3, it says this

 3Then the king's servants who were at the king's gate said to Mordecai, "Why are you transgressing the king's command?" 

 4Now it was when they had spoken daily to him and he would not listen to them, that they told Haman…

Haman didn’t even realize that Mordecai was not bowing down to him. He listened to tattle-tales who came and stirred up his ego and his arrogance, and in verse 5, it says then he was filled with fury. He let servants of the court dictate his heart. When he went to his family and friends, his family and friends stroked his ego and encouraged him to seek vengeance and revenge and vindication instead of just encouraging him to become a man of character.  Compare and contrast this with Esther.  Who does she listen to? She listened to Mordecai. When Mordecai said, ‘Don’t reveal your ethnicity,’ she listened. When she was brought into the harem, she listened to Hegai and did what he said and trusted that he was leading her and teaching her in the right way. She was teachable and humble. When Mordecai came to her and asked her to risk her life, asked her to do the hardest thing imaginable, she listened. Who are we listening to? I would almost argue, and this will make some girls upset, I don’t know that Esther is the real hero of this story, because behind every great hero, there is a voice of influence, and in Esther’s life, it was Mordecai. Mordecai is the one behind the scene this whole time encouraging and influencing and giving instruction and advice. And because Esther was willing to listen to that, redemption came for her people. Who are we listening to?  Are we listening to people who will tell us what we want to hear in the moment but will lead to our destruction and downfall in the future, or are we listening to people who give us correction and advice and instruction that in the moment is very difficult to hear but in the end will lead to maturity and success. Haman listened to what people said that made him feel good in the moment, but over time it destroyed him and ate away at him and led to his downfall.  Meanwhile, Esther is listening to people tell her things that are very difficult to receive, deny your heritage, go before a king in which you might lose your life. She listened to difficult instruction in the moment but it led to her success in the future.

Andy Stanley says that your friends will determine the quality and direction of your life. I think that’s a profound statement. Your friends will determine the quality and direction of your life. The voices that are most influential in your life need to be the voices that are most influenced by God.  When we think about the other legends we’ve talked about in this series, think about David. David allowed a prophet named Nathan to speak very strong words into his life and as king, David could have silenced that very quickly. He could have killed Nathan and silenced this rumor of his sin and gone on with his life. But because he was willing to let Nathan speak that hard thing into his life at that moment, it changed the trajectory of David’s life and in the end, David was known as a man who was after God’s own heart.  Who are we listening to? Joshua had a Moses, and Elisha had an Elijah and Saul had a Barnabas, and Timothy had a Paul. Who are we listening to? That will change the way we live.
I’m so thankful for people in my life like Marty Pulliam, who inconvenienced my life as a middle school kid to encourage me to pray and read my Bible and start a relationship with God that went beyond what my family did and beyond what I experienced on a Sunday morning and became a daily relationship. I’m thankful for people like Dave who will tell me really hard things now because he wants to make sure I finish well in my ministry 20, 30 or 40 years from now. I’m thankful for people like Marva Adams who quietly but firmly reoriented my understanding of what it meant to be a godly wife. I’m thankful for the voices in my life. Who are we listening to?

Just last week, I had an NCC protégé tell me, ‘Heather, I love you enough to tell you no.’ I love and hate hearing stuff like that all at the same time, especially from our protégés. We need  people in our lives who love us enough to tell us the things we don’t want to hear in the moment so that we become the people we were created to be in the future. Who are we listening to?

We need friends in our lives who have the ability to confront what’s wrong and also have the ability to confront what’s right and needs to be drawn out of us even more. If we don’t have those relationships, I encourage you to get involved in small groups, get involved in a ministry, go on a missions trip, find a way to connect with the people around you. The voices that are the most influential in your life need to be the voices that have been the most influenced by God’s voice. Who are you listening to?

The second question I would encourage us to consider is this – Who are you serving? Are you using your position of influence to serve yourself or to serve other people? When you are given authority, how do you use that? Haman obviously used it to serve himself. When he was given the authority of the king, he was given the ring of authority of the king, he used it to write a decree to exterminate an entire people group. Think of what he could have done with that power, the good he could have done with that power. He used his influence to serve himself. Even when he goes before the king, the king says what should I do to a man I want to honor, Haman devised this grand scheme, it’s his ego’s great dream. Can we stop for just a minute and laugh? This is hilarious! Esther is such a great story. ‘Haman, what do I do to honor a man?’ Haman lays it all out and is forced to do it to the very man he wants to kill! The Bible has funny stuff in it! Even when he talks to his friends and family, he only seems to talk about two things, how the king loves him and how much he hates Mordecai. It’s all about him and how he is using his influence. 
Meanwhile, we look at Mordecai and Esther leveraging their influence for very different purposes. Before Xerxes even comes to the throne or Esther’s beauty is ever seen, Mordecai brings in a cousin, an orphan in exile, to influence her and raise her as his own. Mordecai uses his life to serve other people, even at the very end of Esther, the very last verse of Esther talks about how Mordecai used his influence to serve his people.  Esther risked her life to go before a king. She leveraged her position, her influence, her authority for the sake of other people. She listened to her cousin, Mordecai when he said, in Esther 4:14 you’ve come to this kingdom for such a time as this. Where has God placed you? Think about the different hats that you wear, the different spheres of influence that you have as a parent, as a friend, as a boss, as a leader, as a student. Thing about the hat your wear and the influence you have, how are you using it to serve other people? Or are you just using it to serve yourself?

My 16 year old brother-in-law Josh is in town visiting with us. He comes every summer and when he does, he becomes a sermon illustration because he does so much fun stuff that I can make fun of. When Josh comes to D.C., he finds himself the beneficiary of a lot of people who leverage their influence to serve him. So he gets to go have really cool meals at the Pentagon and he gets back-stage passes to the halls of political power and he gets private photography lessons from professional photographers. People leverage their influence to serve him. But I think on this trip, he had an experience that trumped all others. I have a friend who is in a show called Promises, Promises on Broadway, which also stars Josh’s favorite actress, Kristin Chenoweth. Unknown to Josh, Matt decided several weeks ago that he would bring Josh backstage after the show and strategically position him where he would be able to meet Kristin. So Josh goes backstage, he is standing on a Broadway stage for a first time, that’s already a big deal, and out comes Kristin Chenoweth. That’s when Josh turns completely stupid and what comes out of his mouth is, ‘I’ve been waiting 10 years to meet you, Hi, I’m from Oregon!’  Matt leveraged his influence to serve Josh. Let’s compare and contrast this to one NCC staffer Juliet Main, who did not leverage her influence to get one NCC staffer Heather Zempel from Alabama into a reception with Leonard Skinner.   Juliet is not even here this weekend to defend herself.  
Do you use your influenced to serve yourself or others. I think we see the greatest example of it in the life of Christ. In Philippians 2, one of my favorite passages, verse 4: Let each of you look not only to his own interests but also to the interests of others. Have this mind among yourselves in Christ Jesus who, though He was in the form of God, did not count the quality of God a thing to be grasped, but made Himself nothing taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men, and being in human form, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.  That is the ultimate example of someone leveraging their influence to serve others.

Who are you listening to? Who are you serving? And finally, who is in control of your life?

Esther gives us this really beautiful picture of the mysterious dance we see between something we call God’s sovereignty and man’s free will, showing how those two things work together. What happens is when we try to grab them out of this story and put them into systematic theology, we run into all kinds of arguments and conflicts and things that we can’t figure out. Providence is this idea that God works within his created world to bring about his purposes.  God’s sovereignty is this theological word that gets to this idea that God is at work even within the choices we make to orchestrate them to bring about his ultimate and final purposes.  God is in control, ultimately. Do we live that way? We say that we believe that God is in control but when we look at the way we actually live our lives, do we live in such a way that communicates that we believe that?  Who is in control? I think when we look at this story, we realize that Mordecai and Esther both realize that God is in control. Here is a really interesting thing. This book is one of two books in the Bible that doesn’t mention God anywhere. God’s name is not mentioned in this book, but when we think about what this story is about, the people of God are on the brink of extermination. Haman is about to wipe them out. There is an edict from the king that cannot be revoked that issues a command for their death. If they would have been exterminated at this point, God’s whole plan for salvation and redemption would have been thwarted.  Without the Jewish people, the Messiah would not have been able to come as promised. If there was ever a time in history when God needs to make Himself known in a very unmistakable and undeniable way, it seems like it would be here. Yet, in the story of Esther, He remains hidden and silent.  But it doesn’t mean He wasn’t working. It doesn’t mean He is not sovereign. Mordecai recognizes the sovereignty of God. He actually says to Esther, in Esther 4:13, “If you keep silent at this time, relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another place, but you and your father’s house will perish.”  Mordecai says to Esther, ‘God is still in control, God will still deliver us, the choice you have to make is whether or not you want to participate.’  It is really a matter of obedience. And we see Esther embracing the sovereignty of God when she calls for fasting and prayer, realizing that she can’t do this on her own. And when she says that if she perishes, she perishes. She recognizes that her role in this is not to try to play the hero or to be a legend or to do something great, it is simply to be obedient. She embraces the sovereignty of God.
I think that when we know who is controlling our life, it allows us to be patient and content in the season of life that we are in. Throughout the Book of Esther, we see this theme of fasting and feasting. There is a cycle that we see of feasts. Feasts to celebrate the king; feasts to celebrate Esther; fasts to pray for the people of God; feasts to honor the king and to ask for lives of people and feasts to celebrate the sovereignty of God.  We see a cycle of feasting and fasting. For many of us, we find ourselves, some of us in periods of feasting and some of us in periods of fasting when things don’t seem like they are going anywhere for us. But if we trust that God is in control, it gives us confidence in whatever season we happen to be in. It gives us patience to know God’s timing. Esther goes into the court, and the king says she can have anything she wants up to half the kingdom, and she invites him to dinner. Then at dinner, she still doesn’t ask him, she just invites him back to another dinner. If I were Esther, I would have at the first moment, said, ‘That idiot is trying to kill us!’ before the first basket of chips and salsa was off the table. But Esther, because she understood and embraces and acknowledged the sovereignty of God, she was able to be patient with his timing and live in the season He was calling her to that moment. She realized all she had to do was obey. If I perish, I perish. This sounds so familiar. It sounds so similar to things we’ve heard other legends we’ve talked about over the previous weeks, things they’ve said. Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, the God that we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace and even from your hand, and even if He chooses not to, we will not bow down to you or your God.   David, as he stands up and says, who is this uncircumcised Philistine that dares to defy the armies of the living God. They just have to obey. Then he is willing to be patient in the sovereignty of God to serve an evil kill even though he has been anointed the king. We see it in the life of Gideon when he was willing to trust God to whittle his army down from 32,000 men to 300 men. The hardest day of Gideon’s life was not the day he stepped onto the battlefield but the day he chose to believe God and trust in the sovereignty of God, that God could do more with 300 men than he could do with 32,000.
Who is controlling our lives? Who are we listening to? Who are we serving?  Who is in control?

This book ends very similar to the way it began, with a feast. A feast was inaugurated to celebrate the sovereignty of God. The book opens in a feast to celebrate the wealth and superiority of the Persian Empire. It ends with a feast to celebrate the superiority and the glory and the sovereignty of God.  I think it’s fitting this weekend that we celebrate the end of this series with a feast of our own.  As followers of Christ today, the feast that we celebrate to acknowledge and remember our deliverance is something called communion. As we go back to the foot of the cross to that place where we were granted our own extension of grace by a God who had the power to control the universe, it is an opportunity for us to feast in his presence. It is a moment where we were allowed to be written into his story.

I don’t think that the real hero in this story is Esther or Mordecai. I don’t think the real legends of the Bible are Gideon or Samuel or David of Shadrach, Meshach or Abednego. The only hero is God Himself. The legend is God Himself and He simply invites us to participate, to play a role. All we have to do is be obedient. In our day, legends are made at the foot of the cross as we come before the King of kings and give our lives over to Him, because 2,000 years ago, we saw something very similar to what happened in the Book of Esther when God hung suspended on a cross and went silent and his body was hidden in a tomb, and at the moment when all seemed lost, the moment when God should have been more at work and more visible in undeniable and unmistakable ways than ever before, He allowed Himself to disappear into a tomb. Yet He was in that moment when He was hidden and seemingly silent that He did the greatest work in history.

Here today, He has extended his scepter of grace over each one of us. For those of us who follow Christ, we recognize that and remember it and celebrate it in communion. If you are with us this weekend and you are a guest, if you are a follower of Christ, we invite you to participate with us. If you haven’t made that decision yet, now is a great moment to do that. It just means coming to the cross and saying, ‘God I trade my brokenness, my addiction, my sin for your grace,’ and allow God to bring you into the story He is writing. God is writing a heroic tale, even making legends, all we have to do is step into it and be obedient.

God, thank You so much for the story of Esther. God thank You for risks rewarded, but we know that You tend to take all the risks and let us reap the rewards. God I thank You for your faithfulness and for your sovereignty. God I pray that we would be like Esther, that we would listen to the right people and that we would use our influence to serve others and that we would recognize that You are in control and give You control of our lives. As we come to this time of communion, I pray that You would examine us and change us, and that more than any other voice, we would hear yours loudly in our lives, and that would change everything. In Jesus’ name, Amen.
