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OPPORTUNITY IN THE FACE OF ADVERSITY
However we look at the story of Esther
and the events surrounding the
captivity we cannot fail to see God’s
providential care for His people,
despite their unfaithfulness to Him.
God had previously warned His
people of such a time in Deuteronomy
31:17-18—‘I will forsake them and
hide My face from them ...’ (NASV).
God was indeed hiding His face from
His people on account of their sins;
they had deliberately chosen to stay
behind in the land of their captivity,
instead of availing themselves of an
opportunity to return to Jerusalem with
Zerubbabel. Had they grown to liking
the comfort and convenience of their
new surroundings? God often uses
adversity to stir us into action and
make us to know His love and care in
a deeper experiential way. As some
already have stated in their
introductions to Esther’s story, there is
no mention of God or prayer in this

book but prayer surely is implied in the
mourning and fasting among the Jews
when they heard of the decree for
their destruction (Esth. 4:1-3). To
whom could they cry but to the Lord?
The words of Mordecai in 4:14 are key
to understanding this book, which is
about laying hold of God given
opportunities when they present
themselves to us—in our situation it
could be an opportunity to witness, to
give wise counsel, or to encourage a
younger or older person in our church,
for example. God places us in His
kingdom where He can best use us to
His glory. Esther’s election to high
office thankfully did not affect her
judgement of the situation in which
she with all her own people found
themselves. We too are called to
‘reign in life through the One, Jesus
Christ’ (Rom. 5:17).
G.K.S.

From Study Groups
THE INTRODUCTION TO ESTHER’S STORY (Esther 1)
From Aberkenfig: 1 Kings 4 records Solomon’s wealth, his wisdom and the vast
quantity of provisions each day required for those who attended his court. We also
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read: ‘Judah and Israel were as many as the sand by the sea. They ate and drank and
were happy’ (v.20 ESV). It is little wonder that Ahasuerus had similar desires to
display his wealth to his officials, by providing lavish supplies over such an extended
period, enabling everyone to eat and drink to their heart’s content, all of which was
designed to underline his power and prestige.
The extraordinary description of the rich hangings and marble pavement give a
wonderful insight into the gardens and courtyards of royalty, all contributing to the
proof of his splendour and greatness. What follows, however, establishes how
degenerate this society really was. In the midst of the revelry he demanded the
queen to appear and disport herself and her beauty. Such an exhibition would have
been unthinkable to a sober monarch, but now his uncontrolled behaviour knew no
bounds.
Despotic anger and unreasonable behaviour is quickly transferred to his advisors.
Their counsel follows their king’s mindset and the chauvinistic attitude prevalent in
that day and culture. The decision to banish Vashti indicates how deeply ‘offensive’
to the king her refusal to appear before him was seen to be. It is likely that such a
refusal had not been entirely on moral grounds, for she had also been feasting with
the women during this period of abandonment. It is highly probable that
drunkenness played a large part in her offhand attitude to the one person who had
complete, unquestionable power over every person in 127 provinces and
nations—not the person that you would cross if you were in control of your actions
and words.
This passage provides us with significant contrasts to God’s dealings with His people
Israel, but it illuminates how much He was angered by Israel’s idolatry, disobedience
and rejection of all His overtures of love. God’s richness is incomparable with
anything that an earthly monarch possesses. Yet the deep divide between Ahasuerus
and his people, in richness and quality, gives us some little picture of the vast gulf
that exists between our paltry ‘richness’ and the abundance of God’s glory and
honour. It is also evident that Israel’s sinful behaviour was seen as that of an
adulterous and immoral woman (cp. Jer. 3) and was the cause of her banishment
into exile. In contrast to God’s love and long-suffering towards His people we see
the lust, brutality and haste of Ahasuerus to rid himself of his queen and replace her
with another. Romans 11 highlights in great contrast a substitution in our case, while
Ephesians 5 indicates the depth of love that our Saviour had for us in His death, in
order to bring us to God [Comment 1].
Edwin Stanley
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From Cromer: God’s sovereignty In the book of Esther we see the wonderful
sovereignty of God at work in causing Esther to be crowned queen. Through her
influence upon the despotic King Xerxes [or Ahasuerus in other versions—G.S]
[Comment 2], God overruled to save His people from destruction. God was at work
in Esther’s day on behalf of His own, as He is now. ‘… In all things God works for
the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose’
(Rom. 8:28 NIV).
Despotic rule Xerxes ruled his kingdom with a rod of iron, from India to Africa, and
the great exhibition held in Susa for 180 days would be a reminder to his guests of
his wealth and power. Unlike Nebuchadnezzar and Darius before him, who came
to acknowledge the sovereignty of God (Dan. 4:34-37 and 6:26-27), there is little
evidence that Xerxes had any such convictions.
Husbands’ treatment of their wives On the seventh day of the lavish banquet which
followed the exhibition, King Xerxes became drunk from too much wine. He
summoned Queen Vashti to appear before the assembled guests, wearing her crown,
so that they could see her beauty. Vashti refused to come, perhaps because she
knew she would be stared at in a degrading sort of way. It seems women were often
treated as chattels and not as human beings [Comment 3].
Today Christian husbands should love and respect their wives, as is the guidance
of Scripture: ‘Husbands ... be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them
with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life …’
(1 Pet. 3:7). Xerxes’ treatment of his wife was the very opposite of this.
John Parker
From Halifax: The character of Ahasuerus ‘Now it came to pass in the days of
Ahasuerus ...’ (Esth. 1:1 AV). We first come across this great monarch, whose
domain stretched from India to Ethiopia, in a short passage in Ezra. Having
maintained relentless opposition to the building work at Jerusalem from the days of
Cyrus to Darius, ‘the people of the land’ wrote ‘an accusation against the inhabitants
of Judah and Jerusalem’ to Ahasuerus when he came to the throne (Ezra 4:4,6). J.M.
Cook notes that, ‘Josephus is badly at fault in placing Ezra’s and Nehemiah’s missions
in the reign of Xerxes, and Esther in the time of his son Artaxerxes’ (The Persians, The
Folio Society, 1989, p.148) [Comment 4]. The Hebrew word for ‘Ahasuerus’, though,
is a transliteration of the Old Persian Xšayarša, (E.M. Yamauchi, The Expositor's Bible
Commentary, Vol. 4, 1988, p.628), which in Greek form is ‘Xerxes’. Almost beyond
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question then, the Ahasuerus of Scripture is Xerxes, the son of Darius Hystaspes and
father of Artaxerxes Longimanus. [cp. Mount Forest paper and Comment 5].
In the third year of his reign, Ahasuerus over 180 days flaunted ‘the riches of his
glorious kingdom and the honour of his excellent majesty’ (v.4), after which seven
days were spent feasting in the garden of the king’s palace (v.5) which his father had
built at Shushan. ‘Behold, there shall stand up yet three kings in Persia; and the
fourth shall be far richer than they all: and by his strength through his riches he shall
stir up all against the realm of Grecia’ (Dan. 11:2). On the seventh day (v.10)
Ahasuerus sent for Vashti his queen as he wanted to show the princes her beauty.
However, Vashti refused to come (v.12) and her action stirred anger in the king. Her
disobedience had wide implications, and the seven princes of Persia and Media
advised her banishment from the royal presence and the disposal of her estate to
‘another ... better than she’ (v.19). Surely wives are to be subject to their husbands,
‘as it is fit in the Lord’ (Col. 3:18; cf. Eph. 5:24); but husbands are to love their wives
(v.19). Where was the love in a man who, without shame, would have his queen
paraded and revealed for public gaze?
Robert J. Butler
From Mount Forest: Explanatory value The Holy Spirit used the unknown writer
of this book to refer to Mordecai’s records (9:20) and explain the origin of the feast
of Purim; that is the conclusion the book leads up to. In this first chapter we are
given the timing of surrounding events and the character of major players.
Setting There is scholarly debate about who Ahasuerus was (he is called Xerxes in
some modern versions, and apparently Xerxes reflects the Greek translation of a
Hebrew rendering of Ahasuerus, as spelled in Esther 10:1). It is a relatively common
kingly name of the time, and most commentators agree it is definitely not the one
referenced in Daniel 9:1 (who, though father of the earlier king Darius and successor
to Belshazzar’s throne, is not described anywhere as an emperor himself, nor having
the length and grandeur of the rule of Esther’s Ahasuerus), nor the king of Ezra 4:6
(likely Cambyses). Secular history (Herodotus) mentions Xerxes as the son of a
subsequent Darius who ruled the Medo-Persian empire for 21 years, and records his
wife’s name as Amestris (not dissimilar phonetically to ‘Esther’), who would then be
a successor to the woman called Vashti (1:9) [Comment 5]. The reference in Esther
3:7 to the 12th year of the king’s reign would, however, also fit well with the long
reign of Artaxerxes (see Neh. 5:14; 13:6). An Artaxerxes was Xerxes’ son and heir.
Notably, the Septuagint Greek Old Testament uses ‘Artaxerxes’ instead of ‘Ahasuerus’
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in every Esther reference. This man could be the king in Ezra 7:1, who reigned after
Darius. Tracing history, this Darius had succeeded Cyrus, who had been used by
God to release the Jews from 70 years’ captivity in Babylon (Dan. 9:2; Ezra 1:1-3).
Although we cannot be certain if Ahasuerus was Xerxes or his son Artaxerxes, the
important point to note is that in either case the timing of Esther was subsequent to
the decree by Cyrus for the Jews to return to Jerusalem, with which 42,360
voluntarily complied (Ezra 2:64; Neh. 7:66, fulfilling Deut. 30:1-8). The placing of
Esther after Ezra and Nehemiah in the Jewish Scriptures accords well with this
chronology. However, we will see in chapter 2 that Mordecai and his ward Esther
were found, not in Jerusalem at this time but still in the Persian city of Susa, which
Darius had gloriously renovated (1:5-7). Nehemiah lived there too, until he was able
to return to Jerusalem (Neh. 1:1-2,5). Faithful and very aged, Daniel apparently
could not return (remaining in Babylon under Cyrus: Dan. 6:28), but there is no
doubt as to his desires for Zion (see Dan. 9:16 f). However, neither in this first
chapter nor in the whole book of Esther is love of Zion exhibited, nor a mention of
God, prayer, or the house of God, nor even the vital set Feasts of Jehovah, and
Daniel 9:13 may be a sad commentary about the endemic weaknesses of nonreturning Jews, in their captivity (Ezek. 2:3-5). The conclusion of the book (9:32)
reveals the wife of a brutal and sensual Gentile king adding to the feasts of Israel
without any apparent divine direction. The error is perpetuated today in Purim being
among the most popular of Jewish festivals [Comment 6].
We also learn about some character problems in chapter 1. Secular history records
that Xerxes placed little value on human life and was guilty of gross sexual sins.
Esther 1 reveals such a man, living in pride, luxury and unbridled power, with a
‘trophy’ wife of great natural beauty, whom he liked to parade. He had an
uncontrollable temper, matched by uncontrolled use of wine. Who would want this
man as a husband? A strong personality like Vashti’s might, and it was a recipe for
breakdown. Although unlikely in those days, reconciliation with his disobedient wife
was not sought by the king nor advised by the supposedly ‘wise men’. Any marriage
may face testing, but righteous reconciliation is an applicable divine principle (e.g.
Hos. 2:19-23; Mat. 5:9; 19:6; 1 Cor. 7:10), not the selfish divorce that was set in
motion before Esther steps into the picture.
Jeremiah 29:4-7 gave guidance for the preservation of the chosen race in captivity,
and Nehemiah, Esther’s contemporary, knew this did not contradict prior commands
(Deut. 7:3; Neh. 13:25). So knowing what we do about Ahasuerus, would we
expect a devout Jewess, forbidden by the law to intermarry with any Gentile,
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nevertheless to go along with an edict by which she would become such a man’s
mistress and possibly queen, unresistingly submitting herself to his ideas of royal life?
Acts 5:29 guides us now. Mordecai would be driven by her potential role in a
Gentile kingdom, not the kingdom of God (4:14), and the idea that we today might
gain strategic advantage by attaining high political office doesn’t find a good biblical
precedent here! Without the details of this opening chapter we might unduly focus
on the romantic tale developed in the next section, but we cannot ignore basic
character flaws and the broad context that the Spirit first presents to us here.
Explanatory value Although many positive analogies have been brought from the
book of Esther, we can already see here an alternative or complementary thesis.
Perhaps this book’s main purpose is to reveal, in juxtaposition to Ezra and Nehemiah,
what happens when people cease to be attracted to the place of the Name, become
proud of a heritage that they don’t live up to, satisfy themselves with personal
opinion rather than obey the prophetic word of God, compromise key biblical
commands, and substitute external ritual for praying in the will of God. It leads to
God’s people being misunderstood and persecuted, and the only rescue is
miraculous divine intervention [Comment 7].
Geoff Hydon
From Paisley: Empires and kingdoms come and go. From Cyrus taking control of
Babylonia in 539 B.C., and so between the times of the Jews returning from exile to
Israel under Zerubbabel (538) and those returning under Ezra (458) or Nehemiah
(445), some who had remained in Babylon (Iraq) were moved to neighbouring Persia
(Iran). Ahasuerus (Xerxes I) reigned from c. 486 to 465 and ruled from India to
Ethiopia. Perhaps it was by his decree that the Jews were moved from Babylon to
Persia—if so, the king was unwittingly being directed by God in His all-wise
providence and sovereignty, who knew that the Jewish people must be represented
in Susa for their rescue from annihilation and their ultimate survival. [See Question
& Answer].
When in Israel, the Jews had wanted a king to rule over them like the nations
round about them. They rejected God as their King, but He granted them their
desire. The wise king Solomon didn’t live up to his wise sayings in Proverbs and
Ecclesiastes. He modelled his court on those of other kingdoms, and in the grandest
manner imaginable. He took almost twice as long to build his palace as he took to
build God’s temple. Nothing exceeds like excess, and his name and his kingdom
became a byword for excess, the king/emperors of the nations round about Israel
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even copying king Solomon’s excesses. Like Solomon, Xerxes indulged his excesses.
Solomon had 700 wives and 300 concubines, which was against God’s
commandment not to multiply wives (Deut. 17:17) and was a bad example to all
kings, emperors, and despots. Xerxes spent his days and nights carousing with his
courtiers instead of queen Vashti, who being a virtuous and principled woman
refused to obey her drunken husband even though he was the king, and she
declined to make a spectacle of herself before his equally inebriate courtiers [see
Comment 3]. In this male-oriented society it was an act of treason to disobey the
king, and queen Vashti lost her position as the king’s consort, though not her head,
and was banished from court. Xerxes, according to the historian Herodotus, was
cruel and unpredictable. If he was also an alcoholic—as his life of carousing would
suggest—he would seldom be in a fit state of mind to make rational decisions which
affected his vast empire. The mighty megalomaniac emperor would learn, as did
Nebuchadnezzar and other kings, to acknowledge that ‘the Most High is sovereign
over the kingdoms of men and gives them to anyone he wishes’ (Dan. 4:17,25,32
NIV).
John Peddie
From Podagatlapalli: Esther and Ruth are the only books in the Bible named after
women. Esther was a Jewess who married a Gentile. Ruth was a Gentile who married
a Jew. Both were women of faith and courage; both helped to save the nation of
Israel—Esther by the death of an enemy and Ruth by the birth of a son. The name
of God is not mentioned in Esther but the hand of God is seen throughout. The
book is an example of God’s guidance and care for His people. God’s sovereignty
and power are demonstrated throughout the book.
The story of Esther is a quite distinctive narrative which can be placed
chronologically between the 6th and 7th chapters of Ezra, occurring about 40 years
after the Temple had been rebuilt (Ezra 6:14-15) but about 30 years before the walls
of Jerusalem were rebuilt (Neh. 6:15). It introduces on the one hand those Jews who
remained in the Persian empire after the first return; and on the other hand it
presents the overlord of that empire—the powerful Ahasuerus and his court.
The king is known to historians as Xerxes, the son of Darius I. He is famous for his
campaigns against the Greeks, marked by the resounding defeat of his fleet at
Salamis. Daniel 11:2 alludes to this monarch and his wealth. He was proud and
impulsive, as we see from the events in chapter 1. His winter palace was in Susa,
where he held the banquet described in verses 3-7.
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Persian kings often held great banquets before going to war. The fabulous feast of
chapter 1 may have been in preparation for the war with the Greeks [perhaps also
to impress satraps after quelling revolts in 485 and 484—M.A.]. We see everything
in the court of the Gentiles marked for the glory of a man whose pride knew no
bounds. The celebrations lasted six months because the real purpose was to
demonstrate that the king had enough wealth to go to war. This war was not for
survival but for acquiring wealth, territory and power. Persian kings loved to flaunt
their wealth, wearing precious gems in their beards. Persian men wore jewellery as
a sign of rank and even wore it into battle (cp. 1:5-7).
Chapter 1:10-11 (NKJV) says ‘On the seventh day, when the heart of the king was
merry with wine, he commanded ... to bring Queen Vashti before the king, wearing
her royal crown, in order to show her beauty to the people and the officials …’ The
king made a rash, half drunk decision based on pride and lust, his self restraint and
practical wisdom weakened by wine. This was an unusual request, even for an
oriental king, to expose his wife to lustful revellers. It was unbecoming to the
modesty of her gender and to her rank as queen. A further indignity was that
household servants were sent to fetch her. Amid the debauchery Vashti’s dignity
shines out and she refused to present herself at the king’s command [see Comment
3].
Today’s world needs more women like Vashti: modesty is a crown jewel of
womanhood.
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Surulere: The conduct and treatment of Vashti Vashti was undoubtedly the
only one in that Persian banquet in full possession of her senses. Reckless indulgence
in overflowing wine at this most ostentatious of banquets had robbed Ahasuerus and
his fawning nobles of their common sense. It may be that Vashti was literally
required indecently to expose herself—an affront to the king himself and a mockery
of Vashti’s queenly office. She would not be intimidated, not least by the monarch
whose decrees were immutable. If Vashti envisioned the consequences of her novel
stance, she seems not to have cared about dismissal, perhaps living only for the
moment [see Comment 3].
It was too much to expect from a heathen queen, and her posture in defence of
her dignity and womanhood is remarkable and commendable. In another clime she
would have been described as a ‘wife of noble character’ (Prov. 31:10 NIV) and one
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of the ‘holy women’ (1 Pet. 3:5). She was sorely mistreated and the fiery
combination of an affronted monarch and self-serving advisors sealed her fate for the
‘collective good’. She must be made an example to ensure there was no herd
reaction [Comment 8]. Behind the scenes the almighty God, who has in His hands
the hearts of kings and turns it wherever He pleases (Prov. 21:1) was weaving the tale
of Esther’s rise from obscurity to the lofty heights of the Persian throne.
Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig): It may be helpful to amplify the complex thought here thus. There
is extreme contrast between (a) the king’s motives, the degree of injustice, and the
marital wrong in the replacement of Vashti with Esther; and (b) the wise blend of
God’s judgement and reformative purpose in the removing of Israel from their
exclusive place, along with uniting Jew and Gentile in one holy nation enabled to
bear fruit, while believing Jew and Gentile are also sanctified as one bride by the
Christ who gave Himself up for them.
M.A.
2. (Cromer): Xerxes is the Greek name for King Ahasuerus; his Persian name being
Khshayarsha, and the Hebrew name ‘Ahashverosh’.
3. (Cromer): As Aberkenfig paper shows, it may well have been that Queen Vashti
herself was at fault in not responding to the king’s decree as a result of excessive
consumption of alcohol. Moreover, she must have been well aware of her husband’s
propensity to rage when his command was dismissed offhand.
4. (Halifax): Events recorded here in the book of Esther took place at least
twenty-two years before Ezra led 1,758 exiles back to the Lord’s given land in 457
B.C. Xerxes l ascended to the Persian throne in 486 (his reign ended in 465 and he
chose Esther as queen in 479, therefore, the narrative here is in the period between
the Israelites’ first and second returns to Jerusalem.
R.B.F.
5. (Mount Forest): Herodotus also attributes horrific cruel acts to Amestris, with an
aggressive character far from the sensitive diplomacy Esther shows, and she was the
mother of Artaxerxes I, born probably a year before Esther became queen. It could
well be that there was more than one woman given queenly status before Esther,
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who may not appear in Persian records because national authors preferred not to
focus on an untypically favoured alien.
Most scholars see a stronger case for Ahasuerus being Xerxes I, thus explaining the
gap from his third year of reign (Esth. 1:3) to the seventh year when Esther reaches
the palace (2:16), coinciding with his campaign against the Greeks (482-479 B.C.),
while the fiery temper and ruthlessness also match. On the LXX translating
Ahasuerus as ‘Artaxerxes’, D.G. Firth, The Message of Esther, p.26, supports Halifax
paper’s derivation of both names from Persian, thinking the LXX translators were
working out a likely equivalent. This timing also places Mordecai’s story between the
first call to return to the land in 538 and the expedition of Ezra in 458-7 under
Artaxerxes I (Ezra 7:1,8), possibly giving some reason for Mordecai not returning.
Xerxes and those around him would hardly be favourable to Jews becoming eager
to relocate, giving other subject groups the same idea. (See also Question & Answer).
6. (Mount Forest): Status of Purim and the character of Esther While granting that
no direct authority for Purim from God is stated, we are not obliged to regard the
maturing Esther as tainted by the character of her husband, since she shows herself
so self-controlled and dedicated in dealing with the crisis, while valuing the discipline
of fasting, undoubtedly with prayer. The association appears to be part of the price
she paid for using her elevation to defend her people (a far greater objective than
self-preservation), and perhaps to divert Xerxes from other excesses.
Sacrificing at new moons was not prescribed before its mention in Numbers 29:6,
but was accepted by God, until it became hypocritical. Similarly, though there is a
good case for seeing the Book as an account of God’s rescue of His people from the
hazards of becoming at ease away from Zion, there is no disapproval shown for the
remembrance of their deliverance. In the close of the book the author appears not
to question the authority and worth of the queen and Mordecai using the emperor’s
system of decree, while the mention of care for the poor (9:23) and of fasting and
lamentation (recalling the race being attacked by law) in 9:31 gives a serious tone.
Cp. B.S. 1963, pp.188-189, Comments 8-10.
7. (Mount Forest): This is a helpful challenge to regarding Esther and Mordecai as
blameless defenders of the Jewish race; and the confusions and dangers of believers
compromising separation to God as noted here are very real. But equally real is the
striking development of Esther. From the girl accepting her uncle’s plan, doubtless
fearing the wrath of the king unlike Moses and his parents (Heb. 11:23,27), and
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spending a year in beauty treatments, she becomes an outstanding character of grace
and discernment, who places herself at extreme risk for the sake of her people. This
is surely comparable to the learning curves we see in Jacob, and from which we
would gratefully learn ourselves, as with so many others ‘from weakness ... made
strong’ (Heb. 11:34).
8. (Surulere): Comment by means of style The author is a master of allowing the
narrative to appear simply to describe fact, while the reader is left (unprompted) to
judge the moral value of the events. There grows on the reader, however, a sense
of the author intending the facts to cry out for a disturbed reaction. To this he adds
the naming of the officials with their status, part of which is that the king’s custom is
to consult them frequently (in effect a comment on his weakness), and then lets
Memucan in a long speech show their foolishness in advising an excessive penalty,
and in ensuring by decree that other women in all the empire hear about Vashti’s
refusal and about the king’s lack of authority in his home. It may then be that the
few words mentioning Vashti’s feast for the women (1:9) contrast her sense with the
king’s excess. But we do not know how far the author accepted the treatment of
women in those times. We agree it is more important that we see God preparing the
way for Esther.
M.A.

Feature
PRIESTS, PRIESTHOOD, AND KINGDOM OF PRIESTS
Priests
The first priest we come across in the divine
record is Melchizedek, whose name means
king of righteousness, but he is also
described as king of peace as king of Salem
(Gen. 14:18; Heb. 7:2). He came to the
patriarch Abram at a critical time, when the
father of faith would be tested as to his
reaction to the request of the king of
Sodom, on whose behalf he fought simply
to rescue his nephew Lot from captivity. It
is not without significance that bread and
wine were the provision brought for the
tired warrior. He would come to know and
appreciate God’s timing in the appearance

of this great man (Heb. 7:4) in the bounty
he received, and also be privileged to hear
Melchizedek ascribe praise to God Most
High, El Elyn, the possessor of heaven and
earth. The priesthood of the Son of God
was to be after this man’s order, and was
confirmed in David’s psalm which deals
with the exaltation of God’s anointed. It is
also referred to in the letter to the Hebrews
where the writer is directing attention to the
Lord Jesus as our forerunner into God’s
presence, to prepare Himself there in
priestly service for us (Heb. 6:20). The
eternal priesthood of the Lord Jesus is also
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typified in the crowning ceremony of
Joshua son of Jehozadak in the days of the
return of the exiles of Israel to their
promised land. It is a prophecy that will be
more fully realised in the enthronement of
Christ in the Millennium; He will not only
occupy a throne in eternal kingship, but
also engage in the office of a priest eternally
representing His people (Zech. 6:14).
Moses and Samuel, as well as Aaron, are
designated priests (Ps. 99:6). These men
stand out supremely as mediators,
intercessors and representatives acting on
behalf of God’s people (see Ex. 32:32;
Num. 14:19 20; Ps. 106:23; 1 Sam. 12:19,
23).

waning of mental capacity, would
detrimentally affect their ability to perform
duties as time went on. Ultimately there
would be death, therefore their priesthood,
that of the Aaronic order, was not one that
would continue indefinitely (see Heb. 5:2;
7:23).
The high priest of Israel, as Aaron
became, was appointed to that honoured
position through God’s call, and the
priesthood, of which he was an essential
part, was associated with the law of God,
designated as ‘the law of a carnal
commandment’. However, the calling of
Aaron and his sons was without the
declaration of a divine oath which would
have ensured its continuance, and
consequently it was regarded as weak and
unprofitable because of human frailty and
failing (Heb. 5:1,4-6; 7:16,18-21). The Lord
Jesus was called to His supreme office as
great high priest by that same word of God,
this time accompanied by the divine oath
that guaranteed its unending operation
(7:21-25).

Priesthood
In Exodus 40:12-15 the calling of Aaron
and his four sons is highlighted. Their prime
responsibility was to appreciate that God’s
calling was for the purpose ‘that they may
minister unto me in the priest’s office’ (v.13
RV), which is simply one word in Hebrew,
‘kahan’, meaning ‘to act as a priest’, or ‘to
adorn as a priest’. They were firstly to be
cleansed at the laver before entering their
daily service as well their one time overall
washing in their inauguration at the same
location. Secondly they were to be clothed
in garments of glory and beauty, the first
adjective denoting what all this meant for
God and would be to Him; the second
describing the powerful effect for good
upon the people who saw them. Lastly
they were to be consecrated in their
devotion to the duties that had to be
performed. With all the rituals that had to
be followed we find that they were
extremely limited in a number of areas of
service that would eventually impact on
their activities over a period of time. Decay
of the physical frame and possibly the

The corollary of this Old Testament
priesthood, of course, is found in the New
Testament, and comes to the fore in the
second chapter of Peter’s first letter
addressed to churches of God throughout
Italy, Greece and Turkey. They were far
scattered geographically, yet bound
together in a unified framework based upon
obedience to the pattern of service God
looks for in His own, and which is clearly
revealed in His word. Though separated in
quite a number of cases by vast distances,
they together formed a spiritual dwelling for
God through His calling of them into a
unique sense of fellowship with Him as His
people and were duly constituted a holy
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priesthood in their service Godward, and a
royal priesthood in their responsibility to
proclaim His message to humanity (1 Pet.
2:4-10; cp. Eph. 2:20-22; 1 Tim. 3:15).
Having found their place in churches of
God, they came to appreciate that they
were built upon the foundational teaching
of the Lord Jesus delivered to the apostles
during the post resurrection forty days
when He appeared to them (Acts 1:3);
built together in corporate testimony for
Him; built to be a spiritual dwelling for
God; and built for the offering up of
spiritual offerings, the fruit of lips.

kingdom of priests, although they were still
recognised by God as His ‘kingdom’ or
‘nation’ on earth. Sadly, as a result of
persistently neglecting God’s desired will
and blatantly rejecting His beloved Son,
they likewise forfeited that position of
responsibility (Mat. 21:43).
How refreshing and reassuring then to
read in Revelation 1 of the restoration of
that high status known as a kingdom of
priests being applied to those in churches
of God in New Testament times; not only
to the seven churches mentioned by name
in Turkey but also wherever else churches
of God were located at that time of John
the apostle’s writing, likely around A.D.90.
Through the blood shedding of the Lamb of
God, and being obedient from the heart to
the whole counsel of God, they had come
into that treasured and cherished setting of
being called a ‘kingdom of priests’ (Rev. 1:5
6; Acts 20:27 28).

Kingdom of Priests
Exodus 19:5-8 is our reading lesson for this
truth. Language could not be any simpler
or more potent. Israel’s status of being
regarded as a kingdom of priests hinged on
obedience to God’s commands, delivered
directly to Moses by the Lord and
communicated by him to the governing
elders of the nation for the people to hear
and act upon, which they did for a short
time, at least in word. They soon defaulted
as we know and eventually lost that
distinctive title when they substituted the
golden calf as their object of worship
instead of doing obeisance to the Lord (Ex.
32:1-6). The people were no longer a

‘Great Jehovah throned on high,
By Thy blessed Son brought nigh,
Cleansed and clothed as priests we bring
In His name thank offering.’
(C. Belton; PHSS 116)
R.B.Fullarton
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Question . . .
We are told in Esther 2:5-8 that Jews who included the family of Mordecai had been taken
captive to Babylon with King Jeconiah. When were they moved to Persia, so that Mordecai and
Esther were in Susa when the search for a queen began? Why was this, apart from the purpose
of God to use Esther to save Jews in the Persian empire from genocide?
J. Peddie, Paisley

... and Answer
First we assume that the correct
understanding of the passage is that it was
Kish, the last (but eldest) in the list of
Mordecai’s ancestors, that was exiled with
Jeconiah by Nebuchadnezzar in 597 B.C.,
not Mordecai, else he would be too old to
be so active in the life of Esther.

Xerxes made their most frequently used
capital.
It might be supposed that Jews were
unlikely to wish to move farther away from
Jerusalem and the Land. But Daniel and
Nehemiah both reached high position in
Susa (Dan. 8:2; Neh. 1:1), so of godly
families who followed the instruction of
Jeremiah 29 (after Jeconiah's exile) to seek
the welfare of the cities to which they were
taken, some may have travelled farther east
pursuing their own profession or business,
or have been employed to do so. It was the
most skilled, educated and able-bodied
people that the Babylonians took captive (2
Kin. 24:14-16; 25:12).

The establishment of the Medo-Persian
empire came at the expense of Babylonian
empire (Dan. 5:28). So the Jews went from
being under the rule of Babylon to that of
Cyrus the Persian without necessarily being
moved anywhere.
Ezekiel opens his book beside the Chebar,
which was near to Babylon, and Esther
opens in Susa, which is east of the Persian
Gulf. So it may just be that, when the
Babylonian empire fell, there was a natural
gravitation of people over the course of
years from the defeat of Babylon in 538
B.C. till Xerxes became king in 486,
towards the city that Darius and then

It is possible also that some Jews
descended from those of Israel taken
captive by Assyria found their way to Susa,
but we are not aware of secular evidence
for.
J.T.N., M.A

.
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Introducing

February

THE USE OF ESTHER’S STORY IN PREACHING AND
TEACHING
It is very profitable to draw parallels
between aspects of the characters and
story of Mordecai and Esther, and the
work of Christ in salvation. Some
monthly authors also write movingly
about preparing ourselves for the
presence of the King of kings and Lord
of lords. But if preaching among
newcomers to faith and the gospel, or in
ministry to disciples, it would be
prudent to focus on one area of the
narrative at a time, and avoid including
too many comparisons, since some may
become contradictory. Readers and
listeners could have trouble accepting
that a man of such poor moral character
as Xerxes could be worth a year of
beautifying; or that power and wealth
could make up for being bound to him
as a husband; or that to gain high place
in such a court would be a wise
ambition. Some will quickly understand
that we want show how far more worthy
is our Saviour and Lord, and how
rewarding is His service, despite its
trials. But many we wish to reach or
build up in faith may have been deeply
bruised and disappointed with the
relationships of this world. Their
suspicions would be confirmed if we
appear to gloss over human weaknesses
they readily spot in the best of the
characters in Esther. Others could have
their acceptance reinforced of today’s
social pressure not to appear in public

without undue
preparation.

external

image

More experienced Bible readers also
might doubt whether Mordecai was
commendable in putting Esther and
other Jews at extreme risk by his
resistance to showing normal respect of
the times to a man appointed by the
king. We are given no stated reason for
his doing so, not even when he is
challenged by court officials. In contrast,
Daniel and his friends give a clear and
principled reason for their stance on
each occasion of setting aside the king’s
instruction, except when Daniel’s daily
practice of prayer to the God of Zion
would already be well known. Though
we do not have the first request for
simpler diet verbatim, the repetition of
the purpose to avoid defilement points
to the commander finding that was the
reason, since a prince would hardly be
used to fare much humbler than ‘the
king’s choice food’, and more
explanation was surely given (Dan.
1:8-13 NAS). This holds true even if
Judah’s cattle were poorer because the
land had suffered from invaders.
As in January, articles as they came to
us ranged in view from uncritical
acceptance of Mordecai and Esther as
wise and principled throughout the
book, to seeing them as compromised
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and repeatedly confused as they
struggle with faithfulness to the
instructions of the God of Israel. We
have aimed to give all a fair hearing,

while pointing to factors that must be
weighed in arriving at the truth which
the Spirit of God wishes us to see.
M.A.

From Study Groups
OUTER AND INNER BEAUTY
(Esther 2; Ezra 1:1-6; 7:1-7; Neh. 2:1-7)
From Aberkenfig: Psalm 80:17 says, ‘But let your hand be on the man of your right
hand, the son of man whom you have made strong for yourself!’ (ESV) and we know
from Genesis 35:18 that Rachel named her second son Ben-oni, while Jacob called him
Benjamin. Strong’s Dictionary gives ‘son of my sorrow’ and ‘son of the right hand’
respectively as meanings for these names, and it is this man to whom Mordecai
(perhaps ‘little man’—Strong’s) is traced back in his genealogy.
Mordecai has a highly significant role in Esther’s life, despite being rooted in ‘sorrow’
and ‘smallness’: he is seen as founded in the powerful place of his (fore)fathers’ ‘right
hand’. From this Psalm might we deduce that Mordecai also could be seen as a type
of Christ who, as the Man of Sorrows, was the despised lowly one who walked the
roads of Palestine? As Son of God (the right hand) He resisted our enemy, the devil, in
much the same way that Mordecai resisted Haman, coming under the sentence of
death—as we see in the unfolding story—all for the salvation of his people from hatred
and judgement [Comment 1].
Esther, on the other hand, is seen as fatherless, destitute and without hope, which
compares so well with our own situation (Eph. 2:12). Her beauty is insufficient to bring
her into the king’s presence: it requires a long period of beautification before she is
ready. In all that time Mordecai is enquiring of her welfare daily, while Hegai, struck
with her beauty and character that must have come through the love and care of
Mordecai, gives her all that she further needs. [Cp. ‘Introducing’, from latter part of
para. 1.]
It is wonderful to note that the Lord Jesus is our constant companion through every
circumstance of life. He ensures our welfare, while the Holy Spirit provides us with
everything we need in our preparation for eternity. This is where we soon will meet our
King! Is it possible in this narrative to see a small shadow of Israel’s rejection and the
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saved of this dispensation of grace, being brought into a close relationship with the God
of heaven? It thrills us to see such a profound truth unfolding in this very human story.
In the gate Mordecai’s care for Esther ensures his attention to the surrounding
conditions that affect her well-being: thus he is found at the king’s gate. There he
becomes aware of the plot against the king and warns Esther, who tells the king,
rescuing him from certain assassination. Mordecai’s action, though unrecognised then,
has a profound impact on what is to come. Similarly in our day the Lord Jesus is seated
in a place where He knows every twist and turn of this world’s politics. He is ever alert
to our danger, warning us through His word to be constantly in our King’s presence,
seeking guidance and deliverance from the distresses that plague our world.
Edwin Stanley
From Cromer: Esther’s character Esther was a beautiful woman, lovely in form and
features (2:7). She pleased Hegai who was in charge of the king’s harem and won his
favour (v.9). When it was her turn to go to the king she asked for nothing other than
what Hegai suggested (v.15). Mordecai, who had brought her up, had obviously
trained her well. There are references to her being obedient to him when he was
bringing her up (v.20), and throughout the process of her being prepared for becoming
queen to Xerxes she did not reveal her nationality, because Mordecai had instructed
her not to. When she became queen she continued to respect Mordecai’s wishes and
responded to his guidance. Esther was obviously a godly young lady who recognised
the importance of subjection to her guardian and showed wisdom in taking his advice.
There are lessons for us in the example set by Esther. In our Christian experience,
particularly in assembly life, are we prepared to be subject to others and also to accept
their wise counsel when important issues are at stake [see Comment 1]?
Sitting in the king’s gate signifies a place of government and commerce. Mordecai may
have been a civil servant of some importance. Perhaps this is why he could gain access
to parts of the royal palace (v.11). Perhaps because of his position in government
Mordecai learned of the assassination conspiracy involving Bigthana and Teresh, two
of the king’s officers. He let Esther know (v.22) and she told the king, giving credit to
Mordecai. This has relevance to us in that as Christians we may well be able to occupy
positions of seniority and influence in the administration of local or national
government. However, to be in the political area of government where policy is
formulated could result in having to support the enacting of laws that conflict with the
mind of the Lord. 1 Corinthians 7:23 says, ‘You were bought at a price; do not become
slaves of men’ (NIV).
John Parker
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From Halifax: Favoured by all The Book of Esther was given a high place in the
Hebrew Bible, as the last of five Megilloth, ‘Rolls’, the others being Ruth, Ecclesiastes,
Song of Solomon, and Lamentations, a blend of beautiful poetry and Wisdom books.
We are introduced to Mordecai (2:5) and Hadassah, ‘that is, Esther’ (v.7 AV) and follow
the parts these played in the salvation of the Jewish people and the establishment of
‘Esther’s feast’—the feast of Purim.
Chapter 2 begins with King Ahasuerus in reflective mood. Having mounted an
expedition against the Greeks in which Athens was occupied and ruined, the king saw
his fleet destroyed in the naval battle of Salamis. With this the monarch ‘lost all heart
and hope, fled out of Europe in terror, and gave himself up to the luxurious pleasures
of the harem and the banqueting hall ...’ (W.H. Hunter, ‘The Four Great Monarchies’,
Needed Truth, Jan. 1893). So it was that the king remembered Vashti. Josephus
explains that the king ‘did not well bear separation, and yet by the law he could not
admit of a reconciliation ...’ (Antiq. XI. vi. 2). Then, at his servants’ recommendation,
there followed a year-long beauty competition. Vashti was ‘fair to look on’ (1:11); but
‘… Esther obtained favour in the sight of all them that looked upon her’ (2:15).
However, ‘Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain: but a woman that feareth the LORD,
she shall be praised’ (Prov. 31:30).
Why Bigthan and Teresh, who were keepers of the threshold, conspired against their
king we are not told. Whether they were supporters of Vashti’s cause, were against
Esther, or perhaps were angered about Ahasuerus’ disastrous expedition, we may but
only surmise. According to Albert Barnes, ‘Conspiracies inside the palace were ordinary
occurrences in Persia’ (Notes on the Bible). What is recorded is that Esther’s cousin
Mordecai was made aware of the plot and that Esther informed the king in Mordecai's
name (v.22). So disaster was averted and the episode was recorded in the Persian
chronicles.
Robert J. Butler
From Idua Eket: Hadassah was Esther’s Jewish name. Perhaps ‘Esther’ was connected
to the local deity, the goddess Ishtar, who was the god of love in Babylon. Often the
Babylonians gave Jews the name of false gods because they wanted the Jews to forget
their real God (cp. Dan. 1:7).
Hadassah/Esther was very beautiful. Her beauty was from God and was created for
a purpose. God makes each of us what He wants us to be. The king wanted a
beautiful woman as his queen. Esther was also a beautiful and pleasant person (cp.
Esth. 2:15). Her beauty caused her to obtain Hegai’s favour, and he helped her
because he liked her. God made Joseph and Daniel pleasant too, and people helped
them (Gen. 39:21-23; Dan. 1:9). Mordecai and Hegai gave good advice to Esther and
she obeyed them (2:15).
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Obtaining Hegai’s favour The Hebrew word for ‘favour’ is a term used regularly in the
Bible to describe the character of God. This word may be translated ‘loving readiness
to benefit’. The frequency of this concept with regard to Esther may be a subtle way
of suggesting the presence of God within the book without mentioning His name.
Sitting within the king’s gate meant that Mordecai occupied an official position (see
Deut. 22:13-15), and a royal one because this was the palace gate. Shortly after
becoming queen it is probable that Esther gave him this honour [Comment 2].
Mordecai was in a good place to hear about the plot by the two eunuchs, Bigthan and
Teresh, to take the king’s life (Esth. 2:21-22). Mordecai used this information to save
the king, but eventually God used the foiling of the plot to save His own people too.
Informing authorities Mordecai, as soon as he knew it, caused it to be made known
to the king through Esther, confirming her in his favour, and probably introducing his
name. This is an example to all who would be good subjects not to conceal any bad
design they know of against the prince, the king or the public peace. The traitors were
hanged, as they deserved, but not until their treason was fully proved against them
(v.23). Mordecai was not rewarded immediately, but the official record was brought
to the king’s attention later. As to those who serve Christ, though their recompense
awaits future resurrection, yet an account is kept: ‘For God is not unjust to forget your
work and labour of love which you have shown towards His name … (Heb. 6:10
NKJV).
Inyeneobong Ekot
From Mount Forest: Mordecai’s family in relation to other exiles Daniel was exiled
to Babylon in the reign of Jehoiakim (Dan.1:1-2—605 B.C.) and was still there 70 years
later (Dan. 1:21—536 B.C.) [Comment 3]. Ezekiel followed Daniel into exile and
prophesied near Babylon from the 5th to the 25th years after the deportation of
Jeconiah/Jehoiachin (Ezek. 1:2; 40:1) while Nebuchadnezzar still ruled. In contrast,
Mordecai and Esther lived in a different place (Susa) and a different time, i.e. during the
later reign of Ahasuerus (Esth. 1:1). The Book of Ezra describes the return of Jews to
Judea at the decree of Cyrus (536) to rebuild the Temple, and Nehemiah describes the
later rebuilding of the wall of Jerusalem in 444. Like Mordecai, Nehemiah served in
Susa, under a Persian king called Artaxerxes I (Neh. 2:1), who is understood to have
reigned from 465 to 424.
It is at first unclear from Esther 2:5 which man was deported to Babylon along with
Jeconiah. Was it Mordecai himself, or was it Kish? Was the writer trying to include
Mordecai in an abbreviated kingly line traced back to Saul the son of Kish? In this
context why draw attention to the rebellious Shimei (1 Kin. 2:8-9) while omitting
naming King Saul? It is safer to conclude that 2:5 provides Mordecai’s recent lineage
that included men bearing common Benjamite names.
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If we are correct in understanding Ahasuerus to be Xerxes or his son Artaxerxes then
it was Kish who was exiled, since at least 120 years would have passed between his
deportation (2 Kin. 24:12, i.e. 599-597 B.C.) and Esther's entrance to the harem (Esth.
2:16—479) If Mordecai had been of this great age, how old would Esther have been
if she was Mordecai's cousin (2:15)—surely not around 100 years his junior and also
a ‘beautiful young virgin’ (2:2)? If we understand 2:5 to mean Kish was deported and
Mordecai was his great grandson the problem disappears (even if Ahasuerus was
Artaxerxes as the LXX assumes) [Comment 4].
We know Ahasuerus reigned for over 12 years (Esth. 3:7) and obviously after
Nebuchadnezzar. Evil-Merodach succeeded Nebuchadnezzar 37 years after
Jehoiachin/Jeconiah was exiled (2 Kin. 25:27). However, we must wait until Nabonidus
and his co-regent Belshazzar (Dan. 5) for a reign over 12 years (556-539 ). This again
presents difficulty over the age of Esther if Mordecai (not Kish) went into captivity with
Jeconiah (unless he was a baby at the time of exile). [See January issue, pp.9-10,
Comments 4 and 5.]
The far more likely setting of the Book is therefore in the days of Xerxes or Artaxerxes.
If so, there are major lessons to be learned about Kish's descendants not returning to
Jerusalem at the decree of Cyrus. However, even if we were to assume the events to
occur during the 70 years’ captivity, most of the issues raised in our January paper
remain the same. Added to these is the sensual emphasis on physical rather than
spiritual attractiveness in chapter 2, the unwillingness to be named among the people
of God, and problems of tarrying at the wrong gate (Ps. 84:10). [A February paper is
written before the author sees the January magazine (even online), so please see
Comments there on these subjects on pp.8-10.—Eds.]
Geoff Hydon
From Paisley: Jewish life in Persia Life for the exiles in Persia could not have been
conducive to living as a separated people and a holy nation. They must have been
frustrated while trying to serve the invisible, covenant-keeping God of Israel but
surrounded by false gods and idol-worshippers. As in Babylon, so in Persia: how could
they sing the songs of the LORD, and of Zion, in a strange land (Ps. 137:4)? How could
they live a separated life, and keep the strict dietary laws of the Torah? How could
their sins be atoned for and forgiven when there was no temple, no priests, no
sacrifices—for without the shedding of blood there is no remission of sin (Heb. 9:22)?
It was into this environment that the lovely virgin Esther came. It was no place for a
pure Jewish girl. We assume she had been taught the law of Moses by her cousin
Mordecai. In the king’s harem, she was surrounded by pagan women who spoke in
strange tongues and had strange customs and who worshipped false gods. Esther didn’t
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need beauty treatment, because she was already beautiful, like Daniel, Shadrach,
Meshach and Abed-nego, whose countenances were fairer and fatter than all the
youths that ate the king's food (Dan. 1:15). Esther didn’t have that choice, because if
she had refused to eat the king's food it would have revealed her Jewish identity
[Comment 5]. Esther had an inner spiritual beauty that was also manifested in her face
and form. She had an engaging persona that made it easy for her to make the best of
a bad situation and to get along with everyone. Like Daniel too, there was an excellent
spirit in her (Dan. 5:12). There would be a growing realisation that she was set apart
for some great work in God's plan for His people. ‘God chose the weak things of the
world, that he might put to shame the things that are strong’ (1 Cor.1:27 RV). The
fulfilment of God’s covenants and prophecies depended on a young woman to bring
a petition to the king, which he could either arbitrarily accept or reject.
Haman was a typical would-be tyrant, while other greater tyrants throughout history
have sought to destroy the Jewish people and have failed. Surely Esther, whose Persian
name means ‘star’, has never been eclipsed for her part in saving the Jewish people of
her day [Comment 6]. Her Hebrew name ‘Hadassah’ means ‘myrtle’ and is
commemorated in the Hadassah hospital on Mount Scopus in Jerusalem.
John Peddie
From Podagatlapalli: ‘In Shushan the citadel there was a certain Jew whose name was
Mordecai the son of Jair, the son of Shimei, the son of Kish, a Benjamite. Kish had been
carried away from Jerusalem with the captives who had been captured with Jeconiah
king of Judah, whom Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon had carried away’ (Esth.
2:5-6 NKJV). Older versions give the impression that Mordecai was carried into exile
when Jerusalem was destroyed. If this was so Mordecai would have been over 100
years old at the time of the story. Just how he arrived at the palace in Persia is not
revealed. He could have been brought as a slave or he could have been selected for
his special talents to stand in the courts of Persia. Kish means ‘he that has been
carried’, which might help to resolve this conflict [see Comments 3 & 7]. It is likely that
Mordecai's forebears were carried into captivity rather than Mordecai on his own [cp.
Mount Forest, para. 2 & Comment 4].
Mordecai may have held some office about the court. His sitting at the gate may infer
that he was an official or judge waiting to be summoned to conduct business
transactions. He may have been a porter. He was certainly there to discover what
would happen to Esther.
Esther was an adopted and beautiful girl and was rounded up for the king’s contest.
Extra preparations and diet were added by Hegai's favour. Her names mean ‘myrtle’
and ‘star’. Her own attractiveness drew her to the king. Outer beauty should not lead
to pride, and there was no evidence of pride in Esther. We do well to remember that
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‘Charm is deceitful and beauty is passing, but a woman who fears the LORD, she shall
be praised’ (Prov. 31:30). We have a sweet picture here of how God has clothed us
with the beauty of holiness in order to appear in His presence, and we learn the
importance of earnest preparation of our character when we approach the King: ‘... let
a man examine himself ...’ (1 Cor. 11:28).
Peter ever reminds sisters, ‘Do not let your adornment be merely outward—arranging
the hair, wearing gold, or putting on fine apparel—rather let it be the hidden person
of the heart, with the incorruptible beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is very
precious in the sight of God’ (1 Pet. 3:3-4).
It is worth noting, too, that Mordecai displays wonderful fatherly care and
watchfulness of his adopted one. We are not told of his outward appearance, but his
heart for God and His people is demonstrated before all our eyes [see Comment 1].
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Port Harcourt: An orphan of Israel in exile raised high Ahasuerus was a ruler
over the greatest empire of his time. He took over 180 days to display the ‘riches of his
glorious kingdom and the honour of his excellent majesty’ (1:4 KJV). Served by seven
chamberlains and furnished with counsel by men with unequalled wisdom of the times
[see BS January issue, p.11, Comment 8], Ahasuerus’ ego was crushed in the presence
of the powers of Media and Persia, when Queen Vashti spurned his command.
For the replacement of the queen, virgins were selected from all the provinces of the
empire and these were prepared in the palace for twelve months. Then emerged
Esther—surely an unlikely favourite for Vashti’s crown. Esther, also known as Hadassah
(2:7) was daughter of Abihail (2:15) from the tribe of Benjamin—the smallest tribe in
Israel. She was an orphan, and a slave in captivity. Vashti’s action gave Esther the
slimmest chance of tasting royalty. But Mordecai set Esther on the path for the crown,
and daily monitored the welfare of his young charge (2:11).
Esther’s inner beauty could not be ignored, even in the house of the women, to the
point that Hegai gave her special attention above others (2:9). Then came her turn to
enter the king’s presence—the ruler of lands from India to Ethiopia (1:1). Esther’s
emergence as queen was not the product of chance. She had the disadvantages of an
orphan slave girl [see Podagatla para. 1 and Mount Forest para. 2 showing that Esther’s
great grandparents most probably had been those deported]. These scars appeared to
be diminished by the grooming received from her cousin. Her inner beauty was
revealed in the fact that her obedience and respect for Mordecai did not wane even
when her humble possessions were replaced by bracelets of royalty (2:20).
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Esther’s journey was smoothed by a divine blend of outer and inner beauty, a rare
combination. Peter speaks of the overwhelming glow of inner beauty (1 Pet. 3:3-4). The
challenge for us today is to stir up inner beauty through purification by the word of
God.
Uche Okeke
From Southport: The captivity of Jeconiah, (known also as Jehoiachin) by
Nebuchadnezzar is confirmed by archaeology. Records of Jeconiah’s existence have
been found in Iraq, such as the Jehoiachin’s Rations Tablets (Babylonian Ration List:
King Jehoiakhin in Exile, 592/1 BCE, COJS.org. The Center for Online Judaic Studies).
These tablets were excavated near the Ishtar Gate in Babylon.
It is possible that Mordecai was descended from a Benjamite line leading back to king
Saul, since it was those with skills or royal connection who were taken captive (2 Kin.
24:14-15). As a consequence of this it is normal to find Mordecai in the palace (Esth.
2:5,11) [Comment 8]. It is unlikely that he was simply a porter or messenger waiting
at the gate. His position may well have been as a judge—similar to Lot (Gen. 19:1).
Living in captivity all his life, however, he may well have adapted to some of the local
customs. Mordecai, along with a great many Jewish people, does not shout out about
his religion. Note that when Daniel decided not to defile himself (Dan. 1:8) his request
to change the diet makes no mention of any religious scruple [cp. second section of
‘Introducing’]. In the same way the ‘hand of God’ remains concealed but active
throughout the book of Esther as we have it. Nehemiah was also in the palace as
cup-bearer to the king. It seems he has assimilated local language as he prays, ‘O
LORD, the God of heaven’ (Neh. 1:5; 2:4) not using the phrase ‘God of Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob’ [This address is common also in Ezra, Daniel and 2 Chr. 36:23, though twice
in Gen. 24, and may reflect Persian usage, and Jews adapting to be understood—M.A.].
Mordecai may be the same person as mentioned in Ezra 2:2 and Nehemiah 7:7
[Comment 9]. His name may well be related to the god Marduk in the way that Daniel
and his companions were given Babylonian names (Dan. 1:7). Likewise Esther’s name
may be derived from the goddess Ishtar.
Balaam described the Jews as a people dwelling alone (Num. 23:9). As a result of the
captivity the Jewish people were in a foreign land and subdued physically and
spiritually (Ps. 137:1-4). Mordecai and Hadassah had slipped along with the whole
race. The curse of departure from God is fulfilled (Deut. 28:32). No longer a
separated people, they are forced into situations which would have been avoided if the
nation had remained faithful; they hide their faith and ignore the command of the Lord
(Deut. 7:1-11). The grace of God seen in the unfolding events bringing good out of bad
does not give us licence to do the same (Rom. 3:8).
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The people who returned from captivity and those in the land separated themselves
from the filthiness of the heathen of the land (Ezra 6:21). Today we should not try to
hide our faith but show it openly, obeying our Lord: ‘Ye are the light of the world’ (Mat.
5:14 RV). Not hidden behind the closed doors of our meeting places, we need to be
as the city on the hill top. We cannot expect those around us will see good works and
kindness as evidence we serve the Lord—there are many unsaved who act in the same
way. Let us fulfil the good works and bear witness of the true light, and shine (Phil.
2:15).
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: Hadassah was one of the rarest of creatures, blessed with a dignified
combination of outer and inner beauty. So very often a saintly soul is tabernacled in
an uncomely body, and like our Lord Jesus Christ possessing ‘no beauty or majesty to
attract us to him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him’ (Is. 53:2 NIV).
It is an intriguing tale, the seeming ambivalence of inner and outer beauty
simultaneously gracing an individual. The perplexing picture persists of Lucifer who
was the model of perfection, ‘full of wisdom and perfect in beauty … till wickedness
was found in you’ (Ezek. 28:12,15). There was also the self-absorbed Absalom of whom
it was written: ‘In all Israel there was not a man so highly praised for his handsome
appearance as Absalom. From the top of his head to the sole of his foot there was no
blemish in him’ (2 Sam. 14:25). However, the same could not be said of his heart,
because he soon ‘stole the hearts of the men of Israel (2 Sam. 15:6).
Hadassah was not favoured and chosen by Hegai merely for her apparent outward
beauty or the inner one, which close acquaintances knew so well. Undoubtedly she
turned heads, but the tapestry of her life was being woven by the Almighty God who
turns hearts. Neither Mordecai nor the beauticians of Babylon enhanced her beauty in
the year-long preparations but Mordecai had done the needful by ensuring that the
word of Jehovah dwelt in her richly. The Lord’s pleasure is ‘not in the strength of the
horse, nor his delight in the legs of a man: the L ORD delights in those who fear him,
who put their hope in his unfailing love’ (Ps.147:10-11).
Frederick F. Ntido
From Warri: Hadassah is derived from hadas, meaning ‘myrtle’, an aromatic evergreen
shrub, whose flowers and leaves were used to adorn brides. This holds meaning for
Jews and for students of Scripture, but we doubt if it would be considered by Hegai in
favouring Esther, since he most probably knew only her Persian name. Some are
captivated and manipulated by beauty (Prov. 6:25) but the choice of Hadassah was
ultimately an act of providence and sovereignty (Ps. 5:12).
Ruth wondered at this thought when she spoke to Boaz: ‘Why have I found such
favour in your eyes that you notice me—a foreigner?’ (Ruth 2:10 NIV). Mephibosheth
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realized it and was humbled before David (2 Sam. 9:8). The contemplation of God’s
unconditional choice of us to salvation was overwhelming for the apostle Paul. He
speaks of ‘a remnant according to the election of grace’ (Rom. 11:5 AV) and burst out
in utter amazement: ‘O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of
God how unsearchable are his judgements, and his ways past finding out!’ (Rom.
11:33). God was also working behind the scenes to bring His purpose to fruition—the
preservation of the Jews. God chose a non-Jew as His instrument in Cyrus (2 Chr.
36:23; Ezra 1:1, 7-8).
Mordecai sitting at the gate meant that he occupied a position of trust. That trust was
upheld rather than being abused or betrayed. That God is no man’s debtor is significant
in the story. Mordecai’s actual position there is unknown, whereas in Nehemiah’s
account of rebuilding Jerusalem, there were gatekeepers who were primarily
watchmen, standing on the city walls to keep enemies at bay and thus provide
protection for Temple treasures [and for peace in the city—Eds.]. 172 of them are
mentioned in Nehemiah 11:19. There is a sense in which we can be gatekeepers
today. The Psalmist chose to be a doorkeeper in the house of God rather than dwell in
tents with the wicked (Ps. 84:10). Gatekeepers remind us today of intercessors. God
looked for a man in Ezekiel’s day to stand in the gap on behalf of the land but he found
none (Ezek. 22:30)!
Overseers in God’s house are to be watchmen who are faithfully teaching the whole
counsel of God and making sure errors are kept outside our gates. They also have the
responsibility of preparing God’s people for the Lord’s return (Mark 13:34).
Shadrack Obarogbi

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig and others): This month’s ‘Introducing’ alludes to the differing views
many have taken in judging the motives of Mordecai and (to a lesser extent) Esther.
The narrative provides no clear judgement of their conduct, so the reader is left to form
his own, guided by the Spirit and the wider principles of Scripture.
For myself, I struggle to see Mordecai’s behaviour as commendable, and certainly not
such as would identify him as a type of Christ. What do we know of Mordecai? First,
he was the sole guardian of Hadassah, responsible for her care (2:7). The contest to
replace Vashti has often been referred to as a beauty contest, but the reality was even
worse, as the contestants were required to spend the night with the king in the hope
of being summoned again (2:14). To be placed at the call of a pagan king in such a
contest was no fitting way for Esther to obtain her position of influence. It may be that
she was taken against her will (2:8), rather than having been put forward, but even so,
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Mordecai’s apparent engagement in the process (2:10-11) casts doubts over his care
for her.
Secondly, we know of Mordecai’s involvement in resisting Haman to save the Jews.
Yet it was Mordecai’s refusal to honour Haman which was the catalyst for the threat.
Mordecai’s motives are not clear—did he refuse to bow as the faithful three had
refused in Daniel 3:12,18; or was he driven by envy, having expected to receive
promotion on account of having foiled the plot described in 2:21-23? In any event,
Mordecai’s stubborn refusal to honour his superior, as the king had commanded (3:2),
was the catalyst that imperilled the nation, gravely threatening the little remnant in
Jerusalem whose work (poor at times though it was) would have ceased entirely.
Thirdly, while we know nothing of what Mordecai had taught Hadassah about the
God of Israel , we know that he had instructed her to keep her nationality secret (2:10).
Rather than laying up His word in her heart, binding them on her hand and between
her eyes, and inscribing them on the doorposts of their house, the Law of the Lord was
unspoken and Esther given to obeying Mordecai rather than obeying God (2:20).
Sitting comfortably at the king’s gate, Mordecai only seems to have referred to his
nationality as an excuse for refusing to honour Haman (3:4), so identifying his people
with rebellion (cp. Ezra 4:13 16) and giving reason to Haman’s threat (3:8).
Balanced against this assessment is the fact that Mordecai was ultimately honoured,
and commended for seeking the welfare of his people (10:2-3). It is edifying to see in
the story of Esther echoes of the grace of God towards us, shadows of the Bride and her
access to the King. But given the wider circumstances of the book, it seems to me that
we find those lessons by contrasting the events of Esther with what God has done for
us, rather than by finding in those events God’s own expression of His grace and work.
J.T.N.
2. (Idua Eket and others): In the king’s gate It may be that there was a progression
here, from being allowed a seat or place of honour in 2:19 (certainly a progression from
walking in the courtyard—v.11), to an official position in due course; else we would
expect explanation of so swift an elevation of a Jew. Xenophon and Herodotus say that
officials were normally kept to the area of the gate, and 2:20 explains why Mordecai
was not admitted farther: his relationship to the queen was not yet known.
We agree with Mount Forest friends (last para.) that it is so much better to direct our
efforts to the gates of Zion, where the Spirit will lift our spirits into the sanctuary in
heaven, and to the throne of grace. To maintain this focus while serving employers or
doing our loving duty by neighbours is helped by praying daily like Daniel, our hearts
drawn towards the place of God’s name and His service, seeking the things above,
where Christ is seated, and subject to authorities insofar as they are subject to God.
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3. (Mount Forest): The 70 years of desolations Readers may be helped by some
expansion of this point. Daniel 1:21 refers to ‘the first year of Cyrus’, i.e. from
conquering Babylonia, which was 539 B.C. But the 70 years from Jehoiachin being
taken captive in 605 ran to 536 (counting the first and last years as complete, as Jewish
chroniclers did) when the Temple rebuilding was begun (Ezra 3:8). Thus God’s word
through Jeremiah (25:12; Dan. 9:2) about the desolations (plural in the Hebrew text)
of Jerusalem (which involved desolation for Nebuchadnezzar in punishment for his
excesses) signalled recovery from when His house would be rebuilt. This heightens the
importance of the question why Mordecai’s forebears appear not to have returned
during Cyrus’ reign.
M.A.
4. (Mount Forest): A further point in this regard would be that the first invasion of
Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, took place after his army defeated the
Egyptians at Carchemish in 605 B.C. when Jehoiakim of Judah was subjugated and
Daniel and others were taken to the capital city of Babylon, this being the first
deportation and the beginning of the 70 years of captivity. This is also the beginning of
the ‘times of the Gentiles’. The second invasion of Israel’s capital, and deportation, took
place in 597 when king Jehoiachin (aka Jeconiah) was taken to Babylon. An unknown
number of princes, 7,000 men of valour, 1,000 craftsmen and smiths, and 10,000
others were plus the nobles of Judah and Jerusalem were removed forcibly from their
heritage and only the poorest of the land remained (2 Kin. 24:14-16; Jer. 27:20). In
586 B.C. Solomon’s temple was destroyed by fire and the walls of the city were broken
down as a result of a final assault by Babylon’s military commander, Nebuzaradan and
then the third deportation took place, again of an unrecorded number (2 Kin. 25:9-11).
As stated, Esther’s rise to the throne as queen took place in 479, therefore it is more
than probable that it is not Mordecai who is in mind in 2:6, rather Shimei or Kish.
R.B.F.
5. (Paisley): (a) To be accurate, we are not told that Esther was fair of form and feature
because she observed the dietary limits of the Law. The benefits that come from that
purer diet do not necessarily include this beauty, else why would there be captives of
other nations outstandingly fair of form (Deut. 21:11)? Or was Bathsheba one of a
sector of women who kept this aspect of the Law while many others did not (see 2 Sam.
11:2)? (b) It is still an open question whether Esther observed this aspect of the Law
before reaching the harem. A clearer guide is that she accepted a plan that exposed her
to sharing a bed with, or at best marriage to, a Gentile who had no interest in turning
to the God of Israel, with no effort to avoid the king’s search, but rather compliance.
We agree, however, that she was in a difficult position as a young orphan Jewess in
Susa. (c) As for Mordecai’s promotion of this plan, Paul taught us stronger ground in
condemnation of doing evil that good might come. One might defend the scheme as
turning coercion of a subject people into potential advantage, but it is preferable to see
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God drawing more noble and principled responses from Esther’s growing character in
spite of her earlier compliance; and to find in Daniel a better example than Mordecai.
M.A.
6. (Paisley): There is a degree of uncertainty as to the exact meaning of words of
Persian derivation.
R.B.F.
7. (Podagatla): In establishing historical fact, meanings of Biblical names are often only
of suggestive value, since authorities differ in how they interpret the root letters and
usage pattern; so for ‘Kish’ one has to choose from ‘power’ (Young), ‘a bow’ (Strong),
both of these seen as connected by Goodrick & Kohlenberger (NIV Concordance),
‘bent’ (Brown, Driver & Briggs, Hebrew Lexicon, Oxford), or the meaning friends
propose here, wisely moving on to an overview of the factors mentioned.
8. (Southport): Historical records show that Darius and Xerxes had built a palace
complex as the citadel (2:5 ESV, NIV, NAS) of Susa, and Mordecai is described earlier
as only in or at the gate, or a courtyard near the women’s quarters. The freedom to
walk there regularly may suggest a higher status than a porter. [See Comment 2.]
M.A.
9. (Southport): The Mordecai mentioned in Ezra 2:2 returned with Zerubbabel
following the decree of Cyrus in 539 B.C. Assuming Ahasuerus to have been Xerxes
I, as most commentators believe (see January issue), the events of Esther 2 took place
in c.479. It seems unlikely, therefore, that this can be the same Mordecai, since he
would have had to have left Jerusalem again, and would have been at least 80, one
would imagine, by the time the events in Susa are ongoing.
J.T.N.
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Introducing

March

THE STAR AND THE SCEPTRE
Using Haman’s pride and power, the
first enemy of God set his sights on the
people of His choice. Yet in the
moment of their gravest danger, the
flickering faith of the captives in Persia
reached its zenith. The words spoken
by Mordecai and Esther in 4:13-17
may lack the courage of David before
the giant (1 Sam. 17:45-47) or the
conviction of those who faced the
furnace (Dan. 3:16-18), but it
represents the high-water mark of their
reliance upon God, whose will, they
knew, would preserve His people
(4:14).

the star and the sceptre had been seen
together. From the heights of Bamothbaal, Balaam proclaimed that ‘a star
shall come out of Jacob, and a sceptre
shall rise out of Israel’ (Num. 24:17
ESV). The sceptre speaks of rule, and
the day is coming when the ruler’s staff
shall be taken up by Him whose
brightness shall startle the nations (Rev.
22:16), to whom belongs the
obedience of all the peoples (Gen.
49:10).
Until then, we rejoice that, through
His Son, the eternal King of heaven has
raised the sceptre to us, releasing us
from the condemnation of death and
bringing us into true acceptance in His
glorious presence.
J.T.N.

In going in before the king, Esther
‘the star’ looked for the raising of the
golden sceptre, the sign of the king’s
acceptance. It was not the first time
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From Study Groups
DEALING WITH A DANGEROUS ENEMY (Esther 3-4)
From Aberkenfig: Matthew 4:9-10 (ESV) says, ‘… he said to him, “All these I will
give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” Then Jesus said to him, “Be gone,
Satan! For it is written, “‘You shall worship the Lord your God and him only shall you
serve.’”’ Mordecai’s consistent refusal to bow to Haman seems rooted in his
understanding and knowledge of the word of God. Just as the Lord Jesus used it in
His rebuttal of the adversary in all his attempts to divert and mar Him during His
lifetime, so he modelled his actions on that word too [Comment 1].
Haman’s lineage It appears that Mordecai understood Haman’s lineage—probably
stretching back to Agag, whom Saul spared (1 Samuel 15) and whose ‘title’ of Agagite
was applied to Haman in his exile in Susa. If that was the case, it would be clear
that, as an Amalekite, Haman was a sworn enemy of the people of God and was to
be resisted at all costs. Haman exemplified all that is attributed to the ‘flesh’ and he
revelled in his promotion, which, we might conjecture, was the product of flattery
and bribery—especially in consideration of Haman’s extraordinary wealth (3:9) and
the reason he gives for destroying the Jews: ‘it is not to the king’s profit to tolerate
them’ (v.8)—all bound up with earthly riches, power and prestige.
Haman’s pride was badly dented by Mordecai’s refusal to acknowledge his status,
hence the desire to completely exterminate all the people rather than to depose
Mordecai himself. We may see how Satan’s vengeance upon the Jewish people has
been exacerbated by his failure to conquer the Lord Jesus, something that is testified
to in Revelation 12:17: ‘Then the dragon became furious with the woman and went
off to make war on the rest of her offspring, on those who keep the commandments
of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus.’, which, whilst speaking of a day to come,
has very real echoes in the actions of Haman against Mordecai and the people of
God.
Intercession The distress of Mordecai and his countrymen underlines to us how
much God is affected by what happens to His people of every age. Deuteronomy
32:10 and Zechariah 2:8 both testify that the Jewish people are ‘the apple of his
eye’, revealing the tenderness He has for those He has set His love upon. Mordecai’s
insistence that Esther petition the king, takes us into the realms of intercession. It was
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going to cost her, possibly her life, yet he still demanded of her the selfless attitude
of pleading for her people’s deliverance. As Esther needed the ‘golden sceptre’, so
we need the dual action of the Holy Spirit and the Lord Jesus. Romans 8:26-27 says,
‘… the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not know what to pray for as we
ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words. And
he who searches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit
intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.’ Esther was blessed by her
loving dedication: surely we too will know similar enrichment, when we expend
ourselves in intercession and prayer.
Edwin Stanley
From Cromer: The historical context The king named here as Ahasuerus was
almost certainly Xerxes I, who reigned from 485 to 465 B.C.; the different spellings
in Persian, Hebrew and Greek account for the apparently different names. The
Babylonians captured Jerusalem in 597, and it finally fell in 587; these dates are
relevant because they affect the understanding of 2:5-6. What is the antecedent of
the pronoun ‘who’? It does not seem possible for it to be Mordecai; there are 102
years between these two periods, and he would not have been a child in either. It
must therefore be one of the previous names, or the whole family [see Feb. 2015
issue, Comment 4].
Mordecai's intransigence Mordecai himself had probably never seen his ancestral
homeland, but he clung to the law of the God of his fathers. This clearly forbade
giving divine honour to any man, even a king (e.g. Daniel 6) [see Comment 1 and
opening of Derby paper]. In the case of Haman, he was not demanding worship,
but Mordecai obviously felt he was requiring a greater respect than was legitimately
due.
Haman's self-importance Haman was furious because Mordecai refused to bow
down to him; this reaction showed what kind of a person he was. People full of selfimportance are quick to take umbrage at imagined slights to themselves. In contrast,
we have the example of Christ Himself, ‘who, though he was in the form of God, did
not count equality with 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 found in human
form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death
on a cross’ (Phil. 2:6-8 ESV).
Ethnic cleansing

We might look at the terrible genocide plotted by Haman just
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because one man had offended him, and think that we live in more civilised
times—but we don’t. Just over 100 years ago Europe was bound together in a
comity of nations that seemed peaceful and stable, yet we are remembering a
conflict that left millions dead, and only 21 years later there was another world-wide
war and six million Jews were murdered at the behest of one man. In our passage
of scripture, Esther averted the disaster by asking the other Jews to fast on her behalf,
and saying ‘I will go ... and if I perish, I perish’ (4:16).
Peter Hickling
From Derby: Mordecai’s refusal to bow to Haman We considered that, as a Jew,
he knew it was wrong to bow the knee to either men or idols [though the Law did
not forbid bowing the knee to kings or authorities in respect and humility, rather than
worship: cp. 1 Sam. 24:8; 1 Kin. 1:23—M.A.]. No doubt verses such as Exodus
20:3-5 would have sprung to mind: ‘You shall have no other gods before Me. You
shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on
the earth beneath or in the water under the earth. You shall not worship them or
serve them …’ (NASV). The true believer cannot obey edicts or conform to fashions
which break the law of God. He must obey God rather than man, and leave the
consequences to Him [see Comment 1].
What was to follow in chapter 3 Haman seems to come in from nowhere. Had he
some link to the Agag we read of whom Saul should have slain? That may explain
why he harboured hatred for the Jews, planning to annihilate all Jews (Esth. 3:6).
According to Matthew Henry, ‘... had Haman obtained his wish, and the Jewish
nation perished, what must have become of all the promises? How could the
prophecies concerning the great Redeemer of the world have been fulfilled?’
Haman used drink to desensitize Ahasuerus to the distress this edict was causing
(3:15). From Esther 4:3 it would be safe to deduce that along with the mourning
and fasting, prayer was being made to God. When Mordecai heard of the edict he
went up in sackcloth to the king’s gate. Esther sent garments to clothe Mordecai, but
he refused them. Esther then sent her emissary to find out what the problem was.
We take it that she was kept from knowing about the edict, otherwise would she not
have tried to dissuade the king from issuing it?
Eventually Mordecai got the message to Esther, who, realising that she was
expected to plead before the king, understood the scale of the task. If she
approached the king in the wrong way, she was in danger of losing her head.
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However, she decided to please God rather than men. If she had held her peace,
deliverance would surely have come, but from outside the kingdom. Esther knew
that she could not do this in her own strength, as we see in her reply in 4:16: ‘Go,
assemble all the Jews who are found in Susa, and fast for me; do not eat or drink for
three days, night or day. I and my maidens also will fast in the same way. And thus
I will go in to the king, which is not according to the law; and if I perish, I perish’
[Comment 2].
Laurence Foster

From Greenock: Mordecai’s refusal to bow to Haman How is it that a remnant of
a remnant of Jewish exiles to Babylon came to Persia, and that before the return of
the exiles from Babylon under Ezra and Nehemiah? It can only be surmised, since
it is not mentioned in Scripture, that in God’s sovereign providence He wanted a
Jewish remnant in Persia and for them to be under the threat of annihilation so that
He could visit judgement on the Persian empire [Comment 3].
Were the pagan nations, Babylon and Persia, that sacrificed to idols any worse than
God’s people, who (being without temple and altar) may have become so assimilated
to the culture of the country in which they were living that they may have forgotten
their living covenant-keeping God of Israel and degenerated to the worship of idols
too? The heathen peoples provoked God by their evil practices, sacrificing children,
and committing all kinds of sexual immorality. The Hebrew slaves had done the
same while Moses was on Mount Sinai with God, while the people who would make
a covenant with God were worshipping the golden calf. They would revert to
worshipping idols in times of departure from God until they returned to the land of
Israel under the leadership of Ezra and Nehemiah.
Jesus said, ‘when you stand praying’ (Mark 11:25 NIV). It is the Jewish custom to
stand while praying to God. The Jewish mode of prayer has to be understood in an
historical context. Centuries of slavery, a generation of nomadic wandering in the
wilderness and exile from the Land had produced in the national psyche of the
Jewish people a resentment of subservience to man, and of God. God often
reproved His people for being so rebellious and stiff-necked that they were not
inclined to bow their heads to Him let alone bow their knees. So Mordecai’s
unbending attitude was in the long tradition of his people. Haman had as much
chance of Mordecai bowing the knee as he had of the king genuflecting his knee to
him. The nation of Israel were the people whom God chose, loved, and made a
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covenant with, but there were times when they provoked Him so much that in His
righteous anger He would have destroyed them but for the covenant made with their
forefathers [Comment 4].
‘Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall’ (Prov. 16:18). It is a
delicious irony that the megalomaniac Haman, perhaps a descendant of Agag the
Amalekite whose people God commanded Israel to destroy (1 Sam. 15:3), had to
give obeisance to Mordecai the proud Jew. Would there have been an edict of
extermination of the Jews in Persia if it had not been for Haman? God’s judgement
was sure to come on the Persian empire whoever was the originator of the plan for
the extermination of the Jewish people in Persia. God’s word has remained true
throughout history: ‘I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you will I
curse’ (Gen. 12:3). God’s judgement on people and nations will consider how they
have treated His people Israel.
John Peddie

From Halifax: Haman’s elevation Some time after Esther’s marriage (Esth. 2:16-17)
and the discovery of the conspiracy to kill the king (vv.21-22), King Ahasuerus
promoted Haman, advancing him above all the princes (3:1). Haman, the son of
Hammedatha, was an Agagite (3:1,10; 8:3,5; 9:24), or as Josephus has it, was ‘…
by birth an Amalekite’ (Antiq. XI.vi.5). However, in the apocryphal Esther, Haman
(‘Aman’) is said to be ‘a Macedonian … an alien in truth from Persian blood’ (16:10);
and Dr. R. Young notes that Sulpicius Severus said Haman was ‘a Persian’ (Analytical
Concordance to the Holy Bible, Eighth Edition, p.443). There are those who say
Haman is the same as the Memucan of Esther 1:14.
By commandment of the king all his servants were to bow and reverence Haman
(3:2)—a commandment that Mordecai wilfully disobeyed. This infuriated Haman,
who was so angry that it was not enough to destroy only Mordecai. Haman received
by calumniation a decree from the king to put to death all the Jews throughout the
kingdom (vv.8-9), thus making himself truly ‘the Jews’ enemy’ (v.10). ‘When the
righteous are in authority, the people rejoice: but when the wicked beareth rule, the
people mourn’ (Prov. 29:2 AV). Not only was there perplexity in the city of Shushan
(Esth. 3:15), but Mordecai tore his clothes, and sitting on sackcloth he ‘cried with a
loud and a bitter cry’ (4:1). Also in every province (v.3) there was ‘great mourning
among the Jews …’ Despite the personal danger, though, Esther was convinced by
Mordecai that she should put their plight before the king. ‘Little do God’s people

34

know at times,’ writes L.W.G. Alexander, ‘the purpose He has in them; and often it
is to be feared they miss the one great aim of their lives by failing to discern their
appointed season’ (‘Esther’, Needed Truth, 1901, p.133).
Robert J. Butler
From Idua Eket: Haman was from the family of Agag who had been king of the
Amalekites. Mordecai was from the family of Kish, which was also the name of King
Saul’s father. The Amalekites were the enemy of King Saul (see 1 Sam. 15:3,7; 2
Sam. 1:1-16) [Yet Saul was not so single minded in his enmity as to fulfil the Lord’s
command concerning Amalek (1 Sam. 15:18-19, and he was rejected as a
result—J.T.N.].
Mordecai refused to bow to Haman, not because he viewed the practice as wrong
in itself, but doubtless because Haman was an Amalekite by descent [see Comment
5]. Haman was promoted by Ahasuerus, who ordered that all in the king’s gate bow
before Haman in his newly exalted position. Mordecai refused to do so, giving his
Jewishness as the reason (Esth. 3:1-4) [see Comment 5]. His actions proved his
relationship as a dedicated Jew and to his God. He knew that bowing before Haman
involved more than falling down to the earth for an exalted personage, as Israelites
did in the past, merely acknowledging people in superior position as ruler (2 Sam.
14:4; 18:28; 1 Kin. 1:16). Haman was an Amalekite, and the Lord had expressed
Himself as being at war with Amalek from generation to generation (Ex. 17:16).
Haman’s elevation and reaction Haman was not a man of honour or justice, but
proud and vengeful. When Haman saw that Mordecai did not give special honour
to him he became so angry that he wanted to kill all Jews, not just Mordecai.
Perhaps he assumed that other Jews as well would not respect him.
• He made a false and malicious representation to the king (3:8).
• He bids high for leave to destroy the Jews (v.9).
• He obtained what he desired—a full commission to do what he would with
the Jews (vv.10-11).
• He then consulted with his soothsayers to determine a fortuitous day for the
massacre (v.7).
• The bloody edict is drawn up, signed and published, giving orders to the militia
in every province to be ready against the thirteenth day of the twelfth month and on
that day to murder all the Jews—men, women and children (vv.12-14).
Inyeneobong Ekot
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From Mount Forest: Esther 3:4 suggests that Mordecai’s refusal to bow to Haman
was because he thought to do so was unbecoming for him as a Jew. Explaining why
requires us to make some assumptions:
Religious obligation Men and women may rightly bow to God-ordained royalty (e.g.
2 Sam. 14:4,22; 18:28), and the New Testament clarifies the principle: honour to
whom honour is due, including the king (Rom. 13:7; 1 Pet. 2:17). We could,
however, assume 3:2 refers not to such acceptable homage by subjects of the
captivity, but to unacceptable ‘worship’ involving breaking the second
commandment (Deut. 5:8-10). If Mordecai is to enjoy our commendation for
resisting idolatry, as did Daniel the prophet and his companions (Dan. 3:12,18,28;
6:10), the contexts should be equivalent. To say Mordecai faced a similar challenge
we must read into the text an assumption that Haman was to be regarded as a deity.
If all those assumptions are correct, Mordecai should be admired (and a mere
mention in Hebrews 11 would have settled it). But alternatively we may see, not a
Daniel ready to die for upholding God’s law, but a man reacting in apparent surprise
to the consequences of his insubjection (3:1) and trying to mitigate the avoidable
problems he had unwisely caused. After all, Mordecai complied with other royal
decrees (2:8; 4:2), even when they were very offensive to a faithful Jew, as did
Esther (2:15; 4:11) who would readily fall at the king’s feet (8:3). Mordecai himself
would accept homage (6:7-11). Religious obligation does not appear to be his strong
point.
Racial prejudice This might be inferred from Esther’s specific identification (7:6; 8:5;
9:13) in her charge of Haman as an ‘enemy’ Agagite, whose sons should be slain.
However, this need not imply relationship to the Amalekite Agag, whom Samuel slew
(1 Sam. 15:32-33). Agag means ‘the fiery’ and likely was a ruler’s name like
‘Abimelech’ or ‘Pharaoh’, not just a family name (see Num. 24:7) [Comment 5].
Over-confidence In support of this assumption Mordecai knew the details (4:1,7)
behind Haman’s edict to destroy the Jews, which suggests privileged palace contacts.
He had influence among Jews in Susa (4:16). He shared the place of ‘royal officials’
(2:21; 3:2 NIV). The king himself (through his servants/advisers?) knew he was
normally there (6:10), and did not discriminate against him as a Jew (the king may
not have known that the intended victims of Haman’s edict were the Jews; 3:8 is
non- specific). Mordecai’s advancement in the realm (6:10; 8:15) suggests that he
was viewed with favour, possibly even before the event of 2:21-23. Was he jealous
of Haman’s promotion (3:1)? Perhaps these were contributory factors.
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In choosing between opposing assumptions we need to consider the broader
context of the whole book and the application of unequivocal biblical principles.
Geoff Hydon

From Podagatlapalli: Mordecai’s life was full of challenges that he turned into
opportunities. His faith had conviction. He had the courage to stand alone; to obey
God and not men (Acts 4:19; 5:29). He would not bow to Haman. Jews did bow
to government officials at times (Gen. 23:7; 1 Sam 24:8). In Persia kings and chief
officials were considered divine. Mordecai would not bow and so acknowledge
Haman as god. Daniel’s three friends had the same conviction [see Comment 1].
Haman the Agagite was a descendant of the Amalekite royal family. Agag had been
hewn in pieces by Samuel (1 Sam. 15:33) and the term ‘Agagite’ is intended to
indicate contempt [cp. Mount Forest and Comment 5]. God had sworn in the
wilderness, ‘The LORD will have war with Amalek from generation to generation’ (Ex.
17:15-16 NKJV) and later ‘Remember what Amalek did to you … as you were
coming out of Egypt’ (Deut. 25:17-19). Mordecai could not bow to such an enemy
that God wanted destroyed. Amalek can speak of the flesh and our lifelong battle
with it. While sin may no longer have dominion over us still we are exhorted to
‘abstain from fleshly lusts which war against the soul’ (1 Pet. 2:11).
Haman's anger was excessive, wanting not only to destroy Mordecai but all the
Jewish people. Even his bribe was excessive. Our enemy is intent on stealing, killing
and destroying. ‘Resist the devil and he will flee from you.’ Mordecai did just that,
not merely passively but actively. Haman’s anger came from pride, the downfall of
so many. Everything about Haman was hateful to the Lord (Prov. 6:16-19). His
pride destroyed him in the end.
B.V. Prasada Rao

From Port Harcourt: What might explain Mordecai’s constant refusal to bow to
Haman? His was not an isolated stance, especially of the Jews in captivity. The
friends of Daniel refused to bow to the image of Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel 3 [see
Mount Forest, para. 2, and Comment 1].
We might at first think that Mordecai had contempt for Haman, because he had
obtained the king’s favour and promotion (3:1), while Mordecai got practically
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nothing for foiling an attempted coup against the King (2:21-23)! Does not Mordecai
deserve more than the honour given to Haman for saving the king’s life?
An assessment of Mordecai’s personality is instructive, unravelling the truth behind
his action. Mordecai is a man of strong character, which we deduce from Esther’s
attitude towards him and her people. Mordecai won Esther’s respect, such that her
ascent to royalty did not cause her to treat him as an ordinary gatekeeper bound in
captivity. She still saw him as her uncle [or very senior cousin—M.A.]. Certainly,
Mordecai never took advantage of her deference to act in insolence (4:14). What,
however, could be said of a man who groomed a humble beauty queen of the then
world?
Mordecai’s constant refusal to bow is best examined through the lens of his
consciousness of roots. Mordecai must have had solid knowledge of Jewish oral
traditions, which must have been his scripts for Esther’s tutelage [cp. February issue,
p.27, Comment 5]. This consciousness of roots was passed to Esther and she never
forgot her people when it mattered most.
Most importantly, Mordecai was armed with the knowledge of divine deliverance!
David had this knowledge: ‘… The LORD who delivered me from the paw of the lion
… will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine’ (1 Sam. 17:37 NKJV); as did
Moses: ‘… Stand still, and see the salvation of the LORD …’ (Ex. 14:13). Mordecai
revealed this knowledge through his secret communications with Esther the queen.
‘… relief and deliverance will arise for the Jews from another place …’ (4:14). It
is upon this awareness that he refused to bow to a man, regardless of the
consequences. The many years of captivity did not allow his knowledge of roots to
bow to bondage, neither did this time bleach his knowledge of divine deliverance.
Instead we find captivity bowing to that divine release later when Haman’s body
utilized his own personal gallows.
Eliezer Uche Okeke

From Southport: The dividing line between respect and worship can at times be
indistinct. Despots and monarchs of all ages have regarded themselves as far above
the common people. To appear before Ahasuerus without bidding was punishable
by death (Est. 4:11). He acts as if he is God rather than appointed by and
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answerable to God (Dan. 4:17). Few rulers have ever acknowledged direction from
God in their reigns. (Is. 44:28 – 45:1). Even today many celebrities revel in the
adulation of their fans.
Daniel’s three companions refused to fall down and worship the 27.5 metre high
image set up in the plain of Jura. The decree of the king was absolute. It does not
matter what the image represented—whether of Nebuchadnezzar himself or one of
the Babylonian deities. People were to show reverence by bowing down and to
worship. Many early Christians suffered martyrdom for refusing to honour Caesar
as a god or to offer sacrifices to the Gods of Rome (Edward Gibbon, The History of
the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (Wordsworth Editions 1998)). In more
recent times, this has still been the case in Japan, China and North Korea. In Japan
in the 1930s people were expected to prostrate themselves before the emperor who
was believed to be deity. This belief appears to be being revived as Japan seeks to
glorify its war dead (Jonathan Watts, The Guardian, 21 August 2002). The reverence
demanded by Chairman Mao in China in the mid-1960s exemplifies this also, his
picture hung in every home. At the peak of its popularity, Mao’s little red book was
the most printed in the world, attaining the status of a sacred, holy text during the
Cultural Revolution (Mao’s Little Red Book: a Global History, Alexander C. Cook,
Cambridge University Press). And in North Korea, on Mansu Hill in Pyongyang
stands a monument to the nation’s founder, Kim Il-sung, a massive 20 metre high
bronze statue of himself. When erected it was covered with gold which has since
been removed. It is a major tourist destination and when North Koreans visit the
statue they bow before it and leave flowers as a mark of respect
(http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-pacific/8110093.stm).
There is a clear parallel between Haman’s conceit at his elevation and the
arrogance of ‘the King of Tyre’ (Ezek. 28:15). J. N. Darby sees beyond the
description of the King of Tyre to the arrogance of the adversary himself. The desire
in man to be worshipped is inspired by the Adversary as seen in the temptation of
Christ (Mat. 4:9). The elevation of Haman above the princes is followed by a further
promotion when he is given the king’s signet ring. He could now issue edicts as if he
were the king.
Mordecai had kept quiet about his ethnic background, but when Haman is
elevated above all the other advisors to the king, he draws the line at offering
worship. The Hebrew word shachah (Strong’s H7812) has the sense of to bow or
stoop in modern Hebrew, but also the sense of homage or worship. However the
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same word is used clearly relating to idolatry (Is. 2:8,20; 44:15,17) and also used in
the worship rightly belonging to the Lord God (Is. 66:23).
Similarly, Joseph in the house of Potiphar refused to bow to the commands of
Potiphar’s wife and sin against his God. He maintained his stance even although she
spoke to him ‘day by day’ (Gen 39:10). Mordecai rightly puts principle above
prudence and refuses to compromise his adherence to the first commandment, even
when he is prompted to do so ‘day by day’ (Est. 3:4) [see Comment 1].
No explanation for this course of action is given. Amalek was the grandson of Esau
(Gen. 36:12). Esau despised his birthright and his choice of two wives from the
Hittites upset his parents (Gen 26:34-35). Esau’s rebellion passed to his descendents.
Agag was to be killed by Saul and the population destroyed. Saul disobeyed and
Samuel carried out the execution. It would appear that some of Agag’s family
escaped. Haman is spoken of as a descendant of Agag [see Comment 5]. The
planned destruction of the Jewish nation is the plan of the Adversary to thwart the
promises given in the garden of Eden, to Abraham and to David amongst others.
This was repeated in the slaughter of the innocents (Mat. 2:16). The Nazis and Adolf
Hitler have been referred to as Amalekites. (‘Davidster’ (Star of David) by Dick Stins
is a World War II memorial in The Hague. The text at the side is ‘Remember what
Amalek has done to you ... do not forget’—Deut. 25:17,19.)
Like Joseph, we should not remain in the presence of temptation, and like
Mordecai we should not perform any act which would compromise our witness.
Steve Henderson

From Surulere: Mordecai’s attitude towards Haman It is never an easy task dealing
with a dangerous enemy, particularly an immensely powerful one such as Haman the
Agagite. It is not told and indeed is quite baffling and terrifying why and how
Haman came to delight the king, such that he was made Prime Minister. The king
was so enamoured of Haman that he commanded that the same reverence reserved
for him be also conferred on Haman: ‘All the royal officials at the king’s gate knelt
down and paid honour to Haman, for the king had commanded this’ (3:2 NIV). It
was not an uncommon practice amongst the kings of the East and in ancient times
to command reverence from men for their favoured official. Pharaoh had
commanded the Egyptians regarding Joseph to ‘bow down’ (Gen. 41:43). The
mischievous and vengeful officials in King Darius’s court had caused a decree to be
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issued that no man should pray to any god or man, except to the king (Dan. 6:7) [see
Comment 2]. Satan, in an act of defiance, had asked the Lord Jesus to ‘bow down
and worship’ (Mat. 4:9).
Although we do not know what was the relationship between Haman and
Mordecai, one thing was clear: Mordecai the Jew would not confer on any man
(much less a man who might probably be an Amalekite directly descended from
Agag or an Amalekite prince) the reverence reserved only for the Most High God [see
Comment 1]. The commandment of Xerxes regarding bowing to Haman was
arguably unusual even by the standards of the day, but that was not Mordecai’s
motivating factor in his stance. He had identified in Haman a most pernicious and
insidious enemy, and if indeed an Amalekite, such would have awakened in
Mordecai the failure of his tribesman, King Saul (1 Sam. 15:17-24; Ex. 17:16; Deut.
25:17; Num. 24:7). Not even the likelihood of proud and vengeful Haman harming
him mortally dissuaded Mordecai; as a true Israelite he would despise the vile
Haman (Ps. 15:4) and as the Lord told Satan, he would ‘worship the Lord your God
and serve Him only’ (Mat. 4:10).
Frederick F. Ntido

From Warri: Mordecai’s refusal to bow to Haman A minority here held the view
that Mordecai’s explanation to the royal officials ‘that he was a Jew’ (3:4) is indicative
of the fact that Jews do not bow to anyone except God. Haman was an Agagite, a
descendant of the Amalekite, and an ‘enemy of the Jews’ (3:10) [We hear the last
point only later than Mordecai’s actions—Eds.]. It appears reasonable that Mordecai
refused to pay allegiance to Haman. It was difficult for our minority to pursue this
line of thought very far as scriptures such as Genesis 18:2; 42:6; and 1 Kings 1:23
seem to invalidate the argument.
The majority thought there was more to Mordecai’s refusal. The elevation of
Haman took place at a time when Mordecai had nobly exposed a conspiracy which
threatened the life of the king. He must have felt slighted and shocked to see
Haman come out of the blue to be so honoured. One of the lessons here is that
’God’s time is the best’. Mordecai must have felt forgotten, but he wasn’t. The king
called for the records and Mordecai was appropriately rewarded.
The people’s response The people of Susa were not certain about what was
happening or what to do (3:15). They were confused. Mordecai was in mourning
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and anguish, which was evident as he tore his clothes, put on sackcloth and ashes,
and wailed loudly and bitterly in the city (4:1). The putting on of sackcloth marked
by fasting indicated that he sought the face of the Lord in prayer, to intervene in the
situation confronting them. Mordecai equally sought assistance from the king
through Queen Esther for deliverance (4:8,14). This revealed that he prayed as
though it all depended on God and acted as though it depended on him.
Queen Esther’s response showed that she was willing to break the law and risk her
life in order to save her people from death (4:16).
Shadrack Obarogbi, Richard Owotorufa

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig and others): Paying homage to Haman Monarchs in Indo-Persian
societies of Esther’s time were regarded as representing the local deity in their office,
so veneration of them as godlike could become a requirement (Peoples of O.T.
Times, ed. D.J. Wiseman, Oxford, 345-346), and Xerxes is on record as cultivating
this idea; but not as being ready to share it with another—who could then become
a rival. What was commanded, however, by the king was that Haman’s throne be
set above all the officials who were with him (ESV). The king’s servants at the gate
saw the subsequent bowing down as part of the king’s command (Esth. 3:1-3).
Would Mordecai not be expected to do the same for anyone that the king set in high
place? So it may rather be that Haman was known to be a mean, ignoble self-seeker,
and Mordecai had the courage to resist; but his persistence also endangered the
queen, after revealing to palace officials (and so to Haman) that he was a Jew (3:4).
He does not seem a flawless hero.
M.A.
Chapter 3 begins ‘After these things …’, which links the narrative of the foiled plot
with Haman’s exaltation and Mordecai’s refusal to bow. By this time, Mordecai was
already sitting in the king’s gate (2:21) and perhaps expected his own promotion in
view of his service to the king. Yet his assistance had been entirely overlooked (6:13) and the arrangement of the narrative may imply that Mordecai’s behaviour
towards Haman was in pique rather than any kind of religious fervour (see Mount
Forest, para. 2), especially given his readiness to accept honour in 6:11.
J.T.N.
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Fairly lengthy periods of time take place in the ‘After these things’ opening
expression of chapters 2 and 3. For instance, Xerxes I ascended the Persian throne
in 486 B.C. while Esther was elevated to her regal position in 479 B.C., 7 years later.
It was another 5 years before Esther thwarted Haman’s plot to exterminate the Jewish
people (all the Jews in the known world at that time lived within the vast boundaries
of the Persian empire).
R.B.F.
2. (Derby): Numerous papers this year have drawn parallels and contrasts between
the story of Esther and that of Daniel. On the one hand, Esther’s statement in 4:16
can be likened to the stand of the faithful in Daniel 3:16-18; yet their hope was so
much more strongly and expressly in God. Reliance on God can be read into
Esther’s more fatalistic ‘if I perish, I perish’, but it undoubtedly lacks the conviction
of the three before Nebuchadnezzar.
J.T.N.
3. (Greenock): Deportation of Jews to Babylon, under the forced subjugation of
Nebuchadnezzar, was carried out in two stages. In the first case, Daniel and others
were taken there in captivity in 605 B.C., then later, the second stage took place in
597 when king Jehoiachin (aka Jeconiah) and 18,000 others were captured and led
there, amongst whom was Ezekiel. Ezra’s return to the promised land with 1,758
exiles eventuated in 457 B.C., so it would be very unlikely there was another
deportation of a remnant of a remnant of Jewish exiles back to Babylon from Israel
as you state.
R.B.F.
The idea that God brought about the presence in Persia of exiles from the race of
Israel in order to punish the Persians is hard to accept since the Persians were much
more favourable to the Jews than other conquering nations had been; as recounted
in Ezra and Nehemiah, and in secular record of support under Artaxerxes II for the
Jews at Syene in Egypt (and so at the temple in the Land: Peoples of O.T. Times, D.J.
Wiseman, p.328f.). There were exiles from northern Israel settled in Media because
of their disobedience to God (2 Kin. 17:6), not as a judgement on the Persian
Empire.
4. (Greenock): This is an interesting explanation by national attitude of Mordecai’s
refusal to bow the knee, though as noted, it could be displeasing to God. The
instances of deference to high authority in 1 Samuel 24:8 and 1 Kings 1:23,
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however, leave only the period of exile as a possible factor—not the slavery in Egypt,
or the wilderness journey. It does not excuse the risk to the life of the young cousin.
5. (Mount Forest and others): Though we agree ‘Agagite’ may not imply descent
from the Agag whom Saul failed to deal with, the repetition of the term through this
Book, its association with Amalekites, and Mordecai’s Benjamite ancestry do seem
a more probable explanation than some for disrespect for Haman. We then have to
assume that there was no need to make this connection explicit for Jewish readers,
and that it would be explained to the court officials. 3:4 is rendered in NAS ‘... to see
if Mordecai’s reason would stand; for he had told them, etc.’ and this coheres with
the view of early Jewish commentators, REB and NIV, though ESV (‘if the words ...
would stand’) and RV are more open, allowing the thought ‘to see if a Jewish (i.e. a
mere exile) objector would be respected’.
M.A.

From the mail-box
ANGER and RIGHTEOUS ANGER
For the king to be intoxicated was bad
enough, but being consumed with
anger (Esther 1:12) proved to be
self-defeating in that it cost the king his
wife, for only then was his anger
pacified (2:1). His anger emerged
again in 7:7 and was not pacified until
Haman was hanged. This emotion
also surfaces in Haman in 3:5 and 5:9,
and played a part in his downfall.

provocation.
Anger is not necessarily a sinful
thing, but (as John Miller wrote) ‘... the
danger with men is that when they are
angry they may give place to the devil’.
Therefore we have the caution in
Ephesians 4:26-27 and James 1:20.
There are two main New Testament
Greek words that are used for ‘anger’
and ‘wrath’ that can seem in
translations to be almost
interchangeable (e.g. Rev. 14:19 and
Rev. 19:15). Thumos can describe an
outburst from inward indignation; and

Righteous anger is a very, very
dangerous emotion to claim. It is a
passion against something that is
prompted by wrong motives, or against
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orge is less sudden. Both are
sometimes coupled to describe taking
revenge. There is also a derivative
paraorgismos that suggests the short
term but keen sense of provocation.
Interestingly two other Greek words
that are used in literature to describe
long-standing anger are not used in
Scripture, in either the Septuagint or
the New Testament.

In fact the quotation in Ephesians 4:26
is from Psalm 4:4, which in the
Hebrew is ‘Stand in awe, and sin not’.
‘Standing in awe’ is a trembling at the
holiness of God; which gives meaning
to Ephesians 4:26 by directing our
appreciation towards the righteousness
of God and that which is directly
against it. The remedy for anger in
Psalm 4:4 is to commune or search
with your heart in bed and be still, or
calm down and quiet yourself.

Jesus as a man is stated to have
anger that is described as being
‘righteous’ (although that is not a
scriptural term). His anger is described
as righteous because (a) it is the divine
prerogative to be so; (b) His anger was
directed against sin, disobedience or
that which was against Himself; and (c)
His anger was without sin—without
question. The Lord says that He is
‘slow to anger’.

If one is caused to stand in awe of
the righteousness of God and thereby
tremble in anger at that which is
clearly against it (i.e. the provocation),
the anger and its provocation must be
put away before sundown that day.
Why?—because anger is an emotion
that easily gives rise to sin by action of
the devil. So we should be ‘slow to
anger’—it is something to be avoided
because of the dangers of
unrighteousness arising. Anger
activated by the devil causes bitterness,
resentment, and railing, all of which
must be put away. Consequently there
must be no ‘building’ of anger. There
is no New Testament instruction to
develop indignation or anger at
anything, nor to retain it.
David Parker, Hayes

The instances that are recorded of
men being angry with what is
described as righteous anger, are in
circumstances where they know for
certain that what they are being angry
about is against the declared will or
command of God and the context of
the Scriptures makes this clear (e.g.
Ex.11:8; 32:19,21—though in the
latter case Moses’ reaction was wrong.)
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Introducing

April

PRIDE UNCHECKED CAN PRODUCE PROBLEMS ON A
MASSIVE SCALE
The Spirit of God in wielding the
sword of the Word does not hold back
in language and example regarding the
danger of possessing and displaying a
haughty spirit, a proud heart, and an
arrogant attitude towards others,
which is really nothing less than an
affront to our Creator who has made
us all equal. Pride results in eventual
embarrassment of self, total
humiliation, contentiousness with our
fellow-human beings, and at the end
can result in unmitigated personal
disaster (Prov. 11:2; 13:10; 16:18).
Haman, the manipulative oppressor of
all those who belonged to and
acknowledged the God of Israel, is a
glaring example of what not to be, and
what not to do. He was quite simply
absolutely full of himself, preoccupied
only with the promotion and
advancement of number one. He just
could not accommodate anyone else
in his thinking; he was saying, in other
words, ‘Who else but me can be in the
mind of royalty as far as all-important

court matters are concerned?’ How
wrong he was!
Tables can be very easily and quickly
turned in the vicissitudes of life.
Instead of the expected elevation to
the highest echelons of power in the
land, Haman found himself in the
depths of despair and in peril of his
life. Even his most cherished
possession, his wife we presume, who
was a willing co-conspirator in his evil
schemes, realised right away that the
game was up (6:12-13). There was no
shelter from the gathering storm that
would eventually engulf the whole
family. The Lord is not fooled. Evil
men and women, dupes of the Devil,
can never ultimately succeed and
prosper in their destructive intentions.
They will be brought up short and
exposed for what they are, viz. mere
puppets of a deviously clever and
malicious adversary of God and every
human being.
R.B.F.
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From Study Groups
HAMAN’S PRIDE, ESTHER’S REQUEST, AND THE FIRST RELIEF
(Esther 5-6)
From Aberkenfig: Genesis 1 tells us that on the third day God made the ground
fruitful, the land bringing forth every green plant and fruiting trees. Genesis 22
reveals that it was on the third day that Abraham saw the place God had chosen
for Isaac to be offered. On Moriah he learned the wonder of God’s providing, a
substitute being found for his son. Now Esther comes to the third day of her fasting
[as with all her people, the Jews, too who were in the capital—R.B.F.] and she
knows that she has to approach the king on behalf of her people. She was to know
the wonder of God’s providing, and through it to experience that fruitfulness
known by those who fear God as they rest entirely upon Him.
Her anxieties evaporated as the king extended the golden sceptre and she was
able to activate her plan to bring Haman to judgement. What a scene is exhibited
here—the king, exalted, powerful and having a great joy in his chosen queen;
Haman, riddled with pride and malice, ignorant of Esther’s nationality and
therefore unaware that her life was in jeopardy; Esther, full of concern for her
people, yet honouring the king. She restrained any thought of revenge on her
enemy, rather inviting him to share in this intimate meal with the king. Perhaps we
see something here of Romans 12:19-21: ‘Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but
leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says
the Lord.”’ To the contrary, ‘... “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty,
give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his
head”’ (ESV) [Comment 1].
Haman’s joy and pride knew no bounds. Mordecai was the only blot in his life,
and as he boasts of his wealth, status and family, he is encouraged to vent his spite
on Mordecai as soon as possible. How much of the Adversary’s activity we see at
the cross of Calvary! The Jewish leaders were given the opportunity to punish Jesus
themselves, but they were determined to use the ‘Gentile’ instrument of death
(John 18:31-32; 19:6-11) and the Devil egged them on in his hatred of the one
who was his God and Maker.
Mordecai’s deliverance began with the remembrance of his actions in protecting
the king. Haman was so self-centred that he assumed great things for himself. The
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king, however, now had a faithful servant in view for honour, and Haman was
forced to humble himself to do the king’s bidding. The Lord Jesus always did His
Father’s will, never compromised His laws and was destined for glory, even though
the path led via the cross (Heb. 2:9). In many ways Mordecai’s death sentence also
brought Haman to defeat. We know that Jesus’ death, and His resurrection three
days later, brought the Devil to nought (Heb. 2:14-15), thus God was providing
deliverance, and once again the third day was revealing God’s power and grace.
Edwin Stanley
From Cromer: What a contrast we see when we compare the lives and aspirations
of Haman and Mordecai! We have seen that Mordecai’s life was centred on God
and His purposes for His people [Comment 2]. Haman’s life was governed by a
desire for wealth, power and self-importance.
In Paul’s second letter to Timothy he looks ahead to a time when ‘People will be
lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, … ungrateful,
unholy, … unforgiving, … brutal, … conceited …’ (2 Tim. 3:2-4 NIV). But these
were traits that were prevalent in men and women in Esther’s time and were
shown in Haman’s life. Such tendencies should be guarded against in a Christian’s
life because, as we see in what followed with Haman, they can affect not only
one’s own life but also the lives of others.
Initially Haman withheld his anger at Mordecai’s disregard for his position but
did not forget, and so he incited his wife and friends to share in his anger and
desire for revenge.
How easy it is for us to dwell on perceived wrongs to us and try to get others to
‘side’ with us instead of talking with the person concerned to sort it out. There is
also a lesson for us in the attitudes of Zeresh and Haman’s friends. They no doubt
considered it an honour to be associated with a person of such high rank as
Haman and were quick and eager to join in planning his revenge without
considering the Jewish descent of Mordecai. Chapter 6 verse 13 shows that they
were forced to recognize the power of the God of the Jewish people. Haman’s
disregard of this power led to his destruction [Comment 3].
In a world where we see the admiration of men with power and wealth, let us
not forget the all-conquering power of God and, like Mordecai, centre our life on
the will of God and His path laid out for us.
David Hickling
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From Derby: How disciples deal with annoyance This refers to disciples in
general, not just in any particular denomination. Sometimes God may ask us to do
something with someone we may dislike, and realising that if God is favouring that
person, then we must not let anger simmer in the background, but we must deal
with it prayerfully before the Lord. What we must not rely on is our own selfworth, since that may be misguided. As Christians we are delighted that we are
saved and going to our eternal home in heaven above; but this is only because of
the favour God has shown to us through Jesus Christ. Therefore we must not let
our feelings of anger remain, meanwhile doing our best to forgive and forget. The
wrath within Haman was put into action to exterminate Mordecai and his people.
This is what happened to the Lord: the people who should have known better
wanted to do away with Him.
When Haman entered into the king’s presence full of himself and the king asked
what was to be done with the man whom he delighted to honour, Haman thought
that this was himself. The king, however, discovered that Mordecai had saved him
from an assassination attempt. Therefore, he asked Haman to honour Mordecai,
which was in direct opposition to what Haman was thinking. Haman’s wife soon
recognised that he could not stand before Mordecai and she seemed to realise that
God was on the side of the Jews [see Comment 3]. Had the plot been allowed to
proceed all Jews everywhere would have been exterminated—in the king’s
country, in the remote provinces and even where the remnant were gathered in
Jerusalem. The Persian empire was in total control over Judah and Israel. This was
something that God would not have allowed to take place as it would have
destroyed the royal line from which Jesus was going to come [Comment 4].
Esther was now prepared to perish and take the risk for doing what was right for
God’s people. She planned her strategy carefully in accordance with the king’s
rules. Esther was wise in the way she approached the powerful monarch. We are
here shown that people who work for God in the background without being
noticed by others shall be honoured by God in a coming day.
Robert Foster
From Greenock: Haman's pride Pride and rebellion against God caused Satan to
be cast out of heaven (Is. 14:12-15; Ezek. 28:3-19). Pride is totally alien to God's
character. He said, ‘These are the ones I look on with favour: those who are
humble and contrite in spirit, and who tremble at my word’ (Is. 66:2); and His
requirement is ‘To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God’
(Mic. 6:8).
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Haman's name means ‘well-disposed’ but his character was the antithesis of a
humble man. He seems not to have had one redeeming virtue. He was proud,
boastful, jealous, vindictive, violent, and cruel in the way that he dealt with people
he didn't like. It appears as if he was a tool of the Devil to want to destroy not only
his perceived enemy, Mordecai, but also the whole of the Jewish people in the
Persian empire. There was something mentally wrong with Haman that would
explain his actions, but underneath the pride and bluster of Haman’s public
persona, there was a weak, insecure and troubled man. To what depths of
degradation and self loathing he sank as he conferred on Mordecai the king's
honours that had been almost within his grasp. It was another abasement which
sealed his fate when he had to grovel before the Jewish Queen Esther, whose
people he sought to destroy. He was a coward who would kill thousands of
people, yet pleaded for his own life when confronted with death. The gallows that
Haman had built for Mordecai would be where his own worthless life would end.
King David's words are apposite: ‘Whoever digs a hole and scoops it out falls into
the pit they have made. The trouble they cause recoils on them; their violence
comes down on their own heads’ (Ps. 7:15-16).
There have been many tyrants throughout history who have tried to destroy the
Jewish people, and there will be many more modern Hamans with one common
aim, to destroy God’s ancient people as the time draws near for Israel to go though
the time of Jacob’s trouble (Jer. 30:7); but they will be no more successful than
Haman, the descendant of Agag, the descendant of Amalek. ‘No weapon forged
against you (Israel) will prevail’ (Is. 54:17).
John Peddie
From Halifax: Pride, then humiliation The Jews of Shushan joined with Esther
and her maidens in her fast (Esth. 4:16). The obvious but unstated object of this
fast was nothing less than the obtaining of God’s favour, and protection for Esther
in her perilous undertaking. On the third day of the fast Esther, without invitation,
bravely presented herself in royal apparel at the inner court of the king’s house
(5:1). Haman’s command for the annihilation of the Jewish people had been
written and sealed with the king’s ring on the thirteenth day of the first month
(3:12)—the day before Passover. Therefore Esther’s fast would have occurred
during the time of the feast of unleavened bread. Her life being now in the hands
of the king, Esther may have reflected on her own words (4:16), ‘… if I perish, I
perish.’ What a relief though, as she was permitted to draw near and touch the
golden sceptre extended to her!
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Haman summoned his friends and Zeresh his wife. He recounted to them in
boastfulness his wealth, his family and his promotion (5:11). Indeed, ‘Esther the
queen’, he said, ‘did let no man come in with the king unto the banquet that she
had prepared but myself …’ (v.12 AV). ‘Pride goeth before destruction, and an
haughty spirit before a fall’ (Prov. 16:18). Of Esther chapter 6, F.B. Huey, Jnr. says,
‘The entire chapter shows how a series of seemingly trivial circumstances fit
together to overrule the evil intentions of Haman’ (The Expositor’s Bible
Commentary, vol.4, 1988, p.821). The king could not sleep, so he had the royal
annals read to him (v.1), and Haman was in the court awaiting (v.4). Here we have
no series of undesigned coincidences, no chance. The LXX adds that God took
away the king’s sleep [Comment 5]. By God’s intention Mordecai was finally
honoured for his good service. The king ordered that faithful Jew to be led in royal
garb through the street of the city on horseback. ‘The LORD God of Israel saith …
for them that honour me I will honour’ (1 Sam. 2:30).
Robert J. Butler
From Mount Forest: These chapters record the tables being turned, as divine
deliverance overtakes mere human reasoning. Esther puts Mordecai’s plan into
effect to counter Haman’s scheme. The king was motivated by appearances (cp.
Esth. 1:10-11; 5:1), and we know what happened to Vashti when she had a
difference of opinion with this king. Appeasement rather than defiance was Esther’s
alternative strategy. She presented herself attractively, then invited the king to what
he liked (a banquet: cp. 1:5; 5:4,8) and wine was again a focal point. These
evidence earthly wisdom. Did gaining the promise of up to ‘half the kingdom’
indicate the strategy was working? [Comment 6 and cp. Comment 1].
Mordecai seemed more confident. Dispensing with mourning sackcloth, he is
found back in the king’s gate where such apparel was forbidden (cp. 4:2; 5:9)
[Comment 7]. Was this an evidence of faith in a good outcome, or just a
compromise to best learn of developments? Soon he would be led back to the
palace, getting a foretaste of the glory Haman coveted, while Haman himself
would cover his head in shame (6:11-12) and find his superstitious guides (3:7;
6:13) now predicting doom. These do not really provide guiding principles for us.
Christians instead need humility and spiritual discernment for constructive
assessment when error needs correction (Prov. 18:13; Mat. 7:1-5; 18:15-35).
The role reversal is striking, and a precursor (8:15), but not because Mordecai’s
scheme was foolproof. It required an external factor completely beyond his
control: the unplanned reminder of Mordecai’s loyalty. Otherwise as Haman
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anticipated, and while Esther understandably procrastinated, the hanging would
have occurred [Comment 8]. But there is no mention of a Nehemiah-like prayer
(Neh. 1:4-11) from Mordecai or Esther, though God may indeed have heard a
prayer of faith from any of His people (a lesson to us).
In this turn of events it is striking that God brought out Mordecai’s loyalty to the
king (6:2) as the feature that turned the tables, whereas the whole problem for
God’s people proceeded from his mistaken disloyalty (3:2): showing disrespect to
someone the king highly favoured (if we are correct that bowing to Haman would
not have breached God’s commands). We might be reminded of the higher
principle of God’s expectations in Psalm 2:10-12 [Comment 9].
We should attempt consistency when looking for types in Scripture; a bad person
or deed is not usually the type for a good antitype. Therefore, perhaps we should
not attempt to spiritualize Ahasuerus’ words in 6:6 as a question by the Father to
us about how He should glorify the Son, which is anyway a divinely predetermined
issue (Col. 1:15-19; Heb. 2:10) [Comment 10]. The important thing to note is the
sublime accuracy of Mordecai’s words in 4:14, just as Caiaphas in John 11:49-52
spoke of more than he understood. God would preserve His people, especially the
faithful remnant at His house in Jerusalem, now jeopardized by rash actions in faraway Susa. And He does so in an expression of divine wisdom.
Geoff Hydon
From Podagatlapalli: About five years after Esther had been made queen, Haman
having been promoted above all other officials, managed to get a decree to destroy
the people of the Jews (Esth. 2:16, 3:7). Mordecai urged Esther to approach the
king knowing it could incur death if she went uninvited. Yet rather than see her
people hurt she was prepared both to lose her status as queen and even to die.
After three days of her own fasting and that of her fellow-Jews in Shushan, she
was invited to present her request to the king. It was that Haman should come that
day to the banquet she had prepared for him and the king (5:4). Haman was
elated to be the only honoured guest; but when he saw Mordecai in the king's
gate, and that he did not stand or tremble before him, he was filled with
indignation. In His pride Haman related all his successes to his friends and family,
but added, ‘This avails me nothing, so long as I see Mordecai the Jew sitting at the
king’s gate’ (5:13). They devised a plan to hang Mordecai. Haman builds the
gallows even before he gets the king’s approval. He is so confident of his own
position. With Mordecai out of the way he could merrily enjoy the banquet (v.14).
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God always makes a way for His people in a crisis. The God of Israel worked to
save His people. He disturbed the king's sleep and the king arose to check the
records. ‘What shall be done for the man whom the king delights to honour?’
(6:6). Haman’s pride assumed he was the man. He chose public honour, but was
ordered quickly to direct such honour to Mordecai whom he hated. What a
warning to this man! As his wife declared, ‘If Mordecai, before whom you have
begun to fall, is of Jewish descent, you will not prevail against him but will surely
fall before him’ (6:13). Haman’s pride destroyed him (see Prov. 16:18; 18:12).
The meek will inherit, and those who humble themselves will be lifted up. God
works all things together for good for those who love Him (Rom. 8:28) [cp.
Comment 5].
‘The proud man has a mirror in which he sees himself; the humble man has a
window through which he sees others.’
B.V.Prasada Rao

From Southport: Esther showed her courage in approaching the king. She was
wise to dress in her finery and not in her fasting clothes. Mordecai could not go
further than ‘before the king’s gate’ in sackcloth (Esth. 4:2) [cp. Comment 7].
Ashpenaz was fearful of the king’s wrath should Daniel and his friends appear
before the king looking worse than the others due to their diet (Dan. 1:8-15). John
the Baptist observed that those who wear soft raiment are in kings’ courts (Luke
7:25).
Not having been in the king’s presence for thirty days, Esther was astute enough
not to make a request immediately [cp. Comment 1]. We must spend time in
prayer each day with God before we can come with a shopping list of prayer
points. No good coming after many days of non-contact in prayer with a sudden
demand. Esther was not going to make her plea in public, hence the invitation to
a private meal. Another parallel for us to note: ‘pray to thy Father which is in
secret’ (Mat. 6:6 AV).
Esther’s God-given strategy coincided with a restless night for Ahasuerus. Was his
lack of sleep stirred by a conscience that he had forgotten to do something or
reward someone? Only God knows. Pressure of work is a major cause of insomnia
in the western world today. The court records were read to the king and the final
parts of God’s plan to rescue the Jewish people started to fall into place.
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Haman’s life was consumed with a mad hatred of Mordecai and all the Jews,
which clouded his judgement. He was so full of his self-importance that he could
think of no one else the king might wish to honour. He unwittingly raised Mordecai
from sackcloth to royal robes; from walking to riding on the king’s own horse; and
in so doing elevated Mordecai above himself.
The Jews may have been scattered from their land but they were still the
‘peculiar treasure’ belonging to the Lord (Ex.19.5) and would be again in the
future—so they could not be wiped out (Mal. 3:17). These were the people of
whom Balaam said ‘I shall see him, but not now: I shall behold him, but not nigh’
(Num. 24:17). From this nation was to come the promised Messiah. Haman’s plans
could not be fulfilled when they contradicted the divine plan, nor could the
pogroms of Russia or the Holocaust of the Nazi regime wipe out the Jews.
Haman’s wife and friends seem more aware of the privileged position of the Jews
than does Haman himself. He had left it too late to repent. The death sentence
against the Jews had been issued; the matter could not be undone or covered up
now. He had nowhere to hide.
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: Ringing true to life? There are fewer sights more perplexing to the
godly or spiritually mature than the unravelling of the plans of the wicked upon
their own heads. Although, ‘When the righteous prosper, the city rejoices; when
the wicked perish, there are shouts of joy’ (Prov. 11:10 NIV), the resounding joyful
shouts do not necessarily come from the lips of the righteous. It is a key divine
injunction to all not to ‘... gloat when your enemy falls; when they stumble, do not
let your heart rejoice’ (Prov. 24:17).
In the story of Haman an inglorious picture of the life of the wicked is unveiled
for profound reflection, from the upscaling of his plot for the grand humiliation of
Mordecai and extermination of the Jewish race, to his pitiable immodesty in
deeming himself the man whom the king delighted to honour (Esth. 6:6); from the
fawning loyalty of his presumed ‘wise men’ to the wanton lust for power of his
wife. . ‘The sins of some men are obvious, reaching the place of judgment ahead
of them ...’ (1 Tim. 5:24). Haman was in this category of men.
Haman’s downfall was one of those instances when the Lord Almighty intervenes
in the affairs of men, nations and kingdoms to display His sovereignty and frustrate
the counsel of the wicked. ‘He thwarts the plans of the crafty, so that their hands
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achieve no success’ (Job 5:12). Of old, ‘for their sake He rebuked kings: “Do not
touch my anointed ones; do my prophets no harm”’ (Ps. 105:14-15).
Frederick F. Ntido
From Warri: Haman’s wife advises What looked like an ideal circumstance for
Haman to deal publicly with Mordecai and to make it serve as a deterrent to others
(Esth. 5:14) had now been miraculously altered. This was very significant in the
disastrous turn of events (6:10-11) which could not be ignored by Haman’s wife
and the other advisors. We take it that they may have been aware of the history
of the Jews and the Amalekites, and of how God had protected the Jews in dealing
with their enemies in the past [this seems more than likely—Eds.]. They perhaps
recognised that the Lord’s judgement was at hand for Haman (cp. Comment 3).
Ringing true to life; reward for labour Mordecai saved the king by exposing the
plot against him. Although it took a while before he was rewarded, it reminded us
of 1 Corinthians 15:58. Whatever is done for the Lord will not go unrewarded by
Him either in this life or hereafter at the judgement seat of Christ.
Corporate prayer The importance of group prayers is emphasized in the book of
Esther. She requested prayer support as she embarked on a delicate and necessary
task. The apostle Paul sought the prayers of the whole church in his labour for the
Lord (2 Thes. 3:1).
Abuse of power Haman’s ascension to prominence was rapid, but there is no
history of what he did to merit it. This could be regarded as God’s permissive will
(John 13:7). We can comfortably rest on the fact that promotion comes from the
Lord, and as such the position that the Lord allows should be used to honour Him
by being a blessing to the people we come across rather than being boastful (5:1112). God humbles those who abuse the position that is given to them.
Richard Owotorufa

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig and others): Esther the Queen If leaving vengeance to God is
Esther’s reason for not denouncing Haman at the first banquet, we must ask why
she does so at the second one. Vengeance seems a more probable motive in her
action against Haman’s sons (9:13), though her stature of character that we see
emerging here suggests by 9:13 a well weighed decision to make sure further
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attacks on Jews would not arise from an embittered family, and perhaps to deal
with Agagites. The plot against Mordecai (revealed not by her but by a
eunuch—7:9) does not change the issue raised here—why she holds back her
main request at the first banquet.
We might find a reason in reaction to the tension of risking life by entering the
court. But the Esther who copes with the hazards of the harem, and who plans the
three-day fast, is stronger than to need a day’s respite. Rather, there is a
remarkably apposite strategy that shows her understanding of her husband and the
language of his court. She made her first request attractive to such a man, and an
easy one to grant. Then as he realised this queen must have a greater request, she
prepares the steps that will commit him: “If I have found favour in the sight of the
king ...” (she already had, but is testing his reaction throughout); “and if it pleases
the king ...” (words he likes to hear); “to grant my petition and do what I request
...”—she has now repeated his own words twice, but firmed them into what he
will be expected to do. Then—the tantalising proposal of just a second banquet;
and a promise to be respectfully obedient—‘tomorrow’. She knows the power of
leaving the king to puzzle over her real motive; and perhaps she wished to give the
indisciplined Haman a chance to overreach himself. (It is a pure wisdom to let a
corrupted person show his true nature to a man whose eyes need to be opened.)
To this we add the facets noted by Mt Forest and Southport.
2. (Cromer): If Mordecai was centred on God and His purposes for His people,
why is there no mention at all of Him, or His law? Was it impossible for the author
to mention the reverence Jews would be understood by Persians to have for their
God? See also January issue, p.10, Comment 7; February, p. 25, Comment 1; and
‘The Message of Esther’, para. 2, (in this issue’s Mail-box) on Mordecai. In March,
p.41, Comment 1, J.T.N. notes that Mordecai showed no scruples about accepting
honour to himself (6:11); as is also implied when later he became second only to
King Ahasuerus (10:3)
M.A.
3. (Cromer and others): It would seem to me that it was only when Haman came
crawling back to his home in abject humiliation, that his wife and close
companions realised the fact that Mordecai was more influential in the king’s court
than they had reckoned, having the freedom of the palace before this recent
elevation (Esth. 2:11, 19, 21), and now that he was feted he had the power to
exact terrible revenge on Haman, and his descendants.
R.B.F.
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4. (Derby): Persian control over far-off Israel was hardly secure or immediate,
since Rehum the commander offered to help the re-building decreed by Cyrus but
in fact worked against it (Ezra 4:1-8); and later Sanballat of Samaria and Tobiah
‘the Ammonite official’ (NASU), both recognised by Persia, attacked the re-builders
despite knowing of the King’s letters (Neh. 2:9-10). There was dislike of Jews
because they kept to themselves socially and refused to adapt to some imperial
expectations, e.g. military service because they would not march on sabbaths, and
the Jewish communities did see the edict as a real threat (Esth. 4:3); but to assume
it would cause annihilation is going farther than we know. It was almost a year
from Haman’s lot-casting to the date of execution. Daniel and Nehemiah are
examples of how Jews became too useful to dispense with and too difficult to
coerce. Josephus quotes Strabo: ‘This people has already made its way into every
city, and ... has made its power felt’ (Ant. Jud. 14,115).
5. (Halifax ): Chance and God’s intervention ‘... time and chance happen to
them all’ (Eccl. 9:1 ESV). This may be written from the perspective that man on
earth sees, but the Lord Himself was surely not confining Himself to that view
when He said, “Now by chance a priest was going down that road ...” (Luke
10:13). Chance includes opportunity (Acts 27:12; Heb. 12:17), and the countless
interconnections of what individuals do (whether they so choose or not), suggest
that God does not need to arrange all the connections in order to enact His will.
We should be careful about assuming divine arrangements in all that goes before
an outcome that is clearly according to God’s will; while we also claim that God
more often allows man to choose to act for good or for evil. Podagatla friends cite
Romans 8:28, which is certainly borne out by the story as a whole, and the
disturbing of the king’s sleep is near to God’s communication of His mind through
dreams. But ‘all things work together for good’, does not mean that God arranges
all things together for good. At times He allows dire trouble to afflict His own, just
as he allows men and women to do awful things. This I understand is how Peter
sees the verse in his last paragraph on page 60. See also close of Comment 8.
The LXX in 6:1,’God took away his sleep,’ as in several ancient versions except
the Vulgate, is most likely to be an effort to make the book more orthodox.
M.A.
6. (Mount Forest): The largesse of this autocratic monarch reminds us of a later
despotic ruler who, under the influence of alcohol, was foolish enough to offer
virtually unlimited power to a young lady who was well aware of her seductive
charms, and he was soon to regret his far-too-generous offer when she, at the
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callous and cruel behest of her mother, demanded right away the decapitation of
a great servant of God (Mark 6:21-28). It would seem that the king here had little
doubt of Esther’s integrity, and may well have assumed that acceptance of such an
offer as he made would not be put on the table by one who, unlike Vashti, was
very deferential to him.
7. (Mount Forest): Can we be certain that Mordecai changed from the clothes of
mourning back to normal apparel, taking into account chapter 4 verse 4, even
though he was back in his place at the king’s gate (5:9; 6:10)?
R.B.F.
8. (Mount Forest and others): It is at this point that we may see Mordecai
showing wisdom. To urge Esther to intercede for her people is by itself hardly a
scheme, and we would expect her, from what we have seen in chapters 2-3, to
long to do so without prompting; it is the prospect of failing to get a hearing and
losing her life fruitlessly that is holding her back. But Mordecai implies in 4:13 that
her race will be revealed by another if she does not do so herself. It may be he
who saw that a desperate Jew or an observant official would betray her, though
Esther could herself have seen that likelihood. He treats it as a certainty, and we
credit it to his experience. Unspoken by either is the fact that Esther’s appeal for
the Jews would be greatly strengthened, if Xerxes showed that he still had affection
for her. We agree, however, that the Most High, who rules the kingdom of men
(Dan. 4:25), is seen here turning the heart of the king wherever He wills (Prov.
21:1).
M.A.
9. (Mount Forest): What we don’t know is the reason for Mordecai’s refusal to
bow before Haman and pay homage to him, despite the fact that it was a royal
decree (cp. 3:2). He perhaps knew more than we think of Haman’s character and
background, in fact it would seem more than likely he would make it his aim to
discover as much as he could about this person, especially as a result of his
apparently swift promotion in the kingdom. Moreover, as soon as he is introduced
to us in the divine record, Haman’s lineage as an Agagite is stated (3:1) and
mentioned four times thereafter (3:10; 8:3,5; 9:24). On the strong assumption that
he was a descendant of the Amalekites, and they were the first nation to ruthlessly
attack the Israelites (Num. 24:20) and become a constant thorn in the flesh to
God’s people, and also bearing in mind the Lord pledging to be opposed to them
from generation to generation (Ex. 17:8,16; cp. Deut. 25:19), is it of little wonder
that Mordecai adopted such an attitude towards one of their race who himself may
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have been well aware of his people’s historical antipathy and subservience to
them? Here was a chance of redress. Anti-semitism never goes away in this world.
10. (Mount Forest): While the point is taken about the danger of describing
certain people as types of the Saviour, notably where we see in their lives what we
might regard as unsavoury aspects of character and conduct, and also being aware
of the precariousness of spiritualising comments by people that might appear
appealing and relevant in another scriptural context, surely Mordecai’s readiness
and fearlessness to come to the defence of his nation in the face of annihilation,
would be an appropriate illustration of Christ’s work. Similarly, Ahasuerus’ words
in 6:6 could suitably apply to the deserving exaltation of our great Redeemer.
R.B.F.

From the Mail-box
THE MESSAGE OF ESTHER – A THESIS
The historical background
The king called ‘Ahasuerus’ in the
book of Esther was probably Xerxes
(king 486-465 B.C.); this compares
with the date of 538 for the beginning
of the return of the Jews from
Babylon. They were therefore well
established in the Land, but the book
of Esther contains no reference to
this, neither is there any criticism of
the Jews who remained in Susa, the
capital of the Persian empire. The
queen called Vashti in Esther must be
Amestris, a licentious and notoriously
cruel woman. (The transliterations in
various languages yield similar
results).

briefly examine the characters.
Ahasuerus was a despot who held the
power of life or death over his
subjects, and did not scruple to use it.
He was quickly angered, and acted in
the heat of his anger. Vashti was
strong-willed, and not afraid to deny
the king. Esther, on the other hand,
was initially young and naïve, and
obeyed her cousin Mordecai's
instructions to go to the king's harem
apparently without question. We
must remember that in those days
women were generally regarded as
possessions. She may have seen the
chance to be queen as one not to be
turned down, even though the
procedure might be rather distasteful.
Mordecai's position was rather more
equivocal; he 'sat at the king's gate', a

The protagonists
Without retelling the story we can
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position of status, but he saw no
wrong in delivering Esther up,
although he enquired daily after her.
Haman is presented as a
self-promoting, acquisitive man, who
would not scruple to destroy a whole
people because he had been
offended. Esther described him as
‘This wicked Haman’, and it was true.

or His Word? We have reviewed the
characters in it and have found that
most were flawed, some deeply so.
My thesis is that its prime purpose is
to display the providence of God. An
event not yet mentioned in the Bible
Studies magazine* records when the
king ‘happened’ not to be able to
sleep, and ‘happened’ to have read to
him the book of court chronicles,
where he ‘happened’ to come upon
what Mordecai had done. All through
the book of Esther the actions of men
who were not consciously doing the
will of God were working together to
do it involuntarily. In this case God
saved His people through this means;
its lesson for us is that we can have
confidence in His providence towards
us. ‘For we know that for those who
love God all things work together for
good, for those who are called
according to his purpose’ (Rom.
8:28).
Peter Hickling , Cromer

Esther's bravery
A high point of the narrative is Esther's
willingness to imperil herself before
the notoriously fickle king. Mordecai
urged her by messenger to try to use
her influence with him, saying ‘Do
not think to yourself that in the king's
palace you will escape any more than
all the other Jews. For 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. And who
knows whether you have not come to
the kingdom for such a time as this?’
(4:13-14 ESV). Mordecai evidently
had faith in the providence of God.
Esther responded with philosophical
resignation, ‘I will go to the king,
though it is against the law, and if I
perish, I perish’ (v.16). As readers will
see, she was successful, and the
Jewish nation in the Persian empire
was saved.

*The article was written before March
issue was published. We can now
note these mentions: Halifax, para. 2
(with Comment 5); Podagatla, para. 4
and Southport, para. 3.—Eds.
NOTES FROM EDITORS
We welcome this brief summary of an
important understanding of the
purpose of the Book, from an
esteemed former editor of the
magazine.

The purpose of the book
Why is there included in the canon of
Holy Scripture a book which does not
mention God's name or His holy city
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One difficulty, however, invites
further discussion. It is not clear to me
how the total absence of mention of
God, of Jerusalem, and of the Law,
helps the reader to expect a message
about the unseen working of God, if
that message is the chief one
intended. The conventions of
historical narrative are handled with
outstanding craftsmanship by this
author. It soon becomes clear that the
book is designed to make a religious
and moral statement. Why then
would Jews who have a sense of
destiny for their nation, shining from
the appeal to Esther to risk her life for
them all, say nothing of the God
whom they serve, and who had
protected so many generations from
the days of Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob? This points to the further
theme of departure—from the purity
of the Law, from occasions of worship
and consecration, and from the call of
the prophets and psalm-writers to
love Zion. Thus the book shows what
happens to God’s people when they
neglect these things.

deeply about the welfare of the Jews,
and might be ensuring that his revival
tractate would not suffer censorship.
M.A.
I would agree that the main thrust
of this invaluable part of the divine
record, despite the absence of God’s
name, word, and service, is to reveal
the behind-the-scenes working of His
hand which is always seen to be in
overall control of world events ‘...
who works all things according to the
counsel of His will’ (Eph. 1:11 NKJV;
cp. Dan. 4:17). Another matter that
might influence our perception of the
Jewish characters and events in this
book is a mistaken impression of
time/date factors, the statement
sometimes being made that Mordecai
and Esther should have returned to
Jerusalem with the exiles. This is most
improbable as the first return under
Zerubbabel took place in 537-535
B.C. (Ezra 2; Neh. 7). Since the book
of Esther covers the period 486 – 473
B.C., 50 or so years after, it is more
than likely Mordecai would either be
unborn or a young child at that time.
Interestingly though, a Mordecai is
mentioned in Ezra 2:2 and Nehemiah
7:7 as being part of the returning
company under Zerubbabel; the
conjecture arising from this being that
he returned from Jerusalem back to
Babylon by royal request to assist the
bur geoning em pire I n t he
administration of his people.
R.B.F.

Yet this takes us only some way to
an answer. The complete suppression
of those features that are a loved part
of the books of Daniel, Ezra and
Nehemiah is still a puzzle. Perhaps
the reason is that a history that
climaxes in triumph for the Jews
against enemies across the empire
was a highly charged political
document. The author clearly cared
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Certainly it is true that the unseen
working of God is apparent
throughout the story of Esther, to
bring about salvation for the Jewish
nation. The threat to the Jews was a
threat to the remnant, for their
exercise in Jerusalem was put at grave
risk by Haman's desire for revenge. It
is tempting to think that God's
working of salvation was somehow a
reflection on the character of
Mordecai. For just as we see the
strength and zeal of Zerubbabel, Ezra
and Nehemiah in the land, and of
Daniel and his friends in captivity, so
we strive to see the same in Mordecai
and Esther. But is not the purpose of
the book to set a contrast against the
accounts of those who were faithful,
and so to learn that when God sets
out to achieve His will, He may do so
in spite of those involved, not
because of them? February's issue,

Comment 1 provides a fuller
assessment of Mordecai's character.
To build on the point made by
R.B.F. above, it was only the
ancestors of Mordecai who had the
chance to return to Jerusalem with
Zerubbabel (the Mordecai of Ezra 2:2
and Neh. 7:7 being another man of
the same name— see February,
Comment 9). Yet Ezra and Nehemiah
were later moved to find a way, one
from Babylon and the other from
Susa (Ezra 7; Neh. 1-2), and many in
their understanding of the book of
Esther have seen importance in the
dates in which the story occurred. A.
T. Doodson's article 'The Feast of Pur'
(Bible Studies, 1963, p.177;
http://www.hayespress.org/biblehelp
s-1963-179) provides very helpful
insight.
J.T.N.
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Introducing

May

BIBLICAL TYPOLOGY
The study of typology in Scripture is
illuminating and vital to understanding
many connections and truths in the
Bible. Every student of the Word
delights to appreciate the threads that
run through the Scriptures bearing the
hallmark of divine authorship, in the
same way that the design of the
cosmos speaks God’s creative genius.
Scripture teaches types (Rom. 5:14),
shadows (Col. 2:17) and copies (Heb.
8:5), primarily to preview a fulfilment
in the future and to unfold the good
news of Christ from as early as
Genesis. People (e.g. Adam and
Melchizedek), places (e.g. Egypt and
Canaan), objects (e.g. the Tabernacle),
events (e.g. the Flood), and offices
(e.g. prophet, priest, king, judge and
mediator) serve as types. There is
richness and depth in typical teaching
that should first and foremost exalt the
person of Christ. Scholars warn of
extremism to force a type which was
not intended, or on the other hand to

have too limited a view in studying
God’s redemptive plan that spans the
ages. We must always be guided by
sound principles of interpretation
when approaching biblical typology.
A few contributors this month have
touched on the question of Esther
being a type of Christ. There is no
scriptural authority, as Cromer has
indicated, to expound teaching on this
point. However, it is important to
recognize that Christ is ‘in all the
Scriptures’ (Luke 24:27) and to look for
Him there. We trace the providential
hand of God through Mordecai and
Esther in delivering His people from a
merciless enemy—a plan and a selfless
act of one motivated by love. How
refreshing and uplifting it is to read or
hear a new thought of Christ through
the Spirit’s unveiling! When Christ is
revealed by the Spirit of God, the
experience is indeed heart-rejoicing.
G.K.S.
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From Study Groups
STEADY JUDGEMENT, PERSEVERANCE, AND GOD’S OVERRULE
(Esther 7-8)
From Aberkenfig: What a difference a day makes! One day Haman was full of joy,
having been honoured in the king’s presence, delighting in his favoured position at
Esther’s banquet. The next, still full of himself and his own plans, he is brought
down to earth with a bump! As he is hurried away to that second banquet, it is a
very different Haman from the one who had left the day before. Now he was faced
with his own downfall—something that his wife and advisers all recognised was
founded in his treatment and hatred of Mordecai.
The king continued to be intrigued by Esther’s reasons for holding these banquets,
and asked again what her request was. How Haman must have squirmed as Esther
pleaded for her own life and that of her people. Perhaps the awful reality of what
he had plotted was dawning on his heart and mind, especially as the king demanded
to know who the perpetrator was for this affront to his power and authority. Esther
was quick to point to Haman, and the king was furious, leaving the room to vent his
wrath in private. Haman immediately tried to gain Esther’s help to save his skin. His
actions only made matters worse and he was despatched to the very gallows that he
had erected for Mordecai.
When Israel sinned against God, they cried to Him for help—see Exodus 2:23-25;
Judges 3:9,15—and He sent them a saviour to deliver them. In the New Testament
we find that Israel was still looking for the Christ to come to deliver them. What they
failed to recognise was that God had sent His Son to be the Saviour, not only of
Israel, but of the whole world (1 John 4:14). This entailed bringing to nought the
Devil (Heb. 2:14) as well as removing the wrath of God on sin and disobedience.
In order for Jesus to do this He had to know the outside place of the cross and the
hiding of God’s face, as He bore our sins in His body on the tree (1 Pet. 2:24).
Is it too fanciful to see that Esther’s cry to her king for help brought the enemy
Haman to nought? At the same time Mordecai—the real deliverer—remained in the
outside place, hidden from the king, but knowing the overpowering shadow of the
gallows that had been built for him. Surely this all foreshadows and illustrates what
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we see in the deliverance that God provided for the redemption of all who were
slaves to sin and under the thrall of the Devil [Comment 1].
Esther 8 shows us how Mordecai was exalted with great honour and glory, as he
was recognised as being the ‘prime mover’ in all that happened for the deliverance
of his people. It correlates very closely to Hebrews 2:9—‘But we see him who for
a little while was made lower than the angels, namely Jesus, crowned with glory and
honour because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God He might taste
death for everyone,’ and displays how much God has done for our redemption, even
though He remains unrecognised by so many.
Edwin Stanley
From Cromer: God’s overrule Throughout the crisis threatening the Jews we see the
sovereignty of God as events unfold. Mordecai, who was much hated and despised
by Haman, is eventually honoured by the king. Haman is humbled and punished
by execution on the very gallows that he had prepared for Mordecai. Esther and
Mordecai, with all the Jews throughout the empire, are saved from annihilation.
These events show that what God determines, always comes to pass. It is the same
in our own lives: although we may not be aware why we may suffer the things that
happen to us, we must trust God and remember that He always knows best.
Abraham said, ‘Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?’ (Gen. 18:25 NIV); and
the apostle Paul said, ‘And we know that in all things God works for the good of
those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose’ (Rom. 8:28).
Esther was able to be an instrument of God in persuading the king to issue a new
edict which allowed the Jews to protect themselves, and this they did. Sometimes
we may be in situations where we can be an influence for good, just like Esther. Our
actions, when based on Christian principles, can be a means of blessing to others and
the outworking of God’s purposes.
Esther as a type of Christ? Although by the way she acted, Esther showed her
wisdom and love for God and His people, we doubt that there is any authority in
Scripture to recognise her as a type of Christ. The only type of Christ mentioned in
Scripture as such is Adam (Rom. 5:14). There are many characters in the Bible who
remind us of Christ because they display Christ-like qualities in the way they lived,
but we doubt that they should be regarded as types of Christ [Comment 2].
John Parker
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From Derby: God’s overruling Esther has already obtained the king’s approval.
Half the kingdom was on offer. Esther pleads for her life and the life of her people
and makes it known to King Ahasuerus that she is a Jew. The king had given Haman
authority to do what he did; but now the king saw Haman in a different light, as one
who would even destroy his queen. Esther also made it known that a great slaughter
would take place in the king’s name. The king’s anger was roused and the king was
on Esther’s side for he asked who was proposing to do this great harm to the Jews.
Then Esther revealed that it was Haman who was going to bring about so great a
destruction. One of the king’s chamberlains said that Haman had made gallows to
hang Mordecai, who had spoken up to protect the king. So Haman was hanged on
the gallows prepared for Mordecai. Something then needed to be done urgently to
counteract the letter that Haman had sent out.
Throughout all this we are shown that through the power of prayer it is God who
overrules for good. It was His sovereign hand that brought redemption to His
people. It shows us too that alongside prayer there is human responsibility. Once
we have been assured of God’s will, then we are to take our stand in proclaiming
what is right.
Mordecai was given the king’s signet ring and he was able to send out decrees
authorising the Jews to protect themselves against any enemy that might attack them.
There is a complete turnaround showing true destiny here. In 1 Corinthians 1:18-30
we see how God can bring the wisdom of this world to nothing. We are to consider
our calling and what it means to us. Esther was a go-between with the Jews and the
king. If Esther had held her peace then the Jews would truly have been in danger.
‘The soul that sinneth shall die’, but God sent Jesus who gave Himself so that
people who trust in Him may have a new decree of life that comes to those who
believe. Mordecai was clothed in fine raiment and had the authority of the king’s
ring. We too have been clothed in garments of salvation and given a favoured place
by the Father.
Robert Foster
From Greenock: The timing of events The genius of the revelation of the book of
Esther is that an unknown author, under the direction of the Holy Spirit, wrote about
an invisible God who orchestrated events that led to the salvation and future destiny
of the Jewish people. In Babylon, King Nebuchadnezzar, when he had come to his
senses, realised that God ‘… does as he pleases with the powers of heaven and the

66

peoples of the earth. No-one can hold back his hand or say to him: “What have you
done?”’ (Dan. 4:34-35 NIV). The timeless, covenant-keeping God of Israel
(unknown to Persian pagans) who divided time into aeons, saw to it that everything
that happened as recorded in the book was according to His perfect timing. The
high and mighty Xerxes I had to learn the same lesson that Nebuchadnezzar had
learned, and what all people should learn who have eyes to see that ‘… what may
be made known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them.
For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and
divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made,
so that men are without excuse’ (Rom. 1:19-20).
We can be assured that there has been war in the heavenly places in the past just
as in the present, and that there will be in the future between Michael with his angels
and Satan with his angels as they fight for supremacy in the on-going battle to save
or destroy Israel. We believe that we are living in the end-times when a far greater
genocide is in prospect than the one planned by Haman in the Persian Empire and
the Holocaust perpetrated by the Nazis in 1939-45. In the time of Jacob’s trouble
(Jer. 30:7) ‘”in the whole land,” declares the LORD, “two-thirds will be struck down
and perish; yet one-third will be left in it. This third I will bring into the fire; I will
refine them like silver and test them like gold. They will call upon my name and I
will answer them; I will say, ‘They are My people,’ and they will say, ‘The LORD is
our God’”’ (Zech. 13, 8-9). If the signs of the end-times indicate that the time of
Jacob’s trouble is near, then the coming of the Lord Jesus at the Rapture is nearer
still. Jerusalem is becoming what it is destined to be—‘An immovable rock for all the
nations’ (Zech. 12:3). The burden of our hearts to pray for the peace of Jerusalem
will turn into a blessing, for ‘they shall prosper that love thee’ (Ps. 122:6 RV).
John Peddie
From Halifax: An unalterable decree The supreme moment of Esther’s life had now
arrived. On the second day at the banquet of wine (7:1) she petitioned the king for
her life, and made a request for the lives of her people (v.3). N.D.W. Miller extols,
‘How brave she was! How wisely did she plead! What courage she displayed as she
openly denounced the cruel traducer of her people!’ (‘The Story of Esther’, Needed
Truth, Dec. 1933, p.235). Wicked Haman was thus overthrown, even as the great
enemy, the antichrist, shall in a soon-coming day be brought down. ‘He breaketh
in pieces mighty men in ways past finding out, and setteth others in their stead’ (Job
34:24 RV).

67

Haman was hanged on the gallows which he had prepared for Mordecai, and the
king’s raging anger subsided (7:10). Then, on that very day, the king gave the house
of Haman to Esther the queen and to Mordecai, ‘who spake good for the king’ (v.9);
he was given the king’s ring which had been taken from Haman (8:1-2). However,
the Jews remained in danger of their lives since the king’s decree stood
unchangeable. For the Western reader it may seem that when Mordecai was made
chief minister in Haman’s place, the simple thing would have been for the king to
reverse his decree. However, in the East it was considered that ‘divinity doth hedge
a king’ (G. Rawlinson, The Bible Educator, Vol. IV, p.256). Therefore, for the king
to admit that he had decided wrongly, or to attempt to unsay what he had said, was
entirely unthinkable (cf. Dan. 6:7-15). So, with Ahasuerus’s leave, letters in his name
and sealed with his ring were sent, commanding in every province ‘the Jews should
be ready against that day to avenge themselves on their enemies’ (8:13).
Robert J. Butler
From Idua Eket: In the Book of Esther, Queen Esther herself could be viewed as a
type of Christ in the way she sympathised with her people, and the way in which He
sympathises with us [see Introducing—Eds.]. ‘For we do not have a High Priest who
cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but was in all points tempted as we are, yet
without sin’ (Heb. 4:15 NKJV). Through Christ’s relationship with the Father He
obtains favour from God, ‘for the Father loves the Son, and shows Him all things that
He Himself does’ (John 5:20). Christ approached God the Father with confidence,
knowing He would receive favour from Him: ‘You are My Son, today I have
begotten You. Ask of Me, and I will give You the nations for Your inheritance, and
the ends of the earth for Your possession’ (Ps. 2:7-8).
Esther said, ‘For how can I endure to see the evil that will come to my people? Or
how can I endure to see the destruction of my countrymen?’ (8:6). She could
indeed have an audience with the king, who loved her (2:17). ‘What do you wish,
Queen Esther? What is your request? It shall be given to you—up to half the
kingdom!’ (5:3).
She was willing to be numbered with her people. Mordecai warned her not to
assume that she would be safe from the decree because she was royalty (4:13-14).
‘… And so I will go to the king, which is against the law; and if I perish, I perish!’
(4:16). This shows her courage, not minding the consequences. Christ went to
Jerusalem even though He knew He would die there.
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‘Father, I thank You that You have heard Me. And I know that you always hear
Me …’ (John 11:41-42). As Christ approaches God on our behalf, Esther also
approached King Xerxes on behalf of the Jews. ‘Let us therefore come boldly to the
throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need’
(Heb. 4:16). Christ’s work has enabled us to approach the throne of God and ask
Him anything.
The love of King Xerxes toward Esther made it possible for the king to spare the
Jews without compromising the law. God through Christ shows us mercy without
compromising His law and punishment for sin (Rom. 3:24-26) [cp. Comment 1].
Inyeneobong Ekot
From Mount Forest: How do you revoke the irrevocable? Daniel 6:8 accords with
Esther 8:8, and indicates the problem. The imaginative human solution from the
mind of Mordecai, supported by Ahasuerus, was to write a new belligerent edict
equal and opposite to the first, and then let the opponents fight it out in slaughter
and destruction (9:5). There was neither admission of mistake nor winning over the
hearts and minds of would-be combatants (cp. 1 Sam. 25:23-31), or even a humane
but logistically tricky alternative of temporarily deporting Jews to freedom outside the
realm [Comment 3].
What eventually worked in favour of Mordecai’s own solution was his increasing
greatness in the Persian kingdom. Many may have feared what he would do if they
harmed Jews (8:15; 9:3-4). This fear also produced proselytes (8:17), which would
have been praiseworthy if accompanied by a declared reverence for God and
obedience to Him. But the sequel to this deliverance contains no reference to giving
thanks to God [Comments 4 and 5].
Surprisingly the Scriptures do not record the Lord’s mind on the dilemma, nor
even an attempt to discover it in the two months between the first and second edicts
or the ensuing 8-9 months up to the 13th Adar—cp. 3:12 and 8:9. What divine
principles could apply?
Jephthah provides a lesson about irrevocable words. Despite faith in the God of
deliverances (Ps. 68:20; Heb. 11:32), he had boxed himself in by an irreversible vow
(Judg. 11:34-35). Jephthah saw no option but to carry out his rash vow. Vows to the
Lord must be honoured (Deut. 23:21; Eccles. 5:4). So failure to keep his word
would have been a trespass, but God provided a trespass offering for a rash vow
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(Lev. 5:4-6), and its effectiveness relied on the acceptability to God of a substitute
sacrifice. What was the way out of the box? To satisfy the one offended by the
broken word, not add further offence by keeping it.
Again, if only Mordecai had, Daniel-like, told the king about Nebuchadnezzar’s
lesson (Dan. 4:24,27,35), his wrong edict against God’s people might have been
exceptionally annulled by submission to a higher Authority, and perhaps his earthly
kingdom preserved.
But alternatively God had foretold the fall of the Persian kingdom (Dan. 2:39;
4:25; 11:2), and the edicts of Ahasuerus would then be nullified. So Mordecai
could have prayed for the advancement of God’s declared purpose. God had
already replaced the Babylonian kingdom with the Medes and Persians so that His
people would be enabled to return from the captivity that had resulted from their
sins. It was not beyond Him to overturn the ‘irrevocable’ edict of a Persian despot.
Greek armour could soon be rattling!
Christians face dilemmas They should remember that Christ, prior to paying the price
of all God’s merciful interventions in human need, said: ‘My kingdom is not of this
world. If My kingdom were of this world, then My servants would be fighting … but
as it is, My kingdom is not of this realm’ (John 18:36 NASV). And Peter instructs us
likewise (1 Pet. 2:21-25). Appeal to the highest court is the correct answer.
Geoff Hydon

From Podagatlapalli: God’s steady overrule Esther’s ability to handle the monarch
was enviable. In the seventh chapter Esther reappears; she is now in firm control.
With her wisdom and characteristic subtlety she responds to the king’s repeated offer
of the half of his kingdom with the apparently minor request for her own life—and
for that of her people, too. Surely that request has no financial implications on the
scale of half a kingdom! Since the king has, to this moment, known neither that
Esther is Jewish nor that the race whose death warrant he has signed is that of the
Jews, it only gradually dawns on him what is the significance of her request.
Paradoxically, in the moment when she pleads for her own safety, she puts herself
in her greatest danger by revealing her Jewishness. The unalterable law of the
Persians and Medes (cp. 1:19) still stands. Furthermore, in the moment when she
is most obedient to Mordecai’s exhortations to her, she first disobeys his one
command—not to make known who her people are (2:20) [cp. April issue, p.58,
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Comment 8, arguing that Mordecai’s appeal to Esther shows he saw that she would
have to reveal her nationality].
Everything is happening too fast for the king, and for the first time in the story he
is without counsellors to turn to. When he has to make a decision for himself, his first
instinct is to run away—out into the garden, for more than the wine (7:2) has made
him dizzy this evening. Whether he realizes it or not, Esther has pointed the finger
of accusation against him as well as Haman; for who has ‘sold’ the Jews to death
(7:4) and who has ‘bought’ them, except Ahasuerus? The adversary and the enemy,
the ‘wicked’ one (7:6) is perhaps not only Haman, but also the king, who in his
fecklessness agrees to mass murder without even enquiring who its victims are to be.
The king returns from the garden. He has evidently not yet decided between his
queen and his Prime Minister. He sees Haman on his knees beside Esther, begging
for his life. Haman’s hatred and evil plotting turned against him as his true intentions
were discovered (7:6-10). Proverbs 26:27 (NKJV) says, ‘Whoever digs a pit will fall
into it, and he who rolls a stone will have it roll back on him’ (see Ps. 7:14-16).
A major narrative problem still remained to be solved. Even after the death of
Haman the edict against the Jews still stood, and being written in the king’s name
and sealed with his ring (3:12), it was irreversible. Though aware of the problem
facing Ahasuerus, Esther appeals for mercy and, in doing so, risks her life again. She
valued her life in the same way as the apostle Paul valued his (Acts 20:24; Phil.
1:20). Now the king gives permission for whatever other decree Mordecai would
devise that would offset the first order without actually cancelling it (8:8). Mordecai
then had the king’s signet ring, and any edict he sealed with it could not be revoked.
According to the letters sent to the king’s officers and to the Jews of all the 127
provinces of the empire, they were to gather on the appointed day of the destruction
to kill and take the spoil of their enemies (vv.11-14).
Esther and Mordecai were faithful even risking their lives to save others. When
they were willing to give up everything, God gave them a reward in proportion to
their all-out commitment. In Mordecai’s life, God blended both character and
circumstances to accomplish great things. We contrast the clothes and exaltation of
Mordecai here (8:15) with his utter humiliation and sackcloth (4:1). Also, contrast
the attitude of the people of Shushan here with their attitude when the first decree
was made (3:15). The peace and satisfaction enjoyed by Mordecai and Esther can
only be experienced by those who share our Lord’s compassion for a lost world
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(Mat. 11:28-30). Everyone has a right to know how to be saved: Jesus said ‘No one
comes to the Father except through Me’ (John 14:6).
Esther is a testimony to the fact that even in a secular society governed by a
heathen ruler, our Lord can protect His people. But the Lord expects us, like Esther,
to respond courageously in faith to the threats of the Hamans of this world. Queen
Esther is similar to Jesus Christ in many ways: she lived in submission, dependence
and obedience to her God-given authorities, i.e. Mordecai and king Ahasuerus, even
as the Lord Jesus during His earthly ministry lived in total submission, dependence
and obedience to His Father, God [see Comments 1 and 5].
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Southport: Fresh from his humiliation of leading Mordecai around the city in
great honour, Haman is summoned to the banquet. His plans to ask the king for the
life of Mordecai have been put in jeopardy by the king’s reward to the man who had
saved his life.
The king orders that Esther should tell him her petition and request. As she does
so, Haman realises that his plans to destroy the Jews are coming to nothing. He has
threatened the life of the queen. Whether or not he knew Esther was Jewish he must
have known of the care Mordecai had had for her. However his self-aggrandisement
blinkered him.
Her petition was for her own life to be spared, and her request for the lives of her
nation included the newly honoured Mordecai. Ahasuerus realised that since
Haman was named as the enemy the decrees had already been passed. The king
leaves, perhaps to think of what options are open to him. He returns to find that
Haman has approached the queen, invading her ‘private space’. This was the final
insult, and retribution is quick. Harbonah seals Haman’s fate by informing the king
that a gallows had been constructed for Mordecai’s demise at the same time as the
king wished to reward and honour him.
The sequence of events and the human responses dovetail with a preciseness that
can only be explained by divine intervention. So too in our lives: we can look back
and see God’s overruling and clear direction, but at such a time things are often less
clear. We need to be emboldened and have confidence that God has plans for us
even when we cannot see how things will work out (Jer. 29:11-14). Haman’s plans
for the destruction of the Jewish people still stood. The law could not be altered
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(Esth. 1:19; Dan. 6:8,17). However, the new edict was for the Jews to be armed
and ready, and when their enemies revealed themselves they would be in a position
to defend themselves.
It may be assumed that Haman’s plan would be welcome to many who were
suspicious of the alien Jewish captives and who sought to gain personal wealth from
their destruction. By waiting until the enemies showed their hand, Mordecai
ensured that the perpetrators would be dealt with or identified for further justice
without arousing a backlash of public opinion against the Jews, should a pre-emptive
strike have been made.
Here the work of our Lord Jesus is clearly foreshadowed:
1. The bond of ordinances was listed against us
2. We had no means to redeem ourselves
3. Christ came and paid the debt in full

Col. 2:14
Ps. 49:8
John 10:11-14

We have a Redeemer and through Him a certain future. Let us look forward to
meeting our Saviour ‘in the air’ and give ourselves to serving Him now without the
fear of man (Prov. 29:25) [cp. Comment 1].
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: God at work In the wise King Solomon’s perceptive summation of
the outworking of things ‘under the sun: The race is not to the swift or the battle to
the strong … but time and chance happen to them all’ (Eccles. 9:11 NIV).
Nevertheless, a fundamental principle undergirding God’s dealings with men and
particularly with His people, is His inexorable involvement in their affairs: ‘In all their
distress he too was distressed, and the angel of His presence saved them. In his love
and mercy he redeemed them; he lifted them up and carried them all the days of
old’ (Is. 63:9). The proof of His all-pervasive participation in the tale of life is seen
not only when He directly intervenes in situations but also when He seemingly
remains silent.
The confounding of Haman’s plans was no mere happenstance, but the flawless
act of the Almighty ‘God of Jeshurun, who rides on the heavens to help you and on
the clouds in his majesty’ (Deut. 33:26). ‘… indeed, he who watches over Israel will
neither slumber nor sleep … The LORD will keep you from all harm—he will watch
over your life’ (Ps. 121:4,7). The first phase of Esther’s plan—inviting Haman to
dinner—was simple enough. The second phase required some measure of

73

discernment of the leading of Jehovah Sabaoth, ‘a man of war’ (Ex. 15:3 AV). King
David was instructed to wait for the sound of marching at the top of the mulberry
trees to assure him that the Lord had proceeded into battle (2 Sam. 5:24).
An irrefutable proof of God conducting the unfolding drama was His disturbing the
sleep of King Ahasuerus the night of the first banquet, resulting in the elevation of
Mordecai prior to the second feast. Was He not the one who rebuked kings for their
sakes saying, ‘Touch not mine anointed, and do my prophets no harm’ (Ps. 105:15)?
‘The king’s heart is in the hand of the L ORD, as the rivers of water: he turneth it
whithersoever he will (Prov. 21:1). Both King Nebuchadnezzar and Pharaoh knew
that full well. Esther perhaps saw this deed towards the man whom the king delights
to honour as a clear signal of God’s unravelling of Haman’s diabolic scheme, and
she took optimal advantage to present her plight and that of her people.
Frederick F. Ntido
From Warri: Esther’s wisdom There is ‘a time to keep silence, and a time to speak’
(Eccles. 3:7 AV). Esther did not speak at the first banquet. She knew when to be
silent and when to speak. She did that with humility and self control and wisdom.
She could have accused Haman directly, but rather she presented her case and
appealed to her husband’s sense of justice.
Esther requested that her life and that of her people be spared. This was an
indication, to the surprise of the king, that somebody was attacking the queen and
her family. She also informed the king that she and her people had been sold and
wisely referred to the large sum of money Haman must have paid to have the king’s
approval of the decree. Esther further buttressed her point by emphasizing the fact
that she would have remained quiet if they were merely to be sold as slaves rather
than being annihilated (7:3-4) [cp. Podagatla. paper, para. 2, noting that Esther is
aware she has shown the king to be implicated in Haman’s plan with the mention
of being ‘sold’—M.A.].
God at work here The outcome of the events reminds us to seek God’s will in all
we do, and He will show us the path to take (Prov. 3:6). It is important to note that
Esther had inspiration and wisdom, but she needed boldness to execute the plan
after they had sought the Lord’s face in prayer.
A plan, no matter how good it sounds to the ear or interesting on paper, cannot
be entirely successful if it is poorly executed. In this instance every detail in the plan
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was effortlessly executed by Esther with a corresponding reaction from the various
actors. The king changed his mind and ordered another decree without any thought
of the effect this might have on his reputation.
Haman initially appeared to be untouchable, but now with the twist of events he
is hated by the king and is eventually put to death while Mordecai is elevated. This
is not just an irony or an accident: it is the Sovereign God at work. ‘There are many
devices in a man’s heart; nevertheless, the counsel of the LORD, that shall stand’
(Prov. 19:21).
Richard Owotorufa, Shadrack Obarogbi

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig and others): These are thoughtful and well-balanced illustrations of
the cross-work and its outcome of our glorious Redeemer and Deliverer.
R.B.F.
The beauty of this foreshadowing of Christ is very clear in the courage of Esther,
the scope of her vision, her self-control, wisdom and dependence on God through
fasting, with prayer implied. We can include Mordecai’s guidance if we focus on his
early care for his charge, his wisdom and determination. Effectiveness of such a type,
however, requires us to by-pass the human weaknesses we have observed in
previous comment*, while accepting that Xerxes (shown here to be so intemperate
and undiscerning) becomes, when Esther is acknowledged as a true queen, capable
of bestowing honour, as God overrules.
*(See Jan. Comments 6,7; Feb. Introducing and Comments 1,5; Apr. Comments
1,2,8,10. Cp. Cromer paper, last para., and Comment 2.)
M.A.
2. (Cromer): Types of Christ We should be careful not to have too limited a view
on this as we know that the Lord explained the things concerning Himself in all the
Scriptures (Luke 24:27). Surely, for example, Isaac as the beloved son bound on the
altar was a type (foreshadowing) of Christ and Boaz as the kinsman redeemer. We
also know from Scripture that Melchizedek’s priesthood was likened to that of our
Lord (Heb. 6:20, 7:15-17). The type is a preview of a future fulfilment.
G.K.S.
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What we also can say is that in the work Esther was prepared to carry out at
possibly great personal sacrifice, we see clear foreshadowings of our Saviour’s
willingness to give His all for His own (cp. Esth 4:16, 8:6; John 1:11-12, 17; Luke
22:37,42).
3. (Mount Forest): My mind would operate along different lines from my brother’s
in the statement made in this paragraph. Such was the fierce and cruel nature of the
edict formulated by Haman for the annihilation of the Jewish people that it
necessitated an equally strong second royal decree to reverse the first. Moreover, the
requirement for retribution was restricted to those in the provinces who were intent,
if not gleeful, to carry out the destruction of whole families and would be readily
identifiable—they were declared enemies (see 8:11; 9:1,5). It should also be taken
into account that while the Jews now had full sovereign liberty to engage in the
plunder of their enemies’ wealth and possessions, they did not exercise that right
(8:11; 9:10,15-16), so it was not gratuitous revenge or violence in any sense of the
word; it was righteous judgement faithfully executed. The commendation of
Mordecai as recorded in Scripture, most probably by Ezra under the Spirit’s
guidance, speaks for itself (10:3).
4. (Mount Forest): To whom else would the Jews give thanks, praise, and honour
other than God, even though His name is not mentioned here or in the whole book?
Why would Persians and those of other nations under Ahasuerus’ rule proselytise to
Judaism if such an accolade was only given to a man (Mordecai) and not to the God
of the nation of Israel? I think we could be in danger of smearing the name and
character of God’s man for the moment in such a time of crisis for His people.
R.B.F.
5. (Mount Forest): Themes in Esther We agree that here, and in the absence of
seeking the mind of the Lord, is a signal to the reader that one theme of the Book
is to trace what happened when God’s Law was neglected, while there is no sign that
any in the earlier generations of the family had responded to the call to return to
Zion, nor any mention of that call—so unlike Ezra or Nehemiah.
M.A.
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Introducing

June

ESTHER AND MORDECAI EXALTED IN GOD’S MERCY
Three purposes of the Book
Our study has been aiming to find the
Spirit’s messages despite a range of
views about a book so very different
from the preceding Bible histories,
while sharing outstanding artistry with
the poetic books that follow. After the
open comment of the annalists in Kings
and Chronicles, of Ezra the priest, and
Nehemiah’s diary, this author discloses
his purpose only by degrees, largely
withholding comment. But now in
Chapters 8-10 he shows, with didactic
repetitions, that he has been leading to
the rescue of the Jews and the
establishment of Purim. Yet we cannot
think that the book was written only
(1) to explain the Feast of Purim. Too
much has been deliberately omitted,
and too many sins and weaknesses
exposed, for the purpose to be so
simple. This author, unlike Ezra or
Nehemiah, does not allow himself to
mention God, His Law for His people,
the place of His name, or the Feasts of
the Lord. Thus we have found a major
theme to be (2) the unseen overrule of
God for the benefit of His people (and
of others), even when there seems to
be no direct message from Him. (3)
We have also found that the Jews who
kept quiet about God and neglected

His law were beset by much difficulty
in a culture hostile to Him. Yet He
intervened to bless them. (And unlike
Daniel, who wrote fearlessly about his
faith, this author may have refrained
from mentioning anything that would
prevent the book being copied and
read.)
God’s mercy to His own and blessing
on others through them
So it is no surprise that we now reach
high praise for Esther and Mordecai.
The orphan girl drawn into an unlovely
scene has increasingly chosen what is
best for her people, and has learned to
guide others with steady wisdom. She
repays her guardian Mordecai, whose
weakness we saw in Chapters 2-3, by
helping him win trust and honour from
the king, and gives place to him as
now a fit minister of government.
Through them, the king’s rule is made
more just, for the help of his other
subjects. Yet the single selection made
from Xerxes’ record in the Persian
annals (10:1) seems almost critical of
him, and we are glad that in contrast
the closing note is of wholesome praise
for Esther’s guardian.
M.A.
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From Study Groups
A FOSTER-FATHER, A QUEEN, AND ISRAEL’S FUTURE
(Esther 9-10)
From Aberkenfig: ‘Behold, the wicked man conceives evil and is pregnant with
mischief and gives birth to lies. He makes a pit, digging it out, and falls into the hole
that he has made. His mischief returns upon his own head, and on his own skull his
violence descends’ (Psalm 7:14-16 ESV). These words sum up the outcome of all
the plotting of Haman and the enemies of the Jewish people. The Jewish people are
the ‘apple of his eye’ (Zech. 2:8), and God could not allow them to be obliterated
by their enemies, for His purposes in bringing the Lord Jesus into the world through
them had to prevail.
The behaviour of the enemies of Israel The enemies of Israel will once again seek
to obliterate their very existence (e.g. Mat. 24:15-22; Rev. 13:5-10); but God will
fight for His people (Zech. 9:16-17). It is perhaps significant that Zechariah 8:23
says: ‘Thus says the LORD of hosts: In those days ten men from the nations of every
tongue shall take hold of the robe of a Jew, saying, “Let us go with you, for we have
heard that God is with you ...”’, while Esther 8:17 and 9:2-4 says: ‘And many from
the peoples of the country declared themselves Jews, for fear of the Jews had fallen
on them ... And no one could stand against them ... All the officials of the provinces
and the satraps and the governors and the royal agents also helped the Jews, for the
fear of Mordecai had fallen on them ...’—giving a small picture of the effect that
God’s people will still engender in the hearts of men and women, even in that time
of great tribulation.
The punishment God’s judgement on sin can sometimes give us difficulty in
understanding His purposes. In Exodus 9:16 we read: ‘... But for this purpose I have
raised you up, to show you my power, so that my name may be proclaimed in all
the earth. You are still exalting yourself against my people...’ These words to Pharaoh
show that some men continue to defy God regardless of the punishment they
receive. It may be that, in Susa, there were those who continued to harbour enmity
in their hearts towards the Jews and that this had become known to Esther, hence
her request for another day of vengeance to be granted. Certainly it was a potent
lesson for the king to learn, that the Jews were not to be despised.
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Purim and remembrance There is something very lovely about the celebration of
Purim, something that is still in place today, that even though the people were guilty
of forgetting so much that they had been commanded, yet this deliverance through
Mordecai and Esther made such an impression that the feast was kept ‘without fail’
(9:27). It underlines for us the deliverance we have received through the Lord Jesus
and the command that we should also remember Him in the breaking of the
bread—surely something that we also should keep without fail [Comment 1].
Edwin Stanley
From Cromer: Was the action of the Jews in the provinces justified? Chapter 9
records that ‘The Jews struck all their enemies with the sword, killing and destroying
them, and did as they pleased to those who hated them’ (v.5 ESV). This amounted
to 75,000 people (v.16), besides 500 in the capital (v.6) [together with a further 300
the following day (v.15)—Eds.]. This seems to be at variance with Romans 12:19:
‘Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written,
“Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.”’ There were different approaches
to this: some said that whatever God ordains is right, so the Jews were right to do as
they did. Others said that the reverse is true, that God only ordains what is right,
because it is an intrinsic part of His nature to do so [Comment 2].
If the latter is true, we must find an alternative explanation of many Old Testament
events. God has not changed, but people’s understanding of Him has, and God
permitted in the O.T. things that were not part of His original design. For instance,
God’s original intention, reiterated by the Lord Jesus (Gen. 2:24; Mat. 19:4-5), was
that one man and one woman should be permanently together as ‘one flesh’.
Throughout the Old Testament, however, patriarchs, prophets and kings had multiple
wives, without condemnation, although kings were warned that they should not
‘multiply wives to themselves’ (Deut. 17:17) [Comment 3].
God gave the land of Canaan to Abraham and his heirs (Gen. 17:7-8), and this
inevitably meant fighting and destruction of whole peoples—it was right because they
had brought it upon themselves through their wicked practices. Over the years God
unfolded His revelation to His people, but the development of this theme cannot be
pursued in this short paper.
Attack and defence The permission given to the people of the lands by the first
decree was ‘to destroy, to kill, and to annihilate all Jews … and to plunder their
goods’ (3:13)—a chilling adumbration of what has happened in the lifetime of many
of us. In contradistinction, the letter sent out by Mordecai in the king’s name said
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‘that the king allowed the Jews who were in every city to gather and defend their
lives, to destroy, to kill, and to annihilate any armed force of any people or province
that might attack them, children and women included, and to plunder their goods’
(8:11). That is, the Jews were officially allowed to defend themselves; but although
the edict gave them permission it says three times (9:10, 15-16) that they ‘laid no
hands on the plunder’. This is in contrast with Haman himself, who doubtless wished
to recoup the 10,000 talents he had promised to the king from the plunder of the
Jews.
What was the prime purpose of the book of Esther? We contend that although the
book says nothing about God explicitly it forms part of the canon of Holy Scripture
because it demonstrates His providence in the salvation of His people. We have
examined all the ‘happy coincidences’, such as the king’s inability to sleep, and have
concluded that God often works in this way [cp. April issue p. 57, Comment 5].
Indeed, sometimes God uses apparent disasters for good: one example is the sale of
Joseph into Egypt as a slave, of which Joseph could say ‘God sent me before you to
preserve life’ (Gen. 45:5). The theme of God’s providence, too, can be traced
through Scripture, although there is obviously not enough space to do it here [cp.
Introducing—M.A.].
Peter Hickling
From Derby: We concluded that the action of the Jews was in keeping with the
Scriptures, such as in Exodus 17:14-16 and Deuteronomy 25:19, where God
instructs His people that they are to have war with Amalek from generation to
generation. It was also written for a memorial in a book and it was to be rehearsed
in the ears of Joshua that the remembrance of the Amalekites would be utterly
blotted out. Haman was the son of Hammedatha the Agagite, and if a descendant
of the Amalekites, the Jews would be carrying out the instructions of God. [cp
Comment 5]. Even if he was not, Haman was an enemy of the Jews and sought to
exterminate all of them. The covenant people—the Jews—and God’s pleasure in
them (in spite of all their failures) incurred Satan’s fierce hatred. It was part of his
strategy to use Haman. Historically Saul, who was of the tribe of Benjamin, failed to
carry out God's command concerning Agag, an Amalekite. Now we have another
Agagite, Haman, whom Satan uses to seek to destroy God’s people, and it is the tribe
of Benjamin who are being used to thwart this. Again Esther was carrying out God’s
command [Comment 4].
The hanging of Haman’s sons would be a reminder to the enemies of the Jews and
would also show that Haman’s sons were verily dead. It would seem that the battle
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continued for two days in Shushan and they rested on the fifteenth day, whereas in
the country they rested on the fourteenth day.
The purpose of the book was to remind the Jews of God’s deliverance and that the
feast of Purim is to be kept to give thanks to God, although this latter point is not
mentioned [see Introducing].
The influence of Mordecai and Esther is seen in that all the princes of the
provinces, the satraps, the governors and those that did the king’s business helped
the Jews, because the fear of Mordecai had fallen upon them. Verse 27 describes
how those who had joined themselves to them also voluntarily kept the days of
Purim. [We agree that this appears to be from fear rather than desire—M.A.]
We noted that the names of Mordecai and the apostle Paul mean ‘little man’ and
both were of the tribe of Benjamin. We saw from Romans 11:1 that God did not
cast off His people for disobedience, but we marvel at God’s grace to man with the
closing words of Paul in verses 33-36 of the same chapter. Mordecai and Esther
were used by God to save the people, and we thought of a darker time still to come
when Israel will be delivered by the Lord Himself at the end of the tribulation period.
There is much we do not understand about these events in Esther but we saw that
God is over all and brings good out of this situation.
We thought the articles written in Needed Truth 1903 and 1933 worth reading,
and in Bible Studies 1963, ‘The Feast of Pur’ by A.T. Doodson.
G.W. Conway
From Greenock: Was the action of the Jews fully justified? ‘There is a time for
everything, and a season for every activity under heaven’ (Eccles. 3:1 NIV). The time
had come for God's long-delayed judgement to be visited on the remnant of the
Amalekites as represented by Haman and his sons. God had waited patiently for 430
years before He visited judgement upon Pharaoh (Ex. 12:40), and He waited even
longer from the time of King Saul, who disobeyed His commandment through the
prophet Samuel to utterly destroy Agag the king of the Amalekites (1 Sam. 15:3,5).
God’s command could never be annulled and His people’s failure to obey would
mean that there would be warfare against the Amalekites from generation to
generation (Ex. 17:16). God chose two other Benjamites—Mordecai and Esther, to
fulfil His word. There would only be a small remnant left from the Agagite line down
to Haman and his sons, but at this time of judgement none would survive the purge.
Obeying God’s command, as recorded in Deuteronomy 25:19, and spoken by His
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prophet Samuel, was all the justification needed for the Jews in Persia to destroy the
remnant of the Amalekites and other enemies. Israel and Amalek represent the
struggle throughout history of the conflict between God’s people and Israel's enemies
[Comment 5].
Queen Esther had to go through all the elaborate palace protocol in the hope that
she might be granted an audience with the king at the risk of her life, and with no
guarantee of success with her request. On Esther’s instruction, Mordecai and the Jews
prayed and fasted for three days and three nights and had a direct line to the King
of kings.
‘Oh, how unlike the complex works of man,
Heaven’s easy, artless, unencumbered plan!’ (‘Truth’, W. Cowper)
Now Iran (former Persia) is reported as repeatedly threatening to obliterate Israel.
Satan, too, has not finished with Israel, and the Jewish people. He is marshalling his
spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places, and the nations which will
attempt to destroy God’s people Israel in the perhaps not too distant time of Jacob’s
trouble (Jer. 30:7); but the result will be the same as it has always been when men
and nations attempt the impossible—to attempt to destroy Israel and the Jewish
people will end in ignominious defeat.
John Peddie
From Halifax: Achievements of Esther and Mordecai The day arrived, dedicated
by royal command for the destruction of ‘all Jews’ (Esth. 3:13). On the 13th of the
month Adar the Jews throughout the king’s many provinces gathered themselves to
their cities and, as now granted by the king, they stood for their lives (8:11). The
enemies of the Jewish people had hoped to ‘have power over them’ (9:1 AV), but
the Jews were the conquerors. Matthew Henry (Commentary on the Whole Bible)
observes, ‘That very day when the king’s decree for their destruction was to be put
in execution, and which the enemies thought would have been their day, proved
God’s day.’
The fame and fear of Mordecai, who was great in the king’s house (v.4), became
known throughout all the king’s provinces. ‘The righteous also shall hold on his way,
and he that hath clean hands shall be stronger and stronger’ (Job 17:9). Thus it was
for the man Mordecai, who waxed greater and greater [Comment 6].
Mordecai was of the tribe of Benjamin (Esth. 2:5). Noting this, N.D.W. Miller
relates, ‘Many centuries had rolled past, since, between Bethel and Ephrath, Rachel,
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in departing this life, gave birth to her second son. In her grief and travail she named
him Benoni—(son of my sorrow); but Israel his father called him Benjamin (son of
the right hand)’ (‘The Story of Esther’, Needed Truth, Dec. 1933, p.239). Mordecai
had truly become son of the right hand, being advanced to such dignity by the king
(8:2; 10:2-3). That these days be remembered from generation to generation, the
Jews, at Mordecai’s recommendation, established a tradition of celebrating the days
of Purim. Then, making things official, Esther the queen wrote a decree confirming
the matters of Purim (9:32).
Robert J. Butler
From Mount Forest: The problem of mutual hatred arises repeatedly in these
chapters, and their answer to ‘fight or flee’ is not a model for us [Comment 7].
Romans 12:17-21 is our contrasting guide. Many, like Haman, hated the Jews at this
time. As the Jews’ defence turned to attack, and as many foes capitulated even
before the day of battle, still over 75,000 of their remaining enemies were slain
throughout the 127 provinces. This territory included Judah, where around 42,000
Jews had earlier returned from the Captivity (536 B.C.), and had suffered opposition
to the work of God. Nehemiah (6:14), formerly of Shushan—Mordecai’s and
Esther’s current home—in his turn (445) would be unshaken by the enemies of God
who opposed him, but cried to God: ‘Remember, O my God, Tobiah and Sanballat
according to these works of theirs, and … the rest … who were trying to frighten
me’ (NASV). God does not forget. But between these dates, Esther’s events occur,
and may partly explain hostility faced by Nehemiah.
No plunder was seized, though no desire to comply with the principle of Genesis
14:23 is mentioned here. Perhaps this was simply a clever move to lessen tit-for-tat
asset-recovery attempts. But it seems fearsome that Mordecai’s rise to prominence
was primarily what enabled the Jews to avoid reprisals. Impaling victims would let
the Jews’ opponents see what resistance might mean. Mordecai and Esther are
revealed as distinctly bloodthirsty (interestingly in Greek history, Xerxes’ Queen
Amestris crucified her enemy) [Comment 8]. Luke 19:27 prophetically warns of
justifiable future vengeance by God’s anointed Himself, but for Esther’s vengeful
request to an earthly monarch there is no recorded divine approval [see Comment
2, last para. and Comment 3].
Zechariah, a contemporary of Mordecai’s father, prophesied: ‘… He has sent me
against the nations which plunder you, for he who touches you, touches the apple
of His eye’ (2:8). His and Isaiah’s earlier warnings (48:20; 52:11) to depart from a
doomed worldly centre would become a spiritual guideline for today’s saints (2 Cor.
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6:17). Perhaps some of Mordecai’s own family fled from Babylon back to Judah: we
do not know. Protection of those struggling in Judah may have been far from his
mind, but not from God’s. God knows how best to save His people from destruction.
They are just as precious to Him today. No surprise then! What could still have
been a day of disaster for the Jews turned to one of victory.
The Book closes with Esther comfortably in the Gentile palace, and records: ‘… the
man Mordecai became greater and greater’ (9:4), but there is no similar acclaim for
God’s greatness. Gifts were given to each other, but there is no record of giving in
thankfulness to God [Comment 9]. Yet even if we must point to weaknesses, we do
well to strive for what in Scripture was Mordecai’s final commendation: ‘one who
sought the good of his people and one who spoke for the welfare of his whole
nation.’ After funerals, like David we try to focus on the best (2 Sam. 1:19)
[Comment 10].
Geoff Hydon
From Podagatlapalli: Haman had decreed that anyone could kill Jews and take
their property. Mordecai’s decree could not reverse Haman’s because no law signed
by the king could be altered. Mordecai had the king sign a new law saying Jews
could defend themselves. The Jews killed only those who fought against them and
did not take their possessions. There were no further riots after the two-day
slaughter, indicating there was no thought of revenge on the part of the Jews [see
Comment 2, para. 2].
A festival known as Purim (Lots) commemorated the day of deliverance from death
by God’s wonderful intervention. Haman thought he was in control but as Proverbs
says, ‘The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the LORD’ (16:33
NJKV).
Developments and achievements People often have short memories of God's
faithfulness, and Mordecai not only wrote the events for posterity but initiated a
festival that would remind them of God’s great work on their behalf.
Women in Esther’s day were quiet and subservient, but Esther broke the mould of
cultural norms. She risked her life to rescue God’s people. God used her as He can
use us: we too should be ready, available and willing. Mordecai had God's interests
and His people in his heart, both among the common people in the gate and
associated with the throne. He and Esther were loyal to God in a secular society,
proving that even among such domination God could protect His people. God
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expects us to respond to society’s pressure with their determination and resolve.
The purpose of the book of Esther is to indicate that God can protect His people,
work in the lives of individuals and in the affairs of a secular nation. ‘The Most High
rules in the kingdoms of men.’
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Southport: The thirteenth day of the month Adar was the opportunity for selfdefence for the Jewish population. Prior to the second command from the palace
they had no authorisation for self-defence. Their enemies must have remained in the
towns and villages and not have fled from this authorised defence. So it may be
inferred from that they still hoped to destroy the Jews even although the Jews were
prepared for defence. Compare this with Sanballat’s scorn (Neh. 4:2), ‘What do
these feeble Jews?’
Nehemiah was aware of the dangers of being surprised in small groups and
arranged an alarm call to concentrate his forces (Neh. 4:20). Here also the Jews had
assembled together and found strength in their numbers. The Jews had the upper
hand, partly due to Mordecai’s status—the local leaders would not risk taking sides
against the Jews. This was revealed as God’s day (Ps. 37:13) and the victory was His.
We suppose that some enemies in Susa fled, but since they were now known the
affair could be finished. This was not an exacerbated ethnic cleansing but a
completion of what Ahasuerus had sanctioned. This was no more a loss to his
empire than what Haman had planned, but this time the monetary proceeds were
not acquired by the Jews but reverted to the king who had decreed this action.
These were events of Haman’s treachery and Mordecai’s righteousness. Mordecai
increased in status before the people of Ahasuerus and all Jewish exiles. Now the
dispersed remnant had security for a time. Sadly, the attempts at annihilation would
appear again and again through history. One great proof of God’s future plans after
the Rapture of the saints is the survival of Israel as a nation in its original land. May
we also be assured of God’s faithfulness in His plans for us.
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: Jews’ action justified There is no such thing as situational ethics
with the Almighty God, for ‘He is the Rock, his works are perfect, and all his ways
are just. A faithful God who does no wrong, upright and just is he’ (Deut. 32:4 NIV).
It is so often difficult to contemplate Old Testament events, such as this, through the
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lens of this dispensation of grace. There were devout Jews in the provinces who
never forgot Jerusalem, refrained from singing the Lord’s songs in a strange land (Ps.
137:4) and stoutly supported Mordecai and Esther. Then how does one explain this
seeming delight in violence bordering on calculated pogrom [see Comment 2]?
The Jews in the provinces were in an evidently perilous position. The wicked
machinations of Haman the Agagite to wreak havoc on the entire Jewish race on
account of Mordecai’s ‘insolence’ did not abate even with the overthrow of Haman.
It strangely rather grew in intensity and viciousness, suggestive of the workings of a
far more devious and malevolent power. The goal was the extermination of the
Jewish race and with it the promise of the Messiah. The Jews did not instigate the
killings, but defended themselves against those who were ‘seeking their destruction’
(Esth. 9:2). Also, if the suggestion is correct that many of those determined to give
force to Haman’s edict were his Amalekite kinsmen, then it adds to the intensity of
the actions of the Jews. Perhaps the sins of the Amorites had now reached full
measure and an end must be put to the matter (Gen. 15:16).
Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig): The naming of the new feast Purim after the lots that Haman cast
(9:26) may be a veiled reference to the hand of God in their deliverance, since ‘the
lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the LORD’ (Prov. 16:33). Perhaps
in this Feast of Lots the Jews were encouraged to reflect on how the ordination of
things in heaven was so arranged to overcome the will of men below.
Yet the feast itself with its feasting and gifts (9:22) seems so secular, so removed
from the sacredness and selflessness of Jehovah’s feasts, which too had been
commanded to be observed without fail (cp. Ex. 12:1). Each of the feasts of Leviticus
23 is referred to in the New Testament, either in the Gospels in connection with the
Lord’s own experience (Tabernacles—John 7:2), or in the Epistles by way of
exposition of their deeper significance (Sabbath—Heb. 4:9; Passover and
Unleavened Bread—1 Cor. 5:7-8; Firstfruits—1 Cor. 15:20; Weeks—Acts 2:1;
Trumpets—1 Thes. 4:16; Day of Atonement—Heb. 9:6-9; Tabernacles—John 1:14
RVM). Outside of Esther, the Scriptures have nothing to say about Purim: no
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endorsement in the Lord’s life; no deeper meaning to those instructed by the Spirit
to record the apostles’ teaching. To that extent, Purim seems to be a mere shadow
of the true feasts, a poor replacement afforded to those so far from the land.
J.T.N.

2. (Cromer and others): The vengeance of God—not the personal revenge of men
In support of Cromer’s para. 1, we note first that vengeance is mentioned only in
Esther 8:13, where ESV’s ‘take vengeance on their enemies’ is preferable to NIV’s
‘avenge themselves on’. When they ‘did as they pleased to those who hated them’
(9:5), it was not throwing off all restraint: they chose not to loot what was not theirs,
despite permission (8:11), and Haman’s intent (3:13). (We do not know if Xerxes
added plundering to what Esther asked for, or if the Jews thought better of it after the
edict was written.) This suggests that what is commended to the reader in Chapters
8-9 on this subject, with its deliberate repetitions of the purpose of the Jews’ attacks,
is that God was at work administering His judgement on Israel’s enemies; thus His
vengeance is stressed rather than the Jews’ personal revenging of hostility and past
action against them. They were guided to act as a people in self-defence, and the
second day in Susa was requested by Esther probably because she heard of more
enemies than were reached on the first day; perhaps many powerful people in the
capital resented Jewish influence there. We can expect from Esther’s emerging stature
of character that her motive was to make the purge fully effective, not to outbid the
enemies’ plan. It appears that Haman’s sons were killed on the 13th, but their bodies
hanged up on the 14th as a warning (9:12,14).
We agree this was a feature of the Old Testament order, in which the Lord’s
people had enemies who were to be dealt with by physical battle, as hostile to Him;
while He also used these conflicts as a means of His own judgement on their gross
sins or excesses. This was part of hating lawlessness as well as loving righteousness;
lawlessness included personal revenge and excesses. Yet the above outlines what we
think was intended by the Jews’ leaders; what happened when blood was roused
may not have been entirely free of personal revenge, and the resting on the third day
would surely be emotionally and physically necessary.
As to Mount Forest’s point about the slaughter authorised (para. 2), we note that
Psalm 137 includes both tenderness for the plight of the exiles, and appeal for dire
vengeance on Babylonians. Sparing women and children without male protectors
would certainly not be a kindness in those days; but we leave what is unacceptable
to society today with the Judge of all the earth, who does what is right; as we must
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do in the case of judgement on Amalek. See also ‘Prayers for destruction in the
Psalms’, B.S. 2010, 139-141. Cp. Surulere’s last para.
M.A.
3. (Cromer): I do not think we can say that God ordained polygamy, for there must
be a difference between God permitting something and ordaining it. As we can see
from the question of divorce (Mat. 19:7-8), that which God permits may very well
not be right; but that which God ordains by the predetermined working of His will
must surely be, since God cannot deny Himself (2 Tim. 2:13). Was, then, the action
of the Jews ordained by God, or merely permitted? Given the clear hand of God in
the course of events thus far, the overt intent of those killed as ‘armed forces’ (Est.
8:11) against the Jews, and both the success and restraint of Jews (9:16), I think we
may conclude that in executing this judgment the Jews were carrying out the
ordained will of God. See also Comment 2.
J.T.N.
4. (Derby): The paper earlier allows that it is only a probability that the repeated
mentions of the family title ‘the Agagite’, particularly along with ‘the enemy of ... the
Jews’ in 3:10 and 9:24, mean this was one significant reason for Esther and Mordecai
wanting to see the sons killed. It is a further assumption that ‘Agagite’ means a
descendant of the Agag in 1 Samuel 15 and Numbers 24:7, though Josephus the Jew
took this view.
5. (Greenock): Amalek’s attack on Israel and its aftermath may represent to today’s
believer the struggle through history of God’s people and their enemies, but we must
not let this obscure the distinction between the reason stated in Esther 8-9 for the
purge of enemies of the Jews and the deduction that Haman being an Agagite signals
judgement on Amalekites and so was probably one part of the reason. See also
Comment 4.
M.A.
The commandment of Deuteronomy 25:19 was also connected with a separated
people at rest in the land. Even if it did occupy the minds of those defending their
lives against armed gangs (which perhaps seems unlikely), it cannot of itself justify the
action the Jews undertook in a foreign land.
J.T.N.
6. (Halifax): We ask if ‘clean hands’ is consistent with God’s view of Mordecai’s
earlier unprotesting support for his cousin marrying a notoriously immoral Gentile in
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neglect of the Law. Surely by the close it has become clear that God’s mercy and
overrule have been at work in bringing good from the undoubtedly better parts of
Mordecai’s record, as observed in May issue Comments 2 and 8, for example.
M.A.
There were ‘mistakes’ in the lives of all God’s servants other than One, as there are
with all of us. It would be inappropriate, in my mind, to single out Mordecai here as
one who did not have ‘clean hands’ in the sense in which the Scripture speaks, taking
into account all he did for his people at great personal cost. David king of Israel’s
hands were more dirt-laden than many by reason of his great sin (cf. Ps. 51:3; 24:4)
yet we surely would not apply such an expression to him, i.e. that he did not have
clean hands.
R.B.F.
7. (Mount Forest): See, however, Comment 2, arguing that the Jews’ action is
presented in Chapters 8-10 as appropriate to fellow-nationals in exile, rising to the
call to fight for what had by then become the Lord’s battle. Haman gave vent to a
threat that is surely distinct from the circumstances of the Lord’s instruction to settle,
seek the welfare of the city and pray for the inhabitants (Jer. 29:4-7). We agree, of
course, that the warfare of the believer in the gospel of Christ and in the service of
the kingdom of God today is spiritual, and that we should give no room to ill-feeling
but overcome it with love.
M.A.
8. (Mount Forest): I would reject completely any thought of Mordecai and Esther
being bloodthirsty, if so they would be under the fearful charge before God of
bloodguiltiness (see Ps. 51:14). I suggest this idea comes from a skewed view of
personalities and events in this book, simply because God’s name is not mentioned
and a large number of the exiles did not return to Jerusalem with Zerubbabel in 536
B.C. As stated, there is a period of fifty years in between that first repatriation of
Jewish exiles (nearly 50,000) and the events of the book of Esther, so it is highly
unlikely that Mordecai would have been of an age to make such a decision himself,
and we cannot account for what reasons his parents may not have made that choice.
Added to this is the fact that events in Esther took place some sixteen years (Purim
was established in 473 B.C.) prior to Ezra’s return (457 B.C.) and another twelve
years before Nehemiah’s (445 B.C.). What has to be borne in mind is that Haman’s
plan was nothing less than wholesale slaughter of the chosen race. His acolytes
carrying out the holocaust were more than ready to comply with his desire to rid the
world of such a people who weren’t worthy, in his reckoning simply through fierce
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jealously, to occupy the tiniest slice of earth. Mordecai was, in God’s hand and as His
instrument, the saviour of the Jewish nation. Although women and children came
within the ambit of destruction (8:11), in the mercy of God their lives were not
taken, only the men who were Jew-haters (9:16) met with judgement. Even Haman’s
wife’s life was spared, despite the callous treatment she requested for her husband’s
seeming detractors (5:14). Purim was not instituted and celebrated as a feast of
revenge; simply that of divine deliverance (9:22). See also Comment 2, last para.
9. (Mount Forest): This is virtually a condemnation of Esther that is not warranted
by the narrative. She had placed her life on the line at tremendous risk for the sake
of her people, being prepared to sacrifice herself for others (4:16). Would she not
be entitled to seek a time of respite? Mordecai, of course, was of the same ilk. Where
else, other than from the divine record, would he have learned that in a moment of
great crisis affecting themselves and God’s people, the example of patriarchs, kings,
and prophets was to rend their garments and don sackcloth and ashes, almost as an
act of feeling a sense of personal recrimination for their faults (4:1-3; Gen. 37:34;
2 Sam. 3:31; Dan. 9:3).
10. (Mount Forest): I am reminded of what was said by an eminent brother at a
funeral a long time ago: ‘Let’s speak well of people, and tell them how we appreciate
them before they die, rather than after it’!
R.B.F.
11. (General): Impaling or hanging? ‘Impaled’ appears in Today’s NIV at Esther
2.23 and 7:9-10. Xerxes did impale offenders on stakes (Herodotus III.125,159,
IV.43), and Darius I commanded that any changing his decree was to be lifted up
and impaled on a beam pulled from his house (Ezra 6:11). The word in Ezra 6,
however, is different (mecha ), and TNIV translators appear to have conjectured the
verb chalal (‘pierce’) instead of the Hebrew text’s talah (‘suspend, hang’); perhaps
influenced by the Greek LXX which has ‘crucified’ at 7:9, but ‘hanged’ in v.10 (and
departs rather freely from the Hebrew elsewhere). Other recent translators stay with
‘hanged (up)’, while C.A. Moore (Anchor Bible, New York, 1971) notes that Haman’s
structure of 75 ft. makes impalement unlikely.
M.A.
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KEEPING A FIRM GRIP: PSALMS 42-43
It was in the grainfields on the Sabbath
that the Pharisees found cause to accuse
the Lord Jesus of permitting that which
was unlawful. If their indignation was
aroused amongst the corn, it turned to
fury in the synagogue where the healing
of the man with the withered hand was
accompanied by the unanswerable
challenge, ‘Which one of you who has
a sheep, if it falls into a pit on the
Sabbath, will not take hold of it and lift
it out?’ (Mat. 12:11 ESV).

In so doing, those faithful women
provide an example to us who are
encouraged ‘to hold fast (kratesai) to
the hope set before us’ (Heb. 6:18). It
is the strength of the grip which pulled
us like helpless sheep from the pit
which we must now employ to take an
unshakable hold on the living hope
which is to us ‘a sure and steadfast
anchor … [within] the inner place
behind the curtain, where Jesus has
gone as a forerunner on our behalf’
(6:19-20). For there, beyond this
world, is our refuge in the world,
where the ‘breakers and … waves’ of
life’s present experience cannot reach,
nor uncouple our anchor from ‘God,
my rock’ (Ps. 42:7,9).

It would take a firm grip and great
strength to lift a sheep from a pit, and
that is the force of the word krateo,
translated here ‘take hold’. It describes
the strength He applied to the hand of
Jairus’ daughter when He wrested her
life from the grip of death to return her
whole to her parents (Luke 8:54). It
describes too the violence with which
the mob in the garden seized Him in
the hour of darkness when, delivered
up into the hands of lawless men, the
forces of evil sought to close their fist
upon the giver of life (Mat. 26:50). Yet
this was not the last time men would
take their hold of Him, for on the
resurrection morning as He appeared to
the women returning from the tomb,
‘they came up and took hold
(ekratesan) of his feet and worshipped
him’ (28:9).

In his hour of deep need, the
thoughts of the psalmist turned the
same way, towards the dwelling place
of the one he knew as ‘the living God’
and ‘the God of my life’ (42:2,8); to
the mountain to which the light and
truth of God’s word had led him
(43:3). The grip of the hands of an
oppressive enemy had inflicted deep
wounds (42:9-10), but they could not
prise his grip from the steadfast hope
he had in God (42:5).
The psalmist, then, is our example.
In this world, Jesus said, we shall face
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tribulation, just as He did. And yet,
though the waterspouts roared all
around Him, the strength of His
purpose never wavered, nor the force
of His grip slackened as He laid hold of
us in the depth of our trouble. May we
know the strength of His grip as we lay

hold upon ‘the hope set before us’, a
hope both sure and steadfast, and
fixed unseen and immovable in the
dwelling place of God high above our
struggles here below.
J.T.N.

From Study Groups
PSALMS OF LOVE FOR ZION: FAITH AND HOPE
OVERCOMING REPROACH (Psalms 42-43)
From Aberkenfig: These psalms (assuming they are one psalm in two parts) are
entitled ‘a Maskil’, or ‘a didactic poem, a song of contemplation’ (Strong’s Dictionary)
where didactic means ‘intended to teach, particularly in having moral instruction as
an ulterior motive’. The word comes from sakal, which Strong indicates means ‘to be
circumspect, hence instruct, guide wittingly’ (cp. Genesis 48:14—Jacob blessing
Ephraim and Manasseh) [Comment 1].
Bearing that in mind, it would seem that the writer, drawing from his own
experience, whether current or from his past, seeks to instruct others as to where their
trust and hope should be in similar circumstances. This helps us to understand the
repeated questions of 42:5,11 and 43:5, as a reminder of the lessons of trust, hope
and confidence in God.
The ‘rise and fall’ of the writer’s spirit echoes the effect that depression has on the
sufferer. The swing from confident hope to misery and tears is something with which
many will have a great empathy, and knowing that others have experienced similar
difficulties and triumphed encourages us in such debilitating times.
It is lovely to remember past ‘high’ spots, especially as the mind is turned to the
triumphs of God’s people in taking Hermon from enemy hands (Deut. 3:9). The
psalmist may also point to their great former leader, David, showing how he dealt with
his reversal of fortune when he fled to the ‘lands of the Jordan’ (2 Sam. 17). Here is
a stark reminder of how sin and the enemy bring about great trial and oppression; yet
David returned to power and glory through the power and love of God. In such dark
days it was surely the case of the ‘light and truth’ of God leading the repentant,
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chastened king back to Jerusalem. In similar circumstances we too will need such a
beacon of hope and guidance to bring us back to God’s house and people—‘When
my life was fainting away, I remembered the Lord, and my prayer came to you, into
your holy temple’ (Jonah 2:7 ESV).
Doubtless the remembrance of the victory of the Lord Jesus at Calvary and His
resurrected glory encourages us to look beyond our difficulties, even when they have
been a result of our own failures. Such can lead to repentance (where needed) and
can encourage faithfulness to God’s things as seen in the procession to the house of
God (42:4). This should engender within our battered souls the exquisite knowledge
that whatever we are enduring He has known similar feelings of isolation and grief: we
are reminded of this in 42:7, along with Hebrews 2:17-18. He indeed has a
sympathy and understanding of our pain to a far greater extent than we realise.
As the writer sets out these lessons he reminds his pupils of God’s faithfulness and
strength, showing that every day He supplies His steadfast love through His
commandment, directing them to His word or even to the service of angelic beings on
our behalf (Heb. 1:14) [Comment 2]. Night time is often a problem to those who
have anxieties and troubles, but this is not forgotten either, for at night the singing of
praise and prayer to the ‘God of my life’ lifts us into heaven and brings peace from the
God of peace Himself.
Edwin Stanley
From Buckhaven: Psalms 42 and 43 are ‘Maschils’, i.e. instructive or didactic poems
which teach something of value to those who endeavour to live by faith and not by
sight [Comment 3].
The writer of these Psalms looks back with fondness on times of fellowship that he
used to enjoy in the things of God, which for some reason are no longer available to
him: ‘I had gone with the multitude, I went with them to the house of God, with the
voice of joy and praise, with a multitude that kept holyday’ (42:4 AV). These times
were highlights in his experience, when he had revelled in the united service of the
people of God, in collective communion with God. Now he is far away from
Jerusalem, and instead of experiencing the joy and fellowship of united service he
finds himself in hostile territory, having to deal with the mocking taunts of those who
have no appreciation of Jehovah, the true and living God of heaven who dwells
among a called-out, holy nation.
These two psalms teach us about the reality of spiritual depression and how to deal
with it. Even though the writer knows that God is still on the throne, yet he cannot
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deny his intense feelings of loss and sadness. As a man he is subject to all the ups and
downs of life in an imperfect world. Yet from the very depths of depression he lays
hold on the reality of God’s faithfulness: in spite of all the attacks of the adversary, he
reaffirms his belief that God will again bring him to the high ground of praise, even
though at present he cannot understand why God has allowed such difficulties in his
life.
Out of the deep mine of the psalmist’s personal experience there have been won
for us thoughts that give an insight into the sufferings of the Lord Jesus on the cross,
where all the waves and billows of God’s wrath toward humankind because of sin,
came crashing down. Like the waterspouts of God where ‘deep calleth unto deep’,
there are depths of meaning which it is impossible for us to measure. ‘The noise of
your waterspouts’ brings to mind Psalm 22: ... ‘why art thou so far from helping me,
and from the words of my roaring?’ Who can fathom what all that meant for Him?
‘… the health of my countenance …’ One’s ‘countenance’ or one’s facial
expression and bearing, usually reflects one’s inner spiritual health. The psalmist has
confidence that God will one day bring him through his troubles; his inner peace,
temporarily obscured by trials, will soon be self-evident to all again.
Isaiah 53 tells us that the Lord’s ‘visage was so marred more than any man’,
suggestive of deeper hurt than mere physical deformation. Even though on earth He
was ‘a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief’, a glorious future day is coming
when He ‘shall see of the travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied’.
Jo Johnson
From Cromer: It is thought that these two psalms once formed one single prayer but
have, since writing, been split into two. The writer in 42:9 and 43:2 refers to being
‘oppressed by the enemy’, so it would seem that he is either in exile because of
enemies in Jerusalem, or, more likely, being held in captivity, perhaps as a hostage.
The indications in 42:6 are that he has been taken a long distance from Jerusalem,
going north up the Jordan Valley to Mount Hermon and beyond, perhaps a distance
in excess of 100 miles.
Psalm 42:4 shows that he was a man dedicated to the worship of God, who derived
great pleasure out of doing this as part of a community. Although in verse 2 he seems
to be unsure of how he can worship if he is not able to go to the house of God, in
verses 5 and 6 he reaffirms that his faith in God will not waver and he will continue
to present his praises wherever he is. He recognizes that there are aspects of worship
that can be expressed as individuals as well as a community. He does, however,
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reflect on the great joys of being able to present his worship with others in the
presence of God.
When we consider the feelings of the writer of these psalms, does it give us a greater
appreciation of the privilege we have of meeting together in the presence of God to
present our worship on a Lord’s Day morning? As individuals we can give praise and
worship to God for all He means to us; but do we have that greater joy when, as a
people of God, we do it together in His presence?
‘What joy is ours, through saving grace,
To worship in the holy place!’ (J. Belton; PHSS 99)
These two psalms are the first two in the second section of the Book of Psalms. In
Psalm 72:20, the last in this second section, we read ‘This concludes the prayers of
David son of Jesse.’ Does this infer that David was the writer of these two psalms, and
if so do we have reference to this period of exile or captivity? [Comment 4]
David Hickling
From Derby: We noted that there are five books of the Psalms and five books of the
Law. The sons of Korah wrote these psalms, and we see from them men who had
longings after God and His house. They did not have a good start in life, as their
father Korah perished with the 250 who died when the earth opened her mouth as
they strove against the Lord [Comment 5]. Notwithstanding, the sons of Korah did not
die (Num. 26:9-11). Mercy was shown to them and we have these psalms written by
them which tell us of their commitment to God’s house and the joy that was theirs in
carrying out His service.
In Israel some had little thirst for God and His ways. This has always been the case.
Paul encountered the same in his day—2 Timothy 1:15 reveals that there were those
who turned away and caused sorrow. We in our day have known the same—some
who have walked with us have lost the vision of the house of God, and their love for
the Master has waned. Galatians 5:7 speaks of those who were running well but were
hindered, and subsequently turned away. The Lord knew the sadness of people
turning away during His ministry too. He wept over Jerusalem (Mat. 23:37-39; Luke
19:41-44) knowing what would befall it along with the very people who had been
given the oracles of God.
Light and truth a requirement We are often saddened by the response of fellow
believers to the truth of God, but we are to hope in God and praise Him, looking for
that day when ‘He shall see of the travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied’ (Is. 53:11
AV).
G.W. Conway
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From Greenock: In what circumstances have these psalms been composed? Little
is known about the writers of the Book of Psalms, apart from king David and king
Solomon [and Moses, who wrote Psalm 90—Eds.]. The nameless sons of Korah wrote
Psalms 42-49. Yet they had a rich heritage and could trace their genealogy back
through the generations to the patriarch Levi. Korah, the grandson of Levi, had
challenged the leadership of Moses and Aaron, and with 250 other rebels was
swallowed up alive into the earth. The sons of Korah would be mindful of Korah’s
rebellion and would be determined not to follow his example of disobedience.
The chief priest, priests and Levites, each in their own order, together with the rest
of the tribes of Israel, were a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Ex. 19:6). But all
could not serve as priests in the tabernacle and in the temple. Priests could not do the
work of the High Priest, and Levites could only assist priests but not do the work of
priests (Num. 8:26) (although priests, as Levites, could do the work of Levites, for
example in the service of singing in God’s house). As today, all believers have the
birthright to priesthood but all cannot serve as priests if they are not in God’s house
[For more on Israel as a kingdom of priests, see B.S. 2009, p.69, Comment 7—Eds.].
The Levites were in charge of the tabernacle and all its furnishings—setting up the
tabernacle and taking it down and carrying it to the next encampment; bearing the ark
and all the holy vessels (Num. 1:50-51) [Comment 6]. The Levites were also
gatekeepers and were entrusted with the flour, wine, oil, incense and spices. Priests
mixed the spices (1 Chr. 9:30). The musicians, heads of the Levite families, stayed in
the rooms of the temple and were exempt from other duties because they were
responsible for their work day and night (1 Chr. 9:17-33).
God was delighted when His people served Him in His house with pure hearts and
in faith and love to please Him, because it was ever His desire that His will should be
done on earth as it is in heaven. Now, for a time, there was a house of God on earth
in which redeemed men could offer the sacrifice of praise to Him day and night, just
as angels sing continuous praise to God in heaven. God looked down from heaven
into the hearts of the sons of Korah, their souls laid bare as completely enraptured
they sang praise to God in His house. The Holy Spirit gave them the words to write,
not only for themselves and for their time but for all generations. The Holy Spirit had
been working in their hearts, but their souls were disturbed at their lack of progress in
the quest and thirst to know God more intimately. As with all seekers after God, a
revelation through the Holy Spirit is necessary to know the truth: His leading and
guiding is essential to bring the longing soul to God, and in the light of that revelation
and in the truth of His word He will bring those whose hearts He has opened to the
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house of God where they may bring their sacrifices to offer on His altar.
John Peddie
From Halifax: Circumstances of these psalms In David’s time Korahites were over
the work of the service and keepers of the gates of the Tabernacle (1 Chr. 9:19).
Psalm 42 is a ‘Maschil’, an obscure term likely related to its root signifying ‘to make
wise’, and thus is probably a literary designation for a didactic psalm (cf. Ps. 32:8) [see
Comment 3]. Many hold that Psalm 42 was probably authored by David. Some
argue that the state and condition of the writer matches David’s when persecuted by
Saul, being driven out to become a refugee among the heathen. Others, pointing to
the parts beyond the Jordan mentioned in the psalm, believe it was written on the
occasion of David’s flight from Absalom to the same region (see 2 Sam. 17:24).
‘Although David is not mentioned as the author’, says C.H. Spurgeon, ‘this Psalm must
be the offering of his pen; it is so Davidic, it smells of the son of Jesse…’ (The Treasury
of David) [see Comment 4]. Of course, like believers today, the children of Israel
exiled in Babylon experienced in their day transition from despair to hope.
Even though the MT and LXX keep them apart, the literary unity of Psalms 42 and
43 is such that they should be treated as one psalm. Right at the core of these psalms
is the worship of God. ‘The Psalmist’s meditation’, writes I.M. Lithgow, ‘concerns his
experiences in the past, what he is passing through in the present, and his hope for the
coming day when he will again appear before God’ (Psalms 42 and 43, Needed Truth,
Dec. 1980, p.189). His hope is clear and is placed in his God, whom he calls ‘the
living God’ (42:2), ‘the God of my life’ (v.8), ‘my rock’ (v.9), ‘my God’ (v.11; 43:4-5),
‘the God of my strength’ (43:2), and ‘my exceeding joy’ (v.4). Let us yet praise Him
too!
Robert J. Butler
From Ibadan (Alawaye): Circumstantial effect? It can be seen from Psalm 42:3 that
the psalmist was in a sad mood composing these lines. He was sober and without joy.
Trust versus despondency Despondency could be described as a state of being
discouraged and hopeless, whereas it is always more advisable to trust in God.
Though it takes God’s grace to keep faith in an unpleasant situation, the Psalmist was
confronted with hard times and yet clung to God (42:5). He would not fail to praise
God, still believing that such a course is an antidote to despondency. God affirms
through Paul that nothing can separate us from the love of God (Rom. 8:35-39).
The three Hebrews—Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah—were confronted with a fiery
furnace because they refused to bow to the golden image built by Nebuchadnezzar.
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Yet they put their trust in God. Therefore one need not alternate between putting
trust in God and experiencing despondency. Such trust is the power that overcomes
despondency.
Importance of places The faithful yearning of the writer to be with those travelling the
highways to Zion, because God required that they should bring their offerings to the
one place of His name (Deut. 12:8-14) was surely rewarded at length. A channel
through unpleasant conditions is learning to praise and acknowledge God as Saviour
and God of our lives, as explicit in the psalmist’s character in 42:8 showing that in
every condition we should not forget the unfailing love of God. ‘By day the LORD
directs his love, at night his song is with me’; and this encourages ‘a prayer to the God
of my life’.
We need to seek God’s mercy in prayer in times of distress both day and night (Ps.
77:2-3). Thus the psalmist enjoins us to stay close to the Lord in every situation in our
lives (42:8) for God will provide a way out of it (1 Cor. 10:13).
Samson Ogunleye
From Mount Forest: We cannot be sure who wrote this psalm in two parts (42-43)
or when it was penned. Nor do we know how the sons of Korah were involved,
though that is a fruitful consideration of God’s grace as a line of study (Num. 16;
26:11; 1 Chr. 6 and 9 as singers and gatekeepers). Despite Psalm 72:20, within Book
2 there are psalms that seem to describe temple service (e.g. 65:4; 68:29), implying
they date after the time of David [Comment 7; see also Comment 4]. Like them, this
psalm could be Davidic in character, if not in authorship. (Note that Samuel met the
Lord in ‘the temple’, the house of God —1 Sam. 3:3-4). Spurgeon was convinced this
psalm described David’s experiences, the Davidic sentiment being clearly expressed.
Others have concluded it expresses the longings of someone carried away in the
Captivity, as in Psalm 137. Anyway, this psalm speaks to all who undergo deep trial
for their faith.
The repeated refrain, ‘Why are you cast down …’ combining negative and positive
feelings, first occurs when the psalmist is almost overwhelmed; but by its third iteration
he is looking up (43:5). The question is relevant at each stage. When we too ask
‘why’, often the answer will be in realising God is acting in justice in a bigger situation,
not ignoring our individual plight. We face trials that are common to man: Christians
do not get an exemption (1 Cor. 10:13).
The Psalmist seems very conscious of his soul Love may involve the ‘heart and mind’
as well as the soul (Mat. 22:37), and this just serves to indicate the complexity of our
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combined material and immaterial makeup: we are more than a simple dichotomy.
1 Thessalonians 5:23 includes within its ‘entire’ (RV) compass ‘spirit and soul and
body’, each of which may include subsidiary or overlapping functions, and all of which
need sanctification. Physical tears reflected inner concerns of the Psalmist. [We may
be nearer in the Psalms to the earlier degree of revelation found in Job, where spirit
and soul often seem two descriptions of the same faculty, and both emotions and
understanding are linked to the spirit (cp. Job 6:4; 7:11; and 17:1—M.A.]. Behind
the physical was the moving of the soul and the decision-making of the spirit. The
soul seems to be particularly involved in regard to emotions, the way we feel (e.g.
Mark 14:34; Luke 1:46). So the psalmist asks himself why he feels the way he does.
It is not just an intellectual exercise of his spirit or mind. In His human constitution the
Lord knew His soul was troubled (John 12:27; Mat. 26:38), and His body sweated
(Luke 22:44), while in His spirit He expressed His willingness to follow the divine plan
until it was completed (Mat. 26:41-42; 27:50). Perhaps we concern ourselves about
evidencing outwardly sanctification in bodily activity, but the psalmist shows our soul
and spirit need our attention too, especially in times of trial.
This is one of the ‘Elohistic’ psalms—so called because instead of using the name
Jehovah/Yahweh (Lord) it uses Elohim (God). It is noteworthy therefore to consider
Jesus’ cry from the cross, ‘My God, My God’, in fulfilment of Psalm 22:1, and giving
expression in affliction to the feelings of His perfect manhood, so expressively reflected
also in this Psalm (v.7,9).
Geoff Hydon
From Podagatlapalli: Faith and hope overcoming reproach Psalm 42 was written by
the sons of Korah. Korah was a Levite who led a rebellion against Moses (Num. 16).
He was killed, but his descendants remained faithful and continued to serve God in
the temple. King David appointed some of his sons as choir leaders (1 Chr. 6:1-35)
and they continued to be temple musicians for hundreds of years (2 Chr. 20:18-19).
Psalm 42 is the first of 10 psalms by them.
There may be times in life when, after thirsting for God, weeping for His help and
enduring ridicule, God remains silent. Such times may lead to depression and
discouragement, but the psalmist discovered a remedy. He remembered God’s great
blessings on his life. He realised that although God was silent He was there: he gazed
on the creation that proclaims God’s love. Although experiencing billows of sorrow,
he realised that he was never adrift from God’s steadfast love. Finally, he faithfully
expected God to act.
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When we cannot seem to find God, if we follow this remedy we will once again
discover reason to praise Him: as the life of a deer depends on water, so our lives
depend on God. Those who seek Him and long to understand Him will find neverending life. This psalmist felt his separation from God, being exiled from both
Jerusalem and God’s presence. His recall of great festival days and joyous parades
now left him empty.
Depression is one of the most common emotional ailments. One antidote is
meditation on the record of God’s goodness to His people: this will take the mind
away from present troubles and fill with renewed hope. It will focus the mind on
God’s greatness rather than on our weakness and distress.
Psalm 42 initially presents us timid and afraid in desert terrain, thirsty and saddened
by past memories. It then lifts us strong and affirmed to mountain pastures, from
being scorned by enemies and absorbed in grief, to gaze on future hopes in a
sanctuary flooded with light that is pure and clean. We have rain in our drought!
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Port Harcourt: Trust in God versus despondency It is not necessarily unsaintly
to feel despondent. On the other hand, the psalmist’s switch between both states
gives him a human face and strips him of the gild of saintly infallibility.
In Psalm 42:5, the psalmist questions his aching soul and then feeds it with
reassurance: ‘Why art thou cast down, O my soul? and why art thou disquieted within
me? hope thou in God: for I shall yet praise him for the help of his countenance’
(KJV). This attitude of the psalmist could explain the miraculous turn of events in 1
Samuel 30. We find the Psalmist rising out of the nadir of despondency to the zenith
of hope in this verse: ‘David was greatly distressed … but David encouraged himself
in the LORD his God’ (1 Sam. 30:6).
Job also found himself in a quagmire, and in his depression he expressed frank hope
in 13:15: ‘Though he slay me, yet will I trust in him…’ Such words do not spring forth
from the fountain of human strength: they find source in the knowledge of the divine!
We are left with an all-time challenge of the response to apparently discomforting
situations. We can find some comfort in the truth of Romans 8:28: ‘And we know
that all things work together for good to them that love God …’ We can always travel
faster on our knees than with our legs!
Eliezer Okeke
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From Southport: Clearly these psalms have been composed by exiles. Books 1 and
2 of the Psalms are ascribed to David even although the title of Psalm 72 says ‘of
Solomon’ (72:20) [see Comment 4]. Worship (praise) through the giving of sacrifices
to God was restricted to the temple and David pictures those queuing to offer (Ps.
65:1). No wonder then that David, fleeing to the areas beyond Saul’s authority, is
despondent. As a fugitive David was constantly on the move to avoid Saul’s forces,
and these are three of his hiding places: others include the cave of Adullam, Mizpeh
of Moab and the forest of Hereth (Ps. 42:6; 1 Sam. 22:1-5) [see end of Comment 4].
Anyone who has stood near a raging river or waterfall can appreciate the emotion
(Ps. 42:7). The vibration of rushing water can be felt as well as heard. Buoyant
objects in the flow of water can be seen to submerge then rise again and again. The
terror of repeated immersion is very real. The poetic structure can be seen in the
repetition in Psalm 42 where the question is asked ‘Why?’ (vv. 5,11). This structure
also accounts for the alternating emotions of hope and hopelessness. Jonah takes up
verse 7 when in the belly of the great fish (Jonah 2:1-3). The sufferings and hope of
the Psalms have been a comfort to many. The images of ‘Jonah and the great fish’ and
of ‘the hart at watering places’ appear on the catacombs in Rome.
In times of stress sleep can prove elusive. The believer has a positive distraction:
rather than worry about the lack of sleep, the songs of Zion can bring comfort (Acts
16:25; Job 35:10). These give us the confidence of a hope beyond anything that the
world can give, either for or against the believer (Rom. 8:35-39).
Job gives a graphic account of the believer walking before God (Job 29). Dwelling
in the light of the countenance of God is compared with the radiance of the king’s
smile upon one of his subjects (Esth. 5:2; Prov. 16:15). Esther had to wait and see if
the sceptre would be held out to her, but we have the boldness to draw near (Heb.
4:16). We have the words of the Lord Jesus Christ who said that He is light and truth
(John 9:5; 14:6). This is all the individual needs to reach the dwelling place of God
and of the Lamb (Rev. 21 and 22).
Repetition in poetry is a method of emphasis. The repetition in God’s word is
because of our failure to recognise the authority it has, whether through ignorance,
wilful disobedience or just because we are so wrapped up in our own troubled
situation (Job 33:14). The Psalms are written for our instruction, starting with the walk
of the believer and ending with the injunction to praise. May we find comfort and
encouragement in them and have our spiritual life shaped by them (Eph. 5:19; Col.
3:16).
Steve Henderson
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From Surulere: Circumstances in psalm composition Psalm 42 is a ‘Maschil’ or an
ode of instruction to the Chief Musician, dedicated to the sons of Korah; that is, they
were to sing or lead in its rendition [see Comment 4]. Although we do not have clear
guidance as to the author of the psalm, several scholars are persuaded that it must
have been penned by none other than David, the sweet psalmist of Israel (2 Sam.
23:1) whose life was a moving testimonial to the plenitude and munificence of God’s
grace in the life of the man ‘after my own heart’ (Acts 13:22 NIV) [see Comment 4].
Psalm 43, though not dedicated to anyone, is thought by many scholars to have
been written by David, owing to its similarity to Psalm 42. Nonetheless, Psalms 42-43
suggest that it was composed in a period of severe tribulation in the life of the author.
It arose from unusual circumstances, which made that which had always been the
mainstay of the author, i.e. delightful worship amongst the people of God in His
house, to be a pleasure physically unattainable. This forced separation from the courts
of the Lord engendered deeply conflicting emotions in the psalmist, which could only
be assuaged, first by the refreshing recollection of past worship, then by the prospects
of being restored to the privilege of communal worship.
If David had authored both these psalms, then evidently his bitter experience in
fleeing from Saul’s murderous rage and in the treasonable act of his son Absalom,
provide compelling backgrounds for them: ‘In the LORD I take refuge. How then can
you say to me: “Flee like a bird to your mountain”‘(Psalm 11:1).
Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig): The RV translators’ footnote on Psalm 47:7 is helpful too in the
meaning of Maschil—‘in a skilful psalm’, indicating the thoughtfulness of expressions
employed resulting from deep spiritual meditation on the value of assessing the
vicissitudes of life’s experiences when lived in the consciousness of the Lord’s
overseeing and ruling in the lives of His own.
R.B.F.
2. (Aberkenfig): While Psalms 42-43 do not mention angels, these may indeed be
God’s instruments in directing (42:8 NIV) or commanding (RV,NAS,ESV) His love for
the sufferer’s support. Cp. David’s Psalm 34:7 (NAS)—‘The angel of the LORD
encamps around those who fear him, /And rescues them.’
3. (Buckhaven and others): The term ‘Maskil’ comes from a root used in Psalm
32:8, and is itself used in 47:7, the thought emerging being either of instruction or of
skill (cp. Aberkenfig para.1and Comment 1). Since we do not know if it refers to the
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content, or the poetic or musical form, the most profitable significance may be drawn
from the subjects of psalms so titled: 32,42,44-45,52-55,74,78,88-89,142. These are
all soul-searching experiences (though in 45 only as implied in vv. 5 and 7), so
commentators and translators still favour ‘Psalm of wisdom’ or ‘instruction’.
M.A.
4. (Cromer and others): The authorship of Psalms 42-43 Whilst Psalm 72:20
purports to bring to a close ‘the prayers of David, the son of Jesse’, this cannot mean
that the psalms in Books 1 and 2 comprise the entire and exclusive poetic composition
of David. Eighteen psalms which appear later in the psalter are expressly ascribed to
David (Pss. 86,101,103,108-110,122,124,131,133,138-145), his authorship of Psalm
110 being endorsed by the Lord (Mat. 22:43-45) and of Psalm 142 confirmed by
reference to the specific circumstances in which it was written. If, notwithstanding
72:20, David’s prayers appear after Psalm 72, is it not logical to conclude that some
of Psalms 1-72 may not have been written by David? Halifax and Mount Forest
mention that C.H. Spurgeon supports the Davidic authorship of Psalm 42, believing
that the title ‘Of the Sons of Korah’ meant that it was dedicated to their use. Yet
Spurgeon did not make the same deduction for the words ‘Of Solomon’ in the title
of Psalm 72, which made him ‘pretty certain that the title declares Solomon to be the
author’.
How then are we to read the title to Psalm 42 in the light of 72:20? To me, the
simplest explanation is that Psalms 42-43 were composed by a group of Levitical
singers, contemporaries of David who served with song in God’s house—a theme
which dominates those psalms attributed to the Sons of Korah (see Ps. 48, 84 and 87
which rank amongst the best known psalms relating to the dwelling place of God). The
lot for the dwelling of the Korahites had included land in Dan, to the far north of Israel
and some distance from Jerusalem (Josh. 21:5), so it is not necessary to read the
sadness at separation from temple service as arising from a position of exile. These
psalms then formed part of the first collection of songs (or ‘prayers’) brought together
by David to form a song book for divine service. This book was later supplemented
by Psalms 73-150, including a number of poems David himself had written, but 72:20
refers, I believe, not to David’s authorship of 1-72, but his editorial work in beginning
the exercise of assembling the books of the Psalms for use in the temple.
J.T.N.
A possible meaning for kalah in 72:20 is ‘accomplished’ or ‘fulfilled’ (as in 2 Chr.
36:22). If the ancient heading of Psalm 72 is accepted (whether a poem written by or
more probably about Solomon), the compiler of Book 2 could be observing that
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David’s prayers for his son and the kingdom were fulfilled; as in 1 Chronicles
29:10-19, or Psalms 21 and 68.
Though J.T.N’s view above is attractive, it is possible that Psalms 42 and 44 (see
v.11) belong to days of later exile, the author of 42 recalling places familiar in earlier
life. The suggestion that 42 reflects David fleeing from Absalom’s forces would place
David much farther north than Mahanaim on the Jabbok, after which came the
decisive battle in the forest of Ephraim (2 Sam. 17:27,18:6). View of (and hearing) the
cataracts of the Jordan near Hermon seems also improbably far north for David fleeing
from Saul, and the places mentioned in 1 Samuel 22.
M.A.
It should also be noted that in a far later day, Heman, whose ancestry led back to
Korah and beyond, was one of the three principal leaders of the service of song in
Israel, along with Asaph and Jeduthun, so it may well have been musical and poetical
ability ran strongly through the generations of Kohath, son of Levi (1 Chr. 6:33, 38;
15:17; 16:41).
R.B.F.
5. (Derby): The Sons of Korah Given the shameful history associated with Korah, it
is perhaps surprising that the Sons of Korah persisted in bearing his name (cp. Deut.
9:14). Since Korah was the grandson of Kohath, the son of Levi, why should they not
give themselves greater prestige as ‘the Sons of Kohath’? Perhaps they sought a daily
reminder that the position they held in connection with God’s house was one all of
grace. Our assessment of God’s worth is intimately connected with an understanding
of our worthlessness. These servants of God knew they had no right to be where there
were, but for the goodness and kindness of God.
J.T.N.
6. (Greenock): Numbers 3:10 and 4:15-20, however, set a boundary for the Levites
at the entrance to the Tent: the priests alone entered, from the pillar coming to rest
on the Tent as a sign of the presence of God, until the furniture had been covered for
striking camp.
M.A.
7. (Mount Forest): David had begun to refer to the tabernacle as the temple (2 Sam.
22:7), a word which conferred more grandeur than ‘tabernacle’, which merely meant
a ‘lodging’. Perhaps this arose out of his intentions and knowledge of the purposes of
God for His house, but it may equally have been an expression of David’s esteem for
that place and all that it meant (2 Sam. 7:2).
J.T.N.
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Introducing

August

APPRECIATION OF GOD’S HOUSE
With all that happened to their
privileged forebears who against reason
rose up in rebellion against Moses and
his brother Aaron, in an action that was
motivated by pure jealousy (see Num.
16:8-11, 32-33), we might have
expected the later generations of Korah
to bear a generational grudge and be
less than respectful of the standard of
holiness required of those associated
with God’s house and its service of
praise and prayer. Not so. They had
learned through a knowledge and
understanding of how certain events
had come to take place in their family
history, that God’s ways and choices of
those who were given leadership
responsibilities among His people were
not to be questioned or trifled with as
His dwelling place on earth was so
special to Him and deserving of serious
consideration by those who belonged
to Him.

and prayer (vv. 4,7); and being able to
engage with Him throughout life’s
journey (v. 9).
The fifteen ‘Songs of Ascents’ (Pss.
120-134) reflect a similar respect and
evaluation of being in something
precious to God, described as ‘a place
for the Lord’ (132:5), brought about in
God’s own purpose and design, and
intended to be for His glory and praise.
There’s something very upbeat about
all this—‘I was glad when they said
unto me, Let us go unto the house of
the LORD’ (122:1 RV); ‘We will go into
his tabernacles; We will worship at his
footstool’ (132:7); ‘Behold, bless ye the
LORD, all ye servants of the Lord,
Which by night stand in the house of
the LORD’ (134:1). In our day of service
and opportunity we rise as His people
in His house to praise our God for the
Son of His love, who is also the Son
over His house, whose back the
ploughers of Israel in conspiracy with
Roman imperial power, ploughed upon
and made long their furrows (Col.
1:13; Heb. 3:6; Ps. 129:3; cp. Mark
15:15; John 19:1).
R.B.F.

On the contrary then, they had come
to experience the unbounded pleasure
of constantly being in something that
meant so much to the Lord of Hosts
and now meant so much to them (Ps.
84:1); enjoying the thrill of coming
regularly before His face in worship
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From Study Groups
APPEARING BEFORE GOD IN ZION
(Psalm 84—Cp. the Songs of Ascents)
From Aberkenfig: Zion had, and still has, a special place in the hearts of Israel. In the
Psalms there are many references to the city as being beautiful in its situation (Ps. 48);
being the place where the king was enthroned (Ps. 2); the place of the Lord’s dwelling
(Ps. 76) and where Israel looked for salvation (Ps. 14). Zion symbolized all that was
powerful and glorious for the nation, and of course was the place in which they were
commanded to appear three times in the year to worship and thank God for what He
had given to them (Deut. 16:16, Ps. 122).
Visiting Zion brought great joy to all who loved God’s commands, promoting within
them a great sense of wellbeing, as well as giving assurance of the presence of their King
who brought deliverance from their enemies. Some commentators (e.g. Jamieson,
Fausset and Brown) understand verse 3, regarding the birds, as being a comparison, i.e.
‘as they find homes, so do I desire thine altars’. The following verse regarding those who
‘dwell in your house’, appears to give some support for that thought. Certainly there
would have been an abundance of places around the Temple courts for birds to find
nesting places and food for their young from the scraps and grain scattered around the
altars. There were probably many who still desired God’s sanctuary and altars, so it is
unlikely that they would have been neglected sufficiently for birds to nest within the
altars themselves [Comment 1].
It was the vision of Zion and all that it contained and meant to them, as well as their
confidence in God Himself, that enabled these people to maintain their spirituality even
when their lives were full of pain. They also had a confident hope in prayer, especially
when they recognized the shield that they had in their king, the Lord’s anointed, who
lived in God’s presence. We are, of course, aware that Israel and their kings failed
miserably in living up to this supreme picture of how the Lord Jesus is our shield,
anointed king, and Son over God’s house. Nevertheless, the substance of the illustration
would have lent strength and comfort to those who loved and desired Zion, its sanctuary
and its King.
1 Chronicles 9 records the gatekeepers, established by David and Samuel to ‘their office
of trust’, all being Levites taken from the Korahites, from whom came the writers of this
psalm. Such a trust included an obligation to attend the house of the Lord, the duty of
watching and opening the doors, and perhaps the most glorious of all, they ‘were
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entrusted to be over the chambers and the treasures of the house of God’ (v.26 ESV).
Such a consideration enables us to appreciate why being in God’s courts was better than
being in the tents of the wicked.
This psalm lays the foundation for our focus, love, behaviour and relationship with our
King. It impresses upon us the spiritual necessity to be in His house, being careful to
guard and handle its treasures well.
Edwin Stanley
From Buckhaven: Appearing before God in Zion ‘How amiable’ (Hebrew, ‘how loved’)
are thy tabernacles, O LORD of hosts! My soul longeth yea, even fainteth for the courts
of the LORD: My heart and my flesh crieth out for the living God’ (vv. 1-2 AV) [Comment
2].
These words express a deep yearning to be in the place that was inhabited by Jehovah
of Hosts (Heb. tsaba, plural tsabaoth), the Lord of heaven’s armies. The title ‘Jehovah of
Hosts’ first appears in 1 Samuel 1:3, in connection with God’s dwelling-place on earth
(at that time, Shiloh). Both Paul and James use the Hebrew expression ‘the Lord of
Sabaoth’. Paul quotes from Isaiah 1:9 in Romans 9:29 and James uses it in James 5:4,
warning certain rich people that the cries of those they defrauded had ‘entered into the
ears of the Lord of Sabaoth’—the ultimate Defender of the oppressed.
‘Yea, the sparrow hath found an house, And the swallow a nest for herself, where she
may lay her young, Even thine altars, O LORD of hosts, My King, and my God.’ (v.3). This
could be read in one of two ways: either the altar of God had become so neglected that
the fire had long since gone out and birds had made their nests in it; or the first part of
verse 3 is a parenthetical illustration of the psalmist’s expressed longing in verse 2, and
the second part of verse 3 is a continuation of that longing, i.e. to paraphrase: ‘Just as
the sparrow’s or the swallow’s nest is home to them, so are the altars of Your dwelling
place to me.’ The second way of reading it seems to make more sense [see Comment
1].
‘Blessed are they that dwell in thy house: They will be still praising thee. (Selah)’ —i.e.
pause and consider. The Hebrew word yashab (‘dwell’) can be translated: to sit down,
to remain, to settle, to marry, abiding, continue, inhabit, tarry. These words all carry the
thought of permanence, of a long-lasting relationship, rather than something temporary.
Later, the psalmist develops the thought, stating that he would rather fill the lowliest
position within the house of God, ‘than to dwell in the tents of wickedness’ (v.10) [see
Comment 9].
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True disciples are committed to the God centred vision of a people for His own
possession, built together as living stones to form a spiritual house (1 Pet. 2:5), i.e., a
spiritual dwelling place for God on earth, just as He had such a place among Israel in
the tabernacle under the old covenant. Such a people have the best of it, whatever ups
and downs they may experience, because they are at the centre of God’s purposes;
therefore ‘they will be still praising Him.’
‘Thine anointed’ (v.9—Heb. mashiyach) points us to Christ, God’s anointed King,
whose face was marred for us, and who, because He has redeemed us with His blood,
gives us the right to request that God ‘look upon the face of His anointed’, and then
look favourably on us.
Jo Johnson
From Cromer: The author’s position Some thought that the author would be in exile,
and that this accentuated his longing for the courts of the Lord. However, ‘my heart and
flesh sing for joy to the living God’ (v.2 ESV) seems to be an expression of the fruition of
this desire. The strength of his yearning is the result of his appreciation of the privilege
of coming to the place where God has set His name. He envies those who dwell there
permanently, even the birds that nest in the temple precincts (v.3)—this must be the
general meaning of the phrase, because the fire on the altar of burnt offering was never
to go out (Lev. 6:13), and the altar inside the temple could not be seen by anyone other
than the priests. Those permanent servants of God at the house of God were particularly
blessed.
The pilgrims blessed were also those who made an annual pilgrimage to Zion. The
Mosaic law specified three times (Ex. 23:17), but the custom seems to have become
once a year (1 Sam. 1:3; Luke 2:41), even among those who were spiritual [Comment
3].
Verses 5-7 seem to describe the eager anticipation of those who streamed together
to go up to Jerusalem. ‘They go from strength to strength’ describes the growing
multitude as they gathered from towns and villages, emboldened and enthused by their
common purpose. The Songs of Ascents (Pss. 120–134) express this common joy in
coming together to worship at the Place of the Name. Most familiar, perhaps, to us is
the Parry setting of Psalm 122 ‘I was glad’, sung at the wedding of the Duke and
Duchess of Cambridge. The primary purpose, of course, of Bible Studies is
exposition—rather than exhortation, but this Psalm should encourage us to joy in
worship.
Peter Hickling
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From Derby: Why the longing? This is obviously something the psalmist has
experienced and he has a deep desire to be there again. He is willing to overcome any
obstacle to go to God’s house. It means so much to him, as God requires something
special from His people, and we also receive something special from God in return [see
Comment 1].
Psalm 27:4 (NIV) also conveys this deep desire: ‘One thing I ask of the LORD, this is what
I seek: that I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to gaze upon
the beauty of the LORD and to seek him in his temple.’ The psalmist’s desire was to be
near the altar. It was a place of blessing for all who lived close to it. He even sees the
birds of the air as having shelter in being free to nest nearby.
No matter what hardships lay along the way, there was a determination to be near the
house of the Lord. An example of using whatever resources available can be found in
a man who could not walk, yet despite this he would sit on a wooden board with
wheels to get himself into town. Seeing an example of determination within the secular
world reminds us that we need the same determination to gather together in God’s
service. Our strength is in the Lord who has given us so much—salvation, redemption
and life. Although we may pass through Baca (weeping) our faith makes it a spring of
joy. A shield protects those strong in faith from everything the enemy throws at us. In
verse 9 we see the psalmist asking for God to look upon those whom He can shield from
the enemy, for without God’s help we will fail.
As we approach the Lord we see our own failings and also a goal for our lives to attain.
It is vital to have trusted men watching over the service of the Lord. When we trust in
God, He takes notice and blesses us accordingly. Relying on God means we have Him
as our sun and our shield, for He is the very source of light, life and protection.
Robert Foster
From Greenock: An extremely deep longing The words of Psalm 84 should find a
response in the hearts of all who seek after God, at whatever stage they are in their
journey through life. Such expression of feeling should find particular resonance with
saints in churches of God, who are a kingdom of priests and a holy nation in this
dispensation of grace, and who serve God in His house. The sons of Korah probably
lived in Israel's golden era when Solomon's temple, having been built, was flourishing.
If God was getting His due portion from His people, then everything in their spiritual
and temporal lives—their praise, thanksgiving, worship, sacrifices to God, and their
health, crops, etc., would be flourishing too.
In the hearts of the priests and people a yearning for God would not often reach the
heights described in this psalm, and in some of the Songs of Ascents (the group of
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120–134), but it does show a level of seeking after God that may be still be attained by
godly men and women. It delighted the heart of God and such does the Father seek to
be His worshippers. To them earthly glory was as dross compared to serving God in His
dwelling place.
The Levite singers lived in the temple premises, but the daily familiarity of serving and
living in God’s house did not breed in them contempt for their privileged position. They
had rather be doorkeepers (v.10) in the temple than have the empty, fleeting trappings
of wealth and earthly glory [cp. Comment 9]. Neither David, the sweet psalmist of Israel
(2 Sam. 23:1 RV) who wrote about half the Book of Psalms, nor Solomon who wrote
1,005 songs (1 Kin. 4:32) had any part in composing the words and music that the
priests and the Levites sang in the temple because they were of the tribe of Judah, not
of the priestly tribe of Levi [Comment 4].
The sons of Korah, in their devotion to God and to the house of God are an example
to us who are in churches of God. In our lives, surely a lesson to be learned and lived
out is displaying an appreciation of the immense privilege of serving as a kingdom of
priests and a holy nation in God’s house in our time on earth.
John Peddie
From Halifax: Blessed is the man Like Psalms 80 and 81, Psalm 84 was for the Chief
Musician, set to Gittith. ‘The literal meaning of this word is, “that from Gath”, so it is
thought very possible that this instrument was brought back from Gath by David’ (J.
Butler, Music of the Bible, Apr.1971) [Comment 5]. Whether the psalm was written by
the sons of Korah or for them may not be positively known [Comment 6]. J.C. Radcliffe
inclined to the latter view, saying, ‘What strengthens one in this view is the fact that the
language of both this psalm and of Psalms 42 and 43 is that of an individual, and the
presumption is strong that David is the writer of all these Psalms—probably written
during that sad and solemn historical period of Absalom’s rebellion’ (‘The Beatitudes of
the Psalms’, Needed Truth, June 1925). As to when Psalm 84 was written, or by whom,
C.H. Spurgeon believed it mattered little, declaring that ‘for our part it exhales to us a
Davidic perfume’ (The Treasury of David) [Comment 7].
The whole psalm is a delightful expression of love and intense desire for God’s house.
In a way similar to the deer panting for flowing water (Ps. 42:1), the psalmist’s soul
longed and even ‘fainted’ for the courts of the LORD; his heart and flesh ‘cried out’ for
the living God (84:1). ‘For a day in thy courts’, he writes, ‘is better than a thousand’
(v.10 AV). He bemoans that the sparrow and swallow had found nesting places near the
altars of the Lord of hosts (v.3)—these were more favoured than he felt he was [see
Comment 1]. Three times the psalmist refers to blessing: those who dwell in God’s
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house are blessed (v.4); the man whose strength is in God is blessed (v.5); and blessed
is the man who trusts in the Lord of hosts (v.12).
We have none to protect us but the LORD—He is our shield (vv. 9, 11), and as the sun
gives light to the earth so God is the source of light, joy and happiness to the soul.
Robert J. Butler
From Idua Eket: Psalm 84 is one of the great psalms of Zion. It celebrates God’s
presence in Jerusalem, the city where His temple was built. Today it is not necessary to
go to Jerusalem to draw near to God, for God is near to those who trust in and obey His
Son (Mat. 28:18-20) [Comment 8].
The psalmist here expresses with great devotion his affection for the ordinances of
God: his value for them (v.1); his desire towards them (vv. 2-3); his conviction of the
happiness of those who enjoyed them (vv. 4-7); the placing of his own happiness in the
enjoyment of them (v.10); his desire towards God (v.9); his faith in Him (v.11); and the
happiness of those who put their confidence in Him (v.12). The yearning of heart (vv.
1-2) is based on the wonders he saw in that holy institution and the longing he had for
the Lord’s presence (cp. Ps. 42:1-2).
‘How lovely is Your tabernacle, O LORD of hosts! (v.1 NKJV). God here is seen as the
Lord of hosts because of the presence of the angels in His sanctuary. He is the Lord of
these hosts and of the tabernacle for His people to worship and serve through the
priesthood. There were several courts which were attended by His representatives of the
people because the tabernacle itself consisted of the holy place and also the most holy
place. How lovely are these! How lovely is the sanctuary in the eyes of all who are truly
sanctified by Him. The tabernacle was the place of God’s habitation, for the beauty of
holiness is spiritual and its glory is within. It is seen as being wonderful, indescribable,
and with inexpressible beauty in holiness.
The longing that the psalmist had for the Lord’s presence was entire—body, soul and
spirit. He longed, he fainted, he cried out in persistence to be restored to his place
within God’s courts and was almost impatient over any delay. Yet it was not so much
the courts of the Lord that he desired, but the living God Himself: ‘... and truly our
fellowship is with the Father and with His Son Jesus Christ’ (1 John 1:3).
Inyeneobong Ekot
From Mount Forest: This psalm would be very meaningful to those going up to
Jerusalem for the required festivals (see Ex. 23:14-16; 34:24; Is. 30:29) three times
each year, and not empty-handed; a distinct lesson for us. Psalm 122 is indicative in
respect to the Songs of Ascents: all Israelites considered themselves as ‘going up’ to
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Zion, from whatever direction. If the writer had returned from the Captivity this would
help explain his strong emotions. The psalm seems to presume earlier experience of
these courts. We focused on the simple contrast between the nearness at the threshold
and the loneliness of faraway captivity (dwelling ‘in the tents of wickedness’). Do we
take the ease of our privilege of worship too much for granted? [see Comments 1 and
3].
Could the psalmist even be among the remnant returning to rebuild the Temple, they
might have found birds nesting in the ruins and altars (plural) formerly used in idol
worship. But such altars would not be ‘Your altars’; and why describe the ruin as
‘lovely’, or note those happily dwelling in God’s house singing His praise? Perhaps the
sparrows are ‘near’ (NIV)—certainly not ‘on’ fire hot altar(s). But the psalmist was jealous
of the sparrow—the undeserving constant inhabitant of the courts! The allusion to
nesting is merely typical and need not be pursued pedantically. So we think the temple
is viewed as in complete operation, built or rebuilt to its pattern.
It is easier to see the context as the temple, not the tabernacle, as nesting birds
suggest a more permanent structure. Moreover, the sons of Korah had served under
David, who established the service of song (1 Chr. 6:31-37; 25; 2 Chr. 20:19) in the last
days of the tabernacle and in preparation for the temple.
If this is a song by the ‘sons’ of Korah rather than just for them to sing, it is especially
worth reflecting on their ancestors’ punishment which, but for God’s mercy, could have
wiped them out too (Num. 16; 26:11). What privilege to be preserved to be singers,
and doorkeepers (1 Chr. 26; Ps. 84:10)!
There are several plurals used: ‘dwelling places (v.1 NASB), ‘courts’ (v.2) and ‘altars’ (v.3
as noted above). Some of these could be examples of what in Hebrew is called the
‘majestic plural’, where a plural is used for a single thing to emphasize its greatness. The
tabernacle had only one court (Ex. 27:9), but the temple had more than one (1 Kin.
6:36; 8:64; 2 Kin. 21:5; 1 Chr. 23:28). There were two altars in both tabernacle and
temple—the copper altar and the golden altar, but the latter was inside the sanctuary
where it would hardly have been possible for the psalmist to see birds nesting. God
dwelt expressly in the inner, holiest place of all. However, He also occupied heaven at
the same time (1 Kin. 8:27-30); therefore dwelling ‘places’ is accurate enough. But
perhaps the psalmist simply meant that the presence of God at the centre resulted in
a sanctifying aura characterising all the surrounding places too [see Comment 2].
Geoff Hydon
From Podagatlapalli: Appearing before God in Zion The Jews were required to visit
Jerusalem three times a year—at Passover, Pentecost and the Feast of Tabernacles
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(Deut. 16:16). The author of this psalm was unable to join the pilgrimage although his
soul longed to be there. Life has its disappointments, but the attitude of the psalmist
tells us how to deal with them. Just as Israel still longs for autumn rain at the end of a
parched summer, so the pilgrims thirst for fellowship with God in the temple. We find
the four-fold desire: (1) My soul longs for God's house; (2) My soul faints for the courts
of the Lord in His habitations; (3) My heart cries out for the living God; and (4) My flesh
cries out for the living God.
The worshipper is envious of the sparrows that have free access at any time to the
courtyard of the temple, and in their nesting they dwell there. God’s altars were to him
a nesting-place of safety and satisfaction. David’s longing was to dwell in the house of
the Lord all the days of his life.
The valley of Baca has not been identified, so it may be symbolic of troubled times
of weeping. Through many tribulations we enter the kingdom of God, but our
destination is towards God and never away from Him.
The Lord God is a sun (provision) and shield (protection). In saying no good thing will
be withheld, we are not promised everything, but answers depend on our walk and our
abiding. He will give us the means to walk along His path (‘grace and glory’), but we
must walk. God's pilgrims go ‘from strength to strength’ and ‘from faith to faith’ (Rom.
1:17).
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Southport: This psalm could apply to either the tabernacle, or the temple built
by Solomon. If written by David, the temple cannot be in view as it was not yet built
[see Comments 1 and 6]. The writer longs to be in the place appointed for worship. The
plural may refer to the Holy Place and the Most Holy [see Comment 2]. Young’s Literal
Translation has part of verse 3 in parenthesis [see Buckhaven paper, para 3.]
This allows the writer’s thoughts to flow smoothly from the courts of the Lord to the
altar. Neither bird would nest in so low and exposed a place: swallows build their nests
high up under the eaves of buildings; sparrows’ nests are often placed in holes and
crevices and in thick hedges or conifers (www.rspb.org.uk). His desire is to dwell in the
place of worship just as the sparrows and swallows have their homes. The thought of
dwelling in the courts of the Lord is reiterated reiterated in verse 10.The doorkeepers
(or gatekeepers) at the place of worship had serious responsibilities. There were four
chief doorkeepers and 212 under them (1 Chr. 9:26). Their duties clearly were more
than simply opening and closing the gate/door. They are variously described as men
who were ‘mighty men of valour’, ‘strong men’, ‘able men’ and a ‘wise counsellor’ (1
Chr. 26-27). They had special status (Ezek. 44:11) and had provision made for them
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(Neh. 12:47). They were responsible for the opening of the doors in the morning and
closing at night. The number of doorkeepers set by David was 4,000 or more than 70
per week (1 Chr. 23:5). They were responsible for the safekeeping of stores for the
service (1 Chr. 26:15-17), for the treasuries (1Chr. 26:22), and for oversight of
maintenance (1 Chr. 26:27) [Comment 9].
Note the appointment of two at a time to administer the stores, to avoid temptation
(1 Chr. 26:17). To avoid pollution of the altar (Mal. 1:12-14) the doorkeepers would
ensure that only those entering were eligible (Deut. 23:2; Lev. 22:4) and that they did
not bring in offerings which were substandard (Lev. 3:1).
The Lord Jesus portrays Himself as the door (John 10:7-10). Access to the sheep is
limited to those to whom the porter will open the door. What a responsibility overseers
have to serve the Chief Shepherd and guard the flock! What a relief that our offerings
are made perfect through the work of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:26)!
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: An extreme yearning Words so very often are inadequate to convey
the depth of the true worshipper’s appreciation of the plenitude of divine munificence
in the call to service in the house of God: ‘Blessed are those you choose and bring near
to live in your courts! We are filled with the good things of your house, of your holy
temple’ (Ps. 65:4 NIV). It does not matter, whether it is the intense personal yearning
of the man after God’s own heart (Acts 13:22); in the searing desert heat of Judah: ‘O
God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you, my body longs for
you, in a dry and weary land where there is no water’ (Ps. 63:1); or the devout pilgrims
concerned about the treacherous journey to Jerusalem, yet buoyed by blissful
recollections of past sojourns (Ps. 84:1- 2): the house of God is central.
It has been the distinct hallmark of godly men and women through the ages to ‘ love
... the place where your glory dwells’ (Ps. 26:8). The supplanter Jacob, soon to become
a prince of God, set the tone in his vivid description of the uniqueness of God’s house,
albeit in the misty outset of the revelation: ‘Surely the LORD is in this place ... This is
none other than the house of God; this is the gate of heaven’ (Gen. 28:16-17). There
could have been a forced absence from the feasts of the Lord, or joyful reminiscing on
prior visits in anticipation of the next: ‘I rejoiced with those who said to me, “Let us go
to the house of the LORD”‘ (Ps. 122:1). Indeed, ‘Blessed are those who dwell in your
house; they are ever praising you’ (Ps. 84:4). Overarching all these is the testimony of
Him who was ‘faithful as a son over God’s house’ (Heb. 3:6) and of whom it was
declared that ‘zeal for your house will consume me’ (Ps. 69:9; John 2:17).
Frederick. T. Ntido
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From Warri: Why might the author have so extreme a yearning (vv. 1-2)? The
psalmist probably could be someone who had served in the temple but currently was
prevented from doing so, due to circumstances beyond his control. Perhaps he might
have been taken into captivity to another country where he could not enjoy fellowship
with God through worship. He is only expressing his deep spiritual faint and longing to
be in God’s presence, that is, in His temple gathering to worship with God’s people [see
Comment 1].
How did these worshippers sustain their spiritual dedication (vv. 5-7)? The physical
journey to Jerusalem requires strength to go through the difficult unpleasant path and
weather conditions along the way, including the possibility of being exposed to all kinds
of assaults; in addition, to endure the experience of loneliness, exhaustion and difficult
times which are part of such travels. Rather than dwell on the pains associated with the
journey, however, they focused and occupied their thoughts on the prospect of drawing
close to God and the privilege to worship God in Zion the city of the living God.
Shadrack Obarogbi, Richard Owotorufa

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig and others): Shelter for birds; and a current experience of the house
Yes, this is how I would understand it. It is not the songsters in their composition saying
they were longing to have even the smallest place within God’s temple courts as if it was
without their reach and presence; more that God’s dwelling place—the house of the
Lord—accommodated even the smallest of His creatures, though those described
certainly possessed swiftness of flight. Additionally, the sentence structure of verse 1
would seem to indicate what was being presently experienced by the writers.
R.B.F.
The suggestion favoured by Buckhaven paper (and Dr Young) treats the lines about
sparrow and swallow as in parenthesis, but thus separates the phrase ‘near/at your altars’
strangely far from the earlier clause. We agree, however, that the song envisages Zion
as a functioning and rewarding centre for worship, inconsistent with neglect by Temple
staff. Tolerance of birds that nest around buildings is in harmony with God’s care for His
creatures (Mat. 6:26; 10:29).
Zion and dating Psalm 84 The mention of Zion (v.7) suggests the Temple, whether
Solomon’s or that built by the Remnant, since in David’s mid to later reign the Tent was
at Gibeon (1 Chr. 16:39; 2 Chr. 1:3), despite the revelation of Moriah in Jerusalem as
God’s choice for altar and house (1 Chr. 21:18,28 22:1; 2 Chr. 3:1). I would
understand Zion as being this hill (Moriah), earlier won by David from the Jebusites,
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Zion being associated with worship in Jerusalem and the Temple through centuries
following. Solomon’s bringing the ark from Zion to the new Temple would thus be
removal between neighbouring sites rising south to north along the east ridge of
Jerusalem, with Ophel between (2 Chr. 5:2, 6:6; 27:3, etc.).
2. (Buckhaven and Mt Forest): The older versions’ plural ‘tabernacles’ or NASB
‘dwelling places’ is noteworthy. It occurs in this word (mishkan?th) only in poetry (e.g.
Ps. 43:3), and has been explained as the plural of excellence or majesty (cp. Mt Forest,
last para.). ‘Zion’ (v.7) suggests the Temple (see Comment 1), so some have thought the
plural refers to the complex including buildings around the court (cp. 1 Chr. 9:26 27).
But rather than be so literal, we agree with last para. of Mt Forest paper’s suggestion that
the plurals also of ‘courts’ and ‘altars’ are representative of the greatness of the Dweller,
as Hebrew scholars support.
M.A.
Hebrews also uses the plural when speaking about the dwelling place of God (Heb. 8:2;
9:2-3,8,12,24-25; 10:19; 13:11). This use of the plurals hagia and hagion (lit. ‘holies’),
together in 9:3 as hagia hagion (lit. ‘holies of holies’, but translated ‘Holiest of All’ (NKJV)
or ‘Holy of Holies’ (NASV)) appears unique in the New Testament, since in all other
references to the holy place the writer included a noun to identify the location (topos
in Acts 21:28 and naos in Eph. 2:21).
Vine cites Wescott in stating ‘the plural suggests the idea of the sanctuary in all its
parts’. That seems credible in 8:2, for example, when the entire earthly complex is in
view. But in 9:3,8 and 25 only the inner section is being addressed—the place behind
the veil, a shadow of the heavenly veil identified in 10:20 through which the people of
God enter in their divine service. So the ESV rendering ‘holy places’ hardly seems
justifiable. Instead, I suggest the use of the plural in Hebrews was designed to appeal
to the literary tradition of the recipients to impress upon them the majestic holiness of
God’s dwelling-place arising solely by virtue of His presence, leaving redundant any
further elaboration as to the place itself.
J.T.N.
3. (Cromer): We just do not know if the mandatory attendance at the feasts of
unleavened bread, weeks, and tabernacles came to be minimised by certain elements
due to travel distance problems, or a general disregard eventuated.
4. (Greenock): It would seem a mite incongruous that the Levites appointed to the
service of song in the house of the Lord did not give voice to any of the compositions of
David the king, especially when we come across him with so many of God’s people
joining in full song with musical accompaniment, in celebration of the intended return
of the ark of God from Kiriath jearim to Jerusalem (1 Chr. 13:8; 15:3, 16). When the ark
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did eventually arrive in the capital, Asaph and his family were appointed to sing what
clearly appears to be David’s own sweet refrain of praise to the Lord compiled by his
own hand (1 Chr. 16:7-36). See also 2 Chronicles 29:30 where quite clearly evidence
is presented of the Levites’ hymnary being from the writings of David, in conjunction
with Asaph.
R.B.F.
Many of David’s psalms are addressed to the choirmaster (e.g. Ps. 4) or receive their
title in relation to use at the house of God (e.g. Pss. 30; 38; 70). I think it certain that
these, and most likely others, were sung by the Levites within the temple courts.
J.T.N.
5. (Halifax): ‘Gittith’ can also carry the meaning of ‘harp’, so it could well be a
reference to the psalm being set to music that would be enhanced by the playing of that
particular type of instrument, the instrument itself originating, in all probability, from
Gath of Philistia.
6. (Halifax): The superscripts of the book of Psalms have always been a bit of a bone
of contention among exegetists and the balance of opinion in past days seemed to
favour the titles as being inspired. Many scholars of more recent times would in the
main reject the claim that they are part of the canon of Scripture. The present writer’s
view would be aligned with the former bias. It should also be noted that the Hebrew
preposition most often given as ‘of’ can indeed be rendered ‘to’, and also ‘for’ and ‘by’.
While it is understandable that a number of students and commentators see what has
been generally called a ‘Davidic spirit’ in a number of psalms attributed to other authors
in the various titles, there is no room for asserting that David’s pen was in full swing
throughout most of the psalms with titles bearing others’ names.
R.B.F.
The headings of the Psalms appear to be very ancient, pre-dating the Greek
translations of between the Testaments, since the Greek either treats the literary or
musical terms as untranslatable (so their meaning had been lost) or makes explanations,
showing they were no longer generally understood. Several authorial headings are
confirmed by New Testament reference.
M.A.
7. (Halifax): There can be no question that most of the psalms emerged throughout the
period of the establishment of the monarchy and carried on right through to the reign
of Josiah (2 Chr. 35:25). There are one or two psalms that were obviously antecedent
to that period, viz. 90 and possibly 91, Moses being the scribe.
R.B.F.
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We may add Psalms that clearly come from the Captivity or thereafter, e.g. 126-127,
while a case can be made for Psalms 42-43, 84-85, 87, and 147 being from this period.
1 Chronicles 9:19 shows that the descendants of Korah were still identifiable in
Remnant times, and there may well have been many among the singers of 9:33.
8. (Idua Eket): Psalm 84, however, is outstandingly a song for those who prize collective
worship in the place of the Name (Deut. 12), and heed God’s call to express this service
together, as a holy priesthood, for which there is one place still today—the heavenly and
true sanctuary (Heb. 8:1 2; 9:11-12; 10:19; 12:23-24).
9. (Southport and others): ‘Doorkeeper’ or ‘standing at the threshold’ (84:10)? The
gatekeepers did indeed have honoured status, mainly from association with the dwelling
place of God. But this very status, where the contrast being made requires a less
desirable position, inclines some translators (NAS, REB, and cp. RVM) and commentators
to the other sense the Hebrew verb offers here: not standing guard, but waiting to be
admitted, or even as a suppliant appealing for help. Most, however, reject the weaker
‘wait for admission’ (usually just temporary), or the poor suppliant (this would be his
best hope, so hardly a parallel for ‘one day in a thousand’).
As to status, the door/gatekeeper’s work would be important to those in charge of the
stores of dedicated things, gold, silver and gems, and it may be that 1 Chronicles 9:28
29 (of Remnant times) means either some of the Levites other than gatekeepers, or
select gatekeepers, were in charge of the treasures and goods. These functions seem to
be more distinct in David and Samuel’s appointments (1 Chr. 26). The Babylonians took
captive the high priest, the priest next in rank, and three doorkeepers, but the latter
were probably chiefs (2 Kin. 25:18). Two spiritual lessons can still be readily amplified.
(1) The work was important to the peace and safety of those serving and worshipping;
it had frequent pressure peaks along with long periods (at night) of watchfulness; and
it required trustworthiness, discernment, and courage. (2) Though the work was
comparatively less skilled, the keepers were valued in the Spirit’s record, and the God
of the house Himself dwells with those who are humble but faithful to His word (Is.
57:15, 66:2).
M.A.
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Introducing

October

A CRY FOR HELP WHEN IN LIFE’S TROUBLES
Some contributors this month have
commented on the Messianic
application of parts of Psalm 69,
namely the ministry and sufferings of
the Lord Jesus. It is of immense
comfort to suffering saints who
experience the distress of life’s troubles
to know that the Lord is always there
to hear us when we cry out to Him,
and to save us from going under when
the burden gets too much to bear. He
cares and knows through His own
unimaginable experience of sinking
under the burden of Calvary. ’There is
no pit so deep that He is not deeper
still,’ was the experience of those who
trusted the Lord in the horrific affliction
of the Nazi concentration camps.

all sacrifice and endless life. And when
we feel like the disciples in John 6:1621 and Peter, in particular, in Matthew
14:28-33, troubled by the restless sea
and the darkness of the night, Christ
comes to us with reassurance and takes
us to a safe haven—the peace of
knowing we’re secure in Christ and He
is able to complete the work God has
begun in us. He will never let us go
under; in the test of our faith He
reaches out the hand that was
outstretched to save on the cross. He’ll
see us safely home; though we have to
keep rowing against the storm of life
which is hard going at times. But the
Lord is above us and with us. We have
to look to Him and be occupied with
Him—‘It is I’ are His words. As one
contributor mentions, this psalm ends
with joy and praise. This was the
experience too of the disciples after the
storm was over (Mat. 14:33). ‘Weeping
may last for the night, but a shout of
joy comes in the morning’ (Ps. 30:5
NASV). We praise the one who heard
our cry for help and caused us to shout
for joy.
G.K.S.

Christ is in heaven, but He can still
draw near to us when we call to Him
in our distress, weakness, fear and even
doubt, and we can draw near to Him
because He is a High Priest who can
sympathize with our weaknesses (Heb.
4:15). We have one who comes
between God and us and makes
intercession on our behalf to sustain
and keep us from spiritual pitfalls. He
does this in the power of His once-for-
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From Study Groups
SUFFERING FOR FAITHFULNESS TO GOD AND HIS PURPOSES
(Psalm 69)
From Aberkenfig: Suffering for sinful behaviour is perhaps only to be expected by
the sinner, whether repentant or not. Suffering when innocent of wrongdoing,
however, seems to be a deeper grief to bear. Peter comments on this in 1 Peter
2:19- 20: ‘For this is a gracious thing, when, mindful of God, one endures sorrows
while suffering unjustly. For what credit is it if, when you sin and are beaten for it,
you endure? But if when you do good and suffer for it you endure, this is a gracious
thing in the sight of God’ (ESV). He elaborates on this in 3:17, ‘For it is better to
suffer for doing good, if that should be God’s will, than for doing evil;’ and shows the
glory of suffering for faith: ‘Yet if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not be
ashamed, but let him glorify God in that name ... Therefore let those who suffer
according to God’s will entrust their souls to a faithful Creator while doing good’
(4:16,19).
Much of this is expressed in this psalm, where the writer, conscious of his innocent
behaviour towards his fellows, cries out to God for deliverance as he recognises the
hatred and viciousness of his enemies which are unmerited. His desolation is
expressed in the feeling of isolation and exhaustion, both physically and emotionally
(e.g. vv.3,20), yet he is also conscious that his zeal for God’s house and law enable
him to draw near to God in supplication and prayer. His experience lends hope to
all who find themselves in a position of suffering and gives confidence that those who
seek God with all their heart will not be rejected by the Sovereign Lord.
God’s sovereignty is seen again in Romans 11, where Psalm 69:22-23 is quoted in
relation to Israel’s rejection and the redemption of the Gentiles. Israel’s unbelief and
rejection of the Saviour led to the salvation and enrichment of Gentile
believers—something that is portrayed in the language of the psalm. However, there
are also the actions of the grace and goodness of God in bringing Israel back through
faith and trust in His salvation. In the light of that we have to see that God is not
mocked or ignored; His judgements are ever justified and correct; therefore those
who wander into unbelief and sin should realise that they will receive the due reward
of such action. Hebrews 10:30-31 says, ‘For we know him who said, “Vengeance is
mine; I will repay.” And again, “The Lord will judge his people.” It is a fearful thing
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to fall into the hands of the living God.’ This leaves little room for doubt that the
rejection of the Saviour, as Psalm 69 portrays, opens the way for judgement; although
of course, such judgement does not affect the eternal salvation of the wayward saint,
but certainly impoverishes the life of service, making it fruitless and wasteful.
We must recognise that, regardless of failure, true repentance and the seeking of
the meek and penitent can and does restore the wayward to fellowship with God and
His house all through His grace, kindness and love.
Edwin Stanley
From Buckhaven: Suffering for God in Psalm 69 Christians should understand the
imprecations of verses 22-28 in the same way that they understand the whole canon
of Scripture. The Lord Jesus expounded the things concerning Himself from Moses
and all the prophets (Luke 24:27). His teachings were founded on the writings of
Moses and the prophets, although in many respects they exceed the requirements of
Old Testament law. For example, in stark contrast to Levitical law, which demanded
‘eye for eye, tooth for tooth’ (Lev. 24:20 RV), Christians are exhorted to love their
enemies, and to do good to them that hate them (Mat. 5:44).
How then should followers of Christ, who from the cross said, ‘Father forgive them;
for they know not what they do,’ understand verses 22-28? The immediate context
is the wicked treatment that the enemies of king David, the Lord’s anointed (1 Sam.
16), heaped upon him. But David does not call for God to avenge him solely on the
grounds of their rejecting his God-given authority, which would have been reason
enough for God to judge them. They were guilty of an even more serious offence:
‘they persecute him whom thou hast smitten; and they tell of the sorrow of those
whom thou hast wounded’ (v.26).
The purposes of God were being fulfilled through David’s sufferings. His enemies
added insult to injury by persecuting him when God had laid him low. By such
outright rejection of the king, who was central to God’s purposes, they exposed
themselves to divine judgement. Verses 22-28 remind us that ‘God is not mocked
…’ (Gal. 6:7) and also that vengeance is God’s prerogative, not ours (Rom. 12:19).
These principles hold good in God’s dealings with men from Genesis to Revelation.
Psalm 69 predicts the behaviour of the chief priests, scribes and Pharisees towards
the Lord as He hung on the cross. Most of Psalm 69 is prophetic of His sufferings.
These men were schooled in the law and the prophets which spoke of Christ (1 Pet.
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1:10-11); yet when He was ‘smitten of God and afflicted’ they mocked and taunted
Him. They rejected the mercy and grace of God’s beloved Son and exposed
themselves to divine judgement.
The Christian must read the imprecations of verses 22-28 in the context of the
righteous judgment of God, who on the one hand shows Himself merciful to those
who show mercy (2 Sam. 22:26), but on the other hand will render vengeance to
those that hate Him (Deut. 32:41). The Lamb of God who died to save us will one
day be revealed in flaming fire from heaven ‘rendering vengeance to them … that
obey not the gospel of our Lord Jesus’ (2 Thes. 1:7-9). In that day the enemies of
Christ will cry for mountains to fall on them, saying: ‘hide us from the face of him that
sitteth on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb …’ (Rev. 6:16) [cp. Comment
8].
Jo Johnson
From Cromer: Suffering for faithfulness The psalm is an insight into the intense
suffering being endured by the writer, David. He feels alone and threatened by his
enemies, and yet his trust in God never wavers. Obviously parts of the psalm are
Messianic in content, allowing us to understand just a little of what our Saviour went
through prior to and on the cross when He suffered for us.
The people of God away in Babylon would be able to read this psalm, and take
comfort from the revealed faithfulness of God that it shows and the promise of a good
outcome for them as they looked forward to returning to their land (vv.34-36). The
imprecations of the psalmist arise from a deep felt conviction that the honour of God
was at stake when his enemies appeared to be winning in the battle for righteousness.
His prayers for them are not born of malice, nor of hatred, but rather arise from the
wickedness they perpetrate and the consequent judgement they will bring down upon
themselves.
The New Testament teaching of the Lord Jesus was ‘love your enemies and pray for
them that persecute you’ (Mat. 5:44 NIV). From the cross He said, ‘Father forgive
them, for they do not know what they are doing.’ Here we see the mind of the Lord
when dealing with His enemies. He knew that the heinous sins they were committing
in putting Him to death necessitated the judgement of God; and though He hated sin
He ever loves the sinner—something all believers can be eternally thankful for.
John Parker
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From Derby: The first four verses refer to the Lord, whereas verse 5 speaks of the
psalmist’s folly in the overwhelming circumstances that have covered him [Comment
1]. It is obvious that he was passing through deep waters in his life where he
experienced people who hated him without a cause. Sometimes saints and
assemblies can pass through great difficulties where persecution exists. The psalmist
is nonetheless thankful to the Lord, since he clearly rejoices in God and knows he
shall abide in Him. He knows God is faithful through all adversity. Yet even the
psalmist has his doubts, and wonders if his own folly had brought these trials on him.
He also knew what it was to receive the same insults from people who insulted God.
In verse 8 he was estranged from or foreign to his brethren. This is prophetic, as the
Lord Jesus bore the same reproach. Jesus told the people that He had come in His
Father’s name (John 5:43). On the other hand, often when someone comes in his
own name and proposes all sorts of selfish ideals, people prefer to listen to him or
her. In John 7:3 we see that even His own brothers did not believe in Him.
In Psalm 69:35 we considered the saving of Zion and the rebuilding of the cities of
Judah. The application in those days would have hinted at the enemies of God being
rooted out and God’s servants living there instead. It also points forward to the
millennial reign of Christ when these cities shall be rebuilt. In verse 33 the Lord hears
the needy and frees them from slavery. Indeed there are Christians in captivity today.
We must never sound an unclear message. People need to be drawn to God
through a clear gospel that leaves no doubt as to the eternal destiny that awaits those
who believe and those who do not. Each week the consequences need to be laid out
on the table of worldly pleasure that will become a trap. Sunday trading has diverted
people’s attention. Yet we see how God hears the needy, for when the widow out
of thankfulness gave her all, Jesus made note that she had given all she had
[Comment 2].
Robert Foster

From Greenock: Suffering for faithfulness The Lord said to the Jews, ‘Moses …
wrote of me’ (John 5:46): so did David in Psalm 69. David’s path to the throne of
Israel was rough, tortuous and long. His association with king Saul spanned from the
time of his slaying of Goliath until Saul’s suicide in battle. In the intervening period
of about 13 years—David being about 17 years of age when he slew Goliath and 30
when he became king (2 Sam. 5:4)—Saul in his jealous rage against David pursued
him like a partridge in the mountains (1 Sam. 26:20). David was betrayed by
enemies, sometimes by friends, despairing of life, lonely, living in caves and in the
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wilderness. So uncertain and tenuous did his life become that he said, ‘… there is
only a step between me and death’ (1 Sam. 20:34 NIV).
Yet such was David’s standing in Israel, as a rival to Saul’s throne and as
commander of armies, that he was not allowed to live like a hermit for too long.
People flocked to him at Hebron, and eventually the leaders of Israel would come to
make him king (2 Sam. 5:1-2). When his brothers and his father’s household heard
about it they went down to him there. David’s cousins, Joab, Abishai and Asahel,
would have been among them. For David and his disparate group, living in caves
must have been as dreary an experience as for the Hebrew slaves living in the
wilderness. That most of them stayed with David and remained faithful to him in the
years of his rejection and exile would be rewarded by David when he became king
in his kingdom.
David’s trials and tribulations throughout his life foreshadowed those of the Lord
in some aspects, but they bear no relation to the intensity of the sufferings of the one
whom he was writing about in Psalm 69. David knew from the Torah that God was
going to send a deliverer, the seed of the woman (Gen. 3:15); the lawgiver (Gen.
49:10); the prophet (Deut. 18:18); the suffering servant (Ps. 22); the Son (Pss. 2 and
110). Those scriptures were as much as David, or any prophet up until the time of
David, knew about the coming one. David knew when he wrote Psalm 69 that the
words he was writing didn’t apply to him [see Comment 1]: ‘the prophets, who spoke
of the grace that was to come to you, searched intently and with the greatest care,
trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit of Christ in them was
pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow.
It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves...’ (1 Pet. 1:10-12).
John Peddie
From Halifax: Some suppose that Psalm 69 describes the overwhelming distress of
Jewish captives in Babylon. Additionally, De Wette maintains that the closing verses
of the psalm demonstrate it must have been written in the time of exile (Albert
Barnes, Notes on the Bible); but there is nothing inconsistent with the view that David
wrote the whole psalm. Indeed, in Romans 11:9-10, Paul ascribes the psalm
definitely to David.
Along with Psalms 22 and 41, Psalm 69 is an outstanding ‘Passion psalm’. ‘The
sufferings of Christ, adumbrated in these psalms,’ says J. Martin, ‘grip our hearts and
call for deep meditation, adoration and worship’ (‘Christ in the Psalms’, Needed
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Truth, Dec. 1963). Only Psalm 22 is quoted or referred to in the New Testament
more frequently than Psalm 69 and the quotations are so remarkable that we plainly
see the Lord in them, excepting verse 5, which we cannot apply to Him [Comment
3].
When Jesus had driven out the merchants from the temple in Jerusalem, His
disciples record that it was written, ‘The zeal of thine house hath eaten me up’ (John
2:17, AV; cf. Psalm 69:9). Following His discourse of the true vine and the branches
(John 15:1-17), Jesus, referring to Psalm 69:4, said, ‘they hated me without a cause’
(John 15:25; cp. Ps. 35:19). In his description of the awful scene at Golgotha,
Matthew related that the soldiers gave Jesus ‘vinegar to drink mingled with gall’
(27:34), an obvious allusion to Psalm 69:21. As he wrote to the Romans, Paul noted
that it is said of Christ ‘the reproaches of them that reproached thee fell on me’
(Rom.15:3; cf. Ps. 69:9b). Although we ourselves could never bear the sufferings of
Christ prophesied in Psalm 69, we may triumphantly join with Him in the words, ‘I
will praise the name of God with a song, and will magnify him with thanksgiving’
(v.30).
Robert J. Butler

From Ibadan Alawaye: The writer of this psalm, being under great duress, shows the
experience of someone in deep trouble of life. It reveals the state of helplessness in
which only God can help. In verse 2 miry depths, deep waters and the floods are
used to express how troubled and helpless the writer was. He was in the midst of
those who hated and were planning to destroy him (v.4).
Though the writer’s experience and situation were so pathetic, his hope and
confidence were still in the Lord, having known that He was able to deliver. He did
not allow the troubles of life to detach him from the Lord. He said, ‘for zeal for your
house consumes me ...’ (v.9 NIV). He understood that standing for the Lord and
defending His cause in times of trouble would bring great reward.
The psalmist’s experiences here would be a source of encouragement to those in
captivity, knowing that there was no problem, no temptation or trial that had come
their way except what is common to humankind, believing that ‘God is faithful’ and
would make a way out of temptation and trial to allow them to endure it (1 Cor.
10:13). They would learn to turn to the Lord in any unpalatable situation by praying
to Him who alone is able to deliver from every trouble (Ps. 69:13). Hebrews 12:2-3
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encourages us to fix our eyes on Jesus our Lord, who endured opposition and hatred
from men and who is now highly exalted by God.
A Christian’s understanding of maledictions The psalmist expresses anger and pain
in verses 22-28. He saw himself as a sufferer and afflicted person, who needed
vengeance from the Lord to come upon his enemies. Considering what he suffered
from his enemies, one may want to consider his expression as being right; but a
Christian should understand that the rewards of the wicked, who do not repent and
turn from their wicked ways, are already decided by God. Isaiah 3:10-11 tells us
what the lots of both the righteous and the wicked will be.
However, the Christian should understand that the psalmist’s expression in verses
22-28 are prophecies of what will be the end of those who would not believe and
accept Jesus Christ as their personal Saviour and Lord. They will neither share in the
salvation of the Lord nor be listed with the righteous, the redeemed of the Lord
(vv.27-28). ‘Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not
believe stands condemned already’ (John 3:18).
Samson Ogunleye
From Mount Forest: Among the Psalms, after Psalm 22 this psalm has the most
direct citations in the New Testament (v.4 in John 15:25; v.9 in John 2:17 and Rom.
15:3; v.22 in Rom. 11:9; v.23 in Rom. 11:10; v.25 in Acts 1:20; and v.21 is
referenced in Mat. 27:48-50; Mark 15:36; Luke 23:36 and John 19:29) [see
Comment 3].
Although the headings of the psalms may have been later insertions and not divinely
inspired [see Comment 6, B.S. Aug. 2015, p.117], the attribution of Psalm 69 to
David could be considered validated by Romans 11:9. It is possible that Paul’s
meaning by ‘David’ there is simply ‘The Psalms’ in a similar generalizing manner to
the way in which, e.g. ‘whenever Moses is read’ (2 Cor. 3:15; cf. Luke 4:16-17) may
refer to more than direct quotes of Moses’ words from the Old Testament [Comment
4]. The problem in taking Psalm 69 as firstly the experience of David is that its
descriptions do not easily match the Old Testament detailed record of David’s life.
Therefore, some Bible students have interpreted Romans 11:9 broadly and assumed
that the writer of Psalm 69 is perhaps more likely Jeremiah. Certainly, Jeremiah 38:6
provides some support for that proposal, and some of the New Testament citations
mentioned above seem to correspond well with Jeremiah’s experiences and feelings:
‘those who hate me without cause’; ‘zeal for your house has consumed me’; ‘the
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reproaches of those who reproach you have fallen on me.’ The imprecations quoted
are also not beyond application to Jeremiah’s prayers and prophecies either (e.g.
42:18).
However, we may be best not to look for specific literal experiences in the
psalmist’s life, but rather see the words of the psalm as a graphic reflection of unjust
persecution. In that case, David’s experience with Saul (e.g. 1 Sam. 23) and enemies
like the Amalekites (1 Sam. 30) could well lie behind the extremities mentioned in
Psalm 69. We might then compare what are without doubt David’s words in 2
Samuel 22:5-6,17-19 for instance, for equivalent poetic expression of suffering.
This is not to belittle the sufferings of Jeremiah, of course, and we can benefit from
open-mindedly considering both David and Jeremiah (and others) as possible writers
of this psalm.
So much of Psalm 69 is Messianic, and through it (especially if it reflects the writings
of the ‘man after God’s own heart’) we can enter into something of the sufferings of
the Christ. But sufferings are felt more than just physically, and in this respect David
presents Christ’s attitude towards adversity in a way that specially foreshadowed fuller
expression in Christ Himself.
Geoff Hydon
From Podagatlapalli: This is one of the longer laments of an individual sufferer and
also the most quoted psalm in the New Testament, being often applied to the ministry
and suffering of Jesus Christ [see Comment 3]. Psalm 69 is a psalm of despair that is
transformed into deliverance. We can name the theme of this psalm as ‘A cry of
distress in a sea of trouble’. It begins with sinking (vv.1-3,14-15) but ends with singing
(vv.30-36). It goes from prayer to praise, from reproach (vv.7,9-10,19-20) to
rejoicing, because David, the writer of this psalm, poured out his heart to the Lord.
According to verse 3 David wept until he was physically exhausted, with dry throat
and swollen eyes. He wept until he could weep no more, yet he still trusted God to
save him. We may have to suffer severely for our devotion to the Lord or for
faithfulness to Him and His purposes, but that should cause us to look forward with
joy to the day when evil and injustice will be gone forever. When devastated by
death or tragedy we need not collapse or despair, because we can turn to God and
ask Him to save us and help us. The tears will still come, but we will not be crying
in vain.
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According to verses 5-7 we can measure the writer’s prayer experience. Although
we want to do God’s will, we still make mistakes. However, like David, we should
pray that our foolish mistakes will not cause others to stumble. We, too, need to ask
God to protect others who look up to us, from being harmed by our mistakes and
sins.
The writer’s picture in verses 2 and 14-15 could be taken for an actual description
of Jeremiah’s case (Jer. 38:6). The psalmist is in desperate trouble through no fault
of his own. His suffering is borne for God’s sake (vv.1-12). He prays that God in His
love will rescue him (vv.13-18). The guilt of his tormentors is clear (vv.19-21). May
they be punished for all they have done (vv.22-28)! May God set him free to praise
Him! Let the whole earth ring with praise at the restoration of God’s people (vv.2936). Verse 35 seems to pinpoint a time following the wholesale destruction of Judean
cities, but before the fall of Jerusalem itself [Comment 5].
In this Messianic psalm, often applied to the ministry and suffering of Jesus Christ,
we see that out of David’s sufferings the Lord revealed His Son. This whole psalm
should be compared with Psalms 22, 31,35, 38 and 40. Psalm 69:4, like John 15:25,
speaks of many of Jesus’ enemies. Being mocked by His brothers (Ps. 69:8) was
experienced in John 7:5. Verse 9 portrays David’s zeal for God; Christ showed great
zeal when He threw the money changers out of the temple (John 2:14-17). Paul
quoted part of Psalm 69:9 in Romans 15:3. Christ’s great suffering is portrayed in
Psalm 69:20-21. Verses 22-28 are quoted in Romans 11:9 and Peter applied Psalm
69:25 to Judas (Acts 1:20).
Psalm 69 also includes imprecations (vv.22-28). We will find similar passages in such
psalms as 35:1-8,26; 58; 59:11-15; 109:6-20 and 139:19-22. Paul also quoted
these verses in Romans 11:9-10 applying them to unbelieving Israel. In attacking king
David, the enemy was also rebelling against God and inviting judgment. As Christians
we should understand the implications of verses 22-28 according to our Saviour’s call.
By calling us to non-retaliation Jesus keeps us from taking the law into our own hands.
By loving and praying for our enemies rather than retaliating, we can overcome evil
with good. Hatred of our enemies is forbidden, whereas love is enjoined (Luke 6:2736). The maxim, ‘love your neighbour as yourself’ is found in Matthew 19:19. Our
Lord’s words are a fair and general description of a code which allowed the law of
retaliation and preserved the rights of the avenger of blood. The law of love here
proclaimed by our love in its most comprehensive sense is the characteristic that
should most feature in Christian morality. In the New Testament God is revealed as
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‘love’, as a Father who loves his children with impartial affection. So those who
would be perfect must love their fellow men, even their enemies, as He loves them.
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Southport: Ascribed to David, this psalm fits several stages in his life. The
heartbreak at being driven out by Saul, and later both Absalom’s and Adonijah’s
rebellions would be traumatic events. His suffering during the phases of exile fit the
sufferings described here. Others put forward Jeremiah as author as he literally did
‘sink in deep mire’ when lowered into the cistern which was empty of water but still
had accumulated mud in the bottom. Paul however cites David as author (Rom.
11:9) [in support see Comments 4 and 6].
The sections quoted in the New Testament are viewed as prophetic since they fit
events in the life of our Lord Jesus. The whole psalm cannot be viewed thus, as
several stanzas (vv.5,11) are not applicable to our Lord [see Comment 3]. Some of
the Messianic stanzas clearly apply to David’s life as well as to the Saviour (v.8).
Some are fairly general, and without the citation in the New Testament we may well
not see the relationship. Others have a literal fulfilment in the Lord’s life, but as far
as we know only a figurative fulfilment in David’s. David clearly wrote under the
guidance of the Holy Spirit, although not always fully understanding what he had
written (1 Pet. 1:11).
The Jews in captivity would appreciate the sentiments of verses 22-28. Their God
would bring them back to the promised land one day and severe judgement would
descend on their enemies. The theme of brutal judgement is found elsewhere in the
Psalms (11:6-7; 137:8-9). The Lord Jesus, with divine foreknowledge, spoke in
similar language of the fate of Jerusalem which was fulfilled by the Roman army in AD
70, and of the final destruction of the last Jewish stronghold at Massada in AD 73
(Luke 19:41-44). Today, with the Geneva conventions and protocols in place,
civilians and prisoners of war are supposed to be protected. The actions of the
suicide bombers in various conflicts show that this is not the case. The future battle
of Armageddon will be every bit as violent. It is followed by the judgement at which
those whose names are not written in the Book of Life will be condemned (Ps. 69:28;
Rev. 20:12) [Comment 7]. While we may deprecate the violence expressed in this
psalm we remember that the forces of evil which have rejected God must face their
deserved judgement. Surely this gives us the encouragement to preach the gospel so
that the Holy Spirit will work in hearts to save ‘brands from the burning’ (Amos 4:11)
Steve Henderson
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From Surulere: Understanding imprecations It is fashionable these days amongst
Christians espousing a militant brand of Christianity to heap curses on their perceived
enemies, ostensibly on the authority of Psalm 69:22-28. The exercise is seemingly
more appealing when it is advanced that the maledictions are the selfsame sentiments
uttered from the gracious lips of the suffering Saviour, whose travails on the cross
Psalm 69 so forcefully portrays. We take the view, nevertheless, that these verses
express more the sentiments of David and all those who suffered unjustly in that
dispensation for their faithfulness to God and His purposes, than of David’s Son and
Lord and His children of the present covenant who are recipients of the better
promises (Heb. 8:6).
It cannot be gainsaid that the Almighty God who declared that ‘vengeance is mine;
I will repay’ (Rom. 12:19 AV), knows how to rescue the godly from trials and to hold
the unrighteous for punishment on the day of judgment (2 Pet. 2:9). The destiny of
the unheeding ungodly is immutable, as is destruction for all the enemies of God. It
is His prerogative to deal with the wicked who persist in their ways (Deut. 32:41), and
He does not require our support in hastening the fate of those who reject Him. In
this regard, the truth of verses 22-28 so frequently plays out in the lives of the
unsaved.
The Lord Jesus laid the example for us when, at the point at which men’s cruelty
ought to have elicited God’s divine fury, He declared, ‘Father, forgive them, for they
do not know what they are doing’ (Luke 23:34 NIV). Also, He had taught the people
amazingly: ‘But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do
good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you’ (Mat. 5:44
AV). These words are not in consonance with a Christian actively seeking retribution
against evildoers, for the Lord, ‘when they hurled their insults at him … did not
retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him
who judges justly’ (1 Pet. 2:23 NIV).
Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS
1. (Derby): They also are indicative of David’s feelings about his own experiences of
life’s sometimes unjust sufferings as a result of others’ cruel words and actions.
However, they certainly do apply in far deeper measure to the Lord’s soul anguish on
the cross.
R.B.F.
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2. (Derby): God’s care for the meek and the needy The great recovery hymn that
closes the psalm, from verse 30 (linked with the humility of verse 29) is worth
highlighting further. It is precious to God when our zeal for His message and His
house in days of strength is undimmed during and after adversity, and that we return
to give thanks. The effect of this on those whose voice is less heard, or who struggle
with disadvantage, is amplified by the God who loves them with an eternal love. On
this see also Aberkenfig paper, para. 2 and later.
M.A.
3. (Halifax & Podagatlapalli): Only once in the New Testament (John 19:24) do we
have a verse from Psalm 22 (v.18) being quoted in full as applying directly to the
Lord, and preceded by the expression: ’that the scripture might be fulfilled’. That was
referring to what would take place at Calvary in the distribution of the Lord’s
garments to the quaternion of soldiers surrounding the cross. There are other full
quotations from the psalm which are messianic, viz. verse 1 in the matter of the
Lord’s utter abandonment when bearing our sin (see Mat. 27:46; Mark 15:34); verse
8, the most part of which is spoken by the triad of chief priests, scribes and elders in
their loud, derisory and venomous tones directed to the Saviour (see Mat. 27:43).
Verse 16c of the psalm, while not recorded as voiced by the Lord on the cross, would
certainly be in the forefront of his mind during His physical sufferings, and was
pointed out by the Lord in His words to the disciples in the bolted secret room in
Jerusalem, concerning His hands and feet being pierced (Luke 24:40). Verse 22 of
the psalm is quoted in Hebrews 2:12 in reference to His leading of the praise of
singing worshippers.
In Psalm 69 there are three distinct and direct Messianic verse quotations in the
New Testament. They all contain the statement ‘it is / was written.’ The first is from
part of the opening sentence of verse 4 speaking of the unjustifiable hatred of the
Lord (John 15:25). The second is in John 2:17 from verse 9a of the psalm regarding
the Lord’s consuming zeal for God’s house. The third is found in Romans 15:3,
quoted from 9b to do with the deluge of reproach that fell upon the Lord. There are
other verses such as 21 that have a link to the experiences of the Lord on the cross
(see Mat. 27:34, 48; Luke 23:36; John 19:29), while verse 25 of the psalm is
prophetic of Judas’ demise. It would therefore be difficult to set one psalm against
another in terms of number of quotations as they vary in areas of application.
R.B.F.
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4. (Mount Forest): The clause ‘when Moses is read’, however, is not inconsistent
with Moses being the author of Genesis to (nearly all of) Deuteronomy. It is hard to
accept that either Paul or our Lord would use ‘David’ so loosely as suggested, both
knowing how the name was so highly esteemed; and knowing how many psalms are
attributed to others, both in the Septuagint and in the Hebrew. See also Comment
6.
M.A.
5. (Podagatlapalli): The closing verses of the psalm appeal to me as foreshadowing
Israel’s secure dwelling of peace in the time of the Lord’s millennial reign, when they
possess their possessions, viz. the inheritance that God has destined for His chosen
nation (see Is. 61:4-9).
R.B.F.
6. (Southport): Some of the case made for the author belonging to a period of
invasion, despite Romans 11:9-10 and the very early ascription to David, may be
verse 35, “God ... will rebuild Zion”, as the more recent versions translate. The word,
however, is much more often rendered ‘build’ or ‘build up’, depicting growth, rather
than restoration of what had been demolished. This could be David’s confidence in
the Lord’s ongoing purposes for Zion, fulfilled at Solomon’s zenith, or possibly
including Millennial times as R.B.F. commends.
We do not know of a period when David was without any friend, at the same time
as the other distresses lamented, but there were times when betrayal by close friends
like Ahithophel, or the fear of being completely deserted (as in 1 Samuel 30:6), could
have the same effect and could fairly be so described.
M.A.
7. (Southport): Ancillary to the point made here, the ‘Book of Life’ in Scripture (Ps.
69:28; Phil. 4:3; Rev. 3:5; 17:8; 20:12,15) would seem to contain the names of all
those of faith in both Testaments, and appear to be synonymous with what is
described as ‘the Lamb’s book of life’ (Rev. 13:8; 21:27). ‘God’s book’ (Ex.
32:32-33; Ps. 56:8; 139:16; Dan. 12:1) would appear to relate more to the righteous
of Israel.
R.B.F.
8. (General): Imprecations in the Psalms While agreeing with the strong points made
by several papers, e.g. Cromer’s, a fair-minded reader, not hostile to the Bible, might
still expect that the appeal of a faithful servant to God for judgement could stop short
of suggesting several punishments. For an answer to this aspect, I have to turn to
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Genesis 18:25 (RV), ‘Shall not the judge of all the earth do right?’ and leave it there.
Part of the motivation of the faithful of those days was hating lawlessness, and that is
vital to the believer still. See June issue, p.87, Comment 2, and ‘Prayers for
destruction in the Psalms’, B.S. 2010, 139-141.
M.A.

EDITORIAL CHANGE
In July 2014 our fellow editor Graham K. Schleyer informed us that he wished
to leave the team by the close of 2015's Syllabus, in order to give more time to other
commitments. We are very sorry to lose his diligence and discernment after eight
years from Jan. 2008, but are grateful that his forethought allowed time to find a
worthy successor in Peter H. Doel of Crowborough assembly, who has agreed to
begin work with us from January issue, 2016, D.V.
M.A., R.B.F., J.T.N.
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Introducing

November

THE POWER OF POETRY IN PSALMS 126-127
If we read or hear the poetry of the
Bible without attention to its
heightened expressiveness, not only do
we lose a great deal, but we also
neglect the effort and skill of the
authors—and the Spirit’s choice of
such channels. Good poetry is not just
decorative: its carefully chosen and
crafted language is part of the thought.
Three articles have noted this, so thus
encouraged, here is some more.

effect of dreams common to
humanity—uncertainty about our
perception, with hope (of those times)
that there might be a message from
God, and the fact of actual deliverance
then comes through in heightened
contrast. Then ‘mouth‘ is echoed by
‘tongue’, ‘laughter’ with ‘shouts of joy’,
crowned with the impact of the event
on the nations around (v.2). The whole
mouth is used in laughter; whereas the
tongue means words—that could have
been swift with complaint. The parallel
line (v.3) is used to allow the singers to
repeat for themselves (in heartfelt
crescendo?) ‘The LORD has done great
things for us; we are glad.’ The reader
could well say it aloud to the Lord,
remembering times of blessing from
above.

Hebrew poetry did not use rhyme,
and rhythm of one language is not easy
to replicate in the word-forms of
another, but we do have the classic
feature of parallel thought, and vivid
imagery that it’s valuable not to render
into Western or 21st century terms:
since God surely values the setting of
‘the pleasant land’; and values each
generation’s response to His thought,
including our own. One beauty,
however, of poetry not depending on
rhyme or rhythm is that, with the help
of unfolding historical and spiritual
reference, we can readily grasp the
main message and enjoy the enriching
gained by parallel thought.

Then comes the direct language of
appeal in the stress of seeing disarray
even when God-given opportunity
beckons: ‘Restore our fortunes, O
LORD’. Cromer and others give us the
point of streams in the Negeb. And for
how many of the faithful in their mixed
sorrow and hopes, do the last pictures
return again in vision and sound? On
these, see Port Harcourt’s paragraph 2.
M.A.

Song 126 is made specially
memorable by beginning with the

134

From Study Groups
THE DELIGHT OF RETURN AND CHALLENGE OF
RE BUILDING (Psalms 126 and 127)
From Aberkenfig: Restoration of the house of God It is evident from Psalms 126
and 127 that the work of revival and restoration is both originated and completed by
God working in the hearts and lives of men. Jeremiah 25 shows that Israel’s sin
caused them to enter a period of 70 years’ exile and estrangement from the land and
the house, while Daniel 9 brings the realisation that God’s promise of return would
soon be fulfilled. That was something that God proceeded to do through Cyrus’ reign,
as seen in Ezra 1: ‘In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, that the word of the LORD
by the mouth of Jeremiah might be fulfilled, the LORD stirred up the spirit of Cyrus
king of Persia’ (ESV). Here we read: ‘When the LORD restored the fortunes of Zion,
we were like those who dream.’ It was a recognition that God was at work restoring
what had been lost through sin, and that made the people rejoice. It takes us back
to Psalm 69, ‘... then I restored that which I took not away …’ (RV), underlining the
incredible debt we all owe to our Saviour who did the work necessary to redeem and
regenerate us spiritually, before reviving in our day the hearts and minds of men
seeking a house for God.
The recovery of the truth of God’s house was won through many sorrows, as
faithful men and women accepted the revelation and put into place all that was
needed to re-establish the present testimony of Churches of God, accepting the cost
to themselves. It would be a great sadness if the present generation lost the vision and
joy of the house, something that even Israel exulted in, as they returned from years
of drought in a foreign land [cp. Comment 1].
The following psalm, 127, begins with the recognition that the builder of such a place
was none other than God Himself. The prophet Haggai exhorted the people to build
the house, showing them that the commandment and power to build came from the
Lord of hosts. It was important to know that, for they were surrounded by enemies
and they remained under the authority of a foreign power. God, however, reminded
them that He was in control and He empowered men on earth to complete the work.
This is reflected for us in 1 Corinthians 3:10-11, ‘According to the grace of God given
to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is building
upon it. Let each one take care how he builds upon it. For no one can lay a
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foundation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ.’ Here the foundation
that God prepared is the basis for the work done by men. We do well to depend
upon such grace and truth to spur us on in our day, even though we are surrounded
by enemies, mockers and those who actively oppose the very idea of such a house
for God today.
Perhaps the picture of a vibrant family life reveals the powerful witness that the full
gospel message of salvation and discipleship should bring to those who see our work
for God [Comment 2].
Edwin Stanley
From Buckhaven: Sowing and reaping Both the delight of return and the challenge
of rebuilding are the themes in Psalms 126 and 127. ‘They that sow in tears shall reap
in joy’ (Ps. 126:5-6 AV).
Firstly, sowing is a work of faith. Whether in the natural or the spiritual sphere,
sowers must believe that one day they will reap the rewards of their labour.
Secondly, the psalmist is supremely confident that those who sow in tears will reap
in joy. He employs the parallelism characteristic of Hebrew poetry when he expands
on this thought: ‘He that goeth forth and weepeth, bearing precious seed, shall
doubtless come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him.’ In the natural
realm, the sower must sow regardless of personal hardship. In the spiritual realm, as
Mr. Spurgeon said: ‘Winners of souls are first weepers for souls.’ This suggests that the
attitude and behaviour of the sower has a direct effect on the end result. In the
natural sphere, the sower who sows the seed in a careless or indifferent way does not
properly prepare the ground by breaking it up, tilling it, removing weeds, creating
what gardeners call ‘a fine tilth’, then watering in the seed, digging and dunging the
soil beforehand—such a sower has no right to expect the seed to prosper.
The corresponding activities in the spiritual realm surely require as much energy,
which must be expended in prayer, in visiting, in holy living with Christ-like behaviour
when faced with opposition; in befriending to help, and in not giving up when trying
to win others for Christ. He must faithfully speak the truth in love, while patiently
teaching the Scriptures to those who ‘have ears to hear’ (i.e. are willing to listen). Of
course we do not decry the value of sowing the seed ‘broadcast’ whenever possible,
for ‘he that sows sparingly/bountifully shall reap sparingly/bountifully’; but it is also a
fact that the seed may be sown on different kinds of ground. The best ground is that
which has been well prepared. The Lord likened it to those who ‘in an honest and
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good heart’ (Luke 8:15) hear and keep the word: their heart was ‘good’ in the sense
that it had been softened by the Spirit of God and was in a receptive condition for the
word of God to take root. For those who sow in tears, there is a certainty and a sure
hope of reaping a rich harvest in a day to come. In that day both sower and reaper
will rejoice together. There is no doubt that the sower will ‘bring his sheaves with
him’!
Isaiah wrote of the Lord Jesus that ‘he shall see of the travail of his soul, and shall
be satisfied.’ No one prepared the ground so thoroughly as He did. No one sowed
the seed so carefully or tended the growing plants so patiently as He did when He
called men and women out of the world to follow Him; and no one will rejoice as
He will when in that glorious future day He will see the results of all that He suffered
in order to ‘bring many sons to glory.’
Jo Johnson
From Cromer: Psalm 126 This psalm divides into two sections: vv. 1-3 and 4-6.
The first is in the past tense, and relates to an experience which filled the people of
Israel with joy. Indeed, they could hardly believe that it was true—‘we were like
those who dream’ (v.1 ESV). They confessed that ‘The LORD has done great things
for us; we are glad’ (v.3). Although some have suggested that it might be some
unspecified blessing, it seems almost incontestable that it refers to the return of the
remnant of Israel after the Babylonian captivity [cp. Comment 1]. The second section
is a present plea for help, which reflects the reality of the condition of the land to
which the exiles had returned. Nebuchadnezzar had sacked the city of Jerusalem,
broken down its walls, laid waste the countryside and deported its principal men (2
Chr. 36:17-21). The returning exiles pleaded for God’s rejuvenating blessing on the
land: in that desolate land they sowed in hope and in tears whilst trusting in God’s
blessing. The reference to ‘streams in the Negeb’ (v.4) was apposite, because when
the dry wadis of the arid south had flash floods after heavy rain, lush vegetation
sprang up to make the desert bloom.
Psalm 127—Dating In the title this is ascribed to Solomon, and is described as a Song
of Ascents. If the latter means that it was sung by people as they went up to the house
of the Lord in Jerusalem, then this means that it could have been used at any period
between Solomon’s own time up to the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC—some 850
years—or following that, after the return of the exiles. If it is accepted that Psalm 126
refers to rejoicing after the return and the two are linked, 127 also relates to the latter
period. The ascription to Solomon is not certain to be part of the text [Comment 3].
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Working with the Lord—in which house? Those who were going up to the house of
the Lord recognised that in all things it was essential that they had to work with the
Lord, who is the ultimate provider of all things. While they built and watched and
toiled the Lord was blessing their efforts. The use of the word ‘house’ might make us
wonder whether it referred to (a) the house of the Lord; (b) one’s dwelling, or (c)
one’s household. They are all examples of what men might assay to build up, but in
the context of the whole psalm (b) seems most appropriate—it is one example among
the many [Comment 4 and see Comment 2]. God is the giver of children, as such
scriptures as Genesis 17:16 and 1 Samuel 1:20 testify, but obviously man plays a part
in it. The family would be a strength to a man in dealing with others in the affairs of
the town.
Peter Hickling
From Derby: The delight of return and the challenge of rebuilding (Pss. 126 & 127)
confirm that the Lord has pre-eminence in all He does for His people. To Zion’s
restoration their reaction was dreamlike, not dissimilar to our arriving in a holiday
destination and being overawed by the place. At first it seems unreal, then we realise
it is true and we are overjoyed. This was the reaction of God’s people at their return
to Zion. The poetry is found in the two ways of looking at the same event: that the
Lord has done great things is indisputable, especially when foreign nations say it and
God’s people concur. It is like shining a light on one side of a mountain range, then
seeing it later in the day with the evening sun on it.
To bring about a change of circumstances, there has to be preparation: in preparing
for return and restoration we see that a broken and contrite spirit were needed.
Although sad at the beginning it ended with joy.
‘Unless the Lord builds the house’ is the key to 127:1. God’s house is made up of
His people [see Comment 2]. Therefore the younger generation brought up in the
correct way will honour their parents and not put them to shame before their
opponents.
Robert Foster
From Greenock: Relating what was sung to the conditions that the remnant lived
with on their return surely links with Romans 15:4: ‘Everything that was written in the
past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of
the Scriptures we might have hope’ (NIV).
One thing that the former slaves in the wilderness, the exiles in Babylon, and the
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believers since Pentecost have had in common was hope, seeing that all were
strangers in lands not their own, seeking a promised land in faith, and with no
knowledge of the time of arrival. One of the prerequisites for such pilgrimages is to
have a right attitude to deal with life’s vicissitudes, as exemplified by Joshua and
Caleb, Ezra and Nehemiah, and Paul and Timothy. They were freed by God to serve
Him, and at times they sang with joy at their freedom, as the exiles did when they
returned to Zion.
It is evident from Psalm 43 that the wellsprings of the author’s soul were full of love,
praise and worship for God, ‘his exceeding joy’, when he served at the altar in the
tabernacle or in the temple (v.4). How often did those who sought after the God of
their salvation reach the heights of pure and true worship to Him with overflowing
hearts! How more often, being but men, did they know the plague of their own
hearts, which were prone to sin, returning to their old ways, becoming as captives,
slaves to sin again until once more they returned to God and repented, seeking His
mercy and forgiveness!
How many of the children of Israel would know that the comparatively short
journey from Egypt to Canaan would last forty years? How many of the exiles
(Jeremiah and Daniel excluded) would know that their exile in Babylon would last
seventy years? Similarly, believers in this dispensation have been waiting patiently for
two thousand years looking for the Lord to come to fulfil His promises. As the entry
into Canaan of the tribes of Israel, and the return to Zion of the exiles, so the Lord’s
coming for His bride will be at God’s appointed, perfect timing.
John Peddie
From Halifax: Each of the Psalms 120-34 carries a superscript which means ‘a step
or stair’ (Brown, Driver & Briggs, 752a). The Revised Version translates this as
‘ascents’, and the Authorized Version as ‘degrees’. Psalms 126-128 evidently refer to
(a) the exiles’ return from Babylon to Jerusalem, (b) the rebuilding programme and
(c) Zion’s repopulation and associated blessings. Although Psalm 127 is ascribed to
Solomon, A.C. Bishop says, ‘It would strike a chord with those who returned from
captivity to do the work of reconstruction’ (‘Going Up’, Needed Truth, Apr. 1998).
[Cp. Cromer paper para. 2, and Mount Forest para. 1—Eds.]
When in Babylon, the Jewish exiles had hung up their harps on the willow trees,
for they could not sing the Lord’s song in a strange land (Ps. 137:4). Now, with the
turning again of the captivity of Zion, they rejoiced greatly. It was just like a dream!
‘Job, and Joseph, and David, and many others, had harvests of joy after a sorrowful
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seedness’ (Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible). Now, beyond their
expectations and fears, the returning Jewish exiles had joy, as it were in the blessings
of a plentiful crop.
The theme of Psalm 127 is that human projects will only succeed by divine blessing.
Acknowledging this fact, the text ‘… except the LORD keep the city …’ (v.1) was
selected as the motto for the arms of the Borough of Halifax—‘Nisi dominus
custodierit civitatem’.
Great had been the difficulties the Jews faced on their journey home; but greater
would be the challenges of rebuilding the fallen city of Jerusalem and the house of
the Lord. However, in deep desire to respond to God’s call, they were assured that
He would be with them at every stage of their endeavour. They did not build or
watch in vain.
Robert J. Butler
From Ibadan (Alawaye): The returned remnant: their conditions — Ezra 2 contains
the list of people who returned after years of suffering and affliction in captivity. The
remnant never relented in prayer for the completion of their deliverance and the safe
return of those who still remained in captivity (Ps. 126:4). It should be our duty as
well, as the children of God, to thank Him in every situation, while we depend on
Him in prayer for our deliverance from any of life’s troubles. The remnant believed
that God alone could work the wonder of bringing them back to their land to serve
Him more acceptably. (For further study: Phil. 4: 4-7; 1 Thes. 5:16.) [cp. Comment
1.]
Sowing in tears and weeping Seed-sowing is not an easy task. Before it can be done,
land clearing, making ridges and other operations come first. Sowing is done with a
margin of fear because what is being planted may not even germinate. Sometimes
fertilizers need to be applied for the plants to grow well. It is the time of harvesting
that brings joy to the sower. Psalm 126:5-6 reassures us that the seed of the prayers
we sow, the labours in preaching the gospel, the affliction experienced for the sake
of Christ—all will yield a harvest of souls won to the Lord, and the crown of
righteousness.
The Lord Jesus Christ endured the suffering and death of the cross. This remains the
greatest seed of love sown by God to bring us back to Him. The Lord Jesus knew the
glory that lay ahead of Him and that many souls would be saved and drawn to the
Lord (Phil. 2:5-11; Heb.12: 2-3; John 12:24). Sowing is done despite tears and
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weeping because there is a hope of harvest that brings rejoicing. (For further study:
Phil. 3:7-8.)
Samson Ogunleye
From Mount Forest: The house An extract from Psalm 127:1 was chosen by Robert
Smyth as an inscription for the schoolhouse he donated in 1607 in Market
Harborough, Leicestershire. The historic building remains a local attraction, and the
biblical inscription is of everlasting value: ‘Except the LORD build the house, they
labour in vain that build it.’ Smyth may have applied the verse to his schoolhouse
building. We can ponder the psalmist’s original meaning. Of course we can
immediately see an application to the physical building of the temple in Jerusalem by
Solomon, and in its rebuilding by the returning remnant. Perhaps, however, ‘house’
in this psalm does not just mean a physical structure.
When Joshua, without recorded wife or family, said ‘… as for me and my house,
we will serve the LORD’ (24:15 ESV), he may have been considering the faithful in
Israel to be his ‘house’ [Comment 5]. That would be consistent with the Lord’s
comment in Matthew 12:46-50. The Hebrew word used by the psalmist for ‘house’
is very commonly translated to mean a family or household, the people of the house
or lineage, rather than the physical structure where they dwell. Such a house is in one
sense built through the birth of children. Hence it is unsurprising that half of Psalm
127 describes children, as they are ‘a heritage from the Lord’. In that sense, in the
psalmist’s mind it would be a way the Lord builds His house.
The verb ‘to build’ here is similarly used in Psalm 118:22, where we know it is
metaphorical—‘The stone that the builders rejected.’ The Lord Himself builds (Mat.
16:18) in a spiritual way. He has given to the Church the Body evangelists (Eph.
4:11), whom He employs in this building work, although He alone baptizes into the
Body (Mat. 3:11; 1 Cor.12:13). He likewise builds the spiritual house of God (Heb.
3:3), using living stones which He alone can make alive and add together (Acts 2:47;
5:14), though again He has used the human agency of apostles, prophets, preachers
and pastors/teachers; and in a church of God context elders now have a vital role to
play, including agency in the Lord’s work of watching and keeping [Comment 6].
We who are engaged in Christ’s building and upbuilding of the house today can
only be effective if it is truly the Lord building the house, producing children of God
by new birth and using obedient ones as construction material for the spiritual house
(1 Pet. 2:4-5).
Geoff Hydon
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From Podagatlapalli: Psalm 126 is a song of those who have been redeemed from
exile and a hopeful prayer for those who have not returned. It was inspired by the
great and surprising deliverance of the people of God out of bondage and
distress—even their return out of Babylon in Ezra’s time. Though Babylon is not
mentioned here (as it is in Psalm 139) yet their captivity was most remarkable, both
in itself, and since their return was so typical of our redemption in Christ Jesus
[Comment 7]. Probably this psalm was penned by Ezra and speaks of the captives in
Babylon where they had no song. There they hung their harps upon the willow trees,
but now they can resume their singing. The long want of mercies greatly sweetens
their return. Cyrus, under the hand of God, brought deliverance to the captives
according to the word of God. In Babylon they had been refined as silver (Is. 48).
Just like someone waking up after a terrible nightmare, the faithful are at first unable
to realise their sudden deliverance. But soon the air reverberates with the joyous
shouts of the people, who with one accord declare, ‘The LORD has done great things
for them’ (v.2 NKJV; Ps. 14:7). Their tears have, so to speak, watered the fields of a
bountiful harvest (v.5), just as they would the ministry of the Lord Jesus down here
(v.6). Jesus tearfully followed the path which led to the cross: ‘... but if it dies, it
produces much grain’ (John 12:24).
God’s capacity for restoring life is beyond our understanding: forests burn down
and are able to grow back; broken bones heal; every grief is not a permanent
condition since our tears can be seeds that will grow into a harvest of joy because
God is able to bring good out of tragedy. Weeping must not hinder sowing: when we
suffer ill we must be doing well. There are tears which are themselves the seed that
we must sow—tears of sympathy and the tears of sorrow for and with the afflicted
church; tears of tenderness in prayer and under the Word. Job and Joseph and David
had harvests of joy after sorrow. Those that sow in the tears of godly sorrow shall reap
the joy of a sealed pardon and a settled peace.
Psalm 127:2 says ‘It is vain for you to rise up early, To sit up late, To eat the bread
of sorrows; For so He gives His beloved sleep.’ God is not against human effort: hard
work honours God (Prov. 31:10-29). But working to the exclusion of rest or
neglecting a family may be a cover up for an inability to trust God to provide for our
needs. We all do need adequate rest and times of spiritual refreshment. Yet this verse
is not an excuse to be lazy (Prov. 18:9).
In verses 3-5, children are called a gift from God, a reward. We can also learn
valuable spiritual lessons from their inquisitive minds and trusting spirits. Those who
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view children as a distraction or nuisance should instead see them as an opportunity
to shape the future. We dare not treat them as an inconvenience when God values
them so highly. We must not neglect our family: they are like fruit, so are to be
lovingly cultivated. They can be arrows for fighting the Lord’s battles; so keep them
polished and sharp and aimed in the right direction. Give yourself to building a home,
not just a house, and building for the future, not just for the present. An old motto
says it like this: ‘The crown of the home is godliness. The beauty of the home is order.
The glory of the home is hospitality. The blessing of the home is contentment.’
[Comment 8]
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Port Harcourt: Why will sowing be done with tears and weeping? The
restoration from captivity to freedom was least expected by the remnant. Their awe
and dream-like state reflects the depth of bondage they have been in. They came
home to piles of ruins, empty streets, fields laid waste—of little, if any, use in their
present form. Sowing of the Word is fundamental to survival in the ‘wilderness’ of this
world that surrounds our spiritual home. In the literal sense, sowing wore a solemn
look for the remnant probably because they had to cultivate weed-filled, stony soil
again, where before departure from God their family had a fertile homestead.
On the other hand, sowing in tears could be descriptive of the spiritual exercise of
waiting on the Lord. Earlier the exiles might have waited on the Lord as if with no
rainbow to signal the end of torrential rain. Sowing can also be seen as an act of
spiritual investment.
Poetry here heightens expression in the writer’s use of antithesis to develop imagery,
with phrases balancing each other to mark contrast:
‘... sow in tears ... reap in joy’ (126:5 NIV)
‘... go out weeping carrying seeds ... return carrying sheaves’ (v.6).
Through the use of contrasts and parallels is woven the thought of great
transformation. For the believer today, there is the amazing transformation from ‘...
the dominion of darkness … into the kingdom of the Son [God] loves’ (Col 1:13). The
sowing in tears had been done already for us, by the death of Christ. Hallelujah! [see
Comment 7].
Eliezer Okeke
From Southport: Psalm 126—The conditions lived with on return Here are people
returning from captivity to a land that had been devastated, to no certain possessions,
and with resident enemies. Yet the vision of renewed service to God transcended
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these things. If God had brought them back all else was possible that had also been
promised (Jer. 32:27). We need to look at ourselves carefully: we too are freed
captives now able to serve our God and Saviour. Do we still have infectious joy at our
release? Are our voices raised in praise (Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16)? Or are we conformed
to the sounds of the world rather than being conformed to the image of the Son
(Rom. 8:29)? The reality of our inheritance is too often obscured by the illusions of
the temporal things of this world.
Destruction of land in war is not new: instructions are given to reduce agricultural
land to waste ground (2 Kin. 3:19,25). Another method was to contaminate the
ground with salt (Judg. 9:45). Those returning from captivity would have to clear
stones and check for salt contamination. Then they had to face the uncertainties of
seed germination. The seed sown had been carefully gathered, stored and
transported back with them. This was a very precious resource and scattering it on the
ground would have been accompanied by intense prayer with tears (Ps. 39:12; 2 Kin.
20:5; Heb. 5:7) for a successful harvest. The psalmist has the confidence to foretell
a rich harvest and the joy associated with it (cp. Ruth 3:7).
The green, unripe grain turns yellow, then white as it dries and is ready for reaping.
For us today the fields are white—ready for harvesting (John 4:35). Are we ready to
labour in the harvest? The immense joy of seeing a person accept the Lord as Saviour
far outweighs the sorrow of those rejecting the offer of salvation. Truly we too can
sow with tears and reap with joy (Ps. 126:6).
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: Why would sowing be done in tears and weeping? The business of
sowing seeds is a demanding one, particularly in a spiritual sense. Whether in times
ancient or modern, the accuser of the brethren and arch-enemy of humankind still
spins his web of deceit to ensnare men and drag them from the path of righteousness
and purity to a pitiable eternity (Rev. 12:10; John 10:10; 1 Pet. 5:8). Indeed, he that
wins souls must be wise (Prov. 11:30). The whole world lies in the power of the evil
one (1 John 5:19), the prince of this world (John 14:30) and the prince of the power
of the air (Eph. 2:2). The devil is the god of this world, who never lets his prisoners
go home (2 Cor. 4:4; Is. 14:17).
It is no mean thing, then, to be doing the counsel of God and sowing the good seed
of His word, and the opposition is fierce. As in the days of Nehemiah, the subtlety of
the enemy could be both overt and covert, open mockery and enticing invitations
(Neh. 2:10,19; 4:1-3; 6:2).
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The man who sows must be conscious of the work of the evil one and be
passionate for the glory of the Lord (1 Kin. 19:10). No effectual seed can be sown
which has not first been saturated with the tears of righteousness and a grieving over
both the lost estate of the unsaved and those who know not the way of truth. Men
who have prevailed in seed sowing have been unashamed to open their hearts in
communion with the Lord. Our Lord and Master led in this when in the days of His
flesh He offered up prayers and petitions with strong crying and tears (Heb. 5:7). His
faithful servants have followed the course of the man of sorrows, acquainted with
grief (Is. 53:3).
Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS
1. (General): Psalm 126:1,4—Restore fortunes or reverse captivity? Our syllabus
assumed the common view that this psalm came from the captives returning from
Babylon. The thought of restoring fortunes, however, is favoured in both verses by
ESV, NIV and REB, while RV, NAS and NKJ choose ‘captivity’ or ‘captive ones’. The
Hebrew is open to either the wider reference, or the more specific, because different
conjectures are made for the noun shivath that appears only here in all the O.T. The
‘Restore fortunes’ renderings can, with the psalm as a whole, be matched very well
to the return of Judah from captivity in Babylon, but we note the value of such
versions inviting the reader to see various situations of oppression vividly expressed
here; with relief at the Lord’s intervention; tears over what has been spoiled and lost;
and the sure hope of divinely enabled recovery. The original scene could be the
effects of invasion or the destructiveness caused by famine or civil war. The traditional
renderings can of course also be applied metaphorically to various situations of
recovery.
M.A.
2. (Aberkenfig): Reference to children in the second section of Psalm 127 speaks to
me of fruitfulness. Just as barrenness was a considered a shame (Gen. 25:21; 30:1;
1 Sam. 1:6), so children became a symbol of the blessing of God upon the righteous
(Gen. 48:3-4; Deut. 7:12-14). Like arrows in the hand of a warrior, they must be
cared for—kept straight and polished, that in the day they are released from the
quiver they may not miss the mark, for such was the preparation of God’s own Son
until He came forth from heaven to please His Father (Is. 49:2).
If the house of verse 1 were the house God, this reference to children would seem
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somewhat disconnected, and for this reason I agree with both Cromer (last para.) and
Mount Forest (para. 2) that the house of God is not in view. Instead, the house is
representative of the sum total of a man’s efforts—all that which he values as worthy
of his labour. And it will all be in vain if the Lord does not labour with him.
3. (Cromer): Whilst the ascription to Solomon cannot be taken as inspired, the
content of Psalm 127 is in keeping with the reign of Solomon, who oversaw great
building operations (both of God’s house and his own: 1 Kin. 6:37-7:1) and a time
of peace in Jerusalem (1 Chron. 22:6-10). The psalm is certainly reflective therefore
of one who sought to attribute to God the successes of his reign and the fruitfulness
of his house. It seems possible to me that a song written in Solomon’s day could be
taken up by those returning from captivity, a reminder to them of what Solomon
knew in his wisdom, that any enterprise of value depends upon the unseen work of
the Lord. See also Halifax, para. 1.
J.T.N.
4. (Cromer): For my part, I would look at it more in the sense of men and women
building something that’s special to and for the Lord (as His dwelling place most
certainly is—Ps. 26:8; 27:4), and only doing so through prayer and dedication.
Unless the Lord is behind the project, having initiated it and disclosed His purpose
to His servant(s), and their demonstration of commitment to it, the work will fail and
the construction ultimately fall apart. I would see the house here as describing the
temple, and the city epitomising Jerusalem. Of course, this would not preclude a
general application to your other two categories.
R.B.F.
5. (Mount Forest): ‘As for me and my house’ (Josh. 24:15) It’s always a pleasure to
respond to our friends’ fresh thinking. If ‘my house’ in Joshua’s rallying call meant the
faithful of all the tribes, would that not be a deeply discouraging comment on the
heads of every tribe, including his own? It would also be a surprisingly possessive
claim from this great man of God, who lived with the humility of Moses. It seems
enough to see Joshua as courageously commending the example of his extended
family, with whom he would have direct influence—and thus reminding them as well
as the others, faithful or not, of the commitment God expected.
6. (Mount Forest): Christ the builder, with God the Father and God the Spirit May
we amplify this valuable point. Friends doubtless agree that God the Father is
involved in the building of His house, in that ‘the builder of all things is God’ (Heb.
3:4 ESV), i.e. the architect of the design (kataskeuasas = ‘having
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prepared/constructed/established’), and the founder, who laid Christ the precious
corner stone and ensured that He also became the head of the corner (1 Pet. 2:6-7,
using the terms of Ps. 118:22). Thus those men who laid the foundation for the
church in Corinth were following the design of the Father in their teaching of Jesus
Christ (see 1 Cor. 3:10-11). The churches are seen as one whole building, growing
into a holy temple in the Lord, a habitation for God in the Spirit (Eph. 2:21-22). So
the Spirit is involved also. Yet the emphasis on Christ the builder is right: ’in the Lord’
just quoted means the Lord Jesus; cp. “in whom” repeated through Ephesians
1:7,11,13; 2:21-22; and 1 Pet. 2:4-5 (NAS): “and coming to Him ... you … are being
built up ...”
7. (Podagatlapalli and Port Harcourt): Two aspects of Redemption (1) Israel had
already been redeemed as a nation with the blood of the Passover lambs, portraying
New Covenant believers as their salvation begins. It may well be, however, that many
on hearing the repeated calls to return to Zion freshly dedicated themselves to obey
God and heed the Law. So we support brother Rao’s point in that those exiles were
paying a cost to return, while God was using His servants (at personal cost), such as
Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Daniel, for their protection and purifying. We may see the spirit
of redemption here especially as (2) the setting apart of the cleansed remnant as sons
for service to God, as when the half shekel of atonement from males 20 and over was
used for the service of the sanctuary (Ex. 30:12-16). Later with Ezra and Nehemiah,
days were given to teaching the Word, confession and fasting, and renewing parts of
the covenant that were lacking (Neh. 8-9:1-3,38; 12:30,47). For us, it is one aspect
of the Lord’s purchase of each church of God with His own blood (Acts 20:28):
portrayed in the silver bands and hooks supporting the curtains of the entrance to the
courts of the LORD. Those consecrated to service in the holy place were not to forget
the message of the redemption shekels, while the silver bases of the pillars of the veil
spoke of Christ’s perfect redemption of His people. It leads on to the refining of saints
like silver, fittingly mentioned at the end of para.1 in Podagatlapalli’s article.
M.A.
8. (Podagatlapalli): This paragraph contains excellent advice for godly parents in the
nurture and upbringing of children given to them as a heritage of the Lord.
R.B.F.
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HIDDEN STRENGTH
Though far from the little remnant
which had worked to rebuild the
temple and the dwellings in Jerusalem,
the heart of Nehemiah remained with
them. In Susa, as he questioned
Hanani about the condition of those
Jews who had returned, the report he
received was perplexing: ‘The remnant
… is in great trouble and shame. The
wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and
its gates are destroyed by fire’ (Neh.
1:3 ESV).

gates allowed it to flow out and touch
the world. Once destroyed by profane
hands, the gates—beloved of God (Ps.
87:2) and declarants of His
grace—were standing again. And in
those days, how glad they were that
the Lord, who had built and gathered,
now strengthened the bars of their
gates (Ps. 147:13)! The God who
measured the breadth of the universe
(v.4; Is. 40:12) strengthened their
defences against every enemy, for who
could prevail against those gates made
strong by the might of Jehovah? The
sour ce of their peace was
unseen—hidden in the bars hidden
within the gates—but invested with
that comfort, the people knew peace
and security within.

A gate is a place of decision, where
admission may be granted or denied,
and so it becomes associated with the
proper exercise of judgment (Deut.
21:19; Ruth 4:1,11). The Israelites
were to inscribe the commands of God
upon their houses (Deut. 6:9), that at
every coming and going they might
take with them the mercy and
judgment of God as their two-fold
guide. The burning of the gates by the
Babylonians, as they left Jerusalem with
their captives, was a stark avowal that
the faithful exercise of judgment had
departed the people of God. With their
discernment so badly impaired, their
gates were conveyed to their enemies
and the people consigned for a time to
the outside place.

The source of our peace is unseen
too. Exalted above the heavens stands
one who alone lays claim to be our
Saviour. Though every enemy of God
and man should assail the gates of our
salvation, none could undo the work
He accomplished at Calvary, nor pluck
us from His all-powerful hand (John
10:28). Our lives are hidden with
Christ in God (Col. 3:3), and we have
every cause to know the peace and
security of His love. Endowed with that
confidence, let us press on to know His
strength in our lives, strengthened with
power through His Spirit in our inner
beings (Eph. 3:14-19). For if Christ is
dwelling in our hearts through faith,

In the record of Nehemiah, the
rebuilding of the gates provides a sense
of triumph in all they were doing. If the
wall asserted their uniqueness, the
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giving us strength to comprehend the
incomprehensible dimensions of His
love, we’ll not fail as we stand in the

gate to exercise discernment worthy of
our Lord.
J.T.N.

From Study Groups
THE LORD BUILDS UP AND GATHERS (Psalm 147)
From Aberkenfig: The psalm begins and ends with ‘Praise the LORD’ (vv.1,20) and,
as if that were not enough to express the joy of those who had returned, it also
revolves around ‘Praise the LORD’ as it sounds forth in verse 12. Their joyful
expression of thankfulness came from the knowledge of their ‘building up’, ‘gathering
together’, ‘healing’ and finally the ‘binding up’ of their wounds. That was all done for
them on a personal basis and it overflowed to the collective people, as they knew the
abundance of God’s blessings revealed in strengthening, peace and food, with which
He showered them in the Land.
While we know that God had determined the timescale of their exile, seen in
Jeremiah’s prophetic utterance of 70 years of captivity (Jer. 29), there had been
exhibited the personal exercise of ‘the broken-hearted’, ‘the humble’, those with
reverential fear and the hopeful, with the understanding of His word and
commandments. Thus the acknowledgement of sin, repentance and faith in God’s
promises, coupled with obedience to His word, resulted in their return, joy and
fruitfulness in the land once again.
The exiles had been held by a strong and fierce nation, yet God had overthrown
that people and had brought relief. The recognition of such intervention is, perhaps,
seen in the reference to the sovereignty, power and majesty of God displayed in His
creation, especially in His personal knowledge of each star, which Paul teaches
‘differed in glory‘ from one to another (1 Cor. 15:41). If God had that understanding
of His universe, then His infinite knowledge had to include those who had been
‘wounded’ by conscience and had exercised repentance and faith in Him [Comment
1].
The undercurrent of happiness that flows through the psalm shows how satisfying
to the broken-hearted was the forgiveness and grace of God as they came to realise
the great pleasure that such contrite spirits gave to the heart of God. It was in stark
contrast to the physical strength and power of the horse (which had connotations of
their captivity) and the ability of strong men; and it underlined the fact that their
deliverance rested solely in the reverence of those who listened to and obeyed the
word and commandments of God.
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Scriptures such as Psalm 103:10-11—‘He does not deal with us according to our
sins, nor repay us according to our iniquities. For as high as the heavens are above the
earth, so great is his steadfast love toward those who fear him…’ (ESV); and Ezra
9:13-14—‘And after all that has come upon us for our evil deeds and for our great
guilt, seeing that you, our God, have punished us less than our iniquities deserved
and have given us such a remnant as this, shall we break your commandments
again…?’—these echo the pleasure of God in rewarding reverence and obedience
whilst forgiving sin, according to His grace. They also show how necessary it is for
believers to obey everything that He has commanded us, so that the Place of the
Name might be blessed.
Edwin Stanley
From Buckhaven: The Lord builds up and gathers In Psalm 147:3-4 we read, ‘He
healeth the broken in heart, and bindeth up their wounds. He telleth the number of
the stars; He giveth them all their names’ (RV). It is precious to know that God, whose
knowledge and understanding are infinite, who keeps a tally of billions of stars and
has a name for every single one, also takes note of the very personal sorrows of those
whose hearts are broken (Heb.: burst, crushed, hurt, torn apart). He is able to heal
(raphah—to stitch together, to repair), and bind up (chabash—to wrap firmly, gird
about, saddle), i.e to close up and stop the damage.
‘He delighteth not in the strength of the horse: He taketh no pleasure in the legs of
a man. The LORD taketh pleasure in them that fear him … Praise the LORD, O
Jerusalem … O Zion ... He maketh peace in thy borders: He filleth thee with the
finest of the wheat’ (vv.10-14).
Those who fear the Lord give Him far more pleasure than persons or creatures who
display mere athletic prowess or brute force. The word ‘fear’ in this context means
reverence and awe rather than panic or terror. However, we note the fear and dread
felt by such as Jacob and Isaiah when the presence of God became real to them
(Gen. 28:17; Is. 6:5). The writer to the Hebrews reminds us that our service for God
ought to be ‘with reverence and awe: For our God is a consuming fire’ (Heb.
12:28-29). ‘The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge.’ It is also ‘…the
instruction of wisdom’ (Prov. 1:7; 15:33). Only those who approach God with
reverence and humility are teachable; the truly wise cultivate the humble spirit which
is essential if they are to fully enter into the blessings reserved for those ‘in whose
heart are the high ways to Zion’ (Ps. 84:5)—in our case, not the earthly place called
Jerusalem or Zion but ‘the Jerusalem that is above’ (Gal. 4:26). Those who revere the
word of God must value the things God values most, foremost of which is obedience
to His revealed will.
Christ, our supreme example, became obedient ‘even unto death’; therefore, only
those who die to self-choosing and become ‘obedient from the heart to that form of
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teaching whereunto ye were delivered’ (Rom. 6:17), can go on to enjoy in a spiritual
sense the ‘finest of the wheat’. For the godly Israelite this was the enjoyment of God’s
blessing in every area of their lives: for disciples in the spiritual house of God it is the
enjoyment of something infinitely more precious (1 Pet. 2:1-10), viz. the
week-by-week communion of a collective people in the holy place above with God
the Father, in the Holy Spirit, through the Son of God, who is ‘great priest over the
house of God’ (Heb. 10:21) [Comment 2].
Jo Johnson
From Cromer: This psalm may have been sung on the occasion of the dedication of
the rebuilt walls of Jerusalem (NIV commentary); if so, it would have been an
occasion of great joy. The people had overcome many trials during the rebuilding, but
now the task was completed. We see that rather than take credit for themselves they
gave God the glory. This is something from which we can take a lesson when
celebrating success personally or in a church context. The people sang, ‘How good
it is to sing praises to our God, how pleasant and fitting to praise him! The L ORD
builds up Jerusalem, he gathers the exiles of Israel‘ (vv.1-2 NIV). Their hearts were full
of joy as they sang, ‘Sing to the LORD with thanksgiving; make music to our God on
the harp’ (v.7). A vital part of our assembly meetings is hymn-singing, and where
appropriate, with musical accompaniment. In this way we praise God and give Him
the glory, as they did of old. The scripture says, ‘Speak to one another with psalms,
hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord’ (Eph.
5:19). We may not all possess wonderful singing voices, but we can all make melody
in our hearts.
We are reminded of God’s creative power in this psalm: ‘He determines the
number of the stars and calls them each by name’ (v.4); but we are also reminded
that though He is so great He is near to those who humbly seek Him. ‘The LORD
sustains the humble but casts the wicked to the ground’ (v.6).
It is equally true that God delights in those who fear Him, who put their hope in His
unfailing love (v.11). Such a great God—but a personal God, too, who has
demonstrated His love to us individually by sending His Son to save us! ‘This is love:
not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice
for our sins’ (1 John 4:10).
John Parker
From Derby: One of the highlights of being back home would be the ability to praise
the Lord freely. We call to mind the words of Psalm 137:4: ‘How shall we sing the
LORD’s song in a foreign land?’ (ESV). They were also back in the place where the
Lord would have them be—the promised land. They were able to enjoy once more
the blessings promised to their forefathers long ago.

151

In verses 4-5 God demonstrates His care for each individual. The Lord Jesus said,
‘Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? And not one of them will fall to the ground
apart from your Father. But even the hairs of your head are all numbered. Fear not,
therefore; you are of more value than many sparrows. So everyone who
acknowledges me before men, I also will acknowledge before my Father who is in
heaven’ (Mat. 10:29-32). This is the sort of care God had over His ancient people,
and that is the care He has for us too.
We must extol God in our hearts. We must fear Him. We must have a heart full of
praise. Only then will we know the truth of verse 14.
There was only one nation for God on the earth, and this was Israel. The blessings
enumerated in the previous verses were for His ‘called-out’ people. No other nation
could claim these blessings in full, since ‘they do not know his rules’. The same is true
today—there can only be one house for God [Comment 3].
Laurence Foster
From Greenock: Meaning for returned exiles The Shepherd of Israel (Ps. 80:1) in His
love, mercy and at His appointed time always brings His scattered people home, as
at the exodus from Egypt, from Babylon, and from the diaspora in recent centuries.
The travel-weary, former desert-dwellers having crossed the River Jordan, and with
Jehovah’s help, defeated their enemies. Having been apportioned their tribal
inheritances they rediscovered the truth of God’s word, ‘For the LORD your God is
bringing you into a good land—a land with streams and pools of water, with springs
flowing in the valleys and hills; a land with wheat and barley, vines and fig trees,
pomegranates, olive oil and honey; a land where bread will not be scarce and you
will lack nothing; a land where the rocks are iron and you can dig copper out of the
hills’ (Deut. 8:6-9 NIV).
No longer captives, the exiles, who were a remnant of a remnant, set out
expectantly and joyfully from Babylon to Jerusalem. As they journeyed westwards
there would be a yearning in the hearts of some to see their beloved land and the city
of the great King, which they may have known before their exile to Babylon. Instead
of the beautiful land and the magnificent temple that they had for so long heard
about, they found the land blighted through decades of neglect, the temple in ruins,
and the walls of Jerusalem broken down. When they returned to their inheritances
they found that they, too, had been neglected. However, wherever the Jewish people
have been in the diaspora their spiritual compass, their hearts and prayers were
always directed towards Jerusalem. ‘For them the fruit in Zion always tasted better,
the wine more sweet, the sky more blue, the rains more gentle. The imagery of their
folklore was never the imagery of central Europe, or of Russia, or of the steppe lands
of Siberia: it was the imagery of the land of Zion. It was the centre of all their
aspirations and hopes for a better day. Although centuries passed away, Zion
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remained in the memory of the Jewish people lost and bitterly lamented’ (The
Uniqueness of Israel, Lance Lambert).
Only the Jewish people have ever cared for the land of Israel. Throughout the many
centuries that it was occupied by foreign powers the land was neglected and became
eroded and barren. Since the Jews have returned the land has flourished, and now
it has the highest crop yield per acre and the highest milk yield per cow in the world.
The time is soon coming when the land and its people will go through a period of
unparalleled suffering, greater than the Holocaust during the Second World War—the
time of Jacob’s trouble (Jer. 30:7). But, when the Lord comes to reign as King in
Jerusalem the land of Israel will become what it was always destined to be, ‘most
beautiful of all lands’ (Ezek. 20:6,15).
John Peddie
From Halifax: Praise ye the LORD. Psalm 147 is one of a series of five ‘Hallelujah
Psalms’ (146-150), which both begin and end in praise. In the opening verse of Psalm
147 there is exhortation to praise the LORD; for to sing praises unto our God is ‘good’,
‘pleasant’ and ‘comely’.
Although the author is unknown, the psalm has been thought primarily to refer to
the rebuilding of Jerusalem [Comment 4]. We are told that the Lord builds up
Jerusalem; He gathers the outcasts of Israel; He heals the broken-hearted; and He
binds up their wounds (vv.1-2). Then, in verse 13, we find that He has strengthened
the bars of Jerusalem’s gates. ‘These expressions’ says W. Savigar, ‘suppose a ruined
city restored; a desolate house rebuilt; and a dispersed people gathered again; by
which we are reminded of the return of the godly remnant … in the days of Ezra and
Nehemiah’ (‘Melody unto the Lord’, Needed Truth, vol.19, p.55). We may also
observe that the Feast of Dedication (John 10:22) was in winter. In Psalm 147 we
read, ‘He giveth snow like wool: He scattereth the hoarfrost like ashes. He casteth
forth his ice like morsels: who can stand before his cold?’ (vv.15-17 KJV). Yet these,
at His word, would melt away.
There was no nation so favoured as Israel. To Jacob He showed His word, His
statutes and His judgements. Writing about Psalm 147, R.A. Parker rightly challenges:
‘How much more … should the gathered people of God who are built up a spiritual
house … sing praises unto our Elohim’ (‘The Five Hallelujah Psalms’, Needed Truth,
vol.94, p.48). ‘Praise ye the LORD!’
Robert J. Butler
From Mount Forest: Some modern versions (HCSB, NET, NLT, Message) translate
verse 2 to say ‘rebuilds…’, going beyond the literal Hebrew meaning but reflecting
the viewpoint of several older commentators, including Keil & Delitzsch. Because
there is reference to ‘outcasts’ it is understood the same people as those prophesied
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by Isaiah (11:12) are meant, and the primary application of the psalm is to a returning
remnant. Some may wish to ponder if the psalm is at least partially applicable to the
earlier calling of outcasts within Israel to the side of David (1 Sam. 22:1-2), who
would eventually by the hand of the Lord take Jerusalem from the Jebusites (2 Sam.
5:6-12) [Comment 5].
If, however, we are to see the psalm’s primary setting as after the captivity, then we
should read the whole of Lamentations and compare the highlights of the psalm’s
praise with the low points of Israel’s experiences because of their failures. For
example, Lamentations 1:4 (cf. 2:6) notes ‘the ways of Zion do mourn, because none
come to the solemn assembly’ (RV), but Psalm 147 associates praise with gathering
together. Similarly there are contrasts between bereavement and the blessing of
children; starvation and plenty, war and peace, gates burned down versus gates and
bars restored, wounding versus healing, etc. Assuming Lamentations penned the
experience of Jeremiah, the details it provides of the fall of Jerusalem are to be seen
from the perspective of one who loved God’s house, and valued the Place of the
Name in every particular. We see this too in Jeremiah 52:21, giving the eyewitness
account of the broken pillar, revealing for the first time its thickness and revealing too
the observer’s interest in such a detail. If we read the account of the fall of Jerusalem
with the same love for God’s house, we shall likely enter more fully into the
expressions used by the psalmist to describe renewed service there.
Psalm 147:10 is often explained by reference to trusting in the strength of the Lord
rather than human ability. Perhaps we should see verses 10 and 11 as coupled, with
verse 11 explaining by contrast what is meant in verse 10. Thus, fear of the Lord is
what is lacking when awe is placed instead in the strength of the horse. And hope in
His lovingkindness is what is better than the ‘legs of a man’. The ‘legs’ literally refers
to the leg below the knee, and therefore implicitly the capability to run. The Lord’s
approval is for those who stay in hope rather than those who think they can run away.
Lamentations 3:22 comes to mind; Jeremiah was not a man who would run away,
and the psalmist was a person who seems to have found true hope.
Geoff Hydon
From Podagatlapalli: This psalm especially declares God’s providential care towards
all creatures and particularly His people, for ‘The L ORD builds up … he gathers
together…’ (v.2 NKJV). The unfathomable activity of God embraces areas as diverse
as healing the broken-hearted (v.3) and counting the stars (v.4). He causes the seasons
to alternate for the benefit of His creation. He prepares rain (v.8; Deut. 28:12), sends
the snow (v.16) and causes the wind to blow (v.18). Yes, ‘Great is our Lord, and
mighty in power’ (v.5).
Jerusalem was God’s holy city, the city with God’s temple. The people of Judah had
experienced desolation instead of prosperity, destruction instead of liberty. The
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people suffered because of their sins. They were broken in heart, humbled and
troubled, inwardly pained at the remembrance of sin. Their hearts were rent under
the sense of the dishonour they had done to God and the injury they had done to
themselves by sin. But God promised to restore Jerusalem as a holy city where sinners
can’t enter (v.3).
The return of the captives from Babylon to the house of the Lord in Jerusalem was
one of the brightest periods of spiritual reviving given to the nation of Israel. God
promised through Jeremiah (29:10) that He would visit them after 70 years and cause
them to return to their land again. His word was literally fulfilled in the days of Cyrus,
King of Persia. ‘He heals the broken-hearted and binds up their wounds’ (v.3). Verse
4 says, ‘He counts the number of the stars; he calls them all by name.’ The stars are
innumerable. They are His servants; He musters them. They come and go at His
bidding, and all their motions are under His direction. Although verse 3 is applicable
to the captive Israelites, this is a general and precious truth. Verses 4 and 5 declare
God’s power in nature, a pledge of His power to help His people.
According to Isaiah 40:26-28, what we see of the creation shall lead us to the
Creator. Isaiah describes God’s power to create; His provision and His presence to
help. God is almighty and all-powerful; even so, He cares for each of us personally.
No person or thing can be compared to God. Although God is great and mighty in
power, His greatest joy and compassion comes from our genuine worship and trust.
Through verses 3 and 5 we can recognize God’s compassion and His mighty power.
B.V. Prasada Rao
From Port Harcourt: The relevance of the starscape ‘He determines the number of
the stars and calls them each by name’ (Ps. 147:4 NIV). The full comprehension of
celestial bodies was regarded as eternally beyond the grasp of mortals, as Genesis
15:4-5 shows. There, God requested Abram to number the starry hosts: ‘Look up at
the heavens and count the stars—if indeed you can.’ This thought of divine
omniscience was echoed by Eliphaz in Job 22:12: ‘Is not God in the heights of
heaven? And see how lofty are the highest stars!’ One may reasonably assert that
God, who has detailed knowledge of the innumerable, must have absolute
knowledge of that created in His image. In addition, the rhetorical question of Christ
in Matthew 6:26 lends credence to the special importance of humanity compared to
other objects of creation.
Psalm 147:3 reveals two acts of God—healing the broken-hearted and binding up
wounds. This should not come as a surprise, nor should it provoke scepticism. From
the fact that God knows and commands the lofty stars, which are lower on His scale
of importance relative to us, we should rest assured that He will do both divine acts
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of ‘healing’ and ‘soothing’. This assurance should strengthen the weak, uphold the
faint and set on course the wavering!
Psalm 147:5 mentions the attributes of God, which explains His omniscience and
care. ‘Great is our Lord and mighty in power; his understanding has no limit.’ Our
great God can do great things!
Uche Eliezer Okeke
From Southport: Daily in the news from the Middle East we see remnants of families
escaping from their destroyed communities. Just as Naomi returned with her
shattered dreams (Ruth 1:21), so the returning exiles had very mixed feelings. Going
back to the place of our origins does not take us back to the place of our dreams.
Friends and acquaintances have moved on; landmarks have vanished; and although
it was home, now it feels strange.
The returning exiles came with a range of emotions. The promise to them was that
just as Jehovah had built up the city, so also He would gather the outcasts and
provide healing both spiritual and physical. He had called a small number of people
out of the vast Persian Empire. It was so easy to feel lost and insignificant when they
considered the total population of that empire. The psalmist gives God’s
perspective—since He is able to know all the stars by name and to count them, He
is well able to know each person in the small remnant individually (cf. Luke 12:6-7).
The descendants of those returning were still in the land at the time of Christ.
As we look around the teeming multitudes in our cities today and look at the size
of our assemblies, it is easy to feel discouraged; but like the returning exiles we must
remember that God has begun a work in us and will continue it until the day of Jesus
Christ (Phil. 1:6).
A study of the verb tenses in verses 12-19 reveals the continuing work of God. It
states what He has done, then from verse 14 lists what He continues to do. In verses
12 and 20 the command to praise is given, and rightly so in view of what the Lord
God has done for Zion and is continually doing.
The bars of the gates are made strong: the city of Zion is secured and strongly
defended. Our salvation is more secure than any fortress (cf. Ps. 18:2) and so praise
becomes us. Just as the secure city then would have peace, so today we, being in
Christ Jesus, have a continuing peace (Eph. 2:14). This peace is not dependent on us
but on our Saviour, and our peace is not necessarily physical, although it may be, but
it is peace with the Father (Rom. 5:1). This peace will keep us, in both heart and
mind, and we have to let it rule us individually and collectively to know continuing
peace (Col. 3:15). In order to know this peace in its fullness we need an open and
honest relationship with God. The psalmist stated we must have clean hands, a pure
heart and have not lifted our soul to vanity (Ps. 24:4). It is possible after salvation to
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dirty our hands with dishonesty (Eph. 4:28), to have impure thoughts in our hearts
(Acts 5:3; Mat. 5:8) and be filled with a longing in our innermost thoughts for the
vainglory of life (Rom. 1:21; Gal. 5:26). If we are thus sullied we cannot have the
close communion with God that brings the blessing of peace.
Steve Henderson
From Surulere: It is enthralling how often the almighty God outlines to His people
the magnitude of His care and concern for them by reference to nature (Mat. 6:28;
10:29; Luke 12:27; Amos 5:8; Job 38:31). The sweet psalmist of Israel (a man after
God’s own heart) beautifully declared, ‘When I consider your heavens, the work of
your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that
you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him?’ (Ps. 8:3-4 NIV). For
the Lord who watches over Israel gives neither sleep to His eyes nor slumber to His
eyelids (Ps. 121:4). It is the Lord’s prerogative not only to heal the broken-hearted but
also to bind up their wounds. And how better to reassure the returning exiles,
dispirited perhaps and harried by their numerous unpleasant experiences as strangers,
that the scope of His care transcends the terrestrial, encompassing the celestial bodies!
How much power or resource is required to attend broken bodies, hearts and souls
by Him who not only determines the number of the stars but also calls them each by
name (vv.3,5)?
Surely herein lies the firm and relentless confidence of His people in His divine
providence, for the Lord delights not solely in the constellations or the strength of the
horse, but as before, so now and forever, ‘The LORD’s portion is his people’ (Deut.
32:9). Of a truth, ‘There is no one like the God of Jeshurun, who rides on the
heavens to help you and on the clouds in his majesty’ (Deut. 33:26). We do well to
heed the divine injunction: ‘Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you’
(1 Pet. 5:7).
Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS
1. (Aberkenfig): One may rightly focus on the application to exiles who had been
unfaithful in the Land. But there were also men (and doubtless women) of great
faithfulness such as Daniel, his friends, Ezekiel, and Nehemiah. For these, who would
surely be broken-hearted more for God’s disappointment and the nation’s loss than
for personal failure, ‘wounds’ could be the reproaches and contempt of the
conquerors. This holds, even though Daniel confessed his sins: ‘They who fain would
serve Thee best / Are conscious most of wrong within’ (H. Twells). See also the case
for wider reference of the psalm in Comment 4.
2. (Buckhaven): We agree that the service of the heavenly sanctuary is greater and
fuller. But this psalm would surely be sung in temple worship, and although some of
it is in praise of material blessing, there is appreciation of God’s justice;
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lovingkindness; power in nature; and His power to move the conscience. Are these
not comparable to themes we bring to the holy place today, though focused now on
the richness of their expression in Christ? We may underestimate the spiritual
sensitivities of the godly offerer who delighted in the Old Covenant—recalling that
even in the journey to the Land they ‘drank from the spiritual Rock that followed
them; and the Rock was Christ’ (1 Cor. 10:4 ESV). Indeed, their praise of God for
who He is may well have been richer than the proportion of the Remembrance we
give to that great theme today. It is a seam of gold to trace in all the Psalms.
M.A.
3. (Derby): Knowledge brings with it responsibility so a called-out people who come
into a covenant relationship with their God enjoy the honour and privileges of such
but must also accept the responsibility to fulfil that calling. We must be careful not to
judge others (or other groups) who have not been called for Romans 9:6-13 teaches
us that God chose one and rejected another according to His electing purpose. Our
responsibility is to reach out as far as practically possible with God’s help to both the
believer (in their ignorance of the truth) and the unbeliever (in their ignorance of
God’s salvation). God has overlooked the times of ignorance but now declares to all
everywhere to repent (Acts 17:30).
G.K.S.
4. (Halifax and others): It has been customary to understand Psalm 147 as primarily
written for exiles returning to rebuild Jerusalem, for the good reasons mentioned by
several contributors here, and it certainly can give effective expression to that theme.
There is, however, a case for seeing another specific situation, offering wider
secondary reference. The verb nadach can be rendered ‘scattered’, ‘hunted’, ‘chased
away’, thrust down’, ‘estranged’ (NAS Ex. Concordance; cp. ‘harassed’ suggested by
J.A. Motyer, NBC, 1994). Hezekiah king of Judah appealed to those of Israel who had
seen their kinsfolk taken captive by the Assyrians to join in the keeping of the Passover
after the temple was cleansed and the doors repaired. Some from Asher, Manasseh
and Zebulun responded (2 Chr. 30:6-12). Not only had these people been thrust
down and hunted, but in years previous the faithful of Israel might well have felt
unwelcome in Judah—outcasts because of association with the altar at Bethel; and
perhaps rejected in their own kingdom because they longed for the true centre in
Zion; like those of times described in 2 Chronicles 15:3-6. The strengthening of bars
and gates could relate to the following period of invasion of Judah by Assyrians (2
Chr. 32). Then there is further application, of course, to both the broken-hearted and
the restorers of God’s house today.
M.A.
5. (Mount Forest): The implication of verse 2 is that the gathering together of Israel
was ongoing at the time Psalm 147 was written. Verse 13 looks to some restoration
having already taken place: a rebuilding of the walls to house strengthened gates, and
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the birth of a new generation in the city. This does not seem to fit 1 Samuel 22, when
the discontented in Israel were gathered to David in the cave of Adullam, before
Jerusalem had even been conquered. Nor does it reflect Isaiah’s prophecy which
speaks of a future gathering of Israel under the banner of the kingly ‘shoot from the
stump of Jesse’ (Is. 11:1 ESV). Under His reign, ‘the earth shall be full of the
knowledge of the LORD as the waters cover the sea’ (v.9), but we know too well that
is still to come.
Yet, even if we see the precise context of Psalm 147 as the days of the post-captivity
remnant, that does not of course prevent us from seeing in the psalmist’s words a
more general exposition of the character of God as one who draws His people
together, healing their broken hearts and binding their wounds. His power and
compassion remains constant, calling forth the praise of those who have known His
tenderness and might unifying to achieve His purpose in His people.
J.T.N.

EDITORIAL CHANGE
We now say farewell to our fellow editor Graham K. Schleyer, who leaves us from
this issue, to give time to other commitments. We record appreciation of his reliability
and diligence over a period of eight years, and we are sure our readers have also
enjoyed his sympathetic and earnest care for the practical application of scriptural
truths which he would rightly distinguish, comparing scripture with scripture. We look
forward to seeing his contributions again, along with those of others whom he may
encourage to write. It is a pleasure also to welcome in his place Peter H. Doel of
Crowborough assembly, another discerning student and expositor of ‘the word of
truth’.
M.A., R.B.F., J.T.N.

Feature
KING-PRIEST
Melchizedek
His name is a combination of two
Hebrew words: malki ‘king’, and
tsedeq ‘righteousness’. He was king of
Salem, meaning ‘peace’, which was the
early name for Jerusalem, and, most
importantly, was also called ‘priest of
God Most High’. He brought with him

bread and wine to nourish Abram after
the battle, where God’s servant fought
with a force of three hundred and
eighteen men against the mighty armies
of four kings, in his mission to rescue
his nephew Lot (Gen. 14:12-22). He
was the chosen channel to invoke
God’s favour upon the champion of
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faith, and also the conduit of praise to
God from thankful human hearts. This
was no fleeting, brief encounter of two
outstanding men; rather a time of rich
and beneficial shared fellowship. Here
then was the first true prophetical seed
of someone who was a type of Christ
as king-priest.

the realisation of all that God has for
them in His presence. They come
rightfully on account of their precursor
who is resident there, having become a
high priest after the order of
Melchizedek. Lastly, in Hebrews 7, we
have more information on the man
Melchizedek, Abraham’s giving to him
ten per cent of the best of the booty of
victory, and the association of kingship
with priesthood from the fact that the
Lord is a descendant of the royal tribe
of Judah as far as His earthly lineage is
concerned (see Gen. 49:8-10). He ever
lives in God’s presence to represent us
before His Father, to intercede for us
to His Father, and to be Himself a
receptor, through whom we come to
God (Heb. 7:25).

Melchizedek’s Priesthood
Four references in Scripture apply,
the first in Psalm 110 relating to the
Lord Jesus where in this setting David’s
lord is designated by God as a king
conqueror who overthrows his
opponents and reigns supremely over
all the earth, yet is the subject of a
divine oath that establishes his
priesthood as being of an eternal order
(v.4). The second, in Hebrews 5, a
chapter that directs our attention not
only to the flawless sinless humanity of
our Saviour, who through His perfect
pathway of obedience glorified His
Father, but also emphasises His eternal
sonship, as declared by His Father in
words specifically addressed to Him
(see v.4). Throughout all the
experiences of His life on earth, and
His death on the tree, He is eminently
qualified to become and be called
salvation’s author, and execute the
function and bear the office of an
everlasting priesthood based upon that
of Melchizedek. Thirdly, His work as
high priest has to do with a collective
people in sanctuary service (within the
veil’ Heb. 6:19-20) who enter in to
worship His God and Father by reason
of their grasp by faith of ‘the hope’, i.e.

A King’s Usurpation of the Office of
Priesthood
Uzziah began his reign well, but
finished badly. It was a long one,
characterized mainly by good times
and great achievements. He was a
seeker after God in the days of the
prophet Zechariah, and as long as that
practice prevailed, prosperity followed.
He set high standards in his
enterprising projects, most prominently
becoming famed as a builder. Sadly, as
a result of pride, he ended his days as
a trespasser against the Lord (2 Chr.
26:1-16), endeavouring to act as a high
priest burning incense upon the altar of
incense. He didn’t get far; leprosy
struck him and for the remainder of his
days, by reason of his incurable
disease, was banished from the house

160

of the Lord (v.21). Kingship and
priesthood could not pertain to any
other than the Son of God and that
ancient personage whose dual offices
portrayed Him.

takes place later and he is informed
again of the man, called the Branch,
who will build the temple of the Lord
(the second, temple, of course), carry
supreme authority, and govern and
rule like a king. We are also told there
shall be a priest upon his throne: and
the counsel of peace shall be between
both of them. Who else can these
persons be other than Zerubbabel and
Joshua, who in effect will bring untold
good to the nation as a result of their
united mindset and joint co-operation
freely flowing from the seat of power
(see 6:11-13; 4:9).

Joshua and Zerubbabel
The book of Zechariah records
events circa 520 B.C., about seventeen
years after the return took place of
nearly fifty thousand Jews from
captivity in Babylon, led by Zerubbabel
who became Jerusalem’s first governor
(see Ezra 2:2, 64-65; Neh. 7:7; 12:1).
Work to restore the altar and temple
soon began following arrival in the
promised land, and the foundation of
the temple was laid in 535 B.C. Haggai
the prophet was a contemporary of
Zechariah.

The Lord Jesus
He alone is the true ‘Branch’ bearing
abundant fruit , King of kings and Lord
of lords, and is also priest par
excellence. Kingship and priesthood
are gloriously combined in the Son of
the Most High (cp. Is. 11:1; Luke
1:32-33.). Rightly will be fulfilled in
Him the words of Zechariah 6:13—
‘...he shall bear the glory, and shall sit
and rule upon his throne; and he shall
be a priest upon his throne...’

Joshua, the high priest of that time,
and a key man in God’s purposes for
His people, is seen standing before the
Lord and then is crowned with a mitre
and clothed with regal garments, fitting
emblems of his place of high privilege
and responsibility. To him is revealed
the emergence of another man in
God’s plan, viz. Zerubbabel,
introduced as ‘the Branch’. Together
they would carry out God’s work and
are spoken of as being two olive trees,
two olive branches, and the two sons
of oil, indicative of their power of
witness in the strength and by the
influence of the Spirit of God (Zech.
3:3-4, 8; 4:3, 6, 11-12, 14). Joshua’s
second ‘crowning’, with four of his
companions also being so adorned,

Monarch of the smitten cheek,
Scorn of Jew and scorn of Greek,
Priest and King, Divinely meek––
He shall bear the glory.
His the grand eternal weight,
His the priestly-regal state;
Him the Father maketh greatHe shall bear the glory
(William Blane)
R.B. Fullarton
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