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Commentary | Esther Week 2 	
 
Text: Esther 2:1-23. 
 
 
Context of the book / letter / Gospel: The book of Esther shows how God is present in the 
events of everyday life, working to bring about His plans and purposes for His glory. 
 
Main Idea of The Text: Esther is crowned the queen of Persia, and her cousin Mordecai saves 
the king’s life. 
 
Exegetical Outline of The Text 
 

I. Search for a New Queen – vv. 1-14. 
II. Selection of Esther as Queen – vv. 15-20. 
III. Mordecai Saves the King’s Life – vv. 21-23. 

 
Verse by verse commentary:  
 
Some time later, when King Ahasuerus’s rage had cooled down, he remembered Vashti, what 
she had done, and what was decided against her. – v. 1. 
 
 Commentators suggest that he regretted his decision.  What is interesting to note here is 
the similarity between this situation and the act which put Daniel in a pit with lions (cf. Dan. 
6:15). The words of a Persian king could not be revoked, and even if the king wanted Vashti 
back and was willing to forgive her, the law forbade him to do so.i  Hebrew scholars suggest that 
he had been coerced in condemning Vashti to death, but he refused to do so. Instead, he actually 
ordered the execution of the seven advisors who suggested he condemn Vashti.  He realized that 
in his drunken condition, he had a very rash decision and he was now suffering the 
consequences.ii 
 
 Historians suggest that Xerxes did not search for a new queen until he had returned from 
fighting the Greeks.iii  This explains the significant gap in the timeline between the deposing of 
Vashti and the selection of Esther.iv 
 
 
The king’s personal attendants suggested, “Let a search be made for beautiful young virgins 
for the king. 3 Let the king appoint commissioners in each province of his kingdom, so that 
they may gather all the beautiful young virgins to the harem at the fortress of Susa. Put them 
under the supervision of Hegai, the king’s eunuch, keeper of the women, and give them the 
required beauty treatments. 4 Then the young woman who pleases the king will become queen 
instead of Vashti.” This suggestion pleased the king, and he did accordingly. – vv. 2-3. 
 
 Historical records confirm that younger women were being brought into the harem all the 
time to please the king.v  We could accuse Esther of promiscuity here, but honestly, the only sins 
she was guilty of would have been marrying outside of the Jewish faith (cf. Deut. 7:1-4) and 
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polygamy, which was commonly practiced at that time, even among the people of Israel. 
Matthew Henry notes as follows:  
 

Those who suggest that Esther committed sin to come at this dignity, do not consider the 
custom of those times and countries. Every one that the king took was married to him, and 
was his wife, though of a lower rank. 

 
 The Hebrew word translated “young woman” is betulah.  This designation was 
commonly for someone who was unmarried, but not always used to denote virginity, although 
this is commonly the case.  The word is used to denote the status of Tamar before she was raped 
by her brother Amnon (cf. 2 Sam. 13:18-19).  The word can be used to describe someone based 
on their youth or their virginity (cf. Ezek. 9:6; Deut. 22:19).vi 
 
 The young women were brought in from all over the kingdom, and placed under the 
charge of Hegai, a eunuch who served the king.  Jamiesson-Fawcett-Brown note as follows 
regarding the harem and the eunuch: 
 

In the despotic countries of the East the custom obtains that when an order is sent to a 
family for a young damsel to repair to the royal palace, the parents, however unwilling, 
dare not refuse the honor for their daughter; and although they know that when she is 
once in the royal harem, they will never see her again, they are obliged to yield a silent 
and passive compliance. On the occasion referred to, a general search was commanded 
to be made for the greatest beauties throughout the empire, in the hope that, from their 
ranks, the disconsolate monarch might select one for the honor of succeeding to the royal 
honors of Vashti. The damsels, on arrival at the palace, were placed under the custody of 
"Hege, the king's chamberlain, keeper of the women," that is, the chief eunuch, usually a 
repulsive old man, on whom the court ladies are very dependent, and whose favor they 
are always desirous to secure.vii 

 
As we noted earlier, these men were chosen to serve the king.  Hegai was evidently a 

very trusted servant. The Greek historian Herodutus may have referred to him in ancient writings 
as “Hegias.”viii 
 
In the fortress of Susa, there was a Jewish man named Mordecai son of Jair, son of 
Shimei, son of Kish, a Benjaminite. 6 He had been taken into exile from Jerusalem with the 
other captives when King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon took King Jeconiah of Judah into 
exile. 7 Mordecai was the legal guardian of his cousin[a] Hadassah (that is, Esther), because she 
had no father or mother. The young woman had a beautiful figure and was extremely good-
looking. When her father and mother died, Mordecai had adopted her as his own daughter. – 
vv. 5-7. 
 
 The etymology of Mordecai’s name is quite interesting. It is a Hebrew transliteration of 
the Babylonian god Marduk. Evidence for this is found in Aramaic documents.  He was trying to 
hide the fact that he and Esther were Jews. Mordecai’s lineage traces him back to the tribe of 
Benjamin, a descendant of Kish.  The record in the verse leads one to believe that Mordecai was 
an original exile of the Babylonian captivity, but this would make him over one hundred and 
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Esther eighty, so that’s most likely not right.ix The record could be linking him to Kish, who was 
King Saul’s father, or his great-grandfather had the same name.x 
 
 Mordecai had become the foster father of his cousin Hadassah, because her parents 
apparently had died. The CSB refers to him as her “legal guardian,” but he was her biological 
cousin (v. 15.) Her father’s name was Abihail, who is referred to as Mordecai’s uncle, thereby 
giving us their specific familial relation (cf. v. 15; 9:29).  Her name comes from the myrtle tree. 
Her Persian name was Esther, which means, “star.”xi It actually comes from the name of the 
goddess Ishtar.xii 
 
When the king’s command and edict became public knowledge and when many young women 
were gathered at the fortress of Susa under Hegai’s supervision, Esther was taken to the 
palace, into the supervision of Hegai, keeper of the women. 9 The young woman pleased him 
and gained his favor so that he accelerated the process of the beauty treatments and the 
special diet that she received. He assigned seven hand-picked female servants to her from the 
palace and transferred her and her servants to the harem’s best quarters.—vv. 8-9. 
 
 The word “taken” does suggest that Esther may have been brought into the harem against 
her will. Since it was a law that she had to go into the harem., she had no choice in the matter. 
Nevertheless, she wasted no time getting to know Hegai, and gaining his favor. He gave her the 
cream of the crop. She got seven female servants, and had whatever food she wanted.xiii   
 
 We should note that she may not have been taken against her will, even though earlier 
Hebrew Scripture commentaries suggest this. Dr. Warren Wiersbe believes that all of these 
young ladies were taken into the harem against their will.xiv 
 

However, the way she acted once she got there indicates otherwise. As if she was indeed 
accepting this as God’s will for her life.  Her favor with Hegai suggests she truly saw this as an 
opportunity, and she ran with it. The “special diet” that Hegai let her have actually suggests a 
rich one, not one that would have been kosher.xv In this act, we see an interesting contrast in her 
actions to those of Daniel (cf. Dan. 1:8).xvi   We will see why in the next verses. 
 
Esther did not reveal her ethnicity or her family background, because Mordecai had ordered 
her not to make them known. 11 Every day Mordecai took a walk in front of the harem’s 
courtyard to learn how Esther was doing and to see what was happening to her. – vv. 10-11. 
 
 The Bible doesn’t tell us why Mordecai insisted she not tell anyone she was a Jew, but 
eating the rich food may have been a compromise so as not to reveal her ethnicity.  As the book 
reveals, people of that time period really hated the Jews. These acts of “blending in” were not 
what God instructed His people to be. He expected them to be “set apart” and different than the 
culture around them.  Dr. Wiersbe notes the sadness of the fact that they didn’t seem to 
acknowledge God in their actions, and were disobedient for not keeping the law of Moses.xvii 
Scholars note that despite their disobedience, God protected Esther and Mordecai.xviii  
 
 



4	
	

During the year before each young woman’s turn to go to King Ahasuerus, the harem 
regulation required her to receive beauty treatments with oil of myrrh for six months and then 
with perfumes and cosmetics for another six months. 13 When the young woman would go to 
the king, she was given whatever she requested to take with her from the harem to the 
palace. 14 She would go in the evening, and in the morning she would return to a second harem 
under the supervision of the king’s eunuch Shaashgaz, keeper of the concubines. She never 
went to the king again, unless he desired her and summoned her by name. – vv. 12-14. 
 
 The process of becoming queen did involve a type of promiscuity, but again, this was the 
custom of the land, and one cannot fault Esther for following orders. The process evidently took 
an entire year, as the women were prepared with perfumes and makeup.  The makeup was made 
of the oil of myrrh, and would have come from trees found in Africa and Asia.xix The process 
demonstrates the extravagance and indulgences of the Persian royal court.xx 
 
 The women who did not “make the cut” would be put into a second harem, and would 
probably never see the king again.xxi Shaashgaz was put in charge of these concubines.  Esther 
would have started out as a concubine, but as she pleased the king, she would eventually become 
queen.xxii 
 
Esther was the daughter of Abihail, the uncle of Mordecai who had adopted her as his own 
daughter. When her turn came to go to the king, she did not ask for anything except what 
Hegai, the king’s eunuch, keeper of the women, suggested. Esther gained favor in the eyes of 
everyone who saw her. 16 She was taken to King Ahasuerus in the palace in the tenth month, 
the month Tebeth, in the seventh year of his reign. 17 The king loved Esther more than all the 
other women. She won more favor and approval from him than did any of the other virgins. 
He placed the royal crown on her head and made her queen in place of Vashti.  – vv. 15-17. 
 
 We are given specific information on how Mordecai is related to Esther.  Her cousin 
reached out to her when his aunt and uncle passed away and reared her as his own child.  
Mordecai’s ministry to Esther says a lot about adoption, foster care, and family. In this 
circumstance, God prepared Esther for her role in saving her people by providing her with a 
home with her cousin, whose ties to the Persian royal court gave great prominence and 
opportunity. 
 
 Esther listened to the wise council of Hegai, and trusted his wisdom. She did what he 
suggested and only took the things he said she would need when she went before the king.xxiii  
She obediently took her turn with the king and submitted to him. Again, in this culture, marriage 
was merely conducted through the act of intercourse, and so Esther became his wife.  She would 
become his beloved wife, his queen, while these other women would probably never see him 
ever again, but would remain in his harem until he removed them. Concerning this, the HCSB 
Study Bible provides some excellent insight: 
 

Esther’s turn to please the king came in what would have been the winter of 479-478 B.C. 
The story gives no hint of moral judgment about the actions of Esther, a young Jewish 
virgin who gave herself to a pagan, uncircumcised Persian king. In the ethic of the era it 
was simply a given that kings had the right to collect a harem. More intriguing is the fact 
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of God’s working through another “divine coincidence.” God’s sovereignty was at work 
through the encounter of a pagan king and a Jewish virgin, for it would lead to the rescue 
of God’s people.xxiv 

 
 Esther’s beauty spoke for itself.  She did not need the makeup and other beauty 
treatments that were given.  God had gifted her with physical beauty, and the other women and 
people of the Persian court saw her outward beauty, and her inner beauty as well.  Her character 
shone through her. She probably acted very humble in the presence of those who came to know 
her.  While most women would have flaunted their physical appearance, Esther merely accepted 
it as a gift from God, and in a quiet way, she displayed herself in a sweet and kind manner which 
gained her favor with others.xxv 
 
 More importantly, she gained favor with the king and became his queen. God saw fit to 
use the physical attractiveness of Esther and the human desires of a pagan king to work out His 
plan.  Jamiesson-Fawcett Brown comments as follows regarding the text: 
 

The king loved Esther above all the women—The choice fell on Esther, who found favor in 
the eyes of Ahasuerus. He elevated her to the dignity of chief wife, or queen. The other 
competitors had apartments assigned them in the royal harem, and were retained in the rank 
of secondary wives, of whom Oriental princes have a great number. 

He set the royal crown upon her head—This consisted only of a purple ribbon, streaked with 
white, bound round the forehead.xxvi   

Scripture gives us a time reference when this occurred, the month of Tebeth. Ellicott 
notes as follows: 
 

The month Tebeth.—This extended from the new moon in January to that in February; the 
name occurs only here. The fifth Egyptian month, lasting from December 20 to January 20, 
was called Tybi. The time referred to in the verse will be the January or February of the year 
478 B.C., and must have been very shortly after Xerxes’ return to Susa from the West. The 
long delay in replacing Vashti is simply to be explained by the long absence of Xerxes in 
Greece.xxvii 
 
Scholars tell us that Xerxes came home from his war campaign with Greece, which ended 

in utter failure. He was happy to have the opportunity to choose Esther as his queen to get his 
mind off of the failed military campaign.xxviii  

 
18 The king held a great banquet for all his officials and staff. It was Esther’s banquet. He 
freed his provinces from tax payments and gave gifts worthy of the king’s bounty. – v. 18. 
 
 The Persian kingdom made the coronation of Queen Esther a holiday and freed the 
people of most, perhaps all tax obligations.xxix  Scholars suppose that the poor were given gifts as 
well, so that all people in the kingdom could have a part in the celebration.xxx The Persian 
military could also have been released from their duties as well during this time.xxxi Historical 
evidence is consistent with this possibility.xxxii  
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 The phrase translated “freed his provinces from tax payments” in the CSB translates to 
one word in Hebrew, hanachah.  The word implies a time of rest, and alludes to the likelihood 
that the kingdom was given a nationwide vacation to celebrate the queen’s coronation.xxxiii 
Jamiesson-Fawcett-Brown notes as follows: 
 

The nuptials were celebrated by a magnificent entertainment, and, in honor of the auspicious 
occasion, "he made a release to the provinces, and gave gifts, according to the state of the 
king." The dotation of Persian queens consisted in consigning to them the revenue of certain 
cities, in various parts of the kingdom, for defraying their personal and domestic expenditure. 
Some of these imposts the king remitted or lessened at this time.xxxiv 

 
As was the custom, a great feast was celebrated in Esther’s honor. Banquets were popular 

in Persian court, and as we move through the book, they play an important role in the events of 
the book. xxxv 
 
 When the virgins were gathered a second time, Mordecai was sitting at the King’s 
Gate. 20 (Esther had not revealed her family background or her ethnicity, as Mordecai had 
directed. She obeyed Mordecai’s orders, as she always had while he raised her.) – vv. 19-20. 
 
 The reference to a “second time” suggests that while the king loved Esther, his lust was 
not satisfied, and he wanted more mistresses.xxxvi Or another possibility is that the virgins were 
gathered together to celebrate Esther’s coronation.xxxvii  Possibly, the virgins were forbidden to 
attend the banquet, so they were having their own separate celebration.xxxviii  
  

In any case, the narrator brings Mordecai into the narrative at this point.  Mordecai was 
serving the king without his knowledge of his relationship to the queen. He was doing his duty as 
a loyal subject, not as the queen’s foster father.  Scholars note that Esther continued to keep this 
a secret from the king, to honor the wishes of her guardian. She did not allow her power and 
position to come ahead of her child-parent relationship with Mordecai.xxxix  

 
In the midst of it all, God continued to work out His plan. The ESV Study Bible makes an 

interesting observation: 
 
Mordecai, entirely without intent, is at the right place at the right time to serve King 
Ahasuerus. This is one of many examples where readers are meant to recognize God’s 
hidden direction of events, though God is never explicitly named.xl 
 
The HCSB Study Bible notes as follows regarding Mordecai’s service to the king: 
 
The mention of Mordecai at the King’s Gate suggests that he was some kind of official in 
the Persian court. This would explain why he was living in the fortress at Susa (1:2) and 
not in the city of Susa, and how he could be within earshot of conspirators who were 
plotting Ahasuereus’s murder.  The King’s Gate in Susa was a massive monumental 
structure that measured 131 feet by 92 feet with a column-like tower on each corner that 
was 40 feet high.xli 
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During those days while Mordecai was sitting at the King’s Gate, Bigthan and Teresh, two of 
the king’s eunuchs who guarded the entrance, became infuriated and planned to 
assassinate[b] King Ahasuerus. 22 When Mordecai learned of the plot, he reported it to Queen 
Esther, and she told the king on Mordecai’s behalf. 23 When the report was investigated and 
verified, both men were hanged on the gallows. This event was recorded in the Historical 
Record in the king’s presence. – vv. 21-23. 
 
 The specific details of this account come into play later on. Again, God is at work in 
these details, and these specifications by the narrator reveal to the reader that God was using 
these certain events to bring about the preservation of the Jewish people.  While the king may 
have not known they were related, Mordecai still communicated with Esther, who then informed 
the king.xlii Jewish scholars tell us that Mordecai knew many languages, and even though he was 
not a native, he could understand what the men were plotting.xliii  With this event, Esther gains 
greater favor with her husband.xliv 
 

These men were crucified, not just merely hung like the Old West! The language implies 
“hung on a tree.”xlv The preferred form of execution in Persia was indeed the same which our 
Lord Jesus suffered for us.  The Persians, like the Romans after them, seemed to prefer this form 
of execution for their criminals. Historical evidence can be found to confirm that this was the 
case.xlvi 

 
The record of Mordecai’s revelation of the murder plot was then written down in the 

national archive of Persia, which the king would eventually read one night when he cannot sleep 
(chs. 6-7).  In all of the humdrum events of Persian government affairs, God was at work to bring 
about the preservation of His people.  
 
Theological Application: 
 
 Teaching Aim and Objectives 
 
  In Esther 2, we see God’s hand “in the ordinary” as he uses a pagan king and a Jewish 
orphan girl to accomplish His purposes and preserve His people.  God uses ordinary people to 
accomplish extraordinary results. As we walk through this chapter, let’s consider the following 
objectives to glean truth from the passage: 
 

1. God uses the fleshly desires of a pagan king to accomplish His purposes. 
2. God’s sovereignty is greater than the disobedience of His children. 
3. God’s timing is always the right time. 

 
Walking Points 
 

1. God uses the fleshly desires of a pagan king to accomplish His purposes. 
We noted how Persian law was written so that it could never be reversed.  Dr. Wiersbe 
also believes that Xerxes missed his queen, but he couldn’t have her back because she 
would have killed the nobles that demanded her removal from the throne. But he wanted 
a woman whom he could truly love and have a relationship with, not just for sexual 
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gratification. So he sought out a queen to love and cherish. God used this desire for 
companionship to bring about the preservation of His people. 
 
Think About It: For those of you who are married, what is the greatest thing about your 
relationship outside of the physical? Do you need to work on things in your marriage to 
make it more about these things?  For the record, if you need to work on the physical, 
then do it, too. Paul instructs the men to love when he tells the wives to submit, so 
marriage is a two-way street.  
 
Read Eph. 5:22-29. 
 
For those of you who are single, are you finding satisfaction in Christ, or are you 

allowing television, social media, and even pornography to satisfy.  These will not satisfy.  We 
must find our satisfaction in Jesus Christ.  The Apostle Paul instructed us to “put to death” the 
sins of the flesh and live victoriously in Christ.  We can only do this in the power of the Holy 
Spirit. 

 
Read 1 Thess. 4:3-5; Col. 3:1-5. 

 
Let’s move on to something a little less uncomfortable.  What about our friendships? Are 

we allowing our friends to build us up, or are we allowing them to tear us down. Strong Christian 
friendships are a key ingredient in discipleship.  We can’t really disciple someone until we 
become their friend and know everything about us, thereby being able to hold us accountable and 
walk with us on our journey. 

 
Read Pro. 17:17; 18:24; 27:17. 

 
2. God’s sovereignty is greater than the disobedience of His children. 

 
The Bible doesn’t tell us how old Esther was when she became queen, but our text makes 
it clear that she was a young virgin girl who had lost her parents.  Her cousin Mordecai 
had stepped in and took care of her, and taught her the ways of God.  Even though he was 
her cousin, she respected him as if he was her father. 
 
Read Deut. 10:18; James 1:27. 
 
Despite Mordecai’s fault in not demonstrating and teaching the law, he got one thing 
right. He saw the need of a fatherless child, and met that need.  He followed the law in 
that he knew his cousin needed a home, and he provided it for her.  The Bible talks a lot 
about ministering to the fatherless child.   
 
Think About It: Have you considered adoption? Have you considered fostering 
children?  We have some families in our church who are currently fostering children. 
There may be a way that you can help them. Our orphan care ministry has been 
established to help families who wish to adopt.  You can also minister to the children at 
the Tennessee Baptist Children’s Home here in Chattanooga.  
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Read Dan. 4:35; Pro. 21:1. 
 

Even in pagan Persia, God was at work. He allowed King Ahasuerus to bring Esther into the 
royal court, and submit herself to him. And he used the most unlikely of characters to 
accomplish His will.  Dr. Wiersbe notes that Esther was given favor with Hegai, the 
unbelieving eunuch, just like Joseph was given favor in Egypt and Daniel in Babylon.xlvii  
Wherever God puts His people, He will use them for His glory. And He will also use 
unbelievers to accomplish His purposes. 

 
God worked His sovereign plan through the lives of Esther and Mordecai. Both were 
disobedient in not following the ways of the Lord, but He had a plan which included them.  
We can rest in the fact that God is sovereign and He always has a plan. 
 
Think About It: We see the evil of the world around us. Think about how God is at work in 
the world in which we live today.  He sets up leaders, and allows them to be deposed. How 
has God used Christians throughout history to impact history? What about how Christians 
have impacted the culture where they live?  How can you and I be “salt and light” where we 
are? We can have a deep impact on the community around us when our lives are in line with 
God’s will, but He may choose to use us regardless.  Think about how God has used 
unbelievers to accomplish His will. Can you give an example of how God used an unbeliever 
to punish disobedience? How has He used unbelievers to accomplish good? How has He 
turned a bad circumstance into something good for His glory?  

 
 

3. God’s timing is always the right time. 
 
God put Mordecai in his government position, and he was in the right place at the right 
time and thwarted the plot against the king.  God allowed him to be there to protect the 
king. He is always at work “behind the scenes.” Abraham and Sarah didn’t wait for 
God’s time, and it turned out to be disastrous for them. It would cause the Arab-Israeli 
conflict we see today.  The Bible tells us that Jesus came at “the fullness of time.”  God 
has a timetable. He knows when He will act. He knows when He will return for us.  Let’s 
trust Him that He has everything under control. 
 
Read Gen. 21:2, 8-13; Gal. 4:4; Acts 1:7. 
 
Think About It: Can you think of a time when God put you somewhere to minister to 
someone in need at the right moment? How have you seen God’s timing come to play in 
your life? Have you been protected from harm? Have you seen a need met in the nick of 
time? Share how God’s timing has shown Him to be faithful to you.  
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