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In the fourth act of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, Brutus and Cassius debate whether to attack their enemies immediately or to wait for another time.  Brutus, arguing for a hasty strike, utters these famous lines:


There is a tide in the affairs of men


Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;


Omitted, all the voyage of their life


Is bound in shallows and in miseries.


Many ride the tide in life and seem to go on to incredible success—like the dot.comers for instance.  The second chapter of Esther paints a similar picture of Mordecai and Esther, the hero and heroine of the book.  Not only did they find themselves in the right place at the right time, but they wisely took advantage of opportunities for personal advancement.  Esther went from being an orphan to being queen in the land.


Yet, like last week we are left wondering how this section of the story relates to us as Christians.  How should we see this story from a Christian perspective?  Let me suggest two things.


First, to God, beauty is more than skin deep.


I doubt that any woman could read this chapter without cringing.  The treatment of women in this chapter is offensive to both women and men, but, for obvious reasons, women tend to feel the offense more deeply.  Xerxes represents the worst in male chauvinists who not only wants beautiful virgins by the hundreds in his harem, but also forces these women to undergo a year’s worth of beautification before he uses them for his pleasure.  The harem system of ancient Persia objectified women to an extreme, robbing them of their dignity and freedom.  They became mere playthings of the king—most to be discarded after one night of royal ecstasy.


At first glance, the example of Esther does not offer much encouragement for women.  Here was a woman who rose from the position of orphaned minority to queen primarily because of her stunning beauty.  Esther 2 seems to confirm the opinion that women must be beautiful in order to be successful, or that they will succeed in life only if they happen to be pretty and if they submit to men’s designs on their lives.


From the perspective of Jewish wisdom, however, Esther’s emerging character is far more significant than her beauty.  As a daughter, she obeyed her father, like any wise son or daughter should.  As a communicator, Esther demonstrated the first rule of wisdom:  Be silent when necessary.  Even in a Persian harem Esther distinguished herself as a woman with great potential.  Though the story accentuates Esther’s physical beauty, it begins to show her outstanding character as well.


The New Testament encourages women to develop the beauty of character valued by Jewish wisdom and modeled by Esther.  Two relevant passages stand out:


Paul’s words to Timothy,


I desire that women adorn themselves in modest apparel, with propriety and moderation, not with braided hair or gold or pearls or costly clothing, but, which is proper for women professing godliness, with good works.


And Peter’s words,


Wives, 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 incorruptible beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is very precious to God.

Both texts encourage women to focus on something other than outward beauty.  Timothy highlights the beauty of “good works,” while Peter focuses on inner beauty.


That’s the first thing we as Christians can learn from this story:  To God, beauty is more than skin deep.


The second thing is we need to learn to ride the tide of God’s providence.


I began with a quotation from Shakespeare in which Brutus advises Cassius to ride the tide of human affairs to good fortune.  The dot.comers have done that.  The Christian sees life slightly different.  He attributes none of his success to luck or to his own ingenuity—he gives the credit to God.  


We believe that God directs our lives, and works all things together for God.  Therefore, we ride to success no on the tide of human affairs, but on the tide of God’s Providence.  Although the writer of the story of Esther may or may not have seen God’s hand behind the events of chapter 2, we see the story from a different perspective:  that our task is not to hope for a lucky break, but to seek God’s direction for our lives and to act in obedience to him.


With apologies to William Shakespeare, the experience of Esther and ours as Christians can best be summarized in these lines:


There is a tide in the affairs of God,


Which, taken at the flood, leads on to blessing!

