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Queen Esther

Was Queen Esther real?
How did she change Judaism?
Should her book be in the Bible?

The Book of Esther is a book in the Ketuvim ("writings"), the third section of the Jewish Tanakh (the Hebrew Bible) and is part of the Christian Old Testament. It tells the story of a Jewish girl named Esther, who became queen of Persia and thwarted a plan to commit genocide against her people. The Book of Esther or the Megillah is the basis for the Jewish celebration of Purim. Its full text is read aloud twice during the celebration, in the evening and again the following morning.

 Setting
The biblical Book of Esther is set in the third year of Ahasuerus, a king of Persia. The name Ahasuerus is equivalent to Xerxes, both deriving from the Persian Khshayārsha, thus Ahasuerus is usually identified as Xerxes I (486-465 BCE), though Ahasuerus is identified as Artaxerxes in the later Greek version of Esther (as well as by Josephus, the Jewish commentary Esther Rabbah, the Ethiopic translation and the Christian theologian Bar-Hebraeus who identified him more precisely as Artaxerxes II [1]).

Plot summary
Ahasuerus, ruler of a massive Persian empire, holds a lavish party, initially for his court and dignitaries and afterwards for all inhabitants of the capital city Shushan. Ahasuerus orders the queen Vashti to display her beauty before the guests. She refuses. Worried all women will learn from this, Ahasuerus removes her as queen and has a royal decree sent across the empire that men should be the ruler of their households and should speak their own native tongue. Ahasuerus then orders all beautiful young girls to be presented to him, so he can choose a new queen to replace Vashti. One of these is the orphan Esther, whose Jewish name is Hadassah. After the death of her parents, she is being fostered by her cousin Mordechai. She finds favor in the king's eyes, and is made his new queen. Esther does not reveal that she is Jewish. Shortly afterwards, Mordechai discovers a plot by courtiers Bigthan and Teresh to assassinate Ahasuerus. The conspirators are apprehended and hanged, and Mordechai's service to the king is recorded.

Ahasuerus appoints Haman as his prime minister. Mordechai, who sits at the palace gates, falls into Haman's disfavor as he refuses to bow down to him. Having found out that Mordechai is Jewish, Haman plans to kill not just Mordechai but all the Jews in the empire. He obtains Ahasuerus' permission to execute this plan, against payment of ten thousand talents of silver (which the King declines to accept and rather allows him to execute his plan on principle), and he casts lots to choose the date on which to do this—the thirteenth of the month of Adar. On that day, everyone in the empire is free to massacre the Jews and despoil their property. When Mordechai finds out about the plans he and all Jews mourn and fast. Mordechai informs Esther what has happened and tells her to intercede with the King. She is afraid to break the law and go to the King unsummoned. This action would incur the death penalty. Mordechai tells her that she must. She orders Mordechai to have all Jews fast for three days together with her, and on the third day she goes to Ahasuerus, who stretches out his sceptre to her which shows that she is not to be punished. She invites him to a feast in the company of Haman. During the feast, she asks them to attend a further feast the next evening. Meanwhile, Haman is again offended by Mordechai and consults with his friends. At his wife's suggestion, he builds a gallows for Mordechai.

That night, Ahasuerus suffers from insomnia, and when the court records are read to him to help him sleep, he learns of the services rendered by Mordechai in the previous plot against his life. Ahasuerus is told that Mordechai has not received any recognition for saving the king's life. Just then, Haman appears, to ask the King to hang Mordechai, but before he can make this request, King Ahasuerus asks Haman what should be done for the man that the king wishes to honor. Thinking that the man that the king is referring to is himself, Haman says that the man should be dressed in the king's royal robes and led around on the king's royal horse, while a herald calls: "See how the king honours a man he wishes to reward!" To his horror and surprise, the king instructs Haman to do so to Mordechai. After leading Mordechai's parade, he returns in mourning to his wife and friends, who suggest his downfall has begun.

Immediately after, Ahasuerus and Haman attend Esther's second banquet, at which she reveals that she is Jewish and that Haman is planning to exterminate her people, including her. Overcome by rage, Ahasuerus leaves the room; meanwhile Haman stays behind and begs Esther for his life, falling upon her in desperation. The king comes back in at this moment and thinks Haman is assaulting the queen; this makes him angrier than before and he orders Haman hanged on the gallows that Haman had prepared for Mordechai. The previous decree against the Jews cannot be annulled, but the king allows the Jews to defend themselves during attacks. As a result, on 13 Adar, five hundred attackers and Haman's ten sons are killed in Shushan, followed by a Jewish slaughter of seventy-five thousand Persians, although they took no plunder. Esther sends a letter instituting an annual commemoration of the Jewish people's redemption, in a holiday called Purim (lots). Ahasuerus remains very powerful and continues reigning, with Mordechai assuming a prominent position in his court. [2]
Authorship and date
Esther is usually dated to the third or fourth century BCE. Jewish tradition regards it as a redaction by the Great Assembly of an original text written by Mordecai.[3]
The Greek additions to Esther (which do not appear in the Jewish/Hebrew; see "Additions to Esther" below) are dated to around the late 2nd century or early 1st BCE.[4]
· The primary source relating to the origin of Purim is the Megillat Esther (Book of Esther), which became the last of the 24 books of the Tanakh to be canonized by the Sages of the Great Assembly. It is dated to the 4th century BCE[5] and according to the Talmud was a redaction by the Great Assembly of an original text by Mordecai.[6]
· The Greek Book of Esther, included in the Septuagint, is a retelling of the events of the Hebrew Book of Esther rather than a translation and records additional traditions, in particular the identification of Ahasuerus with Artaxerxes and details of various letters. It is dated to the second to first century BCE.[7] The Coptic and Ethiopic versions of Esther are translations of it instead of the Hebrew Esther.

· A Latin version of Esther was produced by Jerome for the Vulgate. It translates the Hebrew Esther but interpolates translations of the Greek Esther where the latter provides additional material.

· Several Aramaic targums of Esther were produced in the Middle Ages of which two survive - the Targum Rishon ("First Targum") and Targum Sheni ("Second Targum")[8]

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Esther" \l "cite_note-Kaufman-8" [9] dated c. 500 - 1000 CE.[10] These were not targums ("translations") in the true sense but like the Greek Esther are retellings of events and include additional legends relating to Purim.[8] There is also a 16th century rescension of the Targum Rishon sometimes counted as Targum Shelishi ("Third Targum").[9]
Historicity
The book of Esther falls under the category of Writings, one of three parts of the Jewish canon.[11] Some modern scholars suggest the book of Esther to be a historical novella.[11]

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Esther" \l "cite_note-Sidnie_White_Crawford_2003-11" [12] That is, while the events may not be historically accurate the book itself was written to tell a story of a time in history, in this case the origin of the Jewish holiday of Purim.[11]
There are a number of reasons some scholars question the historicity of the book of Esther. As noted by biblical scholar Michael D. Coogan, the book of Esther contains specific details regarding certain subject matter (for example, Persian rule) which are historically inaccurate. For example, Coogan discusses an apparent inaccuracy regarding the age of Esther's cousin (or, according to others, uncle) Mordecai.[11]

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Esther" \l "cite_note-Sidnie_White_Crawford_2003-11" [12] In Esther 2:5–6, either Mordecai or his great-grandfather Kish is identified as having been exiled from Jerusalem to Babylon by King Nebuchadnezzar in 597 BCE: "Mordecai son of Jair, the son of Shimei, the son of Kish, who had been carried into exile from Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, among those taken captive with Jeconiah king of Judah." If this refers to Mordecai, he would have had to live over a century to have witnessed the events described in the Book of Esther.[11] However, the verse may be read as referring not to Mordecai's exile to Babylon, but to his great-grandfather Kish's exile.[13]

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Esther" \l "cite_note-ISBE-13" [14]

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Esther" \l "cite_note-14" [15]
In her article “The Book of Esther and Ancient Storytelling,” biblical scholar Adele Berlin discusses the reasoning behind scholarly concern of the historicity of Esther. Much of this debate relates to the importance of distinguishing history and fiction within biblical texts, as Berlin argues, in order to gain a more accurate understanding of the history of the Israelite people.[16] Berlin quotes a series of scholars who suggest that the author of Esther did not mean for the book to be considered as a historical writing, but intentionally wrote it to be a historical novella.[17] The genre of novellas under which Esther falls was common during both the Persian and Hellenistic periods to which scholars have dated the book of Esther.[11]

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Esther" \l "cite_note-Adele_Berlin_2001-15" [16]
There are certain elements of the book of Esther that are historically accurate. The story told in the book of Esther takes place during the rule of Ahasuerus, who has been identified as the fifth-century Persian king Xerxes (486-465). The author also displays an accurate knowledge of Persian customs and palaces.[14] However, according to Coogan, considerable historical inaccuracies remain throughout the text, supporting the view that the book of Esther is to be read as a historical novella which tells a story describing historical events but is not necessarily historical fact.[11]
Historical reading
	
	


Those arguing in favour of an historical reading of Esther, most commonly identify Ahasuerus with Artaxerxes II (ruled 405–359 BCE) although in the past it was often assumed that he was Xerxes I (ruled 486–465 BCE). The Hebrew Ahasuerus is most likely derived from Persian Khshayarsha, the origin of the Greek Xerxes. The Greek historian Herodotus wrote that Xerxes sought his harem after being defeated in the Greco-Persian Wars. He makes no reference to individual members of the harem except for a domineering Queen consort named Amestris, whose father, Otanes, was one of Xerxes's generals. (In contrast, the Greek historian Ctesias refers to a similar father-in-law/general figure named Onaphas.) Amestris has often been identified with Vashti, but this identification is problematic, as Amestris remained a powerful figure well into the reign of her son, Artaxerxes I, whereas Vashti is portrayed as dismissed in the early part of Xerxes's reign. Alternative attempts have been made to identify her with Esther, although Esther is an orphan whose father was a Jew named Abihail.

As for the identity of Mordecai, the similar names Marduka and Marduku have been found as the name of officials in the Persian court in over thirty texts from the period of Xerxes I and his father Darius, and may refer to up to four individuals, one of which might after all be Mordecai.

The Septuagint version of Esther translates the name Ahasuerus as Artaxerxes, a Greek name derived from the Persian Artakhshatra. Josephus too relates that this was the name by which he was known to the Greeks, and the Midrashic text, Esther Rabba also makes the identification. Bar-Hebraeus identified Ahasuerus explicitly as Artaxerxes II; however, the names are not necessarily equivalent: Hebrew has a form of the name Artaxerxes distinct from Ahasuerus, and a direct Greek rendering of Ahasuerus is used by both Josephus and the Septuagint for occurrences of the name outside the Book of Esther. Instead, the Hebrew name Ahasuerus accords with an inscription of the time that notes that Artaxerxes II was named also Arshu, understood as a shortening of Achshiyarshu the Babylonian rendering of the Persian Khshayarsha (Xerxes), through which the Hebrew Achashverosh (Ahasuerus) is derived.[18] Ctesias related that Artaxerxes II was also called Arsicas which is understood as a similar shortening with the Persian suffix -ke that is applied to shortened names. Deinon related that Artaxerxes II was also called Oarses which is also understood to be derived from Khshayarsha.[18]
Another view attempts to identify him instead with Artaxerxes I (ruled 465–424 BCE), whose Babylonian concubine, Kosmartydene, was the mother of his son Darius II (ruled 424–405 BCE). Jewish tradition relates that Esther was the mother of a King Darius and so some try to identify Ahasuerus with Artaxerxes I and Esther with Kosmartydene.

Based on the view that the Ahasuerus of the Book of Tobit is identical with that of the Book of Esther, some have also identified him as Nebuchadnezzar's ally Cyaxares (ruled 625–585 BCE). In certain manuscripts of Tobit, the former is called Achiachar, which, like the Greek Cyaxares, is thought to be derived from Persian Akhuwakhshatra. Depending on the interpretation of Esther 2:5–6, Mordecai or his great-grandfather Kish was carried away from Jerusalem with Jeconiah by Nebuchadnezzar, in 597 BCE. The view that it was Mordecai would be consistent with the identification of Ahasuerus with Cyaxares. Identifications with other Persian monarchs have also been suggested.

Jacob Hoschander has argued that evidence of the historicity of Haman and his father Hamedatha is seen in Omanus and Anadatus mentioned by Strabo as being honoured with Anahita in the city of Zela. Hoschander argues that these were not deities as Strabo supposed but garbled forms of "Haman" and "Hamedatha" who were being worshipped as martyrs. The names are indeed unattested in Persian texts as gods, however the Talmud (Sanhedrin 61b) and Rashi both record a practice of deifying Haman and Josephus speaks of him being worshipped. [18] Attempts have been made to connect both "Omanus" and "Haman" with the Zoroastrian term Vohu Mana; however this denotes the principle of "Good Thoughts" and is not the name of a deity.)

Whenever the book was written and whatever the historicity of the events recounted in it, clearly by the time it was written the term "Yehudim" (יהודים - Jews) already gained a meaning quite close to what it means up to the present—i.e. an ethnic-religious group, scattered in many countries, organised in autonomous communities and a target of hatred.

Relation to the rest of the Bible
Esther is the only book of the Tanakh that is not represented among the Dead Sea scrolls. It has often been compared to the first half of the Book of Daniel and to the deuterocanonical Books of Tobit and Judith for its subject matter.[citation needed]
The story is also the first time that the word Jew (יְהוּדִי) was used, thus denoting a distinction between the Hebrews, the Israelites, and their Jewish descendants in the diaspora.[citation needed] Moreover, whatever the historical validity of the specific events depicted, the book clearly reflects a situation in which Jews were an ethnic-religious minority - scattered in many countries, organised in self-contained, self-governing communities and subjected to intensive and sometimes violent hatred by some members of the surrounding society. Clearly, whenever the book was actually composed, a phenomenon which can already be identified as a kind of antisemitism was in existence - whether or not Haman is an actual historical character.

From aishdas.com

The Historicity of Megillat Esther 

Recently, the historicity of the biblical book of Esther - whether the book is historically true - has been called into question an a most bold and audacious manner. Because the challenger writes with such overstated confidence in this matter, I have been easily convinced to take up my pen once again and demonstrate how thinly substantiated his claim is. What I intend to show here is that there is ample basis to support the claim that the book of Esther is historical and accurate. No, not all historians accept this. But many prominent historians do, so the challenge that the book of Esther is ahistorical lacks force. The believing Jew (and Christian) can easily respond that there is insufficient evidence to disprove the historicity of Esther. Because there is so much scholarly literature on the subject, this essay will consist mostly of quotations from mainstream historians who have written on the subject.

But first I need to point out that the issue under question is the historical accuracy of the book of Esther, not the related midrashim. We certainly know that many, perhaps most, midrashim were intended to relay allegorical religious messages and not to decsribe historical facts, as commentators such as Maharal and Maharsha demonstrate at length. Distinguishing between literal and allegorical midrashim is frequently a difficult task. However, if science or history conclusively demonstrates that a midrash cannot be literally true then we have been assisted in our understanding of this midrash. It has been proven to be allegorical, not untrue (if the proof is truly as strong as its proponent claims). Therefore, we are here only concerned with the actual biblical text and not assorted midrashim.

When and where was Megillat Esther written?
In view of Esther's setting in Susa [Shushan], its Persian background, its Aramaisms, and its lack of reference to Palestine, there is widespread agreement that Esther was composed in the eastern Diaspora, quite probably at Susa [Shushan] itself. 
(E. Yamauchi, Persia and the Bible, p. 226)

Carey Moore prefers to date Esther in the late Persian Period, that is, in the early fourth century [BCE]. Robert Gordis favors a similar date... Shemaryahu Talmon argues for a still earlier date... he concludes: "The traditional setting of the book in the days of Xerxes [Achashverosh] (485-465 BC[E]) cannot be wide of the mark." I would agree with his position. 
(Yamauchi, pp. 227-228)

Is the portrayal of Achashverosh believable?
A study of Persian records indicates that Xerxes [Achashverosh] was a far more successful ruler than Herodotus would suggest... Xerxes [Achashverosh] used the fabulous wealth of his empire to build the most magnificent structure of Achaemonian times, the palace of Persepolis... He did, of course, also build at Susa [Shushan], but that site is not well preserved today... Xerxes' [Achashverosh's] empire did extend from India to Ethiopia, and Xerxes [Achashverosh] did have a winter palace at Susa [Shushan], which had features not incompatible with the architectural detail given in [the book of Esther]. Famous for his lavish drinking parties and his extravagant promises and gifts, Xerxes [Achashverosh] also had, on occasion, a nast, irrational temper. 
(C. Moore, Anchor Bible: Esther, pp. XXVIII-XLI)

Does the book of Esther portray the Persian government properly?
[T]he author of Esther shows awareness of certain features of Persian government, such as the seven princely advisers and the very efficient postal system; he is also familiar with certain practices of Persian court life, including obeisance to the king's high officials and the reading and rewarding of the king's "benefactors." The author is also aware of various details and Persian customs, among them hanging as a form of capital punishment... And, finally, the author uses a number of Persian nouns... 
(Moore, p. XLI)

Is Vashti an historical figure?
One of the most serious discrepancies cited by scholars to discredit the historicity of Esther is the fact that Herodotus indicates that Xerxes' [Achashverosh's] queen was Amestris, rather than the biblical Esther... J. Stafford Wright has suggested that by assuming certain phonetic modifications, an identification of Vashti with Amestris can be made - a conclusion accepted also by William Shea. 
(Yamauchi, pp. 230-231)

Were there really 127 provinces in Achashverosh's kingdom?
[O. Leuze] points out that the [twenty-three] satrapies cover lesser divisions of up to seventy-one peoples and districts, which is an incomplete figure, lacking (e.g.) such constituent districts or (sub) provinces for the fifth, twelfth, and thirteenth satrapies (if not others also). The final total would not be far off the "127 provinces" ascribed to Xerxes [Achashverosh] in Esther 1:1, using the same term (medina) that was applied to Judaea (in Persian Aramaic, Yehud) as a local district, as in Ezra 5:8 and Neh. 1:3. 
(K. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament, p. 516 n. 20)

Is Mordechai an historical figure?
The case for the historical identification of Mordecai with Marduka, attested as a Royal Persian official, has been complicated by the publication of the Elamite tablets from Persepolis. We now have more than thirty texts dated between 505 and 499 [BCE], with the name Marduka or Marduku, which may refer to up to four individuals. Although we cannot be certain, it is possible that one of these may have been the biblical Mordecai. 
(Yamauchi, p. 235)

In conclusion:
Gordis summarizes the various lines in favor of the historicity of Esther by concluding, "all in all, the case for the historical basis for the book is impressive." Moore admits, "on the face of it, the story seems to be true... Nothing in the book seems improbable, let alone unbelievable." If this is the case, and if the alleged historical problems are not insoluble, then it would seem preferable to take the book at face value as a historical narrative rather than to resort to subjective and highly speculative reconstructions. Scholars such as Wright, Shea, and Claus Schedl have indeed argues for such a view. 
(Yamauchi, p. 239)
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From Assembly of true Israel.com

The Book of Esther, fiction or 'Set-Apart' Scripture?

[image: image1]
The Book of Esther is one of a small literary group of Books (along with Tobit and Judith) with very distinctive characteristics, and text which is difficult to determine. The book of Esther has two forms: one long, the Hebrew; one short, in the Greek. Of the Greek text there are two principal types: that of the current Greek Bible and that of the widely variant recension of Lucian of Antioch. The Greek version contains the following passages not found in the Hebrew: the dream of Mordecai, 1:1, and its explanation, 10:3; two edicts of Ahasuerus, 3:13 and 8:12; the prayer of Mordecai, 4:17; the prayer of Esther, 4:17; a second account of Esther's appeal to Ahasuerus, 5:1, and 5:2; an appendix explaining the origin of the Greek version, 10:3. Jerome placed his translation of these passages after the translated Hebrew text (Vulg. 10:4-16:24).

The Book was admitted to the Canon at a late date, although it has been read and quoted from earlier days and appears in the official canonical list in the West from the time of the 'Roman' Synod of 382 and, in the East, from 682 (the 'in Trullo' Council of Constantinople). The Greek passages of Esther are considered deuterocanonical, that is to say, only recognized after certain hesitancy in the patristic period. The Jewish rabbis were still discussing the status of the Hebrew Esther in the 1st century A.D., but the book has now become very popular with the Jews.

The book belongs to a type of literature which treats history and geography with a good deal of 'Freedom.' In the book, the city of Susa is correctly described, along with some Persian customs. Ahasuerus (Hebrew transcription of Xerxes) is well known as an historical figure and the delineation of his character appears to agree with what Herodotus says of him. On the other hand, it is strange that one of the tolerant Achmenid dynasty should agree to sign the order for a Jewish pogrom. And still stranger that he should authorize a massacre of his own subjects, or that the Jews would be so blood thirsty to want to kill 75,000 fellow Persians, or that these Persians should offer no resistance to their own massacre. Moreover, at the time indicated by the narrative, the queen of Persia and consort of Xerxes was Amestris, as recorded in historical records. History leaves no room for either Vashi or Esther. And, if Mordecai was indeed deported under King Nebuchadnezzar, according to Esther 2:6, he would have been one hundred and fifty years old by the reign of Xerxes (which is not very likely).

The Book of Esther tells of the deliverance of the Jews by the actions of a woman. The Jews settled in Persia are threatened with extermination by Aman, a hostile and all-powerful vizir, and are saved by Esther, a young Jewess who has become queen, and who acts on the advice of her uncle, Mordecai. There is a complete reversal of the situation: Aman is hanged and his 10 sons impaled on the stake at the request of Esther (Esther 9:13-14). No wonder "many people of the land were becoming Jews, for the fear of the Jews had fallen on them" (Esther 8:17). It is clear from the Book of Esther, that the Jews living in Persia at the time were a Religious Sect, but they were not a race, or a distinct people group, because of the incorporation of many people of the land that also became Jews. 
What the story does illustrate is the hatred toward the Jews, even in ancient times. Their way of life brought them into conflict with their autocratic rulers. The bloodthirstiness of the Book of Esther is very shocking, but we must remember, as in any literary conventions, the harem intrigues and the massacres serve to dramatize. But as to its value for inclusion into the set-apart Scripture, hardly. There is not much of a redeeming factor in the Book, except maybe for the Jew as a fabricated story. 

The Greek version of the Book of Esther was in existence in 114 B.C. when it was sent to Egypt to authenticate the Jewish feast of Purim (Esther 4:13-17). The Hebrew text is earlier; in 160 B.C., according to 2 Maccabees 15:36, the Palestinian Jews were celebrating a 'Day of Mordecai'; which presupposes that the story, and probably the book of Esther were well known among the Jews. The book may therefore be assigned to the end of the Persian, or the beginning of the Hellenistic period. It is very doubtful that the Book is in any way connected with the feast of Purim, because Esther 9:20-32 is written in a very different linguistic style and reads very much like it was an addition. The origin of the feast of Purim is itself obscure, and it is quite possible that the book came to be connected with it later (2 Maccabees 15:36 does not use the term 'Purim", but 'Day of Mordecai') apparently to give it some historical basis. 

We at the Assembly of Yahweh, consider the Book of Esther interesting Jewish literature, a story. We do not give it any 'Scriptural validity, or place any value on it. We do not believe it has any historical basis, and consider the book in the ranks of the Books of Tobit, and Judith. They are interesting stories, but not much more.

From Jewish Encyclopaedia.com
ESTHER (Hebrew, [image: image2.jpg]


; Greek, Εσθήρ):

Name of the chief character in the Book of Esther, derived, according to some authorities, from the Persian "stara" (star); but regarded by others as a modification of "Ishtar," the name of the Babylonian goddess (see below).

—In Rabbinical Literature: 

The story of Esther—typical in many regards of the perennial fate of the Jews, and recalled even more vividly by their daily experience than by the annual reading of theMegillah at Purim—invited, both by the brevity of some parts of the narrative and by the associations of its events with the bitter lot of Israel, amplifications readily supplied by popular fancy and the artificial interpretation of Biblical verse. The additions to Esther in the (Greek) Apocrypha have their counterparts in the post-Biblical literature of the Jews, and while it is certain that the old assumption of a Hebrew original for the additions in the Greek Book of Esther is not tenable (see Kautzsch, "Die Apocryphen und Pseudepigraphen des Alten Testaments," i. 194), it is not clear that the later Jewish amplifications are adaptations of Greek originals.

—Critical View: 

As to the historical value of the foregoing data, opinions differ. Comparatively few modern scholars of note consider the narrative of Esther to rest on an historical foundation. The most important names among the more recent defenders of the historicity of the book are perhaps Hävernick, Keil, Oppert, and Orelli. The vast majority of modern expositors have reached the conclusionthat the book is a piece of pure fiction, although some writers qualify their criticism by an attempt to treat it as a historical romance. The following are the chief arguments showing the impossibility of the story of Esther:

Improbabilities of the Story. 

· 1. It is now generally recognized that the Ahasuerus ([image: image3.jpg]CANenN



), mentioned in Esther, in Ezra iv. 6, and in Dan. ix. 1, is identical with the Persian king known as Xerxes (Ξέρζης, "Khshayarha"), who reigned from 485 to 464 B.C.; but it is impossible to find any historical parallel for a Jewish consort to this king. Some critics formerly identified Esther with Amastris (Ionic, "Amestris"), who is mentioned by Herodotus (viii. 114, ix. 110; compare Ctesias, 20) as the queen of Xerxes at the time when Esther, according to Esth. ii. 6, became the wife of Ahasuerus. Amastris, however, was the daughter of a Persian general and, therefore, not a Jewess. Furthermore, the facts of Amastris' reign do not agree with the Biblical story of Esther. Besides all this, it is impossible to connect the two names etymologically. M'Clymont (Hastings, "Dict. Bible," i. 772) thinks it possible that Esther and Vashti may have been merely the chief favorites of the harem, and are consequently not mentioned in parallel historical accounts.It is very doubtful whether the haughty Persian aristocracy, always highly influential with the monarch, would have tolerated the choice of a Jewish queen and a Jewish prime minister (Mordecai), to the exclusion of their own class—not to speak of the improbability of the prime ministry of Haman the Agagite, who preceded Mordecai. "Agagite" can only be interpreted here as synonymous with "Amalekite" (compare "Agag," king of the Amalekites, the foe of Saul, I Sam. xv. 8, 20, 32; Num. xxiv. 7; see Agag). Oppert's attempt to connect the term "Agagite" with "Agaz," a Median tribe mentioned by Sargon, can not be taken seriously. The term, as applied to Haman, is a gross anachronism; and the author of Esther no doubt used it intentionally as a fitting name for an enemy of Israel. In the Greek version of Esther, Haman is called a Macedonian.

· 2. Perhaps the most striking point against the historical value of the Book of Esther is the remarkable decree permitting the Jews to massacre their enemies and fellow subjects during a period of two days. If such an extraordinary event had actually taken place, should not some confirmation of the Biblical account have been found in other records? Again, could the king have withstood the attitude of the native nobles, who would hardly have looked upon such an occurrence without offering armed resistance to their feeble and capricious sovereign? A similar objection may be made against the probability of the first edict permitting Haman the Amalekite to massacre all the Jews. Would there not be some confirmation of it in parallel records? This whole section bears the stamp of free invention.

· 3. Extraordinary also is the statement that Esther did not reveal her Jewish origin when she was chosen queen (ii. 10), although it was known that she came from the house of Mordecai, who was a professing Jew (iii. 4), and that she maintained a constant communication with him from the harem (iv. 4-17).

· 4. Hardly less striking is the description of the Jews by Haman as being "dispersed among the people in all provinces of thy kingdom" and as disobedient "to the king's laws" (iii. 8). This certainly applies more to the Greek than to the Persian period, in which the Diaspora had not yet begun and during which there is no record of rebellious tendencies on the part of the Jews against the royal authority.

· 5. Finally, in this connection, the author's knowledge of Persian customs is not in keeping with contemporary records. The chief conflicting points are as follows: (a) Mordecai was permitted free access to his cousin in the harem, a state of affairs wholly at variance with Oriental usage, both ancient and modern. (b) The queen could not send a message to her own husband (!). (c) The division of the empire into 127 provinces contrasts strangely with the twenty historical Persian satrapies. (d) The fact that Haman tolerated for a long time Mordecai's refusal to do obeisance is hardly in accordance with the customs of the East. Any native venturing to stand in the presence of a Turkish grand vizier would certainly be severely dealt with without delay. (e) This very refusal of Mordecai to prostrate himself belongs rather to the Greek than to the earlier Oriental period, when such an act would have involved no personal degradation (compare Gen. xxiii. 7, xxxiii. 3; Herodotus, vii. 136). (f) Most of the proper names in Esther which are given as Persian appear to be rather of Semitic than of Iranian origin, in spite of Oppert's attempt to explain many of them from the Persian (compare, however, Scheftelowitz, "Arisches im Alten Testament," 1901, i.).

Probable Date. 

In view of all the evidence the authority of the Book of Esther as a historical record must be definitely rejected. Its position in the canon among the Hagiographa or "Ketubim" is the only thing which has induced Orthodox scholars to defend its historical character at all. Even the Jews of the first and second centuries of the common era questioned its right to be included among the canonical books of the Bible (compare Meg. 7a). The author makes no mention whatever of God, to whom, in all the other books of the Old Testament, the deliverance of Israel is ascribed. The only allusion in Esther to religion is the mention of fasting (iv. 16, ix. 31). All this agrees with the theory of a late origin for the book, as it is known, for example, from Ecclesiastes, that the religious spirit had degenerated even in Judea in the Greek period, to which Esther, like Daniel, in all probability belongs.

Esther could hardly have been written by a contemporary of the Persian empire, because (1) of the exaggerated way in which not only the splendor of the court, but all the events described, are treated (compare the twelve months spent by the maidens in adorning themselves for the king; the feasts of 187 days, etc., all of which point rather to the past than to a contemporary state of affairs); (2) the uncomplimentary details given about a great Persian king, who is mentioned by name, would not have appeared during his dynasty.

It is difficult to go so far as Grätz, who assignsEsther to an adherent of the Maccabean party in the reign of Antiochus Epiphanes. The vast difference in religious and moral tone between Esther and Daniel—the latter a true product of Antiochus' reign—seems to make such a theory impossible. Nor is the view of Jensen, followed by Nöldeke, more convincing to the unprejudiced mind. He endeavors to prove that the origin of the whole story lies in a Babylonian-Elamitic myth. He identifies Esther with the Babylonian goddess Ishtar (Aphrodite); Mordecai with Marduk, the tutelary deity of Babylon; and Haman with Hamman or Humman, the chief god of the Elamites, in whose capital, Susa, the scene is laid; while Vashti is also supposed to be an Elamite deity. Jensen considers that the Feast of Purim, which is the climax of the book, may have been adapted from a similar Babylonian festival by the Jews, who Hebraized the original Babylonian legend regarding the origin of the ceremonies. The great objection to such a theory is that no Babylonian festival corresponding with the full moon of the twelfth month is known.

The object of Esther is undoubtedly to give an explanation of and to exalt the Feast of Purim, of whose real origin little or nothing is known. See Megillah; Purim.

From Jewishmag.com
Megilat Esther, A Tribute to Jewish Women's Valor 

By Eliahu Laurence 

    Although from the outside, Judaism seems to be a religion that gives preference to men, we find that the basis of much in Judaism stems from women. Tradition tells that the self-sacrifice of the Jewish women in Egypt who encouraged their husbands to continue in spite of no seemingly chance to get out of bondage hastened the redemption. We are told of the meritorious women who refused to participate in the idolatrous episode of the Golden Calf. The story of Chanukah is replete with the story of martyred Chanah and her seven sons who refuse to bow down to idols and the story of Yehudit who killed the wicked governor and brought about a victory over the Greeks. 

    The story of Megilat Esther is a true story of the heroism and self-sacrifice of one of Judaism's special personages, Queen Esther. It took place some 2300 years ago in the Oriental capital of the world, Sushan, Persia. 

    Esther, whose Hebrew name was Hadassah, was orphaned of her mother and father at a very early age. She was raise by her uncle, Mordechai. Mordechai was a judge of the distinguished high court of the Jewish people. He and Esther were descendents of King Saul. 

    Mordechai imbued into Esther all of the positive character traits that only the finest people posses. Esther was a very modest person and well liked by all. She concerned herself only with the other person, yet to herself, she showed little concern. Even her non-Jewish neighbors cherished her because of her genuine concern that she exhibited for them. 

    Esther eventually married her uncle, Mordechai. Although this is not mentioned in the Megilah, our Jewish tradition relates this to us. It could not be written in the Megilah since the Megilah was written during the life of Achasverous. (He obviously would be unhappy to know and have it known that he had married a married woman.) 

    Achasverous, the king of Persia, was not the most loveable person. He was ruthless and cruel. A despot who dealt strongly with all who stood in his way. He was not from any royal lineage, yet his wife Vashti, was. He used Vashti's lineage to give himself credence as a king. 

    Achasverous was aware that the Jews in his kingdom had a prophecy that they would return to their homeland and rebuild the holy Temple in Jerusalem. He feared that this would break up his kingdom of 127 various states. When the time of his reckoning came and the Temple was not rebuilt, he made a gigantic party. During that party, he became drunk and began bragging about the beauty of his wife Vashti. To impress his many distinguished guests, he ordered Vashti to appear in front of all totally naked. 

    Vashti refused, and in his drunkenness, he ordered her to be executed for refusing to obey a royal decree. Vashti was put to death and the king had to suffer with out a wife. 

    The advisors to the king suggested that a new queen be chosen from through out the 127 states. The most beautiful girls were brought to the royal palace to seek their chances to become the new queen. To encourage girls to be brought to the palace, large financial gains were promised to the girls and their families. Many sought that their daughters should be contenders for becoming the queen. 

    Esther on the other hand, tried to hide from the eyes of all. Unfortunately, her charm was well known and she was taken to the palace of the king. Mordechai commanded her not to reveal who she really was. Esther obeyed her husband and like Sarah, the wife of Abraham, and Rivka, the wife of Issac, did not reveal that she was a married woman to spare her husband's life. 

    Although all the girls in the palace, used their position to eek our the most that they could get from being in the palace, Esther, in her self sacrificial manner, exhibited no concern for herself, but helped all those whom she met. She soon became the most liked person in the women's palace. 

    All the women would spend months learning how to use various makeups and perfumes and how to become attractive to the king. Each girl had her turn spending a night with the king, yet none were ever called back. 

    Esther was different. She wanted no perfume and no make-ups. Although, Jewish tradition relates that not only was she married, but also she was advanced in age, she had a beauty that shined from the essence of her personality. People we literally taken by her exquisite charm, grace and true concern for others. 

    When she was brought to Achasverous, she was the only one to plead to the king that she was not worthy of being the Queen. She pleaded with the king to take some one younger and more beautiful, some one that would be fitting to be queen to the king of the greatest and most powerful empire in the world. 

    In spite of the king's proddings, she refused to divulge her lineage. She told him that she was an orphan and not worthy of being the wife of a king. Her true humility won a place in the heart of Achasverous. 

    Yet the more she pleaded with Achasverous, the more enamoured he became with this wonderful woman. He had never met a woman that truly had his concerns at heart. He fell in love with Esther with such a strong bond that he declared her to be the queen. 

    In the meanwhile, Haman, the archenemy of the Jewish people had concocted a plan to exterminate all the Jewish people. He convinced the king of the worthiness of his plans with an extremely large bribe. When the king gave his permission to annihilate the Jewish people, Esther was shocked. 

    Mordechai urged her to speak with the king to intercede and change the decree. Esther was fearful of her life. Although she was the queen, no one was permitted to come into the kings chambers unsummoned. It was certain death unless the king extended his scepter to her, and there was no guarantee that he would. He had murdered Vashti because she did not hearken to his rules. Esther, too, could be replaced. 

    Mordechai explained to Esther that even though she may enjoy a high position, she must realize that perhaps it was divinely given to her in order to save her people. Esther told Mordechai that although she had had relations with the king, she was considered as a woman forced to have relations with another man and was still permitted to cohabitate with Mordechai, her real husband. If she went to the king willingly, she would never ever be permitted to her real husband again. 

    Mordechai insisted. The danger facing the Jewish people was too great for personal concern. Esther was hesitant. Mordechai reminded her that if she did not go, the Jewish People will find redemption from another source but she may be cut off forever from G-d. 

    Esther requested a three day fast. At the end of the three days she invited Achasverous and Haman to a party. Haman was impressed that he was the only person present other than the king. The king was suspicious. Why was Haman, his minister invited? What connection did he have with the queen? Was some plot in the brewing? 

    The king requested Esther to explain the reason for the party. She said she would but only at the next party. 

    The king left perturbed. Haman left elated. Haman decided that his luck was rising even higher. The king suspected that Haman was involved in some evil plot. 

    At the next party, the king and Haman began to drink the superb wine that Esther poured for them. Soon they became relaxed and inebriated. Esther began to unfold a terrible story of the imminent destruction of her people. Although the king did not her nationality, he became agitated to her Esther report that some one was planning to kill her, together with all of her relatives and her nation. 

    The king demanded to know who would do such a terrible thing. Even Haman had no idea to whom she was referring. As the king's anger began to mount, he became agitated at the thought of someone trying to kill the queen together with her people. He demanded to know who this wicked person was. Haman also wondered who would have the audacity to even think to kill the queen. 

    Esther took her finger and slowly turned and pointed to Haman. This is the wicked evil man! The king's anger was uncontainable. He jumped up and left the room to try to digest the accusations that he had heard. Was Haman, his closest and most reliable advisor, plotting to kill the queen? 

    Haman, realizing his jeopardy, knelt down to beg forgiveness from the queen. In his drunkenness, he stumbled and fell on to the chaise lounge that the queen was reclining on. At that moment, the king returned to the room to view Haman lying on top of the queen. 

    This sight was too much for the king to bear. Orders were given for the immediate execution of Haman and his influential sons. Esther asked that a royal decree be made giving the Jews the ability to defend themselves against those who tried to kill them. Achasverous agreed and the Jews were able to defend themselves and kill all of their enemies. 

    Through the efforts of Esther, a truly righteous woman, we have the holiday of Purim. 

    We see that due to the heroism of a Jewish woman, our people were saved from destruction. Esther remained the wife of the king. She had one son, Darius II, from Achasverous, through whom the holy Temple in Jerusalem was rebuilt. So we see that through the self sacrificing actions of heroic Jewish women, the Jewish nation continues 
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