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AHASUERUS (Esther part 1)

Somewhere between Israel and India, in a corner of what is now called

Iran, there was a small country called Persia. 1 A king of Persia

conquered a neighbouring country, once powerful but by then decayed,

called Elam, and absorbed it into Persia. Later the Persian kingdom

expanded and grew enormous, becoming the Persian Empire, which

included over a hundred small countries. (It stretched to include Egypt in

the west, part of India in the east, and reached the River Danube in the

north. See the map.) The Empire had four capitals, one of which was Susa

in Elam, and one of the emperors 2 built a wonderful large palace there.

The town was then known as Shushan Habirah ‘Susa of the Palace’.

His son who followed him had a totally unpronounceable name,

something like Khshwrksh, which only Persians could pronounce. Others

tried and got near to it in different ways. The Greeks called him what has

come down to us as Xerxes. 3 But in Aramaic they had it a bit different

and it has come down to us through the Bible and then Latin as

Ahasuerus. 4 Xerxes and Ahasuerus are the same, but he is known as

Xerxes when studying Greek history and Ahasuerus when studying the

Bible. On his father’s death Ahasuerus became emperor, and decided to

spend a lot of time in the palace at Susa. He was very, very wealthy and

reigned over a hundred and twenty-seven small countries, which became

provinces of the empire.

1. Later the whole of Iran was called Persia, but not then.

2. Darius the First, the Great.

3. The Greeks called another king of the same name Cyaxeres!

4. A mistake for Ahasverus.
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The Empire of Ahasuerus
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In the third year of his reign he decided to show off all his wealth by

giving a grand party in the giant reception hall or apadana (Hebrew ¼Ô Kß¼Î HT)

of the palace at Susa. To this he invited all his officials in the various

provinces. They arrived in relays, and the party, with lots and lots of wine

for everyone to drink all the time, lasted for six months!

As soon as it was over he held another party, in the courtyard of the

garden of the apadana, to which he invited everyone who happened to be

in Susa, great and small, rich and poor alike. This lasted seven days.

At the same time the Queen, or Empress, named Vashti, held a party

for the women in a different part of the palace. Vashti was extremely

beautiful, and one day, when the King was well drunk, he sent for her so

as to show her off for all his visitors to see how beautiful she was. But

she refused to come.

Now to refuse to obey an order from the King was a very serious

matter, and Ahasuerus was very, very angry. What could he do?

It seems that she was not too popular, the King’s official advisers did

not like her, and they suggested that the King should throw her out and

take someone better as queen. At the same time he should issue a decree

that she should leave and not come back. Now it was the rule that any law

or decree made by a Persian emperor and signed as sealed in his name

could never be repealed, even by the king himself – we will see an effect

of this on something else later. So her removal was permanent, and she

could never come back and take revenge on the advisers who had

suggested throwing her out!

Some time later, when the King began to miss her, his personal

servants 5 suggested that he should order a collection of beautiful girls

from all over his empire, try them out, and choose the one he liked best

to be the new queen. He liked the idea and gave instructions.

5. These were not the advisers mentioned above.

3



At that time there was a very beautful Jewish girl living in Susa named

Hadassah, but she was usually called by her Persian name Esther. She was

an orphan, and a cousin of hers, named Mordecai, had adopted her and

brought her up. Mordecai used to ‘sit’ in the building at the entrance to

the palace grounds, known as the Royal Gateway. What he did while

‘sitting’ we are not told. When the king’s instructions were issued, Esther

was ‘collected’, along with many other girls, and taken to the palace.

Mordecai told her not to tell anyone that she was Jewish or that she was

his relative, and she obeyed him.

Each girl was given in turn a try-out by the king, but there were a lot

of them, and Esther had to wait several months before her turn came. In

the meantime Mordecai regularly made enquiries as to her welfare.

When her turn came, Esther made a ‘hit’. The King took to her, liked

her better than all the others, and decided to make her his queen to replace

Vashti. To celebrate this he made another grand party.

It is worth mentioning that at these parties the main thing was wine.

The Persians were very fond of drinking and getting drunk, and Ahasuerus

was particularly fond of his wine. We will see how drinking comes quite

a lot into the story, which we will continue next time.
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