
For Such a Time as this 

IN THE MESS 

 

Anyone here any good at dealing with the unknown?  How many of you like to 

live with ambiguity?  How do you handle uncertainty?  I wonder whether one of 

the biggest mistakes we’ve made as Christians is to try and make faith certain!  

Let me explain that in case you think I’ve become a heretic!  There are some parts 

of the Christian faith of which we are sure: evil is defeated; Christ is at the 

Father’s right hand; we are saved; our eternal destiny is secure!  Those things are 

certain – or we have no faith at all. 

There are other things of a different nature of which we can be sure: he loves you 

because he loves you because…But there are lots of things of which I’m not sure 

we can be certain – although we like to pretend we can!  We like to think we 

know exactly how God acts in everything!  We like to think we know how God will 

respond to everything!  We like to think we know what God is doing now!  And 

we like to think we know how he is doing it! 

My problem is this: I’m not sure that most of the time we know what God is 

doing, or where he is doing it, or how he is doing it!   Our problem, I think, is that 

we find it hard to live with ambiguity, we find it hard to live with uncertainty, we 

find it hard to live with the unknown… We find it hard to live by faith not knowing 

what God is doing or not doing. 

The problem with the mess that so often surrounds us is that we cannot easily 

find God in it!  Then, in a desperate search for certainty, we come up with what I 

believe is faulty and unhelpful theology!  It goes like this: I am surrounded by the 

mess – but once I’ve figured out God’s purpose in it, and once I’ve figured out 

what God is trying to teach me and what I need to learn then I will be able to cope 

and the mess will go away.   



It wasn’t true for Job remember!  I don’t think, most of the time, it will be true for 

you either!  I think the main point of the book of Esther, which never even 

mentions God, is to help us understand that God is at work in the mess even 

when it’s uncertain, unknown, ambiguous and God seems absent! 

God is at work in all the godless places we go even when there is not a shred of 

evidence that he is there at all.  Friends, faith is not about trying to make 

something what it is not: the uncertain, certain; the unknown, known; the 

ambiguous, clear!  Faith is believing that God is at work in the mess, whether the 

evidence points in that direction or not! 

Is it easy to live in the mess?  No!  Does the mess make God any less present?  No!  

When the story of Esther takes place, the author makes it very clear, that it 

happens in the mess!  And yet, and yet, God is able to do the extraordinary! And 

he is able to do it through an ordinary girl…an ordinary girl who thinks God is 

worth  trusting.  God is at work in the mess. 

1 This is what happened during the time of Xerxes, the Xerxes who ruled 

over 127 provinces stretching from India to Cush 
2 

At that time King Xerxes 

reigned from his royal throne in the citadel of Susa, 
3 

and in the third year of 

his reign he gave a banquet for all his nobles and officials. The military 

leaders of Persia and Media, the princes, and the nobles of the provinces 

were present. 

4 
For a full 180 days he displayed the vast wealth of his kingdom and the 

splendor and glory of his majesty. 
5 

When these days were over, the king 

gave a banquet, lasting seven days, in the enclosed garden of the king’s 

palace, for all the people from the least to the greatest who were in the 

citadel of Susa. 
6 

The garden had hangings of white and blue linen, fastened 

with cords of white linen and purple material to silver rings on marble 

pillars. There were couches of gold and silver on a mosaic pavement of 

porphyry, marble, mother-of-pearl and other costly stones. 
7 

Wine was 

served in goblets of gold, each one different from the other, and the royal 

wine was abundant, in keeping with the king’s liberality. 
8 

By the king’s 

command each guest was allowed to drink with no restrictions, for the king 

instructed all the wine stewards to serve each man what he wished. 



9 
Queen Vashti also gave a banquet for the women in the royal palace of 

King Xerxes. (Esther 1 v 1 – 9) 

Here is the context for the story of Esther.  Xerxes is king of Mesopotamia a vast 

area stretching from the Eastern Mediterranean to India.  He was rich, powerful 

and successful and he was determined to show the world it was true.  He threw a 

party in the capital Susa for all the important nobles in his empire that was to last 

180 days.  That’s six months – a party that would last six months!  Just imagine 

the cost of that!!  He was out to impress, and this party was all about making 

Xerxes look good in the eyes of the important people.  This is all about him! 

Who are you trying to impress?  When people look at the way you live, who 

would they say it’s all about?   

After the 180 days of celebration, Xerxes has another week of partying, this time 

for the local people.  Six months of partying, followed by a week of partying!  An 

extraordinary display of opulence, wealth, power, splendor, abundance and 

extravagance.  Ever done something similar?  Maybe you haven’t thrown a party 

lasting six months, but have you ever fallen into the trap of wanting to show off, 

or impress others with things you have accumulated.  It’s not a new phenomenon 

– people have been doing it for centuries! How about you? 

10 
On the seventh day, when King Xerxes was in high spirits from wine, he 

commanded the seven eunuchs who served him—Mehuman, Biztha, 

Harbona, Bigtha, Abagtha, Zethar and Karkas— 
11 

to bring before him 

Queen Vashti, wearing her royal crown, in order to display her beauty to 

the people and nobles, for she was lovely to look at. 
12 

But when the 

attendants delivered the king’s command, Queen Vashti refused to come. 

Then the king became furious and burned with anger. 

13 
Since it was customary for the king to consult experts in matters of law 

and justice, he spoke with the wise men who understood the times 
14 

and 

were closest to the king—Karshena, Shethar, Admatha, Tarshish, Meres, 

Marsena and Memukan, the seven nobles of Persia and Media who had 

special access to the king and were highest in the kingdom. 

15 
“According to law, what must be done to Queen Vashti?” he asked. “She 

has not obeyed the command of King Xerxes that the eunuchs have taken 

to her.” 



16 
Then Memukan replied in the presence of the king and the nobles, 

“Queen Vashti has done wrong, not only against the king but also against all 

the nobles and the peoples of all the provinces of King Xerxes. 
17 

For the 

queen’s conduct will become known to all the women, and so they will 

despise their husbands and say, ‘King Xerxes commanded Queen Vashti to 

be brought before him, but she would not come.’ 
18 

This very day the 

Persian and Median women of the nobility who have heard about the 

queen’s conduct will respond to all the king’s nobles in the same way. There 

will be no end of disrespect and discord. 

19 
“Therefore, if it pleases the king, let him issue a royal decree and let it be 

written in the laws of Persia and Media, which cannot be repealed, that 

Vashti is never again to enter the presence of King Xerxes. Also let the king 

give her royal position to someone else who is better than she. 
20 

Then 

when the king’s edict is proclaimed throughout all his vast realm, all the 

women will respect their husbands, from the least to the greatest.” 

21 
The king and his nobles were pleased with this advice, so the king did as 

Memukan proposed. 
22 

He sent dispatches to all parts of the kingdom, to 

each province in its own script and to each people in their own language, 

proclaiming that every man should be ruler over his own household, using 

his native tongue. (Esther 1 v 10 – 22) 

After all this partying and celebrating, Xerxes does something somewhat foolish, 

and which as we will see later he probably comes to regret. Ever done the same 

sort of thing?  Not content with showing off his wealth, he decides to show off his 

wife.  Thing is, its all about proving himself to those around him. He is not content 

with proving that he had all the material wealth anyone could ever wish for… he 

also feels the need to prove he has the most beautiful woman in the land! He 

wanted to parade Queen Vashti as a trophy wife in front of all the men at the 

party!   

Now, for all his wealth and power, this move was culturally shocking. This was a 

society where women remained veiled in public and no-one would see her in any 

other state except her husband.  What Xerxes requested was quite frankly, 

appalling by the standards of decency of the day.  Some commentators even go as 

far as to suggest he wanted her to appear naked except for her royal crown.  That 



would have been an indescribable outrage!  Whatever the details, this was an 

offence of the highest magnitude and a scandal to Vashti.   

A question to the married men here: how do you treat your wife?   

How do you suppose Queen Vashti felt when she received the command from 

Xerxes?  In relationships that we value, how much thought do we give to the 

effect our requests or demands might have on someone else?   

Vashti refuses the kings command – an absolutely huge public rebuff!  The King 

was considered divine – at his command a person could be killed just for entering 

his presence without invitation.  At the very least Vashti’s decision was one of 

great courage, since she would have been fully aware of the possible 

consequences.  This was an affront to the king’s pride and his power! 

Was Queen Vashti’s decision a good one or a foolish one?  Friends, there are 

times when we must stand with courage against what is clearly wrong.  She was 

fully aware of the consequences, she understood what she was doing. It seems 

that she was prepared to pay the price.  If we choose to stand against what we 

believe is wrong friends, we must too be prepared to pay the price.  In a godless 

society, we can expect to have to endure the consequences of standing against. 

We can expect God to give us the grace to endure difficulties, but not to exempt 

us from the consequences. We might find with Queen Vashti we lose status, 

wealth, influence, but it may be the price we must pay to do what is right.   

What happens in Susa is perhaps slightly unexpected!  The king, in a foolish 

expression of power, introduces a new law at the suggestion of his advisors.  

Worried that others might follow Vashti’s example and stand up to their 

controlling husbands, a law is passed to try to stop that happening.   

In what kind of society would you want to pass a law that said that every man is 

ruler of his own household?  Probably one where fear and control are present and 

mutual respect and trust are absent!  It is impossible to impose a law to govern 

relationships, either respect is present in a relationship or it is doomed to failure.  

You cannot force love and respect!  You can force obedience, but respect requires 

a person to honour another.  Honour is given to someone who is deserving of it.  



This law shows just how far away from the way God intended relationships to be, 

they were in Xerxes’ kingdom!  How are you doing in your relationships?  Perhaps 

there are some things you need to address?  So… 

“This is what happened during the time of Xerxes, the Xerxes who ruled over 127 

provinces stretching from India to Cush…”(1 v 1)   My words: “This is what 

happened in the mess that surrounded the most powerful ruler of the time.”  

Why does the author tell us this?  I think the answer is quite simple: in a book that 

doesn’t mention God the author is laying the foundations to tell us that God is not 

absent. The world where this story happens was in a mess.  What the author will 

make skillfully clear as the story unfolds is that God is not thwarted by the mess.  

What the author will reveal as he tells the story is that God is at work even in the 

mess. What the author will make us realise is that God is not prevented from 

acting even when society is  a godless place that makes no acknowledgement of 

his presence or power.  What the author will make us see is that God is quite 

capable of using ordinary people, in the mess, to bring about his extraordinary 

work! 

There is a huge contrast between the Xerxes at the beginning of the chapter and 

the Xerxes at the end of the chapter.  At the beginning he is the all powerful, 

immensely wealthy successful king of the most powerful and largest kingdom on 

earth. By the end of the chapter he is a king beholden to a foolish law he has 

made, that he is powerless to change, and which he will come to regret! 

All the while there is another kingdom, a very different kind of kingdom with a 

very different kind of king working behind the scene, in the mess.  The author is 

skillfully reminding us where the real power lies and which kingdom is the one 

that lasts.   

Friends, as we live day by day in the mess that so often surrounds us, there is a 

kingdom with a king working quietly behind the scenes to bring about good, 

because God is at work in the mess. 
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