
“The Unseen Sovereign:  Making Decisions”    Esther 5:1-8     July 2, 2017 

SI:  This week I ran across word that is used in the game of chess. 
I’m not a chess player.  Maybe some of you are.   
   You can tell me afterwards if I got this right or not.   
   It’s a German word:  Zugzwang.  It means compelled to move. 
In chess it refers to being in a bad position and it’s your turn. 
   But every possible move will put you in an even worse position. 
   What you really wish you could do is just pass. 
But you can’t pass in chess.  When it’s your turn you have to move.   
   You’re compelled to move.  Zugzwang! 

Queen Esther probably felt like she was in Zugzwang.   
Haman, the enemy of the Jews, had convinced King Xerxes to publish an edict 
   that on such and such a date all the Jews in Persian Empire exterminated.   
Esther’s cousin Mordecai urged her to go to King Xerxes and plead for her people. 
   But it was against the law to go into the king’s presence without being summoned 
   and the penalty was death—unless the king had mercy and extended his scepter. 

So Esther told Mordecai.  I’m just going to stay put. 
I’m going to keep my Jewish identity hidden, keep living my comfortable life in the  
   palace and maybe this will blow over. 
But her cousin Mordecai said:  That’s not an option. 
    Do not think that because you are in the king's house you alone of all the Jews will escape.  
For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another 
place, but you and your father's family will perish.  And who knows but that you have come to 
royal position for such a time as this? 

Esther knew she had to make a move.   
So she tells Mordecai to ask all the Jews in the capital city to fast for three days. 
   And she’s going to fast for three days.  
   She says:  After three days I’ll go to the king, and if I perish, I perish. 

Our reading today is Esther’s first move in this deadly game of chess. 
   Let’s look at her move. 



INTRO:  None of us have faced a decision like Esther’s that involved 
   the threat of genocide and the possibility of our own immediate death. 
But even so, in our lives and callings we sometimes have big decisions.   
   We are faced with situations that compel us to do something that we know 
   will have long-term repercussions. 

Should I ask this woman to marry me? 
   How many children should we have? 
   What kind of schooling should we provide for them? 
   Which church should I join? 
Should I take this job? 
   Should I move?  Should I take this promotion?  Should I take this advice? 
   Should I put my money, time, effort into this project?   
   Should I speak up in this difficult situation or not? 

As Christians want to make the right decisions— 
   not only because want to glorify God, 
   but because we want things to work out for the best. 

In these verses Esther makes some bold and risky decisions. 
   She doesn’t do exactly what her cousin Mordecai told her to do. 
   He told her to go to the king and plead for her people.  Lay it all out there. 
She does something more complicated.   
   She subtly maneuvers the king and her enemy Haman into a position 
   where she has the best chance of success. 
We’ll talk about her strategy in a few minutes. 
But I mostly want us to see how Esther’s decision-making illustrates some of 
   the basic things the Bible teaches about this important subject. 

The stories of the Old Testament serve a number purposes— 
   first and foremost, they point forward to Jesus Christ. 
But another reason we study the Old Testament, especially the stories, 
   is to see what it means to live by faith. 
The Old Testament saints were saved the very same way we are—by faith.   
   By faith in a Savior to come. 
   And they had to live the same way we do—by faith. 
Even though their times and situations were different from ours— 
   they were redeemed people just like us, living in a fallen world,  
   and wanting to make the right decisions.   
This topic of biblical decision-making is big— 



   and this sermon certainly isn’t the final word.   
It won’t answer all your questions. 
   But I hope it will give you a biblical framework for thinking about these things. 

Let’s look at this passage and this topic of decision-making under three points: 
1.  You have to know the will of God 
2.  You have to seek the Spirit’s guidance 
3.  You have to stay within the Bible’s boundaries 



MP#1  First, decision-making requires you to know the will of God 
The Bible often speaks about God’s will. 
   “Teach me to do your will, for you are my God.”  Psalm 143 
   “It was the Lord’s will to crush him.”  Isaiah 53 
   “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  Matthew 6 
And many more. 

But it’s important to see the Bible uses the term “God’s will” in two different ways. 
Sometimes when the Bible speaks of God’s will it is referring to his secret, 
   unchangeable plan for all things.   
Jesus said in Matthew 10, 
   “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny?   
   Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father.”  
That means every detail of creation, the life and death of every creature, 
   the movements of the galaxies, even the movements of every atom 
   have been foreordained by God.  Everything works according to God’s will. 

This is sometimes called the secret will of God because God alone knows it. 
   The only part of it that we know is what we see after it has happened. 
After something happens we can say—this was God’s will.  Peter says, 
   “Those who suffer according to God’s will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator 
When Christians suffer, when they get sick or accidents or losses or persecution— 
   that’s not chance or bad luck, that’s God’s will.  
He planned it in secret before world began. 

Because God’s will in this sense is secret, you can’t know it until it happens. 
   The only exception would be if God reveals it supernaturally through a prophet. 
Did Esther know God’s secret will regarding the success of her plans? 
Did she know that when she appeared before King Xerxes without permission that 
   he would hold out his gold scepter and let her live?  No.  She had no idea. 
God’s secret will might have been for her to die a martyr. 
   In the decisions of our lives, we have no idea what God’s secret will is. 

So does this help you in decision-making, to know God has a secret plan? 
   Yes, it does in a big sense.  It gives you perspective.   
The classic passage is James 4 
   Now listen, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year  
   there, carry on business and make money.’  Why, you do not even know what will happen  
   tomorrow.  What is your life?  You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.   
   Instead, you ought to say, ‘If it is the Lord’s will, we will life and do this or that.’ 
As you make decisions and plans, you have no idea what tomorrow holds. 



   You have no certainty how this decision will play out, but God does know.   
A belief in the secret will of God means that every step 
   of your life is in the hands of your heavenly Father. 

Brings us to the second way the Bible speaks about the will of God. 
In other passages the Bible describes the will of God as everything he has   
   revealed about the people we are called to be and how he wants us to live. 
God’s will is his word, it’s his law. 
God does not reveal his will directly to every believer. 
   He revealed his will to prophets and the apostles. 
   He did so through visions, miracles, inspiration of Holy Spirit, 
   Revealed will most clearly through Jesus Christ who is the great Prophet.   
By God’s direction his revealed will collected in Scripture, preserved for Church. 
   So in this sense knowing God’s will mean knowing the Bible, doing God’s will 
   means obeying him.   

Jesus says in Mark 3:  “Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother.”  
   Doing God’s will is obeying him.  Following him.  Following his Son. 
The Apostle Paul says  1 Thessalonians 4 
   “It is God’s will that you should be sanctified:  (be made holy) 
Read whole passage, by pointing them to specific commandments. 
   “that you should avoid sexual immorality . . .” 
Lord’s prayer:  “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” 
   Praying for yourself, children, church, nation, 
   that we will obey God as perfectly as the holy angels do before His throne. 
   We want to be perfectly submissive to his revealed will. 

So when it comes to decision-making, knowing God’s will doesn’t mean  
   somehow figuring out what God’s secret plan is for the future and then  
   basing your decision on that.  We have no idea what God has planned. 
We can’t know if our decisions will result in success or failure in a human sense. 

When it comes to decision-making, knowing God’s will means asking: 
   What has God revealed in his Word about this decision?  What does Bible say? 
   What does God want me to do?  How does he want me to obey him? 
But what about the Holy Spirit? 
   Doesn’t the Holy Spirit play a role in decision-making?  Doesn’t he speak to us? 
   Brings us to the second point . . . 
MP#2  Decision-making requires you to seek the Holy Spirit’s guidance 
How do you do that?  How do you seek the Holy Spirit’s guidance and 



   how does he speak to you? 

Should you ask the Holy Spirit for a sign?   
Sometimes Christians look for signs from God about which choice to make. 
   Lord, I’m going to flip this coin. 
   Lord, if this person responds a certain way, I’ll take that as a sign. 
Lord, I’m going to head this direction and if all doors stay open, 
   I’ll take that as a sign from you that this is what you want me to do. 
Or maybe something happens and that is interpreted as a sign. 
   There was bolt of lighting at that moment and I took that as a sign from God. 

In the Bible there are stories of divine signs for guidance. 
The most famous is Gideon putting out the fleece. 
   But read that story and you will see that it was a supernatural sign. 
   God did a miracle in order to give Gideon a sign at that important moment. 
   And then he repeated the miracle. 
There are times in salvation history when God does miracles for special reasons. 
   But then there are long periods when he doesn’t—that’s most of the time. 
   That’s how it was in Esther’s time.  It was not a day of miracles. 

And speaking of Esther, did she ask for a sign? 
Did she say, Lord, if you want me to go to the king, make the sun go backwards? 
   No, she didn’t.  And we shouldn’t either. 
The Bible doesn’t tell us to ask for and look for signs that reveal God’s will.   
   It tells us the opposite—it tells us to live by faith, not by sight. 

So if it’s not signs, does the Holy Spirit give me impression?  Does he give me  
   strong feelings of pressure or peace?  Is that how he guides me?   
Maybe/  The Holy Spirit does impress things on Christians. 
   Feelings of conviction to do something right—pray for that person, speak to her. 
   Feelings of warning.  Don’t do that.  Don’t say that.  It’s wrong.  It’s not wise. 
But when it comes to a great many important life decisions, you should be very  
   cautious about calling impressions and strong feelings of pressure or peace, 
   the Lord speaking to you.  Or the Lord telling you something. 
   Don’t spiritualize your own fears or desires. 

What if Esther had said:  I just don’t feel at peace about going to the king— 
I think the Holy Spirit is trying to tell me something.   
   I feel like he’s telling me to wait on the Lord, wait for his timing.   
Not at all.  She made a decision that flew in the face of her feelings.   



Even the Apostles were cautious about this.   
   After Jerusalem counsel they said: “It seems good to the Holy Spirit and to us.”   
   Seems like Holy Spirit might be guiding us in this, but this is our decision. 
   Remember what James said about plans—“If it is God’s will.” 
By all means examine your feelings.  Can’t ignore them.  But don’t assume Spirit.   
   There might be something you don’t feel peace about that you really ought to do, 
   or something you strongly feel is the right move that you shouldn’t do. 

So if it’s not signs and if feelings are sometimes reliable and sometimes not— 
   then what’s the way we seek the Spirit’s guidance and get his guidance? 
What did Esther do?  She asked Mordecai and Jews to fast and she fasted. 
   Why did she fast?  It doesn’t say.  That’s intentional.  Writer wants us to fill in. 
   They fasted as an aid to prayer.   
Three days and nights without food or drink.  That would be painful. 
   The pangs of thirst and hunger kept her awake and kept her praying. 
   Esther prayed as she had never prayed in life. 
  
When you have important decisions you must pray that the Lord will guide you.   
   And he will.  How will he guide you?  How will the Spirit speak to you? 
Very interesting to look at prayers for guidance in Psalms.   
   Psalmists don’t pray for bits of information—that Lord write word in hearts. 
   “Show me your ways, O Lord, teach me your paths, guide me in your truth and teach me.” 
You need to pray for a biblical mind.  Love what God loves, think his thoughts. 
   Lord, give me the wisdom to know what to do and then give me the courage and  
   the faith and selflessness to do it and to do it well.    
And if you come to the conclusion that a decision is wise and right and move ahead 
   and the way is blocked, pray for God to remove the obstacle. 
The Lord delights in the prayers of his children.   
   Prayer overcomes even the unwise decisions that we often make. 

And that’s our confidence in the decisions of life—That before and behind, 
   above and around our decisions, is the Lord, who knows, loves, works for good. 
There’s one more piece to this though.   
   If the Spirit speaks to us and guides us by giving us a biblical mind— 
   What exactly does this look like applied to specific decisions? 
Brings to the third point: 
MP#3  Decision-making requires you to stay within the Bible’s boundaries 
When I was a college student at Covenant College on the top of Lookout Mountain, 
   clouds would blanket the top of the mountain. 



And the fog was so thick that the only way you could drive and stay on the road 
   was to put low beams on and keep eyes glued to two things, stripe on right, 
   stripe in the middle of the road.   
One time was concentrating so hard on those two stripe that I didn’t see what was  
   right in front of me until the last second and I ran right over a possum.   
   He was snacking on another possum that had met the same fate. 

But keep that image in your mind of the two stripes that keep you on the road. 
   The Bible also has two boundaries for your decision-making. 
    The boundaries are righteousness and wisdom. 
The boundary of righteousness is simply God’s moral law. 
   It’s everything he has told us in the Bible that we must do or must not do. 
Decision-making means not questioning it, not pushing the boundaries but saying— 
   God has given me freedom in lots of areas, but here is where he draws the line. 
And out of love for God, even if it costs me, I’m going to obey. 
   God says that believers must marry in the Lord.  Must marry a Christian. 
   No options.  Can’t transgress that boundary even if means never marry. 
But I want to spend time talking about the other boundary. 

The second boundary is wisdom.  Your decisions must be guided by wisdom. 
Wisdom also called prudence, sound judgment, discernment and insight.    
   Wisdom is not simplistic.  You can’t reduce it to 7 steps or 12 steps. 
Consider the book of Proverbs, the greatest wisdom book in the Bible. 
   Starts out:  “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” 
   “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding.” 
We say:  Ah, that’s simple.  Know Jesus.  Trust him.  That’s wisdom. 
   No—that’s the beginning of wisdom. 

Read the rest of Proverbs and you see that it has something to say about every 
   part of life—words, money, work, marriage, personalities, debt, wealth, 
   relatives, friends, bosses, employees, child rearing. 
It tells you what kinds of people to avoid, what kinds to trust, 
   tells you when to talk and when to shut up, which priorities are good or not 
It’s using your sanctified mind.   

Let’s look at Esther’s wisdom and see how she used her mind and learn something. 
   Notice the detail about how she dressed.  Dressed in her royal robes. 
   Not shy about announcing her calling and position.  She was the queen. 
When the king saw her he made an extravagant statement.   
   What do you want?  He knew she wanted something.  Had risked her life.   



   I’ll give it to you up to half my kingdom. 
That certainly seemed the moment she was hoping for. 
   Her cousin Mordecai would have said:  What are you waiting for?  Ask him. 

But Esther thought this through very carefully.  She knew that if the king did 
   extend his scepter, if he asked what she wanted, that in that public setting, 
   all the court officials around—that would not be a good time or place. 
Xerxes would feel put on the spot.  That would irritate him.   
   He would turn to his advisors and they would all side with Haman. 
She knew she had to get the king alone.  But she also knew that it wouldn’t work 
   to try to undermine Haman behind back.  He would find out, get people on side. 
She had to have her enemy present to confront him and to do it in a way that  
   compelled the king to make a decision in her favor. 

So she asked the King and Haman to a banquet she had prepared. 
Interesting that she prepared this ahead of time, not knowing if she would be alive. 
   The king agreed to come because he was sure she would ask him at the banquet. 
So as they were drinking wine Xerxes says:  Ok, now it’s time tell me what want. 
   Says it again, I’ll give it to you up to half my kingdom. 
Now certainly, this seems to be the right time.   
   He’s relaxed from food and wine. 
   He’s in the presence of this beautiful woman.   

And it seems like she starts to tell him:  My request and petition is this . . . 
   If the king regards me with favor (makes it all about him), if it pleases the king 
   to grand my request (drivers seat) then come to a banquet tomorrow with Haman, 
   and then I’ll answer the king’s question (I’m going to do exactly what you asked). 
Of course the king’s interest is really piqued at this time.  He’s dying to know. 
But notice what Esther’s done, she has maneuvered him into a position so that he  
   not only wants to come, he’s basically agreed ahead of time to grant her request. 
We’ll see in a couple weeks how it all works out. 

Now what do you make of this?  It seems pretty manipulative.  It is. 
   But Esther doesn’t lie.  She doesn’t break God’s moral law.  Speaks truth. 
When it comes to wisdom, a few things to keep in mind. 
Christians of good will may have different opinions about how certain decisions 
   should be made or how situations should be handled. 
Might even be some particulars where one Christian says:   
   I feel uneasy about that, my conscience won’t let me do that.  That’s ok. 
   You have to be sensitive to your conscience but also to consciences of others. 



And to recognize that different believers have different callings from the Lord. 
   They operate within those callings in ways those outside don’t fully understand. 
   Esther was called by God to be Queen of Persia.  She faced things we haven’t. 
What if you were a Christian criminal defense attorney.  
   There might be other Christians who say:  I couldn’t do what you do, or even  
   criticize a particular decision you make, a hard decision.   
But they don’t have your calling.   
   I’m just giving some practical things for us to remember for our life together. 

But I don’t want to stop here.  We need to get to Jesus. 
Old Testament is useful for giving us practical lessons on the life of faith— 
   but it’s primary purpose is to show us Jesus. 
Esther is Jesus in this story.  She’s a type of Christ. 
   She risks her life and uses her wisdom and skill to maneuver and trap her enemy 
   so that the people of God will be saved.   
And that’s exactly what Jesus did for us. 

Interesting verse in Colossians 2. 
   And having disarmed the powers and authorities (Satan and demonic power), he (Jesus) made a public  
   spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross. 
Early church fathers loved this verse and interpreted it to mean that part of Jesus’ 
   saving work on the cross was manipulating and fooling Satan. 
   They even compared the cross to a fishhook and Jesus’ death the bait.   
Jesus got Satan to think that if he killed him, God’s plan would be ruined. 
   So Satan entered Judas.  He stirred up the mob.  He got Jesus crucified. 
   But that cursed death was just what God required for our forgiveness. 
And what Satan didn’t count on and couldn’t foresee in his hatred was resurrection. 
   So by Christ’s divine wisdom, by his perfect decisions, he made a spectacle 
   of Satan, humiliated him, and triumphed. 
We don’t talk about the cross that way much. 
   But when we face difficult decisions, it’s comforting to know we have a Savior 
   who knows what it’s like to try hardest to do God’s will.  Know he’s with you.


