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i am onLy one
T he B ackground

W

hen i was growing up in montana, people left their doors unlocked
and their windows open at night, sleeping serenely and safely in
their beds. Today we live behind doors that are locked and dead-bolted,
with iron bars on our windows. The world has changed in many ways since
i was a boy—and not for the better.
We live in a world plagued by war, terrorism, mass starvation, crime,
pornography, child abuse, and every other form of human evil. oh, there
have been improvements in technology, in mechanical conveniences, in
treatments of diseases and injuries. But in all of the aspects of our lives that
really make us human—the way we treat each other, our respect for God
and morality, our regard for human life—our society has become increasingly corrosive, demeaning, and destructive.
if an unborn child becomes inconvenient, we abort that child. if an
aging parent becomes too much of a burden due to alzheimer’s or physical
infirmity or some other medical condition, there are doctors and judges
who will help us euthanize that parent.
computer technology, which has the potential of doing so much good
in the world, is increasingly used to destroy human lives and relationships through the propagation of pornography, including child pornography. Films and TV shows saturate our society with images of incredible
violence, appalling immorality, and the destructive values of a godless
culture.
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against such an onslaught of wickedness and inhumanity, we might
feel overwhelmed, wondering, “What can one person do?” But God has
never accepted that excuse from his people. The Scriptures give us many
stories of great events that were shaped by the obedience of individual
believers acting in response to God’s call. again and again in times of crisis and decision, God called a single individual to take a courageous stand
and make a difference.
God called one individual, Joseph, to speak his words and carry out his
will in the pagan land of egypt. God called one individual, moses, to confront Pharaoh and deliver the nation of israel from bondage. God called one
individual, daniel, to take a lonely, courageous stand against the blasphemy
of the prideful king in Babylon. God called one individual, nehemiah, to
lead his people back to their homeland to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem.
and here, in the book of esther, we will see God call one Jewish
woman during a time of great crisis and peril. We’ll see him use a selfless,
obedient young woman to deliver a nation from genocide.
many times in human history, God has searched for that one person who would be His person for a time of moral or spiritual crisis—and
that person could not be found! The prophet ezekiel records the Lord’s
lament, “i looked for a man among them who would build up the wall
and stand before me in the gap on behalf of the land so i would not have
to destroy it, but I found none” (ezekiel 22:30, emphasis added). and the
prophet isaiah declared:
The Lord looked and was displeased
that there was no justice.
he saw that there was no one,
he was appalled that there was no one to intervene.
(isaiah 59:15–16, emphasis added.)

What tragic words! God seeks a few bold followers who will stand in
the gap, who will seek justice, who will speak his truth in our own time
of crisis. What a tragedy it would be if he called your name—and you did
not answer. What a tragedy it would be if you simply shrugged and said,
“i’d like to help—but what can one person do?”
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What can one person do? in his poem “Lend a hand,” edward everett
hale (1822–1909) offers a resounding answer to that question:
i am only one,
But still i am one.
i cannot do everything,
But still i can do something;
and because i cannot do everything
i will not refuse to do the something that i can do.

God seeks a few bold individuals who will say, “i am only one, but still
i am one, and i will be God’s instrument for such a time as this.” make
sure that when God calls your name you are ready and willing to stand up
and be counted.
AgAinst the triumPh of eviL
The story of esther is the story of one faithful servant who answered
God’s call. This is not merely a quaint tale from a distant time and a remote
culture. The story of esther is profoundly relevant to our times and to
our lives. The story of esther is as much about you as it is about esther. if
you can read the story of esther without being personally and profoundly
changed, then you have completely missed the point of the story!
The key statement of the entire book of esther—the one statement
that expresses the theme of the story—is found in esther 4:14, where
esther’s cousin mordecai says to her, “and who knows but that you have
come to royal position for such a time as this?”
For such a time as this! God placed esther in a strategic position for a
purpose. and she was God’s chosen instrument “for such a time as this.”
and you, my friend, are also God’s chosen instrument for such a time
as this—for the time of crisis and peril in which you live. God may not
have placed you in a royal position, as he did esther. But he has placed you
in a strategic position in your home, your neighborhood, your office or factory, your church, and your community. and God has placed you where
you are for such a time as this.
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Just as esther could not afford to be passive but needed to yield herself
to God’s will, you and i must be willing to act in obedience to his will and
his Word. as the irish statesman edmund Burke once wrote, “all that is
necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.”
LiKe A noveL
esther is one of the most neglected books in the Bible. many people have told me, “i don’t think i’ve ever heard a sermon on the book
of esther.” The book is neglected not only in the pulpit but also in most
christians’ personal devotions and Scripture study.
This is amazing, because the book of esther reads like a great novel.
it has everything a good page-turning story should have—unforgettable
characters, romance, intrigue, suspense, arch-villainy, murder, betrayal,
action, and a thrilling climax. The book of esther also has something
that’s hard to find in most novels today: a powerful theme, guaranteed to
challenge and change you if you simply dwell in its truths and apply them
to your life.
oh, and one more thing: The book of esther is unlike any other novel
you have ever read in one important respect: This book is absolutely, literally true. This is a richly detailed account of actual historical events, and
there are parallels between this account and other historical records of
the time (such as the account of King Xerxes’ invasion of Greece in The
Histories of herodotus).
The story of Queen esther takes place in Persia, which corresponds
to modern-day iran, during a time when the people of israel were held
captive in that land. To this day, there is a sizable Jewish population living
in the muslim state of iran—the mizrahi (or “eastern”) Jews, who are
descended from the Jews in Persia during the time of esther.
The book of esther tells us how the Jewish festival of Purim came to
be—the celebration of the Jews’ deliverance from the genocidal plot of
haman nearly 2,500 years ago. also in this book we see the first major
outbreak of the irrational, genocidal, anti-Semitic hatred that has so
afflicted the Jewish people for centuries—right up to our own time.
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esther is one of three books in the Bible primarily about women—the
book of esther, the book of ruth, and the Song of Solomon. each book is a
delightful and engaging love story on the surface—but each contains hidden treasures of meaning just beneath the surface, embedded in the form
of types, symbols, and metaphors.
This precious and wonderful book has been the subject of much scholarly controversy down through the years. it has had its share of critics
and even opponents. That great leader of the reformation, martin Luther,
once complained, “The book of esther i toss into the elbe [river]. . . . i
am such an enemy to the book of esther that i wish it did not exist.”1 This
statement shows that even a great reformer of the church can be stubbornly wrong about God’s Word.
her storY is our storY
one of the most unusual features of the book of esther is the fact
that the name of God never appears in its pages (the only other book of
the Bible that does not mention God by name is Song of Solomon). There
is nothing about the story of esther that is distinctly “religious”—that is,
there is no reference to worship or faith, nor any prophecies of christ,
heaven, or hell. many people wonder why this is so.
The answer, i believe, is that the story of esther resonates with our
own stories, our own experience—and in our own lives. it is often hard
for us to see God at work. he often seems invisible and silent and uninvolved—yet, as the story of esther clearly shows, even when we can’t see
him, he is at work in our lives, arranging events and circumstances to
accomplish his good and loving plan for our lives.
Queen esther’s story is our story. She was thrust into a time of great crisis and peril—both for herself and her people. She was called upon to demonstrate character qualities of courage and faithfulness. in order to save her
people from destruction, she needed to risk everything, including her own
life—not rashly or wantonly, but with wisdom, skill, and reliance on God.
you and i face tremendous challenges in our daily lives. We may not be
called upon to save an entire culture from genocide—but we may be called
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upon to risk our finances, our security, our reputations, our friendships, and
even our very lives to serve God and others at such a time as this.
What are the needs and the perils you see around you today? maybe
there are children at risk in your neighborhood, and they need someone
to come to their aid and say, “God loves you, and i am here to help you.”
maybe there are troubled youths or pregnant teens who have nowhere else
to turn, and you sense God telling you, “i have placed you here for such a
time as this.” Perhaps you see your neighbors or your church or your community or even your nation entering a time of great crisis. you feel God
tugging at your heart and whispering to your conscience—“now is the
time! i am calling you to stand in the gap for such a time as this.”
you may think, “But how do i know if it’s really God speaking to me?
i can’t see him. i can’t hear his voice. God seems distant, even absent.”
exactly so! That’s how esther felt! Perhaps that’s why God’s name does
not appear in the book—could it be that he wants us to see how his people should respond in times of crisis when he seems invisible and silent?
and as you read through the book of esther, you will see that God is
not absent. invisible, yes; absent, no! his actions are on every page and in
every line. he is not named in the story, but he is truly the author and
Prime mover of the story.
and he is the author and Prime mover of your story and mine.
the historiCAL Con teXt
The events of the book of esther take place in the royal courts of Susa,
one of the oldest cities of the world. Susa was located about 150 miles east
of the Tigris river. The iranian town of Shush now occupies the site where
the splendid royal city of Susa once thrived.
you may wonder how esther and her fellow Jews came to be in Persia,
so far from their homeland in Palestine. To answer that question, we must
go back to 2 Kings 25. There we read that the army of nebuchadnezzar,
King of Babylon, surrounded Jerusalem and laid siege to the city. after a
siege lasting a year and a half, the city ran out of food and the people began
to starve. The Jews made a last stand against the besieging forces, but the
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Babylonians were victorious. The invaders captured the city, destroyed
the temple and the royal palace, and ransacked the city. They broke down
the city walls, took everything of value from the city, and led the people of
Jerusalem into exile in distant Babylon. These events occurred in 586 bc.
almost fifty years later, in 537 bc, the Persian ruler cyrus the Great
conquered Babylonia. cyrus gave the Jewish people permission to return
to Jerusalem and rebuild the city (see 2 chronicles 36:22–23 and ezra
1:1–2). many of the Jews returned to the Promised Land and rebuilt the
city of Jerusalem and its walls (as recorded in the books of ezra and nehemiah).
But a number of Jews remained behind and settled in the Persian
empire. Their descendants, the mizrahi Jews, still live in iran to this
day, practicing their hebrew faith and traditions (including the Feast of
Purim, which celebrates the story of esther) in the midst of one of the
most fiercely islamic cultures in the world.
now that we have examined the background of the book of esther, i
have a suggestion: Before you go on to the next chapter in this book, i’d
encourage you to open your Bible and read through the book of esther. it’s
a short book, about the length of one or two chapters in a standard novel.
you can easily read the entire book of esther in a single sitting—certainly in
less than half an hour. i know you’ll find it a fascinating and rewarding story.
after you’ve finished, pick up this book again, and let’s explore the
book of esther together.
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