
The Book of Esther, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 4: For Such a Time as This

Esther 4:1–17

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

This lesson sits on the hinge of the whole book, and it carries the heaviest theological weight in 
Esther. The doctrinal stakes are how God’s providence and human responsibility fit together. 
Mordecai is utterly confident that deliverance for the Jews will arise from somewhere (4:14); 
God’s purpose will not fail. Yet in the very same breath he presses a real, weighty choice on 
Esther, a choice that could cost her life and that genuinely matters. Our task is to hold both 
truths firmly without letting go of either. God’s unseen rule is certain, and Esther truly must 
decide. We must guard the class against two opposite errors: a fatalism that says, since God will 
act anyway, my choices do not matter; and a man-centered notion that God’s plan hangs on 
whether Esther cooperates. Scripture teaches neither. God sovereignly accomplishes His will, 
and He genuinely calls people to faithful, courageous, responsible action.

Watch carefully that you do not let this passage drift toward Calvinistic determinism. God’s 
certainty about the outcome does not erase Esther’s real freedom and real accountability; the 
gospel call is always a genuine call to a real choice. At the same time, do not overcorrect into the 
idea that God was anxiously hoping Esther would come through. The God who is never named in 
Esther is everywhere at work, and He would have raised deliverance another way had she 
refused, but to her own loss. Note too the fasting of 4:16. God’s name is absent from the book, 
yet the appeal to a three-day fast points unmistakably beyond human cleverness to dependence 
on God. This is the posture of faith: not presuming on God, and not acting in mere self-reliance, 
but turning to Him and then stepping out in obedience.

The formational aim is courage and obedient faith. We want every student to walk away asking 
the Esther question of their own life: for what time, what place, what relationship, what 
influence, has God set me here? We want them to learn to count the cost honestly, to turn to 
God in prayer before they act, and then to act, even when the fear has not vanished. And where 
it is natural, we lift their eyes to Christ, the true Deliverer who came in the fulness of the time 
and laid down His life so that a doomed people might live. Esther’s willingness to perish for her 
people is a faint and lovely shadow of His.

Question 1

Student Question:

Mordecai says deliverance “shall arise to the Jews from another place” even if Esther stays silent 
(4:14). What does this declaration teach us about God’s providence and the certainty of His 
purposes, even though His name is never mentioned in the book?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verse 1 opens with a man undone. “When Mordecai perceived all that was done, Mordecai rent 
his clothes, and put on sackcloth with ashes, and went out into the midst of the city, and cried 
with a loud and a bitter cry.” This is the same Mordecai who has carried himself with steady 
composure at the king’s gate. The decree has stripped that composure away. The torn garment, 
the sackcloth, the ashes are the ancient vocabulary of grief and repentance, and Mordecai 
speaks it fluently and publicly.

Notice that his mourning is not hidden. He goes into the midst of the city and cries aloud. He 
does not manage his grief privately to keep up appearances. Some news is too heavy to carry 
behind a calm face, and the faithful are not required to pretend otherwise. There is an honesty 
in Mordecai’s lament that the whole lesson will build upon: he tells the truth about how bad 
things are.

Verses 2 and 3 widen the lens. Mordecai can come only to the front of the king’s gate, for 
sackcloth is not permitted inside. And across every province, wherever the decree reached, the 
Jews join him in fasting, weeping, and wailing, lying in sackcloth and ashes. The grief is national. 
This is a people facing extinction, and they grieve as one.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Public, honest grief is not a failure of faith; Scripture is full of godly lament (consider the 
Psalms, Jeremiah, even our Lord weeping).

 The faithful do not deny how bad a thing is in order to look composed; truth-telling about 
trouble is the first step toward facing it rightly.

 Sackcloth and ashes signal both sorrow and a turning toward God, even where His name is 
not spoken.

 The shared grief of the Jews across the provinces shows that this is a covenant people 
whose fate is bound together.

Discussion Prompts

 When real trouble comes, are we honest about it before God and one another, or do we 
rush to look fine?

 What does it say about Mordecai that his first response to disaster was open mourning 
rather than a clever scheme?

 How does honest lament prepare a heart to act faithfully rather than paralyze it?

Question 2

Student Question:



Esther’s first response to Mordecai’s grief was to send him clothes, an attempt to make the 
disturbance go away. When trouble reaches someone close to you, are you quicker to comfort 
the symptom or to ask what the trouble is actually calling you to do?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verse 4 brings Esther into the story, and her first move is telling. When her maids and 
chamberlains report that Mordecai is mourning, “then was the queen exceedingly grieved; and 
she sent raiment to clothe Mordecai, and to take away his sackcloth from him: but he received it 
not.” Her grief is genuine. But her first instinct is to fix the appearance of the problem rather 
than to learn its substance.

There is something deeply human here. The disturbing sight of a loved one in sackcloth at the 
gate is uncomfortable, and the easiest response is to make the discomfort go away. Send proper 
clothes. Get him out of public view. Restore the calm. But Mordecai will not be dressed back 
into respectability while his people face slaughter, and he refuses the garments.

Esther, insulated in the palace, has not yet grasped the size of what is happening. This is a quiet 
warning about comfort. Walls that protect us can also blind us. The terror in the streets had not 
yet reached her perfumed rooms, and so her first reaction is to manage rather than to 
understand.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Comfort and insulation can dull our awareness of others’ real suffering; we may treat 
symptoms because we have not grasped the substance.

 Genuine love (Esther was truly grieved) can still respond shallowly at first; love must grow 
into understanding and action.

 Mordecai’s refusal of the garments is a refusal to let the crisis be smoothed over; some 
troubles must not be tidied away.

 The scene gently exposes the temptation to use our comforts as a buffer against the world’s 
pain.

Discussion Prompts

 When someone we love is in distress, are we quicker to make the discomfort disappear or to 
find out what it means?

 How can the comforts God gives us quietly blind us to the needs around us?
 What would it have meant for Esther to ask the right question first instead of sending 

clothes?

Question 3

Student Question:



Mordecai warns Esther that her place in the palace will not exempt her: “think not with thyself 
that thou shalt escape” (4:13). What does this teach about the danger of using our position or 
comfort as a hiding place rather than a platform for God’s purposes?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Esther, rebuffed, finally asks the right question. In verses 5 through 7 she sends Hathach, a 
trusted chamberlain, to learn from Mordecai “what it was, and why it was.” That second clause 
matters. She wants not only the fact but the meaning. And Mordecai answers with brutal 
specifics: the whole matter, and the exact sum of silver Haman had promised to weigh out into 
the king’s treasuries for the destruction of the Jews.

Mordecai does not spare her the details. He hands Hathach a copy of the written decree 
published in Shushan, the document commanding the Jews’ annihilation, so that Esther can see 
it with her own eyes. He is determined that she understand precisely what is at stake. Vague 
concern will not move a person to risk her life; clear knowledge of the danger might.

There is wisdom here in how truth is delivered. Mordecai gives Esther the document, the price, 
the scope, and only then the charge. He builds his appeal on facts, not on emotional pressure 
alone. He trusts her with the full weight of reality.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Faithful action begins with seeking not just the facts but the meaning, the “why” behind the 
“what.”

 Mordecai’s frank disclosure of the decree and the price models telling the truth fully when 
much is at stake.

 Knowledge of the real danger, not vague unease, is what equips a person to count the cost 
and respond.

 The written decree (4:8) underscores the legal weight of the crisis; this is no rumor but 
published law.

Discussion Prompts

 Why does Esther’s question “why it was” mark a turn from her earlier response of sending 
clothes?

 How does honest, specific information help us respond to a crisis instead of being paralyzed 
by it?

 When we call others to costly faithfulness, do we give them the full picture or just press the 
feelings?

Question 4

Student Question:



Esther honestly named the cost of approaching the king: it could mean death (4:11). Think of a 
faithful action you have avoided. Have you been honest about the real cost, or have you let a 
vague fear stand in for a cost you have never actually counted?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

In verses 8 and 9 the charge is delivered. Mordecai sends word through Hathach that Esther 
should go in to the king, make supplication, and plead before him for her people. The insulated 
queen is being summoned out of her safety and into the gap. The request is enormous: stand 
between a doomed people and the most powerful man in the empire.

Hathach faithfully carries the message back to Esther. This quiet servant becomes the thread 
connecting the gate and the palace, grief and power. God’s providence often works through 
such unnamed, faithful go-betweens, people who simply do their task well and carry the word 
that needs carrying.

The charge is also a turning point in the relationship. Mordecai, who raised Esther as his own, 
now asks her to lay down the very safety her elevation provided. He is not asking her to keep 
her crown; he is asking her to risk it for the sake of others. This is the heart of using a position 
for God’s purposes rather than for self-protection.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 A position of influence is given not chiefly for our security but to be spent on behalf of 
others.

 God frequently works through faithful, unnamed servants like Hathach who simply carry out 
their duty.

 Mordecai asks Esther to risk the very privilege that protected her; real faithfulness may cost 
us our safety net.

 Intercession, pleading before the throne on behalf of others, is at the center of Esther’s 
calling and ours.

Discussion Prompts

 What does it look like to spend our position or influence on others rather than to guard it for 
ourselves?

 Where might God be using us, like Hathach, as a quiet but crucial link in His purposes?
 Why is the call to intercede for others so often a call to personal risk?

Question 5

Student Question:



Mordecai phrases the call as a question, “who knoweth whether thou art come to the kingdom 
for such a time as this” (4:14), not a guarantee. What does this teach about how God works 
through human responsibility rather than overriding it?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Esther answers honestly in verses 10 through 12, and her answer is not cowardice but candor. 
She explains the law everyone in the palace knows: anyone who approaches the king in the 
inner court without being summoned is put to death, unless the king extends the golden 
scepter. And then the personal detail that weighs on her, “I have not been called to come in 
unto the king these thirty days.”

We should not be too quick to scold Esther here. She is counting the cost, and she counts it 
accurately. To go uncalled is to gamble her life on the king’s mood. The thirty-day silence 
suggests she cannot even be sure of his favor. She is being sober, not faithless. This is exactly the 
honesty about cost that real obedience requires.

Still, her answer hovers at the edge of an excuse. The danger is true, and the danger is also the 
doorway. Esther stands at the place where many of us stand when God’s call meets real risk: 
everything she says is accurate, and the only question left is whether the accuracy of the danger 
will be the end of the matter or the beginning of courage.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Counting the cost honestly is not unbelief; faithful action requires a clear-eyed reckoning of 
the danger.

 The same true facts can serve either as an honest assessment or as a polished excuse; the 
heart decides which.

 Esther’s vulnerability (uncalled for thirty days) shows she had no guarantee of favor; her 
step will be one of faith, not certainty.

 Obedience often stands precisely at the point where the danger is real and undeniable.

Discussion Prompts

 When have we let an accurate description of the risk become a reason not to obey?
 How do we tell the difference between counting the cost wisely and hiding behind it?
 What does it mean to step forward in obedience when the outcome is genuinely uncertain?

Question 6

Student Question:

Esther was placed in a position of unusual influence. What position, large or small, has God given 
you, and are you spending it on your own security or holding it open for Him to use?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



Mordecai’s reply in verses 13 and 14 is the spine of the whole book, and the first half lands like a 
warning. “Think not with thyself that thou shalt escape in the king’s house, more than all the 
Jews.” Esther must not imagine that her palace walls will save her. If the decree falls, being 
queen will not exempt her. Comfort is no fortress against the judgment coming on her people.

Then comes the sentence that has echoed for twenty-five centuries: “For if thou altogether 
holdest thy peace at this time, then shall there enlargement and deliverance arise to the Jews 
from another place; but thou and thy father’s house shall be destroyed.” Here is Mordecai’s 
bedrock confidence. Deliverance will come. He does not say how, and he never names God, but 
he is utterly sure that rescue is certain. God’s purpose for His people will not fail, whatever 
Esther decides.

And yet, in the same breath, Esther’s choice is shown to be real and weighty. If she stays silent, 
deliverance still comes, but she and her father’s house perish, and she forfeits the honor of 
being God’s instrument. The certainty of God’s purpose does not make her decision 
meaningless; it frames it. God will act. The open question is whether Esther will be found faithful 
or found absent. (We will weigh the full doctrine of this verse when we come to question nine.)

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Our comforts and positions cannot shield us from accountability; “think not that thou shalt 
escape” applies to us all.

 Mordecai’s confidence that deliverance “shall arise” reveals an unshakable trust in God’s 
certain purpose, even unnamed.

 God’s purposes do not fail; if one instrument refuses, He will accomplish His will another 
way.

 Esther’s choice is genuinely consequential: silence means her own ruin and the loss of being 
God’s instrument.

 The certainty of God’s plan frames human responsibility rather than erasing it.

Discussion Prompts

 What does Mordecai’s warning teach us about treating our position as a place to hide?
 How can we be confident in God’s certain purposes and still take our own choices with full 

seriousness?
 If God will accomplish His will with or without us, why does it still matter so much whether 

we obey?

Question 7

Student Question:

Esther calls for a fast of three days before she will go to the king (4:16). Though God is not 
named, what does this turning to fasting reveal about where she believed her true help came 
from, and what does it teach us about prayer and dependence on God before we act?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

The climax arrives in the form of a question, not a command. “And who knoweth whether thou 
art come to the kingdom for such a time as this?” Mordecai does not declare with certainty that 
Esther was placed in the palace for this exact purpose. He raises the possibility and lets it press 
on her conscience. The very humility of the phrasing is part of its power.

Think about why Mordecai asks rather than asserts. A command could be obeyed grudgingly or 
resisted. A question invites Esther to look at the whole shape of her life, the strange path that 
took an orphaned Jewish girl to a Persian throne, and to wonder whether unseen Providence 
has been arranging her steps for this very hour. Mordecai will not manufacture her courage for 
her. He awakens it.

This is how God’s providence so often meets us, not as a thunderclap of certainty but as a 
question we cannot shake. Look at where you are. Look at what you can do that few others can. 
Who knows whether you have come to this place for such a time as this? The faithful answer is 
not to demand proof first, but to step forward and find out by obeying.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s providence often comes to us as a searching question about our place and our 
moment, not a printed certainty.

 The question form honors human responsibility; it invites a real, willing choice rather than 
coerced compliance.

 The whole arc of a life (Esther’s improbable path to the throne) may be read as the quiet 
work of Providence.

 We discern our calling not by waiting for certainty but by stepping forward in faithful action.

Discussion Prompts

 Why does Mordecai ask a question instead of issuing a command, and what does that honor 
in Esther?

 Looking back over the shape of your life, where might God have been arranging your place 
for some purpose?

 How do we answer the “who knoweth” question, by demanding proof or by faithful 
obedience?

Question 8

Student Question:

Esther’s resolve, “if I perish, I perish” (4:16), was not reckless; it came after grief, counsel, and 
fasting. What would it look like for you to come to a settled, sober willingness to obey God 
whatever it costs, rather than waiting for the fear to disappear first?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

Esther’s reply in verses 15 and 16 shows a transformed woman. The queen who once sent 
clothes to make the trouble disappear now takes command of the moment. “Go, gather 
together all the Jews that are present in Shushan, and fast ye for me, and neither eat nor drink 
three days, night or day: I also and my maidens will fast likewise.” Before she will act, she calls 
her people to fast.

This is the spiritual center of the chapter. The book of Esther never names God, yet here, 
unmistakably, Esther turns beyond human effort. Fasting in Scripture is never mere abstaining 
from food; it is a humbling of oneself before God, a way of saying that the help she needs does 
not lie in her own cleverness or in the king’s whim, but above and beyond them. Though His 
name is silent, the appeal points straight to God.

Notice the order. She does not act first and pray later, nor does she fast and then do nothing. 
She turns to God, and then she will go in to the king. This is the rhythm of faith: dependence on 
God and then obedient action, neither presuming on God by skipping the work, nor relying on 
self by skipping the prayer. The fast unites the whole community to her cause, binding the 
people together before the throne of heaven before she approaches the throne of Persia.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Fasting is a humbling of the self before God, a turning to Him for help beyond human 
strength, even where He is unnamed.

 The absence of God’s name in Esther makes the appeal to fasting all the more pointed; the 
people look beyond themselves.

 True faith joins dependence on God with obedient action; Esther prays and then she goes.
 Corporate fasting binds the community to the cause and to one another before God.
 We are warned against both extremes: acting in mere self-reliance and praying without ever 

acting.

Discussion Prompts

 What does Esther’s call to fast reveal about where she believed her real help lay?
 How do we keep the right order, turning to God and then acting, rather than choosing only 

one?
 What place does humbling ourselves before God hold in your life before you face a hard 

task?

Question 9

Student Question:

God’s purpose to deliver His people was certain, and yet Esther genuinely had to choose whether 
to act, and that choice mattered. How do we hold together God’s sovereign certainty and our 



genuine responsibility without sliding into the error that we are mere puppets on one side, or 
that God depends on us on the other?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Now we reach the great doctrinal weight of the lesson, gathered in Mordecai’s words of verse 
14 and answered in Esther’s resolve of verse 16. The question is one of the deepest in all of 
Scripture: how do God’s sovereign providence and genuine human responsibility fit together? 
Esther holds both in a single breath. Deliverance for the Jews is certain, Mordecai insists; it 
“shall arise.” And yet Esther truly must choose, and she does: “if I perish, I perish.”

Hold the two truths firmly, because the temptation is always to drop one. On one side lies 
fatalism: if God will rescue His people anyway, then it does not matter what I do, so I may as 
well stay safe. The text flatly refuses this. Mordecai tells Esther that her silence would bring her 
own destruction and the loss of her place in God’s work. Her choice is real and it has real 
consequences. God’s certainty about the end does not turn human beings into stones that 
merely fall where pushed.

On the other side lies a man-centered error, as though God were anxiously hoping Esther would 
come through, His plan hanging by the thread of her decision. The text refuses this too. 
“Deliverance shall arise from another place.” God is not dependent on Esther. He will 
accomplish His purpose; the only question is whether she will have the honor of being part of it. 
So we must avoid a determinism that erases the genuine human ability to respond, the kind of 
teaching that would make our choices an illusion and the call of God a mere formality. Scripture 
never speaks that way. The call to act is a real call, addressed to a real will that can answer yes 
or no.

Philippians 2:12–13 holds the two together as tightly as anywhere: “work out your own 
salvation with fear and trembling. For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of his 
good pleasure.” We work, truly and responsibly; and God works, sovereignly and certainly, and 
our working does not compete with His but flows from it. Esther fasts and then acts, dependent 
and responsible at once. God was no less in control because Esther chose well; Esther was no 
less free because God was in control. Both are fully true, and the faithful life lives inside both.

Press this home gently and clearly. We do not say, since God is sovereign, my obedience is 
optional. Nor do we say, since my choice matters, God is waiting on me. We say what Esther’s 
story says: God’s hand is certain and unseen, and He genuinely calls me to courageous, obedient 
action in the place where He has set me. The wonder of grace is that the sovereign God invites 
willing servants into His sure purposes, and counts it loss to them if they refuse, and honor to 
them if they obey.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s providence is certain: “deliverance shall arise” teaches that His purposes cannot fail.



 Human responsibility is genuine: Esther truly must choose, and her choice carries real 
consequences (4:14).

 Guard against fatalism, the error that since God will act, our choices do not matter; the text 
refuses it.

 Guard against the man-centered error that God depends on us; “from another place” 
refuses it too.

 Reject any determinism that erases the real human ability to respond; the gospel call is a 
genuine, answerable call.

 Philippians 2:12–13 holds both together: we work because God works in us; the two do not 
compete.

 The sovereign God honors willing servants by drawing them into His sure purposes, counting 
their refusal a loss to themselves.

Discussion Prompts

 How does Esther’s story keep us from both fatalism (“my choices do not matter”) and a 
man-centered view (“God depends on me”)?

 What does Philippians 2:12–13 add to our understanding of working out our salvation while 
God works in us?

 If God’s purposes are certain, why is it still a real and serious thing whether you and I obey 
His call?

Question 10

Student Question:

Esther was raised up to stand in the gap for a doomed people “for such a time as this,” pointing 
forward to the true Deliverer who came in the fulness of time. Name one specific way Jesus is 
forming courage and obedient faith in you, calling you to stand faithfully in the place where He 
has set you.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The chapter closes simply: “So Mordecai went his way, and did according to all that Esther had 
commanded him.” The roles have quietly reversed. Mordecai, who raised and guided Esther, 
now follows her lead. The young queen has stepped into her calling, and the older man submits 
to the path she has set. Faithful courage, once awakened, reshapes everyone around it.

Esther’s resolve, “if I perish, I perish,” is the high point of the book’s heart. It is not reckless 
bravado; it comes after grief, counsel, full knowledge of the cost, and three days of fasting. It is 
sober, settled, surrendered willingness to obey whatever the outcome. She does not wait for the 
fear to vanish or for the danger to shrink. She turns to God and then she goes. This is what 
courage actually looks like: not the absence of fear, but obedience in its presence.



And here, without forcing the text, we may lift our eyes forward. Esther was raised to her place 
to stand in the gap for a doomed people, willing to lay down her life that they might live. She is a 
faint and lovely shadow of One greater. “When the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth 
his Son” (Galatians 4:4), the true Deliverer, who did not merely risk death but embraced it, 
willingly, to rescue a people under sentence. Esther said, if I perish, I perish. Christ said, this is 
my body which is given for you, and gave Himself entirely. Every “such a time as this” in our own 
lives is finally a call to follow Him, to stand faithfully where He has placed us, and to spend 
ourselves in obedient, courageous love.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Awakened courage reshapes a community; Mordecai now follows Esther’s faithful lead.
 “If I perish, I perish” is settled, surrendered obedience after counsel and fasting, not reckless 

bravado.
 True courage is obedience in the presence of fear, not the absence of fear or danger.
 Esther foreshadows Christ, the true Deliverer who came in the fulness of time and gave 

Himself for a condemned people.
 Every “such a time as this” is finally a summons to follow Christ faithfully in the place He has 

set us.

Discussion Prompts

 What makes Esther’s “if I perish, I perish” courageous rather than reckless?
 How does Esther’s willingness to die for her people point us to Christ, the true Deliverer?
 Name one place in your life right now where Christ is calling you to stand faithfully for such 

a time as this.


