
Providential Work: Esther 

“I have had five jobs already and am still searching for satisfying work.” 

 A North American Business Person 

At some time or other every one of us feels that we are in the wrong place, at the wrong time 

doing the wrong thing. Maybe even married to the wrong person! If, we think,  we were 

somewhere else, doing something else we could be useful and deeply satisfied. But the reality 

is that God has a providential purpose in our lives right where we are. And the Creator has been 

involved, secretly it often seems, in all the details of our everyday experiences as well as our 

life-long work trajectory. The early desert fathers and mothers, those spiritual athletes who 

took to the desert to find God, often told one another, “Stay in your cell. It will teach you 

everything.” Translated into contemporary English this means:”Don’t go promiscuously from 

job to job looking for the perfect fit. There is a life-giving divine purpose in your life right where 

you are.   

No biblical story shows this better than the story of a poor, orphaned, Jewish girl who was 

thrust into the maws of a gigantic corporation. Esther, an orphan, raised by her cousin 

Mordecai during the Jewish Exile in ancient Persia, was chosen for beauty treatments in 

preparation for her night with the king (who was looking for a new queen). Can God work 

through a pagan empire? A secular business? A beauty contest? A multinational corporation? 

Each woman had a one-night stand with the monarch. After twelve months of preparation 

Esther went into the king. King Zerxes was “attracted to her more than any of the other 

women” and chose her as his queen.  But Esther, a Jew, and now Queen of a pagan king, kept 

her identity as a believer in the living God and as a member of the people of God, a secret. She 

did this at the direction of her adoptive father, Mordecai. 

Mordecai keeps in touch with his niece and daughter by spending time in the courtyard of the 

palace and here uncovers a plot against the king himself. He informs Esther through an 

intermediary, and the assassination of the king is avoided. The king makes a note of this in his 

journal but does nothing at that moment. But our life is not a bundle of accidents and there is a 

divine providence at work in even seemingly meaningless or mundane moments, even in our 

mistakes, and often in mistakes made against us. 

Meanwhile an egotistical Haman is raised by the king to become second in command, like 

Joseph in Egypt, and wants everyone to bow down to him. This obeisance toward another 

human being, especially one so vile and self-centered, is something which Mordecai refuses to 

do. This galls Haman deeply, and knowing that Mordecai is a Jew, he persuades the king with a 

truth, a half-truth and a lie that the whole Jewish people scattered throughout his empire 



should be eliminated. He sets a day for this holocaust a year later and promises to pay for all 

the costs, a huge sum which might have been attractive to a king about to wage war. 

Mordecai hears of the edict, dons sackcloth and mourns, weeps and wails. Eventually he gets 

word to Esther who apparently is unaware of all this. And he sends a message to Esther that 

she should go into the king’s presence and beg for mercy for her people. She sends back a 

message that it is not allowed to go into the king’s presence on pain of death unless he lifts his 

golden scepter, and it has been thirty days since the king has called for her. Mordecai replies in 

words that are the centerpiece of the book:  

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? (4:14 TNIV)   

Now Esther becomes an initiator. She takes the risk of going to the king uncalled for. He raises 

his scepter and asks to know her request and offers even half of the kingdom. Cleverly Esther 

invites the king to a feast and includes Haman, whom she now knows is the enemy of the Jews, 

and so confident is she of her plan that she has the feast already prepared. At the feast Xerxes 

asks her again what she wants. And she requests another feast the next day at which she will 

make her request fully known. 

During the night, providentially, the king cannot sleep and lulls himself by having his journal 

read to him. When he discovers that Mordecai has saved his life he asks what has been done 

for him. “Nothing,” is the answer. During the same night, ironically, Haman is boasting to his 

family and friends how honored he has been to be the only person invited to Esther’s banquet 

and yet how incensed he is that Mordecai will not honour him. So he arranges to have a gallows 

built to hang Mordecai and plans to get the king to agree to his death the next morning. He 

goes early to the court and just as he enters the king asks, “What should be done for a person 

the king delights to honor.” Haman is so egotistical that he thinks it must be a reference to him. 

So he says, “Have him ride on the king’s horse and have someone go through the streets ahead 

and say, ‘This is the person the king honors.’” “Well, you do it, for Mordecai.”  

Haman is humiliated and his friends that night tell him he is finished. He is rushed off to the 

second feast where Esther tells it all. “Grant me my life….And spare my people….For I and my 

people have been sold to be destroyed, killed and annihilated.” Esther reveals her true identity 

as a child of God, and a worshipper of Yahweh. “Where is he - the man who has dared to do 

such a thing?” asks the king. Esther answers, “An adversary and enemy! This vile Haman.” 

(7:3,4,5,6 TNIV) The king is enraged and leaves the room to figure out what he will do because 

the laws of the Medes and Persians cannot be changed. Meanwhile Haman falls on Queen 



Esther reclining on her couch and pleads for mercy. The king comes in and finds him molesting 

his queen, so he thinks, and orders him to be hanged on his own gallows, the gallows Haman 

had prepared for Mordecai. 

Mordecai then takes Haman’s place as second-in-command, just as Joseph was in Egypt – a Jew, 

a believer, placed in the second most powerful position in the nation. 

Esther then persuades the king to arrange for a second edict, written this time by Mordecai, to 

allow the Jews to defend themselves on the day appointed for their destruction a day selected 

by throwing a dice (the pur, thus the celebration of the Jewish feast of Purim). The first edict 

could not be revoked but the second allowed the Jews to arm themselves to prevent the 

carrying out of the first edict. Which is what happened. How is work, our work, providential?  

First, providence means that God is involved in our work and workplace for God’s own good 

purpose. This happens in events, circumstances and even in the choices made by human 

beings. But it does not mean that human beings are helpless pawns being manipulated by a 

sovereign God. Human beings are to a limited extent free agents, responsible and accountable 

for their actions. So providence is counterpoised with the following errors: deism (God is 

detached from the present workings); fatalism (which depersonalizes human action in 

impersonal forces) and chance/luck. Providence asserts the directional and purposeful 

character of human history and personal history. It means that God is more interested in our 

life-purpose than we are. This should stimulate confidence, gratitude and faith. It means that 

God is determined to bring the whole human story to a worthy end should inspire hope and 

risk-taking. Thus even mistakes get incorporated into God’s overall purpose. Career decisions 

are rarely irrevocable. And the weight of decision-making is reduced. We are saved from 

arrogant egoism and cringing fear. Soren Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher once noted that 

life is lived forward but understood backwards.   

Second, providence means that where we are is not accidental and that we should know 

where we are. Providence means that our placement, family background, educational 

opportunities, even our physical or emotional handicaps, the talents and abilities we bring to 

the workplace, are not “accidental but part of God’s good and gracious purpose for us. Esther 

was placed providentially in the court as queen. She was in exile. And yet strategically placed to 

be an influence. The Greek version of this book includes her prayers in which she says to the 

Lord how much she loathes the symbols of her position and the bed of the uncircumcised. We 

too are sent out Monday morning into schools, universities, hospitals, businesses, God has 

seeded is into significant locations “for such a time as this.” Probably we will not see this “at the 

time” just as Joseph did not discern the providential purpose of his being rejected by his 

brothers, sold into slavery in Egypt and then being raised to senior governmental responsibility 

until much later: “It was not you who sent me here, but God” Joseph said to his brothers (Gen 



45:6; 50:20). Oswald Chambers says, “Never allow the thought I can be of no use where I am 

because you certainly cannot be of any use where you are not.” 

Winston Churchill once remarked, “There comes a special moment in everyone’s life, a moment 

for which that person was born. That special opportunity, when he seizes it, will fulfill his 

mission – a mission for which he is uniquely qualified. In that moment, he finds greatness. It is 

his finest hour.” Our sovereign God is at work breaking into time and inviting us to seize the 

moment, celebrate the possibility and respond to his gracious intervention. He is saying that 

there is something beautiful going on, as the Professor in Ecclesiastes notes (3:11). There is 

something aesthetic that calls forth “Aha” or “Oohs and ahs” in us, dare we say something 

“holy” in being present with the present.  

But this hint about the beautiful moment points rather sadly to its opposite: not being present, 

letting the present slip by without seeing its beauty, or being so future oriented, so much on to 

the next thing you are going to do – in business or in our personal planning -  that you are not 

really present at all – something I have personally wrestled with. 

The notes of Jean-Pierre de Causade, a Jesuit spiritual director in the eighteenth century, were 

originally entitled, Self-Abandonment to Divine Providence. In the translation from the French 

he says, “The sacrament of the present moment requires us to do our duty whatever it may be, 

a carrying out of God’s purpose for us, not only this day, or this hour, but this minute, this very 

minute – now.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


