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After these events, King Xerxes honored Haman son of Hammedatha, the

Agagite, elevating him and giving him a seat of honor higher than that of all the

other nobles. All the royal officials at the king’s gate knelt down and paid honor

to Haman, for the king had commanded this concerning him. But Mordecai

would not kneel down or pay him honor.

● As the narrative continues, we are introduced to Haman, who is identified as an Agagite

who will become the enemy in the narrative. The Faithlife Study Bible notes, “[Agagite is]

a derogatory title that the Hebrew text uses to affiliate Haman with Agag, the Amalekite

king. Agag was an enemy of Israel because of the Amalekites’ attack on the Israelites

when they were journeying to the promised land (Exod 17:8–14; 1 Sam 15:2–3). The

narrative is already revealing what type of person Haman will turn out to be — like the

evil Amalekites. If the derogatory title is also meant to reveal Haman’s lineage, then it

also enhances the racial tension of the story — this is a battle between Yahweh’s people

and their longtime enemy.”

● Other than his nationality, we know very little about Haman, or why the king honored

him. Evidently, Haman had done something significant enough to be given a position of

authority that also came with a requirement that he be paid honor.

● As a Jew, Mordecai would not bow down and worship anyone other than God Himself,

because this was forbidden by the law (see Exodus 20:5). However, the Faithlife Study

Bible notes that Mordecai’s refusal to bow to Haman may have also been motivated by

the kind of person Haman was known to be, as well as the tensions between the Jewish

people and the Amalekites.

○ The New American Commentary adds some more insight, “In light of ‘court tales’

like Dan 3 and 6, the explanation is that Mordecai bowed only to God (Exod

20:2–6). The text does not say this, but to the original Jewish audience what was

not said was just as powerful as what was said. Keil says it was because of

religious scruples. Although the Israelites used the custom of bowing down to

superiors (2 Sam 14:4; 18:28; 1 Kgs 1:16), the Persians saw it as an act of

reverence that bordered on recognizing the official as divine. We should conclude

that Mordecai had both religious and political reasons for adamantly not bowing

down to Haman.”

Then the royal officials at the king’s gate asked Mordecai, “Why do you disobey

the king’s command?” Day after day they spoke to him but he refused to comply.

Therefore they told Haman about it to see whether Mordecai’s behavior would be

tolerated, for he had told them he was a Jew.

● When the officials witnessed Mordecai’s refusal to carry out the king’s command to

honor Haman, they questioned him and attempted to get him to comply. Mordecai did

not give a reason, but simply refused to comply. Because of his refusal, the officials told

Haman that Mordecai would not comply and that he was a Jew.



When Haman saw that Mordecai would not kneel down or pay him honor, he was

enraged. Yet having learned who Mordecai’s people were, he scorned the idea of

killing only Mordecai. Instead Haman looked for a way to destroy all Mordecai’s

people, the Jews, throughout the whole kingdom of Xerxes.

● Mordecai’s behavior enraged Haman, and his anger did not stop there. Realizing that

Mordecai was a Jew, and believing that his behavior was not unique, Haman decided it

would be best to put all the Jewish people to death, and he looked for a way to make this

happen.

● The New American Commentary explains Haman’s motives, “Hatred and bitterness were

at the root of Haman’s quest for power. For him power rested in the complete

destruction of the Jews. Haman had not yet encountered the power of their God.”

In the twelfth year of King Xerxes, in the first month, the month of Nisan, the pur

(that is, the lot) was cast in the presence of Haman to select a day and month.

And the lot fell on the twelfth month, the month of Adar.

● The twelfth year of the king helps us understand that these events took place around five

years after Esther became queen. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary notes that the

phrase “in the first month, the month of Nisan” is a “pointed reminder of Passover and

that great deliverance.”

● The author uses the Akkadian word for the lot, which is pur, from which the holiday

Purim gets its name. The Faithlife Study Bible explains, “The Hebrew text uses the

Akkadian term for casting lots, pur, to explain the name of the Jewish festival Purim,

which will be referenced in ch. 9. The events in this verse are not occurring over a

year-long period, but instead involve an elaborate game of chance occurring over

multiple days to determine a specific date in the year. It appears that someone else is

casting lots on Haman’s behalf, although the Hebrew text does not yet reveal what date

Haman is determining, although v. 6 hints at his intentions.”

Then Haman said to King Xerxes, “There is a certain people dispersed among the

peoples in all the provinces of your kingdom who keep themselves separate. Their

customs are different from those of all other people, and they do not obey the

king’s laws; it is not in the king’s best interest to tolerate them. If it pleases the

king, let a decree be issued to destroy them, and I will give ten thousand talents of

silver to the king’s administrators for the royal treasury.” So the king took his

signet ring from his finger and gave it to Haman son of Hammedatha, the

Agagite, the enemy of the Jews. “Keep the money,” the king said to Haman, “and

do with the people as you please.”

● After some time had passed, Haman presented his problem to the king. He framed this

as a problem the king could solve by issuing a decree to destroy the people, using a mix

of truth and exaggeration.

○ The New American Commentary provides an application for our own

distinctiveness as God’s people, “Today God’s people are different and must

recognize their distinctiveness. ‘Their customs are different,’ or ‘their laws are

different,’ explains that their emphasis on the law, God’s revelation in the Mosaic

Torah, made them different. Our basis of authority and our priorities mold our

customs. If we take seriously the authority of God’s Word and allow his ethical



principles to form our customs, we will be different from those who live by

different authority (e.g., human reason, humanism) or ethical principles.”

● In order to “grease the wheels,” Haman offered the king a bribe to see that his desires

would be carried out. However, the king refused the money, and instructed Haman to do

as he pleased with the Jews. Evidently, Haman’s argument about their separatist

behavior and disobedience was enough to concern the king.

● By giving Haman the signet ring, Xerxes armed Haman with the official legal power to do

what he wished. With the ring, any order written by Haman could be sealed and made

official. As the author later reveals, any order sealed by the king’s ring cannot be changed

or revoked (see Esther 8:8).

Then on the thirteenth day of the first month the royal secretaries were

summoned. They wrote out in the script of each province and in the language of

each people all Haman’s orders to the king’s satraps, the governors of the various

provinces and the nobles of the various peoples. These were written in the name

of King Xerxes himself and sealed with his own ring. Dispatches were sent by

couriers to all the king’s provinces with the order to destroy, kill and annihilate

all the Jews — young and old, women and children — on a single day, the

thirteenth day of the twelfth month, the month of Adar, and to plunder their

goods. A copy of the text of the edict was to be issued as law in every province and

made known to the people of every nationality so they would be ready for that

day.

● The “thirteenth day of the first month” was the night before Passover was to be

celebrated. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary notes, “Now the implications are brought

full force; the decree is written on the thirteenth of Nisan, the day before Passover. At the

time when the children of Israel traditionally recited the narrative of deliverance from

the bondage of Egypt, they will instead face the horrifying prospect of annihilation under

another foreign oppressor.”

● Having been given authority, Haman crafted an order that was written to be sent to all

the provinces. Officially, the order came from Xerxes and was sealed by his ring. The

dispatch was that in a little less than a year, all the Jewish people regardless of age, were

to be killed and their goods to be plundered. This edict was sent everywhere so that

everyone could prepare for this day.

● The Faithlife Study Bible gives insight into the timing of the decree, “The genocide was

set to happen in February or March 473 bc (9:1). The decree was sent out about eleven

months before its planned fulfillment, but it would have taken approximately three to

four months for it to reach the entire empire. However, Mordecai and Esther would have

had nearly the full eleven months to prepare, presuming that Mordecai learned about it

early on, since they were already in the primary capital of the empire (v. 15).”

The couriers went out, spurred on by the king’s command, and the edict was

issued in the citadel of Susa. The king and Haman sat down to drink, but the city

of Susa was bewildered.

● The contrast between the men who ordered the destruction of a people and the rest of

the city, is stark and is designed to show the callous nature of sinfulness. While Xerxes

and Haman went about their business, sitting down in private to drink and make merry,



the rest of the city was in a state of shock and bewilderment that soon, a whole ethnic

group would be destroyed without a second thought.

When Mordecai learned of all that had been done, he tore his clothes, put on

sackcloth and ashes, and went out into the city, wailing loudly and bitterly. But

he went only as far as the king’s gate, because no one clothed in sackcloth was

allowed to enter it. In every province to which the edict and order of the king

came, there was great mourning among the Jews, with fasting, weeping and

wailing. Many lay in sackcloth and ashes.

● When Mordecai heard of what happened, he took on the act of mourning for the Jewish

people as prescribed in Scripture. He tore his clothes, put on sackcloth, and anointed

himself with ashes. He wept and wailed, but was careful not to go into the citadel itself,

for that would be offensive to the king and was illegal.

● Mordecai’s behavior was not unique to him, for all the Jewish people engaged in the

activities of mourning and fasting. Though the text does not mention it, it is certain that

the Jewish people were also pleading with their God in prayer for Him to put a stop to

this edict of destruction and save them from their enemies.


