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Mordecai the Jew and Esther the Greek 
The Changing Politics of the Book of Esther in Antiquity and Our Times 

 
Aaron Koller 

 

 
 

Tenets of early Second Temple “common Judaism” …compared with Esther 
• Dynasty of King David Heroes from Benjamin 
• Endogamy Esther is intermarried 
• A new Exodus Redemption on Passover 
• Who is a Jew? Mordecai “the Judean” 
• Centrality of Jerusalem Shushan at the center 
• God No god: “fear of the Jews” 
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Comparison of Esther with King Saul 
 Esther Saul 
Introduction of 
the main 
character 

י   כַׁ בִירָה וּשְׁמוֹ מָרְדֳּ ן הַׁ ה אִישׁ יְהוּדִי הָיָה בְשׁוּשַׁׁ
ן יָאִיר   ן בֶּ ן - בֶּ ר  . קִישׁ אִישׁ יְמִינִי - שִׁמְעִי בֶּ ו אֲשֶּׁ

יִם עִם ר הָגְלְתָה עִם  - הָגְלָה מִירוּשָׁלַׁ גֹלָה אֲשֶּׁ הַׁ
ךְ לֶּ ךְ  - יְכָנְיָה מֶּ לֶּ ר מֶּ דְנֶּצַׁ גְלָה נְבוּכַׁ ר הֶּ יְהוּדָה אֲשֶּׁ

ל ת. בָבֶּ יְהִי אֹמֵן אֶּ סְתֵר - ז וַׁ סָה הִיא אֶּ  הֲדַׁ

יְהִי  ן- וַׁ ן- אִישׁ מִבִנְיָמִין וּשְׁמוֹ קִישׁ בֶּ -אֲבִיאֵל בֶּ
ן  ן - צְרוֹר בֶּ ת בֶּ ן- בְכוֹרַׁ אִישׁ יְמִינִי גִבוֹר - אֲפִיחַׁ בֶּ

 .הָיָה בֵן וּשְׁמוֹ שָׁאוּל בָחוּר וָטוֹב- וְלוֹ . חָיִל

Does not reveal “Esther did not tell her origin and 
her people” (2:20) 

 “the matter of the kingship he did 
not tell him” (1 Samuel 10:16) 

Agag/Amalek Mordecai and Esther succeed by 
defeating Haman “the Agagite.” 

Saul loses his kingship for failing to 
destroy Agag, king of the 
Amalekites (1 Samuel 15). 

Remaining 
silent? 

Esther “must not remain silent 
 .(4:14) (תחרישי )

Saul “remained silent (מחריש).” 

The banquets Esther hosts two banquets, on 
successive days; the first passes 
uneventfully, while at the second, 
the king rises angrily and leaves, 
and Haman observes that “the king 
definitely intends evil against him” 
(Esther 7:7). 

Saul hosts two banquets on 
successive days; the first passes 
uneventfully, while at the second, 
the king gets angry at Jonathan for 
betraying him. Jonathan observes 
that “[Saul] definitely intends evil” 
(1 Sam 20). 

Spoils of war Finally, in the battles at the end the 
Jews “do not touch the spoils” 
(9:15). This is despite the fact that in 
8:11, they were explicitly given 
permission to plunder their 
enemies. 

In 1 Samuel 15, the Israelites, in 
direct violation of religious orders, 
brought back spoils of war from 
Amalek. 

 
Expectations for a “New Exodus” 
 

Ezekiel 20:30-42  מב - יחזקאל כ, ל 
I will take you out of the nations, and gather you from 
the lands in which you are scattered, with a strong 
hand, with an outstretched arm, with outpoured fury. … 
Just as I entered into judgment with your ancestors in the 
desert of the land of Egypt, so will I enter into judgment 
with you!’ – thus speaks the Lord God. 

י  לֹא בְיָד חֲזָקָה - אָנִי נְאֻם אֲדֹנָי ה’ אִם- לג חַׁ
ם.   מְלוֹךְ עֲלֵיכֶּ וּבִזְרוֹעַׁ נְטוּיָה וּבְחֵמָה שְׁפוּכָה אֶּ

תְכֶּם מִן  צְתִי  - לד וְהוֹצֵאתִי אֶּ מִים וְקִבַׁ הָעַׁ
תְכֶּם מִן  ם בָם בְיָד  - אֶּ ר נְפוֹצֹתֶּ הָאֲרָצוֹת אֲשֶּׁ

שְׁפוּכָה. לה   חֲזָקָה וּבִזְרוֹעַׁ נְטוּיָה וּבְחֵמָה
ל תְכֶּם אֶּ טְתִי  - וְהֵבֵאתִי אֶּ מִים וְנִשְׁפַׁ ר הָעַׁ מִדְבַׁ

ל ר  - אִתְכֶּם שָׁם פָנִים אֶּ אֲשֶּׁ פָנִים. לו כַׁ
ת טְתִי אֶּ ץ מִצְרָיִם  - נִשְׁפַׁ רֶּ ר אֶּ אֲבוֹתֵיכֶּם בְמִדְבַׁ

 כֵן אִשָפֵט אִתְכֶּם נְאֻם אֲדֹנָי ה’. 
  

Isaiah 51:9-11  יא - ישעיהו נא, ט 
Awake, awake, garb yourself in strength, O arm of the 
Lord! … Was it not You who dried up the sea, the waters 
of the Great Deep, who made the depths of the sea a 
path for redeemed ones to pass through? So let those 
liberated by the Lord return, and come to Zion with 
shouting, eternal joy on their head. Let them attain 
happiness and joy, since agony and groaning have fled. 

עֹז זְרוֹעַׁ ה’ עוּרִי כִימֵי - ט עוּרִי עוּרִי לִבְשִׁי 
תְ  ם דֹרוֹת עוֹלָמִים הֲלוֹא אַׁ דֶּ ת  - קֶּ בֶּ חְצֶּ מַׁ הִיא הַׁ

תְ  נִין. י הֲלוֹא אַׁ ת תַׁ לֶּ ב מְחוֹלֶּ הַׁ הִיא - רַׁ
קֵי  עֲמַׁ שָמָה מַׁ בָה הַׁ ת יָם מֵי תְהוֹם רַׁ בֶּ חֲרֶּ מַׁ -הַׁ

עֲבֹר גְאוּלִים. יא וּפְדוּ ךְ לַׁ רֶּ יֵי ה’ יְשׁוּבוּן יָם דֶּ
ל ת עוֹלָם עַׁ רֹאשָׁם  - וּבָאוּ צִיּוֹן בְרִנָה וְשִמְחַׁ

אֲנָחָה. שִיגוּן נָסוּ יָגוֹן וַׁ  שָשוֹן וְשִמְחָה יַׁ
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The dates of the events in Esther  
The royal scribes were called in the first month, on the thirteenth day (3:12). 
Esther commands a three-day fast (4:15-17). 
On the third day, Esther approached the king (5:1). 
 
The biblical “fear of the Lord” 
“The fear of the Lord fell on the nation” (1 Samuel 11:7) 
“The fear of the Lord was upon all the kingdoms of the lands around Judah” (2 Chr 17:1) 
But in Esther… 
“Many of the people of the land were Judaizing because the fear of the Jews had fallen upon 
them” (8:10); “No one stood against them, for their fear fell upon all the nations…. For the fear 
of Mordecai fell upon them (9:2-3). 
 

Greek Esther 
The colophon: “In the fourth year of the 
reign of Ptolemy and Cleopatra, Dositheus – 
who said he was a priest and a Levite – and 
his son Ptolemy brought the above letter 
about Purim (phrouai), which they said was 
authentic. Lysimachus son of Ptolemy, of 
Jerusalem, translated it.” 
 
The “fourth year” of Ptolemy (XII) and 
Cleopatra (V) was 77/76 BCE. What is 
happening in Jerusalem then? Right between 
two Hasmoneans monarchs: 

• Alexander Jannaeus /  אלכסנדר ינאי: 
103-76 BCE 

• Salome Alexandra / 76 :שלומציון המלכה-
67 BCE 

 
 

Revising Mordecai: Greek Additions A and F 
Addition A 
2 In the second year of the reign of Ahasuerus the Great, on the first day of Nisan, Mordecai son 
of Jair son of Shimei son of Kish, of the tribe of Benjamin, had a dream. … 12 Mordecai saw in 
this dream what God had determined to do, and after he awoke he had it on his mind. 
 
Addition F 
4 And Mordecai said, “These things have come from God; 5 for I remember the dream that I had 
concerning these matters, and none of them has failed to be fulfilled. 6 There was the little 
spring that became a river, and there was light and sun and abundant water—the river is Esther, 
whom the king married and made queen. 7 The two dragons are Haman and myself. 8 …. 
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Revising Esther: Additions C and D 
1 Then Queen Esther, seized with deadly anxiety, fled to the Lord. … 3 She prayed to the Lord 
God of Israel, and said: “O my Lord, you only are our king; help me, who am alone and have no 
helper but you… 
15 You have knowledge of all things, and you know that I hate the splendor of the wicked and 
abhor the bed of the uncircumcised and of any alien. 16 You know my necessity—that I abhor 
the sign of my proud position, which is upon my head on days when I appear in public. I abhor 
it like a filthy rag, and I do not wear it on the days when I am at leisure. 17 And your servant has 
not eaten at Haman’s table, and I have not honored the king’s feast or drunk the wine of 
libations. 

D 1 On the third day…she 
appeared in full view of 
the court. She took along 
with her two female 
servants, 3 delicately 
leaning on the one, 4 
while the other followed 
behind, carrying her 
train. 
5 She was blushing in the 
full bloom of her beauty, 
and her face was 
delightfully cheerful, but 
her heart was tense with 
fear. 6 When she had 
passed through all the 
doors, she stood in the 
presence of the king. He 
was seated on his royal 
throne, clothed in all his 
majesty—all in gold and 
precious stones—and was 
terrifying. 7 He lifted his 
face, which blazed 
gloriously, about to 
explode in anger, and 
looked at her. 
 

 
Tintoretto (Venice, 1518-1594), Esther before Ahasuerus (1547-1548) 

 
The queen collapsed. Her color turned pale, and she fell face forward 
onto the female servant who was walking ahead of her. 
8 Then God changed the king’s spirit to tenderness. He leaped anxiously 
from his throne, and took her up in his arms until she was calm. He tried 
to comfort her with reassuring words, 9 saying to her: “What is it, Esther? 
I’m your brother. Take heart! 

 
Esther 6:1 in the Hebrew and Greek versions 

1 But the Lord kept sleep from the king that night, and 
he told his teacher to bring the written daily annals, to 
read to him. 

יְלָה  א לַׁ הוּא  בַׁ ת  נָדְדָה  הַׁ ךְ  שְׁנַׁ לֶּ מֶּ ר  הַׁ יֹּאמֶּ   וַׁ
ת  לְהָבִיא ר- אֶּ זִכְרֹנוֹת  סֵפֶּ יָּמִים  דִבְרֵי   הַׁ יִּהְיוּ   הַׁ  וַׁ

ךְ  לִפְנֵי   נִקְרָאִים לֶּ מֶּ  .הַׁ

 
Esther 6:13 in the Hebrew and Greek versions 

His … wife said to him, “…If Mordecai belongs to the 
Judean people, … you will never be able to hold your 
own against him, because the living God is with him.” 

פֵר  יג יְסַׁ שׁ  הָמָן   וַׁ רֶּ  אֵת  אֹהֲבָיו- וּלְכָל   אִשְׁתוֹ   לְזֶּ
ר- כָל יֹּאמְרוּ  קָרָהוּ  אֲשֶּׁ שׁ  חֲכָמָיו  לוֹ   וַׁ רֶּ   אִשְׁתוֹ   וְזֶּ
ע  אִם יְּהוּדִים  מִזֶּרַׁ י   הַׁ כַׁ ר  מָרְדֳּ חִלוֹתָ   אֲשֶּׁ   לִנְפֹל  הַׁ

ל- לֹא  לְפָנָיו  .לְפָנָיו  תִפוֹל   נָפוֹל- כִי   לוֹ   תוּכַׁ
 


