Purim

A Basic Introduction
notes by Tim Hegg

Purim (018), meaning “lots,” celebrates the victory which God
gave to the Jews when it appeared that Haman, an evil officer in
the Persian court, had gained the authority to attempt their mass
destruction. The book of Esther is the biblical account, and lays the
basis for the yearly festival.

At the end of the book of Esther, after summarizing the events
which had taken place, the following is found:

Therefore they called these days Purim after the name
of Pur. And because of the instructions in this letter,
both what they had seen in this regard and what had
happened to them, the Jews established and made a
custom for themselves, and for their descendants, and
for all those who allied themselves with them, so that
they should not fail to celebrate these two days accord-
ing to their regulation, and according to their appointed
time annually. So these days were to be remembered
and celebrated throughout every generation, every
family, every province, and every city; and these days
of Purim were not to fail from among the Jews, or their
memory fade from their descendants. (9:26-28)

The two days referred to are explained in the biblical account: the
rural Jews celebrated on the 14th of Adar, while the Jews living in
Susa (the capital city of Persia) celebrated on the 15th of Adar. Some
orthodox communities still make this distinction between those liv-
ing in unwalled cities, and those living in walled cities, but gener-
ally everyone celebrates Purim on the 15th of Adar.

There are four traditions connected with celebrating the festit
val of Purim: 1) reading the story of Esther (called Megilah Esther,
nan,“scroll”), 2) engaging in festivity and rejoicing, 3) giving/
sending gifts to one another, and 4) giving/sending gifts to the
poor. (Cf. Esther 9:22)

These traditions for celebrating Purim have been carried out in
various ways throughout the centuries of Jewish history. Because
of the requirement to read the story of Esther, it became tradition
to write the biblical book on its own small scroll and to refer to it
as Megillat Ester, “the Esther Scroll.” Many of these were decorated

with ornate initial capitals and other decorative art and are trea-
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sured as art pieces.

One tradition when listening to Esther being read is to drown out
the name of Haman whenever it is read with noise and “booing,”
etc. This is based upon the commandment of Deut 25:

17 “Remember what Amalek did to you along the way
when you came out from Egypt,

18 how he met you along the way and attacked among
you all the stragglers at your rear when you were faint
and weary; and he did not fear God.

19 “Therefore it shall come about when the Lord your
God has given you rest from all your surrounding ene-
mies, in the land which the Lord your God gives you as
an inheritance to possess, you shall blot out the memo-
ry of Amalek from under heaven; you must not forget.

Since Haman is an Amalekite (on the connection to Agag, king of
the Amalekites—cf. Esther 3:1), the fulfilling of this commandment
to “remember to blot out the name of Amalek” is fulfilled by blot-
ting out the name of Haman when the story is read.

Special noise makers, called “groggers” are made for this pur-
pose. They are a weighted stick on a handle that, when rotated,
causes a gear to snap a noise-making stick, creating a ratcheting
sound. But any noise-maker, including one’s voice, can be used to
drown out the name of the enemy, Haman.

The festivity and rejoicing is carried out in a traditional meal on
the afternoon of the 15th in which there are often skits and songs
of a festive nature. Most congregations begin their festivities on the
evening of the 14th on which the Megilah is read, eating together,
and encouraging the children to dress up and come prepared for
games, skits, and whatever seems appropriate for a party. It is com-
mon to see carnival type games for the kids to produce the festive
atmosphere.

A Talmudic note (b.Megilah 7b) indicates that from the stand-
point of some of the sages “it is the obligation of each person to be
so drunk [on Purim] as not to be able to tell the difference between
‘Blessed be Mordechai’ and ‘Cursed be Haman.”” This, of course,
was disputed by some of the Sages, and some tried to interpret the
statement as an exaggeration, given in order to emphasize the fes-
tive nature of the day, that the point of the Talmudic injunction was
that each person should give in to honest celebration and festivities.
But being drunk is something in which fools engage and drunken-
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ness contradicts the clear teaching of the Apostles:

Like a thorn which falls into the hand of a drunkard,
So is a proverb in the mouth of fools. (Prov 26:9)

And do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation,
but be filled with the Spirit.... (Eph 5:18)

As followers of Yeshua, we recognize and affirm that celebration,
even a celebration such as Purim, must be down with fulness of
heart and joy, but never in a way that contradicts a life dedicated to
the glory of God and praise of our Messiah.

The giving of gifts to each other (nian niYwn, mishloach manot) and
giving gifts to the poor (21i"aRY niinn, mattanot le’evyonim) are car-
ried out individually or family to famﬂy

Meaning

The festival of Esther is yet another celebration of the victory that
God has given to His people over enemies who wished to annihi-
late the Jewish nation. It marks a historical event which proves once
again that God keeps His promises and that He is faithful to His
covenant. It becomes, then, a time to reflect upon God’s care and
protection, and the truth that He has not rejected Israel and that
Israel lives because her God lives.

A Few Lessons from the Book of Esther

Esther 4:14
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“For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance will arise for
the Jews from another place and you and your father’s house will perish.
And who knows whether you have not attained royalty for such a time
as this?”
*  God’s sovereign plan and design is sure. — Even if His people are
disobedient, Mordechai’s statement is true, that God would remain
faithful to the covenant promises He made to the nation of Israel
and would never allow them to be annihilated by their enemies.
*  God has a plan for our lives. — Esther, a Jewish girl, an orphan, by
no means wealthy, living as part of a conquered nation, ruled over
by her conquers, who had no connection whatsoever to the King of
Persia, yet she becomes his queen. Mordechai recognized that her
royal position was to be used by God to bring deliverance to His
people. We too must live our live3s with this truth always before us:



God has a plan for my life, and I must seek to serve Him regardless
of the circumstances in which I find myself, and to do this, I must be
ready, willing, and seeking His guidance to know how best to serve
Him.

Esther 4:16
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Go, assemble all the Jews who are found in Susa, and fast for me; do
not eat or drink for three days, night or day. I and my maidens also
will fast in the same way. And thus I will go in to the king, which is
not according to the law; and if I perish, I perish.

* God calls us to prayer (and even fasting) as we seek to serve Him as He
desires. — We should never diminish the power of prayer, for it is as
we pray that we are led by the Ruach to know and therefore, to fol-
low God's specific plan for each of us as we seek to serve and honor
Him. Paul writes: “For all who are being led by the Spirit of God,
these are sons of God.... The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit
that we are children of God....” (Rom 8:14, 16)

o We must stand courageously in God’s strength when called upon to
confront evil and to stand for righteousness. — Esther shows remark-
able faith and courage when she commits herself to God’s sover-
eign protection, for what she planned to do could have very easily
led to her death: “If I perish, I perish” is a remarkable statement of
total faith and commitment to God’s will.

Esther 6:1
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During that night the king could not sleep so he gave an order to brmg the
book of records, the chronicles, and they were read before the king.
* God works in ways we could never imagine. — It was the king’s
inability to sleep that got him up in the middle of the night to read
the royal court records, which in turn brought to his attention the
righteous deeds of Mordechai by which an attempt on the king’s
life was averted. This, in turn, led to the demise of Haman and his
wicked scheme, and through a royal decree, enabled the Jews to
defend themselves against the treachery of Haman.
* We should never think that anything is impossible for the God of Israel.
Once again, in this grand narrative, we see and extol the almighty
power and love of our God. Surely we can entrust our lives into His
gracious care, for He has promised to care for us
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