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Nehemiah Rebuilds the Wall

Scripture: Nehemiah 1:1-6:16

Theme: Prayer and action go hand in hand

High School (Ages 15-18)

Free curriculum for small and rural churches

Lesson Overview

Lesson Overview: "The Unseen Hand of Providence" (Esther 1, 10: Divine Timing and Human Agency) This lesson
invites students to grapple with the tension between divine sovereignty and human responsibility in Esther’s story. We
explore how God's plan isn’t always immediately visible, yet His purposes persist through the choices of those
entrusted to His work. Theologically, this raises questions: How do we discern God'’s leading when historical events
unfold without dramatic miracles? The real-world application challenges us to trust that our "waiting" isn't futile, even if
the path feels unclear. Encourage discussion on modern "Esther moments", where delays or ambiguity might actually
be preparation for something greater. Volunteer Tip: Pair Scripture passages with thought-provoking questions (e.g.,
"Why might Esther’s silence have been a deliberate choice?") and invite volunteers to share how they've trusted God
in ambiguity.

Bible Story

Sunday School Lesson: "For Such a Time as This" (Esther 1, 10)

When King Ahasuerus (Xerxes ) reigned over his vast empire, spanning from India to Ethiopia, his heart was so great
that he summoned his subjects to a grand feast, attended by his queen Vashti, who was renowned for her beauty. Yet
when Vashti refused to appear before him as commanded, the king, seeking to assert his authority, ordered that she
be exiled. Though the story does not record the reason for her defiance, her act was a deliberate rejection of the
imperial power that demanded her compliance. The royal decree followed, marking the beginning of a time when
God's providence would unfold through an unlikely heroine: Esther.

Esther, a Jewish woman in exile, was chosen as the new queen (Esther 2:7). Unlike Vashti, Esther was silent about
her faith when summoned to the palace, trusting in divine timing. Her story begins in the shadows, her identity
concealed, because she knew that until she stood in the presence of a king who might save her people, she was
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powerless. Yet God had already prepared her for this moment. By the time she was called to the throne, she had
been nurtured in the household of Mordecai, a man of wisdom who instilled in her a deep sense of responsibility
toward her people. Esther’s journey from obscurity to prominence was not her own doing, but a divine appointment, a
reality that echoes the biblical principle that God often uses the least expected vessels for his purposes.

When the king’s anger turned against the wise officials, he issued a decree to destroy the Jewish people, ordering
their slaughter throughout the land (Esther 3:12). This edict, passed without consultation, was a brutal exercise of
power, a moment where human authority seemed absolute. Yet in the darkness of this decree, God’s hand was
visible. Mordecai, Esther’s cousin, refused to bow to Haman, a villainous official, and his defiance was not in vain. The
king had already recorded Mordecai's acts of loyalty in his records, though he did not yet know their significance.
Esther, knowing her people’s fate hung in the balance, resolved to act, not out of personal ambition, but out of moral
obligation. She disguised her identity, approached the king alone (a risky move in Persian law, which allowed no one
to enter the throne room without being summoned twice), and pleaded for mercy on behalf of her people.

The king, moved by her boldness and the beauty of her request, granted her request, and a second decree was
issued: the Jews were to be protected, and those who sought their harm would face punishment. The victory was not
immediate; Esther’s courage saved her people, but her story is more than a triumphant tale. It is a reminder that God
often works in hidden ways, through the actions of those who choose obedience over comfort, or faith over fear.
Esther’s willingness to risk everything for justice reveals a deeper truth: true power is not in dominance but in the
willingness to defend the vulnerable. This is a lesson that resonates in modern society, where systems of oppression
often thrive when marginalized groups are silenced or ignored. Esther’s story challenges us to ask: What are we
willing to risk for justice?

The final chapters of Esther (Esther 9, 10) reveal a deeper theological truth: God’s sovereignty extends beyond
human expectations. The Jews defeated their enemies in a single day, and the king, though unaware of the full story,
honored Mordecai’'s wisdom by making him the second-most powerful man in the kingdom. The book ends with a
declaration of peace and prosperity for the Jewish people, but also with a caution: that God’s ways are not always our
ways. Esther’s story is not a guarantee of easy victories but a testament to the power of faith in the face of adversity. It
reminds us that when we stand for what is right, we do so not because of our own strength, but because God has
equipped us to do so.

This lesson matters because it forces us to confront uncomfortable questions: How do we navigate power structures
that oppress the marginalized? What does it mean to act on faith when the odds seem impossible? Esther’s story
invites us to consider our own lives as "for such a time as this", moments where our choices shape history, whether
we realize it or not. In a world where justice is often delayed and vulnerability is weaponized, Esther’s courage is a call
to action: to trust in God'’s timing, to stand up for the oppressed, and to remember that even in obscurity, our lives can
become instruments of divine purpose.

Theological Connections: - Sovereignty vs. Human Authority , Esther’s story challenges the idea that power always
resides with those in positions of authority. It highlights how God'’s justice can operate outside human systems (e.g.,
the reversal of Haman's fate). - Silent Faith , Esther’'s concealment of her identity reflects the biblical theme that God
often works in ways we don’t understand (e.g., Mary’s silence before the angel Gabriel). - Justice as Moral Duty ,
Unlike many hero stories, Esther’s victory comes not from her own strength but from her obedience to a higher calling.
This ties into themes of righteousness in Psalm 78:39 ("He remembered his covenant forever") and Leviticus 19:15
("You shall not pervert justice").

Key Verse

Nehemiah 2:18

Esther 4:14 reminds us that God often places people in unique positions to fulfill specific, meaningful purposes,
sometimes during times of crisis or unexpected circumstances. This verse connects deeply to themes of divine
sovereignty, purpose, and the intersection of human agency with divine will, suggesting that our roles may be
ordained not just for personal fulfillment but as opportunities to serve a greater, redemptive narrative, even if we
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don't fully understand the how or why at first. In real life, this truth challenges us to reflect on how our struggles or
mundane choices might align with something larger than ourselves. It invites us to trust that God doesn’t waste
the places we're called to be, even if the path isn’t immediately clear.

Activities

Activity 1:
Students explore Esther’s silence vs. her eventual intervention to understand the tension between passivity and
active faith, and how modern individuals (e.g., whistleblowers, marginalized voices) navigate moral ambiguity.

Supplies needed:
« Uses only paper
* SCissors
e and Bibles, no budget barriers.
1. Reflection Prompt (5 min):

2. Distribute Esther 1, 10. Ask students to read aloud only the sections where Queen Esther chooses to act (e.g.,
Ex. 4:10, 12, 7:3, 4, 9:15, 16). Circle these verses in their Bibles.

3. Theological Question: "How does Esther’s courageous action challenge or reinforce traditional views of free
will vs. divine design?"

4. Providence Mapping (5 min):

5. Divide students into small groups (3, 5). Each group selects one scene from Esther (e.g., the banquet in Ex. 1,
the plot against the Jews in Ex. 3, the execution of Haman in Ex. 9, 10).

6. Assign each group a blank index card. Ask them to:

7. Draw two symbols: (1) Esther’s agency (e.g., her bravery, the crown), (2) "divine hand" (e.g., God'’s hidden
presence, an angelic figure, or an unexpected twist like Xerxes’ blindness).

8. Write one question below their drawing: "What does this scene reveal about how God works through human
choices?"

9. Real-World Case Study (5 min):

10. Present a short, anonymized case study (e.g., a teen witnessing bullying at school, a student facing a moral
dilemma in an internship). Read aloud a paragraph from Esther 12, 14 (e.g., "Who knows if you have been
appointed for such a time as this?").

11. Groups debate: "How could this character (like Esther) ‘act for such a time as this’ in their situation?" Invite
students to share with the group.

12. Theological Tie-In:

13. Esther’s story critiques cynicism about divine action (e.g., "God’s plan is hidden") while affirming responsibility
("We must act"). Challenge students to reflect: Where do they see God’s "hidden hand" in their lives, and how
might they engage the world with courage like Esther’s?

2. "The Power of the Silent Voice" (Empathy & Moral Agency)

15. Silence vs. Action (3 min):

16. Write on the board: "Silence... Intervention... Consequence."

17. Play short clips (10 sec each) of:

18. A character choosing silence (e.g., a bystander in The Post 2017 film).

19. A character acting (e.g., Greta Thunberg's speeches).

20. Discuss: "What does Esther’s silence (Ex. 3, 4) teach about fear vs. faith? How does her later action differ?"
21. Moral Mask Craft (7 min):

22. Each student receives a black paper mask. Ask them to:

23. Fold the mask in half, then cut one slit for their eyes (symbolizing "seeing the truth").
24. Glue or draw:
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25. A crown (Esther’s royal identity) on the top.

26. A mask of fear (e.g., drawn eyes, crossed arms) on one side.

27. A mask of courage (e.g., raised fist, a book for wisdom) on the other.

28. Prompt: "Which side represents your fear of judgment vs. your faith in God'’s plan?"
29. Debate: "Whose Voice Matters?" (5 min):

30. Groups of 3, 4 swap masks. Each student describes their "mask" to the group.

31. Challenge: "If you were Esther, would you have chosen silence or action? Why?" Write their answer on the
board.

32. Theological Tie-In: "Esther’s story forces us to ask: When is silence complicity, and when is it surrender to
God’s will?"

33. Real-World Application:

34. Connect to modern issues: "How might students advocate for justice (e.g., climate change, equity) without
becoming 'the voice' in the room?" Example: A student might write a letter to a company or organize a silent
protest.

35. Why These Work for High Schoolers:

36. Intellectual Depth: Both activities push students to grapple with theological questions (free will vs. providence,
courage vs. fear) while grounding them in ethical dilemmas.

Discussion Questions

« Here are four intellectually engaging, open-ended discussion questions rooted in the depth of Esther’s narrative,
designed to explore theological themes, moral dilemmas, and real-world parallels for high school students:

1. Power, Silence, and Agency: What Does Esther’s Silence Cost, and What Might It Have Cost Her?

« Esther’s decision to enter the king’s presence without invitation was a calculated act of agency, yet it also
involved calculated risk. The story suggests that her silence was a form of courage, yet we know her family,
friends, and culture would have been devastated by her absence. In what ways does Esther’s story force us to
consider the tension between disobedience to cultural expectations (e.g., women’s place, loyalty to family) and
moral responsibility? How might her actions inspire, or challenge, how we weigh personal freedom against the
consequences of inaction in our own lives? Consider modern examples: activism, anonymity in whistleblowing, or
the cost of standing up against injustice.

« (Theological angle: How does Esther’s story reflect themes of divine sovereignty and human agency in shaping
history? Does God work through people like Esther, or is her story ultimately one of human initiative?)

« 2. ldentity and Exile: How Does Esther’s Story Challenge or Reinforce the Idea of Belonging?

* Esther is a Jewish woman in Persia who risks her life to save her people. Yet she is not explicitly called to this
role, she is not a prophet or priest, and her people are in exile. How does this narrative complicate the idea of who
belongs in God'’s story? In what ways might Esther’s story be a counterpoint to more traditional narratives of
divine calling (e.g., Abraham, Moses, or the apostles)? If God calls people when they are in their own time and
place (as the title "For Such a Time as This" suggests), how does this apply to marginalized groups today, people
of color, LGBTQ+ individuals, women, or those living in oppression? What does it mean to be "called" by God
when you are not part of the "expected" narrative?

* (Real-world application: How might this discussion relate to immigration, cultural assimilation, or the struggle for
visibility in societies that often define belonging through power structures?)

« 3. The Role of Divine Providence in Human Choice: Does God “Guide” Esther, or Is Her Story One of Free Will?

« The Book of Esther is often read as a story of divine intervention, where God uses Esther’s actions to turn the
tide against Haman. However, the text does not explicitly state that God works through Esther, it simply presents
her as a woman who acts. How does this tension between providence and free will play out in the story? If God
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allows Esther to enter the king’s presence (as some interpret the story), how does this challenge our modern
assumptions about how God works in history? Conversely, if Esther’s actions were purely human, how does that
complicate the idea that God calls people to specific roles (e.g., prophets, leaders) in his plan?

* (Theological angle: How might Esther’s story be a bridge between two biblical perspectives, one where God'’s
will is predetermined (e.g., Isaiah 45:7), and one where God works through human agency (e.g., Deuteronomy
30:19, “Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve”). What does it mean to take responsibility for our own
actions in a world where divine sovereignty is often present but not explicit?)

« 4. The Ethics of Power and Consequence: How Does Esther’s Story Force Us to Question the Moral Costs of
Injustice?

* Haman'’s plot to destroy the Jews is an act of systemic oppression, and Esther’s intervention is a direct
response. Yet the story also raises difficult questions about how we define justice and the limits of intervention.
Haman was a high-ranking official in the empire, would it have been more just to let him face consequences
through legal or political means (e.g., exposing his crimes) rather than risking royal punishment for Esther?
Conversely, if Esther had not acted, how might the consequences have been even worse (e.g., genocidal policies,
cultural erasure)? How do these questions apply to modern struggles against oppression, where the "Haman"
might be a corrupt leader, a systemic bias, or even an individual’'s complicity in injustice? In what ways does
Esther’s story encourage (or caution against) activism?

« (Real-world application: Consider movements like #MeToo0, anti-racism campaigns, or protests against police
brutality. How might these parallel Esther’s dilemma, balancing the need to act against injustice with the risks of
doing so?)

» These questions aim to:
 Challenge students to engage with the text’'s ambiguity (e.g., divine providence vs. human agency).

« Connect theology to ethics, asking how biblical ideas (like sovereignty, justice, and agency) apply to their own
lives.

« Encourage critical thinking about power, identity, and moral responsibility in a modern context.

* Would you like any of these refined for a specific emphasis (e.g., more focus on feminist interpretation, or
historical context)?

Prayer Focus

"Lord, as we study Esther, a woman whose courage was not defined by power but by her willingness to step into
the uncertainty of the moment, teach us to walk in truth while engaging the cultural, moral, and intellectual tensions
of our own age. Grant us the wisdom to act with conviction in seasons of ambiguity, knowing our lives are not
merely for ourselves but for the generations yet unborn, just as Esther’s story shows how silence can be a betrayal
of the divine purposes unfolding in human history." (Optional addition for reflection:) "Lord, grant us the courage to
ask, ‘For such a time as this?’, to recognize when our silence risks what our voices could save, and to pray that our
actions, though small, align with the eternal question: What is truly worth risking for?"

>> Missions Spotlight

The Persian-speaking peoples of Iran (Farsi) have a deep love for the story of Esther, which takes place in their
homeland. Iranian believers use Esther's story to encourage courage in the face of persecution, God is at work
even when He seems hidden.

-> To the Cross
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Esther was placed in the palace ‘for such a time as this' to save her people. Jesus was placed on the cross 'for
such a time as this', to save all people. God has a plan, and He uses ordinary people to accomplish extraordinary
things.
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