Grace for Sinners (Genesis 38)

There is a famous commentary on the book of Genesis.  And at the end of each chapter, it gives some tips for preachers, what it calls tips for homiletics.  It makes some remarks on areas in which you might want to apply the text.  But at the end of Genesis 38, it gives this remark.  ‘Entirely unsuitable for homiletical use’.  Translation - Don’t preach on this one!  And it’s pretty clear why, isn’t it?  It’s what we might call, an R-rated text.  There is some pretty unsavoury stuff being recorded here, to say the least.  And what’s even more interesting, is that it seems like it’s just a bit of a digression from the real story.  The real story of Joseph being sold into slavery.  You know, you can actually go from chapter 37v36 straight to chapter 39v1 without missing a beat and the story continues.  So why is this chapter inserted here?

Well, firstly, it creates suspense.  While we’re talking about Judah, we’re left hanging wondering what’s going on with Joseph who’s just been sold into slavery.  But it’s also here because it creates a contrast between Judah and Joseph.    Here we see Judah’s morally bankrupt actions, and they only serve to highlight the moral purity which we’ll see in Joseph in chapter 39.  And it’s here because it teaches us how to read the Bible.  Clearly, just because something is in the Bible doesn’t mean God approves of it.  There are some very unsavoury accounts in both the OT and the NT.  We don’t get our ethics from narratives, but from the commands of God.

But supremely, this chapter is here because Judah is pivotal to God’s plan of redemption.  We often call these the Joseph narratives.  We tend to think this is all about Joseph.  But God is doing something here through Joseph – through Joseph, he’s preserving the tribe of Judah.  Joseph is necessary, because Judah has to be preserved.  The tribe of Judah has to go on.  Because it’s through Judah that the Saviour is going to come.   It’s through the line of Judah that blessing is going to come to all the families of the earth.  It’s through the line of this selfish, covenant breaking, fornicating, judgmental Judah, that Jesus will come.  And if there is anything this passage teaches us, it’s that God’s grace is far greater than all our sin.  Even the sin of Judah.

1.  The first thing we’re going to consider this morning is the need for grace

Judah in this chapter is on a downward spiritual trajectory.  Over the course of about 20 years, it almost looks like Judah has lost his faith.  The first red flag is the fact that he leaves the covenant people of God, the church of God.  That’s what his family was, despite their rather obvious faults and imperfections.  God in his wisdom wants our faith nurtured and established in the fellowship of God’s people.  Where we can encourage and admonish each other in our faith in Christ.  It is a typical sign of spiritual declension when a person is not interested in the people that Christ has bought with his precious blood.  And here Judah would much rather have a close friendship with a Canaanite man Hirah rather than the covenant people of God.

The second red flag is that he marries a Canaanite woman.  The problem here is not ethnic, it’s spiritual.  This is a woman who doesn’t know the Lord or his promises
.  And because she doesn’t, what on earth could Judah possibly have in common with her?  I can’t stress this enough to those of our younger and older folk who are single and seeking a marriage partner.  There is nothing more important that choosing a spouse who shares your faith.  A prospective spouse is not someone who says, ‘sure I’ll come to church with you.’  Or, ‘it’s nice that you are a Christian, I might check that out as we go along.’  You should only date someone who loves Christ like you do. You ignore this, and spiritually you are in danger of ending up where Judah did.

Judah is in grave spiritual danger, but initially it seems like he’s blessed.  The union of Judah with the Canaanite woman who’s name we don’t even know, produces 3 sons.  Er, Onan and Shelah.  We’re not told about their infancy, or their upbringing, but the account fast-forwards through the years until the boys are grown.  Judah secures a wife, Tamar, for his firstborn son Er.  But the only thing we know about Er, was that he was regarded as being wicked in the Lord’s sight.  We’re not told what his wickedness consisted of, but we’re told how the Lord responded.  He put him to death.  This is the first instance in the Bible of an individual being judged for their sin.  Not since the days of Sodom and Gomorrah had something like this happened.  
This is where we tend to get a bit uncomfortable in our Bible reading.  And people want to say things like – but this is just the God of the OT.  Presumably they haven’t read the NT, where God also puts people to death for lying about the proceeds of their property (Act 5, Ananias and Sapphira), he strikes others dead for celebrating the Lord’s Supper in an unworthy way (1 Cor 11).  Let’s not play off the OT God against the NT God.  Let’s simply accept, that God of the Bible is a God of grace, but he’s also a God of judgment.  Many people think of God as an Opa-like (grandfatherly) figure who thinks the disobedience of your children is very amusing.  They might call it ‘sweet justice’, and smile at rebellion, and when they are looking after the kids, the term ‘discipline’ doesn’t get a mention.  That’s what most people think God is like.  He’ll never intervene, no matter what I do.  Clearly, that’s not true.
The God of the Bible is a God who is holy, and who is just, and who thinks sin is deadly serious.  Rom 6:23 ‘the wages of sin is death.’  Do you relieve believe this?  Then you shouldn’t be surprised with what happens here to Er.  Some receive the wages immediately, like Er.  This was his judgment day.  Judgment day is coming for all of us, when we will receive our wages. And the wages will all be the same for each of us – death, eternal death, eternal separation from the love of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Sin is serious, isn’t it?  Sin is so serious it took the death of the spotless eternal son of God to deal with it.  It took his life poured out for sinners, bearing the eternal wages of sin on the cross as he was forsaken by God.  Congregation, someone has to pay the wages for sin.  Either you’ve got to pay it yourself, or you can look in faith to Jesus to pay it for you through his death on the cross.

Son number 2 is Onan.  He’s given to Tamar as her new husband – the Levirate law.  This was a common custom at that time in history – a younger brother would have to marry his brother’s widow
.  If you are a younger brother, the thought of this might terrify you, but this was actually meant to be a good thing.  It meant protection for the widow – there was no social security or insurance in those days, so this would ensure the widow was looked after and not left destitute.   But it also meant the family name would be preserved.  The name of Er would carry on, because any son that Onan had with Tamar would be regarded as Er’s son.  God wanted to make sure that no family in Israel would be blotted out.  That they would all be able to enjoy the blessing of living as his people, in his place, under his protection.  God’s laws are gracious to us.

So Onan knew he had this responsibility to produce a child and that child would carry Er’s name.  That’s why he came up with his despicable plan using his own method of contraception.  Let’s be clear, the problem here is not birth control, it’s the greed and selfishness of Onan.  If Tamar had a son, that son would be considered the firstborn in Judah’s family.  And the firstborn gets a double inheritance of the estate.  But Onan wants the double inheritance, so he’d prefer not to have a son.  His motivation here is pure greed and self-interest.  The fact that Onan engages in marital intimacy shows that he’s just self-seeking.  His view of intimacy was self-gratification with no responsibility.  There really is nothing new under the sun is there.  But God is very serious about sin, even private sin that nobody but Tamar and Onan knew about.  He knows what goes in our bedrooms and our hearts.  And Onan received the wages of his sin very quickly, the Lord put him to death as well.    
Aren’t things an absolute mess in this covenant family?  Judgment has begun with what is supposed to be the family of God.  And now Judah is in a real pickle.  He’s only got son number 3 left.  What if he dies as well?  We know what’s going on in Judah’s head – he’s thinking maybe Tamar is the problem.  Maybe she’s cursed, maybe she’s jinxed and I’ve just got to keep my son away from her.  Judah of course is blind to the real problem.  Tamar was the victim here.  The real problem was the evil of his owns sons.  And now Judah reveals how hard his heart had become.  Instead of doing the right thing, he sends Tamar back to her father.  He’s wiping his hands of her.  He’s not ready to lose Shelah, and he has no intention of giving her to him.

But things actually get even worse when we get to verse 12.  Just when you think the depravity of the covenant family couldn’t sink any lower, we get Judah’s escapades after the death of his wife.  He mourns, and then he goes off to shear some sheep with is mate Hirah.  Now, these sheep shearing exercises weren’t just about work, there would typically be some heavy drinking and partying to go alongside.    Judah at this time visits a prostitute!  Spiritually he is now at rock bottom.  He’s so engrossed in the Canaanite culture and life that he’ll visit what he believes to be a shrine prostitute.  Little does he know, that the shrine prostitute he meets at Enayim is his very own daughter-in-law.  So we have Judah—who is supposed to be part of the covenant family of God, he’s supposed to separate from the nations—he’s now no different to a rank pagan.
And what about Tamar?  One positive thing we can say of Tamar, is that she’s more interested in producing offspring for the family of Judah than Judah is.  She seems to care more about the promises of God than Judah does.  But make no mistake, what she does here is wrong.  She has been denied justice in not getting Shelah as her husband.  But the take-home message here isn’t, ‘if you’ve been sinned against and denied justice then entrapment, deceit and prostitution are all OK.’  Of course they are not.   What she does is a violation of the commands of God.  She deceives Judah by posing as a prostitute, and engages in prostitution.  
Clearly this says something about Judah’s character.  Tamar knew he would do this.  How did she know?  He’s the kind of man who’s done this before.  But see how Tamar has clearly thought the whole thing through, because she takes as security that he will send the goat, his seal (this was a seal that had a design which would make an impression when you pressed it into damp clay – it functioned as your picture ID today) and she takes his staff (this was usually carved at the top to mark the owner).  So Tamar has in her possession what is the equivalent of your driver’s license and your credit card.  
So, let’s take stock.  This is the covenant family through whom the Saviour is going to come.  Here they are in all their sordid sinfulness.  So, if a Saviour of the world comes, is he going to come because of the worthiness of Judah’s line?  Is the Savour going to come because of the upstanding family values of the line of Judah?  Is he going to come as the reward for Judah’s faithfulness to God?  Clearly, the only reason a Saviour is going to born through this line, is because of God’s grace.  I read one of the best definitions of grace I’ve ever heard recently.  It’s by a theologian named Dabney.  
And he wrote:  Grace is not looking for good men whom it may approve, for it is not grace but mere justice to approve goodness. But it is looking for condemned, guilty, speechless and helpless men whom it may save, sanctify and glorify.  That’s what we have here, isn’t it?  Not good men, but a helpless family which needs saving.  And if we know our own families well, we’ll say the same thing.  If we know ourselves well, we’re helpless, and we need saving.  We need grace.  And that leads us to our second point: 
2.  Secondly, we’ll consider the triumph of God’s grace

Human sin and folly and sexual entrapment and deception don’t have the last say here.  God’ grace does.
Firstly, let’s see how God’s grace triumphs in the life of Judah.   The drama reaches its climax when Judah discovers that Tamar is pregnant.  Somehow, he knows it is through prostitution.  He renders a hasty death sentence over her without even giving her the right of a defence.  The hypocrisy of it all is staggering.  But this gives him what he really wants.  He wants Tamar out of the way so he is free to marry Shelah to someone else.  But when she’s being dragged to her judgement, Tamar plays her trump card.  She brings out the seal and staff, and one look at these and Judah knows the game is up.  Now, he could have ignored the evidence and proceeded with the punishment.  Given what we know of Judah so far, this would have been an option.  But notice what he does.  He publicly clears Tamar of wrongdoing: ‘she is more righteous than I.’    He’s not saying, she’s innocent, I’m guilty.  He’s saying, ‘she’s far more innocent than I am.’
What we are seeing here, is the beginning of Judah’s spiritual transformation.  And it only occurs when God brings his world crashing down around him in the recognition of his own sin.  It’s not until he’s confronted by his own lack of righteousness, that he can see his true condition.  Sometimes we can see all the sins of other people so clearly.  And we are blind to our own impatience, our own selfishness, our own ingratitude.  Grace doesn’t triumph when all we can do as we read this story is say ‘Judah, Judah, I’m so glad that I’m not like Judah’.  Grace can only triumph when we say, ‘Lord, I’m just as much in need of your grace as Judah is.’  Isn’t that what Jesus teaches us in the story of the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector?  It’s the tax collector who experiences grace, because he’s not looking around comparing himself with others.  

He sees himself only in the light of God’s infinite holiness and he says, ‘God have mercy on me, the sinner.’  And he goes home justified.  
God’s grace here is breaking through into Judah’s life.  And we see the transformation it brings.  In later chapters, we see that Judah ends up going back to his brothers.  And he then comes into a position of leadership in his family.  And in this position of leadership, he shows such concern for others.  He even offers up his life in the place of Benjamin’s life.  He becomes concerned for the welfare of his father instead of jealous of his affection for others.  Judah is transformed by grace.  What a message of hope this brings us!  This is what God’s grace can do for covenant breakers.  This a man who was abusing covenant privileges.  Maybe that’s you this morning. You sit here and warm the pews, but you really love the world.  You’ve been brought up in a Christian family, and you’ve gone to a Christian school.  And you think, ‘what’s the big deal with Jesus Christ? I want to live my life, my way.’  And you live a selfish life.  Well, God’s grace is for you too.  If you will confess your sin and rebellion, and look to Christ, plead on his mercy.  He will come, and he will forgive, and he will transform the Judah’s of this church as well.  That’s his grace.

Secondly, see how God’s grace triumphs in the line of Judah.  As a result of sleeping with Judah, Tamar gives birth to Zerah and Perez.  It’s an absolute miracle that the line of the tribe of Judah is preserved, and it’s all by the grace of God.  But the thing we want to notice is that this is the line through which the Messiah comes.  Judah, Tamar, Perez—these are the ancestors of Christ.  You might think genealogies are long, boring lists of names that mean nothing.  But the most thrilling genealogy is there in the book of Matthew, chapter 1.  Because there we discover that Perez is an ancestor in the line of the Lord Jesus Christ.  This sinful sordid union here, these sinful deceiving selfish people, they were all links in the chain that led to the Messiah.  And what does that tell us?  This tells us of God’s grace to sinners.  This is the ancestry of Jesus Christ.  Look how low he comes.  So, you never have to wonder, ‘will he come low enough, to save me?’
You see, the family line of the Messiah, is a line full of scandal.  I was reading about the family line of Jonathon Edwards recently.  The great theologian pastor of the 18th century, and it traced the legacy he left in his family tree.  It was discovered that from his family came:  1 U.S. Vice-President, 3 U.S. Senators, 3 governors, 3 mayors, 13 college presidents, 30 judges, 65 professors, 80 public office holders, 100 lawyers and 100 missionaries.  That’s a family you’d be proud to be part of, isn’t it?  But what about Jesus’ family line?  It’s full of scandal.  There are the names of four women mentioned in the genealogy of Jesus Christ.  There is Bathsheba, the adulteress.  There is Ruth, the pagan Moabitess.  There is Rahab the Jericho prostitute.  And first of all, the first woman mentioned in Jesus’ genealogy, is not Sarah, or Rebekah, it’s Tamar the deceiver and shrine prostitute.  Jesus entered the world through a line of sinners and fornicators and loose-living people, because these are the very kind of people he came to save.  Is there are sinner whose sin is too great for him to save?  This is his grace triumphing over sin.

What a wonderful story this is for the all the Judah’s out there.  For all those of us who have let God down, who’ve abused the covenant privileges.  I turned 40 this week.  And I thought I would have progressed in obedience and love for the Lord and his people, far beyond what I have.  There are so many times I disappoint my Lord.  I fall so far short of the privileges he’s given me.  I’ve given him every reason to cast me off through another year.  And yet, what amazes me is that I still have not exhausted his grace with me.  For as I turn and confess and look to Christ.  He still receives and forgives me, just as he did with Judah.  That’s grace, isn’t it?
What a wonderful story this is for the Tamars out there.  Here’s a woman who was a Canaanite, outside the people of God.  And yet she came into the covenant line and was included in the ancestry of Jesus Christ himself.  Sometimes when people come to faith in Christ from outside the church, they can look around and think that somehow they are inferior to others.  You feel like a Tamar.  You have a chequered past.  Perhaps you have been sinned against terribly.  You don’t know as much as other people.  And you think you are second class.  But what does this story teach us?  There are no second-class citizens in the kingdom of God.  Only sinners, who by God’s grace are incorporated in to the family of God with the full rights as all his children.  It’s grace, God’s marvellous grace.  

This chapter is full of scandal, isn’t it?  I preached on this not so long ago.  And someone cheekily commented to me, that I was a bit of a spin doctor.  Turning something so woeful and sordid, into something so splendid.  And at first, I was a bit offended.  But then I thought about it.  And they were right to some degree.  God is taking something so sordid, so broken, so disgusting, so sinful, and he turns it into something beautiful.  He triumphs over sin to bring the saviour into the world.  He triumphs over the sin in the lives of Tamar and Judah and transforms them and incorporates them into his people.  We don’t call that spin, brothers and sisters.   We call that grace.  And so this chapters serves to do one thing: it highlights, the triumphs of his grace.  AMEN.

� As you read through the Genesis narratives, you see how adamant Isaac and Abraham are that their children should not marry the Canaanites.  


� Later on, it actually became part of the law of Israel (Deut 25:5-10 – the levirate [levir is Latin for brother-in-law] laws).  





