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Part 71 – Where Grace Abounds  
 

Genesis 38  
The events described in this chapter overlap with Joseph’s life in 
Egypt. The timeframe is approximately twenty years, which leaves 
room for what was happening concurrently to Joseph, who was in 
Egypt twenty-two years before his brothers encountered him there. 

Chapter 38 seems like a strange interruption just as the story of Joseph kicks off. Why, we may wonder, 
does this sordid account stop the action just getting underway with Joseph?  
 
But as one considers the role Judah will play in redemptive history, the inclusion of this scandalous account 
makes perfect since. In fact, it serves an important role in the overall emphasis of the final “book” of Genesis. 
Though most of the action in chapters 37 through 50 will focus on Joseph, it is the redemption of Judah 
which, in terms of redemptive history, is the greater story. Indeed, even in this account of Judah’s sin, we 
see the light of God’s grace beginning to break through. Even Judah’s sin will be worked together for the 
good of God’s wise and redeeming purposes.  
 
1. The Players    
A) Judah – The fourth oldest of Jacob’s sons. His three older brothers having been disqualified, Judah is 
the one who will carry on the righteous line of God’s covenant promise.  
B) Judah’s wife – Judah’s wife is not named though we know that she was a Canaanite.  
C) Er, Onan, & Shelah – Judah’s three sons.  
D) Tamar – The Canaanite widow of Er and Onan; Judah’s daughter-in-law.  

 As we are going to find out, Judah’s line is the righteous seed; the line which will lead to the birth of the 
Messiah. And as we have seen already in Genesis since the murder of Abel, the righteous seed is ever 
under attack. 

 
2. The Crisis (vv. 1-10) 
Vs. 2 – For a member of the covenant community to marry a Canaanite (or any other pagan) was a betrayal 
of the covenant. It is inconceivable that Judah did not know this. The very thing Abraham had feared 
regarding Isaac and took steps to prevent; that which Isaac feared regarding Jacob and took steps to 
prevent, Judah did apparently without a thought. The family had lost its spiritual identity and was 
intermarrying with the Canaanites, which would, of course, completely destroy that identity in a relatively 
short time. The peremptory way in which this marriage is described, literally, “Judah saw and took,” 
suggests that the marriage was based on physical attraction almost exclusively. We are reminded of the 
other uses of “saw…and took” elsewhere in Genesis which suggests an illicit taking (Eve saw and took the 
fruit, Shechem saw and took Dinah, etc.).  
Vs. 7 – The Lord has sovereign right over the lives of his human creatures. And while we must be careful 
to not plunge into vain speculation, the Scriptures testify that some people die as direct judgment from the 
Lord. Recall Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1ff) who were struck down for lying and those who had “fallen 
asleep” in Corinth for profaning the Lord’s Supper (1 Corinthians 11). Of Judah’s three sons Er and Onan 
were struck down by the Lord for their wickedness. This leaves only the third son, Shelah to carry on Judah’s 
line.  
 
3. The Sins  
Vs. 10 – Onan acts out of purely selfish motives. The custom of levirate marriage (later made the law in 
Deuteronomy) obligated a surviving brother to marry his widowed sister-in-law in order to provide her with 
heirs which would legally be the heirs of his dead brother. This meant that the offspring from the marriage 
would be entitled to inheritance. In other words, levirate marriage was a costly responsibility but one of the 
ways that God ensured that widows and orphans were cared for. Onan insisted on enjoying sex with Tamar 
but took measures to protect himself from financial responsibility. He satisfied his own desires but effectively 
robbed his dead brother and wife of what he owed them as the “levir” (brother-in-law).  
Vs. 11 – Judah told Tamar he would provide for her marriage, but the narrator tells us that he had no real 
intention to do so. Judah was so spiritually blind that he did not suspect that his sons were the problem and 
imagined instead that Tamar was. He didn’t want to give Shelah to her for fear he might also die. Rather 
than viewing the situation through the eyes of faith in God and his covenant promise, Judah was driven by 
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superstitious thinking. What is more, though Judah had the responsibility, he handed Tamar back to her 
father, indicating again how little sense he had of the holiness of the family bond or of his obligation as the 
patriarch of the family.  
Vv. 15-16 – Sex with a prostitute was sinful but sex with a daughter-in-law was a crime punishable by death. 
There was typically much drinking at sheep-shearing time (they made a festival out of it) which may explain 
why Judah did not see through Tamar’s disguise. Judah’s ease in this situation may well suggest that it 
was not his first time to satisfy himself in such a way.  
Vv. 17-18 – Tamar drives a hard bargain. Combined with Judah’s lust, the result was her coming into 
possession of his signet and staff, what one commentator refers to as a kind of ancient near eastern 
equivalent of all of one’s credit cards.1 It may also be compared to giving away one’s passport or driver’s 
license.2  
Vs. 24 – Judah calls for an extreme penalty, worse than other forms of execution that the law allowed. 
Tamar’s sin would have been adultery because it was infidelity during betrothal. She was still betrothed to 
Shelah even though Judah had no plans to allow the marriage. Ironically, under Old Testament law, if 
Tamar was guilty of adultery, so was her partner. 
Vs. 25 – The moment of truth. Tamar reveals the items she received from Judah, thus outing him as the 
one who was responsible for the child she carried.  
 
4. Where sin abounds… 
Vs. 26 – Considering the spiritual blindness which characterized Judah, this moment of humble admission 
of sin is quite remarkable. Indeed, his words reveal a heart which is inclined toward genuine repentance. 
Notice how he not only does no blame shifting, he actually defends Tamar and takes full responsibility for 
the entire fiasco. God is at work in Judah’s life, granting him repentance and thus safeguarding the righteous 
line.  
Vv. 27-30 – Twins are born from the union. As God has done already in the covenant family, he 
demonstrates his purpose in election by placing a special blessing upon the second child to breach the 
womb – Perez. We know almost nothing about Perez other than the fact that he will find himself in the 
lineage of the Lord Jesus along with Judah and Tamar. God’s sovereign choice of including Tamar – a 
Gentile – in the righteous line is powerful evidence once again of the abounding nature of God’s grace. God 
did not wait for the coming of the Messiah to begin saving the nations. Indeed, of the five women named in 
the lineage of Jesus, four of them were born pagan Gentiles.  

 Recall the levirate marriage of Ruth to Boaz. Ruth was a Moabite from a pagan family, just as Tamar was 
a pagan Canaanite. But the Lord opened Ruth’s eyes. She came to prize the LORD and his covenant 
loyalty so much that she joined herself to God and his people. When she married Boaz, the elders of the 
community prayed for him saying, “May your house be like the house of Perez, whom Tamar bore to 
Judah, because of the children that the Lord will give you by this young woman” (Ruth 4:12). 

 “…like Perez whom Tamar bore to Judah”! The scandalous relationship between Judah and Tamar had 
become a lesson in the mercy and the blessing of God. Judah’s sin and Tamar’s problematic desperation 
became a famous illustration of the measure of God’s blessing to the extent that godly men and women 
wished for the blessing of Judah and Tamar to be pronounced upon them. Remarkable! 

 When considering how God causes his grace to abound when we sin, we must be cautious to never use 
this as a license for sinning. To do so is itself a grievous sin. (Romans 6:1)  

 Nevertheless, the Bible tells us what God’s grace makes of us even through our sinning. But for this to 
be so, there must be the honest admission of our sin and a serious reckoning with it, just as seen in 
Judah. 

 There is a doctrine in Christian spiritual theology that one rarely hears about, in part because it is 
considered to be too dangerous. It goes by the Latin name, O Felix Culpa, “Oh, happy guilt.” It is the 
recognition of the truth we see in Genesis 38 (and elsewhere). The idea is that had there been no sin, no 
fall, neither would there have been God incarnate, the cross, the atonement, the resurrection. Had there 
been no sin we would never have known the extent of God’s love and grace. As Augustine wrote, “God 
judged it better to bring good out of evil than to suffer no evil to exist” (Enchiridion 8.27). The truth is, we 
will be happier in heaven than we ever could have been had there been no sin and no salvation from sin. 

                                                           
1 Gordon Wenham, Genesis Vol. 2, WBC (Waco: Word)  
2 Bruce Waltke, Genesis: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001)  


