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During this season, we have been telling the stories of strong women that are mentioned in Jesus’ 

lineage. Of the four women whose stories we’re sharing, some are better known while others are 

not the stories that many hear in Sunday School as we are growing up. Today’s story is one of 

the latter. It is the story of a woman named Tamar. 

 

To understand her story today, we must understand a little of her background. Her father-in-law 

was Judah, one of the sons of Israel who is also known as Jacob. Judah had three sons by his 

Canaanite wife, Shua. From oldest to youngest, they were Er, Onan and Shelah. 

 

Tamar married Judah’s oldest son, Er. The scriptures tell us that Er had done wrong in his life 

and ended up dying before they had any children. 

 

In those days, a woman’s identity was connected to a man. Before she was married, her father 

and his family would care for her. When she was married off, it became the responsibility of her 

husband and his family to care for her. If her husband died, her son would care for her. Since she 

could often own nothing for herself, a widow, or any woman that was not connected to a man, 

would not only lack identity, but also any resources for living. When Er died, Tamar was left 

without anything to survive. 

 

She returned to Judah, her father-in-law, because the rules of Leverite marriage required that his 

next son give her a male heir, who would not be his, but live as his brother’s son to care for 

Tamar when she became old. So Onan took in Tamar, but he wasn’t willing to give her a son. 

He, too, died following his continued refusal and injustice that he committed against Tamar. 

 

When two of his sons died and his third son, Shelah, was still young, Judah encouraged Tamar to 

go live with her own father until Shelah was old enough. During that time, Shelah grew up and 

Judah’s wife died so that he could bear no more children by her. Worried that Shelah might 

experience the fate of his two sons, he failed to fulfill his agreement with Tamar. He put it off.  

This is where our story picks up today in Genesis 38:13-19. 
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When Tamar was told, “Your father-in-law is going up to Timnah to shear his 

sheep,” she put off her widow’s garments, put on a veil, wrapped herself up, and 

sat down at the entrance to Enaim, which is on the road to Timnah. She saw that 

Shelah was grown up, yet she had not been given to him in marriage. 

 

When Judah saw her, he thought her to be a [sex worker], for she had covered 

her face. He went over to her at the roadside, and said, “Come, let me come in to 

you,” for he did not know that she was his daughter-in-law. She said, “What will 

you give me, that you may come in to me?” 

 

He answered, “I will send you a kid from the flock.” And she said, “Only if you 

give me a pledge, until you send it.” 

 

He said, “What pledge shall I give you?” She replied, “Your signet and your 

cord, and the staff that is in your hand.” So he gave them to her, and went in to 

her, and she conceived by him. Then she got up and went away, and taking off her 

veil she put on the garments of her widowhood.1 

 

Just when you thought the Bible was filled with uninteresting stories, right? Are you paying 

attention now, Church? I’m so glad that we had a moment to at least give an introduction this 

morning. The cultural climate is very different from ours today. Yet, it is important to hear that 

cultural background so that we might see the injustice not only as it compares to our culture 

today, but also the injustice done to Tamar even within her own culture. 

 

Tamar was cast aside. She was sent back home where she most likely was considered to be a 

burden to her father. She was left without anything and no one to care for her. The longer that 

Judah left her without a son by one of his own, the more likely that she could be left on her own 

in a culture that would leave her with nothing; with no means for her own survival. She would be 

condemned to a life of poverty and begging that would most likely mean an early death for her. 

 

Some might look at a story like this and see Tamar as scandalous. After all, she poses as a sex 

worker. But what about Judah, whose wife has died? He is the one who mistakes Tamar for a sex 

worker. Tamar simply seeks justice, the restoration of her identity necessary for her own 

survival. Judah, on the other hand, continues to deny her justice. 

 

It’s easy to look at this story with scandal in our minds when we struggle to see the injustice that 

Tamar experiences. It is easy to be like Judah and miss the cries for justice when we’re focused 

on our own perspectives of the story rather than listening for the voices that call out. 

 

While God seems to deal more directly with the actions of Er and Onan, the scripture seems to 

imply God’s heart for the injustice committed against Tamar. When others ignore her needs, God 

hears her cries for justice. 

 

Throughout this past year, and perhaps most especially the last few weeks, bitter rivalries within 

the nation have caused us to be so focused on our own stances that we often fail to see the very 

injustices in which we have participated. I wonder if we find ourselves so often like Judah, trying 
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to protect what we cherish for ourselves so that we miss the injustices that others experience 

around us and sometimes even because of our actions, intended or not. In our struggles for more 

power and security for ourselves, we miss the cries for justice that come from sisters and 

brothers around us. 

 

In his speech, “Where Do We Go from Here?” delivered to the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference in 1967, the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. described the importance of the 

relationship between love, power and justice when he said, “What is needed is a realization that 

power without love is reckless and abusive, and that love without power is sentimental and 

anemic. Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice, and justice at its best is 

love correcting everything that stands against love. And this is what we must see as we move 

on.” 

 

This past week, as we as a nation watched a peaceful transition of power following a deadly 

insurrection in the Capitol, the voice of a young poet rang out for us in this time. Her words 

reminded us once more who we are and who might be. The first-ever youth poet laureate, 

Amanda Gorman, spoke truth in the presence of power with love and justice in her heart. She 

began: 

 

When day comes we ask ourselves, 

where can we find light in this never-ending shade? 

The loss we carry, 

a sea we must wade 

We’ve braved the belly of the beast 

We’ve learned that quiet isn’t always peace 

And the norms and notions 

of what just is 

Isn’t always just-ice 

And yet the dawn is ours 

before we knew it 

Somehow we do it 

Somehow we’ve weathered and witnessed 

a nation that isn’t broken 

but simply unfinished 

 

“And the norms and notions of what just is, isn’t always justice.” If, as Martin Luther King, Jr. 

said, “Justice at is best is love correcting everything that stands against love,” then we cannot 

stand for what “just is,” but we must recommit ourselves to the work of “justice” and “love” that 

God’s blessed community might be more realized among us each day. 

  

When Judah found out that Tamar was pregnant, he had her brought before him. He was ready to 

have her put to death for sleeping around. That is, until his signet, cord and staff were brought 

out to give witness to who the father of her child was. At that point, Judah recognized the 

injustice and declared Tamar more righteous than himself. Tamar gave birth to twin boys and 

secured her own future. 
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Amanda Gorman concluded her poem, saying: 

 

When day comes we step out of the shade, 

aflame and unafraid 

The new dawn blooms as we free it 

For there is always light, 

if only we’re brave enough to see it 

If only we’re brave enough to be it 

 

How brave are we today? Are we brave enough to see the light that shines in the shade? To hear 

the cries for justice that rise up throughout our world? Are we brave enough to be the light; to be 

the love that is willing to correct everything that stands against love itself? 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Genesis 38:13-19, NRSV. 


