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 I will take the 37th and 38th chapters of Genesis for my text today. These chapters tell 
the story of Joseph as a whole for my sermon text today. The story is lengthy, but I will 
try to summarize as briefly as possible.  
Notice chapter 37 starts off by saying,  
“This is the account of Jacob’s family line” which actually makes this more than just 
about Joseph. The actions of all the sons are significant in the telling of the story. In this 
narrative we see nine of the sons of Jacob angrily opposed to Joseph. Benjamin, the 
youngest, is at home with his father and is not part of the conflict between Joseph and 
the rest of the brothers. Reuben also sets himself apart from the other nine by trying to 
spare Joseph while the others plot to kill him. Let’s go back and pick this up from the 
beginning.  

I. The	Young	Joseph	Narrative	
The first bit of information that clues us in on the division and strife that will develop 
between Joseph and his brothers is that when Joseph came back from herding sheep 
with his brothers, he brought father Jacob a “bad report” on the brothers. We probably 
see that as Joseph tattling on his brothers for their crude behavior, and we know how 
the brothers would feel about that.  
The second bit of important information is that Jacob showed obvious partiality to 
Joseph, as demonstrated by the special coat Jacob made for him. We typically refer to 
this as the coat of many colors, but the fact is, it was not a multi-colored coat as much 
as it was an ornamental coat, perhaps a full-length style commonly associated with 
dignitaries or rulers. This is the first time we are told of how jealous the others brothers 
were.  
In the next scene, all the sons of Jacob, except Benjamin, were out in the field tending 
flocks when Joseph had a couple of dreams which suggested his family would bow 
down before him as subjects to him. The first dream depicted all the boys binding 
sheaves of grain and suddenly Joseph’s sheaf rose up and all the other sheaves bowed 
down before it. When Joseph shared that with his brothers, it only added fuel to the fire 
and ramped up their jealousy into every increasing hatred and bitterness. The second 
dream, about the sun and moon and eleven stars bowing down to Joseph. conveyed 
the same basic message as the first, but this time included his father and mother, 
(Rachel was dead, but this referred to his step-mother who raised him.) 
This dream even angered his father and Jacob rebuked him. So was Joseph wrong to 
tell them his dream if it only angered everyone? No. It was important to the story for the 
dream to be shared and validated by witnesses so the fulfillment could show the power 
of God.  
The brothers leave again to herd their sheep near Shechem, leaving Joseph (and 
perhaps Benjamin) behind. One day, Jacob sends Joseph to check on the brothers at 
Shechem, but Joseph did not find them. A stranger found Joseph “wandering around in 
the fields.” The language used here suggests Joseph was basically lost. The stranger 
tells Joseph the brothers moved on do Dothan. Joseph went again looking for them at 
Dothan and as he drew close, the brothers recognized Joseph at a distance because of 
that disgusting coat he always wore. Seeing the coat, seeing Joseph, knowing his 
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history of tattling on them, all pushed one of the brothers to blurt out, “I could just kill 
that kid,” which the other brothers immediately said, “That is actually a pretty good idea. 
Let’s do it.” This demonstrates the intense degree of hatred that had developed.  
Their first plot is to kill him and throw the body into a dry cistern. Rebuen panicked and 
quickly suggested they didn’t really need to kill him, they could just leave him there to 
starve to death in the desert. Reuben secretly planned to return later and rescue 
Joseph. The Bible makes note of the fact that the brothers sat down to eat while Joseph 
had no food or water in the cistern. Their calloused heart is emphasized by this 
scenario. Also notice the irony of the brothers selfishly eating bread while starving 
Joseph, but Joseph being the one who gave them bread during the famine.  
Along came some Ishmaelites and Midianites headed for Egypt, and the brothers voted 
to sell Joseph to them, cover his coat in goat’s blood, and tell Jacob some wild animal 
ate him. . That is how Joseph ended up in Egypt. Jacob, of course is deeply distraught 
at the thought of having lost his favorite son. 
All the details of this story intrigue us when we realize how God worked it out as a long-
term beneficial plan. God certainly didn’t cause the jealousy, or ordain the evil plans, but 
He leveraged everything to the ultimate benefit of the family of Jacob.  

II. The	Judah	Narrative	
Let’s leave Joseph in Egypt for the moment, and we will pick that back up later. Oddly 
enough, the next chapter moves to an entirely different story involving Judah, Jacob’s 
fourth son. Keep in mind that Reuben, number one son, has fallen into disfavor with his 
father for having slept with his father’s concubine, Bilhah, who would have been the 
mother of Reuben’s step-brothers Dan and Naphtali, fifth and sixth sons of Jacob. This 
was scandalous and put Reuben at odds with Jacob.  
Also keep in mind that Simeon and Levi, numbers two and three, also fell out of favor 
with Jacob for leading the massacre against the Hivites in Dinah’s behalf. That means 
Judah might well have considered himself as the logical birthright heir since the older 
three brothers are out of favor with Jacob. Judah intermarries with the Canaanites and 
has two sons, Er and Onan. Er, the firstborn would then be considered the heir apparent 
under Judah, being the eldest. Er grew into adulthood and took a wife named Tamar. 
But Er was wicked and before he could have sons God killed him. We know nothing 
else.  
Judah instructs son #2, Onan, that it is his lawful duty to bear a child through Tamar, 
Er’s widow in order to perpetuate the lineage of the firstborn (a common and socially 
acceptable and mandated practice known as “levirate marriage”).  Onan seems to be 
obedient and, to our shock and surprise, Moses supplies a bit more information what we 
expect. Onan actually goes to bed with Tamar expecting to impregnate her to help 
preserve the line of brother Er. But just before finishing this encounter, Onan jumps out 
of bed and leaves.  
This is a rather uncomfortable story for us to read because it is so graphic. Furthermore, 
the cultural norms then are so foreign to us that it all seems a bit risqué and immoral. It 
is not only culturally uncomfortable for us to discuss, but it leaves us wondering how to 
make sense out of this story and why Moses even bothered to include it. TMI!! (too 
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much information). We don’t necessarily care to know the details. But the story would 
not have made sense if Moses had not told it all. The fact is, Onan refused to continue 
with the plan to impregnate his sister-in-law because he realized if Er did not have any 
offspring, he himself – the number two son- would be the rightful heir. Onan’s actions 
were completely self-serving and disobedient to his duty to help preserve his brother’s 
lineage. God was not happy and all. Judah had left was the youngest son, but is not 
willing to give him to Tamar. So, Judah convinces Tamar to go live with her father and 
simply be content to live out her life as a widow. It is as though Judah views Tamar as 
bringing bad luck on his family and doesn’t want his youngest son Shelah to suffer a 
similar fate as his brothers. Although Judah promises Tamar that when Shelah 
becomes of age, he can fulfill his duties to his brother’s widow, it became apparent after 
Shelah grew Judah had no intentions of fulfilling his promise.  
Judah’s wife died. One day Judah headed to Tinmah to see the men who were shearing 
his sheep. Tamar rushed ahead, dressed herself like a prostitute and put a veil over her 
face. Interestingly, the veil was the cultural sign of a betrothed woman. Assyrian law 
prohibited an unmarried woman from wearing a veil. She sat along the route she knew 
Judah would take and she lured Judah in. Judah, thinking he was just hiring some 
random prostitute, ends up sleeping with his own daughter-in-law. They negotiated a 
price – a goat, which Judah did not have with him, so he put it on his credit. Tamar 
wanted some collateral, and demanded Judah’s seal and cord, and the walking staff. 
When someone later discovers Tamar is expecting they accuse her of being sleeping 
around like a prostitute and report their accusation to Judah demanding to have her put 
to death. Judah agree, but is shocked to find he is the father of the baby, as proved by 
Tamar’s possession of the seal and staff. Judah then dismisses the death sentence and 
says, “She is more righteous than I.” Tamar gave birth to twin boys, Perez and Zerah. At 
the birth, Zerah stuck his hand out and appeared as though he would be the firstborn, 
so the midwife tied a scarlet thread and tied it around his wrist to keep track of him. 
However the baby pulled his hand back in and the other actually was born first – Perez. 
“She is more righteous than I.” This statement opens up the discussion about the moral 
issue. Socially, legally, Tamar did nothing wrong. That is difficult for us to grasp 
because we have our cultural notions about such things. However, Tamar was most 
certainly entitled as a widow to have a son by someone related to her deceased 
husband so the family line could be carried on. The fact Judah refused to give her 
Shelah, the youngest son, justified Tamar in deceiving Judah into giving her a son. The 
worst thing Tamar did was to deceive, but the deception was justified in helping her 
secure what was rightfully hers. Judah, on the other hand, was not only guilty of failing 
to carry out his promise to Tamar of providing Shelah for her husband, but he also 
indulged his carnal cravings by seeking out a prostitute.  Also, keep in mind that in this 
culture, not only is in-law marriage acceptable and expected in helping to provide for the 
widow and preserve the family line, but even more importantly sexual intercourse was 
automatically considered marriage. Judah literally, although unwittingly, legally married 
his daughter-in-law. It is further stated that Judah never slept with Tamar again, alluding 
to his shame and repentance for his behavior and his attempt to show Tamar respect 
for having come to her out of lust instead of moral duty.  
Jewish and early Christian commentators alike interpret this story without making 
severe moral judgments about Tamar or Judah. Tamar did the right thing with the right 



When Life is Unfair God is Still There 

 4 

motive; Judah unwittingly did the right thing with the wrong motive. The commentators 
tend to look at the story as a human means of carrying out a divine plan, even though 
the characters did not understand the role they played or the over-arching implications 
of their actions. 
The bottom line is this: the line of Judah is preserved even though it was imperiled by 
the deaths of two of his sons due to their rebellion and wickedness.  
And, as many of you have already pieced together the puzzle, Judah is the tribe through 
which Jesus came. Not only that but he came through the line of Perez, the first born of 
Judah.  
This is the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah the son of David, the son of Abraham: 

2 Abraham was the father of Isaac, Isaac the father of Jacob, Jacob the father of Judah and his 
brothers, 3 Judah the father of Perez and Zerah, whose mother was Tamar, Perez the father of 
Hezron,  (Matthew 1:2,3) 
Admittedly, Judah could have given Shelah to Tamar, but the line of Christ came did not 
come through Shelah 

III. Life	Application	
We have two narratives today, two stories of two brothers – the trials of young Joseph 
and the embarrassing failures of Judah. Both stories have heroes and villains. In both 
stories we cheer for the underdogs and boo the villains.  
 The main character of the first story is an innocent young man who is unfairly victimized 
by his cruel and evil step-brothers. We sympathize with Joseph. We bristle with anger at 
this unfair treatment. We have not yet read the end of the story in this text reading, but 
we know it all turns out well for Joseph. In the next story, Judah suffers the tragic loss of 
his sons and becomes a bitter, fearful man who fails to execute his basic duties as a 
responsible man.  
Both stories have one common theme – God is a brilliant manager of his affairs. He can 
take anybody and work his will through them or around them.  
As in the patriarchal narratives we already studied, we once again see the hand of the 
enemy attempting to frustrate the plan of God, this time working through Judah and his 
rebellious sons. Once again, see the magnificent hand of God using flawed people and 
their immoral or unethical behavior to leverage the fulfillment of His plan.  
The question should never be, “Can God still accomplish His purpose under these 
adverse circumstances”, but rather, “Where do I fit in as God is working out His plan?” 
Is he working through me, or does he have to work in spite of me? The question is not 
whether God will fail, but whether I will fail. One might ask, “If God is going to 
accomplish His will regardless of what I do, what does it matter what I do?” It matters 
because we will all be judged individually by God for our faithfulness or our 
faithlessness.  
Like both Joseph and Tamar, it doesn’t matter how badly mistreated you might be or 
how gloomy the circumstances might seem at the moment, keep holding on to God 
because He is always moving toward the fulfillment of His plan. Go with God and you 
will arrive with Him in the victor’s circle. Don’t give up! Keep holding on!  


