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Text 
At that time, Judah left his brothers and went down to stay with a man of Adullam named Hirah. 

2
 There 

Judah met the daughter of a Canaanite man named Shua. He married her and lay with her; 
3
 she became 

pregnant and gave birth to a son, who was named Er. 
4
 She conceived again and gave birth to a son and 

named him Onan. 
5
 She gave birth to still another son and named him Shelah. It was at Kezib that she gave 

birth to him. 
6
 Judah got a wife for Er, his firstborn, and her name was Tamar. 

7
 But Er, Judah's firstborn, 

was wicked in the LORD's sight; so the LORD put him to death. 
8
 Then Judah said to Onan, "Lie with your 

brother's wife and fulfill your duty to her as a brother-in-law to produce offspring for your brother." 
9
 But 

Onan knew that the offspring would not be his; so whenever he lay with his brother's wife, he spilled his 

semen on the ground to keep from producing offspring for his brother. 
10

 What he did was wicked in the 

LORD's sight; so he put him to death also. 
11

 Judah then said to his daughter-in-law Tamar, "Live as a 

widow in your father's house until my son Shelah grows up." For he thought, "He may die too, just like his 

brothers." So Tamar went to live in her father's house. 
12

 After a long time Judah's wife, the daughter of 

Shua, died. When Judah had recovered from his grief, he went up to Timnah, to the men who were shearing 

his sheep, and his friend Hirah the Adullamite went with him. 
13

 When Tamar was told, "Your father-in-law 

is on his way to Timnah to shear his sheep," 
14

 she took off her widow's clothes, covered herself with a veil 

to disguise herself, and then sat down at the entrance to Enaim, which is on the road to Timnah. For she 

saw that, though Shelah had now grown up, she had not been given to him as his wife. 
15

 When Judah saw 

her, he thought she was a prostitute, for she had covered her face. 
16

 Not realizing that she was his 

daughter-in-law, he went over to her by the roadside and said, "Come now, let me sleep with you." "And 

what will you give me to sleep with you?" she asked. 
17

 "I'll send you a young goat from my flock," he said. 

"Will you give me something as a pledge until you send it?" she asked. 
18

 He said, "What pledge should I 

give you?" "Your seal and its cord, and the staff in your hand," she answered. So he gave them to her and 

slept with her, and she became pregnant by him. 
19

 After she left, she took off her veil and put on her 

widow's clothes again. 
20

 Meanwhile Judah sent the young goat by his friend the Adullamite in order to get 

his pledge back from the woman, but he did not find her. 
21

 He asked the men who lived there, "Where is 

the shrine prostitute who was beside the road at Enaim?" "There hasn't been any shrine prostitute here," 

they said. 
22

 So he went back to Judah and said, "I didn't find her. Besides, the men who lived there said, 

'There hasn't been any shrine prostitute here.'" 
23

 Then Judah said, "Let her keep what she has, or we will 

become a laughingstock. After all, I did send her this young goat, but you didn't find her." 
24

 About three 

months later Judah was told, "Your daughter-in-law Tamar is guilty of prostitution, and as a result she is 

now pregnant." Judah said, "Bring her out and have her burned to death!" 
25

 As she was being brought out, 

she sent a message to her father-in-law. "I am pregnant by the man who owns these," she said. And she 

added, "See if you recognize whose seal and cord and staff these are." 
26

 Judah recognized them and said, 

"She is more righteous than I, since I wouldn't give her to my son Shelah." And he did not sleep with her 

again. 
27

 When the time came for her to give birth, there were twin boys in her womb. 
28

 As she was giving 

birth, one of them put out his hand; so the midwife took a scarlet thread and tied it on his wrist and said, 

"This one came out first." 
29

 But when he drew back his hand, his brother came out, and she said, "So this 
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is how you have broken out!" And he was named Perez. 
30

 Then his brother, who had the scarlet thread on 

his wrist, came out and he was given the name Zerah. 

 

Introduction 
 I’ve been reading in Jeremiah lately and I feel a bit like him today.  Our culture 

wants a message of hope – I’m okay, you’re okay, everything’s going to be okay.  We 

want a God of love.  But I have been given the unpopular task of preaching God’s Word 

and the passage we come to today is a passage about a God of judgment.  You may not 

like this, but I have to say it.  God is a dangerous, fearsome being, not a sky fairy wearing 

pastel bed sheets.  If you stick with me and see God in all his awesome seriousness and 

wrath, I believe then you can begin to really see him as majestically merciful and good 

and loving.  We’ll get there… 

But we’re going to go by route of talking frankly about sin and the need for 

repentance today, specifically sexual sin, but it’s really more than just that.  Let me tell 

you my main point today and then let me pray for us.  It’s just this: repent or die. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Judah 
 “At that time…”  This chapter is kind of an abrupt break in the story of Joseph 

that we were just starting to get into last week.  About the time that Judah was selling his 

younger brother Joseph into slavery, some other things were starting to happen in his life, 

some weird things.  Why are we told about them?  Why this seeming interruption?  One 

person has said, “It creates suspense for the reader, with Joseph’s future in the balance; it 

puts the faith and chastity of Joseph, soon to be described, in a context which sets off 

their rarity; and it fills out the portrait of the effective leader among the ten brothers [that 

Judah is going to become].”
1
 

Judah’s going to play a key role later in the story of Joseph.  This story gives it 

some background.  And Judah is going to play a key role in the rest of Bible.  This story 

introduces us to him.  Judah is extremely important in the bigger story of redemption, and 

yet this chapter shows that he’s extremely imperfect. 

Jacob’s first born – Reuben – has disqualified himself from his position by 

sleeping with his father’s concubine.  The next two boys – Simeon and Levi – fell out of 

favor when they enacted genocide on Shechem.  Now Judah has gotten rid of the favorite 

– Joseph – and he thinks he’s in line for rights of the firstborn.  He ventures out on his 

own with a friend named Hirah.  You know right away this guy’s trouble – “Hip, Hip, 

Hirah!”  He’s a drinking buddy, not an accountability partner. 

Judah’s a bit of a playboy, living it up with his friend; living for himself.  He 

meets a Canaanite girl at a party and marries her.  There’s no caution here, no cares about 

assimilating into the people of the land.  He doesn’t act much different than Esau did.  

He’s impetuous, worldly.  He has three sons with his Canaanite wife – Er, Onan, and 

Shelah (poor boy). 

 

Er 
Er grows up.  Judah gets him a wife “and her name was Tamar.  But Er, Judah’s 

firstborn, was wicked in the Lord’s sight; so the Lord put him to death” (vv. 6-7).  Whoa!  

Time out.  Let’s stop right there… 
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This seems a bit unbelievable to us and offensive to our modern sensibilities.  

“This is the stuff in the Bible that I have a problem with.  I like all that other stuff about 

God being gracious, loving toward all people, stuff like that…”  This stuff seems like a 

holdover from a more primitive religious system where the gods are angry and zap people 

with lightning.  “Can we just cut this part out of the Bible?”  But if you do, then let me 

tell you: you’ve lost the whole Bible!  The central theme of the Bible makes absolutely 

no sense if you don’t have a God who judges people for their sin. 

“Oh, well that was just the OT.”  Really?  Have you read Acts 5 in the NT – 

Ananias and Sapphira?  They were giving their offering at church and pretending it was 

more than it was and God struck them dead and “great fear seized the whole church and 

all who heard about [it]” (Acts 5:11).  Have you read 1Cor. 11 where people are taking 

the Lord’s Table lightly and they die?  I always remind people who claim that the OT 

God is a God of wrath and the NT God is a God of Love that the NT hinges upon a 

bloody violent act where God poured out his furious wrath on sin – the crucifixion of 

Jesus. 

“Well, that happened back then, but good thing that was back then.”  I’ve heard 

another pastor tell the story of the time he was meeting with a high school kid whose 

faith was shaken.  He came from a Christian family.  His dad, mom, and brother all 

moved overseas into a cross-cultural situation to preach the gospel and help plant 

churches.  Turns out, unbeknownst to anyone, the kid’s dad had been having this online 

sexual relationship with another man back in the U.S.  One day, unannounced the dad 

empties the family’s bank account, hops on a plane for New York to be with this other 

man.  At the end of the day the kids come home, the mom is home, but dad’s doesn’t 

come home and they’re like, “Hey, where’s dad?” 

He sent an email basically saying they were on their own.  They were broke, 

shocked…  They couldn’t leave country.  The church plant was floundering in their faith.  

The boys were having doubts about if this whole God thing was real.  So this pastor 

prayed with this high school kid and asked that the dad would either repent or that God 

would take him out.  Pretty bold prayer.  Not sure that’s exactly what I’d pray for.  But 

about a week later the dad dies of an instantaneous massive heart attack.  He was in good 

health, no history of heart disease, but his heart just literally exploded in his chest.  The 

family is grieved (obviously), but they also see that God is real and that he deals with sin 

and it spared them further harm.  And the church’s faith is saved. 

Listen: God doesn’t do it all the time.  He is “the compassionate and gracious 

God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, 

and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin.  Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished” 

(Ex. 34:6-7).  Sometimes he cuts people down and when he does it’s to serve as an 

example of God’s judgment that is real for everyone whether they die prematurely of 

supernatural causes or old of natural causes.  That’s how this passage is to be read.  It’s 

saying that God is to be taken seriously.  “It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of 

the living God” (Heb. 10:31).  “That’s scary!”  That’s the point! 

 

Onan 
 We’re not really told exactly what Er did that was so wicked, but when it happens 

again with his brother we’re told exactly what it was for.  Let’s look at that.  Er’s next 

youngest brother is Onan.  There was a strange custom back then called levirate marriage, 
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that basically said that if a man dies before he can produce an heir, his brother is 

supposed to impregnate his widow and produce an heir by proxy.  In other words, the 

offspring would be considered the dead man’s son and not the brother’s, so his line could 

continue.  Very strange. 

 Then we read, “But Onan knew that the offspring would not be his; so whenever 

he lay with his brother’s wife, he spilled his semen on the ground to keep from producing 

offspring for his brother” (v. 9).  You were wondering if I was going to say it, weren’t 

you?  Well, it’s in the Bible, so… 

 What’s going on here?  Without getting too graphic, let me use a technical term.  

It’s called coitus interruptus – a, we now know, quite imperfect form of birth control, but 

it made sense to people back then. 

 We read this and after we’re done giggling we think, “Now what could this 

possibly have to do with us today.  I mean, we don’t have brothers marrying their 

brother’s widow and then spilling their semen.”  This seems outdated and like it has 

nothing to do with our culture but let me suggest that it has everything to do with our 

culture.  We still have the same thing going on.  It’s called selfish sex. 

“The standard English versions fail to make clear that this was his persistent 

practice.  When (9) should be translated ‘whenever’.”
2
  He had no problem having sex 

with his brother’s widow.  That was fun.  But kids?  Onan is an example of a young man 

who wants sex without responsibility.  Do we have that today?  Men think that they can 

maybe pay for a meal and that earns them the right to stay the night.  But commitment?  

Marriage?  Emotional intimacy? 

Onan enjoyed having sex with Tamar, but he knew that if he got her pregnant, the 

kid wouldn’t be his, he would be his brother’s.  And if he could somehow find a way to 

have sex with her, but not get her pregnant, he could marry another woman and have a 

kid and then his line would assume the place of the firstborn.  It was purely selfish.  He’s 

just looking out for his own inheritance.  Do we still have this today?  Yes, in so many 

ways.  Both men and women, unmarried and married use sex selfishly, not as a way to 

love and look out for their partner, but as a way to get what they want for themselves.  

Think about it. 

The Bible says, “What [Onan] did was wicked in the Lord’s sight; so he put him 

to death also” (v. 10).  Our selfishness uses other people and in the end discards them – 

Onan was using Tamar for self-gratification and at the same time destroying her and his 

brother’s line.  And this is despicable.  It’s seen in the way we view sex today in our 

culture.  And God shows how he feels about it. 

 

Judah 
 “Judah then said to his daughter-in-law Tamar, ‘Live as a widow in your father’s 

house until my son Shelah grows up.’  For he thought, ‘He may die too, just like his 

brothers.’  So Tamar went to live in her father’s house” (v. 11).  The third son was still a 

little young, so he told Tamar she’d have to wait awhile, but “postponement followed 

postponement (14b, 26), for he had clearly decided that Tamar was ill-omened, and had 

no intention of hazarding his last remaining son – or of facing Tamar’s wrath by saying 

so,”
3
 as one person has put it. 

 So he’s acting selfishly.  He’s taking matters into his own hands, looking out for 

himself, depriving his firstborn, Er, of a son and his daughter-in-law, Tamar, of her 
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protections under the customs of the day.  He’s going to protect his little Shelah.  His line 

is on the verge of extinction. 

 

Tamar 
 Well, after some time, Tamar began to figure things out.  She had been mistreated 

again.  She heard that Judah’s wife had died and that he and his buddy Hirah were going 

up to a sheep-shearing celebration.  These were festive times when boys did all kinds of 

bad things.  It was a celebration of fertility and so you can imagine the reverie.  Picture 

John Belushi in Animal House. 

 Tamar takes matters into her own hands.  She’s been the victim, but that doesn’t 

excuse what she’s about to do.  There’s wickedness on both sides.  She disguises herself 

(there’s a lot of deception in Genesis, huh?) and dresses up like a prostitute and stands on 

a street corner where she knows Judah will be going.  Women can use sex selfishly too, 

can’t they?  Just like with Tamar, today women can wear clothes that communicate 

availability and flaunt their sexuality to manipulate and garner attention. 

 Again, though, what Tamar does doesn’t excuse the other side.  “Judah saw her… 

[and] not realizing that she was his daughter-in-law, he went over to her by the roadside 

and said, ‘Come now, let me sleep with you.’  [not a very imaginative pick-up line]  ‘And 

what will you give me to sleep with you?’ she asked.  [this is a pure business deal].  ‘I’ll 

send you a young goat from my flock,’ he said.  ‘Will you give me something as a pledge 

until you send it?’ she asked.  He said, ‘What pledge should I give you?’  ‘Your seal and 

its cord, and the staff in your hand,’ she answered.  [these were like asking for his license 

and a credit card]  So he gave them to her and slept with her, and she became pregnant by 

him” (vv. 15-18). 

 She went back and put on her black widow’s clothing and lived in her father’s 

house.  When Judah had his friend, Hirah, go back with the payment to retrieve Judah’s 

personal effects the prostitute was nowhere to be found.  When he asked someone he was 

told there had never been a shrine prostitute there.  Oops!  Hirah tells Judah and helps 

him think through damage control so he wouldn’t be embarrassed.  Judah feels morally 

justified because he was good on his word to pay her.  He had more integrity to his word 

with the prostitute than with his daughter-in-law.  Now he’s gonna find out those were 

the same people. 

 

Judah 
 Well a couple months later, Judah’s daughter-in-law, Tamar, starts to show.  

She’s pregant!  Judah, being the morally upright man he is, cries, “Bring her out and have 

her burned to death” (v. 24)!  Do you see the hypocrisy!!  And what a double standard for 

women.  It’s okay for him to go sleep with a prostitute, but if his daughter-in-law is 

caught sleeping around he’s all the sudden pontificating on the virtues of chastity and 

vices of sexual promiscuity.  How often are we so self-deceived about our sin?  So quick 

to point the finger at others and feel superior? 

 But you know what?  You can be assured that your sin will find you out.  You 

can’t hide it.  Sin is so deceptive.  I’m amazed at how easily fooled we are into believing 

that we can hide things.  I think especially of leaders, political and religious, who 

somehow think that they can have affairs and it’ll stay a secret.  I can just hear, “I did not 

have sex with that woman, Miss Lewinsky.”  I think of John Edwards or Ted Haggard 
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and on and on and on.  What were they thinking?  And yet I can see it in my life too.  

“The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure” (Jer. 17:9).  Your sin, my sin, 

can’t remain a secret forever.  It will be brought into the light.  And it definitely can’t be 

hidden from God.  He sees everything and he won’t delay his judgment forever. 

 “As [Tamar] was being brought out [to be burned for her sin], she sent a message 

to her father-in-law.  ‘I am pregnant by the man who owns these,’ she said.  And she 

added, ‘See if you recognize whose seal and cord and staff these are’” (v. 25).  Busted!  

What could he say?  He was caught.  What he wanted to cover up and justify all came 

out.  And the evidence of all of his sexual sin, his selfishness, his deception, his 

debauchery with Hirah, even perhaps his selling his brother into slavery… all of it came 

at him 100 mph and hit him in the gut.  He wanted to throw up. 

 “Judah recognized them and said, ‘She is more righteous than I, since I wouldn’t 

give her to my son Shelah.’  And he did not sleep with her again” (v. 26).  I think this is 

Judah’s repentance.  He confesses that he is unrighteous, that he had done wrong by 

Tamar.  And it says, “He did not sleep with her again.”  There was a change of behavior, 

a commitment to make things right and do right.  And the other reason why I feel 

confident identifying this as genuine, heartfelt repentance is that the next time we meet 

Judah in this story he is a new man.  Pay attention to the role he plays among the brothers 

when they go down to Egypt and eventually encounter Joseph.  Judah is no longer selfish, 

but a selfless leader, taking personal responsibility for the safe return of Benjamin.  He’s 

different.  Something has happened. 

 I know a man whose story is similar.  He grew up knowing the ways of God, but 

lived a life for himself, partying and seeking pleasure.  He lived with his girlfriend in 

college and engaged in pre-marital sex until one night when they thought she was 

pregnant and then all the sudden the reality of being a dad at age 20 hit him hard and 

everything came crashing down and he felt the weight of his sin and repented.  God also 

got a hold of his girlfriend’s heart and she was converted.  They stopped sleeping 

together immediately and God turned their lives around 180 degrees.  Now he’s finishing 

up seminary while she’s in another city finishing up grad school and they’re still dating, 

but sexually pure. 

 

Perez 

 The rest of ch. 38, in light of the rest of the Bible, shows us how God preserved 

Judah’s line and even made him the progenitor of Jesus Christ!  A story of selfishness, 

sex, and sin ends with repentance and then the birth of the great, great, great… 

grandfather of the Lion of the tribe of Judah (Rev. 5:5) – Jesus the Christ. 

 This is a predictable story of twins.  The first one out gets a red ribbon tied around 

his wrist, but then the younger, the technical second-born pushes his way through and 

breaks all the way out first.  (you kind of feel for Tamar, don’t you ladies?)  He is named 

Perez. 

 Fast forward to Matthew chapter 1 – the genealogy of Jesus.  Who does Jesus 

come from?  Judah, right?  And which one of Judah’s sons?  The firstborn Zerah?  No, 

Perez.  It’s what we should come to expect in this story of grace and the unexpected. 

 

Jesus 
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 There’s something else interesting in the genealogy of Jesus.  There are five 

women mentioned there – none of whom are the matriarchs (Sara, Rebekah, Rachel, 

Leah), but rather Tamar the Canaanite of this story, Rahab the Canaanite prostitute, Ruth 

the Moabite, and Bathsheba the Hittite who David committed adultery with.  And then of 

course Mary who had her own peculiar situation – an unmarried, pregnant woman.  All 

were scandalous, “nevertheless, these unions were, by God’s providence, links in the 

chain to the Messiah.”
4
 

 This just shows that there’s room in God’s family for anyone.  Whores are part of 

Jesus’ line.  Perverts.  Selfish sinners.  People once very far from God, foreigners, are 

included.  God is a gracious God.  There’s room in God’s family for anyone. 

 But God is also a righteous and holy God who punishes sin and cuts people off.  

Basically, there are two kinds of people – those who die and those who repent; those who 

are punished for their sin and excluded from God’s family forever and those who repent 

and find mercy and are included in God’s family forever.  Repent or die. 

 The scary reality is that we all should have been struck down like Er and Onan 

long ago, but by God’s mercy we haven’t… yet.  We must repent and turn from our 

selfishness to Jesus, believing that he was struck down on our behalf, that he took the 

judgment of God for us. 

 Some are here today who are living in sexual sin, you’re shacking up with your 

boyfriend or girlfriend, you’re secretly addicted to pornography, you’re carrying on an 

affair, you’ve been sexually abusing someone, maybe even your spouse.  If you’ve been 

living selfishly in other ways maybe not sexual, own up to your sin.  See your 

unrighteousness.  Turn from it and turn to Christ – the Lion of the tribe of Judah – who 

bore your unrighteousness and was cut down, died in your place. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 This meal is bloody and gruesome.  It’s a stark reminder of the judgment that fell 

on Christ that should have fallen on sinners.  And yet it’s the most beautiful thing in the 

world because it shows God’s deep, deep mercy and grace to step in and take his own 

wrath toward sin so that we who repent and believe might live with him forever. 

 

Benediction 
May the Lord be patient with you, since he does not want anyone to perish, but everyone 

to come to repentance.  But know that the day of the Lord will come like a thief.  May 

you be found in him on that day. 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 19, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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