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Tamar

1.
Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father and His Son Jesus Christ.  Amen.  Tonight we begin our Advent series studying the four women Matthew mentions in his genealogy of Jesus—Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Bathsheba.  Each woman has a unique position in Jewish history as well as the genealogy of Jesus.  Each woman makes a contribution to the story of the Savior of the world that might raise a few eyebrows.  Tonight we’ll look at Tamar and see what we can learn from her story.

2.
Paul writes to the church in Rome, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (8:28).  But having heard this story, don’t you wonder, “How can God use THAT for our good?  Prostitution.  Lying.  Scheming.  Extortion.  There’s no way God can use sins like that for good.”  And you certainly wouldn’t expect such things to be in the ancestry of His Son.  However, Scripture tells us that’s just what God did.  This story is filled with sinners sinning.  Just a cursory glance gives us intermarriage, covetousness, idolatry, prostitution and adultery.  These are some severe sins.  It looks to me like Judah and Tamar broke AT LEAST the First, Sixth and Tenth Commandments—they ignored God, they defiled marriage and they coveted something that didn’t belong to them.  However, Advent is about the coming of the Messiah and God uses these sins to bring the Messiah into the world.  Every family has skeletons in their closet.  Jesus was no exception.  He was sent into the world to die for each and every skeleton.  Every sin that has ever been committed, is being committed now and ever will be committed.  How does God use these sins to give us a Savior?  Let’s look at them individually.

3.
Judah left his brothers shortly after selling his brother Joseph into slavery (37:26-28).  Judah went south for better pasture.  While there, he found this hot Canaanite chick to marry.  God told Judah’s parents and grandparents never to marry Canaanites.  Intermarriage with pagans was a horrible offence against God and a constant threat to the faith of God’s people.  God understood that redeeming the world would require a type of intermarriage.  It wouldn’t be intermarriage between Israelites and Canaanites.  It would be the intermarriage of divinity and humanity.  Jesus is fully human and fully divine.  The ultimate intermarriage.  This was the only way for the redemption of the world to take place.  A human living a perfect life and dying MIGHT be able to save himself.  But for all of humanity to be reconciled to God, God Himself would have to die.  Romans 8 reminds us that God even uses evil to accomplish His good.  Maybe God uses the intermarriage of Judah and the daughter of Shua to foreshadow the intermarriage of divinity and humanity within Jesus.

4.
Judah had three sons by his Canaanite wife:  Er, Onan and Shelah.  When Er was old enough to get married, Judah hooked him up with Tamar.  But God put Er to death for being wicked in His sight (v 7).  God executed him.  From a purely human standpoint, it looks like God condemned him to hell.  Now Tamar had no husband and Er had no heir.  To solve both of those problems, the Old Testament said the next oldest brother should marry the widow.  So Onan was forced to take Tamar as his wife.  “Give Er an heir,” Judah said.  Onan complained all the way to the altar and the marriage bed.  Finally, he conceded that he’d have to sleep with her.  He just had to.  It was the Law.  But Onan decided that his brother would only get an heir over his dead body.  That’s exactly what happened.  God struck Onan dead (v 10) for his blatant disregard for his brother and sister-in-law.  Another divine execution.  Onan’s death is probably for the sin of covetousness.  If his older brother Er died without an heir, Onan would get the inheritance of the firstborn.  In fact, he’d get Er’s share plus his own.  But if Onan and Tamar had a son, that son would be considered Er’s heir.  Then the son would get the inheritance.  So even though he had to marry Tamar, it was in Onan’s best interest not to give her a son.  In the end, God made sure that neither Er nor Onan got the inheritance.  Onan dropped as dead as his older brother.  It seems God used Onan’s death to force Judah’s hand.

5.
Onan’s death caused Judah to think.  His two oldest sons died being married to Tamar.  Whose fault was it?  Was it Tamar?  Was it something his sons did?  Eventually, Judah figured it was time to force God’s hand.  God said the Messiah would come through Judah.  Judah decided to make God own up to His promise.  Remember that once Er and Onan were dead, the Old Testament law said the next son in line—Shelah—had to marry Tamar, since she was a widow twice now.  But Judah sent Tamar back to her father, supposedly until Shelah was old enough to get married.  But Judah never intended to let Shelah marry Tamar.  He wanted to keep his last son safe.  He didn’t want Shelah to die like his brothers (v 11).  When Tamar left the family, Judah figured that he had spared his last son.  Shelah was safe from his brothers’ fate and Tamar would never have a son in Judah’s family.  God had other plans.  Judah’s idolatrous actions only served God’s purpose.  God knew Judah was only trying to protect Shelah.  But when God brought Tamar into the family, it wasn’t an accident.  God intended for Tamar to be the ancestor of the Messiah.  Despite Judah’s attempts to bring about the Messiah on his own terms, God brought Tamar back into the picture.  All things work together for good when God is at work.  God shows that, even through these gross sins, His purposes will prevail.  Nothing can be done to thwart God’s plan.  That doesn’t mean that God condoned what Judah and Tamar did.  Far from it.  But it does mean that God worked his will in spite of it.  God had promised the Savior of the world would come through Judah’s line.  As far as we can tell, Judah refused to let Shelah get married at all.  Shelah was the last of Judah’s line.  But that didn’t stop God from keeping his promise that the Messiah would be a descendant of Judah.

6.
For her part, Tamar wasn’t a saint either.  Tamar wanted revenge.  She knew Judah wasn’t going to let Shelah marry her.  So she lied.  She connived.  She tricked Judah into sleeping with her. And Tamar demanded payment for her services.  That why it was prostitution.  Little did she know that one of her descendants would be the payment for her services.  Jesus of Nazareth, some thirty-eight generations later, would be the young goat from Judah’s flock to pay for her sin.  Not just her sin, but your sin.  And your sin.  And my sin.  Every sin past, present and future.  Further illustrating that “in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His purpose” (Romans 8:28).

7.
Judah and Tamar committed adultery.  Was it right?  No.  But God’s will was done as a result.  Why else did Tamar conceive?  It takes many couples months and even years of trying and trying and trying to get pregnant.  It’s almost against nature to get lucky on the first try.  Against nature.  Isn’t that the way God works?  We’re in a fallen world.  Nature as God created it has been corrupted, so it doesn’t work according to God’s will anymore.  God sometimes intervenes against nature.  Now, I said the adulterous relationship was wrong.  It’s wrong because it is contrary to God’s intentions for civilization and the family.  Among the very basic laws of the Old Testament holiness code is this, “Do not have sexual relations with your daughter-in-law.  She is your son’s wife; do not have relations with her” (Leviticus 18:15).  In other words, Judah and Tamar crossed the most fundamental barrier that God established for the family.  Tamar was supposed to be given to Shelah to marry.  Whether Judah liked it or not, that was the law of God.  In the end, Judah realizes that sending Tamar away was his undoing.  After he is discovered as the father of Tamar’s children, he says, “She is more righteous than I, since I wouldn’t give her to my son Shelah” (v 26).  The adultery at Enaim was the first and only time Judah and Tamar got together.  But it was through their sinful union that God continued the line which would end up producing the Messiah.  Perez was born.

8.
We pick up here with the genealogy in Matthew, “Perez begat Hezron.  Hezron begat Ram.  Ram begat Amminadab.  Amminadab begat Nahshon.  Nahshon begat Salmon.  Salmon begat Boaz of Rahab.  Boaz begat Obed of Ruth.  Obed begat Jesse.  Jesse begat David the king” (1:3-6).  We know from the prophets that the Messiah would come from the kingly line of David.  So we don’t have to go any further in the genealogy to see that without Tamar, without God using the sin of Tamar and Judah, Judah’s line would have ended and the Messiah would never have been born.  Although Judah and Tamar broke at least the First, Sixth, Eighth and Tenth Commandments, God still blessed them with the promised Messiah.  The Messiah that would save them from their sins.  The Messiah who would save us from our sins.  How does this apply to us?  How do we know that there aren’t sins in our lives that God is working through to get us where He wants us?  God doesn’t want sin.  He hates sin.  But He uses it when He needs to to get our attention or lead us where He wants us.  We don’t understand this because we are sinners.  But as Paul writes, “The foolishness of God is wiser than men” (1 Corinthians 1:25).  His foolishness was wise and gracious enough to put His Son on the Cross for us.  We only see what is obvious.  God sees the big picture.  From beginning to end.  He knows what is best for us.  And he does what is best for us.  Judah, Tamar and their descendant Jesus are proof that “in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His purpose” (Romans 8:28).  Amen.
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