
Genesis 38:6-26 

If you thought we were done with difficult texts from the Bible, you were clearly mistaken. None 

more convoluted, embarrassing, puzzling and intimate story than the one of Tamar. 

And yet in its complexity it mirrors the relationships we have and experience in our lives. Sex, 

betrayal, vulnerability are all part of our lives. Sexual intercourse as part of a loving relationship, 

casual and commercial are all present in our society today as well.  

Tamar was a woman who did not have luck in love at all, it seems. The first husband was not a good 

man. We read that he ‘was wicked in the Lord’s sight’. Was he abusive? Controlling? Aggressive? We 

don’t have the details, but we can only imagine that life was not easy for Tamar while she was 

married to Er. She must have been thankful to God when the Lord put him to death – as indeed 

many victims of domestic violence are. 

But then the situation was tricky. The laws of the day were such that the brother of the deceased 

was to marry the widow and produce offspring for his childless brother. Onan knew this and so 

married Tamar. However, he also knew that the offspring from this liaison will not be legally his, so 

he made sure there was no offspring to be had. It’s not that he didn’t sleep with her – we read 

‘whenever he slept with his brother’s wife’. After all he had his conjugal rights, didn’t he? He 

deserved her body. But he overlooked the fact that both his brother and his wife deserved offspring 

produced by Onan. He thus broke the law of the day and the Lord punished him with death too.  

There is also a third brother but he’s underage, so his father tries to protect him – he sends Tamar 

away to her parents. In this he clearly blames her for the death of his sons – not realising that they 

brought it on themselves by their own wickedness. He also gives her a promise which he knows he 

will not keep. 

Years pass. Tamar is disgraced and extremely vulnerable. She had no one to look after her – after all 

your parents are likely to die before you do and then, a woman without a man in her society, Tamar 

would have no protection. She therefore seizes an opportunity which presents itself. 

Before we go any further, it’s important to note a few things. First, the woman is desperate. She 

resorts to prostitution. She sells her own body – to secure herself a future. How many women, men 

and children are forced to do just that – in order to secure a future for themselves or that of their 

dependants? Nothing new under the sun – people are forced into unimaginable situations because 

of poverty and lack of options. It’s not immorality described in today’s story but sheer desperation. 

It’s a cry for help. She knew she was facing death if the plan backfired, she knew she was selling her 

own body – but she felt she had no choice. 

Last week we had Freedom Sunday in Kirkwall East. It’s one day in the year when we look at the 

issue of human trafficking. Our focus story was the one of a Ghanaian boy called Kofi, an eight-year-

old. His father had died, his mother had very little to live on so she couldn’t send Kofi to school. A 

man turned up who told her he will look after him and send him to school. She was desperate for a 

better future for her son, so she let him go. She willingly gave him to who turned out to be a slave 

owner.  

He had a fishing boat on which only young boys worked. They were working long hours with no 

lifejackets, clean water or food – and of course no pay. Kofi and the other boys were starved, beaten 

and faced injury and even death every day – they had to dive into the lake to untangle nets from 

underwater branches. Kofi knew that boys died doing that.  



Kofi was lucky as one day the police and International Justice Mission aftercare teams came to his 

part of the lake and rescued them after he spent only two years in forced labour. There are 40 

million people worldwide who are not so lucky. It’s very easy to be tricked by traffickers if you are in 

desperate need. It’s not so easy getting out of the situation again. 

Going back to the passage of today, the second point I wanted to make is that it’s astounding how 

matter of fact the author of the book gets when speaking of Judah’s little adventure with what he 

thought was a shrine-prostitute. She’s labelled a prostitute but he’s just a man, he’s got his needs. 

What sort of society do we live in that judges people in such extremely opposing ways? Both are 

engaged in the same activity: one is vilified and the other justified. Do not tell me women are not 

treated differently than men! 

I must say that this passage doesn’t paint men in a very good light at all. All of them are wicked: 

Judah for breaking the law and not keeping his promise to Tamar, Er for unknown offences known 

simply as his wickedness in the eyes of the Lord, Onan for breaking the law by using precautions in 

order not to get Tamar pregnant. She’s up against the world ruled by men where she’s got no rights. 

But be sure that I don’t think it’s always men who are in the wrong because I certainly don’t. It’s just 

an example of a world where the powerful can do what they want and get away with it, but the 

victims have no rights.  

Tamar fights back though – and wins which not many in her situation can say. She’s vindicated in the 

end through her cunning. There must have been a grain of decency in Judah too to recognise that 

she was right in what she did – even though she tricked him. She asserted her own rights and he 

respected that. 

She gets pregnant and has two boys: twins Perez and Zerah. Somewhere down the line of their 

descendants there was another special boy: Jesus. From that entangled mess of abusive, dishonest 

and disrespectful relationships God brought light into the world. God can work through our mess to 

bring about his purposes. It’s like orange peel or lemon zest – you need to get through the rough, 

hard and bitter to arrive at the goodness, health and nourishment inside.  

Our lives very often seem messy, bitter and highly unpleasant and yet God weaves his goodness, his 

salvation and his love through the fabric of our lives. And that’s the best news of all. Thanks be to 

God for that. Amen. 


