
Shattered Dreams 
“God Can Use Messed Up People” – Genesis 38 – August 30, 2009 

 

Our Study Together 
 

SHATTERED DREAMS 
An 8-Week Sermon Series on the Life of Joseph from Genesis 37-50 

Date Message Title Scripture 

Aug. 23 Shattered Dreams Genesis 37 

Aug. 30 God Can Use Messed Up People Genesis 38 

Sept.  6 How to Have Victory Over Sexual Sin Genesis 39 

Sept. 13 Interpreting Dreams Genesis 40-41 

Sept. 20 The Agony of Forgiving Some People – Part 1 Genesis 42-45 

Sept. 27 Some Dreams Do Come True Genesis 46-47 

Oct.  4 How to Bless Your Family Genesis 48-49 

Oct. 11 The Agony of Forgiving Some People – Part 2 Genesis 50 
 

Why Is That Story in Here? (If I was the author of the Bible…) 

1. Because it actually happened and, chronologically, this is where it began 
(38:1 – “At that time….”) 

2. Because the descendants of Judah are really, really important and their story 
of origin should be known. 

3. Because there are some important life lessons for us to learn from. 
 1 Corinthians 10:6 – Now these things occurred as examples to keep us 

from setting our hearts on evil things as they did. 
 

Five Life Lessons to Learn from Judah’s Bad Example in Genesis 38 
 

1. Do not be     conformed     to the pattern of this world (38:1-6)   
 At roughly the age of 21, Judah leaves the community of his believing 

brothers and goes to live among unbelieving Canaanites in Adullam.  He 
becomes best friends with a Canaanite named Hirah (38:12,20).  He 
marries a Canaanite woman (38:2) and has 3 children by her, and he 
gives his firstborn son in marriage to a Canaanite woman (38:6). 

 Although it is noble and good to form relationships with unbelievers 
(Colossians 4:5-6), we are not to become like them (Deuteronomy 18:9).  
We are to be in the world but not of the world (John 17:14-19).  We are 
not to love the world or anything in it (1 John 2:15-17).  We are not to 
marry or date unbelievers (2 Corinthians 6:14-17; Genesis 24:3; 28:1). 

 The fireplace analogy. 
 1 Corinthians 15:33 – Bad company corrupts good character. 
 Romans 12:2 (The Message) – Don’t become so well-adjusted to your 

culture that you fit into it without even thinking. 

 Romans 12:2 (NLT) – Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, 
but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you 
think.  Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and 
pleasing and perfect. 

 Application #1 – Have I moved to Adullam?  Have I drifted away from 
relationships with committed believers?  Have I removed myself from 
the fireplace?  Am I allowing the culture of this world to squeeze me 
into its mold?  Do I look more like the culture or more like Christ?  Steps 
I want to take to correct this are… 
 Come to church every Sunday to grow in God’s Word with others. 
 Commit to date only committed believers. 
 Die to myself and allow Christ to live His life in me and through me.  

Pray Galatians 2:20 every morning. 
 Plug into a small group of other “fire-burning log believers” with 

whom I can grow and mature in Christ. (Turn in the small groups’ 
card from your bulletin to express interest in a group.) 

 

2. Take care of your      family      (38:6-12)   
 Onan refused to fulfill his duties as a brother-in-law in a custom known 

as “levirate marriage” (the marriage of a widow to the brother of her 
deceased husband).  This custom was given by God to the Jewish people 
(Deuteronomy 25:5-10) for economic purposes for the widow and for 
the purpose of carrying on the deceased person’s name. 

 Charles Ryrie: “Onan’s refusal to perform this duty stemmed from his 
desire to have the inheritance of the firstborn for himself (normally it 
would have gone to Tamar’s child, even though fathered by Onan).” 

 Judah then refuses to give Tamar to his third son by the same custom. 
 Ultimately, Judah is refusing to take care of his family.  Tamar is 

dependent on Judah, and he does not fulfill his responsibility. 
 1 Timothy 5:8 – If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and 

especially for his immediate family, he has denied the faith and is worse 
than an unbeliever.  

 Although the old covenant “levirate marriage” requirements no longer 
apply to us (Romans 7:4-6; 10:4; Galatians 3:24-25), we do have a new 
covenant obligation to take care of our family members (1 Tim. 5:8). 

 God’s order of priorities for us in helping the poor (see sermon 11-23-03) 
 

Priority Who Help Scripture 

1
st

  Help your own physical family 1 Timothy 5:8 

2
nd

  Help your own spiritual family 1 John 3:17; James 2:15-17; 
Deut. 15:1-7; Acts 2:44-45; 
4:34-35; Matt. 25:40 

3
rd

  Help the greater human family Deut. 15:11; Proverbs 
19:17; 21:13; Luke 6:30 

 



 Many times it is easier to help a stranger than it is to help a family 
member where relational difficulties make things complicated. 

 Application #2 – Based on these Scriptures, who is God calling me to 
help? 
 An immediate family member who needs basic provisions 
 A relative who needs basic provisions 
 I need to be reconciled to a family member or relative with whom I 

have become estranged 
 Someone in my church 
 Someone outside the church 

 Sidenote:  Some people have used the Onan incident (38:9-10) to say 
that masturbation is wrong and wicked.  This passage has nothing to do 
with masturbation.  Onan is using the withdrawal method of birth 
control to prevent Tamar from getting pregnant through him.  The Bible 
is silent on the issue of masturbation.  Nowhere does the Bible say that 
masturbation is wrong, however the Bible does make it clear that having 
sex in your brain with someone other than your spouse is wrong (Matt. 
5:28).  Three books that address masturbation are: Steve Gerali’s “The 
Struggle”; Les Parrott’s “Crazy Good Sex: Putting to Bed the Myths Men 
Have About Sex”; and Stephen Arterburn’s “Every Man’s Battle.” 

 

3. We        reap        what we        sow        (38:12-26)   
 This passage leaves me speechless.  I don’t know what to say! 
 Warren Wiersbe: “Deception.  Jacob used a garment to deceive his 

father Isaac (Gen. 27:15,27), and Judah and his brothers used a garment 
to deceive Jacob (37:32).  Now Tamar used a garment to deceive Judah! 
(38:14)  We reap what we sow.”  All 3 incidents also involved a goat. 

 Galatians 6:7-8 – Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man 
reaps what he sows. 8 The one who sows to please his sinful nature, 
from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the 
Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life. 

 Application #3 – With God’s help and power (Galatians 2:20), I choose to 
sow to the Spirit rather than sowing to the sinful nature.  I choose to 
sow seeds of… 
 God’s Word planted daily in my life through a Bible reading plan 

and weekly in my life through coming to church and small group 
 Praise and worship in my car and on my iPod and while I exercise 

and in some alone times and together with others at church 
 Godly words coming out of my mouth versus ungodly words 
 Godly decisions in my life (versus ungodly decisions) 

 

4. God can use    messed up    people for His purposes (38:27-30)   
 As goofed up as Judah was (as he lived among the Canaanites) and as 

twisted as the whole prostitution of Tamar incident was, God used the 

child birthed through this incident to bring us King David and, ultimately, 
the Messiah! 

 Perez is the great, great, great, great, great, great, great grandfather of 
King David (Ruth 4:18-22) and is the g, g, g, g, g, g, g, g, g, g, g, g, g, g, g, 
great grandfather of Jesus the Christ (Matthew 1:1-16).  Tamar is one of 
only 5 women listed in the genealogy of Jesus Christ in Matthew: (1) 
Tamar: a Canaanite who posed as a prostitute; (2) Rahab: a prostitute in 
Jericho; (3) Ruth: a Moabitess who converted to Judaism; (4) Bathsheba: 
a Hittite who committed adultery with David; (5) Mary: a Jewish teen-
ager pregnant with Jesus by the Holy Spirit. 

 Victor Hamilton: “Each of these four women had a highly irregular and 

potentially scandalous marital union.  Nevertheless, these unions were, by God’s 
providence, links in the chain to the Messiah.  Accordingly, each of them 
prepares the way for Mary, whose marital situation is also peculiar, given the 
fact that she is pregnant but has not yet had sexual relations with her betrothed 
husband Joseph.  Thus the inclusion of the likes of Tamar in this family tree on 
one hand foreshadows the circumstances of the birth of Christ, and on the other 
hand blunts any attack on Mary.  God had worked his will in the midst of 
whispers of scandal.” 

 Application #4 – Wow!  If God can use Judah and Tamar to fulfill His 
purposes, then He can use me!  “Oh God, I am sorry for all of my sins 
and goof-ups.  Cleanse me by the power of Your shed blood on the 
cross.  And please don’t give up on me.  Use me despite of my flaws.  I 
invite You to use me for Your purposes and Your glory.  Have Your way 
in my life.  Be glorified in and through my life.” 

 

5. Be a      Joseph      not a      Judah      (37:36; 39:1)   
 I believe that Genesis 38 is purposely placed here to interrupt the 

Joseph story in order to make a stark contrast between the life of 
Joseph and the life of Judah: 

 

JOSEPH JUDAH 
Forced to leave his home (community 
of brothers) and to go to a pagan land 

Voluntarily leaves his community of 
brothers to go to a pagan atmosphere 

Makes godly choices and flees from the 
sexual immorality of Potiphar’s wife 

Makes ungodly choices and approaches a 
prostitute to engage in sexual immorality 

 

 The message of Genesis 38 is clear:  BE A JOSEPH AND NOT A JUDAH 
 Application #5 – Oh God, today, with Your help and power, I choose to 

be a Joseph rather than a Judah.  Help me make godly choices like 
Joseph did.  And, specifically, I ask You to help me… 

 

Questions to Discuss with Family, Friends, and Your Small Group 
1. When you were 21 years old, what was the farthest you had ever been away from 

home? 
2. Read Genesis 38 aloud and discuss its meaning and applications using these sermon 

notes.  Share your applications with each other and pray for each other. 


