Grace Part 4
Surprised by Grace
Gen 37:1-4
We are all familiar with the idea of sowing and reaping, even before there was a spiritual understanding of it. 
We have heard statements like, “you reap what you sow,” “you get what you have coming,” “what goes around comes around,” “actions have consequences”

Like all principles, the principle of sowing and reaping can work for or against you

Felonies result in prison, studying results in good grades 


This cause and effect principle is foundational to human experience, and it is taught in the Bible


God established this principle the same time He established the laws of the universe
The idea behind any principle is that it makes certain components of life relatively predictable, that’s a good thing, I would hate to get to retirement and learn a penny saved is a penny lost

So while the principle of sowing and reaping continues to be operational in our world, there are exceptions

Sometimes hard working people fall on hard times because of circumstances beyond their control


There are people who have taken great care of their body only to end up with cancer

Dishonest people sometimes prosper

But the good news is that there is another kind of exception to the principle of sowing and reaping


This one is not a result of the brokenness of sin


This exception is the result of God’s love and His mercy, the exception is grace
Just as sin sometimes results in bad things happening to good people, grace creates the possibility of good things happening to undeserving people


The presence of sin means that sometimes we don’t get the good that we deserve


The presence of grace means that sometimes we don’t get the consequences we deserve

Grace is the vehicle God uses to ensure that we get precisely what we don’t deserve
No story in the Bible illustrates this better than a tale of two brothers, 
Joseph – an uncommonly good man, suffers unspeakable injustice 
Judah – a wily, callous hypocrite, enjoys undeserved prosperity and popularity

But God had a plan for both of them

Jacob, the grandson of Abraham, fathered twelve sons with four different women

He did little to hide the fact Rachel was his favorite wife and that he loved her two sons, Joseph and Benjamin more than the other two combined

He spared Joseph form all the hard chores and showered him with special gifts, including a spectacular multicolored tunic

It became a daily reminder to the others that they would never earn the kind of love Joseph received so freely

While Joseph later proved to be a supremely good man, he wasnt perfect

He didn’t do himself any favors in the way he treated his brothers

He would tell on his brothers when they wouldn’t manage the flock well, no one likes a tattle tell!

After all of this he tells his brothers about a dream (Gen 37:6-7)


They didn’t miss the significance of Joseph’s dream (vs. 8)



As time passed their resentment festered into a seething hatred



Joseph oblivious to his effect on them continued to share his dreams (vs. 9-11)
Jacob knew something about dreams, he had experienced a number of visions that made no sense at the time but eventually came true



Hatred is rarely a passive thing, its more than a mere emotion

Hatred is nothing less than murder waiting to happen, only the fear of getting caught keeps hate filled people from bringing a despised person to a sudden end

So several months later when Jacob sent Joseph to check up on his brothers, Joseph found them ready to kill


Joseph had traveled alone about 60 miles north through rugged wilderness


When his brothers saw him imagine them saying “here comes the dream master”

They all agreed this day would be Joseph’s last, planned to kill him and dump his body in a pit where scavengers would eat all the remains

That way they could tell their father the truth, Joseph was eaten by a wild animal

After all, half-truth isn’t a complete lie, right?

But the oldest brother, Reuben, talked them out of it (vs. 21-22)


He secretly wanted to rescue him later
They all reluctantly agreed stripped his tunic and threw him into a dry cistern

While they ate dinner slave traders came by, that is when Judah stood up


He found a way to compound their sin and make a little cash


Lets sell him and split the money, it’s the perfect solution


They wont have blood on their hands and put silver in their pocket

They pulled Joseph from the cistern, sold him and split the money 10 ways never expecting to see the dreamer again



And there it is: the principle of sowing and reaping gone awry

The good kid gets thrown into a pit and sold into slavery and the evil brothers profit by it

And if you know the story you know it gets even worse



For the brothers the only unanswered question is what to tell dear ole dad 

A splash of goats blood on the tunic, a few convincing rips would be all the alibi they needed

Joseph must have fallen prey to a wild animal, we didn’t even find his body, just his tunic

With their well-rehearsed story they broke their father’s heart

In that moment they realized their treachery would never be behind them because their fathers grief would be a continual reminder

In the coming years Judah and his brothers would be forced to carry this secret

Long after the money was gone the memory would remain

Judah mastered the skill of hiding his true private self behind an honorable public façade

And so the wicked prospered while the innocent suffered

The Bible follows Joseph to Egypt where he became the central character in the story of Israel’s history

While there he is accused of attempted rape and sentenced to hard time

Through it all he maintained his integrity and eventually God lifted him above his circumstances to establish him as a leading national figure in Egypt

In the mean time Judah’s story goes from bad to creepy

With Joseph out of the picture Judah moves on with his life, married and had kids


He fathered 3 boys Er, Onan, & Shelah



Er grew to be a man and Judah arranged a marriage to Tamar



Er proved to be an evil man and the Lord ended his life early (Gen 38:7)



Tamar is a widow and childless – a desperate situation in those days

According to custom one of the dead man’s relatives could claim her, usually this would be a brother, but any relative could do it

So Onan married her, but he too displeased God and died (Gen 38:10)

Which puts Judah’s last son, Shelah, in line

At this point Judah see a pattern, two sons married this woman and died, but we know they died as a result of their own evil, not Tamar

Anyway Judah didn’t want his last son to die

He could have refused the obligation, but that would give him a bad reputation


His friends would never excuse a break in custom

A man who would not take care of his family couldn’t be trusted in business

So he approached Tamar with a compromise, Shelah wasn’t old enough to get married so go back to her father until he was of age


It sounded reasonable and helped him maintain his public persona

But he never intended to keep his promise, he hoped everyone would forget

Shelah grew and became eligible for marriage, Tamar had faithfully fulfilled her part of the agreement

But Judah showed no sign of honoring his part, in fact when Judah’s own wife died he could have taken Tamar himself

Tamar found herself in a bad position, older with few childbearing years left


If her father died she would have no means of support


So she decided to take matters into her own hands

Each spring the wealthy men left their homes to personally over see the harvest of wool and enjoy a time of celebration

Wine and wool put them into a good mood, if you were going to collect a debt this would be the time to do it

But she knew better than to trust his integrity, instead she planned on giving him a dose of his own medicine

She took off her widows clothes and dressed herself like a temple prostitute

She knew Judah’s habits, she sat in the gateway knowing he would come by

Her veil prevented him form identifying her, and she would be the last person he would expect to see

So he solicited her services and they agreed on the price of a goat

Of course he didn’t have a goat with him, so she demanded a deposit, his signet and his staff, today it would be like asking for your drivers license and ss card as a guarantee, and he agreed

A few days later he sent the goat by way of a servant, but the prostitute was no where to be found
Rather than embarrass himself he decided to let the matter go and just replace the signet and staff

Months pass life returned to business as usual, but Tamar was pregnant and before long people were talking

Eventually the news reached Judah his daughter in law was pregnant, she is a harlot

Judah responded like someone hiding a secret sin, someone pretending to be someone he’s not

He burned with indignation against the sin of another while conveniently forgetting his own wrongdoing

She has shamed my family let her be tried publicly and burned alive for her sin!

He must have felt righteous, his neighbors must have sympathized, I mean this pillar of the community as endured this disgrace


It just proper for him to defend his good name against the shame of this


It would be laughable if it wasn’t so tragic


Isn’t this the same Judah who had plotted against his brother



Who sold him into slavery, who broke his fathers heart



Who promised to take care of his daughter in law



Who’s failure to keep that promise almost forced her to prostitution

Knowing the whole story we see the irony, we know what everyone else didn’t

Tamar possessed irrefutable evidence of Judah’s secret sin

On the day of her execution she sent a messenger to Judah and the message was simple (Gen 38:25)

Her plan worked perfect, he had no where to hide

The crowd who had gathered to see her die would now see truth

He had not fulfilled his promise, he had used the body of a harlot in secret, yet publicly condemned his daughter in law for being one



This whole episode finally brought Judah to a turning point in his life



He had been exposed as a hypocrite, and had to admit it publicly (Gen 38:26)

Now if Judah’s story ended there we would say “he got what was coming to him”, “he reaped what he sowed” 

But his story didn’t end there
20 years had passed since Judah and his brothers sold Joseph, he had no way of knowing Joseph had risen above it all to prime minster of Egypt

The famine that fit the world hit Jacob’s family especially hard

Jacob sent all his sons except Benjamin to Egypt for supplies


Like everyone else they had to come before the prime minister for grain


They didn’t recognize it was their brother and they bowed before him, he recognized them

No doubt he would have remember his dream and decided to test his brothers to see if they had changed


He wanted to see Ben, but his father wouldn’t let him go

So Judah guaranteed his safety (Gen 43:8-9)

When they got back Joseph hosted a dinner for them to look for signs of hatred but what he saw was sorrow in their voices 

They were sorry for what they did to Joseph and the pain they had caused their father

But to be certain he had one more test, he would frame Ben for the sole purpose of seeing how the other brothers would react
Would they be more worried about saving themselves or would they sacrifice to save him?

Judah personally guaranteed his safety, but he wasn’t known for his follow through

But surprise, he asked for a private meeting with Joseph to plead for his release          (Gen 44:32-34)

This is what Joseph was looking for (Gen 45:3)


They bowed again in fear, and Judah had the most to fear


“What goes around comes around”


But there was no sound of guards rushing into the room to arrest him


This would be a day Judah would never forget

This was the day of grace


On this day he was given precisely what he deserved least (Gen 45:5)


Can you imagine the stun look on their faces….


Consumed with guilt over what they had done


But Joseph was consumed with something else….GRACE

Not only did he forgive them he gave them the best land in Egypt to live on

In seconds Judah and his brothers went form condemned men to the position of esteemed guest of the second most powerful man in Egypt
Once again the law of sowing and reaping was thwarted, but this time it was thwarted by grace

Judah never really got what he deserved; he got what he deserved least


And the story doesn’t end there

Years later Judah would receive the double portion of the inheritance from his father, something you would have thought would have went to Joseph

By this time everyone knew what a terrible life Judah had lived 

If any man had forfeited the birthright it was Judah

But what goes around doesn’t always come around (Gen 49:8-10)

Judah’s descendants would be kings



This is strange they were just a large family not a nation



Not to mention they are living in Egypt


But that is exactly what happened



Jacob’s 12 sons eventually became the 12 tribes of the nation of Israel



And beginning with King David, the kings of Israel were born to the tribe of Judah



More significantly, Jesus, was born from the lineage of Judah, WOW!

Judah didn’t deserve any of this

His life is like a soap opera


But God chose to bring the Messiah into the world through Judah, not Joseph

After a lifetime of sin and hypocrisy, Judah was brought to a place of humility and gratitude


But he wasn’t brought there through punishment


He was brought there by grace

In the end it can not be said Judah found grace. 


He never went looking for it


Grace found him

Through Judah’s story, we are reminded that grace is not reserved for good people; grace underscores the goodness of God
