
Noon Bible Study: Genesis 38 
We pause our look at the life and adventures of Joseph to read of a bizarre and troubling story about Jacob’s 4th son, Judah.  If 
brought to life on the big screen, this story is probably rated somewhere between PG-13 and R.  So as we begin Genesis 38, buckle 
up and put the little ones to bed early.

Genesis 38:1-5 - Judah’s Children

Judah travels to visit a friend named Hirah who was a Canaanite from Adullam (v. 1).  While there he sees and pursues an 
unnamed daughter of a man named Shua.  The language “he took her” describes the process of acquiring this woman as his 
wife and he “went into her” is a euphemism for sexual intercorse.

Judah’s firstborn is named Er.  His second son is named Onan.  His third son is named Shelah.

Genesis 38:6-11 - Problems In Judah’s House

Here’s where things get a little risque.  Judah gets his eldest son, Er, a wife.  Her name is Tamar.  Verse 7 gives us a 
quick and matter of fact description that “Er...was evil and so the LORD took his life.”  We don’t know what he did that 
was evil.  We don’t know this judgment was meted out, but those are the facts which set up the rest of the story.

As was customary in this culture and would later be codified in the Mosaic law, upon the death of a married man, his 
brothers would step in to care for his widow but welcoming his wife into his house and marrying her.  This sounds like a 
strange practice to us, but we are forgetting that there were no career paths for “independent women” or life insurance 
payments for beneficiaries.  This was their way of taking care of the widow and children, ensuring they weren’t taken 
advantage of and that they and their futures were safe.

So as their custom would be, Judah instructs his second born, Onan, to take Tamar as his wife and encourages him to 
have children to give a legacy for Er.  This seems simple on the surface but the rest of the story seems to tell us that 
Judah was asking Onan not to have Tamar as his wife and have his own children, but to have children with Tamar that 
would then be considered Er’s offspring, and thus heirs to the family inheritance.  As you can imagine, Onan was not 
happy about this.

So he obeys the order to marry Tamar but ensures that even though they are having sex, Onan will “waste his seed” (yes 
that means what you think it means) rather than allowing Tamar to become pregnant.  God is not at all happy about 
this, so he judges Onan as well and Onan dies (v. 10).

Judah seems to think Tamar is the cause of his two sons deaths and sends her back to her father’s house until Shelah, 
Judah’s youngest grows up and can marry her.  Quite the wild story.  But it’s not over yet!
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Genesis 38:12-19 - Tamar Tricks Judah

Some time later, Judah’s wife dies.  After his mourning period ends, Judah returns to visit his old friend Hirah the 
Adullamite (who was mentioned in v. 1).  This is the place where Judah first met his own wife and where his sons were 
born, and likely near where Tamar was living.

Tamar is told that Judah is back in town.  Apparently the two of them hadn’t been in touch in a while.  Remember, Tamar 
is waiting, as a widow, for Judah’s son Shemah to grow up.  Judah, for his part sent Tamar away because he thinks she’s 
bad luck.  When Tamar goes to see what Judah is up to, she notices that Shelah is now all grown up and hasn’t taken her 
as his wife (v. 14).

What happens next is very strange.  Tamar has removed the clothes that identify her has a widow and is wearing 
garments which make her look like a prostitute.  She’s also standing on the side of the road alone.  Judah sees this 
“harlot” and asks to have sex with her for the price of a young goat (v. 17).

Tamar negotiates to have a “pledge” given to her until the goat payment is supplied and holds on to Judah’s seal, cord 
and staff. These items would have been specific identifiers of Judah (as opposed to random items that could belong to 
anyone).  The two of them have sex and Tamar becomes pregnant.

Genesis 38:20-23 - The Case Of The Missing Prostitute

Soon after, Judah sends the young goat (aka the money) via his friend the Adullamite.  Giving the goat will get back 
Judah’s personal items.  When the man arrives, he can’t find the prostitute and no one around knows of one who has been 
in that region.  Judah accepts the loss of his items.  He doesn’t want to go back and look for a prostitute because of the 
shame that would accompany that endeavor.  He’d rather lose his seal and staff than his honor.  What a guy!

Genesis 38:24-26 - Look Who Is Righteous Now?!

Three months go by and Judah gets back to normal life.  It is reported to him that his daughter-in -law Tamar is 
pregnant.  She was a widow, engaged to marry Shelah.  The fact that she is pregnant indicates she has had sex with 
someone other than Shelah.  Judah is furious (bring her out and let her be burned! 38:24).

But if we’re honest, Judah is probably also relieved.  He thought of Tamar as the reason why his two sons were dead.  He 
had taken no thought of the evil of his own boys but placed blame on Tamar for their death.  And so now that Tamar has 
clearly committed fornication, Judah can find a new wife for his last son!

Judah is quick to judge and shady in his dealings.  He is holding Tamar to the letter of the law and excusing his own 
gross behavior.  Sure, the fact that he had sex with a prostitute and then kept is quiet is bad, but he also had been 
avoiding Tamar and keeping his now grown up son away from her, breaking his committment to care for his widowed 
daughter in law.
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And Tamar, who gets mixed up in this whole mess, and is part of the dysfunction herself, is pretty sharp.  Her plan was 
to use Judah’s own pride against him and it worked.  As she is being brought out to be killed she offers up evidence of 
who is the father of her child.  What do you know, but the items all belong to her zealous accuser, Judah!

Tamar’s plan is so powerfully convicting that Judah is instantly humbled.  He calls her the “righteous” one and admits 
he had been unfaithful to his word to care for her and give her to his son.

Genesis 38:27-30 - Tamar Gives Birth To Judah’s Twin Sons

Tamar gives birth to twins.  As the twins are being born, one seems to be ready to come out but then is overtaken by his 
eager to be born brother.  The midwife had tied a scarlet thread on the baby to indicate which one was the first born 
(hard to tell with newborn twin boys perhaps?) but then that child is actually born second.  They are named Perez and 
Zerah.  And so our story ends.

This is a story about familial dysfunction.  Judah’s exploits, sexual sin and deception, (not to mention the evil that cost his 
sons their lives) is in line with the generational sins of his father and grandfathers.  The family of Abraham is far from perfect 
and in need of God’s grace.

This is a story about making wise relationship decisions.  Judah really shouldn’t have been in Canaan looking at women to begin 
with!  He is the great grandson of Abraham who was called to be seperate.  His father and grandfather specifically did not marry 
or mingle with the Canaanites but lived as a stranger and pilgrim.  Judah didn’t do this and his decision to move to Canaan and 
marry a Canaanite woman is part of why this all happened too.  Where you live, who you mingle with and who you marry are 
important decisions and can alter the course of your life.  Do it God’s way and according to God’s word rather than going with 
the flow or making decisions on temporal things.  Marriage is hard enough between two believers!

This is a story about the seriousness of sin.  We experience God’s grace daily and yet must live in fear of the LORD.  Judah’s two 
sons were evil and died from God’s judgement on their lives.  We don’t know what Er’s sin was but it was evil and costly.  Onan 
thought he was smart and could avoid the responsibility he didn’t want to assume.  He thought his sins were secret and hidden.  
But God sees.  God tends towards mercy, but is the God of justice and power.  These records remind us to be sober-minded and not 
take sin, of any kind, lightly.

This is a story about keeping your word.  Judah was supposed to keep his word to Tamar and he didn’t.  Even if he had his reasons 
to change things, he was bound to his original word.  Judah thought he could avoid Tamar, forget about Tamar and exclude 
Tamar.  He thought that if he just ignored her, she’d go away and so would his responsibility.  He was wrong.  Men and women of 
God have to be people of integrity.  Too many people in our world never deal with what they need to deal with and think that 
they are dealing with things.  That’s not the way life works.  Covering your eyes and ears doesn’t make reality go away.  Grow 
up.  Keep your word and commitments.

And lastly, this is a story about pride.  Judah looked at the sins of others (Tamar’s) as serious and horrible and minimized the 
sin and evil in his own life and in his family. His pride elevated the sins of others and minimized the sins in his life.  That’s 
wrong. We do this because our pride tricks us into thinking we are better than others. That our dung doesn’t stink. 
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Romans 1 & 2 warn us against this. We are quick to know right and wrong when looking at other people but don’t hold the same 
standard to ourselves. After describing in detail the evil of humanity and how when people don’t acknowledge God they are driven 
to do the worst kinds of sins in Romans 1, we Christians find ourselves thankful to not be like “those people.”  We read about the 
greedy, the homosexuals and idolaters and more and are outraged by such wickedness.  And then Paul says this:

Romans 2:1-4 NLT - “You may think you can condemn such people, but you are just as bad, and you have no excuse! When 
you say they are wicked and should be punished, you are condemning yourself, for you who judge others do these very 
same things. And we know that God, in his justice, will punish anyone who does such things. Since you judge others for 
doing these things, why do you think you can avoid God’s judgment when you do the same things? Don’t you see how 
wonderfully kind, tolerant, and patient God is with you? Does this mean nothing to you? Can’t you see that his kindness 
is intended to turn you from your sin?”

Yikes!  This was Judah’s problem and it can be ours too if we’re not careful.  It’s easy to look at the egregious sins of some and 
look at the more subtle sins in our lives and not be as eager to turn to the LORD for forgiveness as we might hope that those evil 
“sinners” do.  Yeah, that’s not wise.

Instead we should work to keep our own “side of the street” clean, spending more time pursuing the LORD and less time judging 
others.  For sure there is a standard of right and wrong and part of the gospel message is that God is sending his son to “judge 
the world in righteousness” (Acts 17:30-31).  But that doesn’t mean that Chritians should share the spirit that Judah had in this 
crazy chapter in Genesis.

There is a way to help those in sin, there is a way to help those who are in great need of God’s grace.  The way is to demonstrate 
in our own lives, how glorious this grace is.  That this grace is something we ourselves have needed, and dare I say, still need.  
Yes, that’s the way.  Show them, tell them, how wonderful it is to find this sweet and healing and amazing grace.
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