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Genesis 38 

Last week, in our Middle East Saga,  we read of Joseph being sold to Ishmaelite traders who took 
him to Egypt. Isaac is mourning the death of his firstborn son from his beloved Rachel.   

 

Joseph’s future was laid out by God. God intent sprung from His goodness and His perfect will.  His 
brother’s intent sprung out of hatred and greed.  We saw that Reuben’s heart was to save him.  

(((slide))) 

But Judah’s heart was to sell him to make money (the word “profit” in the Hebrew in verse 26 is more 
akin to greed than just having an advantage).  However, the fact that he didn’t want him to be killed is 
admirable but the intent and final disposition was despicable.   

 

Upon the backdrop of the sale of his brother to the Ishmaelites, comes yet another disturbing story. 
This one involves Judah.  

 

(Genesis 38:1 NKJV)  It came to pass at that time that Judah departed from his brothers, and visited 
a certain Adullamite whose name was Hirah. 

(((slide))) 
Why Judah left is not known. Perhaps he felt the urge to venture out.  Perhaps it was because 
of the incident with Joseph. Perhaps he wanted to marry but didn’t want to schlep all the way 
up to Haran. 
 
The problem is  Judah is heading into Canaanite territory. It’s analogous to a young Amish 
man or woman leaving their community and going into the world desiring the freedom and 
pleasures that they believe await them; in this case, the world is Canaan and it’s not a good 
place to be.  But then again, can anyone argue that leaving the Amish and going out into our 
world is any better? 

 
(Genesis 38:2 NKJV)  And Judah saw there a daughter of a certain Canaanite whose name was 
Shua, and he married her and went in to her. 
 

The daughter’s name isn’t Shua; that’s her father’s name. So, it seems that the first thing 
Judah does is go against his father’s, his grandfather’s and his great-grandfather’s command 
to not marry a Canaanite.   This isn’t good.   
 
Note that we don’t know the name of Judah’s wife! 
 

(Genesis 38:3 NKJV)  So she conceived and bore a son, and he called his name Er.  (4)  She 
conceived again and bore a son, and she called his name Onan. (5)  And she conceived yet again 
and bore a son, and called his name Shelah. He was at Chezib when she bore him. 
 

What’sHerName had 2 sons in Adullam. Then he is moves his herds around and goes father 
up to the northwest to Chezib. It was there that his third son, Shelah, was born. 
 

(Genesis 38:6 NKJV)  Then Judah took a wife for Er his firstborn, and her name was Tamar. (7)  But 
Er, Judah’s firstborn, was wicked in the sight of the LORD, and the LORD killed him. 
 

The time came for the first son to be married. A young woman named Tamar was given to Er 
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as a wife.  Er did some unknown evil in the sight of God and God took his life.  Whatever it 
was, it had to have been before Tamar could conceive. 
 
The word “wicked” in Hebrew is the word “ra”. It’s often used to describe evil that deserves 
divine punishment.  For example, the  
word is also used to describe the “tree of knowledge of good and evil” as well as describing 
the culture of Noah’s day where “God saw the wickedness of man”. 

 
The phrase “and the LORD killed him” has a meaning that is better translated as “the LORD 
caused him to die.”  
 

(Genesis 38:8 NKJV)  And Judah said to Onan, "Go in to your brother's wife and marry her, and raise 
up an heir to your brother." 
(9)  But Onan knew that the heir would not be his; and it came to pass, when he went in to his 
brother's wife, that he emitted on the ground, lest he should give an heir to his brother. 
(10)  And the thing which he did displeased the LORD; therefore He killed him also. 

 
This was in accordance with the Code of Hammurabi: If a man died childless, his brother had 
the obligation to produce a son to carry on the seed of his brother. This was the law of that 
day, and it was known as the levirite marriage, a word that comes from the Latin word levir, 
which means “the husband’s brother.” Later on, the levirite law was incorporated into the Law 
of Moses (Deut. 25: 5-10, Ruth 4: 5-6, Matthew 22: 24). 
 

NOTE: The Code of Hammurabi was compiled by King Hammurabi of ancient Babylon 
in 18th century B.C. It consisted of 282 set of laws governing every sphere of life and 
society in ancient Mesopotamia. These laws regulated people’s conduct and rendered 
justice for everyone, even slaves. The Babylonian Law Code regulated rights relating to 
divorce, property, slavery and included commands to protect people from crimes. These 
codes also rendered harsh and bizarre punishments for criminal activity. The codes 
were preserved on a stone slab which is  still in existence today. (from Historyly,com) 

(((slide))) 

Deuteronomy 25:5-6 NKJV  (5)  "If brothers dwell together, and one of them dies and has no 
son, the widow of the dead man shall not be married to a stranger outside the family; her 
husband's brother shall go in to her, take her as his wife, and perform the duty of a husband's 
brother to her.  (6)  And it shall be that the firstborn son which she bears will succeed to the 
name of his dead brother, that his name may not be blotted out of Israel. 

 
Onan learned greed well from his father.  It was his duty to have his brother’s name carried on. 
But any male child of Tamar would be considered Er’s son and would have meant a loss of 
inheritance for him!   
 
But that didn’t stop him from having sex with her. She was his wife but in not in his mind. She 
was just there to satisfy him sexually but not bear any children. And, once again, the Bible 
get’s graphic about things we’d like to leave unsaid.  Refusing to provide an heir for his brother 
was against the law of the land at that time.  
 

(Genesis 38:11 NKJV)  Then Judah said to Tamar his daughter-in-law, "Remain a widow in your 
father's house till my son Shelah is grown." For he said, "Lest he also die like his brothers." And 
Tamar went and dwelt in her father's house. 
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Tamar was let down by evil Er; then she was rejected by Onan except for the use of her body. 
Now, she’s asked to wait years until Shelah becomes old enough to marry her.  And, on top of 
that, Judah resists taking care of her too!  He sends her home to her father!  She went in 
obedience to Judah, but Judah had no thought of her ever marrying Shelah because his first 
two sons died married to her. 

 
(Genesis 38:12 NKJV)  Now in the process of time the daughter of Shua, Judah's wife, died; and 
Judah was comforted, and went up to his sheepshearers at Timnah, he and his friend Hirah the 
Adullamite. 
 

What’sHerName dies. After Judah’s mourned, he decides to go a bit farther to the northwest, 
deeper into Canaanite territory. 
 

(Genesis 38:13)  And it was told Tamar, saying, "Look, your father-in-law is going up to Timnah to 
shear his sheep." (14)  So she took off her widow's garments, covered herself with a veil and 
wrapped herself, and sat in an open place which was on the way to Timnah; for she saw that Shelah 
was grown, and she was not given to him as a wife. 

 
Tamar now understands that her father-in-law would not arrange the marriage he promised 
when she became betrothed to Shelah. She had a right to have children by Shelah because of 
Er’s death.  Without this marriage she was doomed to be a widow and struggle all her life to 
get by.    
 

(Genesis 38:15 NKJV)  When Judah saw her, he thought she was a harlot, because she had covered 
her face. (16)  Then he turned to her by the way, and said, "Please let me come in to you"; for he did 
not know that she was his daughter-in-law. So she said, "What will you give me, that you may come 
in to me?" (17)  And he said, "I will send a young goat from the flock." So she said, "Will you give me 
a pledge till you send it?" (18)  Then he said, "What pledge shall I give you?" So she said, "Your 
signet and cord, and your staff that is in your hand." Then he gave them to her, and went in to her, 
and she conceived by him. (19)  So she arose and went away, and laid aside her veil and put on the 
garments of her widowhood. 
 

Lo and behold, Judah sees her and assumes she’s harlot because of her dress and her being 
veiled. Also, it was a custom for the prostitutes to wait by the roadside for their prey. 
 
She was not recognizable, and Judah see an opportunity for some fleshly pleasures. The 
dickering goes back and forth. Tamar is shrewd. She wants to be able to prove that any child 
she bore would be Judah’s. She bargains for a goat to be brought to her and she also secures 
the promise with his ring, that was also used as a seal, and his staff and a bracelet.   
 
Her actions resulted in the sin of adultery for she was legally Shelah’s wife by betrothal; and it 
was incestuous to have sex with her father-in-law. 

 
(Genesis 38:20 NKJV)  And Judah sent the young goat by the hand of his friend the Adullamite, to 
receive his pledge from the woman's hand, but he did not find her.  (21)  Then he asked the men of 
that place, saying, "Where is the harlot who was openly by the roadside?" And they said, "There was 
no harlot in this place." (22)  So he returned to Judah and said, "I cannot find her. Also, the men of 
the place said there was no harlot in this place."  (23)  Then Judah said, "Let her take them for 
herself, lest we be shamed; for I sent this young goat and you have not found her." 
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The goat cannot be given because the harlot has disappeared. No one around the vicinity 
knows of any harlot that was frequenting the roadside.    
 
Judah’s attitude is “oh well; she can have them because if I search for her, it might reveal what 
happened”.  Would the shame come from her trickery in getting the pledge that was certainly 
worth more than a single goat OR being caught lying with a harlot? Probably the former more 
than the latter.  
 

(Genesis 38:24 NKJV)  And it came to pass, about three months after, that Judah was told, saying, 
"Tamar your daughter-in-law has played the harlot; furthermore she is with child by harlotry." So 
Judah said, "Bring her out and let her be burned!" (25)  When she was brought out, she sent to her 
father-in-law, saying, "By the man to whom these belong, I am with child." And she said, "Please 
determine whose these are—the signet and cord, and staff." (26)  So Judah acknowledged them 
and said, "She has been more righteous than I, because I did not give her to Shelah my son." And he 
never knew her again. 
 

Oh my!  Judah learns of his daughter-in-law’s situation!  She is pregnant out of wedlock.  Her 
child was conceived in whoredom. Judah is incensed!  He wants her and the child to be 
burned to death.   

 
It reminded me of the story of Nathan and David after he took Bathsheba and killed her 
husband.  Remember how Nathan told David a story about a greedy king who took a poor 
man’s only lamb to give to a stranger?  
(((slide))) 
 
2 Samuel 12:5-7 NKJV     (5)  So David's anger was greatly aroused against the man, and he 
said to Nathan, "As the LORD lives, the man who has done this shall surely die!  (6)  And he 
shall restore fourfold for the lamb, because he did this thing and because he had no pity." (7)  
Then Nathan said to David, "You are the man! 
 
Judah has been caught red-handed.   

 
The revelation that he intentionally kept Shelah from her as the law demanded and the sex 
with his daughter-in-law was ice-water on his burning indignation.  It was enough shame to 
keep him from her the rest of his days.   

 
Her actions, although dangerous in that she risked being punished, were within the laws of that 
day. She had the right to have a child by the nearest kin of her dead husband.  But that way 
she went about it was just plain wrong! 

 
(Genesis 38:27 NKJV)  Now it came to pass, at the time for giving birth, that behold, twins were in her 
womb.(28)  And so it was, when she was giving birth, that the one put out his hand; and the midwife 
took a scarlet thread and bound it on his hand, saying, "This one came out first."  (29)  Then it 
happened, as he drew back his hand, that his brother came out unexpectedly; and she said, "How did 
you break through? This breach be upon you!" Therefore his name was called Perez. (30)  Afterward 
his brother came out who had the scarlet thread on his hand. And his name was called Zerah. 
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And once again, twins are born. And once again, the first is last and the last is first. 

Miraculously God determined who was to be first.  Perez was chosen to be in the line of 

Messiah, just as Tamar was chosen and not What’sHerName’s children.  

Perez was the founder of the Perezites (Num. 26: 20), the seed-son, the son of the Messianic 

line (Ruth 4: 12, 18-22; Matt. 1: 3; Luke 3: 33). The Targum Onkelos viewed this verse as 

messianic, saying “What great powers do you possess to have such strength?” This question 

is an allusion to the strength of the Messiah who would descend from Perez.  

The second boy then came out still with the scarlet thread tied on his wrist. Other than a 

genealogical reference in the book of numbers, Zerah was the ancestor of Achan whose sin 

led to the defeat of Israel against Ai when they first entered the land of promise.  Just saying… 

  

   

One might ask, “Why is God choosing so many damaged people to be in the line to the sinless 

Messiah? Why not have Joseph bear the Seed of Messiah.”  You know, There’s not one sin recorded 

in his life (that doesn’t make him sinless, but he certainly was a man of faith).  

God might answer, “You wouldn’t understand it even if I drew you a picture!“…or another might be 

“mind your own business”. But then again, I still think it’s a question worth exploring… 

A quick look at Jesus’s ancestors might be helpful (((slide))).  

We can see the genealogies of Jesus found in Matthew and Luke side by side. We don’t know 

whether all these men were faithful. What we do know is that there are men and women of 

questionable character, men and women of great faith, there are the patriarchs, there are kings and 

there are “regular folks”. There are idolaters, there are Jews, there are gentiles including some 

Canaanites and Moabites. Wow, might I say that an ancestral tree from the Tree of Knowledge of 

Good and Evil is described here?  Well, until we get to Jesus, the only begotten Son of God.  

So, the perfect sacrifice for this imperfect, hell-bent world was a perfect Man who came from this 

imperfect world. Jesus, the Man, perfectly related to those He came to save. He experienced 

humankind at its worst (their sin, their betrayal, their scorn, their hypocrisy, their rebelliousness and 

their hardness of heart). These were the ones who had Him put to death, even death on a cross. If He 

came as the conquering King first, it would have changed nothing except perhaps the external veneer 

of humanness (in other words, we would look good but still be rotten to the core).   

But coming as a humble servant and as a most-perfect sacrifice on which the sins of mankind was 

laid, He was able to remove the sin, guilt and shame for all who believe…all the way back to Adam, 

through countless generations of those I mentioned before.   

Messiah had to be a man with perfect human blood to offer, “For the life of the flesh is in the blood, 

and I have given it to you upon the altar to make atonement for your souls; for it is the blood that 

makes atonement for the soul.' Leviticus 17:11 NKJV.  The Holy Spirit ensured that His blood was 

perfect when He overshadowed Mary; Jesus Himself carried His blood into the Holy of Holies in 

Heaven: 

(((slide))) 
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Hebrews 9:12-15 NKJV  Not with the blood of goats and calves, but with His own blood He 
entered the Most Holy Place once for all, having obtained eternal redemption.  (13)  For if the 
blood of bulls and goats and the ashes of a heifer, sprinkling the unclean, sanctifies for the 
purifying of the flesh,  (14)  how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal 
Spirit offered Himself without spot to God, cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve 
the living God?   

 

We had to have our hearts changed first. It’s a done deal. Many believers just don’t know it yet!  But 
God is faithful to bring us to Himself, to His House. And while we wait for our final redemption, we are 
blessed by the slow and sometimes painful pressure of the Potter’s Hands that prepare us to stand 
before Him, unashamed and blameless.  All this by the Man Christ Jesus who loved us enough, loved 
all His ancestors enough, loved all the descendants of Adam enough to lay Himself down on the altar 
to be crushed by the weight of our sin.  

 

His death….our freely given eternal life. And it all began before the foundations of the earth were laid 
and the scarlet thread wound its way throughout the millennia by God’s sovereign choices and perfect 
will until the Promise Seed was born in the Promised Land. The promise that brought Him down the 
first time is as sure as the promise that will come down the second time!  

(((slide))) 

Revelation 22:20-21 NKJV  (20)  He who testifies to these things says, "Surely I am coming quickly." 
Amen. Even so, come, Lord Jesus!  (21)  The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all. Amen. 

 

 

 

  

 

 


