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KJV – Genesis 38:1-30 

 

“The Shame of Judah” 

     Genesis chapter thirty-eight has some verses in it that many preachers would love to just jump 
over. That is why expository preaching and teaching is important, because it forces us to deal with 
the hard verses as well as the easy ones. A bizarre event seems to intrude on the story of Joseph. 
Because when we exit chapter thirty-seven we have young Joseph in Potiphar’s house in Egypt. 
Now the storyline jumps to Judah.  
 
     There have been many attempts to figure out the purpose of Genesis 38:1-5; there are the 
following views: 
 

1. Some say that these are just a part of the generations of Jacob and what happened to them. 
2. Some say this chapter forms the basis for the separation of Israel and Judah. 
3. Some say that it sets the stage for God to take Israel into Egypt because of the moral mess. 
4. Some say that this chapter speaks of God’s judgment against sin and disobedience. 
5. Some say that the chapter is speaking of Judah’s repentance.  
6. Others say that it speaks of Tamar’s desire to risk her life to be a key figure in Judah’s line. 
7. However most assuredly we can agree that this chapter speaks of God’s Grace. 

 
     When a member of the family of God yields to their own lustful passions, they will bring terrible 
tragedy upon their own family. When one resist these temptations and refuses to yield, they will 
eventually bring about God’s blessings and honor to their family.  
 
     This chapter clearly demonstrates the contrasted differences between Joseph and Judah. Judah 
was a man who yielded to the lustful passions of the flesh whereas Joseph was a man who refused 
to yield to this same type of lustful passion later on.  
 
Genesis 38:1-2 

1 And it came to pass at that time, that Judah went down from his brethren, and turned in to a certain 
Adullamite, whose name was Hirah. 

2 And Judah saw there a daughter of a certain Canaanite, whose name was Shuah; and he took her, and 
went in unto her. 

     The historical sitting was in Adullam which was a city located about 20 miles south of Beth-El 
and about 1 mile northwest of Hebron. This was a Canaanite city, which eventually would become 
the home of a later Canaanite king in Joshua 12:15. 
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Genesis 38:3-5 

3 And she conceived, and bare a son; and he called his name Er. 

4 And she conceived again, and bare a son; and she called his name Onan. 

5 And she yet again conceived, and bare a son; and called his name Shelah: and he was at Chezib, when 
she bare him. 

     The aftermath of Judah selling his brother Joseph was marked by his own willful separation from 
his brethren. It was marked by more than just geographical separation but it also involved 
integration with a Canaanite tribe of which he would marry and his wife would give him three sons 
for his family line.  

Genesis 38:6-7 

6 And Judah took a wife for Er his firstborn, whose name was Tamar. 

7 And Er, Judah's firstborn, was wicked in the sight of the LORD; and the LORD slew him. 

     These verses show that some amount of time has passed because these first two boys were old 
enough to marry. Judah selected a wife named Tamar for his oldest son, Er. Verse number seven 
shows the judgment of God upon sin and wickedness. The Bible says that Er, was wicked in the sight 
of the LORD; and the LORD slew him. 

Genesis 38:8-10 

8 And Judah said unto Onan, Go in unto thy brother's wife, and marry her, and raise up seed to thy 
brother. 

9 And Onan knew that the seed should not be his; and it came to pass, when he went in unto his 
brother's wife, that he spilled it on the ground, lest that he should give seed to his brother. 

10 And the thing which he did displeased the LORD: wherefore he slew him also. 

     After the oldest son of Judah died and Tamar was left a widow, Judah ordered his second son, 
Onan to go into Tamar, marry her to make an offspring that would preserve the family line. Both of 
these sons were executed by the LORD, one for his unspecified wickedness in the sight of the LORD 
and the second for his deliberate and rebellious rejection of his customary duty to marry his 
relative’s widow.  

     This was the custom and a common practice that was right in the sight of God for the 
preservation of Israel because this custom would later become part of the Mosaic Law as seen from 
Deuteronomy 25:5-10; Ruth 4:5-6; and Matthew 22:24. This was important so that the firstborn son 
continued to produce a family lineage.  
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     Even though there was no Law yet, because that would not come until Mount Sinai; we can 
clearly see that this was an acceptable custom that was approved by God because it was given in His 
Law to Moses later. 

     This showed a willful disobedience on the part of the son to God’s way of preserving Israel and 
also a willful disobedience on the part of the son toward his father by disobeying his order. Onan 
was not interested in obeying God and could care less if the line of his brother continued. In fact, he 
it had of continued the offspring would have received the eldest’s greater portion of the inheritance.  

     Onan wanted the inheritance for himself because he was next in line; so during the act of 
intercourse he purposely wasted his seed on the ground in direct disobedience to his father and his 
God. The LORD was so angered by this He executed Onan also. 

Genesis 38:11 

11 Then said Judah to Tamar his daughter in law, Remain a widow at thy father's house, till Shelah my 
son be grown: for he said, Lest peradventure he die also, as his brethren did. And Tamar went and 
dwelt in her father's house. 

     There must have been a good age gap between the second and the third son because at the death 
of Onan, Shelah was not old enough to marry. Judah tells Tamar to remain a widow until my son 
(Shelah) be grown. Taking her father-in-law at his word and residing at her father’s household as a 
widow would do, Tamar vainly waited for Judah’s youngest son to fulfill his duty to protect the 
inheritance rights of her deceased husband.  

Genesis 38:12-13 

12 And in process of time the daughter of Shuah Judah's wife died; and Judah was comforted, and went 
up unto his sheepshearers to Timnath, he and his friend Hirah the Adullamite. 

13 And it was told Tamar, saying, Behold thy father in law goeth up to Timnath to shear his sheep. 

     Tamar waited on Shelah, yet this entire family was in the wrong place and being influenced by 
the wrong people. Judah’s wife had died and Judah went up unto the sheepshearers in Timnath.  

     Tamar who was still awaiting on Shelah may have been influenced by the Hittite inheritance 
practices in which she would wickedly seduce her father-in-law to preserve her dead husband’s 
inheritance rights and her own well being as well. 

Genesis 38:14-15 

14 And she put her widow's garments off from her, and covered her with a vail, and wrapped herself, 
and sat in an open place, which is by the way to Timnath; for she saw that Shelah was grown, and she 
was not given unto him to wife. 

15 When Judah saw her, he thought her to be an harlot; because she had covered her face. 
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     Feeling that no one was going to give her a child to preserve the inheritance and her well being, 
Tamar resorted to her own plan of seduction. Disguising herself as a prostitute, obviously knowing 
that she would be able to trap Judah; which says very little for the respect and the view of the moral 
stature she had for her father-in-law.  

Genesis 38:16-18 

16 And he turned unto her by the way, and said, Go to, I pray thee, let me come in unto thee; (for he 
knew not that she was his daughter in law.) And she said, What wilt thou give me, that thou mayest 
come in unto me? 

17 And he said, I will send thee a kid from the flock. And she said, Wilt thou give me a pledge, till thou 
send it? 

18 And he said, What pledge shall I give thee? And she said, Thy signet, and thy bracelets, and thy staff 
that is in thine hand. And he gave it her, and came in unto her, and she conceived by him. 

     Notice in verse sixteen, who made the offer? Tamar did not offer herself to Judah, however Judah 
own moral character and nature chose to make the offer. When faced when the temptation of sexual 
immorality he gave in to his lustful desires. Remember this distinction when we get to the similar 
situation of young Joseph.  

     Judah negotiated the favorable sale price, which turned out to be a goat. Since Judah did not have 
one with him she asked for a pledge until she could receive payment. However her intentions were 
never to wait on payment of a goat. Anyone could deny ownership of a goat but no one can deny all 
the items she asked for. She meticulously planned this and God Sovereignly superintended it to 
show His amazing grace. 

     She asked for the pledge of his signet, his bracelets (cords) and his staff. A prominent man in the 
ancient near East endorsed contracts with a cylinder seal called a signet which he wore on an 
elaborate cord around his neck. Her request was for this and his walking stick which would suggest 
that these items had sufficient identifying marks on them.  

     We can further be lead to believe that Tamar was a Canaanite and was influenced by the 
Canaanite customs and practices because it was customary of using three pieces of identification in 
that day among this people group; this is attested to in Ugarit (Canaanite) literature of that time. 

Genesis 38:19-21 

19 And she arose, and went away, and laid by her vail from her, and put on the garments of her 
widowhood. 

20 And Judah sent the kid by the hand of his friend the Adullamite, to receive his pledge from the 
woman's hand: but he found her not. 

21 Then he asked the men of that place, saying, Where is the harlot, that was openly by the way side? 
And they said, There was no harlot in this place. 
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Genesis 38:22-23 

22 And he returned to Judah, and said, I cannot find her; and also the men of the place said, that there 
was no harlot in this place. 

23 And Judah said, Let her take it to her, lest we be shamed: behold, I sent this kid, and thou hast not 
found her. 

     Now Judah has a big problem, the harlot cannot be found. She never received her payment of the 
kid in order to return the signet, bracelets and staff.  

     Judah becomes worried but he could not keep asking about this women. It was not good for one’s 
reputation to keep asking for the whereabouts of a prostitute. 

Genesis 38:24 

24 And it came to pass about three months after, that it was told Judah, saying, Tamar thy daughter in 
law hath played the harlot; and also, behold, she is with child by whoredom. And Judah said, Bring her 
forth, and let her be burnt. 

     Three months later, it is told to Judah that his very own daughter-in-law played the role of the 
harlot. He cannot see his guilt in this action, only hers and he orders her death.  

     Double standards prevailed in that Judah who was no less guilty than Tamar commanded her to 
be executed for her immorality 

Genesis 38:25-26 

25 When she was brought forth, she sent to her father in law, saying, By the man, whose these are, am I 
with child: and she said, Discern, I pray thee, whose are these, the signet, and bracelets, and staff. 

26 And Judah acknowledged them, and said, She hath been more righteous than I; because that I gave 
her not to Shelah my son. And he knew her again no more. 

     We see that when Judah was confronted with the evidence of his identification her death 
sentence was rescinded. He stated that: She hath been more righteous than I.  

     This was not a testimony of her moral character or even her faith for that matter. This was 
merely a commendation by Judah for her attention to the inheritance rights of her family line and 
his shameful neglect to it. 

     The contrast between Judah and Joseph will clearly evident. In Judah’s case his sin found him out, 
in Joseph’s case his righteousness found him out.  

     Judah was convicted and made things a right by Tamar, yet he never knew her intimately again. 
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Genesis 38:27-30 

27 And it came to pass in the time of her travail, that, behold, twins were in her womb. 

28 And it came to pass, when she travailed, that the one put out his hand: and the midwife took and 
bound upon his hand a scarlet thread, saying, This came out first. 

29 And it came to pass, as he drew back his hand, that, behold, his brother came out: and she said, How 
hast thou broken forth? this breach be upon thee: therefore his name was called Pharez. 

30 And afterward came out his brother, that had the scarlet thread upon his hand: and his name was 
called Zarah. 

     The firstborn of Judah was to be named Pharez. The very first of these twins, born of a seductive 
prostitution act to Tamar, yet God shows his grace toward all. The LORD is in the business of 
straightening out the biggest of our problems. As He does in this case, the scarlet thread was used to 
mark the first born of the twins, or what was thought to be the first born of the twins. 

     One reached forth his hand from the womb and the midwife tied the thread upon him. Then this 
hand moved back in. Pharez, which his name means “breach” or “pushing through”, came out first 
then his brother with the scarlet thread. God knows exactly what He is doing; as we see Pharez born 
from this sinful act would come into the Messianic line which would lead up to Boaz and Ruth, 
Obed, Jesse and then David.  

     The lesson and application we should all learn from this historical account is that yielding to the 
desires of the flesh and one’s lustful passions will eventually bring a person into many negative 
things because of their actions.  

     It ruins families and relationships and will cause greater problems down the line; walk away 
from the sin, run fast and hard from the temptation as Joseph did and God will greatly honor your 
obedience. 

 


