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Genesis 38 and 39 
December 5, 2021 

 
1) Introduction to Chapter 38 – Interruption or Similar Stories? 

 
a) Sibley Towner sees a connection between chapters 38 and 39. “In both of 

them the issue is honorable sexual behavior, in both the woman is the 
assertive one, and in both the patriarch of Israel is justified in the end.” 
Towner goes on to argue the story is placed prior to chapter 39 because of 
these similarities. 
 

b) In contrast, most other commentators see this as a much earlier story inserted 
into the text by a later editor. Few interpreters see this as an integrated text 
naturally related to the preceding and following chapters. Von Rad writes, 
“the story of Judah and Tamar has no connection at all with the strictly 
organized Joseph story at whose beginning it is now inserted.” The fact that 
Judah is not criticized for marrying a Canaanite woman indicates that this is 
an old story that circulated independently and prior to the Joseph narratives.  
 

2) 38:1-11 – The Three Sons of Judah 
 
a) The location of the story is some distance from the dwelling place of Jacob 

and Judah’s brothers. It happens near the town of Adullam, 16 miles 
southwest of Jerusalem. This would be on the borderland with the 
Philistines. In this multicultural region, Judah marries a Canaanite wife, and 
they have three sons: Er, Onan, and Shelah. Judah selects Tamar to marry 
Er, his oldest son. However, Tamar becomes a widow when her husband 
dies. We are told in verse 7 that the Lord put Er to death because he was a 
wicked man.  
 

b) Levirate Marriage 
 
i) This term has nothing to do with the priestly caste of Levites. The term 

derives from the Latin word “levir,” meaning a husband’s brother. 
 

ii) Based on Deuteronomy 25:5-9 and demonstrated in chapters 3 and 4 of 
Ruth, the practice called for a widow not to remarry outside the family, 
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but to be married to her dead husband’s brother, even if that resulted in a 
polygamist marriage. Then the oldest son of that second marriage would 
inherit the estate of his mother’s first husband. This practice was 
widespread in Mesopotamia long before it was written into the 
regulations of Jewish Scripture. 

 
c) According to Levirate regulation, verse 8 tells us that Tamar was next 

married to Onan. Instead of consummating the marriage and impregnating 
Tamar, Onan refused to father a child by his brother’s widow. Because Onan 
did not fulfill his legal obligations, bringing dishonor on himself and Tamar, 
the Lord also put him to death. This now leaves Judah’s 3rd son, Shelah. 
 

3) 38:12-23 – Tamar’s Seduction of Judah 
 
a) Having lost two sons Judah does not offer his youngest son to Tamar. 

Moreover, Judah himself becomes a widower. Now, Tamar hatches a plot to 
secure her own future and to provide an heir. She discards her mourning 
clothes, uses a veil to hide her identity, appears as a prostitute, and waits 
seductively by a side of a road where she knows Jacob will be traveling. 
 

b) There is no condemnation stated for Jacob’s use of a prostitute. His payment 
for sex seems to be routine and blameless. Tamar is promised money and 
receives as security a chain and seal that Judah wore around his neck to 
personally stamp documents. Sibley Towner describes it as an ancient credit 
card. No one else would have one like Judah’s. 
 

c) Judah asks a Canaanite friend, Hirah, to deliver the promised payment to the 
prostitute, but he finds no prostitute, and neither can he recover Judah’s 
personal signet and chain. 
 

4) 38:24-26 – Tamar’s Pregnancy Revealed 
 
a) When Tamar’s pregnancy is revealed the patriarchal power of Judah is 

clearly seen. He condemns her to death by public burning. As punishment 
for this crime Israel knew only the death penalty. Von Rad writes, “The man 
could have intercourse with other women of his house in addition to his 
wife… The woman was bound to absolute fidelity; she could only belong to 
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one man.” The later Jewish Talmud provided precise instructions for 
executing women for extramarital affairs. Judah’s sentencing of his 
daughter-in-law would have been the expected punishment. 
 

b) The story reaches its climax when Tamar shows the incontrovertible proof 
that he is the father of her child. She openly displays his signet and chain. 
Without any delay or excuse Judah accepts responsibility for the pregnancy 
saying, “She is more righteous than I.” On two accounts Jacob is liable: he 
impregnated his daughter-in-law, and he did not provide a marriage for her 
after she was widowed for a second time. But Judah is not condemned, and 
Tamar becomes a person of renown in biblical history. One commentator 
even refers to her as an Old Testament saint. 
 

5) 38:27-30 – The Birth of Twins 
 
a) The pregnancy of Tamar produces twin boys, reminiscent of Jacob and Esau. 

Perez becomes the ancestor of Boaz, Jesse, and David. Both Perez and 
Tamar are listed in the genealogy of Jesus found in Matthew 1:2-16. The 
descendants of Zerah are less prominent in biblical history. It is important to 
note that Tamar of Canaanite heritage was an ancestor of Boaz who married 
the Moabite, Ruth. 
 

b) There are four women listed in the genealogy of Jesus in Matthew’s gospel: 
Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and Bathsheba. Two of these women were foreigners. 
One of them plays the role of a prostitute while another was a prostitute. 
Tamar’s relationship with Judah was considered incestuous by Old 
Testament law. Bathsheba was a clear case of adultery. Yet these four 
women are put forward as the proud ancestors of our Lord. The lineage of 
Tamar runs through King David and culminates in Jesus Christ. Remember 
the promises given to Abraham that his offspring would bless many nations 
of our world. That blessing is fulfilled in fascinating ways. 
 

6) 39:1-23 – Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife 
 
a) 39:1-6a – Joseph is taken by the Ishmaelites to Egypt where he is sold as a 

slave to Potiphar, a highly placed officer in Pharaoh’s court. This is the 
beginning of the “rags to riches” story that serves as the pivot of the entire 
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narrative. Joseph became successful in serving his Egyptian master as 
described in verse 3, “the Lord caused all that he did to prosper.” Verse 2 
tells us that “The Lord was with Joseph.” Potiphar is also described as 
believing in some divine power when we are told in verse 3 that he 
recognized the presence of the Lord with Joseph. Finding favor with his 
owner Joseph was made the overseer of all his master’s home and property. 
Potiphar placed “all that he had in Joseph’s charge.” 
 

b) 39:6b-18 – A Failed Seduction 
 
i) The NRSV describes Joseph as “handsome and good-looking.” In fact, 

the Hebrew words used are the same that described his mother in Genesis 
29:17 “graceful and beautiful.” Good looks ran in the family. Potiphar’s 
wife was obviously smitten by the successful and good-looking slave. 
There is a story told by later rabbis that the mistress of the manor was 
having a banquet for her friends where they were given oranges and 
knives to peel them. When Joseph entered the room all the women were 
so distracted that they inadvertently cut their hands. She told her guests, 
“This happened to you that looked upon him but a moment.… How, then 
can I control myself in whose home he abideth continually?” 
 

ii) The master’s wife, using the same words as Tamar, entreated Joseph to 
“lie with me.” Joseph refuses and speaks of the great trust that the 
woman’s husband has in him, saying he has put “everything that he has 
in my hand… except yourself.…How then could I do this great 
wickedness, and sin against God?” Potiphar’s wife will not relent and 
continues each day to beg Joseph to lie with her. As described in verses 
11 and 12 the two are obviously in close proximity daily. 

 
iii) The woman’s offering of herself and Joseph’s continued refusal came 

near the boiling point one day as they were alone in the house. The 
midrash pictures Joseph on the verge of complying with the woman’s 
tempting invitation when the image of his father and mother appeared to 
him and “brought Joseph to his senses.” There is some justification for 
that rabbinic tale according to Von Rad, “The garment that Joseph had to 
leave in the woman’s hands was actually the undergarment, a long shirt 
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tied about the hips.… Joseph fled completely undressed.”  Regardless of 
the meaning, the woman is left holding, not Joseph, but his clothes. 

 
iv) Now begins the familiar story of a woman scorned. She calls out for the 

household servants in verse 14 and blames her husband for bringing into 
their house a Hebrew slave who tried to take advantage of her. Joseph is 
gone and cannot defend himself. The servants are not given a chance to 
respond. This is only the second time in Scripture when the word 
“Hebrew” is used, and it is used in a pejorative sense. Walter 
Brueggemann describes the derisive meaning when he writes that it 
“reflects a low class, socially rejected person, undoubtedly scorned by the 
people around the throne.” The term is used to describe lower caste 
rebels who engaged in warfare against the ruling class in Egypt and in 
Palestine. Originally the term was not used to refer to a nation or a tribe. 
It sounded very much like the derisive taunts that were hurled against the 
Hebrew slaves exiled in Babylonia. 
 

v) When Potiphar arrives his wife blames him by saying in verse 17, “The 
Hebrew servant, whom you have brought among us, came into me to 
insult me.” There she is with his clothing appealing to her husband to 
punish this alien intruder. The servants are silent and only the wife’s 
complaint is heard. 
 

c) 39:19-23 – Potiphar’s Reaction  
 
i) Upon hearing his wife’s story, Potiphar is enraged. Joseph is thrown into 

the royal prison and there he remains. Once again, like the time he was 
thrown into the pit and like the time he was sold into slavery, it looks as 
if Joseph has come to a dead end from which there will be no escape. 
 

ii) But, like before, we are told that “the Lord was with Joseph.” Because of 
the steadfast love of God Joseph gains favor with the chief jailer. As he 
did with Potiphar, Joseph becomes a trusted assistant, so much so that 
“whatever was done there, he was the one who did it.” Once again, 
“whatever he did, the Lord made it prosper.” The story seems to have 
come to a dismal ending, but the writers of this story see that divine 
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providence is at work even in a dungeon. Imagine the impact of these 
words as they were read by Hebrew slaves in Babylonia. 

 
iii) Walter Brueggemann points to an important theological truth 

communicated in chapter 39. We can have confidence in God’s presence 
in our lives. “There is an abiding order to life which no imperial 
ingenuity can ignore… God is at work in the midst of imperial death.” At 
the same time, we are confronted with the fact: “Life must be lived at 
great risk, as in verses 7-20. It must be lived in the face of deceit, 
temptation, and seduction.” That is the nature of a life of faith – life is a 
risky adventure which we can endure with confidence.  

 

 
Questions for Reflection 
 

1. How do you evaluate the character of Tamar? Why does her story appear in 
our Bible? How do you evaluate the character of Judah in this story? 
 

2. Genesis 38:7 speaks of God killing the husbands of Tamar because of their 
sin. What do you do about passages like that in Scripture? Is that how God 
acts? 
 

3. Tamar and three other questionable women are listed in Matthew’s 
genealogy of Jesus. Why are those four women included in Matthew’s list? 
 

4. We are told more than once that the Lord was with Joseph. Do you see any 
points in the story where Joseph doubted that to be true? Are there points in 
our lives when we doubt that to be true? How do we handle those moments 
of doubt? 
 

5. Just how tempted was Joseph by the woman’s invitation to lie with her? Do 
you like him better as the perfect hero or as the tempted and fragile human? 
 

6. Walter Brueggemann describes the life of faith as both risky and confident. 
It is risky in terms of the tumult of life, but it is confident in terms of God’s 
undergirding providence. Have you found that to be true in your own life? 


