
Chapter Three 

 

Genesis 38 

 

Mistaken Identity 

 

 

 

All too often we read the Bible as if it were only a compilation of good, 

clean, heartwarming stories that encourage us to live a good, clean, moral life. 

But when we really dig into Scripture we find a much more powerful message. 

There are stories of family dysfunction, illicit sex, death, prostitution, blame 

shifting and paternity scandals. 

 

In fact, all of these things are before us in Genesis 38! And what is powerful 

in all of this is that we learn of a God of grace and mercy who triumphs over all 

of this sin. We learn that we cannot outrun God and in that truth we find hope. 

In Psalm 139 David sang,  

 

Where can I go from Your Spirit? 

Or where can I flee from Your presence? 
8 If I ascend into heaven, You are there; 

If I make my bed in hell, behold, You are there. 

(7, 8) 

 

 In our last study of Joseph we ended with the statement that Joseph had 

been sold as a slave to Potiphar, an officer of Pharaoh. And you would think 

that Genesis 38 would pick up that story line. But we’ve come to a seemingly 

odd insertion with a story about Judah and a woman named Tamar. In fact the 

story is so unexpected that some commentaries suggest that it is an awkward 

editorial insertion.  

 

 But I believe this story is here by the will of God. First the story sets up the 

contrast between Judah’s sexual immorality with Joseph’s purity in pagan Egypt. 

Secondly, it shows why it was so necessary for the people of Israel to be moved 

to Egypt. They were in grace danger of losing their Abrahamic identity and their 

faith in the true God by mixing with the Canaanite culture. Thirdly, it shows how 

Judah, the line from which Christ came was almost lost, but remarkably saved. 

 

It came to pass at that time that  

Judah departed from his brothers,  

and visited a certain Adullamite  

whose name was Hirah. 2 And  

Judah saw there a daughter of  



a certain Canaanite whose name  

was Shua, and he married her and  

went in to her.  

(Genesis 38:1, 2) 

 

 The time referred to here was the time when Joseph was sold to Potiphar. 

Jacob believes that his favorite son and heir, Joseph is dead. Reuben, the first 

born, lost his place of privilege, because he slept with Bilhah, one of Jacob’s 

wives. The second and third sons, Simon and Levi were out of the picture, 

because in an act of supposed justice for their sexually violated sister Dinah, 

they killed all the men of Shechem bringing disgrace to Jacob.  

 

 Judah was now the apparent heir, but he wants nothing to do with all of 

this family chaos. So, Judah is not just leaving home for a fresh start, he is also 

walking away from God and His covenant promises to Abraham. Judah took 

himself out of the covenant family and he immersed himself into the Canaanite 

world.  

 

 Abraham and Isaac warned about doing this. The fear was that 

assimilating with these pagan neighbors they would worship false gods and 

forget the true God and His Word. But Judah marries a Canaanite, but he 

doesn’t actually romance her—this is lust at first sight. In fact there is no Hebrew 

word for marriage in verse 2. It simply says, “he took her and went in to her.”1 

And this woman bore Judah three sons. 

 

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.6 Then Judah  

took a wife for Er his firstborn, and  

her name was Tamar.  

(Genesis 38:3-6) 

 

 Verse six doesn’t seem that important to the story, but it is. The half 

Canaanite son, Er and his full Canaanite wife, Tamar were set to produce 

children that would greatly minimize the family line of Abraham.  

 

But Er, Judah’s firstborn, was wicked  

                                                           
1 English Standard Version 



in the sight of the Lord, and the Lord  

killed him. 

(Genesis 38:7) 

 

 We are not told what Er’s sins were, but he was too wicked to live and 

God took his life. Now a marriage custom of the time was a Levirate marriage. If 

a man died before he had a son as an heir, a brother was to marry the widow 

and produce a son and heir for his brother. The son would be the legal heir of 

the deceased brother. So Judah tells his second son, Onan to marry Tamar. 

 

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. 
11 Then Judah said to Tamar his daughter 

(Genesis 38:8-10) 

 

 Since Er had died Onan was now Judah’s heir. But if he produced a son 

with Tamar that son would legally be Er’s son and thus Judah’s heir. Onan 

married Tamar and simply sexually abused her. He refused his duty, because he 

wanted the right of the first born for himself. So Onan sexually used and abused 

Tamar. The word “when” in verse 10 should read “whenever.” Onan’s behavior 

was repeated and regular.  

 

 Tamar’s first husband was wicked. So who knows how he might have 

abused her. Her second husband abused her sexually. Then she was most likely 

publicly shamed by her father-in-law who thinks she is cursed and the reason for 

the deaths of his sons. So he lies to Tamar. 

 

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. 

(Genesis 38:11) 

 

 Judah had no intention of giving Tamar his last son. This was a lie to get rid 

of her. But he can’t give Shelah another wife without breaking his promise of a 



Levirate marriage to Tamar. Judah is blind to his own sins and to cause and 

effect. He sold his own brother into slavery, lied to his father, ditched his family, 

married a Canaanite and hung around with idolaters. But he is positive that 

Tamar is the reason two of his evil sons are dead. 

 

 It seems that Tamar will remain an uncared for widow. The ironic thing in 

all of this is that the name Tamar means “Palm tree” an image of beauty and 

strength. Sadly, this young woman so full .of life and hope is now seen as 

damaged goods. 

 

 As time went on Tamar realized the horrible truth—she had been cut off. In 

those days legal justice for a widow like Tamar was impossible. With no children 

to care for her in her old age she would be in deep poverty. What could she 

do? 

 

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. 13 And it was  

told Tamar, saying, “Look, your father-in-l 

aw 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. 15 When Judah saw  

her, he thought she was a harlot, because  

she had covered her face.  

(Genesis 38:12-15) 

 

As a Canaanite, Tamar knew that the pagan, temple prostitutes would be 

out selling sex to assure the Canaanite gods would look favorably upon the 

sheepherders and other farmers. So she devised a plan to produce a child and 

for her to get back into the family. 

 

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. 

(Genesis 38:16-18) 

 

 Judah’s sexual hunger is all revved up. And since he doesn’t have cash or 

the goat to pay Tamar, he foolishly gives her his wallet, credit card, passport and 

driver’s license. 

 

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. 

(Genesis 38:18, 19) 

 

The child Tamar conceived was not Judah’s grandchild for his son Er, it 

was his child! Perhaps not proud of his sexual encounter with a prostitute, Judah 

sends a friend to pay his debt and get his wallet back. 

 

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.” 

(Genesis 38:20-23) 

 



 Judah now just wants the episode to end. OK he lost his identification. But 

it wasn’t good for his reputation to keep asking about a prostitute who had his 

staff and signet. 

 

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!” 

(Genesis 38:24) 

 

 This brutal, violent outburst of Judah’s suggests that he has found a way to 

get Tamar out of his life for good. But as Tamar is led out for judgement she pulls 

out her ace card. 

 

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. 

(Genesis 38:25, 26) 

 

 Judah had lied to Tamar and denied her rights setting her up for a 

hopeless future. He was guilty of the same sexual sin for which he wanted her 

judged and executed. But what Tamar did out of desperation, Judah did to 

satiate his desire. Here was a case of mistaken identity. Judah was guilty and 

Tamar was righteous.  

 

 Judah’s eyes were opened to his own moral failure. And this would be the 

first step in his own moral transformation. It is interesting that the place where 

Judah met Tamar as a prostitute is translated as an “open place” in verse 14. But 

the Hebrew word enaim means the opening of the eyes. All of us need our eyes 

to open.  

 

 In 2 Corinthians 4:4 we are told that the “god of this age” Satan, blinds the 

minds of people who do not believe the gospel. They think they are good and 

moral people. But it is only when we see ourselves as God does, as fallen far 

short of His goodness and glory, that we are ready to accept His mercy and 

salvation in Jesus Christ. And often seeing ourselves for who we truly are may be 



as painful and shameful as Judah’s recognition of his guilt. But it is only when we 

fall on the mercy of God that we can “taste and see that Yahweh is good; 

blessed is the man who trusts Him.”2 Let’s finish the story.  

 

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. 

(Genesis 38:27-30) 

 

 Boaz who married Ruth, another Gentile, came from the line of Perez. 

Boaz fathered Obed, who fathered Jesse, who fathered King David, from whose 

family line came Jesus Christ. The family line of Judah had been saved. 

Tamar, the Canaanite turned out to be a moment of grace and mercy for 

God’s people.  

 

 God was at work even in the midst of terrible sin. Our God is full of grace 

and mercy. Like Tamar were also once damaged goods. But at the cross Jesus 

took all of our sins so that we could be made the righteousness of God in him.3  
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