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GENESIS 38   Judah and Tamar 

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.  

It came to pass, that Judah got tired of living with his ten brothers and his parents and left home 
to seek a life on his own. This probably occurred soon after selling, his brother Joseph. He 
probably felt guilty, every time he saw his father, who continued to grieve over the loss of 
Joseph. He didn’t want to be around his brother daily and moved on. He moved to an area, 
away from his father’s influence and away from the influence of his father’s God. This was a 
land where they didn’t know the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. He met him friend name 
Hirah. Hirah means dubious (uncertain, unsure of).  

2 And Judah saw there a daughter of a certain Canaanite, whose name [was] Shuah; and he 
took her, and went in unto her. 3 And she conceived, and bare a son; and he called his name 
Er. 

Judah is the son of Jacob, who will receive the promise of God. He will receive the blessing given 
to Abraham to Isaac, to Jacob and finally to him (Judah). Through Judah the whole world will be 
blessed, by the birth of the Messiah (Jesus). Abraham’s wife came from the Syrians. Abraham 
chose a Syrian wife for his son Isaac. Isaac sent his son, Jacob, to the home of Isaac’s mother to 
find him a wife. Jacob doesn’t send his sons to the land of Syria, to find a wife. Judah comes to 
an area, that does not know the true God and finds him a wife. He chose a Canaanite woman 
name Shuah. Shuah was her family’s name, the name of her father. We to not know what her 
specific name was. The important thing to see is she is a Canaanite woman. Her children would 
grow up in a land where their mother’s family were idol worshippers and did not know the true 
God. Judah took the Canaanite woman, for his wife. Judah went into her. This is a phrase that 
means he had sexual relations with her. She got pregnant and bare Judah a son. This was the 
first-born son, the one who would normally receive a double blessing, according to local 
customs. They called the boy Er. I did not find a definition for the name Er. From what I read 
about his life, I think Er is short for the English word Error, but that is just my opinion.  

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. 

It appears she is true to Judah and gives him two more sons, Onan and Shelah. The name Onan 
means “vigorous”.  He was strong and healthy. The Canaanite woman then bare a third son 
Shelah. When Shelah was born, he was at Chezib. Chezib means town of deceit. It’s kind of like 
our Las Vegas (sin city). Anything that happens there stays there.  
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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.  

Judah found a wife on his ow, but Judah chose a wife for his son Er. This was a custom of his 
father Jacob’s family and was common in the land of Canaan. Judah probably didn’t approve of 
the women, Er was spending time with. The bible doesn’t say what specific sin Er committed, 
but God would not allow him to receive the promises of Abraham and slew Er.  

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. 

If you look at the law of Moses, you will see the law concerning the brother producing a son to 
carry on the line of a brother who dies childless. Now remember, this event with Judah occurred 
over four hundred years before the Mosaic law. This was a law observed by many in the land of 
Canaan. If a man married a woman, she was expected to produce him a son. The first son would 
receive a double portion of blessing and would carry on the family name of his father. One of the 
reasons for the double portion, was the son would care for his elderly parents. During this time, 
there was no retirement system in place. Everything was owned by the man, of the family. 
When her husband died, her son would become the man of the house. When she grew old, her 
son would take care of her. Without a son, she would be destitute, in her old age.  

Judah had chosen Tamar for the wife of his first-born son, but God slew him because he was evil. 
Er’s brother Onan was expected to step up and produce an heir to Er through Tamar. Onan 
would be required to raise the boy as Er’s son and not his own. This son would then be the heir 
to the double portion of blessing. If there were no heir to Er, Onan would then receive the 
blessing of the first born. Onan went in to Tamar and had the physical pleasure but refused to 
get her pregnant. He took steps to be sure she would not get pregnant. If he continued to have 
sex with Tamar, he could blame it on her that he went in to her, but she couldn’t conceive a 
child. This would be a lie and would take away her future care. She would be subjected to the 
life of a childless widow.  God slew him.  

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. 

Judah has three sons, Er, Onan and Shelah. Two were married to Tamar and died after going in 
to her. His third son Shelah is not old enough to marry. Judah tells her to live in her father’s 
house until Shelah is older. Judah had no intention of giving Tamar his son Shelah. He feared 
Shelah would also die. Judah believed there was something wrong with Tamar, that caused him 
to lose his two sons and he wasn’t going to lose another one. He said this to someone, but no 
sure who. Probably told his friend Hirah (dubios). 
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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.  

Timnath was probably somewhat of a wild town. When I think of Timnath I think of watching 
old western movies. You’ve seen the towns of a few small businesses, but the main business that 
stood out, was a saloon. You would have cowboys living on the range for days or even months 
surrounded by nothing but other cowboys and livestock. When they got to the town, at the end 
of the trail, they would sell the livestock. Now you had a group of cowboys who had been paid. 
The first thing many of them did was find a saloon. There they could gamble, get a bath, find a 
woman (prostitute) and drink alcohol. Timnath was a party town. This is the end of the trail. The 
shepherds would deliver their sheep, shear them, sell the wool and be paid. This was a town of 
money and every type of pleasure to separate the workers from their money.  

Now Judah’s wife had died. He was now a widower, but he was a man of wealth. He owned 
many flocks. Prior to his wife’s death, he was familiar with the town of Timnath. He would go 
there when it was time to sell the wool, from his flocks. He would pay his workers then he and 
his friend Hirah, would go to town. This time he was going to town and he was single again. He 
wasn’t looking to find a good woman to raise another family, he was looking for a woman to 
give him a good time. 

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

Now years had passed since the death of Onan and she was still a widow and not t he wife of 
Shelah. She knew Judah wasn’t going to keep his promise. She came up with a plan. 

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.  

Here was her plan. She put off her widow’s garments. She didn’t want anyone looking at her 
and saying, “you poor thing”, because everyone knew her as a childless widow. She dressed up, 
like a harlot, but not just any harlot. She dressed up like a temple harlot. Temple harlots were 
held at a higher status than your average harlots. They were professional harlots, not the poor 
women trying to make a living, because they had no one to support them. Many childless 
widows, in Canaan, had to resort to this type of life, just to eat.  

Tamar was dressed as a professional temple harlot. Temple harlots usually covered their face. 
When you came into a temple harlot, you were taking part of Canaan worship and were 
figuratively coming in to the god of the temple. The harlots went to the town, in or around the 
type of saloon, because that’s where all the customers were. Tamar was not looking for 
customers, her plan involved one man, Judah. She knew the exact route Judah would take to 
town. He had taken the same route for years. She waited for Judah in an open place, which was 
on the route to Timnath, but not in it.  
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Now remember, God is not giving his approval for any of this. God has placed this information 
into the historical record of his word for our knowledge and to build us up through his word.  

15 When Judah saw her, he thought her [to be] an harlot; because she had covered her face. 
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?  

Now she had probably been propositioned by others but had turned them down. She was not 
looking to just get pregnant, she was looking to give birth to an heir of Judah. She waited and 
after a while, she saw Judah approaching. He saw her and he was interested. He turned in to her 
and asked if he could come in unto her. That was his way of asking for sex. He had no idea of 
who she was. Now they discuss price for sex.  

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.  

They agree on the price as one kid from his flock. She wants to know where is the kid is and how 
does she know he won’t just leave and never return? She asks for a pledge, something of value 
to him, that may not mean anything to her, but is valuable to him. They agree on Judah’s signet, 
bracelets and his staff. His signet was like a family crest. It could be on a small cylinder, flat 
jewelry or even on a ring. This would be used by him to make his mark, like signing a document. 
He would push the signet on the document, and it would leave his mark on the document. The 
equivalent of a signature. The word used in the King James bible for bracelets is translated in 
most other bibles as (cord or thread). It was more like cord to be held around the neck and the 
signet was usually attached to it. She wanted Judah’s necklace with his signet on it for a pledge. 
She also wanted his staff. Not just any staff, but his handmade custom staff. Everyone probable 
knew the staff by sight. He hadn’t been with a woman in a while and agreed on the price of one 
kid and agreed to the pledge. She then allowed him to have sex with him. The problem was she 
was not a professional and she conceived by him, which was her plan all along.  

The word used for conceived is special. It means the seed of the man penetrated the egg of a 
woman and a miracle of life occurred. The cells of a baby began to grow and form. If left to 
grow, in about nine months the woman will give birth to a child. The only way to stop this from 
occurring is to kill it. Life doesn’t begin with the first breath, out of the womb, life begins at 
conception.  

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

Now that her plan was complete, she left the area, with her pledges and went home. She put 
away her vail and put on her garments indicating she was a loyal widow, as before.  
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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]. 

Now Judah was a man of his word, at least to a harlot, if not his daughter in law. He was a man 
of importance, in the community.  Rather than seek out the harlot to pay her and retrieve his 
pledge, he sent his friend Hirah to find her. Hirah did not find her.  

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. 

Judah tells his friend, forget about finding her. He would be ashamed to be found that he was 
looking for a harlot. Agrees he will just suffer the loss of signet on a cord and his favorite 
handmade, custom staff he liked so much. 

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 pass. Someone notices Tamar’s widow clothes are getting too small and she has 
what I call a baby bump. This is brought to Judah. The word used for harlot and whoredom 
means fornication. This is sex out of marriage. Laws were harsh on women, during this time. 
Judah wants to give her the harshest of penalties. She would die by fire. This would also free him 
from the pledge of giving her his youngest son and he could do it legally.  

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. 

She doesn’t deny anything. She admits she is pregnant and is even willing to tell everyone who 
the father is, so he may be punished. She has someone deliver Judah’s signet and cord and also 
Judah’s very own, one of a kind custom hand made staff. When Judah sees the items, he 
acknowledges they are his and anyone who sees them will know it. He even acknowledges she is 
a better person than he is. He is not only guilty of going into her, but admits she was driven to 
take the action, because he refused to keep his word and give her his son Shelah to marry. Now 
she will not give birth to Judah’s grandson, but to his son. He would no longer know her sexually. 
Tamar would be cared for and would want for nothing. Tamar is no longer looked upon as a 
widow, she is now looked upon as a mother.    
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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.  

It comes time for Tamar to give birth and not only is having a son but is having two sons. God is 
giving her a double portion. There will still be possible consideration for the first born, due to 
customs of the land. One child puts it’s hand out and the midwife puts a colored thread around 
its hand. Rather than coming out, the child pulls the hand back in and then a child comes out, 
but it’s not wearing the colored thread. The second child comes out wearing the colored thread. 
For this reason, the first child is called Pharez, because he breached and came out first, rather 
than the one the midwife was expecting. He was called Pharez, because he had fooled the 
midwife. The younger brother, with the thread was called Zarah. Pharez and Zarah are forever 
named as the sons of Judah. The promise given Judah by Jacob, handed down by Isaac and 
Abraham will go to Pharez, not Shulah. Through Pharez, whose mother was Tamar, will come 
the promise of the Messiah. Through him will the world be blessed. Tamar is in the genealogy of 
Jesus Christ.   

 

  


