
When The Best There Is,

Becomes The Worst It Gets
Genesis 38

Give Me a Lifetime



Contrast Here Between Joseph’s Tenderness 
&

His Brother’s Hardness
Massacre of the men of Shechem

( Gen. 34)

Selling Joseph into slavery
(Gen. 37)



Cultural Notes:
Levirate Marriage

This arrangement provided             
“Social Security” for the childless widow, 
who was effectively helpless and socially 
disadvantaged in the ancient near East



Biblical Notes:
Levirate Marriage



Wicked Leadership Exemplified By:
Gen. 38: 1-14

Worldly fellowship
Marriage to a 

Canaanite Pagan

Abdication to his 
pagan wife of 

leadership of his sons

Failure to be honourable in 
managing the affairs of his house 
in regards to Tamar and Levirate 

marriage

Apparently he had entered into
some form of practice of the 

pagan worship (whether it was 
for faith, lust or a compromise 

for peace is unclear)



The fact that Tamar set herself 
up as a temple prostitute to 
snare Judah speaks volumes 
about his moral reputation

The Canaanite religion not only 
employed vile practices, it also 
directly ministered to the flesh, 

consummating worship in an act of 
immorality with a temple prostitute

The scheme devised by Tamar says 
more about Judah than it does about 
Tamar – with the loose morals of the 
Pagan world to guide him and a total 
disregard for the calling of God – he 

propositioned Tamar 



Pretend Virtue:
Gen. 38: 24-26

The response of the hypocrite 
is harsh because the motive of 

the heart is revealed

“Response of the Hypocrite”



• The signet was his ring 
used for impressing his 
signature into the clay 
tablets – it represented his 
identity



• His “cord” was probably a 
valued chain of gold or 
silver – it represented his 
wealth/status



• His staff marked him as a 
shepherd in ancient times.           
A staff often was carved with 
some identifying symbol such as 
an animal, a flower or a bird – it 
represented his position



Judah is a story of 
redemption

22 years later we 
will study his 

comeback story 
(Gen. 44)

By the time his 
father passes he had 

apparently made 
some things right



The child, 
Perez, whom 
Judah wanted 
nothing to do 
with 

The woman, 
Tamar, whom 
Judah never 
touched again

God chose him 
in His ancestry



Perez was born 

Boaz (Ruth 
Moabitess)

6 generations later  

David

3 generations later

Solomon (builds 
the temple)

10th generation

Jesus is born

26 generations later



“The Youngest 
Son; or Where 

does Genesis 38 
belong?” 

(JBL  96; 1977:27-
44. J.Goldin)

FOOTNOTE:



Human sacrifices in the 

ancient Near East

CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL NOTES
Human Sacrifice in the Ancient Near East (Archeological Study Bible)

LEVITICUS 20 Numerous archaeological discoveries and ancient (including several OT) texts record various examples of human sacrifice that took place throughout the ancient Near East. For example,

• A relief on a tower in southern Spain, dating to approximately 500 B.C., gruesomely depicts a child, cradled in a bowl, about to be sacrificed as part of a banquet feast to a two-headed monster.
• Excavators have uncovered a large, sacred cemetery, dating to 400–200 B.C., in the Phoenician city of Carthage in North Africa. They estimate that the Carthaginians buried more than 20, 000 urns here, each 

holding the remains of one or two children, most of them aged four years or younger. Inscriptions on the urns indicate that all of these infants and toddlers were sacrificed to a Phoenician deity.
• During times of national emergency, children were sacrificed in an attempt to placate various deities (e.g., by the king of Moab as recorded in 2Ki 3:26–27).
• Royal tombs excavated in Ur (Mesopotamia) and Egypt contained the remains of ritually slain attendants intended to accompany the deceased into the afterlife.
• Children were used in Mesopotamia as foundation sacrifices, a practice whereby a sacrificial victim was interred in the foundation of a building or gateway for the purpose of affording magical protection for the 

site.
• Several authors who wrote during the thousand-year period from the fifth century B.C. to the fifth century A.D. attest that child sacrifice was a Phoenician custom. Tertullian, an early church father who lived in 

North Africa around A.D. 160–225, decried the continuing practice of child sacrifice.
Some Israelites also are known to have made human sacrifices. Ahaz (2Ki 16:3; 2Chr 28:3) and the people of Israel and Judah (2Ki 17:17) sacrificed their children, a practice God condemned as “detestable” (Dt 
12:31; Jer 32:35).

Israelites were known to sacrifice their sons or daughters “in the fire” to Molech in the Valley of Ben Hinnom (2Ki 23:10; Jer 32:35). “In the fire,” rendered in the New American Standard Bible with the ambiguous 
phrase “passed through the fire,” is clarified in Jeremiah 7:31, which records that the people “burn[ed] their sons and daughters in the fire” (both niv and nasb) in the Valley of Ben Hinnom.

Considerable controversy surrounds the “Molech” offerings. Some scholars argue that Molech was not a deity at all but a type of sacrifice in which children were dedicated as temple prostitutes. But Biblical 
evidence clearly indicates that Molech was an Ammonite deity (1Ki 11:7).

Abraham was willing at God’s command to sacrifice Isaac (Ge 22), but God at the last moment provided a substitute offering, highlighting both his own ability to provide and Abraham’s faithfulness, as well as 
implicitly expressing his disapproval of human sacrifice.

God condemned this practice not only because it was horrible (unthinkable from our twenty-first-century perspective!) but also because it defiled his sanctuary and profaned his holy name (Lev 18:21; 20:2–5). 
Because of this and other sins God had expelled the majority of the original pagan inhabitants of the promised land; the Israelites were required to keep his commandments, lest the land “vomit” them out as well 
(20:22–23)!

FOOTNOTE:



Tablets from Ugarit / Canaanite religion 

FOOTNOTE:

Tablets From Ugarit and Canaanite Religion

(Archeological Study Bible)

Joshua 1 The land Joshua was commanded by God to enter was that of the Canaanites., Although the Old Testament provides us with some 
information concerning these non-Israelite people and their religion, we gain much of our knowledge from the writings of a people not far 
removed from the Canaanites themselves. Ugarit, a city in northern Syria ( “Map 1”), has yielded a huge archive of tablets dating from 
approximately 1400 B.C. Though not located in Canaan proper, Ugarit (modern Ras Shamra) shared many close cultural ties with the Canaanites, 
including a similar religious system and language.

The language in which the tablets from Ugarit were written is now simply called Ugaritic. It is closely related to Hebrew and is of great value in 
helping scholars to better understand ancient Hebrew. These tablets include texts of various kinds and incorporate a great number of mythological 
and ritual religious elements. The deities they mention constitute the pantheon (list of officially recognized gods) of Ugarit and of the Canaanite 
people.

The highest deity was El, the aged father god. His consort or partner was Athirat, a sea goddess also known in the Old Testament as Asherah. The 
principal player in the major mythological text from Ugarit is Baal (possibly El’s grandson), the mighty storm god and fertility deity who figures so 
prominently in many of the Old Testament historical and prophetic books. In the battles depicted in the Baal cycle, this notorious god defeated the 
deities Yam (the sea) and Mot (death). His consorts were Anat, a warrior goddess who also was his wife-sister, and Astarte. Other features of 
Canaanite religion attested at Ugarit include animal sacrifices, seasonal festivals and belief in an afterlife. Child sacrifice, a recurring motif of 
Canaanite religion in the Old Testament, is not mentioned in Ugaritic texts.


