Gospel teachers often choose to pass over the story of Judah and Tamar in Genesis 38, but it is filled
with internal and external contrast, irony, and wordplay, and it has important things to teach us.
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n my experience, gospel teachers often choose to pass over the story of

Judah and Tamar in Genesis 38, and understandably so. By itself, the
story has no obvious moral to teach’ and, due to cultural differences, is dif-
ficult to understand without what some scholars call “literary competence.”
Moreover, some teachers and students may be uncomfortable with the sexual
elements central to the plot. Readers may also wonder why it is inserted,
seemingly at random, between Joseph being sold into Egypt and his rise to
prominence in Egypt.’

Beyond those, other factors such as time limitations in the classroom may
influence teachers to leave out Genesis 38. One important reason may be the
paucity of Latter-day Saint treatments.* The Prophet Joseph Smith neither
commented on it nor made any changes in the Joseph Smith Translation.’
According to the Brigham Young University general conference scripture
index, Genesis 38 has been cited only once in general conference.® A biblio-
graphic search through various databases of Latter-day Saint literature turns
up very little.” Most references only mention Thamar (the King James Version
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New Testament spelling of Tamar®) because of her inclusion in Matthew’s
genealogy of Jesus (Matthew 1:3).°

The institute manual for Religion 301 devotes roughly half of one page

to chapter 38, providing a brief explanation of the pre-Mosaic levirate custom.
It suggests several possible reasons for the narrative’s inclusion in the Bible.
First, it “illustrate[s] the effects of the covenant people forgetting the impor-
tance of marrying in the covenant”'® Second, it “shows the lineage of Judah
from which the Messiah would eventually come.” Third, it further provides
an example that “ancestry is not the determiner of one’s righteousness.” Lastly,
“the truth that failure to honor one’s commitments often leads to greater trou-
ble is clearly shown.”"

I view the passing over of Genesis 38 as something regrettable because
the chapter has some important things to teach us. My goal in this article is to
provide teachers with enough background and understanding to answer stu-
dent questions on the chapter, largely by “mak[ing] use of the means which
the Lord has provided for us” (Alma 60:21)—in this case scholarly means."
To that end, I will first recount the Judah-Tamar story with some cultural
background and literary commentary. Second, I will outline some of the skill-
fully interwoven threads demonstrating a literary unity between Genesis 37
and 39 (and the more extended Joseph story). Finally, I will offer ideas on
using parts of the Judah-Tamar story in teaching.

Exposition

Genesis 38 is filled with internal and external contrast, irony, and wordplay,
but translation obscures much of it. The intent of my exposition is accurately
captured by President Brigham Young when he said it is important to read
and understand the scriptures as though we were in the place of those writ-
ing them.”” What language nuances and cultural nods would an Israelite
understand that a modern reader of the English Bible would not? Due to
space limitations, I offer a summary with brief commentary instead of a full
translation.

Judah leaves his brothers, settles near an Adullamite,'t and marries an
unnamed Canaanite woman, who bears him three sons in quick literary succes-
sion—Er, Onan, and Shelab. Judab finds a wife for Er whose name is Tamar. Er
is killed by the Lord because he is wicked, leaving Tamar a childless widow.

The timing of these events vis-a-vis Joseph being sold into Egypt is uncer-
tain, but the account is compressed, moving through the events of many
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years with the barest of detail.”s Judah moves, marries, and engenders three
sons, two of them growing to marriageable age, all in the space of six terse
verses. The text describes the firstborn, Er, simply as “wicked.” The author/
editor apparently considered the nature of his wickedness unimportant to
relate; rather, what matters for the purpose of the story is that Er, as Tamar’s
first husband, died before engendering children. Here also we have our first
wordplay. In Hebrew, Er’s name ‘er is the consonantal inverse of “wicked,” 72"
In Hebrew terms, ‘ér was 74"

Judah instructs his second son, Onan, to raise up children in Er’s name with
Tamar. Onan takes advantage of this by engaging repeatedly in sexual relations
with Tamar but acting in such a way that she cannot conceive, thus displeasing
God, who kills him. Judah instructs Tamar to remain as a widow in her father’s
house until bis third son, Shelab, is old enough to marry her and fulfill the levi-
rate obligation.

One could interject at this point that Judah lived prior to the law of
Moses, so how does the levirate obligation (from Latin /evir, “husband’s
brother”) ¢ apply? First, one could suggest that the author/editor of the Torah
often viewed the past through the perspective of the present, and may be ret-
rojecting his own views.'? More likely is that the law of Moses often codified
preexisting cultural norms,'® sometimes modifying them in the process. The
Mosaic version of the levirate law is found in Deuteronomy 25:5—10."

Deuteronomy specifies that this duty belongs to a brother-in-law who
may refuse (in contrast to Genesis 38, where no right-of-refusal appears to
exist). In pre-Mosaic times, the ultimate responsibility in assuring offspring
fell to the father-in-law. Judah, therefore, as father-in-law, bore responsibil-
ity for carrying out this obligation, and he dutifully instructs Onan to marry
Tamar and raise up children in his brother’s name.* This difference in where
the ultimate responsibility fell explains why Tamar later chose to deceive
Judah instead of Shelah (the last living brother-in-law) and fulfill her religious
duty to her husband.

Onan’s actions toward Tamar were particularly heinous in Israclite eyes:

“By frustrating the purpose of the levirate institution, Onan has placed his
sexual relationship with his sister-in-law in the category of incest—a capital
offense.”* Thus the death of Onan at the hand of the Lord.

AtJudah’s instruction, Tamar returns to her father’s household as a widow,
bereft of both husband and offspring. Moreover, as long as Tamar remained
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childless, her husband’s property did belong not to her but reverted to Judah
and his other sons.”* This may have been part of Onan’s motivation.*

Time passes. Judah’s wife dies, and Judah’s mourning comes to an end.**
Shelah has grown enough to be given to Tamar, yet Judab withholds him from
her. Judah travels to the sheepshearing at Timnah. Tamar, informed of his trip,
conceals her identity with a veil and strategically places herselfin Judah’s path at

“an open place” (Genesis 38:14).

Though the King James translators understood the Hebrew pezach
enayim as “an open place,” modern interpreters have understood the phrase
differently. First, most read enayim as a proper noun on the basis of verse
21 and Joshua 15:34, and then pezach as either the crossroads leading to, or
the opening/entrance to the city Enaim. Regardless of the specific meaning,
petach ‘enayim can also be read quite literally as “opening of the eyes.” Here
again is important irony. Judah will see and “know” (have intercourse with)
Tamar, but he will not see and know (recognize) her.” At “opening of the
eyes,” Judah’s eyes are closed to Tamar’s identity. Indeed, from verse 13 to
verse 24, Tamar’s name is never used in the text, allowing the reader to “see”
her as Judah does, or more precisely, as Judah does not. For Judah, like a spate
of recent films, this episode will end with a plot twist and revealed identity; in
this case, however, the reader is aware of the twist from the beginning.

As Judah passes by, he takes Tamar for a prostitute and promptly propositions
her. She agrees to a future offer of a kid from Judah’s flock but demands his seal,
cord, and staff as surety. Judah later sends the kid, as promised, via his friend
the Adullamite, who cannot find her. The locals inform him that there has never
been a prostitute there. Some time later, rumor reaches Judah that Tamar is
pregnant by harlotry. He angrily condemns her to be burned. When brought out,
she shows to Judah his staff, seal, and cord, saying, “By the man, whose these are,
am 1 with child” (Genesis 38:25). Judah, recognizing them as his own, suddenly
understands what has taken place and declares that Tamar is in the right and
he in the wrong.

Tamar veils herself not because veils were traditionally worn by harlots,
but to conceal her identity from Judah. Judah likely assumed she was a harlot
because she was at a crossroads or city entrance, where harlots traditionally
stationed themselves.*® Perhaps a harlot is what Judah wanted or hoped to
see, manifested by his abruptness in what Robert Alter terms “a wonderfully
businesslike exchange. . . . Wasting no time with preliminaries, Judah imme-
diately tells her, ‘Let me lie with you.” His “sexual appetite will not tolerate
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postponement, although he has been content to let Tamar languish as a child-
less widow.”*?

Nevertheless, Judah should not be castigated as the Israclite equivalent
of a businessman planning to cheat on his wife while ostensibly on a business
trip. The text attempts to minimize his sexual guilt through the inclusion of
several details. Judah’s wife has died, and the mourning period has passed. The
act was clearly not premeditated, as Judah encountered her by chance (from
his perspective) on the normal route to sheep shearing and did not bring
anything for payment. There is no indication that such actions were habitual
on Judah’s part, nor does it happen again with Tamar. “The text is careful to

emphasize that had Judah known the identity of the woman, he would never
have had relations with her: ‘she had covered her face’; ‘he did not know that
she was his daughter-in-law’; ‘he was not intimate with her again.”>*

Judah promises Tamar a calf from his flock for payment. Tamar, showing
great presence of mind, demands his staff, seal, and cord* until then. The
significance of this is often lost on modern readers. Judah is handing over the
Near Eastern equivalent of a wallet with driver’s license and credit cards—
identification that will later enable Tamar to establish her innocence. In
Mesopotamia, loss of one’s seal resulted in the annulment of all legal agree-
ments.’* That Judah agrees to turn these items over, in spite of the potential
problems, attests further to a serious (but apparently temporary) lapse of con-
trol over his physical appetite.

Three months later, when Tamar’s pregnancy becomes known, Judah
promptly orders that she be brought out and burned.*' Judah clearly applies
a double standard by having visited a zozah (harlot) but condemning his
daughter-in-law for having acted as one.’> While being brought out, Tamar
produces the staff, cord, and seal of the man responsible and asks Judah to
identify their owner. Judah, upon recognizing his own objects, realizes what
has happened, and acknowledges his guilt in withholding his son from Tamar.
Twins are born to her, and the narrative returns to Joseph in Egypt.

My impression is that many Latter-day Saints are uncomfortable with the
sexuality inherent in this story. However, this discomfort stems largely from
reading the chapter as though it took place today. Though speaking in a differ-
ent context, Elder Oaks’s statement applies to this and other Old Testament
stories: “We should judge the actions of our predecessors on the basis of
the laws and commandments and circumstances of zheir day, not ours”* By
Israelite standards, Tamar had justifiably manipulated Judah into carrying out
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the responsibility he had shirked for many years, depriving her in the process
of children, of inheritance, and of the opportunity to remarry. In retrospect,
she had even prevented him from visiting a harlot. Judah acknowledges
all this in verse 26 once her identity becomes known to him (King James
Version “she hath been more righteous than I or my translation, “she has
acted more rightly than I have”). Genesis records neither taint of illicitness
in their offspring nor criticism of Tamar. Her actions were unusual but, once
clearly understood, not immoral by “the laws and commandments and cir-
cumstances of [her] day” Helping Latter-day Saints understand these laws,
commandments, circumstances, and culture mitigates much of the discom-
fort with this chapter.

Placement

Though its insertion into the Joseph story seems random, the presence of
several literary themes common to Genesis 37 and 39 (extending further
into the Joseph story in some cases) demonstrates the deliberate and skill-
ful placement of this episode. These include repeated wording and themes
of deception, recognition, and reversal. Some themes link all three chapters
together, some link 37 to 38, and others link 38 to what follows. Since these
themes have been explored in depth elsewhere, I will summarize only two.**

First is the theme of deception involving a piece of clothing. In Genesis
37, Judah proposes a plan, which he and his brothers carry out. They sell
Joseph instead of killing him, then kill a goat, dip Joseph’s special coat*s in the
blood, and bring it to their father, Isracl. They present the coat to him and say
hakkéa-na, “please recognize this, whether it is Joseph’s coat or not.” Thus is
Israel deceived by means of Joseph’s coat.’® In Genesis 38, Judah, the deceiver,
is in turn deceived as to Tamar’s identity by means of her veil.?” When Tamar
is brought out to be burned, she presents the tokens of Judah’s identity (his
staff, seal, and cord), ironically using the phrase from Judah’s plan against
him: hakke-na, “please recognize to whom these belong.” Following Joseph’s
final rebuff in Genesis 39, Potiphar’s wife deceives her husband by means of
Joseph’s torn garment, resulting in his incarceration.**

A second theme involves Judah’s personal development. In Genesis 38,
he promises a calf to Tamar in payment but leaves tokens of his identity as
a pledge of that payment. Later in the Joseph story, after years have passed,
he will offer himself as a pledge that his brothers will return with Benjamin.

Thus, Judah progresses from selfishness (offering tokens of himself as a pledge
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to pay a prostitute) to selflessness and redemption in the Joseph story (offer-
ing himself as a pledge for the good of his family, redeeming Benjamin and
sparing Israel pain). In portraying this episode in Genesis 38, we also come to
understand how Judah loses the birthright, which passes to Joseph.*

Teaching Suggestions

Since the circumstances and culture have changed significantly, students
today may not see immediately how to reapply this to themselves, as Nephi
teaches us to do in 1 Nephi 19:23. How can this information be made to
serve a practical teaching purpose? Joseph is frequently used as an example
of how to flec temptation and maintain sexual purity; Judah’s actions in the
prior chapter can profitably serve as a foil to Joseph’s actions, as well as teach
some lessons on their own. Under no pressure but personal appetite, Judah is
immoral. Judah is juxtaposed and contrasted with Joseph, who is moral even
when it would be to his advantage not to be. The following contrasts may
prove useful.

1. In Genesis 38:1, Judah deliberately chooses to leave his brothers, and
actively “went down” to dwell with the Canaanites, but Joseph was removed
from his family by force and trickery and “was brought down to Egypt” (39:1).
How do Judah’s choices of associates and surroundings influence him nega-
tively in this story?

2. Judah, acting purely on the impulse of a moment and with no apparent
second thoughts, takes the sexual offensive. Joseph, by contrast, defends him-
self repeatedly over many days from the propositions of his superior. Judah
demonstrates what can happen when one consistently chooses less-than-
ideal influences. Joseph, however, shows us that we have the ability to remain
righteous and make good decisions when we find ourselves in negative cir-
cumstances through no fault of our own. We must avoid seeking temptation
and sin when it is not pressed upon us as well as be able to resist temptation
under circumstances we do not choose.

3. Joseph conceivably has something temporal to gain and everything to
lose by not giving in to Potiphar’s wife, yet he does not. Judah has nothing
to gain but temporary fulfillment of his sexual appetite, and much to lose.
Joseph chooses to focus on the potential sin and does not rationalize his
circumstances.

4. Judah takes Tamar as a prostitute, thus reducing a child of God to a
nameless object and a means of temporary gratification. By contrast, Joseph
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sees and treats his persistently would-be seductress as a person in her own
right and his master’s wife, placing her completely off-limits. Prophets have
been clear about this aspect of selfishness and dehumanization: “One pos-
sessed of selfishness sees others as mere functions or objects to be used—or to
be ignored—and not as humans to be helped, to be loved, or to be listened
to”* “We must be different than other men. ... Men of the world may dis-
regard women or see them only as objects of desire or as someone to be used
for selfish purposes. Let us, however, be different in our conduct and in our
relationships with women.”*

Judah and Tamar have puzzled many commentators over the years, but
once the cultural setting and the literary connections are understood, the for-
eignness of the story is lessened, and it becomes an asset and moral inspiration
for both personal devotional study and in deriving lessons from Genesis. By
juxtaposing Joseph’s actions and attitudes with those of Judah, Joseph shines
all the brighter. Students will find more strength in Joseph once they see him
in contrast to Judah in the previous chapter. @
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