
 

 

Heal a Family / Build a Nation 
Lesson #4 – Based on Genesis 38:1-23 
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Introduction:  Sandwiched in among this ongoing story of Joseph, is chapter 38 of Genesis 
which tells of another son of Jacob named Judah.  The obvious question is, “why did God  
insert Judah’s history into the story of Joseph at this point?” 
 
The answer lies in understanding the impact the shortcomings of a father has on his family.  
Jacob’s home was a fractured home with distorted values which were passed down and lived 
out in the life of his son Judah.  Short of God’s intervention in the extended family line of Judah, 
a bleak future was all this family had in store. 
 
Within the larger story presented in Genesis 37-50, the story of God healing a Hebrew family so 
that they truly could ‘bless all the nations,’ is the story of fractured family values working within 
the family of Judah. 
 
Judah’s Rash Behavior:  Genesis 38:1-5.   
Unlike his father Jacob who had worked seven years for one wife, and another seven years for 
Rachel…Judah didn’t pursue that course when he chose a partner.  Unlike Jacob, who chose a 
woman from similar faith and background for himself, Judah chose a pagan woman to bear his 
children.  Judah completely rejected the ways of his father, Jacob. 
 
Judah didn’t court her or date her, nor did he wait on her affections to develop naturally 
toward him.  He didn’t ask her father for her hand.  It appears he forced himself upon her 
without even asking her name.  He went in to her, had sexual relations, and strangely enough, 
stayed with her afterwards.  In fact she bore him three sons:  Er, Onan, and Shelah. 
 
This is a story of fractured family values. 
Fractured Family Value #1:  Take What You Want. 
To say that Judah was self centered is an understatement.  He wanted to have sex, he wanted 
immediate gratification, and he didn’t care who it was with.  He certainly didn’t care if his 
partner was willing as long as she looked good and fed his appetites. 
 
Questions: 
What are some obvious problems with this type of behavior? 
 
What do you think is driving Judah to this course of action (apart from sex)? 
 
What are some of the things that happen to a family when a father behaves this way? 
 
 
 



 

 

Setting up a family for failure:  Genesis 38:6-10 
A Story of generation “slide.” 
Abraham was a man of faith.  He was strongly connected to the Lord.  He bore Isaac. 
Isaac wasn’t such a strong man of faith.  He often mimicked the faith of his father Abraham. 
Isaac’s son Jacob was a schemer and manipulator, as his name implies.  He relegated the Lord 
to a place of mediocrity in his life.  His behavior, illustrated in the lives of his sons, is evidence. 
Jacob’s son Judah was a self centered man who took what he wanted without feeling. 
Judah’s son Er, was so evil the Lord just killed him (v7). 
 
Questions: 
Each generation tends to be more spiritually dulled than the generation before it. 
Therefore, each individual in the family chain must overcome that slide by connecting with  
the Lord in a first hand way.  To fail to do this is to steer your family into the path of God’s 
judgment. 
 
What causes generational deterioration? 
 
What can a parent do to stop this generational historic pattern? 
 
What are some things a parent can do, first in themselves, and then in their children to build a 
new pattern of living into the history of their family? 
 
How do (will) you measure the results of doing this when you see your own children and 
grandchildren enter your family? 
 
Fractured Family Value #2:  My duty is only to me.  Genesis 38:6-11 
Judah chose a woman named Tamar as a wife for his son Er.  However, God intervened and 
took the life of evil Er, before he had children of his own.  It then became the cultural 
responsibility of Er’s brother Onan, to conceive a child with Tamar in order to give Er offspring 
so he would not be forgotten.  Onan knew that a son born by Tamar would eventually become 
a competitor for the estate of Judah.  In other words, any son of Er would mean less wealth for 
Onan. 
Onan took Tamar into his tent and deliberately stopped short of impregnating her by “dropping 
his seed on the ground (vs9).”  Onan was incredibly self centered and selfish.  He was so 
offensive to the Lord that the Lord struck him down dead as He had Er on a previous occasion. 
 
Questions: 
Obviously, with modern birth control methods, cultural differences, and American courting 
norms (or the lack thereof!) this situation probably wouldn’t happen in America. 
However, this kind of selfishness occurs all the time. 
 
How have you seen selfishness within a family negatively impact the family? 
How have the paradigms surrounding reproductive politics in America impacted future 
generations? 



 

 

Fractured Family Value #3:  Someone else is always at fault.  Genesis 38:11 
It now became the duty of the last of three sons of Judah to raise up a family for Er. 
Judah told Tamar to remain unmarried until Shelah, his third son was old enough to marry. 
Judah harbored fears that Tamar was “bad news” and that she was responsible for Er and 
Onan’s deaths.  He feared Shelah’s involvement with Tamar may have similar results. 
Judah believed Tamar was at fault when she had nothing to do with the deaths. 
If there was blame to be passed around it lay with Judah who raised three spiritual slugs. 
 
Questions: 
In the movie ‘Elizabethtown,’ one man speaks about small town family politics by saying:  
“The favorite thing for people to do around here is to find something small to get offended 
about and hang onto it for fifty years.” 
 
How does holding a grudge impact a family? 
 
How does failing to see both sides of a family issue perpetuate family strife? 
 
How long can this issue continue without forgiveness and reconciliation? 
 
What steps need to be taken to move toward forgiveness and healing? 
 
Fractured Family Value #4:  It’s OK to lie when it’s to family members.  Genesis 38:11-19 
Judah believed it was Tamar’s fault that his sons had died.  Judah told Tamar a boldface lie 
when he told her to wait on yet another of Er’s brothers for marriage.  He inconvenienced 
Tamar, wasted years of her life while she waited, robbed her of her child bearing years, and 
sent her into a lonely existence.  He lied to her thinking it was acceptable due to the fact that 
she was family.  He lied to her thinking he was justified in doing so. 
 
Fast forward:  Years pasted and Judah’s nameless wife died.  Then he and his drinking buddy 
Hirah went to a party in Timnah while Tamar still waited in her father’s house.  Tamar 
suspected Judah’s deception since Shelah was now an adult and no wedding was on the 
horizon.  Tamar disguised herself as a prostitute and put herself in Judah’s drunken pathway. 
Funny how she knew Judah’s bad habits! 
Judah saw this hidden and veiled prostitute and was lured into Tamar’s trap.  She wanted a 
guaranteed payment this time around.  Judah promised a baby goat from his herd, and Tamar 
wanted Judah’s staff as a guarantee.  So he handed over his personally engraved staff (the 
ancient equivalent of your debit card with PIN included).  Judah had relations with Tamar, who 
was trapped into a life of loneliness by a liar.  She could not remarry or have children by anyone 
other than Shelah so she sought a solution of her own. 
 
Questions: 
How does taking matters into our own hands further damage family relationships? 
How should we deal with family members who have the lifestyle of Judah? 
How do we keep ourselves tracking for God in a bad family environment? 



 

 

Fractured Family Value #5:  It’s OK to use people and discard them.  Genesis 38:20-24 
Judah kept his word and sent the kid to Tamar via his friend Hirah and get his ‘debit card’ (staff) 
back.  Tamar could not be found.  Judah decided to call the bank and declare the staff lost. 
Tamar kept the staff and knowingly held a “trump card” over Judah until a time she decided 
was to her advantage. 
 
Questions: 
What happens when we try to conceal sin within a family? 
 
What kind of damage occurs when we think less of people than God does? 
 
What happens when the truth comes out about hidden sin?   
 
Fractured Family Value #6:  Maintain the façade at all costs.  Genesis 38:25-26 
Judah knew he was a dirt ball.  Tamar knew he was a dirt ball.  He just didn’t know Tamar knew 
he was a dirt ball.  He maintained the façade and kept moving ahead as if there was no reaping 
what he’d sown with Tamar.  He was ready to burn Tamar, his daughter in law, at the stake for 
coming up pregnant when he first heard the news.  This is hypocrisy on steroids! 
It was then that Tamar pulls out Judah’s staff which clearly identified him as the father. 
 
Judah finally does the right thing:  He acknowledged that she was right and he was wrong. 
And he chose to maintain proper family boundaries and not have relations with her again. 
Tamar gave birth to twin brothers, Perez and Zerah.   
Once again, the younger brother Perez snuck out of the womb first, again robbing the older son 
of his birthright which included a double portion of the inheritance and management of the 
father’s estate.  Sound familiar? 
 
Questions: 
Did you come from a family that loved things and used people? 
 
Was it your family practice to lie and trick one another? 
 
What does this say to us when we are left to handle an estate with siblings at the death of a 
parent? 
 
Take the step of identifying the values that will be honored and cherished in your family. 
Make sure they reflect Biblical standards. 
 
Start thinking about ways in which to repair past hurts, and reinforce Godly values in your 
current, or future home? 
 


