Session 3
Judah Leaves Home
in-class time will include:
•

You will be invited to share any further feedback have from last week’s Taking It Home
discussion.

•

We will briefly go over the Study Questions and Study Notes for highlights, insights,
questions, or comments, with special attention given understanding levirite law (explained
in Study Note: An Emergency Plan to Preserve the Family Legacy).

•

•
•

We will read scripture together as a dramatic reading: The Story of Tamar and Judah,
Act 2: The Story Unfolds, Scene 1: Judah’s Family found on page 59.
Character Sketches will be our main area of focus and discussion.

The Taking It Home discussion will focus on the question, “What does the Lord require of
you?

homework preparation for session 3
•

Read 30 Years in 11 Verses and the Study Notes as you go through the lesson.

•

Be ready to share your Character Sketch descriptions in class, exploring classmates’
similarities and differences.

•

Prepare and write out answers to both Study Questions and the Character Sketch
sections.

30 years in 11 verses

In the first eleven verses of Genesis 38, we are given the “Cliff Notes” version of Judah from the
time he left home as a youth, lived with Hiram, got married, established a family, and endured
the death of two of his married sons. For this approximately 30-year time period, the author
gives few specifics, and the brisk narration is interrupted only by Judah’s own words, uttered in
verses 8 and 11.
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study questions: genesis 38:1-11
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1. The words, “at that time,” act as a bridge between chapters 37 and 38. Why do you think the
author tied these two stories together?

Study Note: Geography
According to Genesis 35:27, Jacob’s family was living in his father’s home in Mamre, near Hebron.
The story about Joseph and his brothers in Genesis 37 takes place about 80 miles north near
Shechem where Judah and “the
brothers” were grazing their
sheep. When self-aggrandizing
Joseph caught up with them,
the jealous brothers sold him
to traders in an Ishmaelite
caravan
heading
toward
Egypt transporting common
commodities for trade, which
included slaves. Twenty shekels
of silver was the going rate for a
healthy slave in this era.
When Judah left home, he
moved with his friend Hirah,
a Canaanite, to Adullum (near
Bethlehem). By the time Judah’s
third son Shelah was born, the
family was living in Kezib.
The sheep shearing that Judah
attended in Genesis 38 took
place near Kezib.
Bethlehem’s unique location
at the border between the
mountains and the wilderness
enabled its people to capitalize
on the benefits of both
environments. Fertile mountain valleys and hillsides that received adequate rainfall provided
valuable cropland for farmers, while the wilderness nearby provided pastures for the shepherds’
flocks.
NIV Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, Zondervan, 83. Map produced on www.biblemapper.com
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2. What specifics do these 11 verses tells us about Judah?

judah: character sketch
3. Sometimes you have to read
between the lines when preparing
a character sketch. In this period of
history, for Judah to leave the safety
of his clan was a pretty dangerous
and radical move.
• What stage of life was Judah in
at the beginning of Genesis 38?
What are the questions he may
have been asking himself at this
time?

• Who did Judah leave (Genesis
38:1)? What may have prompted
him to do so? (For more about
family interactions, read Genesis
29:31 to Genesis 30:24.)

• Although the Bible doesn’t give
us the details, do you think
Judah left home alone or did he
bring his own flocks and support
people with him? Explain your
answer.
• Based on your answer above,
what do you learn about Judah’s
character?
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Study Note: The Mystery of Leah’s Eyes
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Genesis 29:17 tells us that there was “something” noticable about Leah’s eyes. They are described
as: weak, without sparkle, bleary-eyed, delicate, or the direct translation “tender-eyed.”
Some suggest the passage is contrasting the lesser beauty of Leah with the greater physical
attractiveness of her sister. Some infer that she had difficulties with vision or a malady of the
eyes. Christian Hebrew scholar and Bible translator, Chaim Bentorah believes that much was
lost in the translation of this verse. He prefers the translation “tender-eyed” which describes
her personality rather than a deficit of her eyes. “. Leah was a caring, loving woman, the one
who brought home stray cats and dogs or lambs. It is suggested that is why God blessed her
with so many children because she made such a wonderful caring mother. She had so much
love to give and longed for the love and affection of Jacob who just outright rejected her. (See:
http://www.chaimbentorah.com)
As we think about what Judah looked like, what his characteristics were, whether or not he
reminded you of his mother or father, it is good to also develop a picture of who Leah was.
4. What do you think Judah may
have looked like as a young man?
Imagining a physical likeness
of Judah helps him to be “a real
person” If that is true for you, find
a picture on the internet, sketch
Judah’s protrait, or write a general
description.
Examples:
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5. The storyteller speed-reads through
the story of Judah’s married life in
five verses.
•
•
•

•

•

Would Judah’s marriage would
be considered successful in his
culture? For what reason?

Who named the first son? Who
named the next two? What might
this tell you?
Genesis 38:5 tells us that by the
time their third son was born,
Judah and his wife no longer
lived in Adullam with Hirah, but
at Kezib. What might we assume
based on this information?
What changes took place in his
life during this 30- to 40-year
period? How do you imagine
Judah’s character changed or
grew during this time?

What do verses 6-11 tell us about
Judah, his parenting style, and
his relationship with his sons?
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Study Note: An Ancient Emergency Plan to Preserve the Family Legacy
In ancient times when a man died, he perpetuated his name and secured his inheritance through
his sons. This heavy responsibility rested on the firstborn son who was therefore rewarded the
largest inheritance in land and wealth (see Deuteronomy 21:17). This ancient law of family
succession was formalized during Moses’ day as “levirate marriage” (based on the Hebrew
word for brother, levir). It provided guidelines in case the eldest son died without children and
was considered so important that it gave severe consequences to a brother who failed to fulfill
his duty. The widow, as well as the brother, was honor bound to preserve her husband’s name.
Levirate law also served as a kind of “social security” for the childless widow who was otherwise
had no rights and lived as a social outcast.
Compliance with the law required great sacrifice for the second
son because the size of his own children’s inheritance was greatly
impacted. It is perhaps easiest to understand this complicated law
by using the example of Judah’s family. In a family with three sons,
the first son (Er) would normally inherit a double portion of the
father’s estate, and the other sons (Onan and Sherah) would inherit
equal portions of what remained (see Fig. 1).
If the first son (Er) died and was not married, the second son (Onan)
would be considered the firstborn and receive two-thirds of the
father’s estate. The inheritance of the third son (Shelah) would
increase to one-third (see Figure 2). However, if the first son was
married and died without an heir, levirate marriage law required
the second son to impregnate the surviving widow (Tamar). The
son born from this union would inherit the name and property of
the deceased man (Er). Upon the birth of a son, the family of the
surrogate father (Onan) would be reduced to the original quarter
share as shown in Figure 1. (See: Deuteronomy 25:5-10)

Figure 1   

Figure 2

NIV Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, Zondervan, 85;
NIV Archeological Background Study Bible, Zondervan, 64; Gospel of Ruth by Carolyn Custis James.

study questions
6. After reading the study note above, describe (in your own words) the special rights and
responsibilities that are given to the “first-born” son in ancient patriarchal times.
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7. What inner conflicts might a second son face if he was asked to fulfill the law and father a
child for his deceased elder brother?
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8. Were there any benefits or responsibilities built into this law for the deceased man’s widow?

taking it home: in-class discussion
9. Onan was asked to father a child for his brother, which would leave him and his own family
with a lot less in land, finances, and prestige. He chose to only pretend to obey.
Have you ever been asked to do something that would make life harder for you for the sake
of someone else? Or someone has harmed you, and you know you were in the right, are you
really called to forgive that person? How do faith, trust, motivation, and obedience figure
into the scenario or a similar one you’ve experienced? Is obedience a salvation issue?
Read the verses below and discuss.

But this is the new covenant I will make with the people of Israel on that day, says the Lord:
I will put my laws in their minds, and I will write them on their hearts. I will be their God,
and they will be my people. Hebrews 8:10, NLT

Such people claim they know God, but they deny him by the way they live. They are detestable
and disobedient, worthless for doing anything good. Titus 1:16, NLT

I know, my God, that you examine our hearts and rejoice when you find integrity there. You
know I have done all this with good motives, and I have watched your people offer their
gifts willingly and joyously. 1 Chronicles 29:17,NLT
But if you look carefully into the perfect law that sets you free, and if you do what it says
and don’t forget what you heard, then God will bless you for doing it. James 1:25,NLT
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And I will give you a new heart, and I will put a new spirit in you. I will take out your stony,
stubborn heart and give you a tender, responsive heart. Ezekiel 36:26, NLT

No, O people, the Lord has told you what is good, and this is what he requires of you: to do what
is right, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God. Micah 6:8, NLT

So Christ has truly set us free. Now make sure that you stay free, and don’t get tied up again
in slavery to the law... 11 Dear brothers and sisters, if I were still preaching that you must be
circumcised—as some say I do—why am I still being persecuted? If I were no longer preaching
salvation through the cross of Christ, no one would be offended. 12 I just wish that those
troublemakers who want to mutilate you by circumcision would mutilate themselves. 13 For
you have been called to live in freedom, my brothers and sisters. But don’t use your freedom to
satisfy your sinful nature. Instead, use your freedom to serve one another in love. 14 For the whole
law can be summed up in this one command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 15 But if you are
always biting and devouring one another, watch out! Beware of destroying one another. 16 So I
say, let the Holy Spirit guide your lives. Then you won’t be doing what your sinful nature craves...
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Those who belong to Christ Jesus have nailed the passions and desires of their sinful nature
to his cross and crucified them there. 25 Since we are living by the Spirit, let us follow the Spirit’s
leading in every part of our lives. 26 Let us not become conceited, or provoke one another, or be
jealous of one another. Selected verses from Galatians 5, NLT
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