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Session 3
Judah Leaves Home

focus
Start class with any questions or feedback from last week’s discussion.•	
Genesis 38:1-11•	

Dramatic Reading  of  » Act 2: The Story Unfolds, Scene 1: Judah’s Family on pages 59-60
30 Years in 11 Verses, Study Questions, Study Notes on pages 15-16.   »
Briefly	highlight	material.	The	answer	to	question	#2	provides	a	biblical	basic	primer	for	
the Character Sketch of Judah

Judah’s Character Sketch (main area of focus and discussion) on pages 17-18•	
Have	the	class	share	the	descriptions	and	information	they	added	to	Judah’s	character	 »
sketch. Ask them to explain on what their descriptions and conclusions are based 
(biblical,	between	the	lines,	fiction).

The	Study	Note	and	questions	#7,	#8,	and	#9	explore	a	law	that	is	the	key	to	understanding	•	
this	story.		Spend	enough	time	here	to	ensure	that	all	participants	understand	the	levirite	
marriage	law	and	the	repurcussions	is	has	for	all	involved	parties.
Taking	It	Home:	This	discussion	flows	directly	from	the	examination	of	levirite	law.	How	•	
does	agape	love	fit	into	this	picture	(love	that	wills	the	good	of	another)?	

study questions
The words, “at that time,” act as a bridge between chapters 37 and 38. Why do you 1. 
think the author tied these two stories together?
Joseph’s	dreams	affected	the	brothers’	in	the	same	way	that	a	lit	match	ignites	a	pool	of	
gasoline. Not only had this pipsqueak stolen the heart and attention of their father, but now 
he	was	telling	them	that	God	had	revealed	in	a	dream	that	he	will	be	in	authority	over	all	of	
them.	It	was	too	much	for	any	man	to	take,	and	the	half-brothers	were	bound	together	in	an	
intense hatred that led them to the plot to kill the upstart.
This	is	where	we	see	Reuben	and	Judah	singled	out	as	perhaps	“not	so	carried	away”	by	their	
emotions	as	the	others.	They	also	appeared	to	have	some	authority	as	the	others	listened	to	
and followed their suggestions. 
However,	the	brothers	had	to	return	home,	report	to	their	father	and	see	his	grief	totally	
engulf	him.	Worst	of	all,	they	had	to	live	with	their	lie	every	day.	What	would	it	be	like	to	
see your father in that perpetual state and know that you were responsible? Perhaps this is 
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what	precipitated	Judah’s	decision	to	leave.	Reuben’s	guilt	was	revealed	at	the	end	of	Genesis	
37, and Judah’s at the beginning of Genesis 38. Judah left home—perhaps in part to get away 
from	the	guilt	he	felt	over	his	father’s	grief	as	well	as	his	brothers’	influence.

What specifics do these 11 verses tell us about Judah?2. 
Judah	left	home,	to	launch	into	life	as	his	own	man.	He	moved	into	Canaanite	territory	and	
into	the	household	of	a	man	named	Hirah.	There	he	saw	someone	that	tickled	his	fancy,	and	
he	married	her.	They	had	3	sons,	and	before	their	last	son	was	born,	they	established	their	
own household at Kezib. 
He made arrangements to get a bride for his eldest son and heir, but Er died suddenly before 
any	children	were	born.	Following	Hebrew	custom,	Judah	told	his	second	son	Onan	to	“see	
to	his	duty”	to	father	an	heir	for	his	dead	brother.	In	public	Onan	seems	to	obey,	but	secretly	
does	all	he	can	to	not	father	a	child.	The	Lord	alson	punishes	him	for	this	sin	with	sudden	
death. 
Judah	is	afraid	and	sends	Tamar	back	to	her	parents	home	with	a	lie	that	he	will	send	for	her	
when	his	third	son	is	old	enough	to	marry.	However,	he	has	no	intention	of	doing	so.

In	OT	times,	marriages	were	contracted	by	the	male	head	of	the	household,	usually	based	3. 
on	political	and	financial	advantages	that	the	union	would	bring	to	their	families.	Based	on	
what	we	learn	in	these	11	verses,	who	do	you	think	may	have	played	this	role	in	Judah’s	life?	
Explain how you came to this conclusion.
Marriages	were	arranged	by	parents	or	sponsors	in	that	culture.	It	was	entered	into	as	a	
business	transaction.	As	Judah	was	living	in	Hirah’s	household,	it	made	sense	that	Hirah	
would	negotiate	the	contract.	There	is	no	Biblical	indication	that	Judah	returned	home	to	get	
a Hebrew wife or engaged in any other way with his family.

judah: character sketch
Sometimes	you	have	to	read	between	4. 
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.

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.)
Based	on	your	answer	above,	•	
what do you learn about Judah’s 
character?
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?

Most	versions	state	that	Judah	left	“his	
brothers”	in	verse	1.	Other	version	say	he	
left	“home.”		What	reasons	could	he	have	for	
wanting to get away? 
Do you think he felt guilt for his actions and 
lies	concerning	Joseph?	If	not	guilt,	what	other	
emotion do you think prompted his departure?
Was Judah one to face issues directly?
What was Judah’s stage in life when he left 
home?
Do you think he left home because he wanted 
what the prodigal son wanted (in Jesus’ 
parable)?
When sons reach age 18 or 21 in our culture 
today,	why	do	they	want	to	leave	home?
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What do you think Judah may 5. 
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.

The	storyteller	speed-reads	through	6. 
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 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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What was the purpose of marriage in that culture? 
What was the most important duty for a wife?

Why do you think the Bible tells us who named 
which sons? 

We aren’t told whether or not Judah left home 
with any portion of his inheritance. What are his 
circumstances by the birth of his third son? Why do 
you think that the story teller tells us this? What 
would it take for Judah and his family to live on 
their own?

Over 30 years pass in these first 11 verses. What 
has he experienced in this time? What kind of 
changes might show in his character as a result?

The Bible doesn’t given any details beyond the 
exercise of authority to indicate how Judah  
interacted with his sons. Do you think he and his 
household followed Hebrew customs and laws? 

Do you think Judah told his sons of the promises 
of God given to them through their father and 
grandfathers? Do you think Judah still believed 
they applied to him?
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study questions
After reading the study note:  7. An Ancient Emergency Plan to Preserve the Family Legacy, 
describe	(in	your	own	words)	the	special	rights	and	responsibilities	that	are	given	to	the	
“first-born”	son	in	ancient	patriarchal	times.
There’s	a	saying:	If	you	want	to	know	if	you	understand	something,	explain	it	to	a	six-year-
old.	It	is	very	important	for	the	facilitator	of	this	class	to	understand	this	law,	so	please	
practice	explaining	it	to	someone	before	coming	to	class.	This	law	if	found	in	Deuteronomy	
25: 5-10.
If	you	want	to	dig	deeper	into	this	law	as	used	in	the	Bible,		you	can	use	these	online	
references:

https://•	 en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Levirate_marriage	
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Deuteronomy+25%3A5-•	
10&version=ESV
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/levirate-marriage-and-halitzah/•	

What	inner	conflicts	might	a	second	son	face	if	he	was	asked	to	fulfill	the	law	and	father	a	8. 
child for his deceased older brother?
Obeying	this	law	requires	sacrifices	not	only	in	the	areas	of	finances,	but	in	status	and	power.	
It	requires	agapé	love:	“willfully	seeking	the	good	of	another.”	This	sacrifice	greatly	affected	
not only the second brother, but his family and children as well for generations.

Were	there	any	benefits	or	responsibilities	built	into	this	law	for	the	deceased	man’s	widow?9. 
Levirite	marriage	also	provided	protection	for	the	widow.	Widows	were	disenfranchized	
members	of	society.	The	situation	of	a	widow	without	children	was	even	worse	as	she	had	no	
one	to	care	for	her,	protect	her,	or	provide	her	any	material	support.	
However,	as	the	widow	of	an	heir,	she	held	a	guarantee	of	a	new	family,	retaining	her	status	
as	mother	of	the	heir,	and	financial	resources.	With	that	came	the	responsibility	to	bear	a	
son	for	her	deceased	husband.	Without	that,	she	moved	to	the	very	lowest	rung	of	the	social	
ladder.	Tamar	felt	not	only	the	despair	of	her	situation,	but	was	deprived	of	the	means	to	
fulfill	her	obligation	and	purpose.

taking it home
Although	the	law	of	levirite	marriage	may	be	beyond	our	experience,	we	are	still	called	to	love	
all	others	with	agape	love.	This	is	the	kind	of	love	Jesus	practiced	by	giving	up	his	life	on	the	
cross	to	pay	for	sins	he	did	not	commit.	Obedience	to	God	by	practicing	this	kind	of	love	today	
can	require	sacrifices	on	our	part	for	the	good	of	others. 


