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Date : 29th March 2026 

Theme :  God’s Story of Redemption from Genesis  

Topic :  Judah’s Transformation ― from selfishness to repentance and forgiveness. 

Passage :  Genesis 38 - 50 

Key Verse :   So Judah acknowledged them and said, “She has been more righteous 

  than I, because I did not give her to Shelah my son.”   Genesis 38:28 nkjv 
 

Introduction 

As we conclude our Genesis study, we notice similarities / contrasts in the lives of people who 

walked with God, beginning with Adam, who listened to the enemy and betrayed God. 
 

Real People Similarities Contrasts 

Cain  
Offerd to God in his own way, 

rejected by God. 

Abel 
Offered to God in God’s way, 

acceptable to Him. 

 

Noah 
Lived out God’s righteousness in the 

midst of corruption. 

 

Rest of people in  

his time 
 

Lived in violence and wickedness, 

lawlessness and brutality, destroyed 

by flood, sent by God. 

Abraham Sought for God’s city not made with 

hands. 
 

Lot 
 

Located to where he could prosper, 

city destroyed by God. 

Isaac Submitted to his father’s will, offered 

his body as a living sacrifice. 

 

Esau  Chose the temporal, despised his 

birthright, set aside by God.   
 

Today, we look at Judah’s life and notice a profound shift from a selfish and deceitful young man 

into a selfless and sacrificial person.  This transformation, spanning over 20 years, was catalyzed 

by the exposure of his own sin regarding his daughter-in-law Tamar and culminating in his 

willingness to sacrifice himself for his younger brother. 

 

1) Judah – as a brother and son in his father’s house 

a)  As an older brother. 

 His relationship with his brother Joseph was one of betrayal. 

 As the 4th of 12 brothers, he was the one who had initiated the sale of their 17year old brother 

 to merchants, well aware that this loss would bring his father mourning to the grave.  
 

 It is expected of older brothers and sisters to model good behaviour as younger siblings often 

 mirror older ones, who should lead by example instead of commanding and coercing.  Instead 

 of protecting and defending, Judah took the high-handed action of treating his brother as 

 commodity, selling him for 20 pieces of silver.  Although he acknowledged ...he is our brother, 

 our own flesh... Genesis 37:27, his decision was likely fueled by jealousy and hatred                        

 (any flashback to Cain’s jealousy?).    
 

 His disregard to protect the younger in the family, who depended on him for protection, would 

 later be repeated with his own daughter-in-law. 
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b)  As a son to his father Jacob. 

 He was very much aware that Joseph was his father’s favourite son.  Yet he participated in the 

 conspiracy to deceive Jacob into believing Joseph had been killed by a wild beast. 
 

 Result: His father Jacob grieved for Joseph’s death since the day he heard of it.  Each day 

 when the family gathered for family meal, everyone could see he was inconsolable.                     

 Genesis 37:34,35.    
 

c)  Did he value his legacy / family name? 

 His great-grandfather Abraham and grandfather Isaac were considered great princes in the 

 land.  ...You (Abram) are a mighty prince among us... Genesis 23:6, said the Hittites. 

 Did he have any thought of the covenant God had made with his forefathers?   

 Doesn’t his action reminds us of his uncle Esau who despised his birthright?  
 

 As he had no thought for the welfare of his own brother, so did he not show any respect for the 

 dignity of his family name.  He valued personal gain over family bonds and a cold heart towards 

 his father / brother’s suffering.  Yes, he would strip his brother Joseph of being a valued son, 

 to be a slave, never to be free again.   
 

 Turning his back on everyone, he walked out, moving to a Canaanite town, not considering his 

 grieving father nor recalling God’s promise to his great grandfather Abraham.   

 ...Judah departed from his brothers, and visited Hirah, the Adullamite. Genesis 38:1 

 

2) As a father in his own family 

 Judah married and had 2 sons who were so badly behaved that God struck them down.  

What does that say about the kind of father (and man) Judah was, that he should have 2 sons 

who so displeased the Lord?      

a) His own family suffered one tragedy after another. 

Judah took a Canaanite wife for himself and had 3 sons: Er, Onan and Shelah. 

Later Judah chose Tamar, also a Canaanite, for his firstborn son, Er. 

• Er was wicked, God put him to death; Tamar had no children with Er. 
 

• Onan was Judah’s second son. 

Per ancient eastern custom, Judah gave Tamar as wife to Onan.  Onan had 

intercourse with her but deceived her by spilling his seed to avoid fathering an offspring 

for his deceased brother.  He considered it to be “no return on his investment”, as he 

did not want to have another son to support.  Also, the inheritance from his deceased 

elder brother’s double portion would be his, had Tamar stayed childless. 
 

God saw Onan’s wickedness and put him to death.   

Again, Tamar had no children with Onan. 
 

• What would Judah be thinking by this time? 

2 sons dead in a row. Shelah, his third son, was too young to marry Tamar then.   

Judah surmised…lest he (Shelah) also die like his brothers… Genesis 38:11.  
 

The rule of the day was that Judah was required to care for Tamar in his home.   

Instead, he sent her back to her biological home, to live out the rest of her days as a 

childless widow in her fathers’ house. 
 

By the time his 3rd son, Shelah, had come of age, Tamar observed that his father-in-law 

had made no move to fulfil his obligation to give her as wife to Shelah. 
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b) What was the law then? 

 The levirate law of the brother’s widow demanded that the nearest kin of the dead man 

 should take his brother’s widow to give her children so that the dead man’s line and 

 inheritance would not cease. The law was so binding that when Onan refused to fulfil this 

 obligation he incurred the wrath of God who then slew him. 
 

• What was Judah’s duty to Tamar 

In the culture of the day, it was Judah’s duty to provide a child for Tamar, by his sons 

or by himself. When she saw that Judah was relegating on his duty, she had to do what 

was right. The act (on her side) was purely for the sake of raising up the heir. Yes, she 

pretended, but only to do what was right. 
 

In a similar situation in the 20th century, when Jewish children were targeted to be 

slaughtered by the Nazis, German believers pretended in all sorts of ways to save 

Jewish children. 

Do we judge them for their lie on the outside, or righteous, for their love within?  
 

c) What did Tamar do? 

 Tamar had a heart for the birthright. In her time, the birthright was a big deal. It included a 

 double portion of the land, the priesthood and the headship.  If she was cut off, she would 

 lose her honour in that patriarchal society. In a sense Judah cheated Tamar, but she did 

 not give up; rather she used an unseemly means to obtain the birthright.  
 

 Since Judah avoided to do what was right, she made sure he did it. 

 She gave him the choice to exercise his free will – confess the staff, seal and cord or to 

 burn her! She was the tool God used to bring Judah to repentance. 
 

  Judah’s transformation 

After being confronted by Tamar with proof of his hypocrisy and immoral behaviour, he 

confessed ...she is more righteous than I...  Genesis 38:26. 
 

• Why was Tamar considered more righteous? 

It was Judah who admitted that Tamar’s action was more righteous than his.     

The pledge items linked Judah to the child and gave legitimacy to the pregnancy. 

When presented with these things, he realized he was the one in the wrong. 
 

• This act of humbling himself was the turning point of his life.  Judah recognised the fact 

that she was more just in her deception of him than he was in his rejection of her by 

not giving her to Shelah as he had promised, according to the custom. 

    

3) As a brother and leader in his clan 

a)  His willingness to take Benjamin’s place in prison. 

 When we next meet Judah, he was back with his father and brothers. Threatened by a severe 

 famine, Jacob sent the brothers (except Benjamin) to Egypt. There, they would discover the 

 brother they had betrayed years earlier. 

 This first trip Simeon was left as hostage in Egypt as the rest returned home. 
 

• Second trip - Judah guaranteed for Benjamin’s safety before they set out from home.  

 Judah pleaded with his father to send Benjamin with them and added...  

…if I do not bring him back to you, then I shall bear the blame before you, my father, all 

my life… Genesis 44:32 
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• Judah interceded for his brother’s safety by offering to substitute for him (when Benjamin 

was retained). 

 … Now then, please let your servant remain here as my lord’s slave, in place of the boy, 

 and let the boy return with his brothers…  Genesis 44:33 
 

• Judah showed apathy for his aged father. 

 … How can I go back to my father if the boy is not with me?  No! Do not let me see the 

 misery that would come upon my father...  Genesis 44:34 
 

b)  Judah’s behavioural change confirmed his repentance was genuine.   

• Selfless / self-sacrifice.  

o He had returned to the heart of his family. 
 

o He was willing to sacrifice himself so that his brother might live  
 

• Emergence as leader. 

Because of his repentance and maturity, Judah became the spokesperson and recognised 

leader of his brothers during their interactions with Joseph in Egypt.  He showed deep 

compassion and a commitment to protecting his family. 
 

• Legacy and blessing.  

o Tamar and her twin boys were among the 70 who departed with Jacob for Egypt. 
 

o Jacob, on his deathbed blessing, prophesied over Judah’s future generations. 

 The scepter will not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until 

he comes to whom it belongs and the obedience of the nation is his Genesis 49:10 
 

This prophecy cemented his role as the ancestor of King David and the Messiah, 

known as the Lion of the tribe of Judah. 

Judah’s journey from a tragic beginning to be a vessel of honour, when he humbled 

himself in repentance, choosing to change, marked him as a leader, capable of 

prioritising the welfare of others over his own desires, to fit into God’s plan and purpose. 

 

Application 

• How are you as a sibling at home? 

 blaming / bullying / calling your younger sibling unkind names         
  

• How do you intend to value your sibling? 

 combine resources to bless your family            

 pray together; others ___________________            
 

• How do you intend to respect your parents / family name?  

 respect their views           

 listen to their experience      

 understand their worries           

 take responsibility (not expecting parents to do chores for me)   

 receive the power of their blessing on my future        


