
The Book of Genesis, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 22: Judah and Tamar; Joseph in Potiphar’s House

Genesis 38:1–39:23

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

This lesson sets two contrasting men side by side: Judah, who drifts into compromise and 
disgrace, and Joseph, who stands firm under intense temptation and suffers for his integrity. 
Doctrinally, it teaches the danger of drifting from the people of God, the destructiveness of sin 
and hypocrisy, the astonishing grace of God who works His redemptive plan even through sordid 
human stories, the assurance of God’s presence in both prosperity and adversity, and the call to 
integrity and purity under temptation even at great cost. The chapters also advance the line of 
the Messiah through both Judah (via Perez) and the preserved Joseph.

Handle the mature content of both chapters with restraint appropriate to a mixed audience. The 
episode of Judah and Tamar and the seduction by Potiphar’s wife both involve sexual sin; teach 
them plainly and soberly, drawing out the lessons (the consequences of sin, the danger of 
compromise, the call to integrity, the wonder of grace) without dwelling on the sordid details. 
The aim is instruction and edification, not sensation. Keep the emphasis on the contrast 
between Judah’s fall and Joseph’s faithful stand, and on God’s grace and presence.

Formationally, this passage calls students to guard against the drift of compromising company, 
to confront their own hypocrisy and double standards, to marvel at and rest in God’s grace 
toward flawed people, to trust God’s presence in every season, and above all to stand for purity 
and integrity under temptation, fleeing sin and being willing to suffer for doing right. Lead them 
to Joseph’s conviction that sin is first of all against God, and to the God who is with His people in 
the palace and the prison alike.

Question 1

Student Question:

Chapter thirty-eight traces Judah’s drift: he left his brothers, settled and married among the 
Canaanites, and slid into moral compromise and its painful consequences (38:1–11). What does 
this teach us about the danger of drifting away from God’s people and the company of faith?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Chapter thirty-eight opens with a telling phrase: ‘Judah went down from his brothers’ (38:1). 
The ‘going down’ is both geographical and spiritual. He separates from the family of faith, settles 
among the Canaanites, marries a Canaanite woman, and begins a slide into compromise that 
brings wickedness, judgment, and shame upon his household.



Draw out the danger of drifting from the people of God. Judah’s troubles are bound up with his 
leaving. Cut off from the influence of his father’s faith and immersed in a pagan culture, his 
moral compass drifts. The company we keep and the environment we immerse ourselves in 
powerfully shape our direction.

Note the consequences without sensationalizing them. Judah’s sons prove wicked and die under 
God’s judgment; his own failures multiply. Sin and compromise bear bitter fruit. The chapter is 
honest that turning from God’s ways brings real damage, to ourselves and to those around us.

Help students see the principle, echoed throughout Scripture: ‘Bad company ruins good morals’ 
(1 Corinthians 15:33), and ‘Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked’ 
(Psalm 1:1). We are shaped, often unconsciously, by those we surround ourselves with. Judah’s 
drift is a warning.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The danger of drifting from the people and influence of faith (Genesis 38:1).
 The company we keep shaping our moral direction (1 Corinthians 15:33).
 Compromise and sin bearing bitter consequences.
 The blessing of not walking in the counsel of the wicked (Psalm 1:1).

Discussion Prompts

 What does Judah’s ‘going down from his brothers’ suggest?
 How did leaving the family of faith affect Judah’s life?
 How does the company we keep shape our direction?

Question 2

Student Question:

Where might compromising company, environments, or influences be pulling you away from 
God? How do the people and places we immerse ourselves in shape the direction of our lives, for 
better or worse?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question applies Judah’s drift to the student’s life. We are all shaped by our environments 
and relationships, and compromise often comes not by a single decision but by gradually 
immersing ourselves in influences that pull us from God.

Help students examine their influences honestly. What company, environments, media, and 
relationships are shaping them? Some pull toward God; others, subtly, pull away, normalizing 
what God forbids, cooling our devotion, eroding our convictions. Judah did not plan to fall; he 
drifted by where he settled.



Balance this carefully. We are not called to isolate from all non-believers, for we are sent into 
the world as light (Matthew 5:14–16; 1 Corinthians 5:9–10). The danger is not contact but 
immersion, allowing ungodly influences to shape us rather than our shaping them. The question 
is which direction the influence flows.

Invite reflection: where compromising company or influences may be pulling the student from 
God, and what adjustment, in relationships, environments, or habits, might help them walk 
toward God rather than drift away.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Examining the influences and company shaping us.
 Compromise coming by gradual immersion, not a single choice.
 The difference between engaging the world and being immersed in its ways (Matthew 5:14–

16).
 Discerning which way the influence flows in our relationships.

Discussion Prompts

 What company or influences are shaping your direction?
 Which of them pull you toward God, and which pull away?
 What adjustment might help you walk toward God rather than drift?

Question 3

Student Question:

When confronted, Judah admitted of Tamar, “She is more righteous than I” (38:26), exposing his 
own hypocrisy and double standard. What does this teach us about the human tendency to 
condemn in others what we excuse in ourselves?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

When Tamar exposed that Judah was the father of her child, Judah was forced to confront his 
own hypocrisy. He had been ready to condemn Tamar, even to have her put to death, while 
excusing his own immorality. Confronted, he confessed, ‘She is more righteous than I’ (38:26). 
His double standard was laid bare.

Draw out the universal tendency. We are all prone to condemn in others what we tolerate in 
ourselves, to apply strict standards outward and lenient ones inward. Judah’s harshness toward 
Tamar’s sin and blindness toward his own is a portrait of the human heart.

Connect to Jesus’ teaching. ‘Why do you see the speck in your brother’s eye, but do not notice 
the log in your own?‘ (Matthew 7:3). Hypocrisy magnifies others’ faults and minimizes our own; 
honesty reverses the lens, dealing first and most seriously with our own sin.



Note the one redemptive thing Judah does: he owns it. ‘She is more righteous than I’ is a 
genuine confession. Hypocrisy exposed can lead either to defensiveness or to repentance. 
Judah, to his credit, takes responsibility, and this Judah will later grow into the man who offers 
himself for his brother Benjamin. Honest confession is the beginning of change.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The tendency to condemn in others what we excuse in ourselves (Genesis 38:26).
 Strict standards outward, lenient standards inward.
 Jesus on the log in our own eye (Matthew 7:3).
 Honest confession as the beginning of change.

Discussion Prompts

 How did Judah show a double standard?
 Why are we so prone to condemn in others what we excuse in ourselves?
 What is significant about Judah’s confession?

Question 4

Student Question:

Where do you notice a double standard in your own life, judging others harshly for things you 
tolerate in yourself? What would honest self-examination and repentance look like there?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question turns the searchlight of hypocrisy onto the student. We all have blind spots, areas 
where we judge others harshly for things we tolerate or excuse in ourselves: the impatience we 
condemn in others but explain away in ourselves, the gossip we deplore but practice, the sins 
we find shocking in others and minor in ourselves.

Help students discern their double standards. A useful exercise is to notice what most irritates 
or angers us in others; often it points to something we are blind to in ourselves. Our harshest 
judgments frequently reveal our own unaddressed faults.

Point toward honest self-examination and repentance. ‘Let a person examine himself’ (1 
Corinthians 11:28); ‘Search me, O God, and know my heart’ (Psalm 139:23–24). The remedy for 
hypocrisy is to deal first and most seriously with our own sin, asking God to expose what we 
have excused.

Invite a concrete step: a double standard the student recognizes in themselves, and a 
movement toward honest confession and repentance there, dealing with the log in their own 
eye before the speck in another’s.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



 Recognizing our own double standards and blind spots.
 What irritates us in others often revealing our own faults.
 Honest self-examination and repentance (Psalm 139:23–24; 1 Corinthians 11:28).
 Dealing first with the log in our own eye.

Discussion Prompts

 Where do you judge others for things you tolerate in yourself?
 What might your harshest judgments reveal about your own heart?
 What would honest repentance look like there?

Question 5

Student Question:

Astonishingly, out of this shameful chapter came Perez, an ancestor of King David and of Jesus 
Christ Himself, and Tamar is named in the Messiah’s genealogy (Matthew 1:3). What does it 
reveal about God’s grace that He wove His redemptive plan through such a flawed and sordid 
human story?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Here is the surprising grace at the heart of chapter thirty-eight. Out of this shameful, tangled 
story, marked by death, broken promises, deception, and immorality, God brings forth Perez. 
And Perez becomes an ancestor of King David, and ultimately of Jesus the Messiah. Matthew’s 
genealogy of Jesus deliberately names Tamar (Matthew 1:3), refusing to hide the scandal.

Draw out the wonder of God’s grace. God did not wait for a clean, respectable story to advance 
His redemptive plan; He wove it straight through human sin and shame. The line of the Savior 
runs through liars, schemers, and the sexually immoral, not because God approves of their sin, 
but because His grace is greater than their sin.

Note how this fits the whole Bible’s pattern. Jesus’ genealogy is full of flawed and unlikely 
people, by which God declares that salvation is by grace, not by human merit or pedigree. 
‘Where sin increased, grace abounded all the more’ (Romans 5:20). God specializes in bringing 
beauty out of brokenness.

Help students feel the personal hope in this. If God can weave His redemption through a story 
like Judah and Tamar’s, then no human failure or shameful past puts a person beyond His grace 
and use. Our messy histories do not disqualify us; in the hands of a gracious God, they can 
become part of His redemptive work.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s grace weaving redemption through a sordid human story (Genesis 38; Matthew 1:3).
 God advancing His plan through human sin without approving it.



 Jesus’ genealogy declaring salvation by grace, not human merit.
 Grace abounding over sin (Romans 5:20); no failure beyond God’s grace.

Discussion Prompts

 What does it reveal about God that Perez came from this story?
 Why does Matthew name Tamar in Jesus’ genealogy?
 How does this encourage those with a messy past?

Question 6

Student Question:

How does it encourage you that God works His purposes through flawed, broken people and 
messy pasts? Where do you need to believe that your own failures and history do not put you 
beyond God’s grace and use?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question applies the grace of God to the student’s own failures and history. Many believers 
are haunted by a shameful past or by ongoing failures, fearing that these put them beyond 
God’s use, or even beyond His grace.

Help students take hold of the truth that God redeems messy stories. The same grace that 
brought the Messiah through Judah’s failure can bring good out of the student’s failures. God is 
not waiting for us to be respectable; He meets us in our brokenness and weaves even our worst 
chapters into His purposes.

Guard against two errors. One uses grace as an excuse to keep sinning (‘since grace covers it, sin 
doesn’t matter’); the chapter clearly shows sin’s bitter consequences, so this is false. The other 
despairs that one’s failures are too great for grace; the genealogy of Jesus refutes this. Grace 
neither excuses sin nor is defeated by it.

Invite a personal response: where the student needs to believe that their failures and history do 
not put them beyond God’s grace and use, and a step of receiving that grace, perhaps 
confessing a sin they thought disqualified them, and offering their redeemed story to God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Believing our failures and past do not put us beyond God’s grace.
 God meeting us in brokenness and using even our worst chapters.
 Grace neither excusing sin nor defeated by it.
 Offering our redeemed story to God’s purposes.

Discussion Prompts



 Where do you fear your past or failures put you beyond God’s use?
 How does God’s grace in this chapter speak to that fear?
 What would receiving and resting in that grace look like for you?

Question 7

Student Question:

In Potiphar’s house and even in prison, the text repeats, “The Lord was with Joseph” (39:2, 21). 
What does it mean that God was with Joseph in both his prosperity and his unjust suffering, and 
how does this shape our understanding of God’s presence in every circumstance?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

As the narrative returns to Joseph, a phrase recurs like a refrain: ‘The Lord was with Joseph’ 
(39:2, 21). It appears when Joseph prospers in Potiphar’s house, and again when he is unjustly 
imprisoned. In success and in suffering, in the palace and the prison, God was with him.

Draw out the doctrine of God’s presence. God’s being ‘with’ Joseph did not mean Joseph 
escaped hardship; it meant God was present and at work in the midst of it. The same God who 
prospered him in the house sustained him in the dungeon. God’s presence is not a guarantee of 
ease but of His faithful nearness in every circumstance.

Note that the presence of God was the secret of Joseph’s life. It was the source of his 
prospering, his integrity, his endurance, and his eventual exaltation. Not Joseph’s talent or virtue 
alone, but the Lord with him, made the difference. So it is for us.

Help students see how this reframes both blessing and adversity. In blessing, we remember it is 
the Lord with us who prospers us, and we stay humble and grateful. In adversity, we hold to the 
truth that God has not left us; He is with us in the prison as surely as in the palace. ‘I will never 
leave you nor forsake you’ (Hebrews 13:5).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s presence with Joseph in both prosperity and suffering (Genesis 39:2, 21).
 God’s presence as faithful nearness, not a guarantee of ease.
 The presence of God as the secret of Joseph’s life.
 God’s abiding presence reframing both blessing and adversity (Hebrews 13:5).

Discussion Prompts

 What does it mean that the Lord was with Joseph in both house and prison?
 How is God’s presence different from a promise of an easy life?
 How was God’s presence the secret of Joseph’s life?

Question 8



Student Question:

Where do you most need to trust that God is with you right now, whether you are in a season of 
blessing or a season of hardship and injustice? How does His presence change the way you face 
it?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question invites students to trust God’s presence in their own present circumstance. 
Whether in a season of blessing or of hardship, the truth that God is with us changes everything.

Help students apply it to their actual situation. For those in a good season, the call is to 
remember it is God’s presence that blesses, staying humble and grateful rather than self-reliant. 
For those in a hard or unjust season, the call is to hold to God’s nearness when everything else 
says He has abandoned them.

Address the felt absence of God. In suffering, especially undeserved suffering, God can feel far 
away, as He surely might have to Joseph in prison. Faith holds to the truth of His presence 
against the feeling of His absence, trusting His promise more than our perception.

Invite a concrete reflection: where the student most needs to trust that God is with them right 
now, in their blessing or their hardship, and how living in the awareness of His presence would 
change the way they face it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Trusting God’s presence in our present season, whether blessing or hardship.
 Staying humble and grateful in blessing; holding to God’s nearness in hardship.
 Faith holding to God’s presence against the feeling of His absence.
 Living in the awareness of God’s presence.

Discussion Prompts

 Where do you most need to trust that God is with you right now?
 How does His presence change the way you face this season?
 How can you hold to His presence when He feels far away?

Question 9

Student Question:

Joseph resisted repeated, persistent temptation, fled when he had to, and refused to “sin against 
God,” yet doing right cost him his freedom (39:7–20). What does his example teach us about 
integrity and purity under temptation, about how to resist, and about being willing to suffer for 
doing right rather than compromise (compare 1 Corinthians 6:18–20)?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the doctrinal high point, and the contrast with Judah makes it shine. Where Judah drifted 
into immorality, Joseph stood firm under intense, repeated temptation. Potiphar’s wife pursued 
him ‘day after day’ (39:10); this was not a single moment but a sustained pressure. Joseph 
refused every time, and when finally cornered, he fled, leaving his garment behind rather than 
his integrity.

Center the teaching on Joseph’s reason: ‘How then can I do this great wickedness and sin 
against God?‘ (39:9). Joseph saw the temptation rightly. It was a betrayal of Potiphar’s trust, yes, 
but first and deepest, it was a sin against God. This is the key to resisting temptation: 
recognizing that all sin is ultimately against God (Psalm 51:4), so that we resist not merely to 
avoid consequences but to honor Him.

Draw out the practical means of resistance Joseph models. He refused consistently, not 
negotiating or flirting with the temptation; he avoided the situation where he could (‘would 
not... even to be with her,‘ 39:10); and when escape was the only option, he fled. Scripture 
commands exactly this for sexual temptation: ‘Flee from sexual immorality’ (1 Corinthians 6:18); 
‘flee youthful passions’ (2 Timothy 2:22). Some temptations are not to be fought toe to toe but 
fled.

Teach the high view of purity and the body that underlies this. The Christian’s body is ‘a temple 
of the Holy Spirit,‘ bought with a price, to be used to glorify God (1 Corinthians 6:19–20). Sexual 
sin is not a minor matter; it is a sin against God and against our own bodies. Joseph’s stand 
models the purity and integrity God calls His people to, in a culture then and now saturated with 
sexual temptation.

Finally, confront the hard reality and the hope together. Joseph did the right thing and suffered 
for it: falsely accused, stripped of his position, thrown into prison. Integrity is sometimes costly; 
doing right does not guarantee reward in this life, and we must be willing to suffer rather than 
sin (1 Peter 3:14, 17). But the chapter does not end in the dungeon’s darkness; it ends with ‘the 
Lord was with him.‘ Joseph kept his integrity and lost his freedom, but he did not lose his God, 
and God’s presence and purpose would carry him through to an exaltation greater than the one 
he forfeited. So it is for all who choose integrity over compromise: the cost is real, but so is the 
God who is with us.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Standing firm under intense, repeated temptation, and fleeing when necessary (Genesis 
39:7–12).

 Seeing temptation rightly: all sin is first of all against God (Genesis 39:9; Psalm 51:4).
 Practical resistance: consistent refusal, avoiding the situation, fleeing (1 Corinthians 6:18; 2 

Timothy 2:22).
 A high view of purity and the body as a temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 6:19–20).



 Willingness to suffer for doing right rather than compromise (1 Peter 3:14, 17).
 God’s presence and purpose sustaining those who choose integrity at great cost.

Discussion Prompts

 Why did Joseph see the temptation first as a sin against God?
 What practical means of resisting temptation does Joseph model?
 How do we hold together the cost of integrity and the presence of God?

Question 10

Student Question:

Look back over the whole passage. Setting Judah’s fall beside Joseph’s stand, name one specific 
way God is calling you to integrity, to flee temptation, to trust His presence, and to rest in His 
grace.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Use this capstone to gather the lesson by setting the two men side by side. Judah fell; Joseph 
stood. The chapter invites every student to ask which they will be when temptation comes, and 
to take hold of the grace and presence of God that make standing possible.

Press for the specific. For one it is fleeing a particular temptation; for another, guarding against 
compromising company; for another, confronting a double standard; for another, resting in 
grace despite a messy past; for another, trusting God’s presence in a hard or unjust season.

Close with the God who was with Joseph and with grace that ran through Judah’s failure. The 
same God offers us His presence to keep us in temptation and His grace to redeem us when we 
fall. To be formed by this passage is to stand for integrity like Joseph, seeing sin as against God 
and fleeing it, while resting in the grace that, even out of failures like Judah’s, brings forth 
redemption, and in the God who is with His people in palace and prison alike.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Choosing the path of Joseph’s integrity over Judah’s compromise.
 Fleeing temptation and guarding against compromising company.
 Resting in grace despite failure and a messy past.
 Trusting God’s presence in every season.

Discussion Prompts

 Setting Judah beside Joseph, which are you more like when tempted?
 What temptation is God calling you to flee, and how?
 How do God’s grace and presence help you stand?


