
The Book of Genesis
Lesson 22: Judah and Tamar; Joseph in Potiphar’s House -- Genesis 38:1–

39:23

Right in the middle of Joseph’s story, the narrative pauses and turns to his brother Judah, and 
what it shows is not pretty. Judah leaves his brothers, settles among the Canaanites, marries a 
Canaanite woman, and begins a slow slide away from the family of faith. His sons turn out 
wicked and die under God’s judgment. He fails to keep his word to his widowed daughter-in-law 
Tamar. And the chapter ends with a sordid episode of deception and immorality that exposes 
Judah’s hypocrisy for all to see. When confronted with his own sin, Judah can only say of Tamar, 
“She is more righteous than I.” It is one of the lowest moments in the whole book.

We will not linger over the unsavory details. The Bible tells this story plainly, but it does not tell 
it to titillate; it tells it to be honest about sin and even more honest about grace. Because here is 
the astonishing thing: out of this tangled, shameful chapter comes a son named Perez, and from 
Perez’s line, centuries later, will come King David, and from David’s line, the Messiah Himself. 
The genealogy of Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel names Tamar by name. God weaves His redemption 
right through the messiest human stories, including stories like Judah’s, and like ours.

Then the camera swings back to Joseph, now a slave in the house of Potiphar, an Egyptian 
official, and the contrast could not be sharper. Where Judah drifted into compromise, Joseph 
stands firm under pressure. The text keeps repeating a phrase that is the secret of his whole life: 
“The Lord was with Joseph.” He prospers, he is trusted, he is given charge of everything. And 
then comes the test: day after day, Potiphar’s wife tries to seduce him, and day after day he 
refuses, until finally he must literally run, leaving his coat in her hand. His reason is the heart of 
the matter: “How then can I do this great wickedness and sin against God?”

And here is the hard part. Joseph does the right thing, and it costs him everything. The spurned 
woman lies, and Joseph, the innocent man, is thrown into prison. He resisted temptation, he 
kept his integrity, he honored God, and his reward, in the short term, was a dungeon. But the 
chapter ends exactly where it began, with the phrase that explains everything: “The Lord was 
with him.” In the palace and in the prison, in prosperity and in injustice, God was with Joseph. 
Read this passage and let it set two men before you, Judah who fell and Joseph who stood, and 
let it ask you which one you will be when temptation comes, and whether you believe that God 
is with you even when doing right lands you in a hard place.

Group Discussion: When Potiphar’s wife tempted him, Joseph refused and asked, “How then 
can I do this great wickedness and sin against God?” (39:9). What does it tell us that Joseph saw 
the temptation first of all as a sin against God? How might seeing our temptations that way 
change the way we resist them?



Personal Reflection: Joseph did the right thing and it cost him dearly, he was falsely accused and 
imprisoned, yet “the Lord was with him” even there (39:20–21). Have you ever done the right 
thing and suffered for it? How do you hold on to the truth that God is with you, even when 
integrity is costly?

Read Genesis 38:1–39:23

Study Questions

1. 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?

2. 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?

3. 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?

4. 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?

5. 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?

6. 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?

7. 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?

8. 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?

9. 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)?



10. 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.

Now or Later

Reflect on these passages: 1 Corinthians 6:18–20, fleeing sexual immorality, for your body is a 
temple of the Holy Spirit; 2 Timothy 2:22, fleeing youthful passions and pursuing righteousness; 
Matthew 1:3, Perez and Tamar named in the genealogy of Jesus; Psalm 1:1–2, the blessing of 
not walking in the counsel of the wicked; 1 Peter 3:14–17, being blessed even when you suffer 
for righteousness’ sake.


