
Tamar

1The in-
laws 

Genesis 37

P
eople often bring back some strange souvenirs from
their holidays, but if you went to visit Egypt, I wonder
if you would bring back anything as unusual as the
souvenir brought home by one British woman

recently. Jane Felix-Browne, a fifty-one-year-old
grandmother, was out horse-riding near the Great Pyramid
when she met Omar Bin Laden, a son of Osama Bin Laden,
whom she subsequently married.1 Can you imagine the
reaction when she told her family about her holiday romance
and her plan to marry? ‘You can’t be serious! Just think what
you would be marrying into! Don’t you know what kind of a
person his father is?’

These things could very easily have been said to Tamar,
although, unfortunately for her, there does not seem to have
been any such caution exercised by her family.

SKELETONS IN THE CLOSET

We first meet Tamar in Genesis 38. This is around the time
when Jacob is mourning for his son Joseph, who is ‘missing,
presumed dead’. It is worth gaining some understanding from
chapter 37 about the incidents surrounding Joseph’s
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disappearance in order to discover something about the
characters involved, as this family will soon be Tamar’s in-
laws.

If it were not for Reuben and Judah, Joseph (of the
coloured-coat fame) would be murdered by the rest of his
brothers, as this is their original plan, Plan A, as Genesis 37:20
shows clearly: ‘Come now, let’s kill him.’

Plan B is then hatched. Reuben suggests leaving Joseph in a
dry cistern and allowing ‘fate’ to take over. In the hot climate,
this could well result in an awful death from dehydration and
exposure to the elements.

Plan C is Judah’s suggestion. This plan is only slightly
better, being seen as ‘the lesser of two evils’: it means only that
Joseph will not be murdered or left to die. The calculating
Judah has seen a business opportunity as a caravan of
Ishmaelites, loaded with all sorts of desirable objects, is
passing their way. Judah shows less concern for his brother’s
welfare than for his own opportunity for material gain. His
Plan C is to sell Joseph to these merchants. He gives his
brothers two reasons why this will be the best plan: it means
that they will not have the burden of Joseph’s death on their
consciences, and they will also gain twenty shekels of silver.
We have to recognize that Judah’s real concern is not so much
to save his brother from death as to save himself from guilt
and, even more appealing to him, to profit materially from the
whole transaction.

Sadly, even in our world today, human trafficking is still a
reality. It is frequently brought to our attention with high-
profile cases such as the tragic deaths of the twenty-one
Chinese cockle pickers who were killed in Morecambe Bay in
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February 2004. These workers had been receiving just eleven
pence an hour in payment for the work that led to so many
deaths. Tearfund states, ‘Approximately 4,000 individuals are
trafficked into the UK each year for the purposes of enforced
prostitution.’2 When we hear such statistics, we are appalled
that anyone should gain in such a way from another’s misery,
especially from that of a family member. But gaining from
Joseph’s misery is exactly what we see Judah doing here. We
have no record of Judah getting any assurances from the
merchants that Joseph will be cared for or that no harm will
come to him. Instead, we see the wily Judah making sure that
he personally gets the best out of the situation. The brothers
take Judah’s lead, but this is not surprising when we read the
description of him in 1 Chronicles 5:2 as ‘the strongest of his
brothers’.

ECONOMICAL WITH THE TRUTH

It is worth noting that Plan C is not carried out with the
knowledge of all the brothers. Genesis 37:29 shows that
Reuben knows nothing of this plan: ‘When Reuben returned to
the cistern and saw that Joseph was not there, he tore his
clothes.’

Reuben has been away from the cistern where Joseph had
been left, perhaps grazing some of the sheep a little further
away. When on his return he goes to check on Joseph, he is
utterly dismayed. It was Reuben’s plan to leave Joseph in the
cistern so that Joseph could later be freed and returned to their
father. We see this clearly in Genesis 37:22, where Reuben
says, ‘Don’t shed any blood. Throw him into this cistern here
in the desert, but don’t lay a hand on him.’ The text goes on to
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say that ‘Reuben said this to rescue him from them and take
him back to his father.’

It is clear that Reuben is on his own when he makes the
discovery of the empty cistern, as we see him then returning to
his brothers in a state of distress. It seems that Judah and the
others choose not to let Reuben in on the truth. They know
that Reuben is compassionate and will insist on chasing after
the merchants and buying Joseph back. Allowing Reuben to
think that Joseph has been taken away by a wild animal, Judah
and the others complete their deceit by taking Joseph’s coat—
his ‘ornamented robe’ (37:32), that symbol of their father’s
favouritism—and dipping it in blood so that their father will
believe that Joseph is dead. It is easy to imagine the brothers
taking pleasure in defacing this garment that speaks so much
of the inequality in their family.

We see Judah’s motives here as evil and selfish, but,
incredibly, his actions actually result in Joseph’s life being
saved. With hindsight, Joseph later appraises those actions in
the following way: ‘You intended to harm me, but God
intended it for good’ (Genesis 50:20).

WATCH YOUR BACK!

Judah was a main player in what was essentially an evil plan
and it is Judah’s family into which Tamar is to marry.
Sometimes a prospective bridegroom is light-heartedly
advised to look at his bride’s mother to see what his wife might
be like in a couple of decades’ time; Tamar should have been
advised to take a good look at her prospective father-in-law’s
character before agreeing to marry into this family! What we
have seen of Judah is a man with few principles who is willing
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to deceive and do wrong if it suits his purposes. He is willing to
jeopardize relationships in the family when there is a chance of
financial gain and an easy way to be rid of a large irritation.
Judah is definitely not the sort of man to trust with your life—
or even your pet goldfish! If the chance came to convert your
beloved pet into cash, you could well return from your holiday
to find an empty bowl with the explanation that Goldie has
gone to ‘a better place’.

BUT NOT A TOTAL WRITE-OFF

Having said that, and having highlighted the undesirable
nature of much of Judah’s character, we cannot ignore Jacob’s
blessing for Judah recorded in Genesis 49:8–12. It speaks of
Judah’s power and strength, his prowess as a warrior and him
gaining the respect of his brothers. It announces the fact that,
from Judah’s family, the royal tribe will come. Here we see the
work of a God of grace. In spite of his powers to deceive and
the other sins that we will be discovering, it is from Judah’s
family that Jesus would descend. This is alluded to in Genesis
49:10: ‘the obedience of the nations is his’. The earlier part of
this verse points even more clearly to Jesus: ‘until he comes to
whom [the sceptre] belongs’. It seems surprising to us that the
promise of such great things in this blessing comes to Judah
rather than to Reuben, the firstborn, or even Joseph, the son
who was evidently favoured by both his father and God. For
Tamar, with all that she had to endure, it must have brought
comfort that, however difficult her experiences were, she was
part of this chosen family. 
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FOR FURTHER STUDY

1. Study the life of Joseph after he was sold into slavery: he became a

servant, but was thrown into prison for doing the right thing and

resisting Potiphar’s wife’s advances (Genesis 39:13–20). Despite his

innocence, he was held in jail for two years before his skill as dream-

solver was remembered. He was then promoted to prime minister,

gaining all the power that this entailed (Genesis 41:41–57). His

brothers eventually came before him and he had the power to punish

them (Genesis 50:15–18). How was it that he was able to respond to

them with the words of Genesis 50:19–21?

2. Can you think of other times in the Bible when things have

appeared to be going badly wrong, and yet when God has been

proved to have been working all things for good all along? (Think, for

example, of the account of Esther, and of the life of Jesus.)

TO THINK ABOUT AND DISCUSS

1. Are there any situations in your life that you would not have

chosen but can now see that ‘God intended … for good’?

2. What difficult situations have you faced when you have not been

able to see God’s purpose? How can we encourage ourselves (and

others) to trust that God is in control even in these situations?

Notes

1 The Times, 11 July 2007, p. 3.

2 www.tearfund.org/Extra/Freedom+Day/Slavery+in+our+back+yard.htm

(accessed April 2008).
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