
Story Number 32

JUDAH AND TAMAR

[Chapter not suitable for younger children]

We saw how the brothers – Jacob’s ten sons – kept together, but there

was a time when Judah decided to leave the others and ‘go it alone’. Well,

not quite alone, he teamed up in partnership with an Adullamite, that is

to say a man from the town of Adullam, whose name was Hirah.

A local Canaanite named Shua had an attractive daughter, and Judah

married her. They had three children, Er, Onan and Shelah. 1

Judah found a wife for Er, named Tamar. Er did something wrong, we

do not know what, or perhaps behaved badly in general, such that God

saw him as ‘bad’ 2 and caused him to die. He had no children, and when

a man died without children it was the custom that his brother (if he had

one) or another close relative should marry his widow, and the first son

born would be considered as the son of the one who died.

What if the brother was already married? No problem, a man could

have more than one wife. Does the Torah later approve of this? After all

a man is not supposed to marry his brother’s widow or divorced wife!

True, but if he dies without a son the Torah not only approves, it makes

it a law, with two differences. First it applies only to the brother, and not,

as in the time of Judah, to another near relative. Second, there is a way

out of it, but we will not discuss that here.

1. He called the third one Shelah because when he was born Judah was in Keziv,
and Shelah and Keziv mean much the same – cf. 2Kings 4:16,28.

2. By reversing the letters, <6 becomes 6<. Cf. Genesis 6:8.
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To understand the story properly, we should understand two things.

First, in such a case, the widow was not allowed to marry anyone except

the brother. Second, she normally wanted this and expected it. If the

brother of her late husband, who died without a son, did not want to marry

her, she was hurt, insulted and angry.

So when Er died childless, Judah gave Tamar to Onan to marry. But

each time Onan slept with Tamar he acted in such a way as not to give

her children, which he did not want. Three things were wrong here:

1. he was only allowed to marry her in order to have a child, and

otherwise marrying his brother’s widow was itself a serious sin;

2. what he did was wrong in itself;

3. it was cruel to the woman.

Which of the three was the unforgivable sin we are not told, but God

punished him by causing his death too.

The next stage was therefore to marry Tamar to Shelah, but he was still

a little boy, too young to marry. So Judah told her to go home to her

father and wait till Shelah grew up and could marry her. But Shelah grew

up and Judah did not arrange for him to marry her.

Why? He was afraid. She had married two of his sons and each had

died, and he thought that it was all her fault, somehow they had died

through her influence, so if she married the third he might also die! He

did not seem to realise that they had died because they were bad, she had

nothing to do with it.

In the course of time, Judah’s wife died. After a while he got over it.

One day he was due to go with his partner Hirah to Timnah (or Timnath)

for the annual sheep shearing. Tamar heard about this and decided to

do something about the situation. Without a wife, Judah would feel

‘lonely’ and might be glad of a woman. So she disguised herself, covered

her face with a veil (a sort of yashmak) and sat down by the fountains on

the road which Judah would pass along. Judah came, saw her, and
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assumed that she was a prostitute. Such women often covered their faces

so that they should not be recognised. He asked if she was available, and

she said ‘What will you give me in return?’

‘I’ll send you a kid from the goats’ he replied.

‘What security will you give me meanwhile, to make sure you send it?’

‘What do you want as security?’

‘Your seal, your cords and your stick.’

It is not clear what the cords were, but all these items were such that

they could be recognised and their owner could be easily identified. He

agreed, gave them to her, and acted.

As soon as he went, she removed the veil and disguise and went home.

Judah, in order to keep his bargain and to recover his property, took a kid

and gave it to Hirah to take to her. Hirah searched, but could not find her,

so he asked the locals where the prostitute was who sat by the fountains,

and they replied that there was no prostitute in the locality.

Puzzled, Hirah returned to Judah and told him that he could not find

her and the locals denied her existence.

‘Never mind,’ said Judah, ‘I sent the goat, you tried to find her and

couldn’t, it’s her loss.’

Three months later someone told Judah that his daughter-in-law Tamar,

who was supposed to marry Shelah, had been with some man and was in

fact pregnant. ‘Bring her out and burn her!’ said Judah. In those days the

head of the family had great power, and they were at times quite callous.

They fetched her out, and she said ‘Just one minute! Judah, do you

recognise this seal, these cords and this stick?’

That was it. No getting away from it. Judah realised what she had done,

but also why she did it. If she could not have a son from Shelah, she

would try to have one from Judah, and he admitted that she was right, and

he was wrong in not marrying her to Shelah.
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Eventually she gave birth happily to twins. Two boys to replace Er and

Onan. And why all this story? Because one of the twins – the rest of the

story is told in the Book of Ruth – became the ancestor of King David.

4


