
 Free Bible Study on Genesis 36-39 
 
 

 

Introduction:  The last great story in Genesis is that of Joseph.  Joseph's life, in contrast to that of his 
brothers, is upright and clean.  Joseph in some ways prefigures Christ.  He is faithful to God's will and 
suffers in order to deliver his family and many others from starvation.  Before we come to Joseph, Genesis 
36 records the descendants of Esau.  After Joseph is sold into Egypt, 38 recounts an episode in the life of 
Judah, one of Jacob's sons, that affects the lineage of David and Christ. 
 

 

Notes on Genesis 36-39: 
 
36:1 - This is the account [KJV - These are the generations] - Whenever this phrase occurs in Genesis, it 
begins another section or book within Genesis. 
 
Edom - another name of Esau.  It means "Red."  The descendants of Esau are called Edomites.  They are 
frequent enemies of the Israelites in the Old Testament Period.  Because of their sins, God eventually 
decides to destroy them. 
 
36:6 - some distance from his brother Jacob - These brothers would never be close after all that had 
happened.  They were better off separated in order to avoid conflicts. 
 
36:8 - Seir (another name for Edom) - South of the Dead Sea. 
 
36:9 - the account - An exception to the general rule, this phrase does not here indicate the beginning of a 
new book.  It is just a summary statement. 
 
36:11 - Eliphaz...Teman - Some of the names in this section indicate that Job probably lived in Edom. 
 
37:2 - The account - Here the last book in Genesis begins. 
 
bad report - We don't know what they had done, but Joseph told on them.  This caused the brothers to 
resent Joseph. 
 
37:3 - loved Joseph more - This favoritism made the brothers even more resentful.  Favoritism in a family 
always causes trouble. 
 
richly ornamented robe - This increased the envy of the brothers. 
 
37:8 - reign over us? - The dream added to the ill will against Joseph. 
 
37:9 - sun, moon and eleven stars - Joseph's father, mother and eleven brothers.  People believed that 
dreams could be prophetic, and as it turned out, this one was certainly a prophecy from God. 
 
37:11 - kept the matter - Jacob, unlike his sons, was mature and objective enough to be open to the 
possible meaning of the dream. 
 
37:21 - Reuben...tried to rescue him - Reuben, as the oldest son, would have been responsible to his 
father for Joseph's welfare, and as the oldest he may have also had more mature judgment than the rest. 
Though Reuben showed weak character in committing incest with his father's concubine, we may see 
here a better side of Reuben. 
 
37:22 - cistern - a pit hollowed out and lined so it would catch and hold runoff from the infrequent rains. 
 
37:27 - Let's sell him - Reuben was not there at the time. 
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37:28 - Midianite merchants - Also called Ishmaelites in this story, these people traded in slaves as well as 
other goods. 
 
took him to Egypt - Imagine Joseph's thoughts as he goes along in bonds and his home recedes farther 
and farther behind.  He does not know that he will ever see home or family again.  One is tempted to 
question God and even curse him when terrible things happen.  But from the way Joseph behaves in 
future, it is evident that he continues to trust God and determines to do right in every situation, wherever 
God may take him. 
 
37:31 - slaughtered a goat - Jacob, who had deceived others, was about to be cruelly deceived again.  We 
reap what we sow. 
 
37:35 - comfort him - The sons had to be able hypocrites to carry out this act. 
 
38:1 - As a literary device to heighten the sense of Joseph's separation from the scene, Moses inserts the 
story of Judah and Tamar at this point. 
 
left his brothers - As in the case of Dinah, trouble came when God's people began associating closely with 
the pagans around them. 
 
38:2 - daughter of a Canaanite - In marrying this woman, Judah forsook the principles of his forefathers 
who had believed one should not marry a pagan Canaanite. 
 
38:6 - Judah got a wife for Er - Marriages were arranged by the father in those days. 
 
38:7 - Er...was wicked - Judah did not do a good job of teaching and raising his sons.  Judah's own 
example affected his sons.  Also their Canaanite mother probably affected their characters. 
 
38:8 - Lie with your brother's wife...fulfill your duty - It was the custom that if a man died without a male 
heir, the man's brother or his nearest of kin should impregnate the deceased's wife so that she could 
produce a son to carry her husband's name forward.  This was later spelled out in the Mosaic Law - 
Deuteronomy 25:5, 6; Ruth 3:9-12; 4:5; Matthew 22:24. 
 
38:9 - spilled his semen on the ground - This method of birth control is medically called coitus interruptus. 
  
 
38:10 - wicked in the Lord's sight - Some people have concluded from this that birth control is wrong.  The 
sin however was not in birth control.  It was in disobeying the patriarchal law of fathering a child for the 
deceased.  Birth control is neutral and can be used for good or evil, depending on the motives of those 
who practice it.  The traditional Roman Catholic doctrine that sex is only for procreation and not for 
pleasure of the married couple will not stand up in the light of scriptures such as Proverbs 5:18, 19; Song 
of Solomon.  The Catholic Church officially opposes all forms of birth control. 
 
Of course any form of birth control that destroys a living fetus is wrong since it is the taking of a human 
life. The intrauterine device (IUD) and at least some forms of the pill are said to produce early abortions by 
causing miscarriage of the fertilized egg.  Others mistakenly believe that Onan was killed for masturbating. 
They conclude from that reasoning that masturbation is wrong.  Other arguments can be made against 
masturbation, but this passage has nothing to do with the rightness or wrongness of it.  Scripture does not 
mention masturbation as such, and any opinion we form about has to be based on general principles from 
scripture.  Onan probably practiced withdrawal (medically called coitus interruptus), not masturbation.  And 
the reason for his punishment was refusal to produce a child for his brother. 
 
38:11 - He may die too - Judah did not understand the real reasons why Er and Onan died.  He connected 
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their deaths with Tamar herself. 
 
38:21 - shrine prostitute - They were accustomed to cult prostitutes of the Canaanite religions waiting for 
men along the roads. 
 
38:24 - burned to death - As also commanded by Moses in Leviticus 21:9; compare Deuteronomy 22:13-
21.  There is a shocking contrast between the way these people looked on immoral behavior of a woman 
and that of a man in the same family.  Nothing was said about Judah going to a prostitute.  Under their 
double standard, it was accepted as a matter of course.  We see the same kind of thing in John 8 where 
the Jewish leaders want to stone a woman caught in adultery but no mention is made of the man.  This 
does not mean that God approved of what men like Judah did.  God's revelation of his will was gradual.  
God tolerated some things for a while because of the hardness of people's hearts - Matthew 19:8.  He 
worked with these people where they were and gradually brought them into more light.  The fuller 
revelation in the New Testament makes it clear that sexual sin is just as wrong for the man as for the 
woman. 
 
A man overseas once questioned the writer of these notes.  The man was a member of a tribe where a 
woman was expected to be a virgin before marriage.  He said, "I married my wife and then found out that 
she was not a virgin.  What should I do about it?"  The writer answered, "What about yourself?  Were you 
pure before marriage?"  The man had not been.  The writer suggested that since the man was as guilty as 
the woman, he forgive her just as he himself needed to be forgiven. 
 
38:26 - She is more righteous - Judah is convicted of his sin by the undeniable evidence presented to him. 
 
38:29 - Perez was an ancestor of Jesus - Matthew 1:1-3. 
 
39:1 - taken down to Egypt - Joseph was faithful to God even in an ungodly place.  It is easier to be faithful 
to God when we are in godly surroundings and with godly people.  When we get out in worldly places 
among unbelievers, it is easy to fit in with their ways and we may be ashamed to be different, to show that 
we belong to the Lord.  Joseph's faith was real enough and deep enough that he was consistent in 
obeying God wherever he went.  He determined to do right at whatever he did, wherever he was.  A 
commitment like that can keep a person out of spiritual and moral trouble. 
 
39:2 - The LORD was with Joseph because of Joseph's faithful commitment.  God will be with us in the 
same way. 
 
39:3 - gave him success - We are often tempted to take moral and spiritual shortcuts to get success, but 
the only real way to success is to do right, keep our principles, and let God give us what he chooses. 
 
39:4 - Put him in charge - The fact that Joseph had been sold as a slave was nothing to God.  God could 
quickly raise Joseph to a good position.  When we suffer and seem to lose out by doing right, we need to 
remember Joseph.  We may temporarily suffer, but the story is not over yet.  God always gives us back 
more than we give up for him. 
 
39:5 - blessed the household of the Egyptian because of Joseph - Are there companies and even 
governments that are blessed today because of some of God's people that are in them? 
 
39:6 - well-built and handsome - People who are handsome or beautiful face extra temptations. 
 
39:7 - Come to bed with me - Sooner or later we all face temptation of one kind or another.  Even those 
who have locked themselves inside monasteries and convents have not been able to totally escape.  We 
could stay within our walls and still be enticed by Internet pornography or cyber sex.  A God-fearing person 
will not deliberately place himself or herself in the way of temptation, but some of it is going to come.  That 
being true, the only real protection is in keeping our hearts clean and committing ourselves ahead of time 
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to a godly response.  The only people who avoid falling are those like Joseph who have made their minds 
up ahead of time, who know who they are and what they are living for. 
 
39:8, 9 - entrusted - Joseph at first tries reasoning with the woman morally.  If he can get her to see the 
wrong and back off from it, he has helped her as well as saving himself.  Joseph remembers that Potiphar 
has trusted him completely.  How can he betray Potiphar's trust?  And how can he do such a wicked 
thing?  Some things are always wrong, no matter when or where or who it is.  It is popular today to think 
that there is no absolute moral standard, that everything is relative and situational.  The God who gave the 
Ten Commandments doesn't think so.  Once we leave moral absolutes, there is no stopping place, no real 
standard to live by.   
 
sin against God - It would not just be a sin against Potiphar or his wife but a sin against God's righteous 
law.  Our culture today has lost sight of that.   
 
39:10 - or even be with her.  Joseph was wiser and more realistic than people often are, who think they 
can hang all around temptation and not fall.  Most adulterous affairs don't just suddenly happen.  First 
some attraction is felt, then flirtation.  One begins to find excuses for spending time with the person, for 
touching.  Feelings grow and take over.  A Christian who wants to stay pure will hear an alarm at the 
beginning of this process and stop it before getting more entangled. 
 
God put strict fences around sex 1) because it is a precious gift from God when used morally, and 2) 
because it has such power over us.  Sexual temptation has to be handled as carefully as gasoline around 
fire.  There is protection in knowing that you are vulnerable.  The person who says, "I would never fall to 
that kind of temptation" is more likely to fall than the person who knows his weakness and takes care.  
Adultery and fornication begin in the heart (Matthew 5:28) and one cannot avoid them without dealing with 
the activities, fantasies, mental and visual intake, places, companionships and situations that increase 
temptation. 
 
39:12 - ran out of the house - It situations like this, we find out how deep a person's commitment is.  
Joseph had made up his mind beforehand.  Had he not, this story would have turned out another way.  
Paul, who was realistic about the power of sexual temptation, wrote to the Corinthians, "Flee sexual 
immorality."  That's the only way to deal with it and that is what Joseph did.  The writer of these notes 
knew a wonderful old African preacher named Godwin Makwakwa.  Brother Makwakwa was blind but 
used his Braille Bible to preach powerfully.  Once Brother Makwakwa and some other preachers were 
visiting a village congregation for a weekend camp meeting.  After the evening services, Brother 
Makwakwa and the other visiting preachers were given a place to sleep in a nearby house.  During the 
night Brother Makwakwa was awakened by the sense that another body was next to him.  As a blind 
person will do, he put his hand out to feel who or what it was.  His hand touched beads, body beads of a 
kind that women of that country wear to make themselves sexually attractive.  Brother Makwakwa realized 
instantly that a woman had lain down beside him for the wrong reasons.  Makwakwa was a man like 
Joseph.  Quick of mind, he sat upright and called to the other preachers sleeping nearby, "Brothers, let us 
pray!"  The woman quickly left. 
 
God placed examples like Joseph's in the Bible to help us avoid destroying our lives with immorality.  
Sexual desire and pleasure can be so intense for a brief time, but so much shame, betrayal and 
disintegration follow.  God would spare us that.  Moral falling can be forgiven and lives put back together, 
but there is loss of self-respect and there is hurt to oneself and to others that can never be completely 
undone. 
 
39:14 - He came in here to sleep with me - The woman lies about Joseph.  "Hell hath no fury like a woman 
spurned..." 
 
39:17 - Hebrew slave you brought us - She accuses her husband.  Her relationship with him is already 
strained.  It is important to deal with stresses in our marital relationship so that we are not set up for 
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adultery as she was.  Things happen for a reason.  We have the choice to do something about things 
before they lead to other things. 
 
39:19 - master...burned with anger - There is probably no greater anger than that of a jealous husband. 
 
39:20 - put him in prison - Joseph is tested now more than ever before.  Back when he was unjustly sold 
as a slave, he refused to be bitter toward God and he kept on doing right.  Now, because he has done 
right, God has allowed him to be lied about and thrown in prison.  At this point many people would lose 
their faith and turn against God.  But Joseph just keeps trusting God and doing the right thing.  He 
believed what Paul later wrote, "And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love 
him, who have been called according to his purpose" - Romans 8:28. 
 
where the king's prisoners were confined - The NIV Study Bible comments that this was not the worst 
prison available.  Potiphar may have used it because it was the prison connected with his work.  Or could 
it be that Potiphar knew enough about his wife's nature to suspect that she could have been lying?  
Otherwise Potiphar might even have killed Joseph, as he no doubt had power to do. 
 
39:21 - showed him kindness...granted him favor - God let Joseph fall into prison, but he was there with 
him and took care of him.  All of this was part of a greater plan God was working out.  Joseph was right 
not to lose faith.  The writer and his wife have a good friend, Pam Marson, who lived down the road from 
us in Malawi.  Pam went through hard times and developed a great faith.  She used to say, “The safest 
place on earth to be is in the center of God's will."  It doesn't matter if you are in jail for something you 
didn't do, if you are still in the center of God's will for your life.  Joseph was, and God had Joseph's life 
enclosed completely in God's protection. 
 
Jesus promised us, "I am with you always, even to the end of the age" - Matthew 28:20.  Paul and Silas 
remembered this when they sang at midnight in the Philippian prison, before God freed them with an 
earthquake - Acts 16:23-26.  "The Lord knows how to rescue godly men from trials and to hold the 
unrighteous for the Day of Judgment, while continuing their punishment" - 2 Peter 2:9.  When Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego were thrown into the fiery furnace for refusing to bow to the king's idol, a fourth 
person was seen walking with them among the flames, one "like a son of the gods." - Daniel 3.  "Nothing 
can separate us from the love of God..." - Romans 8:35-39. 
 
39:22 - put Joseph in charge - When one concentrates on doing right and serving well, God gives 
advancement. 
 
39:23 - paid no attention to anything - Just as with Potiphar, people trusted Joseph because his honesty 
and faithfulness were so apparent.  If you want to succeed in life, a good reputation is worth more than 
several college degrees. 
 
gave him success - It is God who gives success.  What we need most is to serve God faithfully and 
without compromise. 
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