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Genesis 11:1-9 
 

When you open up the Bible the way we just did and listen to the story of Babel all on its own, it can be 
hard to see what exactly troubles the LORD about this ancient building project. If this story is familiar to you, 
you probably remember that God has a problem with something about this city and tower literally with its 
“head in the sky.” But if you were asked just what that something is, it might be a little hard to answer. “Well, 
huh,” you might say. “Arrogance? Ambition? Pride aimed at an achievement beyond what humans should 
attempt?” Maybe. 

Is the city the problem? Is God against cities? Well, no. Rural and urban communities both have their 
strengths and their pitfalls. But in the overall biblical story, God isn’t anti-city. We know that God doesn’t have 
a principial problem with buildings or cities – good news for you, architects, city planners, and contractors—
because Creation begins in a Garden and reaches its fulfillment in the Heavenly City, the New Jerusalem. In 
between, cities are places where God sows seeds of redemption.    

Pastor Rachel preached last Sunday night from Jeremiah 29, where the exiled Jews are told to seek the 
well-being of the city – Babylon – the same civilization our text today is referring to in its earliest form. Paul 
writes about his eagerness to bring the gospel to Rome, the New Testament Babylon. God’s people are called 
to be a blessing wherever they are, garden or – even dare we say it – the city of the enemy.  

So, what is it about THIS city and THIS part of our earliest history that the Lord is compelled to disrupt? 
To explore those questions, we need a flyover view of God’s work of creation and re-creation leading up to 
Genesis 11. The story of Babel comes at the end of what Biblical scholars call the primordial history – the first 
eleven chapters of Genesis. And in those first eleven chapters there are many times when God disrupts human 
activity because it’s destructive. It’s dangerous to the people and works against God’s good vision for Creation.  

When Adam and Eve eat the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, God disrupts. He 
“scatters” Adam and Eve from the Garden to keep them from living forever separated from him. But he also 
provides for them – coverings for their nakedness now, and the promise of ultimate hope in the future.  

Then, when Cain kills his brother, God can’t ignore Abel’s blood crying out from the ground. So again, 
God disrupts. He confronts Cain. He sends him away to be a wanderer, but he also marks him to protect him 
from harm. Several generations after Cain comes Lamech. And Lamech brags about his vengeance and 
retribution even for minor slights. Lamech typifies the increasing level of violence in the world.   

And by the time of Noah, people have “filled the earth” all right. But they’ve not only filled the earth 
with more people as God blessed them to do, but also with greater and greater violence. God sees that “the 
thoughts of the human heart are only evil all the time.” And God is grieved. Through something like tears, God 
disrupts. The deadly washing of a flood covers all the land. The Ark becomes a floating mini-Eden. The Spirit of 
God hovers again over churning waters. And God starts again with Noah’s family. He creates again with pairs 
of animals. He pledges unconditionally that he will never again destroy everything by flood. Now, finally, 
perhaps God’s one people – the descendants Noah – will fill the earth, spread out and live the lives with God 
and others they were made for. 

All this to say by the time we get to the story of Babel, we are primed to look for the pattern: The 
people God loves into being sin. God disrupts. God covers; God protects. God washes; God promises. God 
renews and starts again. But is that what happens here? Let’s see.  Genesis 11:8-9: “So the LORD scattered 
them from there over all the earth, and they stopped building the city. 9 That is why it was called Babel[c]—
because there the LORD confused the language of the whole world. From there the LORD scattered them over 
the face of the whole earth.” We’re expecting Genesis 11:10 to say something about how God carries on his 
good purposes for the people. But Genesis 11:10 doesn’t do that. It says, “This is the account of Shem’s family 
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line.” The story and the pattern just seem to…end. No promise of protection. No renewal of the 
relationship. Just disruption. God confusing languages and preventing mutual understanding. Scattering his 
human creatures over the face of the earth. Has what happened at Babel cut off the relationship? What can’t 
God allow to continue here?  

If the basic temptation in Genesis 1 was that Eve and Adam wanted to become like God, I think the 
basic temptation in Genesis 11 is a variation on that theme. Their descendants still wanted to be like God – to 
“make a name for themselves.” But they also wanted their God to become less, more manageable. They 
wanted a god who was more like them. 

The passage tells us that the one human family still shares a language. They move east to the plain of 
Shinar. These first settlers look around and say to each other, “This land has no stones for building. Let’s bake 
ourselves some bricks.” That job done, the people say to each other, “We’ve got the building blocks. Now let’s 
build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens. Then we’ll really be something. We’ll make a 
name for ourselves; so we aren’t scattered over the face of the whole earth.”  

Although our passage doesn’t specify the function of the city and the tower, many Bible scholars think 
the tower was a ziggurat. Ziggurats were pyramid-shaped brick temples, human-built mountains that 
connected heaven and earth. Ziggurats had stairways for the god to use when he came down to visit and a 
room for him to come and stay in. They were made by the people living in Shinar, also known as Sumer, later 
known as Babylon. Babylonian ziggurats were between 100-300 feet tall, as tall as the Statue of Liberty, with 
or without her pedestal. 

The people looking to make a name for themselves work together to make a tower for a god more like 
a superhuman patron deity than the LORD of Heaven and Earth. The god they are preparing to welcome stays 
on their mountain. He eats their food and drinks their water. He presides over their city, uses his power 
against their enemies and makes their nation’s name great. What could go wrong? 

If you know in the Ten Commandments, which God gave his people later, alarm bells are going off for 
you. “I AM the LORD your God…you shall have no gods before me. You shall not make for yourself an idol…you 
shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God.” The Creator and Ruler of all things in heaven and on earth 
can’t have it. A god made in their own image allows the humans who call on it to justify almost anything.  
“Nothing they want to do will be impossible for them,” God says. 7 Come, let us go down and confuse their 
language so they will not understand each other.” 8 So the LORD scattered them from there over all the earth, 
and they stopped building the city. How does this story of God and Babel speak to us? What names do we 
want to make for ourselves, what kingdoms do we want to claim and run our way? 

May means it’s graduation season. If you are a graduate or a family member of a graduate, three 
cheers! With this season comes milestone marking and memory making. Celebrating accomplishments and 
potential is gold. It’s a treasured part of this chapter in your relationships. It helps you get ready for what’s 
next. So soak up the sweetness of it. But pay attention too. During this time or in the years ahead, listen for 
echoes of Babel. “Get out there and make a name for yourself.” “Nothing you want to do will be impossible for 
you.” Sound familiar? The siren song of Babel says, “Everything is up to you. Better hustle.” “You have to get 
into this company or that school to make your mark in the world. Don’t mess up your shot.” On the other 
hand, the siren song of Babel also says, “God is on your side! He’ll bless whatever you do.” “Nothing matters 
but reaching your goals. Don’t worry too much if you run over some people on the way.” Unfortunately, these 
Babel songs don’t stop calling to us throughout our lives. As grand as making a name for ourselves sounds, as 
tempting as it could be to join with others pursuing gods who bless what we think, what we value, or what 
we’re doing, these visions of God aren’t right. They’re upside down.   

Being little-g god for ourselves is exhausting. The God of Heaven and Earth loves us too much to let us 
live there. We fit into his plans for this world rather than asking him to accommodate ours. At some point he’ll 
confuse and scatter. And we’ll have a new opportunity to learn how we fit into God’s plans rather than how he 
fits into ours. 
 



I said earlier that the story of Babel seems to just end—with confusion and scattering. And so it does.  
But with God, if the story’s not good we haven’t reached the end. At the end of the family tree that comes 
after the story of Babel, we meet a man named Abram. In the first verses of Genesis 12, you can hear 
important connections to the Babel story. Listen: “The Lord had said to Abram, “Go from your country, your 
people, and your father’s household to the land I will show you.” So Abram gets a voluntary scattering, one 
that takes some trust. And then this: “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your 
name great, and you will be a blessing…. all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”   

Did you catch that? God promises to GIVE Abraham what the people of Babel try to GRASP. The people 
of Babel wanted to become a great nation with a great name. When they try to “make a name for 
themselves,” they get confusion. And what does God promise Abram? That he will make Abram a great nation 
and give him a great name. 

It turns out that although God has divided and scattered the human family geographically and 
culturally, now, through one particular branch of that family he’s starting up his restoring work again. Abram is 
the first in a long line of witnesses who walk before God in trust, until one day all things in heaven and on 
earth reach unity in our Lord, Jesus Christ. There’s only one name great enough to hold our unconditional 
loyalty and ground our unity. And it’s not our own name. It’s not our family name. It’s not the name of our 
school or team or business or club or country. It’s the name of Jesus.   

Millennia before Jesus spoke the words, “Seek first the kingdom of God, and all these things will be 
given to you as well,” Abram learn firsthand about trust. About dependence. About how God keeps his 
promises when everything looks impossible. Abram could hardly have imagined how God would make his 
name great, how his family would be woven into God’s patient project to reconcile people of every tribe, 
tongue, language, and nation to himself, under one head, Jesus Christ.   

When we feel ourselves being sucked into the lure of greatness in Babel’s terms – and this is what 
we’re dealing with until Jesus returns, and the New Jerusalem comes down to us out of heaven—We can tell 
ourselves and each other: You’ve already got a great name. “This is what the Lord says—he who created you, 
Jacob, he who formed you, Israel, do not fear for I have redeemed you; I have summoned you by name. You 
are mine,” God says to us. 

One of God’s greatest gifts to you and to me is dependence. We lean into him when we put ourselves 
and our goals in his hands and see what he does with them. For some of us, it’s hard to see or be thankful for 
dependence this morning. Maybe we face it in our bodies every day. Others of us feel strong and competent.  
Wherever you fall on that spectrum, start counting the significant things in your life you cannot manage and 
do not control: I did not create myself; I did not redeem myself; I didn’t decide to live at this time in history; I 
can’t so much as choose the color of my eyes. I do not know what will happen this afternoon, let alone a year 
from now. But God knows my name. The Name that is above every name knows our names. And he calls us by 
HIS Name. We are his.             ©Rev. Kristy Manion 
 
 


