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This evening, our sermon Scripture reading comes from the book of Genesis, the first book of the Bible. 

To set the stage, Genesis is divided into two sections. Chapters 1-11 are known as the Primeval History and 
chapters 12-50 are the stories of the patriarchs - Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Our story tonight is from Genesis 
11, so it is the last narrative story of the Primeval History, before the turn to the patriarchs, where we learn 
about God’s covenant and blessing to one family that extends, eventually, to the whole world.  
 Hear these words now from Genesis 11, and I encourage you to keep your Bible open after the reading 
as I will be referencing the passage a lot.  

As many of you know, I am the Minister of Youth here and part of my job is to be around church on 
Wednesday nights for youth programming. We have a girls program called GEMS and a boys program called 
Youth Outdoors. This past winter, our 2nd and 3rd grade girls made DIY snow globes. I remember that night 
because many of the girls ran up to me at the end of the night to show me their snow globes. When they held 
them up to me, I looked in and saw the little scene they had built on the base of the snow globe. Some had 
sleds, little houses, or miniature trees, people, dogs and even a cat. These miniatures were surrounded by, 
what I will call, “goo water.” Looking at the globes I thought, “yeah, those are cool” but they weren’t anything 
to write home about.  

But then, the girls would say “Okay, now watch this Miss Rachel.” And they would flip their snow globe 
upside down. And as they held it there, these white, sparkly specks would float from the base of the globe into 
the “goo water.” After a few moments, the girls would flip their snow globes back over. Their miniature scenes 
had been transformed into a winter wonderland.  

The story of the Tower of Babel is like the snow globe. It is a story that, when turned upside down, 
transforms into something beautiful.  

But before we get there, you may be wondering, where does this idea of upside down come from? Did 
I sit at my desk and flip my Bible around and see a hidden message in it? Is this why I asked you to keep your 
Bible open so you can flip it around and see the hidden picture?   

No. The idea of upside down comes from the structure of the story. Genesis 11:1-9 is set up in a 
chiastic structure, as are other parts of the Primeval History. A chiastic structure is a writing style that has a 
beginning, a turning point, and then the end is a reversal of the beginning section. Some say it in letter form, 
A, B, C, B’, A’. In our passage today, it looks like this: Verses 1-2 talk about a united people, a group of people 
who speak the same language and are living in the same place. Then, verses 3-4 talk about this united group of 
people building a city and a tower that will reach up to the heavens. This is the beginning. Then, we have the 
turn at verse 5. God comes down to the people to judge what they are doing. And then we turn the story 
upside down. In verses 6-7, we get the opposite of verses 3-4. The city and tower project are stopped by God. 
And then, in verses 8-9, the people that were united in verses 1-2 are now scattered across the earth, each 
speaking their own language. Verses 1-4 are flipped upside down onto verses 6-9.  

So, what do we do with this? We take the story and flip it upside down. But to do that, we first have to 
read the story upright. 

In an initial reading, an upright reading, this story appears to be a story of people moving toward God 
and being punished for their selfish ambition. Many commentaries note that the tower the people were 
attempting to build was like a ziggurat, a Babylonian tower that acted as a home for the gods. The gods and 
people had a transactional relationship, so the gods only interacted with the people after the people did 
something for them, like building them a home. Along with reaching the gods, the people wanted to build this 



tower to create a name for themself. Therefore, when God comes down to the people, it appears he judges 
them for their pride and separates them and confuses their language as a punishment. 

If God coming down to us and scattering people is seen as a punishment, this impacts the way we view 
our relationship with God and with the world. First, our understanding of God becomes such that God is angry 
and trying to catch us doing something wrong. He’s waiting for us to slip up so that he can come down and 
smite us. And we view the confusing and bad moments of our life as punishments. We start to wait for the 
shoe to drop. I know I’ve been there. Back in college, when my friendships weren’t full of drama, when I had 
enough money in the bank, when my job was going well and my grades were up, I had this fear that something 
bad was about to happen because things couldn’t be this good. The shoe had to drop. Maybe some of you 
have had seasons like that. If we read the story of the Tower of Babel upright, we conclude that God is angry 
and the shoe is going to drop.  

But what if we flip the story upside down? What if we view God’s presence with us as a gift of love and 
see the scattering of people and confusion of languages as a blessing?  

Unlike the Babylonian gods, our God does not need us to build a home for him so that he can reside 
with us. We don’t have a transactional relationship with our God. And our God is not trying to catch us in our 
sin and smite us. Instead, he chooses to come down to us and spend time with us because he loves us. God 
moves towards us because he loves us first, even though we are sinners. We see this in baptism, where God 
voluntarily makes the first move and extends grace to us, even when we don't exactly know what that means 
yet. And we see this in the incarnation, when God sent Jesus down to this earth to live as one of us and then 
die on the cross to save us from our sins. Everything God does for us is because he loves us. And out of his love 
comes blessing.  

Walter Brueggemann, an Old Testament scholar, writes in his commentary on Genesis “The scattering 
feared in this narrative and wrought by God may be two-edged. It is surely represented in the narrative as a 
judgement upon the peoples. But it is also a way in which God accomplishes his purpose for creation… Our 
interpretation must not be simplistic about the purposes of God.” He goes on to quote the blessing from God 
that calls people to “fill the earth and subdue it” from Genesis 1:28. Brueggemann is arguing that there is 
blessing in God’s decision to separate and confuse the people at Babel.  

But imagine if you were at the tower of Babel and one minute you could understand your neighbor and 
the next you couldn’t. You would probably be pretty angry, upset, scared. It would be hard to see how that 
moment was a blessing. And now imagine you are one of the disciples at the ascension. One minute Jesus is 
with you and the next he is gone. At that moment, you may feel frustrated, and probably a bit sad too. You 
don’t fully understand why Jesus had to leave.  

Sometimes, in the moment, it is hard to read upside down and see how something is a blessing. 
Sometimes things happen in our lives and we don’t understand why. We wonder why we didn’t get the job we 
applied for, or the house we put an offer in on. We wonder why someone’s cancer returned or another 
person’s surgery was unsuccessful. We question whether Romans 8:28 which says that God works for the 
good of those who love him is really true.  

But instead of losing hope, I invite you to think back to the snow globe. Think about how with a snow 
globe, when you turn it upside down, the snow doesn’t fall fast. Sometimes, when we turn something upside 
down, it takes time to understand what God is up to in the hard, daunting, and lonely moments of our life. It 
probably took the people at the tower of Babel a while to understand the goodness that came out of that day. 
It might not have been until Pentecost, when the Spirit came down upon the disciples that they truly 
understood why Jesus had to leave. And we might sometimes see how God was at work in our lives at a later 
point, and maybe we don’t and won’t until the end of days.  

But take heart and remember that God loves us, he is moving towards us, and he is making all things 
new so that one day, everything will be transformed into something beautiful.              ©Rachel Thorne 
 
 


