
ECF 3rd December 2017 Genesis 11:1-9 God and the Nations 
When Timothy Doner was 13 years old, he decided that he wanted to learn modern Hebrew.  Then later that summer, he 
attended a program for college students where he learned to speak Arabic in a week.   
 
Then he dived into teaching himself other languages using flash cards and an iPhone app: Russian, Italian, Persian, Swahili, 
Indonesian, Hindi, Turkish, Croatian and German.  At school, he learned French, Latin and Mandarin.   
 
As a result of this hard work, by the age of 17, Timothy had learned to speak 23 languages and earned the reputation as the 
world’s youngest hyperpolyglot. 
 
I think that is incredible. I’m the opposite of Timothy.  I preferred maths and science so I dropped languages as soon as I 
could at school.   But I know that many of you are better at languages than me.  Who here can speak two languages?  
Anybody know three?  Four?  Five?  Any more? 
 
That’s not quite at Timothy’s level, but pretty impressive.  But even Timothy will have to agree that he will never be able to 
speak every language in this world.  The Ethnologue claims to be the most extensive catalogue of every language on the 
earth.  It lists 7,099 different languages in the world today.   
 
But the Bible tells us that it wasn’t always like this.  Today we’re going to read in Genesis 11:1-9 and this tells us not only 
where these different languages came from but crucially also why they exist? 
 
“Now the whole world had one language and a common speech. 2 As men moved eastward, they found a plain in Shinar and 
settled there. 
3 They said to each other, “Come, let’s make bricks and bake them thoroughly.” They used brick instead of stone, and 
bitumen for mortar. 4 Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that 
we may make a name for ourselves and not be scattered over the face of the whole earth.” 
5 But the Lord came down to see the city and the tower that the men were building. 6 The Lord said, “If as one people 
speaking the same language they have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them. 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. 9 That is why it was called 
Babel—because there the Lord confused the language of the whole world. From there the Lord scattered them over the 
face of the whole earth.” 
 
1. The Source of the Nations 
A couple of weeks ago we were looking at the final tragic incident in the life of Noah and his sons, Ham, Shem and Japheth.  
The next chapter of Genesis, chapter 10, begins another section in the Book of Genesis as it records the family lines of these 
three sons: “This is the account of Shem, Ham and Japheth, Noah’s sons, who themselves had sons after the flood.”  Genesis 
10:1 
 
a) The Descendants of Noah 
We’re not going to look at this chapter in detail, but it describes the source of many of the nations in the world, how they 
spread out into the world with their own languages and culture: 

• The sons of Japheth are listed first as they were furthest away from the Israelites and so had least contact with them. 

• Then the sons of Ham are described in much greater detail, as from him came many of the nations that were powerful 
and difficult neighbours of the Israelites: Egypt, Canaan, Assyria, the Philistines, and Babylon.  Throughout the rest of 
the Old Testament these nations will appear again and again as enemies of Israel. 

• Then lastly, the sons of Shem are described.  They come last because they are the forefathers of the Israelites.  As we’ll 
see next week, it was through one of their descendants that God chose to work. 

 
So this is the big picture of the history of the world in the post-flood era.  Chapter 10 finishes with the words:  “These are the 
clans of Noah’s sons, according to their lines of descent, within their nations. From these the nations spread out over the 
earth after the flood.”  Genesis 10:32 
 
2. The Unity of the Nations 
But the problem is, that our passage starts by describing the unity of the world.  Even although it comes after chapter 10, it 
doesn’t seem to fit after it, chronologically.  Instead it describes a time before the nations spread out and diversified, when 
they were still all together.   
 
But we’ve seen this kind of thing before in the Book of Genesis.  Remember Genesis 1 gives the big picture of the seven days 



of creation.  Then, Genesis 2 goes back to day 6 and gives more detail about the creation of human beings. 
 
So that’s what is happening here.  Chapter 11 describes in more detail, what chapter 10 described in the big picture.  In fact 
Genesis 10:25 pinpoints our passage more accurately.  It says about one of Shem’s great great grandsons: “One was named 
Peleg, because in his time the earth was divided.”   
 
So our passage this morning describes an event during the 5th generation from Noah, before many of the developments of 
Chapter 10 had taken place, when there was great unity in the world. 
 
a) One Language 
First of all there unity in speech: “Now the whole world had one language and a common speech.” Genesis 11:1  I’d have 
liked to go to school in those days.  No language lessons.  No misunderstandings.  No translators required.  Everybody spoke 
the same language.   
 
We have no idea what that language was, but what it meant was that everybody could communicate with each other.  And 
this meant that they could much more easily co-operate with each other.  
 
b) One Place 
There was also unity in location.  “As men moved eastward, they found a plain in Shinar and settled there.” Genesis 11:2  
The people choose this as a place to stay, to take up permanent residence, because this plain would allow them to be all 
together. 
 
c) One Goal 
And on that plain, they started to build an impressive city with its very own skyscraper.  “Come let us build ourselves a city, 
with a tower that reaches to the heavens.” Genesis 11:4  To enable this massive construction, they made bricks, baking 
them thoroughly and used bitumen for mortar. 
  
d) One Problem 
At one level, there might not seem that much wrong with this.  It is a part of our God-given desire to be together.  It was 
God who said about Adam in the garden of Eden that “It is not good for man to be alone.” Genesis 2:18 
 
And the desire to construct buildings, housing and other infrastructure that allows a city to develop is also part of our image 
bearing.  God is the ultimate creator and so our creativity can reflect and honour him.  But these people weren’t doing this 
to honour God.  Instead they were doing this in opposition and rebellion against God.   
 
God had commanded Noah and his descendants to “Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the earth.”  Genesis 9:1  God 
plan was that human beings would spread out to explore and enjoy the world that he had renewed.   
 
But these people built this city and tower “So that we may make a name for ourselves and not be scattered over the face of 
the whole earth.” Genesis 11:4  They wanted to stick together, to pool their resources, to combine their strength, to be one 
people who could achieve great things.  It is unclear what they exactly they hoped to achieve by this tower: 

• Was it to be simply a monument to their own brilliance, so they could look at it and marvel at their achievements and 
celebrate their intelligence?   

• Or was it to be the first centre of false religion in the post-flood era, the first of many temple of false gods?   

• Or was it an attempt to literally reach up to heaven, a foolish idea of bridging the physical and spiritual world? 

• But what is clear is that behind it was their own pride.  They wanted to make a name for themselves rather than to 
honour the name of their Creator.   

 
i) Human Pride 

This is root of the problem in this world:  

• It was pride that led Satan to try to replace God, when he said, “I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the 
stars of God.” Isaiah 14:13  

• It was same pride that led Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
as they were tempted with the serpent’s promise that “You will be like God.” Genesis 3:5   

• And it is that same pride that drives men and women and young people today to try to make a name for themselves, to 
achieve, to be first, to be recognised, to be honoured, to be praised.  

 
ii) Stealing from God 

But all of this is fundamentally wrong, because when we try to make a name for ourselves, we are stealing from God.  



Whoever we are, whatever we have done, whatever we have achieved in life none of us can claim the credit.  None of us 
deserves the praise.  That’s because ultimately everything that we are and have and achieve is from God.  As Paul asked, 
“What do you have that you did not receive? And if you did receive it, why do you boast as though you did not?” 1 
Corinthians 4:7  
 
And so instead of making a name for ourselves, our goal should be to glorify God’s name.  This is the song of heaven: “You 
are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honour and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were 
created and have their being.”  Revelation 4:11  
 
3. The Separation of the Nations 
And so this city were defying God’s commands, rebelling against God’s purpose and stealing from God’s glory.  And that is a 
dangerous place to be, as this city experienced. 
 
a) God Saw 
First of all, we learn what God saw.  “The Lord came down to see the city and the tower that the men were building.” 
Genesis 11:5.  This doesn’t suggest that God couldn’t see what was happening from where he was.  Rather it is written to 
show the feebleness of these people’s attempt to build a tower to the heavens. 
 
In their eyes, they had built something huge, majestic and wonderful.  But to God, it was so small and insignificant, that he 
had to come down as it were to see it!  
 
b) God Knew  
Secondly, we learn what God knew: “If as one people speaking the same language they have begun to do this, then nothing 
they plan to do will be impossible for them.” Genesis 11:6   
 
God has given humanity incredible gifts and abilities.  When we get together we can do amazing things.  Just think about the 
technological advances that have happened in our lifetime.  Human beings, made in the image of God, are incredibly 
intelligent, creative and resourceful. 
 
In a sense, this isn’t a problem.  This is how God designed and made us.  But what was the problem was, that this city were 
coming together to use all of their gifts and abilities for the wrong purpose.  And if that was allowed to continue, then 
human beings would destroy themselves.  We’ve seen that in our lifetime too – with nuclear missiles, chemical weapons 
and remotely controlled drone warfare. 
 
c) God Acted 
And so in judgement and in love, God stepped in to restrain human progress.  “Come, let us go down and confuse their 
language so they will not understand each other.”  Genesis 11:7.  Suddenly people could not speak to everyone else.  
Cooperation became impossible.  The work of building the city and tower ground to a halt.   
 
In pride, the people had sought to make a name for themselves so that they would not be scattered.  But God gave the city 
a new name – calling it Babel, or Babylon, which means confused, “because there the Lord confused the language of the 
whole world.” Genesis 11:9. 
 
In pride, they had tried to stay in one place together in defiance of God’s commands.  But “The Lord scattered them over 
the face of the whole earth.”  Genesis 11:9.  The people collected in groups who could communicate with each other and 
they scattered throughout the world, fulfilling God’s purpose and plan for humanity. 
 

i) God’s Judgement  
It is a solemn warning that “God opposes the proud.” James 4:6.   If we stand defy God in our lives, rebelling against his 
commands, defying his purpose and plan, setting ourselves up on high, seeking our glory and stealing his honour – then one 
day God will act in judgement and humble us.  “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall.” Proverbs 16:18 
 
4. The Salvation of the Nations 
But this is not the end of the story.  “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” James 4:6.  This is the other 
side of the Tower of Babel.  If we set ourselves up to make a name for ourselves, we will be humbled.  But if we humble 
ourselves before our God, then he will exalt us and give us a new name.  “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift 
you up.” James 4:10  
 
Years later, this is what King Nebuchadnezzar experienced in the same city of Babylon.   



• In pride, he looked around his amazing city and palace and declared, “Is not this the great Babylon I have built as the 
royal residence, by my mighty power and for the glory of my majesty.” Daniel 4:30.  At that exact moment he was 
humbled by God, brought down to size and lived like a wild animal in the fields. 

• But eventually, he raised his eyes towards heaven and his sanity was restored and he said, “I praised the Most High.” 
Daniel 4:34 and he was returned to his throne. 

 
And so Babel is not the end of God’s dealings with the nations.   
 
a) God loves the nations 
Jesus came to declare God’s love for the nations.  “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that 
whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  John 3:16  Whatever son of Noah we are descended from, 
whatever nation we are part of, whatever culture we belong to, whatever language we speak, Jesus declares that God loves 
us – in an unconditional, unlimited and unending way.  
  
b) Jesus died for the nations: 
And he loved us so much that Jesus died for the nations.  Revelation 5:9 says about Jesus that “with your blood you 
purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation.” On the cross, Jesus died to pay for the sins 
of the whole world, so that through simple faith men and women and young people from every nation can become part of 
God’s family.   
 
c) We Have To Preach To The Nations 
And so that is why Jesus’ last words to his disciples before his ascension were:  “Therefore go and make disciples of all 
nations.” Matthew 28:19  Jesus sent out his disciples to be scattered among the world, this time not in an act of judgement, 
but rather in an act of grace, so that people could hear the good news that because of Jesus, anyone and everyone who calls 
on the name of the Lord can be saved. 
 
d) The Spirit Speaks To The Nations 
And to enable the disciples to do this effectively, Jesus sent his Holy Spirit at Pentecost.  And when he came, “All of them 
were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them.” Acts 2:4  
 
In Jerusalem that day were people from all over the world.  Amazed they crowded together because in a kind of reversal of 
the Tower of Babel, each of them heard these disciples speak to them in their own language.  It was a powerful 
demonstration that this gospel of Jesus was not just for the Jews, but for the whole world! 
 
e) Heaven Filled With Every Nation 
And so since then, the gospel has been spreading out among the nations.  And this will be so effective, that John’s vision of 
heaven was that there “was a great multitude that no-one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, 
standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in 
their hands. 10 And they cried out in a loud voice: “Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.”" 
Revelation 7:9–10  
 
God loves the nations.  Jesus died for the nations.  And one day the heaven will be filled with representatives from every 
nation, tribe and language. 
 
Conclusion 
And we can be part of this too.  Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and 
follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it.” Matthew 16:24–25  

• If in pride we seek to save our own life – do what we want, follow our own path, seek our own ambitions, try to stand 
on our own goodness and accomplishments, thinking that we’re making a name for ourselves – then like the people of 
the city of Babel, we will lose everything that we are desperately trying to hold onto. 
 

• But if in humility we bow before Christ, repent of our pride, turn away from our selfishness, and humbly ask him for his 
forgiveness and grace, then he will save us, he will forgive us, he will give us the wonderful name as a child of God, we 
will experience life to the full, both now and forever, and we will join the multitudes of heaven in giving glory to our 
Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ! 
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