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… and they’re building  
a tower to heaven. 

Readings:   Genesis 11:1-9 
 

In many polls the best song of the last century was … Imagine by John 
Lennon, and it is easy to see why.  We are asked to imagine a world where people put 
their differences aside and to quote another Lennon song, come together.  It is 
something we all want, not only to imagine but come in reality.  But looking at the 
world can simply bring us down.  The Arab Spring seems to have become an ongoing 
winter of discontent, and the Iron Curtain seems be being drawn again and we wish it 
was oh so different.  There is a deep longing for the world to be as one, as that song 
looks for.  John Lennon was certainly not the only one. 

As we struggle when we look at our modern world we may find some answers 
to such questions as we look at the ancient world as seen in Genesis. 

BUILDING BABYLON 

Whilst it is easy to see the Old Testament as the history of one nation, Israel, 
the early chapters of Genesis have a universal sweep.  Genesis does not start with 
the foundation of the nation but with the foundation of the world.  The problems that it 
deals with are not local but world wide. 

After the flood we are presented in Genesis 10 with what has been called a 
table of nations.  The writer gives an account of the nations of the world as the family 
of Noah spreads out and populates the world fulfilling the command of God to 
increase in number and fill the earth (9:1) 

But as we have seen this is a world in trouble, it is a good world that has turned 
away from God and suffered the consequences.  The world became full of violence 
with each man doing evil and the world was judged. 

What will humanity do to avoid such a thing happening again?  They have a 
plan which we read about in the, if you will excuse the pun, beautifully constructed 
account of the Tower of Babel. 

THE PLANS OF MAN 
Their plan has much in common with modern politicians.  When all else fails 

build something, some great public work, like say the NBN.  Their plan is to build a 
tower on the plain of Shinar in Mesopotamia, modern day Iraq.  To the ancient 
Israelite this would have already indicated that this was unlikely to be a good plan as 
this was the site of the traditional enemies of Israel.  Throughout this short narrative 
there are many ironic elements which show the short comings of this plan.  
(Interestingly there are no similar stories to this in the Ancient Near East) 

The tower is to be made of bricks and tar (v3).  The writer shows quite a 
detailed knowledge of their building techniques.  Archaeology has shown that they did 
use bricks in this part of the world and for important and high structures they were kiln 
fired as opposed to the more common sundried.  But the writer’s point seems to be 
stressing the man made nature of this tower.  They didn’t even use good stone. 

The problems with the tower also become apparent when the purpose for the 
tower is explained.  God and his purposes are ignored as they want to make a name 
for themselves.  The self focused nature of the scheme is underscored by the 
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language used, “us”, “we”, “ourselves” and they seem to have no need of God as 
they’re building a tower to heaven. 

THE PLANS OF GOD 
Then in a wonderful piece of irony God comes and has a look.  They think they 

have built up to heaven but God it is suggested has to come down even to see it.  
God is not threatened by this activity.  

Then God makes his plans.  The builders has said “Come, let us build…” God 
says “Come, let us go down” and their speech is confused 

There is judgement here of the actions of the 
builders.  The fear is what humanity will be capable of 
working together, their record is not encouraging.  The 
issue is not God fearing a competitor, but fearing 
catastrophe. The outcome of setting themselves up this 
way apart from him can only lead to disaster. 

So their language is confused as a judgement 
on their pride and despite themselves they obey God’s 
command to fill the earth by being scattered. 

BABEL TODAY 

HUMAN SYSTEMS 
In thinking through this story this week I found it to be quite modern.  If we think 

through other concerted efforts to bring unity, to bring about unity, peace and justice 
all too often it has ended in disaster. 

John Lennon’s plan for world peace was to imagine that there was no god, no 
religion, no heaven and hell and then we could all get together.  The irony is that his 
close name sake Lennin had set up a something like that in Russia and rather than 
leading to utopia it lead to one of the great dehumanising systems in the history of the 
planet. 

Interestingly as the Soviet bloc collapsed it split into chaos along ethnic and 
language lines just as it did in the times of Babel. 

But are our cities of the capitalist west any better with our towers that reach to 
the heavens.  Our cities are not places of community but of loneliness, alienation and 
despair. 

In thinking this through we can see why God acted.  Systems like the tower of 
Babel do not lead to the blessing of humanity, or freedom of humanity but rather the 
opposite. 

The plans of man cannot solve the entrenched problems of humanity.  It was 
true then and it is true now.  This is in no way to suggest that good cannot be done, it 
certainly has been in the past and, we pray God, will be done in the future but we 
need to be realistic about what can be achieved.  Certainly when done in human 
pride, when seeking to make a name for ourselves the result will be disastrous. 

RELIGIOUS SYSTEMS 
But this story is not only an attack on irreligious human planning it is also 

having a sideswipe at other religious systems as well.  The original readers would 
have recognised in this story the foundation of Babylon with its mountain style 
temples, ziggurats.  Part of the polemic here is to say that all their religiosity is really 
just the self made plans of men. 

The inhabitants of Babylon understood their name to mean “Gate of God”, but 
the Bible sees them as the source of confusion. “Far from being the last word in 
human culture, it is the ultimate symbol of man’s failure when he attempts to go it 
alone in defiance of his creator.” (G. Wenham) 
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Religious systems tend to dehumanise especially when they feed human pride.  
Such dehumanisation can be seen in the Hindu caste system, treatment of women in 
som Islamic jurisdictions, and all to often in the Church when people build their own 
tower and they are not founded on the rock of the word and example of Christ. 

Something else is needed than human effort for the world to be as one. 

WHERE IS THE GRACE? 

Babylon, the tower of Babel, is a symbol of human arrogance and failure to 
solve the problems of this world, they just lead to more problems.  Humanity can’t do 
it.  If there is to be any hope it must lie with God.  But is there any hope in this story? 

SIN – JUDGEMENT - GRACE 
There is one very disquieting aspect to this story.  There is a pattern in these 

stories from the early part of Genesis.  There is sin, then there is judgement and then 
there is grace.  So when Adam and Eve disobey the commandment of God regarding 
eating from the tree, they are judged, they are cast from the garden but there is also 
grace.  They do not die and God makes clothes for them and promises that one day 
the serpent will be dealt with finally. 

When Cain killed Abel he is judged, he will be a wanderer.  But there is grace, 
he is protected by God. A deluge of sin leads to the judgement of the flood but there is 
grace in the rescuing of Noah.   

Where here is the grace?  We have the sin of human arrogance organised 
against God.  There has been judgement in the confusion and scattering but where is 
the grace?  Is the world to be left in this state separated from God. 

ABRAHAM 
To find the grace we need to keep reading after Babel.  There we find another 

genealogy, a family tree that will lead to Abraham, whose name God will make great 
as opposed to the builders of Babel who sought to do this for themselves.  Human 
plans may have failed but God starts his own plan 

With the story of Abraham we have God calling a people, who will be blessed 
and through the whole world will find blessing.  Here is the grace that we have come 
to expect.  This is God’s rescue plan for his creation.  God is going to save the world 
through Abraham and his descendants, it is through Israel that damage that has done 
to the world will be reversed.  The history of Israel has a purpose to bring the world 
together as one, imagine that.  God’s kingdom is not going to come through building 
programs but through human beings. 

THE END OF PLAN 
This plan of God comes to its fruition in Jesus, he comes to do the job which 

Israel had, to do the job that we cannot do for ourselves, to turn curse to blessing.  It 
then comes as no surprise that when he has completed his job that he sends the 
Spirit at Pentecost with the gift of speaking in other languages.  The curse of Babel is 
undone, all nations are to gather not around a man made tower but around the Son of 
God who came down. 

The Bible ends with a picture of humanity unified, as one, not by their own 
plans or by effort but united in worship of the God who has saved people from every 
tribe, nation and tongue. 

“After this I looked and there before me 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.  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) 

The Bible then sketches out a huge plan of salvation for all people, and the 
universal aspect of the Babel story reminds us of this. 
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There are then two areas where this story calls us to repent.  One area is pride 
and the way we continue to want to make a name for ourselves and cut God out of 
our story. 

But secondly and more importantly is that we act as if God’s purposes are only 
tied up with our salvation or building up his people.  God’s purposes are much wider 
than that and we need to repent of the insularity.  It is so easy to be inward looking 
and so build our own towers, our own silos, our own Cathedrals, and not see God’s 
purposes for the world.  God purposes are much bigger than saving individuals, even 
saving the Church, it is a plan to save the world.  As we look at our world in all its pain 
and division we must never think that our faith has nothing to say to that situation.  
God’s plan is much bigger than saving individuals.  He wants all to come out of curse 
and into blessing and he has come down to call people to give them the name of 
children of God if we will but stop building our own towers and silos.  God will build his 
kingdom not through great building programs but through his faithful people.  That is 
and always has been God’s plan. 

And we can have hope as we look at our divided world that one day we will find 
unity, not in defiance of God but in worship of God. 


