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I. The	Origins	of	Nations		
The tenth chapter is commonly called the table of nations. It shows the development of the 
lines of Shem, Ham, and Japheth. Shem’s descendants largely became Asia, Japheth’s 
descendant, Europe, and Ham’s descendants settled in Africa. Terah, Abraham, Isaac, 
Jacob, etc. all come from the line of Shem.  
It may help provide some perspective if you understand there are almost 2400 years of 
history contained in the Book of Genesis and only slightly more than 1200 years of history 
in the entire remainder of the Old Testament. Almost twice as many years of history in the 
Genesis account as the rest of the OT.  
Another bit of information to give us some perspective is the events of chapter eleven (the 
Tower of Babel and the dispersion of the people) happened before chapter ten. Chapter 
ten is actually a summary of what happened to the people as a result of the dispersion in 
chapter eleven.  
There are a number of truths we can appreciate from the table of nations, but we won’t 
spend a lot of time here today. We will make only a brief mention: 
God’s blessing to be fruitful and multiply was for all people on earth. The table of nations, 
plus the Tower of Babel account, show how the descendants of Shem, Ham, and Japheth 
split off and formed various nations around the world. They all had common roots, but as 
the story is revealed in the rest of Genesis and the OT, it becomes apparent that God only 
reveals himself through the line of Shem. The rest of the world is considered to be godless 
Gentiles. Even Abram was from a heathen family, but God revealed himself to the world 
through Abram.  
Notice there are two genealogies of Shem, one in the tenth chapter and one in the 
eleventh.  
Both genealogies show Eber had two sons, Peleg and Joktan. The tenth chapter 
genealogy follows Joktan and his descendants to the tower of Babel. The eleventh chapter 
genealogy follows Peleg to Terah and his son, Abram. So, Shem had another branch of 
his family that got lost in the dispersion of Babel, but through Peleg came the great 
patriarchs.  
Now, let’s recall Noah’s pronouncement, the curse on Ham and the blessings on Shem 
and Japheth. As we see the story unfold, it is clear that it was through the line of Shem that 
God revealed himself to humanity. We see nothing of any spiritual or world-shaking 
experience that came from the line of Ham, which forces us to ask whether Noah’s curse 
and blessing had the power to actually shape that, or if Noah was speaking prophetically 
by the power of the Spirit, or if it was merely coincidental? Notice, the descendants of 
Ham, the Canaanites, never did become the slaves of the descendants of Shem, but there 
was bad blood between them. Or maybe there’s a fourth option – perhaps we are seeing 
what the influence of Ham’s character had on his children and descendants. It is possible 
Ham started something that had long lasting effects on his lineage.  
That is a sobering thought! How much damage can a person do to one’s children and 
grandchildren through their ungodly influence? How many generations might suffer 
because one person lives a spiritually undisciplined life? You are not an island. You are 
not isolated from your family. You carry influence. Your children pick up habits and speech 
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and attitudes and life philosophies from you. They learn priorities from you. Let me give a 
simple example.  
My dad came from a family of seven children. Five of the children grew up to be non-
smokers. Two became smokers. Of the two who became smokers, their children also 
became smokers. And many of the grandchildren became smokers.  
On my mother’s side, she was one of 14 children. One of her sisters married a man who 
either was, or became, an alcoholic. Some of their children also became alcoholics, but I 
am not aware of alcoholism infecting the families of the other siblings who did themselves 
were not alcoholics, nor married alcoholics.  
If simple things like that are so easily passed on the next generation or generations, it is 
understandable how Ham could influence his own children in careless, godless carnality 
and how that could and would influence the development of the entire branch of the family. 
It doesn’t mean individuals cannot find their way out of that kind of influence, but it does 
mean they will be placed in a situation with a strong bias toward ungodly behavior.  

II. The	People	
The eleventh chapter begins by informing us the whole world was one language. Then we 
are told there was a group of people (not the entire world) that continued to migrate 
eastward. This particular group of people settled in a land called Shinar, more familiarly 
known to us as the region of Mesopotamia. The name Mesopotamia means “between two 
rivers” and refers to the region located between the Tigris and Euphrates. That land today 
is largely occupied by Iraq, but includes parts of Turkey and Syria. The ancient city of 
Babylon, which is a significant part of our story today, was also located there. Unlike the 
Palestinian land where stones were bountiful, the Mesopotamians invented baked bricks to 
use for building materials.  
We don’t know much about these people that settled in Mesopotamia, but this was the 
group that drew God attention by their antics. This was the group that built the tower that 
ultimately moved God to confuse their language and disperse them. We can glean from 
the story these people should have known enough about the true God to avoid perverting 
their worship through the temple and ziggurat they built.  

III. The	Tower	
This was a Mesopotamian structure, not a tower at all in the sense in which we think of 
towers. The Mesopotamian tower was a ziggurat. It was similar in appearance to a 
pyramid, but quite different is structure. While the pyramid housed internal rooms and 
passageways, the ziggurat was not hollow. It was structural walls filled in with fill dirt. The 
ziggurat was multiple tiers tied together by stairs. Essentially, the ziggurat was a one huge 
staircase leading to the top level which was typically a place reserved for their deity. 
Ancients believed their deities used these stairs to descend the ziggurat and enter the 
temple, typically located close to the ziggurat. The ziggurat was not a temple, but it was a 
part of a temple complex.  
Ziggurats served to connect people to their god, thus the language “whose top may reach 
unto the heavens” was a common concept among Mesopotamian ziggurats. The 
Babylonian ziggurat was named Etemenanki, which means, “temple of the foundation of 
heaven and Earth.” 
The one found at Larsa means, “temple which links Heaven and Earth.” The one at Sippar 
meant, “temple of the stairway to pure Heaven.”  
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The tower these people built at Babylon was not unique.  

IV. The	Offense	
There are a few commonly accepted theories about why the building of the tower offended 
God.  

A. Was	it	pride?	
You may have heard people suggest that the offense was the pride of the people. 11:4 
says 
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; otherwise we will be scattered over the face of the whole 
earth.” 
It is understandable how easy it would be to conclude pride caused God to scatter them. 
Even though it is possible, the language used here is inconclusive. It was common in that 
culture to simply create something that would endure for generations. It was as much for 
making a contribution to the world as anything, and not always a matter of wanting to 
obtain personal significance.  
Further evidence of pride is suggested by pointing out the times in the narrative the people 
said, “Let us”,  (let us make bricks; let us build a tower) as though they are very ego-
centric. But one has to wonder what kind of language they would otherwise be expected to 
use when making plans of any kind? Again, it is inconclusive, but makes great material for 
sermonizing.  

B. Was	it	disobedience?	
Some theorize that God wanted the whole earth populated and these people were refusing 
to migrate. Hence, God was angered and purposely scattered them. Again, it is easy to 
see why some would think that. But there are problems with that theory. God did not give 
humans a time restriction on how quickly the earth was to be populated. No matter how 
centrally located one generation might be, the population would eventually move around 
the world.  
The second problem is that God gave men the blessing and the privilege of being fruitful 
and multiplying and filling the earth. It was not so much a command as it was an open 
privilege. Commands can be disobeyed, but not privileges. We are not convinced God was 
insulted the people were not scattering fast enough to please Him. This is probably a 
weaker case than the issue of pride.  
The third problem in believing God scattered them in order to force them to quit living in 
tight clans and go out and populate the earth is the fact that dispersing the people across 
the earth does not populate the earth. It just scatters them. So, we can reasonably 
conclude God did not scatter them to help move them along in His plan of populating the 
earth. God scattered them as a punishment for the evil they were collectively doing.  

C. The	Real	Offense.		
There was something about the building of this ziggurat, or this “tower” (as called in the 
narrative) that was an offense to God.  
Like we have already mentioned, ziggurats were always connected with a deity and those 
who built ziggurats had specific ideas about the nature of their god.  
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Basically these ziggurats were the link between the urbanization that was happening and 
the strange Mesopotamian religion that was gaining popularity. So these “people” who 
migrated in; these people who should have known better than to buy into the perverted 
religion of the Mesopotamians, actually did adopt their religion. The built their temple and 
ziggurat and redefined God. Instead of seeing God as infinitely higher and greater than 
themselves, they tried to make God to be more like themselves. The ziggurat was 
equipped with stairs for the deity to ascend and descend and the upper level was furnished 
with a bed and other amenities to accommodate the god. The implication of the ziggurat 
was that the god they served had needs like humans, thus the god of the ziggurat was not 
omnipotent or transcendent, but as needy as humans.  
I find it fascinating that God is more indulgent of those who create their own mythical gods 
than those who, knowing better, pervert the truth of the one true most High God. That was 
the breaking point in this story. They turned the truth of God into a lie.  
Listen to the words of Paul in his letter to the Romans. 
18 The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of 
people, who suppress the truth by their wickedness, 19 since what may be known about God is plain 
to them, because God has made it plain to them. 20 For since the creation of the world God’s 
invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood 
from what has been made, so that people are without excuse. 
21 For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him but their 
thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened.  22 Although they claimed to be 
wise, they became fools 23 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look 
like a mortal human being and birds and animals and reptiles. 
God is still offended when men remake him in their image and define him according their 
own imaginations. Modern day theologian Calvin Miller wrote:  
“The more gods become like men, the easier it is for men to believe the gods 
When both have only human appetites, then rogues may worship rogues.”  
We are in a culture today that is aggressively changing the truth of God into a lie. They are 
changing God’s attitude toward sin. They are changing God’s word to accommodate their 
lifestyle. They are painting a twisted caricature of a non-judgmental god of love and 
endless tolerance. They are changing the truth of God into a pack of lies, and if God was 
ever offended by humans misrepresenting him and making Him into a deity of their own 
liking, then He is offended by what the world is doing to Him today. Hollywood has gotten a 
big kick out of picturing God as a deity with limited powers and human traits. When we lose 
our holy awe of the most High God, we put ourselves in deep jeopardy. He is holy. He is 
righteous. He is omnipotent. He is omniscient. He is above all. He is above all other so-
called deities of the world. He has no equal! He is awesome! He is wonderful! We should 
be deeply offended when the world drags Him down to their level and reinvent Him to their 
own specifications. Maybe we can’t stop the world, but you can govern your own attitude 
about God. Do you give Him the respect he deserves? Not only is He worthy of our praise, 
He ALONE is worthy. I will not bow my knee to another. Only to Him! 


