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EPIC: The Tower of Babel   Genesis 11  10/10/2021 

MAIN POINT 

God is sovereign, working out His purposes through people who resist Him, as well as through those who obey 
Him. 

INTRODUCTION 

As your group time begins, use this section to introduce the topic of discussion. 

What are some of the challenges you would have if you were in a country where you did not speak the 
language? What are some simple tasks that would suddenly become difficult if no one could understand 
what you were saying? 

Communication is something that we easily take for granted. If you are shopping, you can ask a worker where 
the item you are looking for is located. You can ask where the bathroom is. Even our money is a form of 
communication. When you are in a foreign country with a different currency, it is difficult to figure out what 
something costs or even if you are receiving the correct change! 

At the Tower of Babel, God confused the languages of the people so that they could not communicate with 
one another. If not speaking a language means it is difficult to find a bathroom, buy milk, or make change, 
imagine how difficult it would be to try to engineer a building together! 

UNDERSTANDING 

Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular topic. 

Have a volunteer read Genesis 11:1-4. 

What were the goals that the people had when they settled in the land of Shinar? 

What is wrong with the goals that they set for themselves? 

Soon after the flood, the descendants of Noah and his family moved East and settled in Shinar, which in itself 
is not a problem. However, their two stated goals gave the Lord cause for concern. First, they said they 
wanted to build the tower to make a name for themselves. The problem with this is, our purpose on earth is 
to magnify the name of the Lord, not make a name for ourselves. This passage subtly implies the pride that 
the builders had in themselves and in their creation. 



Another problem is that the people were building in order to keep from being “scattered over the face of the 
whole earth.” After the flood, “God blessed Noah and his sons and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply and 
fill the earth’” (Genesis 9:1). God’s stated will was for the people to fill the earth; their plan was to stay in one 
place instead of filling the earth as God intended. There appears to be two problems with the people at 
Shinar: pride and disobedience. 

Have a volunteer read Genesis 11:5-9. 

Why would it bother the Lord that “nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them”? 

Why would the language curse still be in effect today? What does it say about mankind that it might be 
better for us to have difficulty understanding one another? 

The account of the Tower of Babel comes right after the account of the flood. Before the flood, the judgment 
on mankind was that “the LORD saw that man’s wickedness was widespread on the earth and that every 
scheme his mind thought of was nothing but evil all the time” (Genesis 6:5). In this passage, the “plan” of the 
people was to make a great name for themselves. Since the beginning of Genesis, we have seen that plans and 
schemes of mankind have been towards evil and not for good. God’s judgment on the plans of mankind 
indicate that if God had allowed them to continue in their plans, it would have had disastrous consequences 
for them. 

James teaches us that our words are indeed powerful. He writes, “The tongue is a fire. The tongue, a world of 
unrighteousness, is placed among the parts of our bodies. It pollutes the whole body, sets the course of life on 
fire, and is set on fire by hell” (James 3:6). The people of Shinar were using their words for their own harm, so 
in order to limit that damage, God sent them their separate ways by confusing their speech. 

Have a volunteer read Genesis 11:10-26. 

Why do you think that, after this narrative, the Lord included this list of names that are difficult to 
pronounce? 

What purpose could these names serve for the story of Scripture? 

The Lord cares about people, and He cares about His promises to them. Shem was the son of Noah, and Noah 
was a descendant of Adam and Eve like everyone else. God made a promise to Adam and Eve that He would 
send a son who would “strike [the] head” of Satan (Genesis 3:15). This list of names tells us that from 
generation to generation, God did not forget that promise, and that the promise would come through the line 
of Shem. 

Interestingly enough, there is a word play in this story on the name “Shem.” In Hebrew, Shem literally means 
“Name.” In Genesis 11:4, the people say “Let us make a “Shem” for ourselves,” and in verse ten the Lord says, 
“These are the family records of “Name/Shem.” 

The point the narrative makes is that mankind’s attempt to make a “Name” for itself ends in futility. Shem, the 
son of Noah, will have a house of Name, not because of his own effort, but because God will richly bless him 
by grace alone. Because of God’s promises, Abraham will be the direct descendant of Shem, and Abraham’s 
descendant would be Christ the Lord. The origin of separate nations begins in this narrative with the confusion 



of languages. How amazing is it that in this very chapter we are introduced to the man whose son would be a 
blessing to all nations through His death and resurrection? 

Though God judged the world by confusing language, we know that through Christ God is going to restore all 
people by making them one kingdom again. When we become Christians, we submit ourselves under the 
kingship of Jesus. We become a part of a body of believers; our goal is no longer to “make a name for 
ourselves,” but to give God the glory in everything that we do. Furthermore, when God restores all things the 
language curse will no longer be necessary because every word we say will be said for the glory of God and not 
for our own. 

APPLICATION 

Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture passage apply directly to their lives. 

If language is as powerful a gift as this passage indicates, how important is it for us to use this gift to share our 
lives with others? 

How can we be sure to use our words to bring God glory instead of using them for our own? What kinds of 
speech should we avoid? 

CLOSE IN PRAYER 

In a time of group prayer, ask the Father to help us use our words for His glory. Pray that we will be convicted 
when we indulge in gossip or use our words in any way to build up our pride or to hurt others. Close by asking 
God to help us cooperate with one another in such a way as to bring glory to Him rather than to ourselves. 

COMMENTARY 

Genesis 11 

The story of the tower of Babel separates the genealogy of the descent from Noah to Eber and Peleg and the 
genealogy that connects Noah to Abraham. In the days of Peleg, son of Eber, the earth was “divided” (10:25). 
Through Abraham and the Abrahamic covenant it someday would be reunited. The Babel narrative thus 
illustrates the false and defiant sense of humanistic solidarity that sought to evade the creation mandate to fill 
the earth under God’s dominion. The scattering of the nations accomplished that purpose but did not effect 
compliance to the will of God that made true servant-hood a reality. That is why a new covenant, one with 
redemptive aspects, had to be implemented. 

11:1-9. The incident of 11:1-9 occurs chronologically earlier than some of the material in chapter 10. This 
section on the Tower of Babel provides the reason for the scattering of the people and the necessity for the 
confusion of human language. 

The structure of Genesis 11:1-9 is often referred to as an hourglass or chiaism. The narrative portions are 
found in verses 1-2 and 8-9, while the discourse material is in verses 3-4 and 6-7. Verse 5 acts as the transition 
between the first and second parts. 

11:10-17. This genealogy follows the same line up to Peleg as the earlier one in Genesis 10:21-25, except that 
in addition to names it also gives ages similar to the genealogy of Genesis 5:3-32. Unlike Genesis 5, this 



genealogy omits the age at a man’s death and the phrase “and then he died” and therefore emphasizes life 
and expansion rather than death. The age of man became progressively shorter in the postflood era up to the 
time of Abraham. 

11:18-26. These verses list ten generations from Noah, through Shem, through Peleg to Lot, Abraham’s 
nephew. The total time, if no gaps are permitted, is about 352 years from the flood to Abraham. Abraham’s 
birth year is usually considered to be 2166 B.C., based on the coordination of biblical and extrabiblical events 
that can be backdated from a known time. 

The phrase “Terah... became the father of Abram, Nahor and Haran” may not give the three sons in 
chronological order by age (cp. Noah’s sons in Gen 9:24; 10:1, 21). Haran died while their father Terah was still 
alive (Gen. 11:28). Again, the first-listed son, not necessarily the firstborn son, would become the most 
significant in the following narratives. 

 


