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Now the whole world had one language and a common speech. As men moved 
eastward, they found a plain in Shinar and settled there.  

They said to each other, “Come, let’s make bricks and bake them thoroughly.” They 
used brick instead of stone, and tar for mortar.  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.”  

But the LORD came down to see the city and the tower that the men were building.  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.  Come, let us go down and confuse their 
language so they will not understand each other.”  

So the LORD scattered them from there over all the earth, and they stopped building 
the city.  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.   (Genesis 
11:1-9) 

 
One of the great things about our pastoral training system, in my opinion and the opinion of 
many others, is its emphasis on learning languages.  We want our pastors to have the ability 
to make use of the languages in which the Bible was written (Greek and Hebrew).  At the 
time I went through schooling there was also a goal of learning the languages in which the 
Lutheran Confessions were written (German and Latin).    Altogether in high school, college 
and seminary, I had five years of Latin, four years of Greek, two years of Hebrew, a year of 
German, and I also took two years of Spanish.  How many languages do I fluently speak?  
Just one—English.  It’s not so easy to learn a language. 
 
Wouldn’t it be great if that was not necessary—if we all just spoke the same language?  You 
know the present situation came about.  Our first lesson had that story, the account of the 
Tower of Babel and God’s dividing people into different languages. 
 
Martin Luther once remarked that God’s judgment at the Tower of Babel was actually much 
worse than the judgment that came at the time of the flood.  We might wonder, how can 
that be true?  After all, the flood killed everyone in the whole world except for eight people!  
How could the tower of Babel be worse than that?   Luther's answer is:  Once the flood’s 
judgment was over, it was over, never to be repeated again.  But the judgment of God 
pronounced at Babel is not finished!  It still is a burden we deal with—not only in the time 
spent having to learn languages, but much more so in the mistrust, suspicion and hostility 
that exists between people who do not speak the same langauge.   
 
Today is Pentecost Day.  As you heard in our second lesson from the book of Acts, that day 
was another day where God did something miraculous that involved languages.  You  might 



say that Pentecost was the opposite of the tower of Babel.  Instead of God confusing the 
languages, God allowed the apostles of Jesus Christ to communicate with Jews from  many 
different areas and provinces all in their own native languages without having to learn them.  
Instead of a dreadful judgment, God displayed his saving grace. 
 
As we take a closer look at those two events, as we see what was really going on at Babel, 
we will also be able to apply it to ourselves.  God would have you TAKE WARNING from 
Babel, but he also wants you to find hope in the promise of Pentecost.   
 
 
I. At Babel God condemned human pride 
What was going on at Babel was not just the building of a tower but the rebellion against 
God’s commands.  Immediately after the flood God had commanded Noah and his 
descendants to spread out and “fill the earth” (Genesis 9:1).  But soon afterward at Babel we 
see the people refusing to obey God’s command.   “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.”    
 
Really I think what was happening at Babel was that the people were trying to make a 
heaven on earth for themselves.  They didn’t want to go through the hardships of starting 
from scratch in a new unsettled land.   They wanted to stay where they were regardless of 
what God said.  They were trying to undo for themselves the curse of sin and make this 
world a paradise.  In their pride they thought they could achieve greatness by their own 
efforts here on earth. 
 
So God intervened and struck them with the confusion of different languages, a thing which 
apparently had never happened on earth before, which ended all cooperation between the 
people and left their tower and city unfinished.  Never again would the earth be so united.  
Different nations and languages would war and struggle with each other from then until the 
end of the world!  And so it is even now. 
 
Just as God condemned human pride at Babel, he condemns it today.  He still doesn’t allow 
people to make this world a heaven on earth.   In their pride people still imagine this to be 
possible.  After both World War I and World War II it was declared that this would be “the 
war to end all wars”, with the setting up of organizations such as the United Nations which 
would prevent terrible wars from ever happening again.  Some people still dream of a one 
world government which will unite all mankind.  Somehow it never seems to work out quite 
as planned.  When I was young I used to read that by the 1990s for sure people would travel 
to Mars and have colonies on the moon.  Those plans haven’t worked out either.  People still 
have dreams of curing all disease and all poverty, of mankind living together in peace and 
harmony.  They still want to make a heaven on earth.  But we can’t escape the curse of sin 
that easily.  God makes sure of that just as he did at Babel.  He cuts down the proud who 
think that they don’t need him! 
 



Now don’t misunderstand; I’m not saying that we shouldn’t try to do things to make life on 
earth easier.  In fact, Jesus commands us to do what we can to help other people who are 
suffering and try to improve their lives.  What God condemned at Babel was that attitude of 
pride—of thinking that we don’t need God or his love or salvation because we can take care 
of ourselves and make our own blessings without him.   He condemned the attitude of 
people refusing to obey his commands just because they were difficult.   
 
That was the wicked attitude of Babel.   Are we really so different from those people?  
Sometimes we think we can solve all our own problems.  If I can just live the right 
lifestyle...follow the right diet or health practices...follow my budget and financial plan down 
to the last nickel...then everything is guaranteed to go well for me.  But God wants us to 
know that no matter how hard we work or how well we plan, we're not going to able to find 
real happiness, real security, or ultimate satisfaction here in his life.  We need his salvation.  
We ought to take warning from what God did at Babel.  We can take comfort from what God 
did on Pentecost. 
 
 
II.  At Pentecost God pointed people to Jesus in saving grace 
For in spite of this judgment of the division of languages, God still loved the world.  He loved 
people enough to make sure that they realized that they needed him, that they needed God 
and a salvation that is not to be found on earth.  And on Pentecost Day God began to reveal 
to the whole world just where that salvation could be found.  
 
The sign of the languages being spoken on Pentecost Day was not just meant to show off 
the power of the Holy Spirit.  It was a gift given to specific people—those who had been the 
followers of Jesus Christ.   And the message that those apostles were speaking in many 
languages was the message about Jesus Christ.   Those who had not followed Jesus did not 
have the Spirit; in that way it was a message of law—“you don’t have the Spirit of God!”  But 
in their words the apostles made it clear that this gift was also for them.  “Repent and be 
baptized, every one of you,” Peter urged the crowd later that day, “in the name of Jesus Christ 
for the forgiveness of your sins.  And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit!” (Acts 2:38) 
 
We can’t make a heaven for ourselves here on earth.  That’s the result of the inescapable 
curse of sin.  But Pentecost God began to reveal to the world that Jesus Christ had come to 
open the doors of an eternal heaven for sinners.  He did it by suffering and dying to earn 
forgiveness of sins--and he had risen from his grave alive.  That’s the message through which 
the Holy Spirit works—even today. 
 
The specific blessing of “tongues”, the ability to miraculously speak on other languages, was 
never promised to all Christians of all time (contrary to what some Christians might claim).  
But “the gift of the Holy Spirit” is still very much promised to all who believe, and in fact it is 
by the working of that Spirit through the Word that they do believe in the first place.  By that 
Holy Spirit we have much greater blessings than the people of Babel tried to make for 
themselves!  They wanted to make a strong tower, but we have a heavenly Father’s love and 



he himself is our “strong tower” and refuge.  They wanted to make a name for themselves 
with their foolish building project, but we have received a far better name: the name of 
children of God, and by grace that is what we are!   
 
Conclusion 
The judgment of Babel has not ended, but the gifts God gave on Pentecost Day and the 
mission of those apostles have not ended either.  “Go and make disciples of all nations,” 
Jesus commanded us.  We have a message that transcends language and ethnicity and 
culture and history:  to turn from sin and trust in Jesus Christ, to be baptized in his name and 
receive the gifts of everlasting life.   
 
May the same Spirit who came on Pentecost loose our tongues to speak Jesus’ name.  May 
he move our hearts to support Gospel work among people of every nation, tribe, people and 
language!  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


