Today, we will continue our walk through the book of Genesis by looking at Genesis 10:1-11:26.  This is a crucial text because, among other things, it serves as the close of the first major part of the book (the “primeval history”) which focuses on the world as a whole.  Beginning next week, we will be looking at the second major part of the book (the “patriarchal history”) which focuses more specifically on the nation of Israel and its origins as God chooses Abram to be the father of the new nation.  This text is important because it actually begins to explain the connection between the two parts.  You see, God choosing Israel was not a “Plan B” because the original plan had failed.  Rather, the narrowing of focus from universal (the world) to specific (Israel) was intentional and was part of God's sovereign plan for His creation.  

So, as we look at this text this week, we will see God continuing to carry out His plan for redeeming the world – as laid out in Genesis 3.  And we will see this happening even in the face of blatant sin and rebellion.  In short, we could say that the point of this text is much the same as the point of the previous few texts, namely: God carries out His purposes, plans and promises, and even sin cannot stop that.  So, let us walk through the text and see this reality made clear. 

I. The Table of Nations (10:1-32) – We are all one family, and God is ultimately in control of us all.

Our text this week begins with a genealogy that tells us the descendants of each of Noah's sons (10:1-32).  Often referred to as “The Table of Nations”, the list is fairly extensive and includes the names of individuals as well as the names of groups of people and even places.  Although such genealogies are often considered boring and unimportant, further examination usually reveals an important point bound up in them – either about God Himself or about the people in the genealogy itself.  And in this case, the genealogy makes a resounding point about God.  Specifically, it shows us that God has power over all of us as human beings.  He even possesses this power over groups of people and nations.  In order to recognize this, we must see that the list in chapter 10 actually stems directly from Noah's declarations about his sons at the end of chapter 9.  The genealogy of chapter 10 is intended to show that everything God declared through Noah actually came true.  And this is not because Noah possessed some mystical power.  It is because God carried out the words He spoke through Noah.  

In 9:27, Noah asked God to “enlarge Japheth, and let him dwell in the tents of Shem.”  In 10:2-5, we read of Japheth's descendants.  Interestingly, the text says “from these the coastland peoples spread in their lands” (10:5).  Japheth's offspring “spread” just as Noah asked God to “enlarge” them.  And, we know from later history, that Japheth's offspring lived in peace with Shem's descendants.   There was no conflict between them.  Before they ever lived, God prophesied the destiny of Japheth's offspring.  

Conversely, Noah had said, “Cursed be Canaan; a servant of servants shall he be to his brothers” (9:25).  Because of Ham's sin, God (through Noah) cursed his descendants.  Interestingly, as we read of Ham's offspring in 10:6-20, it is like a laundry list of future Israelite enemies (Egypt, Canaan, Assyria, Nineveh, Jebusites, Amorites, Girgashites, and Hivites).  As we know from later history, God's people, Israel, would have disputes or problems with each of these groups.  And this is because of what God declared about them through Noah in Genesis 9:25.  Once again, as with Japheth's offspring, God prophesied the destiny of Ham's offspring before they ever lived.  

And finally, in his declarations, Noah had given Shem preeminence over his brothers – saying that Ham would serve him and Japheth would dwell in his tents (9:26-27).  It is no surprise then, that the descendants of Shem become the chosen line through which God's purposes are carried out.  First of all, Shem's great-grandson, Eber, is highlighted from the beginning (10:21).  This is for two reasons: 1) his name is actually the word for Hebrews which is what God's people would eventually be called and 2) God's chosen line would run specifically through him – leading first to Peleg (11:16) and then to Abram (11:26) and ultimately to Jesus Christ (Luke 3:35).  As with his brothers, the destiny of Shem's line was declared before it ever came to pass.  

Even further, this list of people shows us that the descendants of Noah's sons actually did spread out over the entire earth.  But, as we will see in a moment, they only did this because God made them (11:9).  The mere fact that these many nations came from Noah's sons is actually a reminder of God's sovereignty, because God made it so.  

This reality is crucial to understand for at least a couple of reasons.  First of all, when God sets a person's destiny, that destiny is inescapable.  Through Noah, God prophesied the futures of all of Noah's sons' descendants and God's words came true.  Unlike us, God does not just wish and hope, he determines and declares.  For those who have never repented and believed, this is a frightening reality, because God has promised your destruction if you do not turn (John 3:36b).  This is not just something that might happen or that God will try to make happen, it is something  that will happen.  As sure as God's promises about Noah's sons, His promises about you will come true.  And for those who have repented and believed, this is incredibly comforting, because God has promised that you will have eternal life (John 3:36a).  He has also promised that you will be free from sin – perfectly conformed to the image of Christ and glorified in His presence (Rom. 8:28-30).  He has promised that you will dwell forever with Him with no tears or pain or sin. He has promised that nothing can separate you from Him (Rom. 8:31-39).  As sure as God's promises about Noah's sons, His promises about you are and will come to pass.  

Secondly, this reality is crucial because it shows us that God can cause men to do whatever He wants.  Even though the people refused to spread out as God commanded, God made them do so.  Proverbs declares, “The king's heart is a stream of water in the hand of the Lord; he turns it wherever he will” (Prov. 21:1).  And Prov. 16:9 also says, “The heart of man plans his way, but the Lord establishes his steps.”  Ultimately, our lives and our destinies do not depend on a king or  president's favor, or on the opinions of those around us or even on our own wants and desires and opinions.  Our lives and our destinies ultimately depend on the will of God.  That being so, we should take heed to his word so that we know how to honor Him and walk with Him and obey Him.  He is in control, and the sooner we recognize and submit to this reality, the better.  God is sovereign.  

II. The Tower of Babel (11:1-9) – God can overcome even the greatest human wickedness.

The second part of our text moves from genealogy to narrative as we come to a somewhat familiar story – the tower of Babel (11:1-9).  Interestingly, this story is out of chronological order.  Because the genealogy of chapter 10 is so extensive, it actually tells us about events that happened long after the tower incident in chapter 11.  Actually, the Tower of Babel probably took place sometime during the time period laid out in chapter 10.  Most likely, the reference to the earth being divided during Peleg's days (10:25) refers to the Babel incident.  This chronology is not essential to the story, but it is helpful to know.  In context, it seems that the point of this story is that God's sovereign power (as seen in chapter 10) is even able to overcome the terrible sin and wickedness of rebellious human beings.  If the point of chapter 10's genealogy is that God is sovereign, then the point of 11:1-9 is that God is sovereign even in the face of human sin.  

The story itself actually divides very neatly in half with the first half laying out the actions of the people and the second half laying out God's response to those actions.  First, we read, “Now the whole earth had one language and the same words.  And as people migrated from the east, they found a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there.  And they said to one another, 'Come, let us make bricks, and burn them thoroughly.'  And they had brick for stone, and bitumen for mortar” (11:1-3).   Now, at first glance, this does not seem like a big deal or problem at all.  The people found a place to settle, and they decided to make some bricks – presumably to build.  But in the next verse, their hearts are revealed: “They they said, 'Come, let us build ourselves a city and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be dispersed over the face of the whole earth” (11:4).  By building this city and this tower, these people were actually defying God.  Once again, we see the terrible effects of Adam's sin – the heart is corrupt and wicked.  Instead of walking with God and honoring God, these people want to make a name for themselves.  They want people to know and remember them, not God.  This is pride.  An upright heart would desire that the name of God be praised instead (Ps. 115:1).  Furthermore, the people were disobeying the direct command of God to spread out and fill the earth.  God had commanded Noah and his descendants to “fill the earth” (9:1), but this building project was a direct attempt to avoid being “dispersed” and spread out all over the earth.  In short, the people were completely disregarding God.  This was an attempt to carry out their task and pursue their ends – independent of God.  Their pride showed itself in the mistaken belief that they did not need God or His commands and could do this on their own and follow their own desires – apart from Him.  Even further, they thought they could do this without any consequences or punishment from the God they were disregarding.

But, as the story moves on, we see the folly of their actions.  As we have seen throughout Genesis, God is aware of their sin and hates it and punishes it.  First, we read, “And the Lord came down to see the city and the tower, which the children of man had built” (11:5).  This is somewhat humorous because it highlights the ridiculousness of the people's efforts.  God is so much greater than the people, and so far above them and beyond them, that He must “come down” to see what they are doing.  The contrast is laughable.  God's response, however, is not.  We read, “And the Lord said, 'Behold, they are one people, and they have all one language, and this is only the beginning of what they will do.  And nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them.  Come, let us go down and there confuse their language, so that they may not understand one another's speech'” (11:6-7).  Now, lest we be confused, these words of God are not words of worry as if God is fearful of losing control of things.  Rather, this shows that He is supremely in control.  He is great enough to know what will happen if something is not done.  So He determines to do something about the people's pride.  And in a clear demonstration of His power, God mixes up their language – thwarting their grand plans and forcing them to do what He wants by spreading out over all the earth (11:8-9).  In another bitter irony, those who wanted to make a “name” for themselves are remembered forever by the name “confused”.  God's sovereignty triumphs once again – even in the face of blatant sin and rebellion.  

Once again, this reality is directly applicable to all of us.  First of all, it reminds us of the seriousness of pride – specifically, it reminds us of the seriousness of following our own desires and plans and goals rather than the desires and plans and goals of God.  Too often, we – like the people at Babel – live our lives with no regard for what God has told us to do or how God has told us to live.  We pursue things that others have said we should pursue or that we, in our sinful desire to be great, just want to pursue.  And in doing this, we directly disobey the commands of God.  This story reminds us that God will not ignore such an arrogant attitude.  He will strike it down.  We should examine every aspect of our lives to see where we might be following our own desires while ignoring the desires of God.  Perhaps it is in the way we spend our time or our money or our other material resources.  Search your heart – whose name are you magnifying in your actions?  

Secondly, this story graphically reminds us that God's sovereignty and control cannot ever be overcome – even by the grandest plans and purposes of sinful human beings.  God will never be overpowered or thwarted – either by us or by anyone else.  If you are following your own desires and ignoring God and assuming that He will do nothing about it, this should be a sobering and convicting reality.  God will not be mocked.  As Paul told the Galatians, “...whatever one sows, that will he also reap.  For the one who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption,  but the one who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life” (Gal. 6:7b-8).  There will be a reckoning, and you will not escape the judgment of God.  On the other hand, if you are following the Lord and trusting Him, this is very comforting.  It is a reminder that no matter how bad things may look in this world, God is at work, and He will prevail.  As hard as it may be to imagine at times, God is working.  Maybe you look around and you feel utterly hopeless because the grace of God seems so absent in a particular situation or person.  Remember that the will of God is being carried out.  There is hope.  Or maybe you look at your own life and the sin in which you once walked and assume that you have forfeited any hope of being used by God.  Remember, from this story, that sin – even your own – is not capable of overcoming God.  If you are following Him and trusting Him and obeying Him, He will make you holy.  He will make you like Christ, and He will use you to make others like Christ.  Rejoice in this reality, and worship the almighty, unchallengeable, sovereign God.  

III. The Genealogy of Shem (11:10-26) – God is working out His promised plan of redemption.

The final section of our text presents us with another genealogy, and this second genealogy is actually related to the first genealogy.  In the last section of the table of nations in chapter 10, we followed the line of Shem through Eber's son Joktan.  In this second genealogy, we follow the line of Shem again except that this second time we follow the line through Eber's other son, Peleg.  Why would the author do this?  Why would he trace the genealogy again but through a different person?  It is because this second genealogy – much like the second genealogy of Seth in chapter 5 – is intended to point us to the last person in the list.  In chapter 5, the list pointed us to Noah – the one who would be redeemed from the judgment of the flood.  And in the last half of chapter 11, this list points us to the fact that Terah fathered Abrah – the one who, as we will see next week, was chosen by God to be the father of a special nation who would serve as a source of blessing to all nations.  Having already declared that God is sovereign (10:1-32) and that even sin cannot thwart God's sovereign plans (11:1-9), we now are reminded that God's sovereign plan is to fix everything that went wrong in Genesis 3.  God is redeeming His creation. And this geneaology in 11:10-26 is more than just a line of descent, it is a line of promise.  It culminates with Abram, and – even later, on a greater level – it culminates with Jesus Christ (Luke 3:23-38).  Jesus was the ultimate son of Abraham who has brought about the fulfillment of God's promises (Gal. 3:16) and redemption in all of its glory. 

You see, the true beauty of this entire text is that – even though it includes two genealogies – it points us forward to the ultimate realities of salvation.  In His holiness and wrath, God punished the sin of humanity by confusing their language and forcing them to be separated and divided and spread out all over the earth.  But in His grace, God did not abandon those scattered nations.  Rather, He preserved a promised line that would ultimately bring about blessing for those many, scattered nations because the promised line would produce Jesus Christ.  In His power, through the person and work of Jesus Christ, God made a way for the now-divided people from all the various nations to be re-unified (John 10:16).  In the ultimate son of Shem and Peleg and Abraham - Jesus Christ – ethnic and language barriers are broken down.  When the Holy Spirit was poured out, Babel was reversed (Acts 2).  And now, in Christ, there is not Jew and Greek or Canaanite and Philistine or American and Chinese and Nigerian and French.  We are all one in Christ (1 Cor. 12:13; Gal. 3:28; Col. 3:11).  And, ultimately, at the end of all things, a group of people that is too large to count from every tongue, tribe, people and nation will join together and sing the praises of God and the Lamb (Rev. 7:9-12).  In Genesis 10 and 11, God punished a group of people for refusing to obey Him and seeking unity and blessing and glory apart from Him.  And then He continued carrying out His plan to bring true unity and blessing and glory to that same group of people by preparing the way for Abraham and, ultimately, Jesus.  

Conclusion

So, as we close our time this morning, we come face to face with utter power and majesty of God as well as the amazing grace and mercy of God.  He has a plan to save sinners and fix what is wrong with this world.  This plan involves humbling us and getting us to the point of utter trust and dependence and obedience to Him, so that His name might be magnified and glorified.  And if we refuse to submit to Him, He is able to, and will, punish us, because His plan will be carried out – whether we are part of it or not.  God is great, and God is gracious.  Let us worship Him appropriately.  Amen.  

