
Noon Bible Study: Genesis 11
Genesis 10 highlighted the spreading of the nations after the flood through the descendants of Noah’s sons, Shem, Ham and 
Japheth.  We learned where they traveled, where they settled and how they fared. We met Nimrod, the first king, who 
established a kingdom in the land of “Shinar” called Babel (Babylon).  Chapter 11 will give more details about the line of Shem 
and lead us to one of the Bible’s most important figures.  But first, we return back to the land of Shinar to see how Nimrod’s 
kingdom is faring.

Genesis 11:1-4 - Nations Gather At Shinar

Since the beginning of Creation, everyone spoke the same language.  Genesis 11:1 informs us about this truth as a 
way of reminding the reader of “the way things were” on the earth.  We learned in chapter 10 that Nimrod founded 
the first kingdom as humanity spread upon the earth (Genesis 10:8-10).

As the people gather in this region, they come up with a bright idea to ensure their survival as a people.  Remember, 
we are still living in the shadow of the great worldwide flood.  The destruction of the earth and the ramifications 
of human sin are fresh on everyone’s mind.  Yet in the land of Shinar, the people aren’t responding to the flood’s 
warnings about rebellion from God by living for Him, instead they are plotting to survive if something like that 
happens again.  They said:
"Come, let's build a great city for ourselves with a tower that reaches into the sky. This will make us famous and 
keep us from being scattered all over the world." (11:4, NLT)

Perhaps they thought that they would be 
able to climb this great tower to the sky 
if the waters rose again?  Perhaps they 
looked at the tower as a unifying symbol 
for all humans to travel towards or rally 
around - rather than filling up the earth 
in various places?  Was it a grand 
monument to the greatness of Nimrod and 
his kingdom?

Whatever their intention, it was clearly in opposition to God’s purposes and will.  Their intention was to make a 
name for themselves and ensure their own survival - there is nothing mentioned about their desire to honor God’s 
name or trust Him with their future.  Humans weren’t supposed to work to avoid being “scattered abroad over 
the...whole earth” (Genesis 11:4), God called them to be fruitful, multiply, and fill the earth (Genesis 1:28; 9:1)! 
 And so God sees this little building project and takes actions.

Living Faith Christian Church | Warwick, Rhode Island | livingfaithri.org/noon

https://livingfaithri.org/noon/


“The Babel enterprise is all about human independence and self-sufficiency apart from God. The builders 
believe that they have no need of God. Their technology and social unity give them confidence in their own 
ability, and they have high aspirations, constructing a tower with its top in the heavens.” (ESV Study 
Bible, Genesis 11:2-4)

“...as we have learned earlier in Genesis 1-11, the prerogative of “making a name” belongs with God.  And 
as we have seen several times, “heaven” is God’s places, and not that of human beings.  Here, once again, 
as in the Garden of Eden, as with Cain and with Lamech, as with the marriage of the sons of God and the 
daughters of men, God-given boundaries are being crossed; human beings are trying to grasp at what does 
not belong to them and to assert that they are no longer bound by the limits which God has set. (“The Bible 
Speaks Today: The Message Of Genesis 1-11”, pgs 177-178)” 

As a result of this moment in history, “Babylon” will be symbolic of the system of humanity’s rebellion against God 
and their continual foolish desire to live life on their own, without their Creator as king.  This pattern continues 
throughout Scripture.  The eventual empire of Babylon ruled by kings like Nebuchadnezzar during Daniel’s time will 
continue this arrogant trend, as will Caesar’s Rome during Jesus and Paul’s day. In the end “Babylon” is the word 
used to describe the final rebellion of humanity before the return of Jesus Christ (referenced 6x in Revelation).

Genesis 11:5-9 - The LORD Confuses The Language

v. 5 - “The LORD came down to see the city and the tower which the sons of men had built” is filled with irony.  The 
verse figuratively describes God needing to “come down” to see the tower/city - in other words, this project with 
was so grand for the humans, was so small in comparison to His greatness and power!  Humans are also specifically 
referred to as the “sons of men” meaning “mere mortals”.  In other words, God is sarcastically saying “oh, are the  
little people building a little tower?  How cute!”

God’s ultimate response to this project is to stop it by limiting humanities ability to be productive.  He chooses to 
“confuse their language.”  Think about how ineffective work would be if you started a project with people speaking 
the same language and then suddenly everyone showed up speaking different languages?  This is what happens.

v. 9 - Babel: “This verse links the name of the city, Babel (Hb. babel), with the verb balal, which means "to 
confuse, to mix, to mingle." But babel is also the name used in the OT for the city of Babylon. As a city, Babylon 
symbolizes humanity's ambition to dethrone God and make the earth its own” (ESV Study Bible, Genesis 11:9).

“Babylon called itself “Bab-ili” which means “gate of God” but by a play of words, Scripture superimposes 
the truer label “balal” which means “he confused.” (Derek Kinder, “Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries: 
Genesis”, pg 119)

(Side note: the use of the plural pronoun “us” in the text (God said, “come let us go down and confuse their language”) is 
used by God here and elsewhere (Genesis 1:26, Isaiah 6) to infer he is speaking to his heavenly angelic court.  He is speaking 
not as a powerless deity who is one of many other deities, but a ruling sovereign over his creation, speaking to his angelic 
hosts.  Any time there is a vision into the throne room of God depecticed in Scripture, this royal court of angels and seraphim 
and cherubim is part of the scene.
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In addition, ancient rabbinical tradition (Jubilees 10:20-24) records an account of the angels coming with the LORD to observe 
and destroy the tower:

Jubilees 10:23-24 - 23 And the Lord descended, and we descended with him to see the city and the tower which the 
children of men had built. 24 And he confounded their language, and they no longer understood one another's 
speech, and they ceased then to build the city and the tower.)

The inclusion of the angels in this story likely further emphasizes the contrast between the LORD (along with angels no less!) 
and the puny “sons of men” trying to reach heaven  God has angels accompanying him, “mighty” Nimrod has construction 
workers who can’t even communicate.)

And with that, Genesis 11 returns to telling us about the family of Noah, specifically through his son Shem.

Genesis 11:10-13 - Shem and Arpachshad, Shelah

Genesis 11:14-17 - Shela, Eber, and Peleg

Remember, we learned in chapter 10 that “Eber” is the father of the people who will become known as the “Hebrews”.

Genesis 11:18-21 - Peleg, Reu & Serug

Genesis 11:22-25 - Serug, Nahor & Terah

Genesis 11:26-30 - Terah’s Children: Abram, Nahor & Haran

Terah and his family are living in the land of “Ur of the Chaldeans” which was an ancient city in southern 
Babylon.  Haran, Terah’s youngest son died during Terah’s lifetime in the land of Ur (v. 28).  Before Haran died, he 
had a son named Lot (v. 27).  Terah’s other sons (Abram and Nahor) got married.  Abram married Sarai.  Nahor 
married his niece, Milcah (the daughter of Haran).

Genesis 11:30 tells us that “Sarai was barren and had no children”.  This verse is an abrupt stop in a section of 
Scripture like Genesis 11 which has a genealogical pattern like this: X was the father of Y who had child Z (as 
well as other sons and daughters).  We have read that for the last 20 verses over and over again and just when 
you started to mindlessly read over the verses in this chapter because they seem to say the same thing over and 
over again (X was the father of Y who was the father Z etc etc etc) you read “Sarai was barren” followed by “she 
had no child.”  

Let the reader understand: Sarai is barren.  What does that mean?  “She had no child!”, in case you didn’t hear it 
the first time - no kids, no hope for kids, not from Sarai, Abram’s wife.  Everyone else in the family had kids - even 
Haran, who died had a son named Lot (and daughters Milcah and Iscah)!  But not Sarai.  Not Abram.
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Genesis 11:31-32 - Terah takes his family towards the “land of Canaan”

Instead of starting their own family in their own land, childless Abram and his barren wife, Sarai, will remain a 
part of Terah’s family.  These verses tell us that Terah takes his son, his daughter in law and his grandson Lot and 
moves towards the land of Canaan, but end up stopping in Haran, which is in northern Mesopotamia (modern day 
Turkey).

(Side note: Haran the city (v. 31) & Haran the brother of Abram (v. 27, etc) appear to be the same name in English, but they 
are spelled differently in Hebrew.  The city of Haran begins with the Hebrew letter “cheit” so Haran the city would sound 
more like CHaran if we pronounced it correctly.)

Genesis 1-11 spans 2000 years and focus on hundreds of people and dozens of generations.  Genesis 12-50 will focus on one 
man (Abram) and his family.  Something big is about to happen.  Yet, the soon-to-be father and mother of faith have quite the 
introduction in Scripture.  Abram and Sarai’s story begins with them childless (because Sarai was barren, remember?) living in 
the region of Babylon - the region which symbolically represents all that is wrong with humanity.  The hope of humanity 
doesn’t appear to have a future (no kids) and is smack dab in the middle of the mess of this age (Babylon).  Yet it is in this 
moment and with these unlikely heroes that Yahweh, the God of Creation, does His best work.
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