GENESIS 10:1 – 11:9

THE ACCOUNT OF

SHEM, HAM AND JAPHETH

This section comprises two parts, the Table of Nations (10:1-32) and the Tower of Babel story (11:1-9), and serves three purposes.  First, it defines Israel’s relationship to the other nations.  Secondly, it explains the diversity of languages.  Thirdly, it shows the nations sinning yet further, and provoking more divine judgement.

10:1-32  The Table of Nations

This text sets Israel within the context of the world known to the Old Testament writers.  It lists seventy nations (possibly a symbolic round number of the seventy sons of Jacob who went down to Egypt; cf. Jesus sending out the seventy in Luke 10:1), which represent all the peoples of the world, and is not an exhaustive list of all groups known in ancient Israel.  It reads like a family tree, but it may be that not all the relationships described are genealogical.  In the ancient world, treaties and covenants led to people calling themselves brothers and sons of their treaty-partner.  So the Table of Nations describes the relationship between the different peoples, more than their historic origin.

The list also has a theological base, showing the relation of the chosen line of Shem to the other non-elect lines.  The genealogy of the non-elect is always placed before the chosen line: Cain before Seth (4 and 5), Ishmael before Isaac (25), Esau before Jacob (36,37).

Among the Shemites are found the Arameans, with whom the patriarchs had very close relationships and from whom they sought wives for their sons.  Among the Hamites are found not just the Canaanite peoples, but Israel’s other great enemies – Egypt (Mizraim), Babylon and Assyria.  The Haphethites comprise more distant peoples from the north-eastern Mediterranean seaboard, with whom Israel seems to have had few contacts, either hostile or friendly.

It should be noted that the biblical classification into Semitic, Hamite and Japhethite peoples does not coincide with the modern classification of peoples by languages.  Some of the Hamites (eg. the Canaanites), spoke Semitic languages, and among the Shemites is Elam, who spoke a non-Semitic language.  The biblical divisions reflect much more the differences between those Israel felt were her allies and those who were her enemies.

11:1-9 The Tower of Babel

Although this story comes after the Table of Nations, what it describes comes earlier than the resulting divisions of mankind outlined in the Table.  A careful reading of the Table of Nations tells us that the descendants of Noah were already divided by their respective languages (10:5,20,31).  It is possible that the “common speech” of 11:1 was an international language, while the differing languages in the Table of Nations were local languages and dialects.  By inserting the Tower of Babel story after the Table of Nations, any suggestion that God’s judgement over the tower incident is a judgement over Noah’s family is avoided.

Noah’s descendants would have lived in and about the Euphrates valley, the locality usually regarded as the cradle of civilisation.  Journeying eastward, they settled in part of Shinar (11:2).  The Hebrews used the name Shinar, originally a region in northern Mesopotamia, to designate the whole region of Mesopotamia.  Migrating nomads moved along the mountains of Ararat to the well-watered plains of Babylonia.

Having found a suitable area, they determined to stay there, build a city “with a tower that reaches to the heavens” (11:4 NIV).  The tower was probably a ziggurat, a seven staged tower, `whose foundations were in the underworld and whose top was in the heavens. ` The
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tower may have had religious or astrological significance.  The Hebrew is literally “whose top the heavens” (11:4) and this may mean that on it were depicted the signs of the Zodiac and other drawings of the stars.

Their purpose in building both the city and the tower was “so that we may make a name for ourselves and not be scattered over the face of the whole earth” (11:4 NIV).  So firstly, they wanted to build a city and tower that would tie them into a solid group, so they would be powerful and their power memorialised – without God’s help.  This was self sufficiency and pride.  And secondly, all this was to stop them being scattered.  This was self will.  God’s purpose for man to fill the earth (1:28; 9:1,7) hadn’t changed.

The elements of the story are timelessly characteristic of the spirit of the world.  Mankind bands together to achieve what to that generation is the ultimate achievement, at the same time betraying their insecurity as they crowd together to preserve their unity, memorialise their names, and control their fortunes and so future.

The story captures both the grandiose gravity and simultaneous absurdity of the venture.  Even the materials are makeshift, “brick instead of stone, and tar instead of mortar” (11:3 NIV).  Far from reaching the heavens, the tower’s dismal height meant God had to “come down” to see it (11:5).

Yahweh’s reaction in 11:6 needs to be carefully appraised, “…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” (NIV).  God’s concern is not that man will somehow become His rival.  God’s concern is that the mix of self sufficiency, self will and pride, bound together by unity, will result in even more serious collective sin and apostasy, which He knows will draw even stronger Divine judgement.

God doesn’t destroy the city or the tower; He simply confuses the languages so the people can’t understand each other.  The Hebrew word used in 11:7.9 for God “confusing” their language is balal.  The word means to overflow something by overly mixing in something else, usually oil, thus creating a confusion or mixture.  Babel called itself Bab-ili, or Bab-ilani (Babylon) meaning “gate of God” (heaven), but by a play on words, Scripture superimposes the truer label (mixture, confusion).

In Scripture, the city Babylon increasingly came to symbolise the godless society, whether speaking of it’s demand for worship and persecution of the godly (Daniel 3), its pleasures, sin and sorcery (Isaiah 47:8-13), or its riches and eventual doom (Revelation 17,18).  Babylon’s glory was its temple-covered, artificial mountain whose name Etemenanki suggested the linking of heaven and earth.  But it was her sins that “piled up to heaven” (Revelation 18:5).  In Revelation, she is contrasted with the spiritual Jerusalem which comes “down out of heaven”, whose open gates unite the nations (Revelation 21:10,24-27).  
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