Humanity Humbled & God Glorified: Genesis 11:1-9

Main Idea: Humanity cannot secure its own greatness apart from God, and its rebellion cannot overturn
His purposes.

I. The Rebellion of the Human Heart | Genesis 11:1-4

Genesis 11 takes us back to an earlier moment in the history described in chapter 10. The table of
nations showed different lands, peoples, and languages (Gen. 10:5, 20, 31), but now Moses explains
how those divisions came about. God had commanded Noah and his sons to be fruitful, multiply, and fill
the earth (Gen. 9:1; cf. 1:28). Instead, we find a people united by a common language and determined
to establish themselves in the land of Shinar. They begin making bricks and using bitumen for mortar,
demonstrating remarkable ingenuity and cooperation (Gen. 11:2-3). There is nothing inherently sinful
about their abilities or even the construction of a city. God created humanity in His image and gave
mankind the responsibility to cultivate and exercise stewardship over His creation (Gen. 1:26-28). The
problem was not what humanity was capable of accomplishing, but the purposes toward which
those abilities were directed. The same creativity that can serve our neighbors can be used to
impress others, and the same gift of leadership that can build up a church can be used to draw
attention toward ourselves.

Verse 4 exposes the builders' intentions. They wanted to construct a tower with its top in the heavens,
make a name for themselves, and avoid being dispersed across the earth. These people sought
greatness, permanence, and security on their own terms rather than submitting to God's purposes.
There is an interesting connection to Cain, who departed from the presence of the Lord and built a city
named after his son (Gen. 4:16—17). Both accounts consider how fallen humanity attempts to establish
its identity and future apart from God. The builders’ pride appears alongside a concern for their own
security and permanence. Pride goes beyond an inflated opinion of ourselves, and can express
itself through our unwillingness to trust God with circumstances beyond our control. We may
seek recognition because we fear being insignificant, accumulate possessions because we fear
uncertainty, or resist obedience because we fear losing the comfort we have established. The desire for
security becomes dangerous when we pursue it in opposition to God's revealed will.

We may seek to make a name for ourselves through our careers, our families, our accomplishments, or
even our involvement in the local church. Jesus warned about those who loved the glory that comes
from man more than the glory that comes from God (John 12:43). Jeremiah likewise warned against
boasting in wisdom, might, or riches, focusing our confidence in ourselves (Jer. 9:23-24). There is a
danger to watch for in being outwardly humble while depending on our reputation, accomplishments, or
control for our sense of significance. This should lead us to examine both our individual ambitions and
our collective priorities as a church. Paul reminds us that even the ordinary activities of life should be
done for God's glory (1 Cor. 10:31). James likewise warns against making plans with an attitude of
self-sufficiency, reminding us that our lives and futures remain subject to the Lord's will (James
4:13-16). God does not call us to abandon our abilities or responsibilities, but to exercise them
faithfully, recognizing that our greatest achievements have no lasting value if they are pursued
in rebellion against Him.

To Ponder:

1. What were the builders ultimately seeking through their accomplishments, and why might those
desires become dangerous even when the outward actions themselves appear good?

2. We often associate pride with arrogance or an exaggerated sense of importance. How might
pride also reveal itself through insecurity, fear of losing control, or an unwillingness to trust
God's purposes?

3. Where are you most tempted to make a name for yourself or control your future? How might
trusting God change the way you approach that area?



Il. God's Decree Stands | Genesis 11:5-9

The builders desired a tower that reached into the heavens, but verse 5 tells us that the Lord came
down to see what they had built. There is a deliberate irony in this description. Humanity considered its
achievement monumental, but the God who created heaven and earth is described as coming down to
examine it. Scripture frequently communicates God's actions in terms human beings can understand,
and here the language emphasizes His sovereign authority over mankind's greatest accomplishments.
In verse 6, God acknowledges their unity and observes that this is only the beginning of what they
intend to accomplish. Humanity has no ability to threaten God or accomplish something beyond
His control. Instead, the passage demonstrates the danger of fallen humanity using its
remarkable abilities toward rebellion. God intervenes by confusing their language and bringing their
collective project to an end (vv. 7-8). His intervention is an act of judgment that also restrains their
rebellion. The people believed their unity and accomplishments could secure their future, but neither
could preserve a project established in opposition to God's purposes.

Notice how carefully God's actions respond to humanity's intentions. The people declared, "Come, let
us build," and God responded, "Come, let us go down" (vv. 4, 7). They wanted to avoid being
dispersed, but God scattered them across the earth (vv. 4, 8-9). They wanted to establish a lasting
name for themselves, but the city became known as Babel, a name associated in the narrative with
God's confusion of their language. Proverbs 19:21 reminds us that many plans are in a person's heart,
but the purpose of the Lord will stand. God's sovereignty does not excuse human sin, nor does it
mean that our choices are inconsequential. Rather, we can be confident that no human scheme
can ultimately frustrate His purposes (Isa. 46:9-10). At Babel, humanity declares, "Let us make a
name for ourselves" (Gen. 11:4). Then God calls Abram and promises, "l will bless you and make your
name great" (Gen. 12:2). The people of Babel attempted to manufacture greatness through their own
efforts, while Abram received a promise grounded entirely in God's gracious initiative. What humanity
sought to accomplish for itself, God was able to give according to His own sovereign purposes.

The promise to Abram also reveals that God's intentions extend far beyond the scattering at Babel. God
declares that through Abram all the families of the earth will be blessed (Gen. 12:3). The New
Testament identifies the fulfillment of this promise in Jesus Christ, through whom the blessing of
Abraham comes to the Gentiles (Gal. 3:8, 13—14). This helps us appreciate the significance of
Pentecost, when people from many nations heard the mighty works of God proclaimed in their own
languages (Acts 2:5-11). Pentecost did not eliminate humanity's linguistic or cultural differences,
but it demonstrated that those differences could not prevent the gospel from reaching the
nations. The same Lord who exercised authority over humanity at Babel has given all authority in
heaven and earth to His Son, who commands His people to make disciples of all nations (Matt.
28:18-20). Revelation 7:9-10 gives us a glimpse of the fulfilment of God's redemptive purposes, as a
multitude from every nation, tribe, people, and language gathers in worship before God and the Lamb.
At Babel, mankind united to glorify itself and was scattered under judgment. Through Christ, God is
gathering a people from every nation who will glorify Him forever. Because His purposes stand, we are
free to serve faithfully, walk humbly, and make His name known rather than spending our lives trying to
make our own names great.

To Ponder:

4. What are some ways Christians today might place greater confidence in human institutions or
political movements than in God's sovereign purposes?

5. When circumstances prevent us from accomplishing something we believe is important, how
can we respond with humility and faith rather than frustration?

6. Have you ever wanted something so badly that you were willing to ignore what God’s word
says? How did that pan out for you?



