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In The Beginning . . . Stories From Genesis

#5 - The Tower of Babel

Scripture:  Genesis 11:1-9

Date:  March 1, 2009


Things were going so well.  The memory of Noah and the flood was many years past - kind of like our memory of George Washington and the revolutionary war.  With the flood well behind them, the descendents of Noah's three sons were doing what God had told them to do:

"Be fruitful and increase in number; multiply on the earth and increase upon it."

(Genesis 9:7)


In other words, God wanted them to make babies and spread out all over the earth - not to stay in one place, like a new Garden of Eden.  That original "Garden of Eden Plan" failed miserably.  Now God wants them to fan out all across the earth.


And things were going so well.  In chapter 10 we're told of Noah's son, Japheth, and how his descendents "spread out into their territories by their clans" (Gen. 10:5).  Great.  Then we're told of Noah's son, Ham, and how his offspring lived "in their territories and nations" (Gen. 10:20).  Nation building!  Wonderful!  Finally, we're told of Noah's son Shem, and how his people also lived "in their territories and nations" (Gen. 10:31).  At a boy, Shem!


Things were going so well.  The earth was being populated.  Everyone lived in tents, like all good nomads.  They were on the move:  "Hey, what's over that mountain range?"  "Let's go see."  "Everyone pack it up.  We're moving again."


This was good!

Then came chapter 11, and the dreaded "s" word.  Do you see it there, in verse 2?  The dreaded "s" word:  "settled."  The first time that word is used in the Bible.  I looked it up.  The first time.

Who told them to settle anywhere?  Not God.  Here we go again - people thinking they know better than God.  It's Adam and Eve and that tree once more.

Read Genesis 11:1-9
L:  The Word of God for the people of God.

P:  THANKS BE TO GOD!


They settled in the "plain in Shinar", which is the ancient name for Babylonia, [footnote "g" in your pew Bible], a.k.a. modern day . . . does anyone know?  Modern day Iraq.  Not only did these people settle down there, against God's will.  (Iraq has always been a thorn in God's side!)  But they also built the world's very first tower there.  A tower.  A tower!  What are they doing building a tower?  They know their marching orders.  They're supposed to keep marching, keep moving eastward, populating the whole earth.  


But, no.  They want to settle down.  Raise their families.  Build some schools, a hospital, a mall, cappuccino shops.


And this tower.  This was some tower.  You know, the whole story of the Tower of Babel is only 9 verses long.  But over 10% of it tells us what this tower was made of:

"They said to each other, 'Come, let's make bricks and bake them thoroughly.'"


Who cares how they made their bricks?  


But it goes on:

"They used brick instead of stone, and tar for mortar."

Again, who cares?  

Well, when 1 out of 9 verses in a Bible story is describing building materials that's a pretty good sign that there's something significant about those building materials.  


Who can tell me, what's the significance of telling us that they used brick instead of stone?  The significance is this:


a.)  A tower made of bricks could be made taller than a tower made of stone, as bricks are easier to carry 100' in the air then are stones.


b.  Being made of bricks would make this is a totally man-made structure.  On purpose.  It's as if they're saying, "God, you made the stones.  But look what we did.  We made the bricks.  Aren't we somethin'?"


This tower is all about pride, you see.  For they were trying to make a name for themselves.  Says so in verse 4.

You may say, "But bricks aren't as strong as stones."  Ah, but they thought of that.  Notice we're told that they said, "Let's make bricks and bake them thoroughly."  Now, bricks are made out of clay, sand, straw and water.  But after you shape them, you need to get most of the water out of them.  And there are two ways to dry bricks.  Who knows what they are?  You can let them dry in the sun, or bake them in an oven.  Sun dried is cheaper.  But oven baked bricks are stronger, almost as strong as stone if you bake them right.  I've read architects who claim you can make a building out of bricks as tall as you want to.  It's amazing how tall brick buildings are.  Here's a picture of the Chrysler Building in New York City - the tallest brick building in the world, at over 1,000 feet tall.

This Tower of Babel was a strong building.  Something to proud of.  


Oh, and then there's the mortar:  "They used . . . tar for mortar," we're told.  "Mortar" is the stuff between the bricks.  And you also have some options when choosing what your mortar is made of.  Mud is the cheapest mortar.  But mud doesn't last very long.  It cracks in the heat, and washes away in the rain.  And, remember, this tower was made to last.  It's a tower that's being built to "make a name" for these people.  Like, "Hey, have you seen the tower that the Shinarites built?"  "No, but I've heard about it."  "Yeah, we ought to go see it, don't you think?  I hear the rooms are hard to get this time of year . . ."


So mud mortar just won't do.  No, no no.  They used the more expensive "tar" mortar instead.  My studies told me that this tar was made from a combination of wood, coal and peat, heated up and distilled.  Very expensive.  Very labor intensive.  But very long lasting.  This tower was made to last.  This tower is all about pride, you see.  In fact, I think this tower was really made of pride.

Pride:  "Look at our tower.  Ain't it grand?"


Pride:  "Yea, our parents moved us around a lot.  Said that's what God wanted us to do - you know, all of that 'Go forth and multiply' stuff.  But WE decided it's time to settle down."


Pride:  "We made everything that went into this tower.  You won't find any stones in there at all.  Just bricks that we made.  Man, they took a long time to make.  But isn't it beautiful?  And tall!"


Pride:  "Only the best materials went into the building of this tower - like our own special tar recipe for the mortar.  And no sun dried bricks like we used to do.  No, no no.  Oven baked.  I know.  Amazing, isn't it?  See that long row of ovens over there?  Oh, yea, we'll use them.  We have plans to make more towers too."

Pride.  It's one of the good things, and one of the bad things, about we humans.  


Good pride is healthy - pride in our Savior, for instance.  (Paul wrote, "May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ." - Gal. 6:14)  Good pride, like pride in our church, and the work that we're doing for God.  (For Paul also wrote, "Therefore, among God's churches we boast about your perseverance and faith . . ." - 2Thess. 1:4)  Pride in a job well done is a good thing.


But bad pride is sin.  And that's what the Tower of Babel was about.  Bad pride says, "Look at me!  Look at what I did!  Check out this tower.  Look at the materials.  Aren't we wonderful?  Now, can I put you down to stay for a week, or a weekend?  Would you like the Tower Suite?  It sleeps 20."


Why does it seem that the world is always coming together and doing things, like building tall towers together, for bad pride reasons?  Just think of the monumental things that people have created, out of pride, out of the desire (in the words of verse 4) to "make a name" for themselves:

- For instance, did the World Trade Towers really need to be that tall?


- Did the Shanghai World Finance Center really need to be even taller?  (I wonder how many empty floors they have in that Finance Center these days?)

- And can anyone tell me why the Burj Dubai, currently being built, needs to be even taller yet?


People are always coming together and building things just to make a name for themselves.  Doesn't it seem that this has a lot to do with the current economic mess that we're in?  Did we really need those super-sized homes that so many people can't pay for now?  Did we really need those super-sized Hummers and other large vehicles that are partly responsible for GM's downfall?  "Hybrids?  Never heard of 'em.  We're GM.  The bigger we are, the more our cars and trucks guzzle gas, the better!"  Really?

Pride.  Building things just to make a name for yourself.


Can I ask you a question?  Are you building a name for yourself in this world?  What about the name of Jesus?  What are you building for Jesus?  

I think of Kay Frantz.  Kay Frantz played the organ at our church for 50 years, from 1943 to 1993.  It was said that she practiced on the organ 5-6 days a week.  Just about any time the door was open she was here.  People still remember how nice it was to come here to do something in the middle of week, and there was Kay, practicing the organ.  


Kay Frantz built something for Jesus with her life.  She built an organ ministry for the Lord.  And her bequest to our church is making it possible to refurbish our organ, for nearly $100,000.   

What are you building for Jesus?  


I think of Dick Bridger, and now Ed Kocher.  Head ushers here.  Many times the first one in the building, and the last one out.  Today, Ed takes care of almost everything you see here in the sanctuary, working behind the scenes, almost every day of the week.  Did you know that?  Now, none of us are irreplaceable.  But when God calls Ed Kocher home one day, what big shoes will be left to be filled.


What are you building for Jesus?

I think of Sally Rogers, who spent countless hours making our church website - and now spends countless hours updating it each week.  She is building something for Jesus with every upload, every digital picture she takes.  Have you checked out our website recently?  It has so many useful things there.


What are you building for Jesus?  


I think of each one of our Sunday School teachers, week after week, building young Christian boys and girls, or older Christian men and women - looking at their lessons ahead of time, praying for each student in their class, carefully explaining the scriptures.


What are you building for Jesus?  


I think of Chuck Stolburg who began our Tuesday morning Men's Work Group.  What a ministry he built for Jesus!  I don't know another church ever that has one like it.  And now we think of Ralph Morris who has kept that ministry going, bringing men together, giving them assignments each Tuesday that he's thought about all week long, calling them together for coffee, cookies and prayer, encouraging them all along.  Ralph, of course, is also the driving force today behind our Spaghetti dinners, is a Sunday School teacher, was our Lay Leader for many years, and leads the Wed. Family Night cooking teams while Julie Davis is away.


What are you building for Jesus?

Speaking of Julie Davis, doesn't it cheer your heart to hear of Ken and Julie spending their winter vacation not lounging by a pool down south, but renovating flood ravaged homes down south, in Galveston, Texas?  Awesome.  Ken also runs our sound booth and does a 100 other things around here.  Julie is now our Lay Leader, and is the head of our Education Team.  And she can't wait to get back here to start building for Jesus in our community again.


What are you building for Jesus?  


I think of parents here who tell me of reading the Bible to their children, and making sure their kids pray each night.


I think of those of you I've visited who told me that you first kept coming to worship here because of certain people in the pews who greeted you each week, and made you feel welcome.


What are you building for Jesus?  

At the end of your life, when a preacher stands beside your casket and tells the story of your life, what will he, or she, say about you?  Will they talk about what you built for yourself, things that gave you a name in the community?  Or will they talk about what you built for Jesus, things that lifted up HIS name?

Tell me, what are you building for Jesus?
