
“Tower of Babel” 

Genesis 11:1-9 

Forgetting the Greater Purpose 

For twelve years, the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship of Kentucky (CBFKY) has worked together for a 

ministry called Extreme Build, in which CBFKY builds a home for a family in McCreary County. Families 

apply for this ministry and CBFKY selects one whom they deem most in need. It’s an important ministry 

that brings together Baptists from all over the commonwealth for a shared mission: a mission of love 

and service.  

There are many moving parts in a ministry this large. One of those—a very important one—is the 

feeding of the workers. Typically, CBFKY reaches out to local churches in McCreary County and asks 

those churches to serve a simple lunch for the workers. One day, though, our church office in Corbin 

received a call to serve. We were, of course, delighted to help, and we quickly put together a team, a 

plan, and a menu, and then we served our meal on our designated day. We considered it a blessing to 

contribute to the project and we remain thankful for our new—and hopefully long-term—partnership 

with Extreme Build. 

Here’s the thing, though: we were asked to help that day because another church had refused to serve. 

Because of slightly differing theological convictions, they simply refused to participate.  

This was shocking and disappointing to say the least.  

And here’s another thing: I get it. But I also vehemently disagree with it. This church sincerely believed 

they were standing for their theological convictions—beliefs they needed to defend and protect. Which, 

again: I get.  

But were they not missing the point? 

There are no doubt times when it is commendable to stand up for what one believes; however, should 

serving others not be near the top of those beliefs. And more to the point: are we not holding up the 

wrong ideals if our convictions lead us to not serve others?  

Given a different circumstance, I could appreciate a church standing for its core convictions. However, in 

this circumstance, it seemed this particular church, in its effort to defend their convictions, was missing 

the greater point.  

The greater point, according to the Christian story, is to share the love of Christ with all people by word 

and deed. This church, on this occasion, missed that point.  

Likewise, in today’s story—the Tower of Babel—the people of earth have forgotten the greater call, 

themselves.  

 



 

Unpacking the Text 

Now the whole earth had one language and the same words. 2 And as they migrated from the east, 

they came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there.  

This is a story, and we must read it as a story. That is, we must read it as a narrative and not as a history 

book. Narrative license is taken many times in this story, and so we would do well to not read each of 

these ideas as factual details. For instance, “the whole world had…the same words” does not mean that 

every person knew the same finite list of words. It simply means they spoke a similar dialect of the same 

language. 

Meanwhile, one thing is made clear in the introduction to this story: the people are united. They can 

communicate perfectly, and they are traveling together to look for a new place to call home. Context 

would go a long way here. As a people striving for unity, we must wonder how this was achieved so 

simply. So let’s have a look back.  

Discuss: What story preceded this story that could offer us explanation as to how the people of earth 

got to this point? (Genesis 6-9) 

 

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. 4 Then 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; otherwise we shall be 

scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.”  

The people have found their spot. Now it is time to build! They have the necessary brick and bitumen to 

execute the plan of building a tower that reaches to the heavens. And this desire makes perfect sense 

when we recall the great flood narrative. The people of earth remember the story of the flood and, 

prudently, would like to work together to avoid another catastrophe like that. Their logical conclusion, 

then, is two-fold: (1) we must work together, and (2) it would be nice to have a tower that is tall enough 

to withstand a flood.  

At this point in the story it is hard to find anything to criticize. We have been taught this story many 

times before—primarily as children—and in those lessons the moral has always been presented as 

obvious: these people are trying to be like God. They are being prideful. And they must be stopped.  

While this is a viable interpretation, it is nonetheless a moral lesson that is never pointed out—in fact, is 

never even directly suggested—by the story’s author. And so perhaps we’d do well to look for other 

moral lessons lurking in the text, as well. And to do that, we’d do well to look even further back in the 

Genesis narrative—back to Genesis 1:28. 



Discuss: how might the idea to build this tower—even if an understandable idea—be contrary to God’s 

original call for humankind? 

 

The LORD came down to see the city and the tower, which mortals had built. 6 And the LORD said, “Look, 

they are one people, and they have all one language; and this is only the beginning of what they will 

do; nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them. 7 Come, let us go down, and 

confuse their language there, so that they will not understand one another’s speech.” 

If taken literally, does God not come across a touch fearful in this text? That is, how could God, the 

creator of everything, and of every person, be so worried about a few humans building one tall tower? 

It’s hard to fathom. That’s why remembering that this is a story is so important: the storyteller is making 

certain points by utilizing specific language. The author writes, “The Lord came down to see…” Surely the 

author doesn’t believe that God is unable to see what the humans are doing. Rather, a point is being 

made about how pitiful the humans’ attempt at building a sky-high tower for themselves really is.  

“They are one people…nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them.” This sounds 

like what every church preaches every Sunday. “We must be united so that we can do great things for 

God!”  

This is something we as a church proudly proclaim, and well we should. What’s missing in the Babel 

story, however, is the “for God” part. Because it is clear from the text that the humans are doing this 

only for themselves. They are ignoring God’s initial purpose for them—the initial purpose made so clear 

in Genesis 1:28—and are instead making decisions based on self-serving motives. 

Discuss: Why is God so concerned about the people being united here? What wrong can come from the 

motives behind building the city and tower? 

 

So the LORD scattered them abroad from there over the face of all the earth, and they left off building 

the city. 9 Therefore it was called Babel, because there the LORD confused[b] the language of all the 

earth; and from there the LORD scattered them abroad over the face of all the earth. 

In Genesis 1 it is made clear that it is God’s will for people to be fruitful and multiply—to fill the entire 

earth. In Genesis 11 it is made equally clear that the people of Babel have come together for purposes 

contrary to God’s will. They have become fruitful and multiplied—but in service of themselves, not God.  

And so God chooses to act, thereby saving humanity from ourselves. God scatters the people across the 

globe and creates many different languages. 

And this leads us to consider an important moral: achieving unity God’s way can sometimes prove more 

difficult than our way—but perhaps the best way isn’t always the easiest way. 

Discuss: How did God save the people of Babel from themselves?  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+11&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-276b


 

Application: What is our Greater Purpose? 

God is not some petty, worried god who’s afraid that humans might figure out how to be God 

themselves. God is instead concerned only for the betterment of human life. Thus, it is an extension of 

God’s grace and God’s love that the plans of Babel were thwarted. Babel was an attempt to ignore the 

greater purpose God had for humankind and to instead build a giant tower in service of their own 

desires. It’s not that building a tower was evil or wrong; it’s that there was a greater good the people 

were overlooking in their efforts to please themselves.  

Similarly, standing for one’s beliefs is not evil or wrong, in and of itself. But if, in standing for one’s 

beliefs, one sacrifices the greater call to “love thy neighbor”, then it is contrary to God’s will. We must 

keep, at the forefront, Jesus’ two greatest commands: love God, and love our neighbor. If any decision 

we make, no matter how right it may seem in its context, is counter-productive to loving God and loving 

others, then we are missing the point.  

Babel is a reminder for us to stay on point. 

 

Final Questions 

Can you recall a time or story when someone chose a good, but not the best, option? How could the 

best option have worked out better?  

In what ways are Christians tempted to focus on particular moral issues or theological convictions rather 

than on the bedrock imperative to love God and love others? 

How does First Baptist Church of Corbin fit into the story of Babel? What purposes are we fulfilling well? 

Have there ever been times when we’ve missed the “greater” purpose? 

Unity is especially difficult to achieve during this divisive age (politics, global instability, threats of war, 

social media, etc.). What can our church actively do to model for others how to come together? 

 

 

For Further Individual Study 

Read I Corinthians 12 and see how God has designed the body of Christ to work together. Pay special 

attention to how necessary it is that each person be different so that the purposes of the Kingdom might 

be achieved. 

 

 



Concluding Prayer 

Creator God, 

We are astonished at the beauty and complexity of your creation. Yet, somehow, in our astonishment 

we feel deeply connected to You and to our sisters and brothers in Christ. We are beyond grateful that 

You would call us to be Your church and Your children. Teach us how to work together. Remind us of the 

common and greater good of loving You and loving our neighbor. When we are distracted and 

encumbered by petty morality, forgive us and free us so that we might fulfill your calling. It is Christ who 

shows us how to live. May we follow Him all the days of our lives. It is in His name we meet, we study, 

and we pray. Amen.  


