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"The Spread of the Nations" (Genesis 10:1-11:26) 

An airline flight attendant shared the story of a passenger from Bombay, India, on the way to his first 

visit to the United States.1 As the man was served, he nodded his head and replied, “From the heart of 

my bottom, I am thanking you.” The flight attendant learned that this was one of the only English 

expressions he knew, and was quite proud to say it with every gesture: “From the heart of my bottom, I 

am thanking you.” The attendant said, “Now, if I were to thank people from the heart of my bottom, I 

am sure they would be offended. I think what he was trying to say was, ‘from the bottom of my heart,’ 

but there was no way we could convey to this man that this sentence was wrong. Although we had a fun 

time trying, I am sure he spent his American tour thanking people from the heart of his bottom.”2 

I love this story…probably because I can relate. In my foreign travels, I’m sure I have said some strange 

things as well. In Genesis 10:1-11:26, God is going to explain how different languages and nations came 

into existence. In these 58 verses, we will see our tendency to sin and God’s propensity to provide for 

His people. Since we have a lot to cover we will be doing an overview of most of this section without 

focusing on the specific details. As you look at some of these verses, you will thank me for not getting 

bogged down in the mire of names and details. For example, in 10:17, the descendants of Canaan sound 

like an entomologist’s list of something for the pest controller—“the Hivite and the Arkite and the 

Sinite,” and the termite.3 Seriously, since all Scripture is inspired by God (2 Tim 3:16), I believe that 

these verses will be of great help to us. 

[The first truth that we need to see in this passage is…] 

1. God made the world one big family (10:1-32). For many, this chapter may seem like a bore that should 

be skipped. But this chapter provides us much important information: 

 It provides us authoritative evidence that the post-flood world descended from one pair of 

human beings (i.e., Noah and his wife). 

 It provides us with a historical accounting of the origins of the nations of the world and how 

they spread over the face of the earth. 

 It provides us with an understanding of the relationship between the people of Israel and all 

other nations and peoples of the world. 

 It provides us with the knowledge of who we are and where we came from. 

 It provides us the primitive branches of the genealogical tree of mankind that will eventually 

culminate in the objective of every biblical genealogy—the person of Jesus Christ. 

This chapter is not technically a genealogy (so and so, begat so and so).4 It has been called a table of 

nations because it traces the connected origins of various nations.5 What is striking is that the nations of 

the world all came from the same place…from one of the three sons of Noah (10:1, 32). In other words, 

God made us one big family. Though we are of different languages, cultures, and geographical locations, 

we are still imprinted with the image of God and share in the dignity of human existence. An emphasis 

on our racial and cultural differences undermines this unity and runs counter to God’s will for us. He 

basks in our rich cultural diversity and variety, which He has created. We need to learn to do the same.6 

The descendants of Japheth (10:2-5).7 This division of the chapter, centering on Japheth, is the shortest 

and highlights 14 of Japheth’s descendants.8 The Japhethites split into two groups: one group settled in 

India and the other group in Europe. Together they form what is known as the “Indo-European” family 
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of nations. They became the coastline peoples, the peoples of the Gentiles (10:5). It was primarily into 

this area of the world that the New Testament church spread, under the apostle Paul. Verse 5 also 

teaches that the occupation of the lands followed the confusion of tongues at Babel. 

The descendants of Ham (10:6-20). Here we have the account of the descants of Ham. The nations 

connected to Ham inhabited northwestern Africa, the western coast of the Arabian Peninsula, and the 

Fertile Crescent from Egypt to Mesopotamia.9 Some of these nations figured prominently in the biblical 

story as enemies of Israel, particularly “Babel” (Babylon, 10:10),10 “Mizraim” (Egypt, 10:13), and 

“Canaan” (10:15). But, once again, all these scattered nations were the descendants of Ham, who was 

one of three brothers, descendants of the one Noah.11 There is no escaping it: God made the world one 

big family! 

The descendants of Shem (10:21-32). The descendants of Shem (lit. “name”) are the Semitic peoples 

who inhabited the eastern lands: modern-day Iraq, Iran, and eastern Saudi Arabia. The genealogy of 

Shem split at the sons of “Eber” (10:25).12 From Eber we get the word “Hebrew.” The descendants of 

Eber’s son “Joktan” are given in 10:26-32, while the descendants of his other son, “Peleg” are found in 

Genesis 11. It was Peleg’s line which led to Abraham and eventually to the Israelites (11:18-26).13 This is 

the family that God will be dealing with throughout the entire Old Testament. These are the Hebrews, 

the nation Israel. This section reveals that it was God’s plan to bless the human race by dividing the 

family of man by languages, locations, and leaders. Remember that God formerly blessed the earth by 

dividing the light from the darkness, the earth from the heavens, and the land from the seas (Gen 1). 

So why is this important? What difference does this unity of the human race make? Well, we do not 

have the luxury of caring nothing about the rest of the world. They are all our cousins! Their needs, their 

hopes, their dreams, their problems, their family struggles, their successes, and their failures are really 

not that much different than ours! All human people, even of different national and cultural identities 

are of the same origin, have the same dignity, and belong in the same world. This is one of the reasons 

we are committed to praying for the persecuted church. The church abroad is made up of our distant 

cousins, our spiritual brothers and sisters. This principle is also why we must continue to pray that the 

10/40 window is opened up.14 Since God has a heart for the world, so must we. This biblical mentality 

undercuts all human divisiveness based on nationality, culture, and race. However good, however rich 

national and cultural diversity can be, it should never be allowed to cloud the more fundamental fact 

that all human people share the same nature, breathe the same air, live on the same earth, and owe 

their life to the same God (cf. Acts 17:26). 

 

[Although God made the world one big family…] 

2. The world will never enjoy unity apart from Christ (11:1-26). If chapter 10 paints a picture of such a 

unified world—all the nations descended from a single family—what happened? How did the world 

become so divided? That’s the point of Genesis 11:1-9. It explains what caused the nations to scatter.15 

This section describes the disunity among Noah’s offspring that resulted from the tower event but did 

not prevent the blessing God had envisioned for humanity.16 The actual outworking of the genealogies 

of Genesis 10 occurs after the events at the Tower of Babel (cf. 11:1 with 10:5, 20, 31). This interspersal 

of narrative (11:1-9) separates the two genealogies of Shem (10:21-31; 11:10-26), paving the way for the 

particular linkage between the Terah (Abraham) clan and the Shemite lineage (11:27). The story of the 
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tower also looks ahead by anticipating the role that Abram (12:1-3) will play in restoring the blessing to 

the dispersed nations.17 By placing the Tower of Babel incident just prior to the stories of Abram and his 

descendants, the biblical writer is suggesting, in the first place, that post-flood humanity is as wicked as 

pre-flood humanity. Rather than sending something as devastating as a flood to annihilate mankind, 

however, God now places His hope in a covenant with Abraham as a powerful solution to humanity’s 

sinfulness. This problem (Gen 11) and solution (Gen 12) are brought into immediate juxtaposition, and 

the forcefulness of this structural move would have been lost had Genesis 10 intervened between the 

two.18 

This leads right into the Tower of Babel account in 11:1-9. In 11:1, Moses writes, “Now the whole earth 

used the same language and the same words.” After the flood, the whole earth spoke the same 

language. But man’s habitual sin brought about the language barrier. 

In 11:2, we read these fateful words: “It came about as they journeyed east, that they found a plain in 

the land of Shinar and settled there.” The word “east” is intentionally alluded to in the Scriptures, to let 

us know that a person or group is moving contrary to God’s will. In the Genesis narratives, when man 

goes “east,” he leaves the land of blessing (Eden and the Promised Land) and goes to a land where the 

greatest of his hopes will turn to ruin (Babylon and Sodom).19 Please also notice that they “settled” in 

Shinar. In 9:1, God clearly commanded Noah and his sons to “be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth” 

(cf. 8:17). There is no reason to suspect that Noah’s descendants did not understand what God wanted. 

God wanted them to move throughout all the earth but they banded together in order to defy God’s 

command. They selected the best land that they could find; they staked their claim in the land of Shinar, 

a place that becomes associated with evil.20 

Now don’t you find it amazing that the people have such short memories? How soon they forget the 

most horrendous judgments of God (Gen 6-8); they go back to their former ways. They try to defy God. 

They exert their own will. Now think about this, how must the world still have looked at this time? The 

worldwide flood had completely destroyed everything. Now it’s only a few generations later, with the 

ground still displaying the desolations of the deluge and these people want to test God’s hand again. 

Nothing but the grace of God and work of the Holy Spirit can remove the depravity of the human heart. 

In 11:3-4, “They said to one another, ‘Come, let us make bricks and burn them thoroughly.’ And they 

used brick for stone, and they used tar for mortar. They said, ‘Come, let us build for ourselves a city, and 

a tower whose top will reach into heaven, and let us make for ourselves a name, otherwise we will be 

scattered abroad over the face of the whole earth.’” The motivation for building a city was to make the 

builders a name (cf. Ps 14:1). The object of this endeavor was to establish a center by which they might 

maintain their unity.21 Now God desired unity for humankind, but one that He created, not one 

founded on a social state. They wanted to “empower” themselves. Both motive and object were 

ungodly. God had instructed man to fill the earth (1:28), to spread over the whole planet. The builders of 

the “tower” seem to have intended that it serve as a memorial or landmark among other things. 

Verse 4 makes what might be called the first public declaration of humanism22: “They said, ‘Come, let 

us build for ourselves a city, and a tower whose top will reach into heaven, and let us make for ourselves 

a name,23 otherwise we will be scattered abroad over the face of the whole earth.’” This verse reveals 

three problems. First, man wanted to build a tower that would reach up to the top of the heavens; they 

wanted to reach God, really to be God themselves. Every generation seems to builds towers. Whether 

they are actual skyscrapers (e.g., the Sears Tower and Tribune Tower in Chicago, the Eiffel Tower in 
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Paris, the Trump Tower in New York City) or mega corporations that circle the globe, the idea is the 

same—to be strong and powerful!24 In the 21st century, people continue to do that. The university 

professor who dismisses God without a second thought has placed his intellect on the throne instead of 

God. But human intelligence is woefully inadequate to be our god. Paul asked, “Has not God made 

foolish the wisdom of this world?” (1 Cor 1:20) Over and over again the intelligence of man has been 

supplanted by later intelligence; later proof that other intelligence, more educated, more sophisticated 

people have destroyed the theories of intelligence of those before them. And if man’s intelligence can 

be supplanted by other men’s intelligence, how inadequate is it to try to displace God’s intelligence? 

You cannot build your own tower in your heart or in your head and replace God by doing it. God will not 

be subject to our folly. The people of the land of Shinar failed in achieving their first goal. 

Secondly, they wanted to make a name for themselves.25 They wanted to be remembered. Isn’t that 

true of all of us? Don’t you want to be remembered for something good? Not long ago, Reader’s Digest 

carried an article on Dr. Henry Heimlich. It’s been more than 30 years since the famous “Heimlich 

Maneuver” has been instituted in saving lives and probably 50,000 choking victims have been saved 

through Henry Heimlich’s maneuver. Well, to this day Heimlich kind of gets a kick out of being a 

household word. He never anticipated that would be the case. In fact, he said that when his name went 

into the dictionary, it was quite a big deal for him. He remembers that he immediately looked at the 

entry for Abraham Lincoln; and Lincoln had only an inch of copy in the dictionary while Henry Heimlich 

had two inches, because there was a drawing depicting how to perform the maneuver. Interesting isn’t 

it, that with mankind we measure fame in inches in the dictionary? But God measures fame by 

obedience. What is it you want to be remembered for? What do you want people to remember about 

you when they think about you after you are gone? What kind of legacy will you leave? 

Well the people of Shinar didn’t want to be forgotten so they made a tower that we would never forget 

their names, and by the way, can you name any of them? Do you know a single name of a person who 

joined this rebel group? Of course you don’t! Defiance of God is a quick route to obscurity. You 

remember Noah, but you don’t remember any of these guys. They failed in their second goal. 

The third problem revealed in this verse was that they wanted to keep themselves from being scattered 

over the earth. Now you can read between the lines, obviously, and see that all three of these 

motivations are designed to defy the will of God. Building a tower, building a city—that’s no crime in 

itself. But the purpose of this tower was to replace the God of the heavens. They wanted to climb into 

heaven and dethrone God and enthrone themselves instead. 

In 11:5-6, the Lord responded: “The LORD came down to see the city and the tower which the sons of 

men had built. The LORD said, ‘Behold, they are one people, and they all have the same language. And 

this is what they began to do, and now nothing which they purpose to do will be impossible for them.’” 

The people of the land of Shinar tried to defy God. They did not want to be scattered all over the face of 

the earth. Of course, they failed. And when they failed, judgment had to come. Now notice, the Lord 

says, “I’m going to come down and see.” That’s an anthropomorphism. It simply means that God did not 

want to stay in heaven. He wanted to have a good look at what people were doing on earth. God 

doesn’t need to leave heaven to see us here on earth, but He chose to. 
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In 11:6, God seems worried. This verse, however, is not speaking of technology but of morality. The Lord 

concludes, “If I let them get away with this, they will stop at nothing.” And so, He initiates a judgment to 

counter their rebellion. The introduction of languages makes this rebellious unity of mankind a practical 

impossibility. 26 God is not threatened by what man might do. On the contrary, God is protecting man 

from himself! You see, it is in grace that God will not allow the world to enjoy unity on its own terms! 

In 11:7, a Trinitarian meeting took place and the Lord said, “Come, let Us go down and there confuse 

their language, so that they will not understand one another’s speech.” So what was God’s plan? 

His plan was to foil man’s sin. Language is a unique tool to communicate; God said, “I want to confuse 

their language so they have to obey me.” This verse is dripping with irony: The descendants of Noah 

were attempting to elevate themselves to God, but so pathetic are their attempts that God has to come 

down to see it (see Isa 40:22; Ps 2:4). Had God allowed this project to continue the results would have 

been even worse than they were at this time. The sin of the builders was their refusal to live within God-

given boundaries (Acts 17:24-26). All of the divisions of the whole world are a result of sin and the 

righteous judgment of God. 

In 11:8-9, Moses writes, “So the LORD scattered them abroad from there over the face of the whole 

earth; and they stopped building the city. Therefore its name was called Babel, because there the LORD 

confused the language of the whole earth; and from there the LORD scattered them abroad over the 

face of the whole earth.” The confusion led to a scattering of the people over the “whole earth.” God 

did not allow human rebellion to reach the level that it had before the flood. God forced people to do 

what they refused to do voluntarily, namely, scatter over the face of the earth. And as soon as God 

confused the language, the engineers could not speak to the laborers. The masons could not speak to 

the city planners. All the work had to stop. By the way, it’s only from the Scriptures that we learn the 

true origins of the different languages in different nations in the world. By one miracle of tongues man 

was dispersed and gradually fell from his true religion; and by another, the national barriers were 

broken down so that men might be brought back to the family of God. What a unique thing language is. 

But as a result of the confusion of the language, the city’s name became Babel. The city is none other 

than Babylon. 

“Babel” means “confusion” in Hebrew, and “the gate of gods” in Babylonian. This was the original 

Babylon that forever after was the city most consistently rebellious against God’s government in human 

history. It stands as a symbol of organized rebellion against God elsewhere in Scripture (e.g., Rev 17-18). 

Babylon has always been a city set in opposition to the true God, whether run by a committee of these 

rebels or a ruthless dictator like Saddam Hussein. Babel means confusion and the final result of the 

language being confused was that people were scattered over all the earth. These people forfeited the 

blessing of God because they decided they could make a better future for themselves than God could 

make for them. 

What we do today is no less foolish than what these nameless rebels did. Somehow we have forgotten 

that every time we attempt to defy God, we not only see His judgment as a result, but we rob ourselves 

of God’s blessing. Hey, learn this today. Learn it from the people of Babel. Obedience means blessing. 

Disobedience means judgment and a loss of blessing. How much clearer can that truth be than is 

illustrated by these events at the Tower of Babel?27 
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The story of Babel is important for several reasons: 

 It explains the beginning of and reason for the various languages of mankind. 

 It probably explains the origin of the “races” within humankind. The separate language groups 

no longer could intermarry freely with the rest of mankind. As inbreeding and lack of access to 

the larger pool of genes occurred, ethnic characteristics developed. Furthermore, each local 

environment tended to favor selection of certain traits, and eliminate others. 

 Ethnic characteristics, such as skin color, arose from loss of genetic variability, not from origin of 

new genes through mutation, as suggested by evolution. The concept of race is an evolutionary 

idea (Acts 17:26). All humans possess the same color, just different amounts of it. We all 

descended from Noah and Adam. The Bible doesn’t tell us what skin color our first parents had 

but from a design point of view, the “middle color” makes a great beginning. Starting with 

medium-skinned parents, it would take only one generation to produce all the variation we see 

in human skin color today. In fact, this is the normal situation in India at present. Some Indians 

are as dark as the darkest Africans, and some—perhaps a brother or sister in the same family—

as light as the lightest Europeans. There are families from India that included members with 

every major skin color you could see anywhere in the world. 

 It demonstrates the inclination of fallen man to rebel against God and to try to provide for his 

needs in his own way rather than by trusting and obeying God.28 It illustrates that rebellion 

against God results in (a) broken fellowship between God and man, and (b) failure to realize 

God’s intention for man in His creation, namely, that man rule the earth effectively. 

 It provides the historical background for what follows in Genesis. Abraham came from this area. 

 God is jealous. He wants to be worshipped. Yet, all too often, we would rather build a name for 

ourselves. 

 God is wise. He is able to thwart man’s attempts to dethrone Him and worship false gods. 

 God is righteous. He judges man by separating him. Irony is seen in the beginning and the 

ending of this passage. The group at Babel began as the whole earth (11:1), but now they were 

spread over the whole earth (11:9). By this time the lesson is clarified: God’s purpose will be 

accomplished in spite of the arrogance and defiance of man’s own purposes. He brings down 

the proud, but exalts the faithful. 

 In the building of the tower we see man’s desire to reach God in his own way. Man’s desire was 

a return to Adam and Eve’s effort to become like God (3:5). 

 In the effort to build a city, we see our lust for the power that comes through corporate control. 

We live in dangerous times. The lessons of Babel have been forgotten. Arrogant leaders dare to do 

anything in the world today. And people excitedly jump on the bandwagon. And it seems that nothing 

whips up enthusiasm as much as some grandiose plan to unify all mankind into some great, worldwide 

empire. Think of the organizations that work to such an end: The United Nations, the World Trade 

Organization, the World Bank, and NATO. And, there are so many others with similar agendas. But here, 

God makes very clear that the world will never enjoy real unity, except when they know it in Christ 

Jesus. 

[Now, I know, you don’t see anything about Jesus here. But please consider the last section of the text.] 
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In 11:10-26,29 we find a more thorough genealogy of Shem. This list of names isn’t riveting reading, but 

it moves you from Noah’s son Shem through the events of Babel and the scattering of the nations to 

Abram (Abraham), the “father” of the chosen people.30 The great former pastor, Ray Stedman, calls this 

passage “God’s Funnel” because it leads us right to Abram.31 

Now we are told almost nothing along the way! But that is no accident! For the hope that we seek, the 

unity which man cannot find on his own, will only be revealed when we get to God’s covenant promises 

made to Abram. (“...all the peoples on earth will be blessed through you!”) So why waste any time on 

lesser things? The text just puts us on the genealogical escalator and takes us right to the top floor!32 

Moses promises ultimate unity—blessing on the whole world through Abram and his seed! It is a 

promise that is fulfilled in the coming of Jesus the Messiah! Jesus comes as the only Mediator between 

God and man and brings us peace with God, through His death and resurrection. He also breaks down 

the dividing walls between us, making us brothers and sisters in Christ! Through faith in Jesus we 

become the true sons and daughters of God, part of the new race that will populate the earth for all 

eternity! 

One of America’s favorite pastimes is baseball. When a player takes his turn at bat, he steps up to home 

plate gripping his bat firmly in hand. The pitcher throws the ball toward him, and he swings at the ball. If 

he misses, that’s strike one. The pitcher then throws the ball again, and the batter takes another swing. 

If he misses a second time, that’s strike two. When the ball is thrown the third time and the batter 

swings and misses, that’s strike three, and he’s out. He has lost the opportunity to score for his team. 

In some ways, the first eleven chapters of Genesis are like a baseball game. The world of humanity 

represented by Adam and Eve is the batter who stepped up to home plate for the first time in the 

garden of Eden. The ball—the opportunity to live forever in a right, loving relationship with the Creator 

and so possess the fullness of His blessing—was thrown. But through man’s choice to disobey God, the 

world of humanity missed, and that was strike one. 

In Noah’s day, humanity was back up to bat. The same ball—the opportunity to live in a right 

relationship with the Creator and receive His full, personal blessing—was thrown. This time the world 

chose to disregard God, and that was strike two. 

Chapter 11 of Genesis describes the third time the world of humanity came up to bat. The same ball was 

thrown at the world. Again, the world swung and missed. To use baseball terminology, we struck out. 

But this time, God responds differently…He sends Abram whose seed would eventually bring the 

Messiah.33 Truly, God is a God of grace. Instead of sending us to the dugout, He grants us grace. God is 

certainly a God of justice and judgment, but in His economy, grace always prevails. Will you trust in His 

grace today? Will you become a son or daughter of Abraham (Gal 3:6-7)? 
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