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“Babel’s downfall and the Holy Spirit in, with, and among us”

Human sin  is  always  self-centred,  always  trying  to gain  power and control,  always

looking  for  ways  to  exploit  others  as  well  as  God’s  creation,  always  proud  and

arrogant. In short, human sin rebels against God and God’s purposes, and wants to be

god in God’s place. That is what the story of Babel is all about in today’s passage from

Genesis. 

   The story starts out with all human beings having one language and migrating to one

place, “a plain in the land of Shinar.” Having one language and migrating to one place is

a sign of the unity of the human race. However, the place Shinar, was ancient Babylonia,

modern-day Iraq.  Of course,  the Babylonians eventually  became a superpower,  and

destroyed Judah, and led many of the Jewish people into Babylonian exile. So, it was not

a place of blessing. The main reason that it was not a place of blessing for God’s people

in the story of Babel, is that back in Genesis 1:28, God commanded human beings to

“fill the earth.” In other words, God wanted the human race to live all over the world,

not to settle in one place. 

   Once all of the people settle in one place, their sinful desires take over and get the

best of them. They made bricks and used bitumen for mortar. Bitumen is a type of

asphalt or mineral pitch, either occurring naturally or found as a by-product of burning

coal or wood. In ancient times this black sticky substance was used as an adhesive or

caulking,  and was waterproof.  According to Genesis  14:10,  pitch oozed out of  the

earth near the Dead Sea, where it occurs naturally. 

   Then they continue with their sinful self-centredness by saying: “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.”
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Notice in this long sentence, the words us, ourselves and we, all of which emphasise

their sinful self-centredness. 

   Regarding the tower: One tradition says that Nimrod—a Mesopotamian king and

conqueror—and his hunters were behind the building of the tower. When it was taller

than any other tower they had ever seen, the hunters would stand on the top and

shoot arrows toward the sky. Angels would catch the arrows and send them back with

blood on their tips. When Nimrod and his hunters saw the blood, they proclaimed (in

their sinful pride and arrogance), “We have conquered even the hosts of heaven.” 

   According to one rabbinic interpretation of the story: Some say that the tower was

so tall that it took a year to carry a brick that had been made from its base to the top.

This meant that bricks became very precious. They were valued so highly that if a brick

fell from the top and shattered there was mourning and crying. But if a worker fell and

died, people hardly noticed.1 In short, bricks were of more value than human life.

   Coming back to the long sentence in verse 4, another phrase that stands out is “let

us make a name for ourselves.” Throughout history, human beings in their sinful state,

have tried to make a name for themselves. For example, the ancient Roman Empire

falsely boasted that it would never fall. Both the Babylonian and Assyrian superpowers

fell. In more recent times, several believed that the Titanic would never sink. This is

true on an individual  level  as  well.  Over the centuries  and even in our day,  many

individuals in their sinful pride and arrogance gained fame and fortune, only to lose it—

sometimes it is very precarious and short-lived. So too, the peoples’ attempt to make a

name for themselves in the land of Shinar was vain and short-lived. 

   The long sentence in verse 4 also reveals yet another sinful reason for their attempt

to build their tower and city: “otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of

the whole  earth.”  Instead of  placing their  trust  and ultimate security  in God,  they

1 Cited from: Michael E. Williams, editor, Genesis: The Storyteller’s Companion to the Bible (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1991), pp. 63-64. 
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believed in a false security, that their tower and city would protect them and keep

them together in one place. That was not going to happen. 

   The LORD, we are told, has the last word and the final control over the situation.

He decided to confuse their language, which eventually led them to be scattered over

the face of all the earth. There is a play on words in the text, since the word confuse is

associated with the word Babel, and it explains what the LORD did in the story in

order to scatter the people on the earth.

   The confusion amongst the people reminds me of the following humorous story. Hal

Roach, Ireland's famous international comedian, tells the story of the two Irishmen,

Casey and Flanagan, who were building a 500-foot tower. Just as they were putting the

final brick in place, Casey happened to glance at the blueprints. He said to Flanagan,

“We're stupid fools, the two of us. We've been reading the plans of the tower upside

down. We are supposed to be digging a well!” So it was that the people at Shinar were

reading “God’s blueprint” upside down. They had forgotten God’s command in Genesis

1:28  to  fill  the  whole  earth.  God,  in  God’s  grace,  came  down  to  help  them,  by

confusing their language and sending them off in all directions to settle in every corner

of the world. Out of that gracious act of God, we have a wide variety of peoples and

languages and cultures—all of which enrich life, and make life more interesting. 

   Today we celebrate the third most important festival of the church year, Pentecost.

It is a day to remember how God reversed the confusion of Babel, and the Holy Spirit

came to bless  God’s  people so that  they could understand one another’s  different

languages. 

   On the day of Pentecost, we focus on God the Holy Spirit. I like the way in which the

work of the Holy Spirit is described in today’s gospel. Rather than all of that noise and

hoopla in the passage from Acts, in our gospel Jesus speaks of the Holy Spirit as our

Advocate, which can also be translated as Counsellor, Helper and Comforter. Jesus

promises that the Holy Spirit is in, with, and among us. The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of

3



truth who “will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I (Jesus) have said to

you.”

   In  other  words,  the  Holy  Spirit  is  kept  extremely  busy,  functioning  as  our

Communications Expert! Teaching us all that we need to learn and know about the

truth of God—who God is and how God works in,  with and among us. As God’s

Communications Expert, the Holy Spirit keeps teaching us about our faith so that our

faith can continue to grow deeper. In addition to that, the Holy Spirit also gives us a

sense of right and wrong, in order that we can carry out God’s will and purposes in

our lives, individually and as the church. 

   May the Holy Spirit continue to teach us how to avoid the mistakes of Babel, help us

to keep learning and growing in our faith, and how to love and serve our God and one

another.     
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