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Transtorming lives for the glory of God
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Sermon Title: Cities and Towers
Bible Reference: Genesis 11
A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Genesis 11 – The Tower of Babel

Link between Ch 10 & 11 – careful reading seems to indicate that the two are not in order – Ch 10 speaks about different languages and dispersal of people, which is before Babel! Eg 10:5.

But 11:1 says that everyone had the same language and words!

Answer to this apparent contradiction? Ch’s not chronological. Ch 10 explains what happened whilst 11 is about why it happened. So the dispersal in 10 isn’t because they obeyed God’s word to go into the rest of the world, it’s actually the result of the disobedience as described in Ch 11.
Now to the heart of the matter - Ch11 is a really, really important passage in understanding the way the world is and operates. So much of what we see & experience today at a global, local and personal level finds its origins right here in Gen 11! We live in the age of globalisation ‘the global village’. In our age we have seen the rise of the United Nations, the EU and other supposedly unifying groups. The talk is all of cooperation, breaking down trade and economic boundaries; the internet has revolutionised communication and intercontinental influence as never before. It’s all about bringing people together.

Ironically, at the same time there is a huge emphasis (almost a rediscovery) now on the importance and power of local ‘community’ is being realised again. Big society! But that’s probably just because it’s politically convenient – ‘we can’t pay for it so let the locals look after themselves’!) 

It’s an important chap for today – Pentecost – also. I’ll try and mention that later also. 

I hope, with the help of the H/S, to also show how it also speaks to us as individuals, very personally.

Let’s pray:

I plan to take it through almost verse by verse – so let’s start at v1

1. People Moved Eastwards – v1

Gen 3:24 – God put A & E out of the Garden, out of his presence, to the East. East = away from God. Here in Ch 11 we have them going further east still - further away still from God. 

And they settled there; they made it their home. It seemed a nice, pleasant, safe area. Good place to live and they began to put down roots, they settled there. Developed communities, architecture, infrastructure, commerce; they were inventive, creative and innovative (v2) – all very good and admirable traits and characteristics. No wood, no natural stone they were used too; but that’s not a problem, like true pioneers they create a way, they brain storm, they experiment, the problem solve. End up inventing bricks. Then realise got to stick them together! Resourceful people discover that the locally sourced, natural bitumen would do the job brilliantly. That’s clever! They were a very civilised and cultured people for their day. That’s showing the image of God. They seem like decent sort of people, didn’t do anything bad that we can see. 

As things progress they decide to build a city, and in the city to built a tower. These two things are very revealing though about them and what made them tick and what was important to them. 

2. They wanted to build a City:

The desire to build a city and live together in a big community appeals to their basic needs – it still does. Most people live in communities or one sort or another. Most actually live in cities and towns. Why? Cities/towns are places of companionship, centers of business, commerce, pleasure, art, beauty and culture. The needs of body and soul have always best been met in cities. (I’m sure it’s not without coincidence that Rev speaks of the city of God coming down from heaven. A city is our final destination (sorry country lovers!)
For the people in Babel there was another reason also – v3 ‘so that we will not be scattered’. That was in direct contravention of God’s plan for them! He wanted them to go out, they wanted to settle down! They wanted to be at ease, secure and enjoy life. So we see them at odds with God. 
3. They wanted to build a Tower. Towers such as the one proposed in Babel were not uncommon. These Ziggurats as we call them were high, round towers with steps around the outside; most are now known to have had some kind of religious shrine on the top. So the tower had a religious purpose. It was an attempt to get to, and live among the gods. But look what is actually said here – although the tower had religious symbolism it was actually to serve another purpose – ‘so that we may make a name for ourselves’ – v3. They don’t want to do away with God; still believe in him, but this tower they want to build, though having the impression of a religious and noble thing, is actually all about them. 
So the city and the tower are little more than outward expressions of the inward sins of the people – and what sins! Love of security (so no risk taking, no vulnerability, no faith steps, etc, which ultimately let to direct disobedience of God!) & Love of praise (to make a name for themselves) 
Application: let’s take the towers first - People today still built towers – we all do it! We all like to be praised, we all crave recognition. Not to be up the front getting applause, but we all crave recognition for what we do; we all tend to build our little towers and hope people see them and say what a great job we’ve done. 

· Tower of career, 

· Tower of possessions, (we buy things that we hope will impress others – cars, gadgets, clothes) 

· Tower of home or house (some try to impress with decoration, appearance)

· Tower of looks 

· Tower of family (we want our families to impress others homes. 

· Tower of non conformity! Sometimes the tower is built by NOT having these things! Some people love to create a reputation and get noticed by not conforming, by what we don’t have, don’t do! That is just as much to seek attention for self.

· Tower of ministry. This tower is particularly pernicious for us Christians because it’s disguised, as at Babel, under a cloak of religion. What we do seems so right and noble – but actually it’s more about meeting our needs than serving God and others. 

· Do the ‘Tower test’ - how do you react when the tower is threatened, when you fear you may lose it, that the ministry, role, etc, may be taken? How you feel is a very good gauge of whether it’s a tower or not.

· Others to add to the list?

Any or all of these things can be used as a tool to impress others, to get others to think well of us, to admire us – to make a name for ourselves. 

Application question: What are you building in your life to be known? How are you trying to make a name for yourself? 

Here’s the thing – the easiest way to find the sense of joy, peace and fulfilment is not in trying to impress others (that’s really hard work because we have to try so hard, all the time!) but rather to find it in serving, loving and knowing God. It’s found in putting him first, trusting him and knowing that our approval from him isn’t performance related! It’s not about trying to gain or win his favour but in rejoicing in his grace and mercy; it’s found in serving him with a grateful and grad heart and simply knowing that he’s pleased and delighted in you. We are most satisfied when we seek to glorify god and put him first..

What about the city? Well, these people just didn’t want the inconvenience and risk of going further. They wanted to settle down. They wanted to protect themselves – built the city and pull up the draw bridge. It was like ‘We’re happy as we are and where we are. Why disturb the status quo for the sake of the unknown?’
Likewise for us, God’s people (church) who should be going out to the ends of the world, seeking to populate the world with Christians, to settle down in our little Christian cities. It’s easy, convenient and it’s safe (we won’t be infected by the non Christian ‘world’) but it’s not right! We’re called to be salt and that means getting out of the salt cellar! That can mean getting messy & can be inconvenient. But if that’s what is involved then so be it! We simply cannot, must not settle down with the safe and familiar pattern of what we like as if it’s our club. It’s not what church is to be about! We’re here to go into all the world!

Likewise in personal lives. So easy for security to be our number one goal, rather than obedience to Jesus. Financial security (dressed up under the guise of prudence!), security for children, emotional security, whatever – we’re not called to be secure! We’re not going to be rewarded by Jesus for being secure! That’s NOT the goal, there is no merit, it’s not what we’ll be rewarded for. We’re called to live by FAITH.

I know that at a certain human level faith seems risky – even though it’s never really risky to obey God!! But you tell me a person whose Xian life & achievements you admire and you’ll find they took risks as they stepped out in faith and refused to sit secure within the walls of a ‘city’; Abraham; Moses; Daniel; Shadrack, Mishak & Abednego; Paul; Luther; Wesley; Whitfield; Carey, Hudson Taylor. (Read the books!) 

Our joy, our peace, our security in Jesus, his promises, his word. We rest on him, he is our foundation.

So back briefly to the story and God’s reaction – this, though brief, is crucial.

4. God’s response - v5:
God comes down to have a look at this tower that people thought was so wonderful. A lovely touch of irony – humour even! He has to stoop to see it it’s so big!! Couldn’t even see it from where he was!

As he looks he makes a couple of observations about the situation. He noted their 
a. Unity – v6a: they spoke the same language, that meant they could work together without the hindrance of communication barriers. This would make them more effective. 

b. Creativity and comments that if left unchecked it would harm them. It’s like – ‘This is only the beginning; if they can do this then nothing will be beyond them.’ That sound familiar? It’s exactly what people are saying today - "There's nothing we can't solve, nothing we can't do if we put our mind to it. Man is king, Lords of our own destiny." And it’s true! God himself acknowledges it! He says it is true; if man puts his genius to any given, specific task, then his native creativeness and his persistent spirit will solve the problem eventually. Nothing will be prevented him.

So he acts - He confused the languages, with the result the work stopped and the people scattered. Imagine the scene as people turn up to work and find they can’t understand each other; imagine the confusion & frustration that would have followed. He throws a massive spanner in the works, so much so that soon becomes clear that the project cannot continue and the whole idea is disbanded. People gravitate to their own language groups and eventually disperse - just as God had originally wanted them to! 

What is behind God's actions here? Is he jealous of man? Is he afraid that men will master all things and that he’ll no longer be able to control them? Not a bit. 

There’s two things here – a) man was on a downward spiral of living without God, which is in itself is not right & b) To carry on like this would end in disaster for the people. (sorcerers apprentice broom scene. Great have the power, but then found he couldn’t control it!)
Therefore for his own glories sake and for the sake of the people he has to act, has to stop them. 

Application: So often we’re like those people too! God knows that we are not as strong as we think we are, he knows our weaknesses and often will step in for our sakes, to protect us from ourselves. He’ll confuse things, frustrate things, prevent things, put up barriers which stop us doing what we’d do. So hard – but it’s for our sakes, your sake. And in the end it also got his will and purposes done.

So, let’s conclude:

· Cities: have you settled down in your Xian life? Contented, don’t want to be disturbed; unmotivated by God’s call or purpose in you life. Settling for the easy, comfortable way?

· Towers: Have you a tower or two you try to build to impress others? Tower of humility, ability, possessions, qualifications, ordinariness, ministry?

· Confusion: Have you considered that the confusion you feel, the frustration you’re experiencing maybe because you’re pushing and wanting things that god is saying no to? What are your motives for doing/wanting what you do?

Let’s acknowledge that he knows best, submit to his ways and resolve to put him first, regardless of the consequences. They cannot be worse than disobeying Him and trying to go it alone!
This material is copyright ©2011 Whitton Baptist Church and is licensed under a		 �HYPERLINK "http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/uk/"�Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 UK: England & Wales License�











