
Making ourselves up
Genesis 11:1-9
  
Silent Reflection - Who are you?  Where do you get your identity from?  What 
defines you?

Some of us will have struggled with that question, because it’s not really 
something we’re consciously bothered about day to day.  Some of us will 
have struggled with it, because we are consciously bothered about it every 
day.  And some may have had cause to pause for a moment and think, ‘I’ve 
never wondered about that...’ and then panicked because you don’t have an 
answer!

Core to  our existence as human beings is the need for identity - to be able to 
root ourselves in knowing who we are and where we get identity from.  In 
Genesis 1 and 2, we read how God designed that - He made us in His image, 
to be in relationship with Him and with one another, and to serve Him and 
others in our work.

Since the flood ended and the world was re-created, human beings were 
called forth to fill the world and live in that identity again.  In Genesis 10, we 
read lists of genealogies that tell us about how human beings grew in families 
and communities and nations.

And now, in Genesis 11:1-9, we read about how human beings return to the 
question of identity once again.  Here, they embark on a project - not just to 
construct a city - but to  construct an identity.  Here, human beings cut God 
out of the picture, and set about making themselves up.

In v.3, humans discover a new building technique, which is going to enable 
them to develop their work in new and exciting ways.  You might think that the 
next verse should read something like, ‘Come, let us use this discovery of 
bricks to build something to the glory of God and for the benefit of our fellow 
humans.’

But, of course, it doesn’t.  v.4 tells us what is in human hearts when God is 
not enthroned there.  ‘Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that 
reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves and not 
be scattered over the face of the whole Earth.’  We read that the motive for 
this ambitious building project is to do with two things - identity and security.

1



People want to  ‘make a name for themselves,’ because they don’t believe 
they already have an identity.  Throughout the Bible, God gives identity to 
people.  He makes us in His image.  He gives people new names - Abram 
becomes Abraham; Jacob becomes Israel; Simon becomes Peter.

God offers every person in this world the opportunity to be defined by a 
relationship with Him through Jesus Christ -  Colossians 3:3 puts it this way: 
‘For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God.’

Those who are in Christ are defined through Him - forgiven, adopted children 
of God, with talents and callings to set about restoring this world for the New 
Heavens and New Earth to which God has welcomed us forever.  All through 
faith in Jesus Christ and what He has done to free us, redeem us, and give 
us identity in Him.

But most human beings would rather create their own identities than receive 
one from their Creator God.  The Genesis 11 humans don’t want to receive a 
name from God; they want to make a name for themselves with the project 
they set about.  And they want to  do that so that they will ‘not be scattered.’  
We don’t want to be lost.  We don’t want to be meaningless.  We need the 
security of an identity to belong to.

The Genesis 11 humans seek identity and security  by trying to build a city 
with a huge tower, ‘that reaches up to the heavens.’  How many of us try to 
make material towers stretch up to take on spiritual significance in life?  
Bigger house.  More stuff in that house.  Better car.  Better telly.  The newest 
console games.  More clothes; newer clothes.  More shoes; newer shoes.  
Greener gardens flowering more than last year.  More pay.  Nicer decor.  
Blaa, blaa, blaa...

Material things are, of themselves, just provisions.  Good provisions in life.  
But oh, how quickly they become the one continuous, insatiable, never-
satisfied identity-giver to human beings.

The trouble with trying to  build up to the Heavens is that you never reach 
them, and sooner or later, the whole materialistic tower tumbles under its own 
weight - too  much debt to fund it, too  callous a heart to appreciate it, too 
much treasure to guard to be able to live lightly and freely.

Question - When do you have enough material things?  And how do you 
decide whether and when to get more beyond that?
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Materialism is not the only idol that human beings try to construct their 
identities around.  I use the word ‘idol’ deliberately.  An idol, biblically 
speaking, is a rival god.  God created us to  live with God as the biggest thing 
in our hearts, minds and live; the One whom we derive our identity and 
security from.

But everyone who has turned away from that lives with something else as the 
biggest thing in their heart and mind; something else that they are allowing to 
define them, something else they seek identity and security in.  It’s idolatry in 
identity.

There is, in your life, something that has become that idol, or else something 
that threatens to take God’s throne in your heart.  What is it for you?

Is it your work?  That’s a common one, because you spend so much time in 
life on work.  It was work in Genesis 11.  The project, the enterprise, became 
the thing that people made the main goal, and their identity would depend on 
the success or otherwise of that work.

Is it your family?  Are your mum or dad or children or wider family the be all 
and end all of your life?  That’s also a common one, because we spend so 
much of our lives together; and the media likes to  push this one too.  Families 
are great, but they become bigger than God in so many hearts.

Is it your boyfriend or girlfriend, husband or wife, or your desire for one?  
Teenagers, you know I’m talking to  you.  Most of us go through that intense 
phase as teenagers of tying up our identity and security in whether or not 
we’ve got a boyfriend or girlfriend.  It was my idol in my late teens and early 
uni years.

And it doesn’t stop when you get past 20.  People crave a partner.  It makes 
sense, it is natural - but so many of us buy into the lie that our identity and 
security is bound up with whether we get that husband or wife or partner or 
not.  Again, pop songs for the last 60 years have poured on the lyrics about 
this - ‘I can’t live if living is without you...’

I know that some of you are at risk of binding up your identity and security in 
this.  Don’t.  Keep God on the throne.  Sexual relationships between one man 
and one woman in marriage; and the courtship that leads up to that, are good 
and are God’s blessing to human beings.  But they are not the way to  make a 
name and identity for yourself.
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Beyond just the materialistic drive to fill up the identity void with more stuff, 
particular kinds of material things can become the idol of identity.  The clothes 
you wear; the food you eat; the music you listen to; the sport you play or 
watch.  These can become your defining identities: ‘He’s a goth.  She’s a 
vegetarian.  She’s into jazz music.  He’s a rugby player.’

People often use these things to construct identities for themselves, rather 
than simply enjoying them as life choices to pursue.  Created things are 
good, but they can’t create you.  God created you, and God defines your 
identity - when you let Him.

Question - What are the potential idols in your life with which you might 
create your own identity and security?  How can you keep them in their place 
and let God have His throne?

There’s one more important thing to see about the identity idolatry in Genesis 
11: It was a group idolatry.  As a group, these human beings constructed their 
identity together, in the work that they submerged themselves with.

That happens today, too.  Organisations, workplaces, charities, and friendship 
circles.  People define themselves by being part of these.  People in the 
group can think and act as if their very reason for being lives and dies with 
this group and its purpose.  They begin to think and talk in ‘us and them’ 
kinds of ways, and hinge their life on belonging to the group and its activities.

It happens with churches, too.  In fact, if there is one fear that I have about 
our church, which I love and treasure so much for our unusual unity, love and 
commitment to growing as disciples, it’s this: Is it Jesus you love, or is it this 
church?

Think about what you tell other people about your faith - is your language all 
about this nice church that you’re part of, or do you use the name of Jesus, 
and talk about who He is and what He’s doing in your life?  As a community, 
the church does live and die with the group and its goals - but Jesus gave His 
church its name and its mission - to make disciples following Him, not the 
church.

It was in the arena of work that the group idolatry was rooted in Genesis 
11:1-9.  And it’s worth looking at how in this passage, human beings who cut 
God out of their thoughts, plans and conversation; end up warping work.
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What do you work for?  Common answer: To put food on the table.  But let’s 
be honest.  That’s not the full story, is it?  In Genesis 2, human work was 
created and ordained of God to be a way to glorify God, bless and develop 
His creation, and provide blessings to our neighbours.

Tim Keller writes that in Genesis 11, work without reference to God becomes 
something different.  It becomes a way ‘...to  distinguish myself from my 
neighbour, to show the world and prove to myself that I’m special.’

So it is that products and services get advertised in comparison to their 
competitors, instead of telling us simply why they’re good in and of 
themselves.  ‘The biggest provider of x in the Highlands...’ ‘The fastest y on 
the market...’ ‘The first to do z in the UK...’

Companies and charities and, God help us, churches, are all busy competing 
with each other to make a name for themselves and define themselves over 
and against one another.  Humanity is still trying to build ‘the tallest’ building 
in the world - literally, as well as in all our different arenas of life and work.

It’s not just in our group identities, either.  C.S. Lewis observed this about our 
individual pride:

‘Now what you want to get clear is that Pride is essentially competitive... 
Pride gets no pleasure out of having something, only out of having more of it 
than the next man.  We say that people are proud of being rich, or clever, or 
good-looking, but they are not.  They are proud of being richer, or cleverer, or 
better-looking than others.’

Left to  ourselves, the products of our work - and the material benefits that we 
reap from that as individuals - lead to competition, status wars, jealousy, and 
clambering to make a name for ourselves.  With God in charge, though, we 
can return to creating products and services, and using the material benefits 
we reap from that; to His glory, and for the benefit of blessing others.

So perhaps it’s clear by now that we have a choice to exercise - God defining 
us, or us defining ourselves apart from Him.  Whilst you’re choosing, you 
should take into account that in Genesis 11:5-9, God is not neutral about the 
choices we make here.

In vv.5-7, God stoops down to see the humans’ “grand design,” and explains 
why He’s going to put a stop to  it: ‘If as one people speaking the same 
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language they have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to  do will be 
impossible for them.’

Why should God want to limit the potential of human beings working 
together?  Why shatter the dreams that John Lennon sang about in 
‘Imagine,’ or that Freddie Mercury mercury sang about in ‘One Vision’?

After all, human beings working together can achieve a lot of good.  Great 
products, helping and healing services to the community, fantastic works of 
art and culture, sporting drama, rich and vibrant civilizations, overcoming 
injustices and inequalities.

But none of that good stuff comes alone.  As all of these things are built, so 
too do humans build a name for themselves and become proud.  Successful 
human enterprise builds high expectations for us to depend on ourselves or 
on one another - and that always comes unstuck with sin in the end.

The reality of human sin permeates the most glorious of human teamwork, 
and idols fall from their pedestals.  Corruption in politics and journalism.  
Drugs in sport and music.  Hypocrisy amongst well meaning leaders.  There 
is corruption in the best of our institutions: Because sin is real.

In all of the rhetoric around the independence debate we have this summer, 
those who know the God of the Bible must see through utopian promises.

When the Yes campaign paint a picture of a brighter future that we can build 
together as Scots independent of Westminster, we should remember that 
Scots are as sinful as anyone, and there will yet be corruption and sin in the 
best of our nation building.  We won’t fix everything by making a name for 
ourselves.

When the Better Together campaign portray a narrative that we shouldn’t 
gamble with the good things we have in a union within the UK, we should 
remember that the security we crave does not now, nor will it ever, exist in 
pounds, politics and public institutions.  We won’t fix everything by keeping a 
name for ourselves.

At any rate, human beings working together does not always lead to  good 
things.  Take the 20th century alone.  Human beings developing things 
together apart from God’s rule has led to two world wars, Stalinist Russia and 
other oppressive communist regimes, Nazi Germany, the Holocaust, South 
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African Apartheid, nuclear weapons, unchecked global warming, human 
trafficking, organized crime and terrorism.

God’s comment was, ‘If I leave them be, nothing they plan to do will be 
impossible for them.’  Who says everything we plan is good?  Thank God He 
scuppers our awful towers and group idolatries!

God did not create us to succeed without Him, to  be independent, or to ‘work 
together’ without Him.  He created us to depend on Him for identity, security, 
and life now and forever.  So in vv.8-9, God puts a stop to people making 
themselves up.  And here is where we read about where identity idolatry gets 
you in the end.

It gets you the insecurity you were trying to avoid.   In v.4, we read the motive 
of the human beings for building this city - to  make an identity for themselves 
so that they would ‘not be scattered over the face of the whole Earth.’  In v.8, 
we read that it’s exactly because they had tried to make themselves up that 
‘...the Lord scattered them from there over all the Earth.’

People are making themselves up, constructing their own identities, choosing 
their own idols, to give them security.  But God deliberately dashes that 
security, so that you know it is false.  There is no security in fallible, crumbling 
towers.  God did not destroy the human beings of Babel.  He destroyed their 
idolatrous project, and gave them the chance to discover again their need for 
Him.  He’s working to save their lives.

Identity idolatry gets you a name that you didn’t want.  ‘Babbler.’  In v.4, the 
human beings want to make a name for themselves.  In v.9, they get a name: 
Babel.

To Babylon and its people - who in the Bible symbolise those in opposition to 
God and His people - ‘Babel’ means, ‘gate of God.’  They thought themselves 
the intellectual, cultural and religious elite of the world, the ‘showpiece of 
human civilisation’ as Gordon Wenham puts it.

But in Hebrew - the language of Israel, God’s people - ‘Babel’ sounds like the 
Hebrew for ‘confused.’  These people who are talking like they are the bee’s 
knees and they’ve got it all sussed, actually sound to others like boring, 
confused, ridiculous babblers.

How often have you met a person who just keeps talking and going on about 
themselves and what they’ve got and what they’ve achieved and blaa, blaa, 
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blaa... it’s so  boring!!  In their minds, the trumpets are sounding and the 
gongs are clanging whilst they talk about what they have made of 
themselves.  But to  everyone who’s forced to listen to this tripe, they’re just 
babbling on.

Are you sure you’re not a babbler?  Are you inclined to talk more about what 
you’ve achieved, or what God has achieved?

Finally, identity idolatry leaves you with a half built city.  An incomplete life.  
The person, the community, the company or nation that is grounded beyond 
itself in God through Christ, will know life to the full, now and forever.  A city 
that the Lord builds to completion in the New Heavens and New Earth, and in 
which they have a part to play in the building along the way.

As Tim Keller observes, every other person or society will have to make an 
idol out of something that will ultimately disappoint.  Family, self, national 
pride, personal wealth - whatever you get your identity from that is not God - 
the half built city is the monument to your idol.

How many idols have you raised up and tried to build a life around, and then 
abandoned; an incomplete shell?  What are you throwing your heart into 
now?  Will you finish the building you’re working on just now?  When will this 
life project be complete?  Will you be complete then?

God calls you to give up your idols.  Put nothing else in first place but Him.  
Don’t lay another brick in your life apart from Him.  Work to His glory, and for 
the benefit of others; and not to  make a name for yourself.  Receive from God 
your identity, security, hope and life, and don’t try to load all that on anything 
smaller than Jesus Christ.
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