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FROM ABEL TO BABEL 
 
Genesis 4-11 consists of three cycles recapitulating Genesis 3:  Sin, Judgment, Grace 
 
 4-5 6-9 11 
Sin Cain's murder of Abel Runaway wickedness Tower of Babel 
Judgment Expulsion from God's 

presence 
Flood Confusion of language 

and scattering of people 
Grace Birth of Seth Preservation of Noah Call of Abram 

 
Certain similarities connect these cycles.  In each case, judgment is more than mere 
punishment; it is a merciful act, limiting the influence of Satan and frustrating his attempts to 
prevent the fulfillment of 3:15.  Further, in each cycle God shows grace by initiating a new 
beginning with one individual.  Geerhardus Vos writes that the purpose of this period of 
salvation history appears to be that “it was intended to bring out the consequences of sin 
when left so far as possible to itself.” 
 
III. CYCLE III: THE TOWER OF BABEL (11) 
 
Chapters 10-11 cover two literary units:  the generations of Noah (10:1-11:9), which is a 
genealogy followed by the Babel narrative, and the generations of Shem (11:10-26), which is 
a genealogy that ends with the birth of Abram.  11:27 begins a new unit, the generations of 
Terah, Abram’s father, which will cover most of the Abraham narrative. 
 
    A. Sin 
        1. The people seek to make a name for themselves - as the line of Cain 
        2. God has commanded mankind to spread out over the face of the earth (9:7); initially 
they do (10:32), but now mankind has endeavored not to be scattered. 
 
“Babel expressed a naïve and total confidence in what human achievement could effect… In 
short, it was the beginning of the utopian humanistic dream to which mankind has always 
subsequently aspired.” (Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation, 63) 
 
    B. Judgment 
       1. Though the people seek to build a tower 'with its top in the heavens', God has to 
come 'down to see the city and the tower.' 
       2. God's judgment, confusing their language, circumvents their intention not to scatter. 
 
    C. Grace 
        1. God's judgment once again (and quite explicitly) puts limits on man's capacity to 
undo his purposes.  But where is the act of grace, which the narrative has by now led us to 
expect? 
        2. This story, providing the origins of the many nations, is immediately followed by a 
genealogy leading to Abram, from whom God will begin the one nation through whom the 
many will be blessed. 
        3. The primeval history has situated the whole story of Israel as the gracious response 
to the broader universal history of humanity, which Abram’s call will deliberately address.  
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“With the chaos of human history left behind, God begins again with Abram, as he will later 
begin with Israel in Egypt, by an exodus.” (Dumbrell, Creation and Covenant, 63) 
        
SUMMARY: Main themes of the primeval history 
 

• Progression of creation 
o Creation was initially “very good” but not complete 
o Man given a role to play – but as history has played out, this role has not 

taken the form of a simple linear ascent! 
o This debunks at least three mythological types: 

§ Scientism/materialism 
§ A fall from a “Golden Age” 
§ A progressive ascent to utopia 

• Sin, Judgment, Grace 
• God's initiative – it has been made abundantly clear that humanity cannot make it on 

its own, but that God must act graciously to save.  Moreover, God is unrelenting in 
his determination to carry out his gracious purposes. 

• Covenant 
• Seed 

 
THE CALL OF ABRAM 
            
Gen. 12:1-3: Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father's 
house to the land that I will show you.  And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and 
make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.  I will bless those who bless you, and him who 
dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed. 
 
The call of Abram is the grace shown by God following the Tower of Babel; it responds not 
only to that one event but to the whole of the primeval history.  Themes which have 
appeared in the primeval history – revelation, election, promise – are now taken to a new 
level as the story of Israel begins in earnest.  But the election of a nation entails a new 
promise, that of land.  “The holy nation needs sanctified space and sustenance.” (Waltke, An 
Old Testament Theology, 306) 
 

I. Election 
 
Election is an unpopular doctrine, but this is largely because of how fiercely we cling to the 
notion that we can save ourselves.  Genesis 3-11 has been a series of variations on a single 
theme:  mankind cannot and will not save itself.  “Salvation belongs to the Lord!” (Jonah 
2:9) 
 

B. There is nothing about Abram that necessitates this choice: if God does not elect, 
there can be no salvation. 

 
C. This is one stage in a pattern running through Genesis: 
 1. Shem out of three sons of Noah 
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 2. Abram out of the Shemites 
 3. Isaac rather than Ishmael 
 4. Jacob rather than Esau 
 
D. Why does God elect? 
 
 1.  To work redemptively within the chosen people or group:  ‘I will be your God, and 

you will be my people.’ 
 2. To extend blessing and redemption through the chosen to other people.   

 
‘Israel is not chosen to enjoy the knowledge of God in selfish isolation, but to make the 
knowledge available to others… Israel was not chosen that the other nations might be 
consigned to perdition, but that through Israel’s election they might all enjoy God’s 
blessing.’ – F.F. Bruce 
  
 3. The statement that all people will be blessed in Abram could simply mean that 
God will bless all nations by means of Abram and his family, but more likely indicates that 
Abram will be the covenantal representative of a people. 
  i. See Galatians 3:8-9, where being blessed in Abraham is a matter of faith, 
not a matter of receiving anything directly from Abraham or his descendants. 
  ii.  Paul treats “in Abraham” as a parallel to “in Christ.” 
 
II. Blessing 
 

A. God’s purposes (2-3):  seven statements of blessing, highlighting that God will make 
Abram into a great nation, though we have just been told (twice!) that Sarai is barren. 

 
B. Blessing is the opposite of cursing:  God is working to undo the effects of the curse, 

something which man has proven himself unable to do.  The word “curse” has been 
predominant in Gen. 3-11 (3:14; 3:17; 4:11; 5:29; 8:21; 9:25), but now “bless” is used five 
times in rapid succession. 
 
III. Promises 
 

A. Seed (repeated 13:16; 15:4-5; 17:5-7, 16, 19; 18:10, 14; 22:7) 
1. The commandment given to Adam and the rest of humanity, to be fruitful and 

multiply, and the promise given after the fall, now becomes a promise that God’s people will 
become a great nation. 
 2. Abraham will wait 24 years to see this fulfilled, until it is obvious that his son is a 
supernatural work of God. 
 3. In the New Testament we see Christ:  the second Adam, the promised seed, and 
mediator of the Covenant of Grace to Abraham’s true progeny, the Church (Romans 4), 
which includes members of every nation. 
 
 B. Land (repeated 13:14-17; 15:7-21; 17:8) 

1. The land is frequently described in terms reminiscent of the garden of Eden (Dt. 
8:7-10; 11:8-15).   
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2. Abraham ends his life with only a burial plot that he must purchase (Gen. 23), and 
Genesis ends with the people in Egypt. 
 3. In the New Testament the place where God dispenses covenant blessing is redefined:  the 
emphasis is no longer on being ‘in the land’, but on being ‘in Christ’ (Heb. 3-4).  Land 
becomes a symbol of ‘a better country… a heavenly one’ (Heb. 11:16), in which we have an 
inheritance. 
 

C. Presence and Protection (repeated 15:1; 17:7, 16; 22:17) 
  1.  This is God’s supreme blessing.  What made the garden a paradise was God’s 
presence; the highest point of hope seen in the primeval history was Enoch, who walked 
with God.  God promises that He Himself will be Abram’s reward (15:1). 
  2.  At the end of Abraham’s life we are told that ‘the Lord had blessed [him] in all 
things.’  Foreigners recognize that God is with Abraham (14:17-24; 21:22; 26:28). 

3. In the New Testament, God dwells with man in Jesus (John 1:14); we are the 
temple of God (1 Cor. 3:16; 6:19; 2 Cor. 6:16; Eph. 2:21-22); God’s spirit is in us.  Christ 
is depicted as our shield and our refuge, holder of all authority, defeater of every foe (not 
only Satan but death itself). 

 
D. All peoples to be blessed through Abraham (repeated 17:3-6, 16; 18:18; 22:18) 

1. God’s concern for the nations begins here, not at the Great Commission (which 
closes a gospel that began, “The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the 
son of Abraham.” (Matthew 1:1)  Notice how salvation proceeds in a series of concentric 
circles:  Abraham, a nation, all nations. 

2. This marks the reversal of the scattering at Babel.  God’s blessing means that 
humanity will find its hope not in a tower that it builds, but in a man whom God chooses. 
 3. The blessing, however, will not derive from what Abraham does for God, but 
from what God does for and through Abraham.  Note that Abraham was not always a 
blessing to other peoples (ch. 12, 20), and when he does try to “help” (e.g. the birth of 
Ishmael in ch. 16, or offering that Ishmael be the son of promise in ch. 17), his help is not 
accepted and only causes trouble. 
 4. In the New Testament, Abraham is the father of all who believe (Rom. 4), Jew and 
Gentile; the dividing wall between Jew and Gentile has been destroyed (Eph. 2:14). 
 
Abraham certainly did not receive the fulfillment of all of these blessings and promises.  But: 

1. He realized that the physical promises were pointing to greater spiritual blessings 
(Heb. 11:8-19). 

2. He was looking ahead to a “better country, that is a heavenly one.” (Heb. 11:16) 
3. He understood that another Son would come (John 8:56). 

 
The patriarchs lived with a different sort of already and not yet.  We look to the age to come 
for the final fulfillment of all of these promises: 

1. Seed:  a people of God whom no one can count, drawn from all nations (Rev. 7:9). 
2. Land:  a new heaven and a new earth (Rev. 21:1). 
3. God’s blessing:  God’s presence with man (Rev. 21:3) and the removal of the curse 

(Rev. 22:3). 
4. A blessing to all nations:  the inclusion of all nations (Rev. 5:9) 

 


