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are the descendants of Ham, according to their 
clans and languages, by their lands and nations. 

21Sons were also born to Shem, ancestor of 
all the descendants of Eber and older brother 
of Japheth. 22The descendants of Shem: Elam, 
Asshur, Arpachshad, Lud, and Aram. 23The 
descendants of Aram: Uz, Hui, Gether, and 
Mash. 24Arpachshad begot Shelah, and Shelah 
begot Eber. 2STwo sons were born to Eber: the 
name of the first was Peleg, for in his days the 
earth was divided; and the name of his brother 
was Joktan. 26 Joktan begot Almodad, Sheleph, 
Hazarmaveth, Jerah, 27Hadoram, Uzal, Diklah, 
28Qbal, Abimael, Sheba, 29Qphir, Havilah, and 
Jobab; all these were the descendants ofJoktan. 
30Their settlements extended from Mesha as far 
as Sephar, the hill country to the east. 31These 

their wickedness. They have not been iden-
tified, but their most likely location is in the area 
now covered by the southern extension of the 
Dead Sea below the Lisan. 
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Lasha Otherwise unknown. Rabbinic com-
mentators identified it with Callirrhoe, a site of 
hot springs near the eastern shore of the Dead Sea. 

Arpachshad A tradition from Second Tem-
ple times connects this name to the ancestor of 
the Chaldeans, an Aramean tribe that inhabited 
the desert regions between northern Arabia and 
the Persian Gulf. 

Lud Possibly Lydia, a region on the west 
coast of Asia Minor. 

THE SHEMITES (vv. 21-31) 

21. all the descendants of Eber Eber, al-
though he is the fourth generation from Shem, 
receives special mention here because he is the 
ancestor both of Israel and of a variety of peo-
ples with whom Israelite history is linked: Ara-
means, Ammonites, Moabices, Midianites, the 
lshmaelice tribes, and Edomites. 

22. Elam The ancient name for modern 
Khuzestan in southwestern Iran in the Iranian 
Plateau east of Babylon and northeast of the 
Persian Gui( Its capital was Susa, the biblical 
Shushan of Escher 1 :2-5. Elam is the most east-
erly country in the Table of Nations. 

Asshur The city of Asshur on the Tigris in 
Upper Mesopotamia gave its name to the 
surrounding territory, which became known as 
Assyria. 

Aram It is unclear whether this term applies 
here to a specific tribe or to the wider confed-
eration of Aramean tribes that were western 
Semites. 

23. descendants of Aram Of the four sub-
divisions of Aram, only Uz is known from 
sources outside the Bible. See Gen. 22:21 and I 
Chron. 1:17. 

25. Pekg Possibly in Syria. His descendants 
are listed in Gen. 11:18-28. The name can 
mean "water channel" and may refer co an area 
ofland watered by irrigation canals. 

the earth was divided Traditionally, this 
has been taken as a reference to the confusion of 
lan~uag~s and the dispersal of mankind de-
scnb~d m the next chapter. The "dividing of th_e 
earth may ~ls~ refer to the development of agri· 
culture _by irrigation canals, some historic split 
up of tribes, or even an earthquake. 
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tions; and from these the nations branched out 
over the earth after the Flood. 
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11 Everyone on earth had the same lan-
guage and the same words. 2And as they mi-
grated from the east, they came upon a valley in 
the land ofShinar and settled there. 3They said 
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THE TOWER OF BABEL (\1: 1-9) 

The generation after the Flood proves to be out 
of harmony with God, who must then embark 
on a new effort to fulfill divine purposes on 
earth . 

THE MAKING OF BABEL (vv. 1-4) 

I. Everyone on earth This and the follow-
ing verses emphasize repeatedly the involvement 
of all humankind in the offense. This point is 
vital ro the proper understanding of this narra-
tive, which closes the second universal epoch in 
human history. It indicates that humankind is 
still rebellious against God, having learned 
nothing from the past. 

the same btnguage Belief in an original uni-
versal human language seems to have been cur-
rent in ancient Sumer as well . T he Bible here 
portrays the disruption of communication be-

CHA PTER II 

Comm anded to disperse and setrle the earth, 
Noah's descendants insist on clustering in 
one area. Commanded to submit to the will of 
Cod, they set out to make a name for them-
selves. The story of the Tower of Babel see~ s 
ln11plred by the Babylonian temple towers lz'.g· 
guratsl. Co n we sense here the Torah's am~iv-
.ilencc about large cit ies, with the anonymity, 
crime and lack of neighborliness they repre• 
sent ! Or its suspicion that technology, the cele-
bration of human Ingenuity, will often lfeahd w 
'd h' · the work o t eir 1 olatry, people wors 1ping 
own hands / 

tween human beings as having been the conse-
quence of humankind's deliberate disharmony 
with God. 

2. migrated Humankind is seen as having 
been nomadic after the Flood. 

from the east That is, from rhe vantage 
point of Canaan. 

a valley The flat alluvial plain in southern 
Mesopotamia between the Tigris and the Eu-
phrates rivers. 

Shi,uir SccCommenrroGen. 10:10. Asim-
ilar tradition is preserved by the ancient histo-
rian Berosus, whose story of the Mesopota-
mian flood also has the survivors first going to 
Babylon. 

then The Hebrew word "sham," repeated 
five rimes, directs our arrention to the crucial 
importance of the sire. 

One writer distinguishes between "moun-
tain cultures," which see the heart of the world 
in wilderness, revering nature and adapting to 
it, and "tower cultures," for whom the essence 
of the world is the city and the human-made 
environment, stripping the sense of awe from 
nature and attaching it to the social and tech-
nological order. Egypt, land of pyramids and 
treasure cities, will be a tower culture. Israel, 
from Mount Sinai to the Temple Mount, will 
be largely a mountain culture. The people of 
the Tower of Babel are a pre-eminent example 
of a tower culture. Although human beings 
have done many wonderful things to reshape 
their environment, there is always the danger 
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