
 
 

THE  BIG  JOURNEY 
from  Creation       
         to  New Creation 
 

 

  

five      Cataclysm and Covenant 
 
 

‘The Tower of Babel’ by Pieter Bruegel the Elder (circa 1525-1569) (Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna). 
 

 

East of Eden 
 

Adam and Eve were now in exile outside the garden. God’s 
paradise home was out of bounds to mankind, and 
remained so until it vanished - perhaps in the great flood of 
Noah’s day. God stationed cherubim as guards (Genesis 
3.24), together with a fiery sword which may (like the pillar 
of cloud and fire that escorted His people in the wilderness) 
have been a visible display of God’s presence. 

Satan’s dark kingdom now had a bridgehead on earth. 
Mankind found itself under Satan’s power, dominated by 
“the ruler of this world” (see John 12.31, 14.30). 

Satan’s ambition 
 

God planned that mankind should colonise the whole 
Earth, subdue it and make it a paradise. We were to be 
culture builders.  We were to tap Earth’s resources and use 
our God-given skills and powers to develop a wonderful 
civilisation on Earth - a civilisation built in dependence on 
God’s wisdom and enabling, a society where God was 
honoured, served and worshipped. God wanted Earth to be 
a paradise where He could live among us (compare 
Revelation 21.3). 

 

► 
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Satan wanted to be like God and take His place. So he, too, 
planned that mankind should colonise the whole Earth, 
subdue it, and build a civilisation – but in his way, not 
God’s.  His goal was ‘utopia’, a counterfeit ‘paradise’ 
without God.  He wanted human society to honour, serve 
and worship him, not God. 

So Satan inspired mankind to build a global and godless 
human civilisation - an economic, ideological and political 
system united in rebellion against God. The tower of Babel 
was an early venture;  Satan’s final attempt centres on a 
mysterious figure called ‘antichrist’ whom we’ll meet near 
the end of our journey. 

God’s response 
 

When Satan infected creation with sin, God didn’t 
immediately destroy him. Likewise, when Adam and Eve 
fell, God allowed them to continue to live and bear children. 

Why didn’t God didn’t immediately step in and put a stop to 
sin?  We  suggested two reasons for this at the end of our last 
session.  One was this: only a Man Who was also God could 
atone for human sin. So for Adam and Eve to have any hope 

of salvation (not to mention all their descendants) this Man 
had to be born and be and do what was required to save 
mankind.  God prepared for the moment when this Man 
would appear on the stage of history (see Galatians 4.4). 

The other reason was this.  It wasn’t enough to say that 
Satan was a liar, that rebellion against God was wrong.  It 
wasn’t enough simply to destroy Satan and his kingdom.  In 
Geoffrey Bingham’s words: “Simply to destroy creatures 
which have choice because they make the wrong choice is 
obviously no true victory.  Each creature must be allowed to 
run its course - however fearful and evil that may be.  . . . .  
Against the purity of the Creator it must be shown to be 
wrong, and in one sense to reveal its own evil.”  The 
question was this: could fallen humanity, governed by 
Satan and in rebellion against God, really bring paradise 
and perfection to this world?  This had to be put to the test 
and proved false. Evil must be allowed to reveal itself as 
evil. Evil had to be proven to be perverted, immoral, 
malignant, destructive and utterly sterile - and therefore, 
without any possible shadow of doubt, worthy of 
destruction.  Only then would God deal with Satan and sin 
and wind up history as we know it. 

 

The dawn of history 
 

Cain and Abel 
 

‘The Murder of Abel’ by Tintoretto (1518–1594) (Gallerie dell'Accademia, Venice). 
 

In Genesis 4.1-2 we read that Eve gave birth to two boys - 
Cain, the firstborn, and Abel. We know very little about 
Abel, except that he was a prophet (see Luke 11.49-51), a 
righteous man in fellowship with God. 

The two brothers each offered a sacrifice to God. But Abel’s 
sacrifice was better than Cain’s - not, it seems, because 
Cain’s sacrifice was bloodless (the text doesn’t imply this) 
but because Abel offered his in faith (Hebrews 11.4). Abel’s 
heart was right with God and he brought God the very best 
he could - the firstborn, and the fat (this was the choicest 
part of the animal, and was God’s portion in the Law of 
Moses; see Leviticus 3.16). 

Cain, in contrast, just brought “an offering”. There’s no 
indication his offering was from the firstfruits or the best of 
the crop. His heart wasn’t right with God - proved by his  
rejoinder to God: “How should I know - am I supposed to 

be my brother’s keeper?” (Genesis 4.9, author’s 
paraphrase). God won’t accept sacrifices from people whose 
heart isn’t right with Him (see, for example, Isaiah 1.10-17).  

Out of jealousy - and despite God’s entreaty - Cain 
murdered his brother. Abel’s body lay lifeless, decaying - 
the first dead human body. The devil, “a murderer from the 
beginning . . .” (John 8.44), had sown the spirit of murder 
into the human heart. Playwright Arthur Miller commented 
“If a brother could murder a brother, nobody is safe . . .” 

There was no death penalty in those days - God didn’t 
institute that till after the flood (see Genesis 9.6).  So God 
condemned Cain to wander the earth. Victor P. Hamilton 
comments: “In some ways it is a fate worse than death.  It is 
to lose all sense of belonging and identification with a 
community.  It is to become rootless and detached.” Cain 
was a farmer, and he would now find it difficult to scratch a 
living from the soil, too.  But God’s judgment on Cain was 
tempered by mercy: He marked Cain to protect him from 
being murdered himself. 

God provided another child, Seth, to take Abel’s place 
(Genesis 4.25). Seth had a son, Enosh. “At that time people 
began to call upon the name of the LORD” (Genesis 4.26) – 
it seems that corporate worship of God began, perhaps by 
just a small number of faithful people. 

The emergence of culture 
 

Cain was now a fugitive, banished from society. So, to 
counteract God’s sentence on him, he built a city – a place 
to cease from his wanderings and settle down, a haven of 
security and, in Bernard Bell’s words, “an alternative 
society, a godless society away from God’s presence”. And 
he named it Enoch (Genesis 4.17) after his son, honouring 
and immortalising his family in that city’s name.  

Cain’s descendants mastered the skills of animal husbandry, 
music and metal-working (Genesis 4.19-22). The arts and 
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Ruins of the lower city of Arad (occupied in the early Bronze Age, around 3150-2200 BC) in what is now Israel – it was a tightly packed mass of buildings surrounded 
by a wall.  Though this is far later than Cain’s time, it is still very ancient and perhaps not dissimilar from the kind of city that Cain founded.  It shows an ancient Middle 

Eastern city to be a tight-knit and fortified community. 

technology, foundations of civilisation, flourished. Yet 
alongside this sophistication, there was violence. In the first 
Bible song, Cain’s ancestor Lamech threatens revenge on 
any who oppose him (Genesis 4.23-24). Through these 
ancient godless times, sin spirals out of control. 

        Foot Note Murder and forgiveness 
 

          Lamech threatened a 77-fold revenge (Genesis 4.24). 
Jesus commanded us to forgive 77 times (Matthew 18.22 
NIV) - countering this stream of unforgiveness flowing 
through history. 

The Seed of the woman 
 

Then follows a genealogy (Genesis 5.1-32). Thousands of 
years elapse from Adam to Abraham, punctuated by three 
key events - Abel’s murder, the great Flood, and the 
construction of the tower of Babel. Although the genealogy 
doesn’t give a precise chronology (it may well contain gaps) 
it does embed these decisive events in history. 

Immediately after the Fall, God promised that a Man 
descended from Eve would one day destroy Satan and 
rescue mankind (Genesis 3.15). This and other Bible 
genealogies allow us to trace the descent of that Man all the 
way from Adam - like a golden cord woven through the 
narrative. Ancestors of that promised Man (listed in this 
genealogy in Genesis 5) lived through this ancient godless 
era and beyond the Flood.  God is keeping His promise. 
One day, this Man will be born. 

The flood of wickedness 
 

Evil flooded the Earth (Genesis 6.1-13). Our grief-stricken 
God agonised over Earth’s vile depravity. “The LORD saw 
that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and 
that every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only 
evil continually.  . . . . Now the earth was corrupt in God’s 
sight, and the earth was filled with violence.” (Genesis 6.5, 
11). Like a cancer, sin always spreads and intensifies 
(compare 2 Timothy 3.13). Sin was now so vile and 
universal that not to judge it would be unmerciful. 

Genesis 6.2,4 describes the scene.  The “sons of God” had 
begun to lust after beautiful human girls and marry them. 
Their offspring were “the mighty men who were of old”  
(great warriors), and “the men of renown”  - literally ‘men 

of the name’, renowned and famous, getting a ‘name’ for 
themselves just as the builders of Babel’s tower would later 
try to do. Living at this time were the mysterious 
“Nephilim” - this likely means ‘fallen ones’.  These 
Nephilim may  be the same as the “mighty men”. 

Who were these “sons of God”? We can’t be certain. They 
may have been evil angels. Or they may have been humans, 
mighty and immoral tyrants controlled by evil angels, and 
gathering great harems of all the women they craved. It 
seems certain that evil angels were involved in some way, 
meddling in human affairs in a way they had no business 
to. Jude speaks of “angels who did not stay within their 
own position of authority, but left their proper dwelling” 
(Jude 6). Peter also mentions angels who sinned (2 Peter 
2.4). Both Scriptures probably refer to this angelic 
intrusion. In the ancient world, stories were told of sexual 
intercourse between gods and humans; the semi-divine 
offspring of such unions were said to have abnormal 
powers. These evil angels may well also be “the spirits in 
prison” to which Jesus proclaimed His victory and their 
defeat (1 Peter 3.19-20). 

Exactly what was going on is something of a mystery. But 
it’s clear it was a Satanic incursion of the highest order - 
wickedness so loathsome and grotesquely depraved that 
God had to wipe mankind from the face of the Earth 
(Genesis 6.7). Our merciful God acted to stem the hellish 
tide of sin. 

Noah 
 

But among the mass of corrupt humanity, God found one 
righteous man, Noah. He walked with God (Genesis 6.9). 
He was a man of faith (Hebrews 11.7), and God established 
His covenant with him.  Noah was a man in covenant 
relationship with God (Genesis 6.18) - the first time this key 
Bible word is used. God promised to save him and his 
family so the human race could continue. 

        Foot Note   The faithful few 
 

         God always preserves a few faithful people through 
the darkest days of history - here Noah and his family 
through the Flood (1 Peter 3.20). In Elijah’s day, 7,000 
remained faithful to God (1 Kings 19.18). Through the 
Assyrian incursions (Isaiah 10.20) and the Babylonian exile 
(Ezra 9.8), God preserved a faithful few. 
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“ ‘. . . the earth is filled with violence . . . .’ ” (Genesis 6.13).  Riots in Tottenham High Road, London, 2011.   

The Flood 
 

God’s flood of judgment 
 

God takes Noah into His confidence (Genesis 6.13-21). He 
tells him that he plans to destroy mankind, and commands 
him to prepare by building an enormous boat. This boat 
was gigantic - around 450 feet long (around half as long as 
the Titanic), 75 feet wide and 45 feet high (assuming the 
cubit was around 18 inches long). God gave Noah the 
blueprint; the ark had good seaworthy proportions and was 
large enough to give it stability in the churning floodwaters. 
The project must have taken decades. 

The day came when God told Noah and family to embark, 
and take the animals on board. God Himself shut the door. 
The whole Flood lasted for just over a year; rain fell and 
“the fountains of the great deep”  gushed out for 40 days; 
the ark floated about for another 110 days before grounding 
(Genesis 8.4). Another 74 days (assuming a 30-day month) 
and the hill tops appeared; two more months elapsed 
before the ground appeared dry; another eight weeks, and 
God gave the command to disembark. 

Image © fritzmb : Flickr.com (CC BY‐NC‐ND 2.0) 
Model of what Noah's Ark may have looked like, in the Creation Museum, 

Petersburg, Kentucky, United States (www.creationmuseum.org). 

The Flood was a baptism, as Peter explains (1 Peter 3.20-
21). God was cleansing the land. The Flood echoes the 
original creation. Primeval Earth was enveloped in a great 
ocean of water (Genesis 1.2); the Flood, likewise, inundated 
the land. 

Then God sent a ‘wind’ (Hebrew ruach) over the land 
(Genesis 8.1); reminding us of how His Spirit (Hebrew 
ruach) moved over the face of the waters at the beginning. 
The waters receded and dry land appeared, just as they did 
on the third creation day (Genesis 1.9-10). The ark came to 
rest in the mountains of Ararat – in the region of what’s 
now called Armenia (the text doesn’t locate the exact spot). 
Noah and his entourage stepped out into a new creation - 
like the one Adam woke up to after God had created him. 

Global or local? 
 

Traditions of a great flood are told by tribes and nations all 
over the world. But the Flood is history, not legend. Careful 
details prove the historical nature of the account. The ark’s 
dimensions would satisfy any shipbuilder; and (as Bruce 
Waltke notes) “Precise dates, . . . invest the story with . . . 
historical credibility”. Depths are measured precisely; the 
ark docks in a named geographical spot. 

Did the Flood inundate the entire globe? The issue is hotly 
debated.  Here are a few pointers: 

   The human race hadn’t colonised the whole globe. 

To destroy mankind didn’t demand a worldwide flood. In 
Noah’s day people clustered in one area of the Middle East. 
 They only dispersed worldwide after God scattered them 
(Genesis 11.9). 

   ‘Heaven’ and ‘earth’ may have local meanings. 

Like the creation account, the Flood would naturally have 
been described from the viewpoint of those who actually 
observed it. The Flood stretched as far as Noah’s eye could 
see - from his vantage point, the whole land was indeed 
covered.  

The Hebrew word for ‘earth’ (in Genesis 7.3,4,6,10,12 etc.), 
is ‘erets.  This frequently means ‘a land’ or ‘region’, not the 
entire Earth. The phrase “under the whole heaven” 
(Genesis 7.19) may also mean a region rather than the 
entire globe. The Bible is a Middle Eastern book and often 
employs overstatement to emphasise a point (for example, 
Deuteronomy 2.25, 1 Kings 10.24, Luke 2.1, Acts 2.5). 
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   But if the Flood was local, why didn’t Noah migrate? 

But if the Flood was indeed local, then why did God 
command Noah to build an ark? All he and his family 
would have needed to do was to migrate beyond the flooded 
region and return when the floodwaters had subsided. 

But if they had migrated, doubtless many other more 
distant relatives, friends and hangers-on would have tried 
to join them.  So they would have had to leave secretly.  
Such a departure, in Arthur Custance’s words: “could 
hardly act as the kind of warning that the deliberate 
construction of the ark must have done”. The spectacle of 
Noah and his workers labouring for decades on this colossal 
boat, probably many miles from the sea, must have 
thundered out God’s stark warning to that dissolute 
generation in a way nothing else could have done! 

‘A Flood on Java’ by Raden Saleh (1807/1811-1880) (Royal Netherlands Institute of 
Southeast Asian and the Caribbean Studies.)  A graphic image of desperate 
people on a raft of debris in a flood – evoking the great flood of Naoh’s day. 

   We’re given data on the depth of the water. 

The text provides quite a precise measurement of the depth 
of water (Genesis 7.20); this seems more consistent with a 
flood tens or hundreds rather than thousands of feet deep - 
but quite enough to do its destructive work. The deadly 
power of a flood even 50 feet deep is total.   

We read in Genesis 7.19 that “all the high mountains under 
the whole heaven were covered”.  The Hebrew word for 
“mountains” here can mean ‘hills’. It doesn’t necessarily 

mean mountains as we think of them – and it in any case 
may be another case of overstatement, as explained above. 
But it may indicate a very deep flood. 

We also read that the ark docked “on the mountains of 
Ararat” (Genesis 8.4). We don’t know exactly where these 
mountains are, but unless the ark came to rest in a low-
lying place within sight of them (which is possible), this 
may indicate a flood at least many hundreds, if not 
thousands, of feet deep. 

   What about today’s mountain ranges? 

Earth’s highest mountains today are over five miles high.  
There isn’t nearly enough water on Earth today to cover 
them.  If they were covered by the Flood, where did all the 
water come from? One theory is that the mountains rose to 
their present heights rapidly after the Flood, only 
thousands of years ago.  But it is difficult to see how such 
astonishingly rapid mountain-forming could have occurred. 
One theory that tries to explain such rapid mountain-
building is called ‘catastrophic plate tectonics’.  But it’s 
been argued that this process would generate more than 
enough heat to boil the oceans dry. 

   How did all the animals and plants survive? 

If the Flood was global, then Noah must have taken on 
board two of every kind of creature that could not survive 
the floodwaters (and seven pairs of the ritually clean ones, 
which could be used as food).  How did he and his family 
feed them and keep the ark clean for an entire year? One 
solution that’s been put forward is that the Bible word for 
‘kind’ is wider than the modern word ‘species’. Noah only 
needed to take two (or seven) of each ‘kind’ (according to 
one estimate, around 8,000 pairs). They then diversified 
rapidly after the Flood into the multitude of species alive 
today. But this is rather speculative. 

In a local Flood scenario, Noah would have needed to take 
on board relatively few creatures – domesticated  animals  
and birds, and others that to some extent depended on 
man’s activities (such as agriculture) for success, or that 
were essential to the ecology of the region. 

Whichever view is taken, the Flood was clearly a 
spectacular catastrophe arranged by God to do His 

work. Only eight people survived. 

 

A new creation; a new Fall 
 

Noah was like another Adam, stepping out into a new clean 
world – like a new creation: 

  God blessed Adam and Eve (Genesis 1.28); He blessed 
Noah and his sons (Genesis 9.1). 

 God commanded Adam and Eve to be fruitful and 
multiply and fill the Earth (Genesis 1.28); He did the same 
to Noah and his sons (Genesis 9.1,7). 

 God gave Adam dominion over the animals (Genesis 
1.26,28); God gave every beast, bird and fish into the hands 
of Noah and his sons (Genesis 9.2). 

 God appointed food for Adam (Genesis 1.29); He 
appointed food for Noah and his sons (Genesis 9.3-4). 

 Adam was to “tend and keep” the garden (Genesis 2.15 
NKJV); Noah “planted a vineyard” (Genesis 9.20). ‘The Assuaging of the Waters’ by John Martin (1789-1854) (The Fine Arts Museums 

of San Francisco). 
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“ ‘When I bring clouds over the earth and the bow is seen in the clouds, I will 
remember my covenant that is between me and you and every living creature of all 

flesh. And the waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh.’ ” (Genesis 
9.14-15). 

But, in Derek Kidner’s words, “sin has darkened the scene”. 
We don’t return to unfallen innocence; God’s blessing and 
instruction to Noah and his sons takes account of sin-torn 
relationships.  Violence is an ugly fact of human life; God 
now institutes the death penalty for a murderer.  Animals 
now live in fear of mankind – perhaps both to reduce their 
threat to us and to protect them from us. 

And we are now (in Bruce Waltke’s words) “predators on 
the top of the food chain”; God expressly gives us animals 
to kill and eat for food.  But He forbids the consumption of 
blood. Why?  Blood is the vehicle of life – Leviticus 17.11 
says: “the life of the flesh is in the blood”. We ourselves 
speak of ‘lifeblood’ (the NIV actually uses this term in 
Genesis 9.4-5). So, in the Old Testament, blood represents 
life. And life is from God and belongs to Him. So blood isn’t 
to be consumed (see also, for example, Leviticus 3.17, 
Deuteronomy 12.16) – firstly to show respect for life.  And, 
as we’ll see in Session 7, God accepts a sacrificial animal’s 
shed blood (a token of its death) as atonement for human 
sin.  Blood is therefore set apart for that sacred purpose 
(Leviticus 17.11-12). 

Another Fall 
 

The “intention of man’s heart is evil from his youth” even 
still (Genesis 8.21). Noah was another Adam; there was 
another Fall. This Fall, like the first, involved fruit - in 
Noah’s case, the product of a fruit - wine. Both caused 
nakedness and shame (Genesis 3.7-10, 9.21-23). Both called 
down a curse (Genesis 3.14-19,9.25-27).  

Before the Flood, Noah kept himself pure in a wicked and 
degraded world. He preached to the godless generation 
around him (2 Peter 2.5). He rose undaunted to the 
massive task of building the ark - doubtless enduring 
mockery and ridicule from the entire world! 

But now we read that Noah “planted a vineyard. He drank 
of the wine and became drunk and lay uncovered in his 
tent.”  Why did Noah take to wine?  Perhaps life had 
become rather boring - there was no ship to build, no 
crowds to preach to now. Temptation can often be fiercest 
in the mundane, humdrum, ordinary times of life. Noah 
did nothing intrinsically wrong by planting a vineyard, or 
by drinking wine. Indeed, the psalmist celebrates wine as 
God’s provision “to gladden the heart of man” (Psalm 

104.15). Jesus Himself not only drank wine, but created 
wine – the best quality, too (John 2.1-11)! 

But wine dulls the mental powers. Priests were forbidden it 
during their periods of duty (Leviticus 10.9); elders and 
deacons aren’t to drink to excess (1 Timothy 3.3,8, Titus 
1.7).  And drunkenness in this fallen world is so often 
associated with degradation - including nakedness (see 
Habakkuk 2.15, Lamentations 4.21). 

It seems Noah drank too much and exposed himself in his 
tent.  Allen P. Ross comments: “It is difficult for people 
living in the modern world to . . . appreciate the modesty . . 
. called for in ancient morality. Nakedness in the Old 
Testament was from the beginning a thing of shame for 
fallen humankind.” To be naked was shameful (see Isaiah 
47.3, Revelation 3.18), and Ham saw his father in his 
shameful state of undress. This was, it seems, no 
unavoidable glance, but a deliberate act of voyeurism that 
violated Noah’s dignity. Ham humiliated his father further 
by announcing to his brothers what he’d seen. But Ham’s 
brothers Shem and Japheth, out of reverence, stepped 
backwards and quietly covered their sleeping father. 

Respect for parents (see Exodus 20.12, 21.15,17, Leviticus 
19.3, 20.9, Deuteronomy 21.18-21, Mark 7.10), and for the 
elderly in general (Leviticus 19.32) was central to ancient 
society. Not only was Noah Ham’s aged father, but he had, 
by his righteous faith, saved Ham’s life. Ham should have 
revered him. Instead he took the chance to dishonour and 
ridicule him. 

Image © Neil Weightman (CC BY 2.0)  

“Noah began to be a man of the soil, and he planted a vineyard.” (Genesis 9.20). 

Another curse 
 

Noah curses Canaan, Ham’s son, but blesses Shem and 
Japheth (Genesis 9.24-27).  His words foretell the course of 
ancient world history.   

But why does Noah curse Canaan, not Ham?  Three reasons 
seem plausible.  Firstly, God had earlier blessed Ham along 
with his brothers and father (Genesis 9.1), and Noah 
couldn’t really undo that.  Secondly, as Bruce Waltke points 
out, “Since the curses and blessings on the three sons have 
their descendants in view, it is not strange that the curse 
falls on Ham’s son, rather than Ham himself”.  Finally, the 
text twice points out that Ham was Canaan’s father 
(Genesis 9.18,22), a phrase that seems to imply more than 
lineage -  in Allen Ross’s words, it “suggests that Noah 
anticipated in [Canaan] the evil traits that marked his 
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father Ham”. 

Such perversion certainly resurfaced in Caanan’s offspring. 
The Canaanites’ depravity is legendary. The Law warned 
God’s fledgling people against the Canaanites’ vile sexual 
practices (Leviticus 18.1-30) - the repeated references to 
nakedness remind us of Ham’s crime. 

The outworking of Noah’s curse fell on the Canaanites. But 
it’s important to understand that the Canaanites weren’t 
cursed because of what Ham did, but because of what they 
themselves did. And one woman of Canaan discovered 
God’s mercy. God rescued prostitute Rahab and her family 
because she trusted God (Joshua 6.17,22-25). Celebrated as 
a hero of faith (Hebrews 11.31) she is almost certainly the 
Rahab of Matthew 1.5, one of Jesus’s ancestors.  

In contrast to the curse on Canaan, Noah invokes blessing 
on Shem and Japheth, who shielded their father from 
further shame. Notice that Noah says: “Blessed be the God 
of Shem” (Genesis 9.26).  God is the God of Shem; in Bruce 
Waltke’s words: “The blessed Creator of all life and Lord of 
all history commits Himself to Shem.” That was the 
greatest blessing he could enjoy. And, from Shem’s line, 
Abram would be born, the ancestor of God’s people Israel. 

The Table of Nations 
 

Immediately after Noah’s prophecy, the Bible gives us a 
long genealogy - what’s often called ‘The Table of Nations’ 
(Genesis 10.1-32).  Japheth’s descendants are listed first 
(Genesis 10.2-5), then Ham’s (Genesis 10.6-20), and finally 
Shem’s (Genesis 10.21-31). It’s a kind of sketch map of 
ancient world history.  This genealogy (which is selective 
rather than exhaustive) is more than just a list of names: 

   It demonstrates that we’re all one family 

The list hits home how we’re all closely related; only a few 
hundred generations have passed since mankind was a 
mere eight people. 

   It prepares us for Abraham’s debut 

In the chapter following this genealogy, Abraham appears 
on the stage of history. Through this man, all the nations of 
the world would be blessed - here are those nations’ 
progenitors. 

   It introduces us to enemies of God’s people 

In this genealogy we encounter the most significant 
enemies of God’s people in Old Testament times.  The list 
includes Mizraim (the Egyptians), who enslaved God’s 
people, and the Canaanites, conquered by Israel.  Nimrod 
(Genesis 10.8-12) founded Nineveh, a key city and last 
capital of Assyria, and Babylon (NIV) or Babel (ESV), which 
became the capital of Babylonia. These two empires - 
Assyria and Babylonia - were the powers who would one 
day conquer Israel and Judah respectively, and take them 
into captivity. The list also names the Philistines – it’s not 
clear if and how these relate to the Philistines that plagued 
the Israelites after the conquest. But the name points us 
forward to these fearsome enemies of God’s people. 

   It’s the background to Babel 

Nimrod, “a mighty hunter before the LORD” (Genesis 10.9), 
seems to have been a great tyrant. His name may mean ‘we 
shall rebel’. The mention of “Babel, . . . in the land of 
 

Map from the Holman Bible Atlas. Copyright © 1998 Broadman and Holman Publishers. 

Map of the nations catalogued in Genesis 10.1-32.  
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Shinar”, one of the key centres of his kingdom (Genesis 
10.10), points us forward to the account of the tower of 
Babel in Genesis 11.1-9.  It’s possible that Nimrod was 
involved in this project. 

Babel to babble 
 

Image © jmcfall / Joshua McFall : Flickr.com (CC BY‐NC‐ND 2.0)  

The Ziggurat of Ur, a ziggurat in what was the city of Ur near Nasiriyah, in 
present-day Dhi Qar Province, Iraq.  It was originally built during the Early 

Bronze Age (21st century BC), but had crumbled to ruins by the 6th century BC, 
when it was restored by King Nabonidus, the last king of the Neo-Babylonian 

Empire (reigned 556-539 BC).  Its remains were excavated in the 1920s and 1930s 
by Sir Leonard Woolley. Under Saddam Hussein in the 1980s, they were encased 

by a partial reconstruction of the façade and the monumental staircase. 

Genesis 11.1-9 is a kind of flashback; it explains how the 
nations came to be divided at the time of Peleg (Genesis 
10.25). From history’s dawn until many years after the 
Flood, mankind had one language and culture. Sometime 
after the Flood, people settled in a plain in the land of 
Shinar. There they began to build a city and a tower. 

Mankind’s rebellion 

This project was an act of self-assertion against God, a 
titanic revolt against Him: 

   They feared being scattered 

They built the city and tower, so they weren’t “dispersed 
over the face of the whole earth” (Genesis 11.4). They seek 
to find security by forging a concentrated power-base, a 
united strong society; Derek Kidner comments, “they crowd 
together to preserve their identity and control their 
fortunes”. But God had commanded mankind to multiply 
and spread across the globe (see Genesis 1.28). 

Image © Stefano Gesh : Flickr.com (CC BY‐NC‐ND 2.0) 

A reconstruction of the Ziggurat of Ur (compare with the photograph shown 
above on this page).  The tower comprises three stages with a temple on top of 

the third stage. 

   They wanted fame and reputation 

They wanted to make “a name” for themselves (Genesis 
11.4) – to find enduring fame through their own 
achievements, without God.  It was pure egotism. 

   They wanted to create their own ‘heaven on Earth’ 

The name ‘Babel’ in the local language Akkadian is bāb-ili, 
meaning ‘gate of god’. The tower of Babel was, it seems 
certain, a kind of ziggurat. Ziggurats were temple towers 
with a shrine at the top - idolatrous ‘high places’ or ‘sacred 
mountains’ that were believed to be a gateway from heaven 
to Earth, places where heaven touched Earth, where 
humanity had contact with the realm of the divine. In Bruce 
Waltke’s words, “they are vying with God himself”. Here 
mankind sought to throw off God’s authority, to build a 
kind of ‘heaven on Earth’ by their own power. 

At Babylon, humanity - inspired by Satan – tried to imitate 
God, and do what God planned to do on Earth.  Their goal 
was a city where all mankind lived in unity, peace and 
security.  But their society was not governed by God; it was 
in rebellion against Him.  In Vaughan Roberts’ words: “The 
tower of Babel (Babylon) is a symbol of human attempts to 
create a perfect world by our own efforts.” William 
Dumbrell put it this way: “Babel expressed a naive and total 
confidence in what human achievement could effect.  It 
looked for one world, one common language family, one 
common social and economic platform . . . .  In short, it was 
the beginning of the utopian humanistic dream to which 
mankind has always subsequently aspired.”  

Babylon was man’s city, not God’s.  But one day God would 
build His city – in His way and by His Spirit. He began to 
do this through Abraham, whom we meet immediately after 
the story of Babel. Abraham looked for a city - not, like 
Babel, conceived and built by mankind, but a city “whose 
designer and builder is God” (Hebrews 11.10). And at the 
end of history as we know it, God’s city appears.  New 
Jerusalem will descend from heaven.  This city will be the 
real heaven on Earth, a realm where God’s new humanity 
will live with Him in eternal unity, peace and security. 

God’s response 

At that time, everyone spoke the same language. Ease of 
communication and swift transfer of ideas allowed people 
quickly to acquire technical skills and evolve political and 
economic systems. God saw that “nothing that they 
propose to do will now be impossible for them” (Genesis 
11.6). Satan’s goal – a worldwide ideological, economic and 
political system united in revolt against God - would not be 
long in coming. The consequences are too awful to 
contemplate. 

So God shattered mankind’s power by fragmenting them 
into language groups. By impeding communication, God 
slowed human progress to a safer pace. A staggering 
number of languages came into being - for example, over 
800 languages now exist within the island of New Guinea 
alone! God “dispersed them from there over the face of all 
the earth, and they left off building the city” (Genesis 11.8). 

We naturally think of human unity as a good thing, but 
because of sin, such solidarity is dangerous. Mankind, 
inspired by Satan, still dreams of a unified and atheistic 
political and economic system. That God-defying climax 
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will come one day. But the language barrier prevents it 
occurring before its proper time.  Ominously, that barrier is 
now being breached with the rise of English as an 
international medium for education, science and trade. 

God has always wanted humanity to be one - but united 
under His Lordship, and led by His Spirit. And on the Day 
of Pentecost (Acts 2.1-13) God’s Holy Spirit began to gather 
His new community from every tongue, race and national 
allegiance. It was a reversal of Babel.  At Babel God 
confused people’s language; on the Day of Pentecost 
everyone heard of God’s wonderful works in their own 
tongue. At Babel God scattered people; on the Day of 
Pentecost people “from every nation under heaven” (Acts 
2.5) were gathered together. No man-made unity this - it is 
a unity that God’s Spirit brings (compare Ephesians 4.3). In 
Bruce Waltke’s words: “Unity cannot be engineered, it is [a] 
matter of the Spirit.” 

Image © Patrick Gruban (CC BY‐SA 2.0) 

The United Nations General Assembly hall. The UN is an international 
organisation which aims to facilitate co-operation in international law, 

international security, economic development, social progress, human rights, and 
achievement of world peace.  This organisation is part of mankind’s present-day 

efforts to achieve global unity. 

 

God’s man of faith 

 

Genesis 11.10-26 is the genealogy of Noah’s son Shem. It 
continues where Genesis 5.1-32 left off, and takes us all the 
way to a man called Abram (whom God later renamed 
Abraham). 

Abraham is arguably the most important Bible figure aside 
from Jesus Himself. At this point the Bible leaves the arena 
of world history and zooms in to focus on this one man 
Abraham and his offspring - God’s chosen people. 

In Genesis 12.1-3 we read how God calls this man (then 
called Abram) to follow Him and promises him great things. 
God reinforces and expands on these promises a number of 
times over many years:  (1) Genesis 12.7  (2) Genesis 13.14-
17;  (3) Genesis 15.1-21;  (4) Genesis 17.1-21;  (5) Genesis 
18.9-15;  (6) Genesis 21.12;  (7) Genesis 22.15-18. 

Abraham’s call launches a whole new phase in God’s plan.  
This is where the history of God’s people begins (see 
Nehemiah 9.7 and Acts 7.2-3). As Vaughan Roberts says: 
“Genesis 12:1-3 is the text the rest of the Bible expounds”.  

Abram was another Adam.  Adam was the forefather of 
humanity – a humanity that was now in bondage to Satan 
and sin.  When He called Abram, God was beginning again 
with mankind. From this faithful man, God would bring a 
new humanity into being – His redeemed people.  Abram 
was a new Adam.  Accordingly, God promised him things 
that reflected how He blessed Adam: 

   A paradise 

God placed Adam in a garden. God sent Abram to Canaan 
(Genesis 12.1, Genesis 17.8) - a land like a new Garden of 
Eden (see Deuteronomy 8.7-9 and 11.10-12). He promised 
Abraham that He would give this land to him and his 
offspring (Genesis 13.14-15, 15.18-21, 17.8). 

One day, God’s people – the seed of Abraham (see 
Galatians 3.29) – will rule with Christ over a new paradise - 
the new Heaven and Earth. Truly, Abraham was “heir of the 
world” (Romans 4.13). 

   A people 

God commanded Adam and Eve to be fruitful and multiply 
(Genesis 1.28); God promised Abram that he would become 
a great nation (Genesis 12.2). 

God first fulfilled the promise to Abraham in the form of 
the nation of Israel.  Later, God promised that Abraham 
would be “the father of a multitude of nations” (Genesis 
17.4).  On a purely biological level, Abraham did indeed 
father other nations besides Israel – the Ishmaelites 
through Hagar (see Genesis 17.20, 21.13, 25.12-18), the 
Midianites (among others) through Keturah (Genesis 25.1-
4), and the Edomites through Isaac and Rebekah (see 
Genesis 25.23, 36.1-43). 

But Abraham fathered more than just biological 
descendants. The Church is his offspring, too. Several times 
God promises Abraham a ‘seed’ (Hebrew zera’ - often 
translated by another word, such as ‘descendants’ or 
‘offspring’). Like our English word ‘seed’, zera’ can mean a 
single seed or a mass of seed. God promises Abraham a 
mass of seed (Genesis 13.16, 15.5, 22.17 - the ESV 
“offspring” translates zera’). But ‘seed’ can also be singular. 
 From the nation of Israel, a single Seed was born – Jesus.  
He is the Seed of Abraham (Galatians 3.16).  And through 
Him, a vast multitude of seed would be born to Abraham - 
“a great multitude that no one could number, from every 
nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages” 
(Revelation 7.9).  We believers are “Abraham’s seed” 
(Galatians 3.29 NKJV), and the ultimate fulfilment of God’s 
promise to Abraham. 

An early photograph of Hebron, taken around 1890 to 1900.  It was at Hebron 
that Abraham transacted the purchase of the cave of Machpelah and 

surrounding land as a burial place (Genesis 23.1-20).  The cave itself must have 
been close by that ancient city.  Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Rebekah and Jacob 

were all buried there.  In the present city of Hebron stands a large building called 
the Cave of the Patriarchs or the Cave of Machpelah (known by Muslims as the 

Sanctuary of Abraham or Ibrahimi Mosque), built over what’s traditionally 
believed to be the cave of Machpelah.  And about two miles north of Hebron is 
Ramet el Khalil.  This may be the location of Mamre, where Abraham seems to 
have settled for considerable periods of time (Genesis 13.18, 14.13, 18.1), and where 

Isaac lived (Genesis 35.27). 
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  A blessing 

God blessed Adam and Eve (Genesis 1.28); God promised 
to bless Abram (Genesis 12.2, 22.17).  And Abram would 
himself be a blessing (Genesis 12.2); through him all the 
families of the Earth would find blessing (Genesis 12.3, 
18.18, Galatians 3.8 and see Genesis 22.18). 

What exactly was this blessing?  In Galatians 3.14, Paul 
defines Abraham’s blessing in these words: “so that in 
Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the 
Gentiles, so that we might receive the promised Spirit 
through faith.” (Galatians 3.14).  The blessing is the gift of 
God’s Spirit (see Galatians 3.2, John 7.38-39, Acts 2.33).  
It’s God Himself coming to make His home in us by His 
Spirit (see 1 Corinthians 3.16, 6.19). This is the blessing of 
Abraham.  It’s nothing less than eternal life - a life of 
fellowship with God and all the blessings that relationship 
brings. 

Through Abram and his offspring, God was going to bring 
mankind back into paradise and live there with His 
people. The rest of the Bible tells us how He does this. John 
Stott commented: “It may truly be said without 
exaggeration that not only the rest of the Old Testament 
but the whole of the New Testament are an outworking 
of these promises of God.” 

Abram’s background was idolatrous (see Joshua 24.2). His 
father’s family may have worshipped the moon-god Sin. We 
don’t know how God first made himself known to Abram, 
or what Abram knew about God. But he clearly knew 
enough to trust God’s goodness and integrity. Like Adam, 
he simply had to commit his life into God’s hands, trusting 
that He knew best. 

“So Abram went, as the LORD had told him” (Genesis 12.4). 
In stepping out in obedience, Abram said, in effect: “Lord, I 
don’t know where you’re leading me. But I have confidence 
that You know best what’s good for me. I hand over the 

reins of my life to you. I will do what You say.” Abram did 
what Adam so signally failed to do - trust God and obey 
Him. Adam’s disobedience shattered his relationship with 
God; Abram, through his trustful obedience, became the 
friend of God (2 Chronicles 20.7, Isaiah 41.8, James 2.23).  

“By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out . . . .  And he went out, not 
knowing where he was going.”  (Hebrews 11.8).  Abraham may have used camels 

on his emigration from Ur, and certainly possessed them later in life (Genesis 12.16, 
24.10,32,63).  The image is an early photograph of a camel caravan in the 

Negev/Sinai region, published between 1934 and 1939. 

Notice how Abram’s story links back to the story of Babel. 
As Michael Williams puts it: “God graciously promises to 
Abraham the very things Babel coveted . . . .” They wanted a 
name – enduring greatness and fame.  And they wanted to 
build a city and a tower. Neither a city nor a name are, in 
themselves, bad things; their sin lay in the fact they wanted 
to get these things their way and for their glory. God 
promised Abram exactly these two things – a name and a 
city.  God said to Abram: “I will . . .  make your name 
great” (Genesis 12.2). God was going to make Abram’s 
name famous - but now for all the right reasons. Abraham 
will be great -  not because he’s made himself great, but 
because God has blessed him.  And Abram looked for a city 
- not a city built by humans for human glory, but “the city 
that has foundations, whose designer and builder is God” 
(Hebrews 11.10). 

 

God’s strategy in human history 
 

We’ll follow the life of Abraham and the emergence of God’s 
chosen people next session. At this point, let’s remind 
ourselves of what’s really going on, and ‘get a handle’ on 
human history. 

Image © dbking (CC BY 2.0)  

A spiritual war rages in heavenly places and here on Earth.  An American War of 
Independence battle re-enactment at Fort Ward, Virginia, USA. 

Ever since God created mankind, Earth has been a 
battleground. War rages in heavenly places and here on 
Earth; it involves both angels and humans. Satan, having 
gained a foothold on Earth, holds fallen humanity in his 
grip.  He’s trying to achieve ‘heaven on Earth’ - a global 
godless human civilisation ruled by himself, and united in 
rebellion against God. His plan will come to a head in the 
appearance of Antichrist at the end of this age. 

But in the midst of all this wickedness, God is creating a 
people for Himself from every tribe and nation on the 
planet.  The Church – weak to human eyes and enduring 
great trouble and persecution - spreads and grows across 
the globe.  And in Paul Billheimer's words: “Through the 
use of her weapons of prayer and faith, [the Church] holds 
in this present moment the balance of power in world 
affairs”. 

Central to this cosmic conflict are two cities and two seeds: 

A tale of two cities  
God condemned Cain to be a wanderer, banished from 
settled society. So, to counteract God’s sentence on him, he 
built the first city (Genesis 4.17), a place to cease from his  
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‘The Course of Empire: Consummation’ painted by Thomas Cole (1801–1848) (The New-York Historical Society.)  This painting, the third of a series of five paintings 
illustrating the rise and fall of a civilisation, depicts it at its zenith.  A great crowd throngs the balconies and terraces of a magnificent city as a scarlet-robed king or 

victorious general crosses a bridge connecting the two sides of the river in a triumphal procession. The scene suggests the height of ancient Rome and is a vivid depiction 
of godless civilisation. In his newspaper advertisements for the series, the artist quoted these lines from Lord Byron’s poem ‘Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage’: “There is the 

moral of all human tales; / 'Tis but the same rehearsal of the past, / First Freedom and then Glory - when that fails, / Wealth, vice, corruption, - barbarism at last. / And 
History, with all her volumes vast, / Hath but one page . . . .” 

wanderings and settle down and establish, in Bernard Bell’s 
words “an alternative society, a godless society away from 
God’s presence”. Cain’s godless city foreshadowed another 
city - Babel.  Here, proud mankind resisted God’s command 
to colonise the globe, and tried to create a godless human 
civilisation, a counterfeit ‘heaven on Earth’. This city (also 
called Babylon) makes its appearance at various points 
through the Bible. At the end of the Bible, we see it as a 
gaudy prostitute reigning over the kings of the earth 
(Revelation 17.1-18). 

Babylon is godless mankind’s city.  But God has a city, too. 
God showed Abram “the city . . . whose designer and 
builder is God” (Hebrews 11.10). God’s first city was earthly 
Jerusalem; His Temple was built there (2 Chronicles 3.1). 
But that Jerusalem was just a picture; the real one is New 
Jerusalem, the eternal city (see Revelation 21.2-3,9-27 and 
compare Galatians 4.26).  

Throughout history there have been these two cities – 
fallen humanity’s city and God’s city. These cities are 
symbols. A city is a seat of government, a hub of commerce, 
a centre for science, arts and culture (see the description of 
Babylon in Revelation 18.11-19).  A city symbolises a 
society, a civilisation, a ‘world order’. 

These two cities represent, in T. Desmond Alexander’s 
words, “contrasting worlds”.  Jerusalem is God’s perfect 
world where He lives with His faithful people, His new 
society, the Church.  Babylon is “this present world” (2 
Timothy 4.10); mankind’s godless and humanistic 
civilisation, which Satan rules (see John 12.31, 14.30, 16.11). 

At the end of history as we know it, God will judge and 
destroy mankind’s city (see Revelation 18.1-19.4).  He will 
bring His holy city, the New Jerusalem, out of heaven onto 
earth (Revelation 21.2).  God will live together with His 
people in His new perfect world. God’s Kingdom, so long 
promised and foreshadowed, will finally be established in 
all its perfection and glory. 

 Image © PixelThat ‐ Fotolia.com 

We look for a city “whose designer and builder is God” (Hebrews 11.10). 

A tale of two seeds 
 

Through the Bible, there have been two ‘seeds’ – God’s seed 
and Satan’s seed, “the children of God, and . . . the children 
of the devil” (1 John 3.10).   

   Satan’s seed 

Satan has his ‘seed’ – “the sons of the evil one” (Matthew 
13.38 and compare Acts 13.10) who do what Satan does (see 
John 8.41) and do not practise righteousness (see 1 John 
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3.10).  In one sense, every unregenerate person is part of 
Satan’s seed.  But through the Bible, we read about some 
men and women who have embraced sin and wilfully 
rebelled against God. The first was Cain “who was of the 
evil one” (1 John 3.12) who murdered his righteous brother 
Abel. Cain’s descendant Lamech threatened revenge on any 
who opposed him (Genesis 4.23-24). Fast forwarding to 
Jesus’s own time, Satan’s seed included many of the Jewish 
nation’s religious leaders. Jesus actually said that the devil 
was their father (John 8.44). 

   God’s seed 

But God has His ‘seed’, too – by His grace there have been 
men and women throughout Bible times who, though still 
sinners, have kept loyal to God.  The genealogy recorded in 
Genesis 4.25-5.32 alerts us to this.  God gives Adam and 
Eve another child, Seth, to take righteous Abel’s place 
(Genesis 4.25). In the days of Seth’s son Enosh, “people 
began to call upon the name of the LORD” (Genesis 4.26).  
Enosh’s descendant Enoch walked with God (Genesis 
5.22,24; see Hebrews 11.5 and compare Jude 14-15). 

Enoch’s grandson was another Lamech.  But rather than 
threatening violent revenge like the Lamech of Cain’s line, 
this Lamech yearned for relief from the curse on the ground 
(Genesis 5.29). Lamech’s son is righteous Noah. In Kenneth 
Mathews’ words: “By naming his son ‘Noah’, then, Lamech 
expresses hope for the human family through his offspring. 
 . . . .  Lamech looks ahead to a future victory (as [Genesis] 
3.15) and prays that Noah will be instrumental in achieving 
it.” 

And it’s from this line through Seth and on through Noah 
and Abraham that Jesus - the promised “seed” (Genesis 
3.15 KJV) or “offspring” (ESV) of the woman – is born.  
Jesus’s genealogy, recorded through various passages in the 
Bible, can be traced all the way back to Adam and Eve.  His 
genealogy, at first sight just a list of names, is a vital part of 
the Bible story.  It leads us down the generations to the One 
Who will strike the mortal blow against Satan and rescue 
people from his grasp.   

   The great conflict 

Not all in Jesus’s line of descent, of course, were righteous 
– far from it.  And we meet many, many righteous people in 
the Bible who weren’t in Jesus’s genealogy. But through 
these genealogies in the first few chapters of Genesis, God 
is introducing us to a spiritual principle. He’s showing us 
the great conflict that has characterised human history – 
the conflict between His ‘seed’ and Satan’s.   

We first encounter that contrast in Genesis 3.15.  There we 
read that God said to Satan “I will put enmity between you 
and the woman, and between your offspring and her 
offspring”.  As we noted earlier, the word “offspring” 
(which can also be rendered “seed”) translates the Hebrew 
zera’. Like our English words ‘seed’ or ‘offspring’, zera’ can 
mean a single seed or a mass of seed.  The offspring of the 
serpent are plural.  They are the people who, down the ages, 
were in rebellion against God.  In Jesus’s time, the serpent’s 
offspring included the Jewish religious establishment. 

The woman’s offspring, too, can be plural – God’s faithful 
people through the ages. But “offspring” here has a double 
reference.  It also refers to a singular offspring.  The ESV, 
NIV, NKJV (among other translations) have, in fact, opted 
for the singular; the ESV, for example, reads “he shall 

bruise your head and you shall bruise his heel”.  This single 
offspring is Jesus –the offspring of Adam and Eve through 
Seth and Noah and Abraham. 

The conflict between God’s Seed and Satan’s seed 
culminated on the Cross.  Satan’s seed – at that time the 
Jewish religious establishment - had God’s Seed crucified.  
Jesus had said to them: “You are of your father the devil, 
and your will is to do your father’s desires.  He was a 
murderer from the beginning, . . . .”  Yet Jesus’s 
crucifixion, far from victory for Satan and his ‘offspring’, 
was the scene of their defeat.  And through Jesus, a vast 
new family of God’s ‘offspring’ has come into being – the 
Church. We are Jesus’s brothers and sisters (compare 
Hebrews 2.11), adopted into God’s family.  We’re His 
children (Romans 8.14-16), His ‘offspring’. 

Satan still makes war against God’s offspring (see, for 
example, Revelation 12.17).  But though God’s people still 
suffer his assaults, his power is broken (see 1 Peter 5.8-10). 
Through Jesus, we are assured of victory.   

God’s restraining hand 
 

God typically gives evil time to ripen and reveal itself before 
judging it - as we mentioned earlier. But God does 
intervene against evil. We are shocked at the extent of evil, 
but we would be astonished - and truly grateful - if we knew 
how much God curbs evil. He slows down mankind’s slide 
into degeneration and rebellion, so He can work out His 
plan of salvation in its proper time. Let’s summarise how 
we’ve seen Him do this so far: 

1  Direct action 

God acts to destroy evil where it threatens His purposes. He 
did this with the Flood; later in our journey we’ll see Him 
command His people to destroy the depraved Canaanites 
during the conquest of the Promised Land. 

2  Reducing mankind’s powers 

God endowed Adam and Eve with great talents - gifts that 
fallen mankind puts to malign use. So, in His mercy, God 
curtailed them. 

 The language barrier 
 

A map of the island of New Guinea, to the north of Australia, where over 800 
languages are still spoken. 

God spoke the worlds into being; made in His image, our 
key power is doubtless our ability to think and speak and 
communicate. But after mankind fell, this power became a 
snare. Ease of communication and swift transfer of ideas 
allowed mankind speedily to develop a sophisticated and 
prosperous civilisation in rebellion against God. So at 
Babel, God fragmented mankind into different language 
groups. Each group became isolated and unable to interact 
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with others, hindering the development of civilisation. 

 Infirmity and death 
 

After the Flood, people’s lifespan decreased (see Genesis 
11.10-32, 25.7, 35.28, 47.28, 50.26) until it reached around 
70 to 80 years at most (compare Psalm 90.10). Shorter 
lives, disease and old age all curb crime. They also limit 
how much experience and knowledge anyone can 
accumulate in their lifetime, and shorten the window of 
opportunity to pass on that understanding to future 
generations. 

If people like Einstein lived at the peak of their powers for 
hundreds of years, the build-up of wisdom and knowledge 
in a single person - let alone society at large - would be 
phenomenal. There would be an explosion of progress on 
all fronts - technical, social and economic. Such progress, 
often good in itself, is inevitably put to malign as well as 
beneficial use.  So God acts to repress it. 

 Toil 
 

People will struggle to provide the basic necessities of life – 
food and shelter – for them and their families (see Genesis 
3.17-19).  It is a frustrating and wearisome task, which takes 
the lion’s share of their time and energy.  It’s another curb 
on technical, social and economic advancement. 

Image © Peter Garnhum : Flickr (CC BY‐NC 2.0)  

“Cursed is the ground because of you; in pain you shall eat of it . . . .” (Genesis 3.17).  
Farmer in Vietnam toiling with a water buffalo, ploughing a rice field. 

3  Capital punishment 

After the Flood God commanded Noah and his sons to 
execute murderers (Genesis 9.5-6).  Removing these 
evildoers from humanity restrained evil. Moses’ Law 
extended these judicial powers. 

 

The shape of history 
Finally, before launching into our next session, let’s review 
the way God works out His plan of salvation through 
history.  He unfolds His plan in stages; history is divided 
into a number of ages. 

 Each begins with God making a promise or a covenant. 
These promises or covenants are connected.  Adam broke 
the first covenant in the Garden of Eden.  To quote Sandra 
Richter, “God has been leading humanity back to Eden by 
means of a sequence of steps, a series of rescues, a series of 
covenants”. 

 Each age ends with God’s judgment, which opens the 
way for the next phase of God’s plan. 

1  The age of Eden 
 

This age begins with Adam and Eve’s creation and ends with 
the Fall. It begins with blessing - mankind walking with God 
in fellowship. It ends in judgment (Genesis 3.14-19). 

Edenic Covenant    Eternal life 

After He creates Adam, God enters into relationship with 
him.  The word ‘covenant’ isn’t used here.  But this is 
nevertheless a covenantal arrangement because God binds 
Himself to Adam in a relationship which could be broken 
by an act of disloyalty.  

Adam and Eve enjoyed fellowship with God from the 
moment they were created.  And God offers them 
(through eating from the tree of life) eternal life, taking 
their relationship with Him permanently into a wonderful 
new dimension.  But they disobey God in the one thing He 
forbad them – that act of disloyalty severs their 
relationship with Him. It breaks the covenant. 

2  The age of Adam 
 

From Cain’s murder, degradation and gross demonic 
control floods the world, until God has to destroy mankind, 
saving only Noah and his immediate family. 

Adamic Covenant    The Seed 
Immediately after the Fall, God promises that a Man 
descended from Eve will one day destroy Satan and rescue 
mankind (Genesis 3.15). 

3  The age of Noah 
 

This age was a new start - Earth emerges from the waters 
just as it did on the third day of creation. God blessed 
Adam; now He blesses Noah and his sons.  But it ends in 
God’s judgment, calling time on mankind’s building project 
at Babel and scattering them across the globe. 

Noahic Covenant   Preservation of the Earth 
God promises never again to destroy mankind by a flood 
(Genesis 9.8-17). 

Image © Greg Knapp : Flickr (CC BY 2.0) 

After the Flood, God promised: “While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, 
cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, shall not cease.” (Genesis 8.22).  

Wheat being harvested in England. 
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4  The age of Abraham 

 
Beginning with faithful Abram’s departure from Ur, this 
age ends in God judging defiant Egypt and rescuing His 
enslaved nation. 

Abrahamic Covenant    Seed, land, blessing 
This covenant goes far beyond the one made with Noah. 
God promises Abraham that his offspring will become a 
great nation, and that they will live in God’s Promised 
Land. Later, God promises Abraham that he will be “the 
father of a multitude of nations” and that through him 
the whole world will find blessing. 

5  The age of the Law 
 

This age begins with the Exodus from Egypt. The high point 
is the time when Solomon builds the Temple in Jerusalem. 
But Israel’s persistent apostasy and idolatry brings down 
judgment from their longsuffering God. They split into two 
kingdoms.  Israel is destroyed by the Assyrians; Judah 
suffers exile in Babylon and is then, for most of the period 
until Jesus comes, under foreign domination. The final, and 
cosmic, crisis that ends this age is Jesus’s crucifixion - the 
final judgment on sin and Satan’s kingdom. 

Mosaic Covenant   The Law 
As this age dawns, God makes a covenant with His people 
gathered round Sinai. He promises they will be His special 
people (Exodus 19.3-6).  He gives them His law (for 
example, Exodus 20.1-17,22-23.33, 31.12-18). Tremendous 
blessing will overtake them if they obey (Deuteronomy 
28.1-14). 

Davidic Covenant   The Kingdom 
God also made this covenant during the age of the Law. A 
key promise here is that David’s royal dynasty will last for 
ever (2 Samuel 7.1-17, and see Psalm 89.3-4 and compare 
Jeremiah 33.17,20-21). 

6  The age of the Church 
 

This is the last age of history as we know it (see Hebrews 
1.2). God inaugurates it on the Day of Pentecost, when He 
sends His Spirit to live in His people. Towards the end of 
this age, mankind’s rebellion against God crystallises in a 
final climactic revolt and the emergence of the mysterious 
‘antichrist’ (2 Thessalonians 2.3). Jesus then returns, 
ushering in God’s final judgment, the New Creation and the 
eternal age. (Some people think that Jesus will reign on 
earth for 1,000 years between His second coming and the 
inauguration of the New Creation.) 

New Covenant   Eternal life 
This age, too, begins with a covenant - the New Covenant 
promised long centuries before (see Jeremiah 31.31-34, 
quoted in Hebrews 8.8-12, and compare Ezekiel 36.24-30). 
Under this covenant, God promises that He will deal fully 
with sin.  God will give people eternal life – a life of 
freedom from sin’s bondage, and fellowship with Him.  
He’ll give people a new heart and a new spirit, and put His 
Spirit within them.  
Through Jesus, God has now fulfilled those promises. But 
we still wait for them to be fully implemented. One day, 
God will eradicate sin completely from creation, and we 
shall live in close, unbroken fellowship with Him in the new 
creation – a glorious future pictured in Revelation 21.1-22.5.  
The New Covenant links right back to the very first age, 
when God offers eternal life to Adam and Eve through the 
tree of life. Now God is fulfilling – and will one day fulfil 
completely - what He wanted all those thousands of years 
ago. 

 

         Next session  God’s Nation is Born 
 

           We trace the journeys of Abraham and his           
            descendants until God rescues His people from 
Egypt and leads them into His presence at Sinai. 
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