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Series: Life!
Sermon: If You Build It, They Will Scatter

Genesis 11:1-9
Now the whole world had one language and a common speech.  As people moved eastward, they found a plain
in Shinar and settled there.

They said to each other, “Come, let’s make bricks and bake them thoroughly.” They used brick instead of stone,
and tar for mortar.  Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the
heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves; otherwise we will be scattered over the face of the whole
earth.”

But the LORD came down to see the city and the tower the people were building.  The LORD said, “If as one
people speaking the same language they have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will be impossible
for them.  Come, let us go down and confuse their language so they will not understand each other.” 

So the LORD scattered them from there over all the earth, and they stopped building the city.  That is why it was
called Babel—because there the LORD confused the language of the whole world. From there the LORD
scattered them over the face of the whole earth.

I Corinthians 3:9-11
For we are co-workers in God’s service; you are God’s field, God’s building.  By the grace God has given me, I
laid a foundation as a wise builder, and someone else is building on it. But each one should build with care.  For
no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ.

Sermon
Maybe you were like me as a kid, always thought big.  I remember taking a shovel out into the back yard, started
digging for no apparent reason other than just digging.  Let’s see how deep a hole we can dig.  And a couple of
hours later, we give up on 5 feet, waiting to show mom and dad, from whom we did not get permission, to
congratulate us.  Won’t they be impressed.  Think big.  Playing with legos, let’s see how big we can make this. 
Dominos.  How long can we make a domino trail?  Can we beat the world record?  I remember when I used to
think big.  My grandparents used to have a ma and pop hotel down 400 miles away from us.  In high school, I
asked, with all seriousness, if I could ride my bike down there.  I could pull it off in about 10-12 days.  I think of
that as crazy talk now, but a part of me still wants to pull it off.  Think big.  We used to canoe down the mighty
oak creek, even did that last year with my family, went right through our property growing up.  It’d take about
an hour to go a mile, half the time paddling, half the time taking your canoe over fallen branches, but a part of
me always wanted to keep going and not stop.  Huck Finn, taking that boat through the Oak Creek, that spills
into Salt Creek, down to the Platte River, down to the Missouri.  I could do it, I think in about three days.  Two
if the water is high.  Think big.  There is something about the human spirit that makes us dream big dreams.  To
push beyond.  To excel, and that is what we have in our scripture this morning.  But we get a little more with
Babel.  We get ambition and pride, skill and hubris.  

The Tower of Babel story doesn't have any reference to time, other than being placed in the book of Genesis
after the Great Flood and before Abraham. Since the usual date floated for Abraham is somewhere around 2,000
BC, this would be before that. Just to put it in context, that would mean before the use of horses to pull vehicles,
before the discovery of glass or the development of boats with masts. It was at least a thousand years before the



Babylonian emperor Hammurabi created his famous legal code, a thousand years before King Tut ruled Egypt.
In other words, it was a loooong time ago.   Maybe before the pyramids.  

Many see the story as a legend, inserted to give us a reason for the many languages on the face of the earth.
Others believe it was a historical event somewhere in the pre-history of civilization. To me, the truth of the story
comes through in either case. Whether or not it actually happened is, for me, beside the point. If you get hung up
on worrying about whether the story is historically true or not, you will miss the deeper truth that the story
brings to us. 

Simply put, the Tower of Babel story tells us several important things.

 1. Why we build is generally more important than what we build.  Why is more important that what.

Many, many places in the Bible...Old Testament and New...indicate that as far as God is concerned, our
motivation for action is far more important than the action itself. The last line of Romans 14 goes so far as to
say, "Whatever does not proceed from faith is sin." It is not as easy as "Do this, but don't do that." In lots of
cases, the same action will earn one person praise and another rebuke, just because one person did it for a good
reason and another person did it for a sinful reason. Our legal system recognizes this all the time. If you cause
someone's death, what happens to you in court has everything to do with why you did what you did. If you
intended to kill a person, that's bad. If you planned it for days, that's worse. If it was an accident, you get off
with a much lighter sentence.  If it was in self defense, bonus (if you live in Texas)

The problem with the Tower of Babel was not the building of the tower...it was the REASON they built the
tower that got them into trouble. Verse 4: "Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the
heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves." They built the tower to make a name for themselves. If they
had said, "Let us build a tower to proclaim the glory of God," they might well still be in it to this day. The tower
was built as an act of pride.   The “top in the heaven’s” part was NOT metaphor in their eyes.  They seriously
wanted it to be in the heavens.  Think about it from their ground level point of view.  Their tallest structures
were two floors, maybe three at best.  Not until the pyramids, could somebody stand on top of a structure and
look down.  They thought if they could be “in the heaven’s” they were as good as God.  But they also wanted to
build it for selfish reasons.  As a church, we must never build either a physical structure or any sort of program
of ministry in order to make a name for ourselves. If we do, we will eventually have a large, lovely, empty
church; or a large, thriving social club. The Spirit of God will leave this place when we seek to exalt ourselves.
We must always do what we do for the glory of God and to serve the mission of spreading the knowledge and
love of God made known to us in Jesus. 

The same thing is true in our personal lives. If you are building your career or your reputation or your legacy to
make a name for yourself, it will all be in vain. You might end up famous or rich or well-thought of by
everyone. But if your life has only been about you, it will not outlast you. Even if you manage to garner tons of
media coverage at your death, like the Anna Nicole Smith, Michael Jackson or a Liz Taylor, when our bodies
return to dust, so will all our accomplishments. The World Trade Center was brought to dust in minutes...the
splendid buildings, the wealthy corporations, the important people...all gone in an instant. The only thing that
lasts from those lives is the love. The rest is not important anymore.

I remember that I was debating on buying a certain product.  And a friend asked if I was buying that because I
wanted that, or because I wanted others to see me have that.  Ohhhh. That’s a fair question!  Do I buy this car
because I want this car, or more because I want others to see me in this car.  If you want everyone to go oo and
ah, then you’re a Tower of Babel’er.  A babeler.  Am I taking this vacation because I want to go to this
destination, or because I want others to see me in this destination.  If you couldn’t tell anyone where you’re
going, would you still go?  If the point is to say, look at me!  I’m in sunny Ketchican, then you’re a babeler. 



(And a liar, it’s not sunny).  Do I want to serve in a position of leadership so that people notice me, or because I
want to serve?  If I want to become a pastor of a church, a leader in the community, a principal, a doctor, lawyer,
a senator, or God forbid, a president and my only motivation is to make my name greater - I am a babeler
indeed.  Those are positions of serving.

And we know what happened.  God saw the whole thing and said, “Enough”.  And languages were comfused. 
We don’t get to heaven by building great things.  We reach God on our knees.  We catch more of God, not
through prideful arogance, but by humbled head.  I want you to dream big.  Do big things.  Dream big dreams. 
But for the right reason.

It is God that makes us great.  It is love that makes us great.  It is service that makes us great.  Not the name on
the building, but the mission in our hearts.

Just to add this in closing.  The story ends with the people scattering to the ends of the earth, all in different
languages.  Which some say where we get the word babbling from.  But here is a lesson I need today, and
maybe you do to.  We are not put here just to get comfortable. We have a purpose beyond ourselves...we are
sent out to the world...to each other. In one sense the Tower of Babel story is a mirror of the call of Abraham in
the next chapter. In chapter 12 God calls to Abraham to pack up his family, leave his home, and travel to an
unknown land. God's purpose in calling Abraham and his descendants is so that "all the families of the earth
shall be blessed.". Abraham is sent out of his comfort zone, and the intention is for all of his descendants to do
likewise...to leave home and go out to the world to be a blessing to all nations. 

The Church has often misinterpreted that and gone out to try to drag people in...kicking and screaming
sometimes. We have even killed them if they refused to come in. We are not called to bring others to where we
are but to go out to others and meet them where THEY are. Abraham didn't travel to Canaan and drag
everybody back to Ur. Jesus didn't go out among the people and drag them into the synagogue. He didn't even
make them obey the law...he didn't always obey the law himself, for that matter. Jesus went out and recklessly
gave away God's love, even to the worst of sinners. When they received that love, they may or may not have
become good Jews; but they did receive eternal life. 

And what is true for the Church as an organization is true for the Church as each one of us...the Body of Christ.
As I live my life across the years, my job as a Christian is to keep the Light of Christ lit in me.  And where we
go, we bring the light of Christ.  You are God’s field.  God’s building.  God’s temple.

We don’t need that car, that house, that vacation, that job, that whatever to get people to like us.  We are already
loved.  And we are called to share that love.  Otherwise, we’re just babeling.  And the family of God said,
AMEN!

Opening:
Good morning Oregon City UMC and guests!  I am standing outside of Firestation #1 here in Oregon City, up
on the bluff overlooking the old downtown.  It looks different than the other buildings of Oregon City.  It was
build Mediteranian style, which looked different than the wild westy looking buildings still downtown.  The
town was changing.  Many of those old wooden buildings were becoming brick.  Prior to the construction of this
firehouse in 1923, fire hose houses were scattered at many locations throughout the community.  In 1921, the
City purchased the first motorized firefighting vehicle -- a Studebaker.  It was not built as a firefighting vehicle,
but this Studebaker was converted by Ed Surfus, Oregon City's fire chief at the time.   And now they could fight
the fires not just within a distance of the firehouse, but in essence, bring the firehouse to the fire.  The building
also served as City Hall until 1980. The fire house is considered to be the oldest working fire station west of the
Rockies.



This building is not a monument, or a memorial, or an empty shell.  This building is meant to serve and to save,
and it faithfully has, for 100 years.

The church is not a monument, or a memorial, or an empty shell.  Our building, and our faithful community, is
meant to serve and to save, and it faithfully has, for 181 years.  Here are this morning’s announcements about
what we are doing in the upcoming season.

Children’s Time:
Hey kids!  What is the tallest building building you’ve ever seen? Some buildings that go way tall, or even seem
to touch the sky?  The tallest building in my hometown was around 30 feet tall.  Not to big.  But in the city close
by, we had a building that was just under 400 feet tall.  Wow.  And later on, I went to Chicago, where I got to go
into a building that was 1,450 feet tall.  It was almost scary to be that high up looking down.  And now, the
tallest structure in the world is almost double that, the Burj Khalifa is around 2,716 tall.  That’s huge!  That’s
taller than 4 great pyramids!  But even with all of our technology and amazing building skills, that’s still only a
half a mile.  Planes fly at 7 or 8 miles above the earth, and even the tallest building in the world would seem
small.

Well, back in the earliest part of the Bible days, the people wanted to build a tower so tall that it could reach
heaven.  And they did it because they wanted God to notice them.  Or to be like God.  We humans love to build
things.  And that’s good.  But they tried to build a tower that would make them be important.  God didn’t like
that, and did a neat little trick.  It says that in those days, everyone spoke the same language.  God introduced
different languages among all the builders so they couldn’t understand each other.  And when you can’t
understand each other, you can’t build a giant tower.  This is the Bible’s way of expaining why we have so many
languages.  That might be just a part of the story.  But the point is the same.  It takes a team that understands
each other to build something amazing.  And if we let God be a part of our dream, of our building, we can do
amazing things - for God’s glory.  Not ours.  By ourselves, we can only build so high.  With God, we can
change the world.  Thanks for stopping by today.

Prayer:
O God, for the beauty and frustrations of the multitudes of language and the variety of your creation we give you
thanks.  Grant us the courage to live with uncertainty and the honesty to admit that there are times that we don’t
understand each other, and days that we don’t understand you.  There are days we ask ourselves, “What do we
really want out of life?  What is it that we are truly seeking?”  And it is in you, Lord, in you, that we find our
joy, our strength.  Though the darkness may last through the night, the joy comes in the morning.  I want to trade
my sorrows, I want to trade my pain, I want to trade my aching heart for something that is real and lasting.  So
Lord, help us to live a life that glorifies you.  Help us to live a life that serves you.  Help us to see our neighbors
and our family, whom we might not understand some days as fellow pilgrims on this journey of life and treat
them as children of you.  In the name of the one who came to redeem us all, we pray his prayer...Our father, who
art in heaven, hallowed be thy name, thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us
this day, our daily bread and forgive us our tresspasses, as we forgive those who tresspass against us.  And lead
us not into temptation.  For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever.  Amen!

Offertory:
Welcome to the Offering, our chance to give back.  As United Methodists, we support many ministries, within
the church, outside the church, at home and abroad.   One way that we support our ministries and our
community is through our building and tangible assets.  The team that is charge of making sure that everything
is up and running is our Trustees.  Everything from lights to toilets to phones to walls, from classrooms to
offices to sanctuaries to the parsonage, from heating and air to the water pipes, they take care of it all.  Your
support of OCUMC allows them to care for the building that it might be used to Glorify God, to be a gathering



place for other groups in our community, and to serve the people of Oregon City.  Thank you, Trustees, for your
service.

Closing:
Oregon City UMC, you are a church that loves others and values everyone.  Go out and serve and save.  Amen!


