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I. 

I’m sure that many of you have made that typical Toronto tourist trek, down past the 

bottom of John Street, south of Front Street, across on the other side of the railroad tracks, and 

up that high speed elevator, to the observation deck of the CN Tower, so that you could take in 

those breathtaking views. You may have felt a little woozy as you looked down through that 

glass floor at the tiny ant-like people scurrying around, 342 metres below.  If you were there on a 

clear day you might have been lucky enough to see Rochester across the lake, or maybe you 

spotted the mist rising from Niagara Falls, some 70 kilometers away, as the crow flies.  Some of 

you, I’m sure, have had the pleasure of dining in the revolving restaurant.  You might even be 

crazy enough to try the new “Edge-walk,” suspending yourself over the city in the open air, and 

entrusting your life to a harness and some rope.  

The CN Tower is our most well-known landmark, and I think we sometimes take it for 

granted.  You just get used to seeing it all the time.  It’s part of the landscape of our city.  But 

every once in a while I look up at that huge mass of concrete and it strikes me as bit ridiculous.  

It is so much bigger than everything else around it.  What is the point of building something that 

big?  Now there is a functional reason for it to be taller than the other buildings nearby: the CN 

Tower is telecommunications tower, so if it is going to be able to send out signals to radios and 

antennas and satellites, it has to be taller than all the buildings around it.  But in order to be clear 

of these other buildings, the CN Tower would only have needed to be about 300 meters tall.  The  

architects ended up almost doubling that height requirement, and built 253 meters taller than they 

needed, so that the tower now stands at 553 meters; over 1800 feet tall.   Why go that extra 253 

meters?   Simply to be the tallest, of course.  There was no other reason behind it.  

Many cities were in on this race to have the tallest building in the 1970s.  In 1973 New 

York had seen the addition of the World Trade Centre – those famous Twin Towers that 

completely dwarfed all the other great skyscrapers of the Big Apple.  Shortly after that, Chicago 

built the Sears Tower, which topped the World Trade Centre by 25 meters.  The CN Tower was 

being built shortly after this, and was extended to 553 meters, specifically so that it would be 

taller than the Ostankino Tower in Moscow, which was 540 meters tall.   So the CN Tower 

became the world’s tallest free standing structure, a record that stood firm until 2007.  It has now 

been surpassed by the Canton Tower, in China, at 600 meters, The Abraj Al Bait Towers in 

Mecca, Saudia Arabia (601 meters), the Tokyo Skytree, 634 meters, and most recently the Burj 

Khalifa in Dubai, which is head and shoulders above the crowd, at 830 meters, over 2700 feet.   

However, plans are already in the works for something called the “Kingdom Tower,” in Jeddah 

Saudi Arabia, which, at preliminary cost estimate of over 1 billion dollars, aims to surpass the 

1000 meter mark. The exact plans are a secret, but it will be more than one kilometer tall, and 

could actually double the height of the CN Tower.   

The CN Tower is a marvel of human engineering, and a source of pride for many 

Torontonians.  It is something to be celebrated.  At the same time, as I said, it’s a bit ridiculous. 

There’s something embarrassingly primitive and childish about this race to build the tallest 

building.  “Come look at our tower!”  “Oh yeah, our tower is taller than your tower!”  “Bet you 

can’t build one taller than this!”  These builders are like children in a global schoolyard, sizing 

up one another’s sand castles, and hoping that they’ll be the ones with the bragging rights at the 

end of the day. 

If we go a little further back in history, towers were more than simply impressive 

monuments to human achievement.  They served practical purposes – especially as fortifications.  

This was true from Bible times all the way up to the middle ages.  In any ancient town, the tower 
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would be the safest and most secure place.  In a tower you had the advantage of height, so that 

you could easily see your enemies coming, and you had an advantage in man-to-man combat, if 

it came to that.  It would be in the tower that the Lord, or the Prince, or the Ruler would have 

their stronghold – a final place of refuge with only one entrance and exit, which would be almost 

impossible to penetrate.  If you had the money to build one, a tower was, for centuries, the best 

way to defend yourself, and secure your treasures.  To this day, the British Crown Jewels are 

kept in what was for a long time the most feared of all the Royal Palaces – the Tower of London. 

So towers have, historically, served these two purposes: they provide security, and they 

provided significance; that is, they made you look impressive.  Today they are no longer 

fortresses of security, but we still build them in an attempt to establish our significance.   

 

II. 

 You can probably guess that the ancient people of Babel are also aiming for both of those 

goals as they work on their magnificent tower – they want security and significance.  The 

scripture tells us as much.  But the real problem with the builders of Babel is that they are trying 

to rebel against their divine vocation. They were degrading themselves below the dignity that 

God had bestowed upon them, as his image-bearers and as stewards of creation.   

 Their desire is to build a great city with a tower reaching to the heavens.  In the King 

James Version, it says “let us build us a city and a tower, whose top may reach unto heaven,” 

leaving the impression that they actually believed they could reach heaven itself if they built the 

tower tall enough.  I believe that is how I understood the story when I was a child: that they were 

hoping to sneak into heaven through a back door, or get close enough that they could reach up 

and grab God by the ankle, or something like that.  Most modern translations put it differently 

from the King James, however, and say they were trying reach “the heavens,” and not “heaven” 

itself.  Sometimes in the Bible “heaven” refers to the place where God dwells, and that is what 

we usually think of when “heaven” is mentioned.  But at other times, when the Biblical writers 

refer to “the heavens” they are using an expression which means “the sky.” And it seems that is 

probably what is meant in this story – not that they want to reach Heaven itself, but that they 

want to build a tower that would reach high up into the sky.  It could be that there is a double 

meaning in the text, but I think this is the literal meaning. 

 Now, building a tall tower or a great city might not be a bad thing.   God is not against 

cities or towers, per se.  Sometimes people have taken that message from this story, but I don’t 

think that is the point here.  Yes, cities can be places of evil and corruption, but that can happen 

anywhere.  And actually, if you read the Bible from front to back you’ll find that it starts in a 

garden but it ends in a city – the New Jerusalem, where God will dwell with his own people in 

his heavenly kingdom.  God can’t be all that opposed to cities in general, if his plan of salvation 

ends with a heavenly city.  So it is not that they were wrong to want to build a city; and it’s not 

that God is opposed to towers.  The problem with this plan is found in their reasons for pursuing 

it.   

First, there is the motivation of significance: they want to make a name for themselves.  

They aspire to greatness, and they want to define their greatness by the great monument of the 

tower they are building. It is their ill-conceived plan for a kind of substitute immortality.  “If we 

build this great tower, then we will be remembered as people of importance.  Generations after 

us will come and see this tower, and they will remember us – we will live on in the annals of 

history, after we have died.   This great monument will be the thing that makes us famous.” In 
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short, they think that this will bring them lasting satisfaction and peace – to create something 

truly great in the world – the tallest tower ever built.   

Second, there is the motivation of security: they didn’t want to be scattered.  They want 

to stick together and settle down in one place where they can pool their resources.  So, in 

addition to building a great tower as a stronghold, they hope that they will find strength in 

numbers. The problem with this is that they are directly disobeying the command of God.  The 

first commandment in the entire Bible, given way back in Genesis 1:28 is, “Be fruitful and 

increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it.”  This is repeated two times after the flood, in 

chapter 9.  Humans were created in the image of God, to be God’s stewards of creation.  But they 

can’t act as stewards of creation if they huddle together in one spot.  So they are called to spread 

out all over the earth.  While we might understand why the people would have wanted to stick 

together, they should not have conspired to do so, because in doing so they were turning away 

from the dignity of their gracious purpose and calling as God’s vice-regents over creation.   

Like many of the stories in the first 11 chapters of Genesis, the story of the tower of 

Babel is a story about sin.  In particular, the Babel story shows us something about the social and 

political dimensions of sin.  A story like Cain and Abel is about two individuals, but in the Babel 

story no individuals are mentioned.  That master builder who probably hoped he would really 

make himself famous is out of luck. Not one name is recorded from among these ambitious 

people, because in this story the main character is the whole group. What we see in the story of 

Babel is that the corruption of sin can take on social dimensions.  It always involves people, of 

course, but sin can become even more potent and insidious, when humans get together and pool 

their resources of rebellion. In this case, a whole city is caught up in a sinful scheme, pursuing 

earthly significance and security at the cost of their divine vocation.  They are able to do things 

together that they would never have been able to do on their own. 

Sometimes sin does take on communal dimensions. Consider the horrors perpetrated by 

the Nazis. Although Hitler was behind many of the evil things that took place in Germany at that 

time, he could not have carried out those atrocities on his own.  His evil plan was magnified 

exponentially by the corrupt organization he led.  They were organized.  They kept lists.  They 

established infrastructure, such as railways.  They built concentration camps – and gas chambers.  

They created a terrifyingly efficient murder machine, which magnified the effects of their sin 

exponentially, well beyond the sum of its parts. 

 

III. 

Well, this is an optimistic sermon, isn’t it?  The fact is, this is not a story with a lot of 

grace in it!  It is primarily a story of judgment.  The people, as a whole, seek to turn away from 

God and find their security and significance in their own achievements; God responds with a 

judgment which is complete and decisive. Each of their ambitions and hopes is overturned and 

their scheme unravels as God intervenes in the situation.  They had planned to build a city with a 

great tower; in the end they give up building the city, and the tower.   They want to avoid being 

scattered; but in the end they are scattered.  Lastly, they want to make a name for themselves; in 

the end, they do get a name, but it is not the great name they wanted; their name is Babel, which 

means confused.  They are indeed remembered by those who came after them, but they are 

remembered for their folly, rather than their greatness.  

And yet, there is a note of grace in this judgment, and we will only be able to hear it if we 

clear up a misunderstanding about this story.  Many people make the mistake of thinking that 

God, in putting a stop to the building of the tower, was trying to protect himself against the 
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ingenuity of the people of Babel. And the wording of the story can leave you with that 

impression if you don’t read it thoughtfully.  God says, “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.”  

It sounds as if God is worried, that his reign will be endangered, and that his heavenly home will 

be invaded if these humans are allowed to go on scheming and building towers up to heaven.  It 

almost sounds as if God is worried that humans will become like him, able to do anything! 

 But of course, we know that is not true. God is not threatened by human ingenuity.  Even 

the greatest of human achievements are no threat to the God who created all things, and 

continues to preserve and govern all things by the power of his Word.   It wasn’t as if they could 

have literally built a tower to heaven, snuck in the back door, and robbed God of all his riches!  

No, that is silly. God doesn’t confuse the language of the people in order to protect himself, he 

does it in order to protect them.  It’s not that they are threatening him with this tower; they are 

threatening themselves; they are threatening their own humanity, by giving themselves over to 

wholesale corporate corruption and rebellion against God, and gathering all the resources of their 

society in order to try to degrade themselves and avoid their vocation of scattering across the 

face of the earth.  When God says “nothing they plan to do will be impossible,” he means “there 

will be no limit on their capacity for self-destruction.”  Those of you who have children know 

that sometimes you’ve just got to split them up.  There are times when they just can’t help but 

bring out the worst in one another.  God’s punishment is, in fact, a way of putting a check on 

their rebellion, and holding them back from further corrupting themselves.   It is definitely a 

judgment, but it is an act of mercy-in-judgment. 

 

IV. 

 I think all of us have our own little towers that we like to work on.  They aren’t 

necessarily as conspicuous as the CN Tower, but like the Babel builders we convince ourselves 

that these ambitious projects will bring us security and significance.  The materials we use are 

often blessings, but if they are seen as ends in themselves – if they are seen as routes to eternal 

happiness and security – they can become towers of Babel.  Some of us might build towers of 

material and financial success - that’s a rather obvious one. But sometimes our towers are more 

subtly constructed of things like self-righteousness. Built on a foundation of good works, we 

might suppose that we can steadily build our way up to God by our upright behaviour.   

Sometimes I worry that even spirituality and devotion can become Babel-like building projects, 

as if we could by our great piety build a long winding staircase up to God’s presence.  And in our 

churches, we, like the Babel builders, can sometimes end up pooling our meagre resources and 

working together on congregational towers of security and significance.  Things like church 

buildings, and musical groups, which can do so much good for God’s kingdom, can also be 

twisted into Spirit-quenching mega-projects of colossal proportions.  

But the idea of building a tower to God – no matter what materials we might try to use – 

is as absurd as hoping we could stand on top of the CN tower and catch hold of God’s ankle.  

The towers we build are mere castles of sand, sure to be swept away by the wind and the rain and 

the waves.  And more importantly, the story of Scripture is not a story of human beings reaching 

up to God; it is the story of God reaching down to us.  It is not story of human ascent but a story 

of divine descent; it is not about tower building but about God’s incarnation – the Word 

becoming flesh and dwelling among us, in Jesus.  By putting our faith in the gospel of Christ we 

are giving up our childish games and allowing the waves of God’s free grace and favour to wash 

over us and sweep away all those castles of sand.    
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 Spiritually speaking, we don’t need to make a name for ourselves; God promises us “a 

new name.”  In Christ, he calls us his very own, his precious children. “You are a chosen people, 

a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God...Once you were not a people, but 

now you are the people of God.”  That is our significance, and our security. We don’t need to 

huddle together and hoard our resources, fearing that we will not be able to survive out there, 

scattered over the face of the earth, fulfilling our vocation in the world.  Though we be scattered, 

he has promised to be with us, even to the ends of the earth. 


