The Plans of Man & God (Genesis 11:1-9; 12:1-9; 2/11/08)
Introduction

Last week I saw a programme about Theo Paphitis, a millionaire businessman. He was born in Cyprus, and when he was six his parents decided to make the move to England. Things were very difficult financially and in other ways. But Theo grew and began working in a shop, selling Swiss watches. He then realised that his future was in retail, and went on to build a huge retail business empire. You might be tempted to think that all his plans had succeeded! What are your plans? What are you aiming for?

The message this morning is about plans – man’s and God’s. We’re going to look at these two events: the Tower of Babel and the call of Abram. Just have a look at Noah’s family tree (chapter 10). He has three sons: Shem, Ham and Japheth (5:32). Chapter 10 lists them in the opposite order. The Japhethites become maritime peoples – the people of the sea. The Hamites become known as the Canaanites (10:15); we hear more about them later. Then the sons of Shem are listed down to Eber, who has two sons: Peleg and Joktan (10:25). The descendents of Joktan settle in the eastern hill country (10:30), but the descendents of Peleg are listed later (11:18), and from this line we eventually come to Abram (11:27):
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These chapters are full of people multiplying, moving and settling. It’s rather like this congregation this morning! Many of us have moved from other places. Many will be moving on. You may have your plans, hopes and dreams. Where’s God in all this? Do you acknowledge him? Do you seek his will? Does he care? Does he have plans too? Or is he a helpless spectator? That’s what we need to know. These two contratsing passages give us the answers. Let’s begin with the Tower of Babel.
1) The Plans of Men (11:1-4)

People are moving eastward, and settle on the plain of Shinar (identified as Babylonia, modern Iraq). They all speak one language.They’ve got the latest technology (v3). They agree on a building project: Come, let’s build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens (v4). It seems like a noble project project, but notice the two motives for doing so: pride – that we may make a name for ourselves; and security: and not be scattered over… the whole earth (v4). Actually God had commanded mankind to fill the earth (9:1) but this plan signals a defiance: “We know what’s best! We’ll stick together!” With this in mind, that tower that reaches to the heavens is a symbol of human rebellion against the Creator. They are determined to make life work without God. This spirit of rebellion is what the bible calls the world – the cravings of sinful man…the boasting of what he has and does (1 Jn 2:16). It’s the same now
In 1967 Albania was claimed to be the world's first atheistic state. All mosques and churches were closed. In June 1991 the Communist government fell and the gospel took root and spread, and continues to do so. In the mid C20th Western prominent thinkers believed that by the time their grandchildren were their age most religions would have died out: “The evolutionary future of religion is extinction…Belief in supernatural powers is doomed to die out, all over the world, as the result of the increasing adequacy and diffusion of scientific knowledge” (A.F.C. Wallace – see The Reason for God, 4, p245). What arrogance! History has shown it to be nonsense too! The same spirit is captured in John Lennon’s Imagine – voted the third greatest song of all time:

Imagine there's no countries/It isn't hard to do 
Nothing to kill or die for/And no religion too 
Imagine all the people/Living life in peace
The argument seems to be: this is how to be secure. The message is clear: “We don’t need God!” You might say that you would never say such a thing. But if you make your your plans for the future, and live your life day by day, without any reference to God, you’re really saying the same thing. Maybe you’re seeking security in something or someone other than him, resisting his rule, building your tower.
2) The Response of God (v5-9)

What does God do? Is he worried or frightened? Verse 6 may seem to suggest this. God is certainly concerned - rather like a father who realises the harm his disobedient children could do if they started a fire in the house, so he hides the matches. God has a counter plan: Come, let us go down and confuse their language…(v7). As a result the whole project fails and the people are scattered over the face of the earth (v9). The LORD God frustrated their plans; the unfinished tower becomes a monument of human failure in its attempts to overthrow God; and God’s will is accomplished in the end. The One enthroned in heaven laughs (Ps 2:4). It’s an important reminder of the truth that though the human race and indiviuals may rage against God and his authority, and plot to overthrow him, they will not finally succeed.   

Is this just fairytale? It’s estimated that there are about 5,000 languages spoken in the world today: but scholars group them together into relatively few families - probably less than twenty…The theory is that the members of each…group have descended from one language, a common ancestor. In many cases that original language is judged by the experts to have been spoken in surprisingly recent times - as little as a few thousand years ago (www.historyworld.net). Creationist Carl Wieland remarks: ‘The evidence is wonderfully consistent with the notion that a small number of languages, separately created at Babel, has diversified into the huge variety of languages we have today.’ 
It’s worth stating that God is not against scientific discovery or technology. He enables scientists to discover and invent. Thank God for the wonderful benefits of medical science today! However, God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble (1 Peter 5:5); he frustrates the ways of the wicked (Ps 146:9). Deist Benjamin Franklin wrote to George Whitfield: I rather suspect…that though the general government of the universe is well administered, our particular little affairs are below notice (Davis, 2 Kings, p293). How wrong! The living God is much more scary than that! He knows your ways and your plans. He gets involved. And if there are times when your plans are frustrated, it could well be God saying to you, “Stop trying to make a name for yourself. Stop seeking security while ignoring me.”
3) The Plan of God (12:1-3)

God has a plan. Amazingly it’s to bless all peoples on the earth (v3)! How? He chooses one man, Abram, and makes a covenant with him. Spectacular? Not really, but that’s so often the way God works. Notice the irony: the people at Babel wanted to make a name for themselves and end up frustrated. God comes to Abram and promises: I will make your name great – and he does! It’s one of a bundle of promises: I will make you into a great nation…make your name great…bless those who bless you…bless all peoples on earth through you. What has Abram done to deserve this? Nothing! His father and grandfather worshipped idols (Joshua 24:2). Ur and Haran were centres for moon worship. He probably worshipped idols, until the LORD appeared to and called him. God’s plan to bless a rebellious world is all about his grace. It’s the next phase of the promise of the seed of the woman to crush the serpent’s head (3:16). 
In the Lord of the Rings trilogy, there is a ring that needs to be destroyed by being taken back to the volcanic mountain where it was made. It’s the only way that the powers of evil are to be defeated. But the person who takes the ring is a small hobbit called Frodo, who, along with his friends, an elf, dwarf and wizard set off. If they fail, the rescue plan is ruined. There are times when the plan hangs by a thread, but in the end the ring is destroyed and the earth saved.    
God’s plan of salvation is like that as you read the OT. It hangs by a thread as Israel is about to be wiped out by enemies or self-destruct through disobedience. But finally, Jesus is born – the seed of Abraham – and through his death there is hope for the world. You shall call his name Jesus – for he will save his people from their sins. He takes the punishment for his people upon himself. Who are his people? It becomes clear: they are made up of people from every nation – all people’s on earth – all those who come to trust in him. If you’re a Christian, you are there in v3! You are one among the all peoples. And you’re a part of God’s rescue plan, not because you deserve it, but because of God’s grace. For it is by grace we are saved, through faith…not by works, so that no-one can boast.
4) The Response of Abram (v4-9)

So Abram left, as the LORD had told him. Try to imagine the scene. This 75 year old gathers his possessions and people together, along with his wife and nephew, and leaves the security of Haran – a commercial, cultural and religious centre. “Where are you going, Abram?” a neighbour asks him. “I’m not quite sure, but to a land that the LORD has promised me.” “The LORD? Who’s he? Don’t be so stupid, Abram! Stay here where it’s safe. Make a name for yourself here! Make your fortune here!” But he exchanges the security and idolatry of Haran for a tent in Canaan (v8). Where is Abram’s security? It’s in the promises and the presence of the LORD, who appears to him (v7) and upon whom he calls (v8). This is biblical faith: By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as an inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going (Hebrews 11:9). Faith trusts and obeys!
Do remember the rich young, religious ruler who came to Jesus? He asked a vital question: What must I do to inhert eternal life?(Mk 10:17). He believed he’d kept all the commandments since he was a boy. Jesus said: One thing you lack. God, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me! But the man went away sad, because he had great wealth. Why did Jesus say this? The man had to forsake his morality and his money, and to place his whole trust in Jesus. In doing so, Jesus promised him treasure in heaven – eternal life, the greatest security.

What’s your response to the call of God? He calls you today through Jesus Christ. He calls you out of the surrounding idolatry to worship him. He calls you away from trusting in money or morality to trust in his sacrifice for your sin. He promises you similar promises to Abram: “I will bless you; I will protect you; I will give you eternal life – an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade. Follow me!” You cannot be sure where following Christ will take you in this world, but, like Abram, you can be sure of his promise and his presence: Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you. Have you heard his call? Have you responded by faith? Have you obeyed? 

