


The Table of Nations (Genesis 10:1-32)

This will paper will examine the text of Gen 10:1-32 concerning the Table of Nations as it pertains to world missions.  [1] This passage will be placed in the larger narrative structure of Genesis 9:1-12:9.  [2] Next, Gen 10:1-32 will be examined.  [3] Finally, the relationship between this text and Jesus' sending of the Twelve (Luke 9:1-6) and the Seventy (Luke 10:1-17) will be explored.  The inclusion of the Table of Nations in the bible is evidence of God's concern for all the nations of the world.  This provides a biblical basis for world missions.

[1]
The Narrative Structure of Genesis 9:1-12:9

Genesis 9:1-12:9  can be structured in the following manner.  

 9:1-17

God's Covenant with Noah

 9:18-28

Noah and his Three Sons

10:32



The Descendants of Noah 

11:1-9




The Tower of Babel

11:10-26


The Descendants of Shem

11:27-32

Terah and his Three Sons

12:1-9

God's Covenant with Abram.

Note that the biblical text is not arranged in chronological order.  Verses 10:5, 20, 31 speak of the descendants of Noah having "their [own] languages".  This is immediately  followed by the section on the Tower of Babel where the whole earth had "one language and the same words" (11:1).  Thus 11:1-9 cannot happen chronologically after 10:1-32.  It is inadequate to understand 9:1-12:9 in purely chronological terms.  

A narrative analysis will be applied to the passage.  [1.1] First, the comparison between the sections regarding God's covenant with Noah (9:1-17) and God's covenant with Abram (12:1-9) will be made. [1.2] Second, a comparison will be made between the sections between Noah and his three sons (9:18-28) with Terah and his three sons (10:27-32).  [1.3] Next, a comparison will be made between the descendants of Noah (10:1-32) and the descendants of Shem (11:10-32). [1.4] Finally, the relationship between the section on the Tower of Babel within the larger context will be briefly explored.  This will justify the identification of the literary units and sub-units found in 9:1-12:9.

[1.1]
God's Covenants with Noah (9:1-17) and Abram (12:1-9) 

(see chart on next page)

Both of these sections involve God making covenants with his people.  The covenants contain several common elements.  Both covenants begin with statements of blessing.  Part of the blessing is that they will both have many descendants. Noah's descendants will "multiply and fill the earth".  As for Abram, even though he has no children at this point, he will be made into a "great nation", implying that he will have many descendants.  Both covenants contain a curse.  God's covenant with Noah has a curse on anyone who sheds human blood.  God's covenant to Abram has a curse on those who curse Abram.  Finally, both covenants are universal in extent.  God's covenant with Noah extends to all creation, both humans and animal.  God's covenant to Abram will impact all the families of the earth.  These are thematic parallels between the two covenants.

A comparison between God’s covenants with Noah and Abram:

God's Covenant with Noah (9:1-17)


God's Covenant with Abram (12:1-9)

1.  The Blessing to Noah

(9:1) "Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth.

(9:11) " I establish my covenant with you, 

that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth."
1. The Blessing to Abram

(12:2-3a) "I will make of you a great nation, 

and I will bless you, and make your name great, 

so that you will be a blessing.  

I will bless those who bless you,



2.  The Curse for Shedding Human Blood

(9:6) "Whoever sheds the blood of a human, 

by a human shall that person's blood be shed; 

for in his own image God made humankind:


2. The Curse for Cursing Abram

(12:3b) and the one who curses you I will curse;

3.  The Covenant Extends to All Creation 

(9:9-10) "As for me, I [God] am establishing my covenant with you and your descendants after you, and with every creature that is  with you, 

the birds, the domestic animals. 

and every animal of the earth with you, 

as many as came out of the ark."


3. The Covenant Extends to All the Families of the Earth
(12:3c) and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed."

[1.2]
Noah's (9:18-28) and Terah's (11:27-32) Three Sons

There are many parallels between the two passages. (see chart below)

Both Noah (9:18a) and Terah (11:27a) have three sons. The section ends with the record of the number of "days" of Noah (9:29) and Terah (11:32) lived. 

In both cases, the name of one grandson Canaan (9:18b) and Lot (11:27b) are mentioned. Observe that in the Noah passage, Ham displeases Noah who curses his grandson Canaan (11:25).  While the Terah passage mentions nothing about Lot's behaviour, the Noah passage does forshadow the problems that Lot will later cause. 

Whereas Canaan is made subordinate to both Shem and Japheth, Shem features more prominently in the blessing. This is seen in the phrase where Japheth "will live in the tents of Shem" (11:27). The blessing on Noah's first son, Shem, foreshadows the blessings that will later to given to Terah's first son, Abram.  

Common features of both these sections can be identified.

Noah and his Three Sons (9:18-28)


Terah and his Three Sons (11:27-32)

(9:18a) The sons of Noah who went out of the ark were Shem, Ham, and Japheth. 


(11:27a) Now these are the descendants of Terah. Terah was the father of Abram, Nahor, and Haran; 

        (9:18b) Ham was the father of Canaan.


        (11:27b) and Haran was the father of Lot.

        (9:25) Cursed be Canaan; lowest of slaves shall 

        he be to his brothers.


        (9:25) [Foreshadows the problems that Lot will 

        later cause.]

        (9:26) Blessed by the Lord my God be Shem


        (9:26) [Foreshadows the blessings that God 

        will give on Abram later on.]



(9:29) All the days of Noah were nine hundred fifty years; and he died.


(11:32)The days of Terah were two hundred five years; and Terah died in Haran.

[1.3]
The Descendants of Noah (10:1-32) and Shem (11:10-32)

The most obvious similarity between the two sections is that they are both genealogies.  However, their structures are different.  (see chart below).

The Descendants of Noah

Verses 9:18a,  10:1 and 10:32 contain the phrase "sons of Noah"/"Noah's sons" which demarcate the sections on Noah's descendants. 

The subsections on Noah's children all begin with the phrase "The descendants of [name of son]" followed by a list of descendants. Each subsection ends with the phrase "These are the descendants of [name of son]" Each subsection also makes reference to the lands, language, families and nations of the descendants. Note that the blessing to Noah to "multiply" (cf. families) and "fill the earth" (cf. lands) is being carried out.

The Descendants of Shem

The descendants of Shem (11:10-26) are listed in the following pattern:

"When [X] had lived [number of years], he became the father of [Y]

And [X] lived after the birth of [Y] for [number of years] 

and had other sons and daughters."

And then Y's children are listed next and so on.

An expanded discussion between these two passages will be seen later.  For the moment, a literary link between the two passages can be seen.

This chart compares the structure of the two sections.

The Descendants of Noah (10:1-32)


The Descendants of Shem (11:10-32)

 (9:18a) The sons of Noah who went out of the ark were Shem, Ham, and Japheth.


(11:10-26)

When [X] had lived [number of years],

he became the father of [Y]

And [X] lived after the birth of [Y] 

for [number of years] 

and had other sons and daughters.

When [Y] had lived ...

(10:1) These are the descendants of Noah’s sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth; children were born to them after the flood.




        (10:2a) The descendants of Japheth:...

        [... list of descendants...]

        (10:5b) These are the descendants of Japheth 

        in their lands, with their own language, 

        by their families, in their nations.




        (10:6a) The descendants of Ham:

        [... list of descendants...]

        (10:20)These are the descendants of Ham, 

        by their families, their languages, 

        their lands, and their nations.




        (10:22a)The descendants of Shem:...

        [... list of descendants...]

         (10:31)These are the descendants of Shem, 

         by their families, their languages, their lands, 

         and their nations.




(10:32) These are the families of Noah’s sons, according to their genealogies, in their nations; and from these the nations spread abroad on the earth after the flood.




[1.4]
The Tower of Babel (11:1-9)

There is a narrative link between the passage on the Tower of Babel to the passage before (Table of Nations) and the passages after.

(Before) Narrative Link to Table of Nations (10:1-32)

First, the word "languages" appears in verses 10:5, 20, 31 with regard to the descendants of Noah.  The section on the Tower of Babel begins with the whole earth having "one language and the same words" (11:1).  Next, Nimrod is mentioned to have begun the kingdom of "Babel" (10:10), which is where the tower of Babel is situated (11:9). 

Also, there is the following ironic twist: Noah's descendants are mentioned to have "spread  abroad on the earth" (10:32).  God's judgement on the tower builders was to have them "scattered abroad " (11:8,9)  The manner in which the Noah's descendants are seen to have gone off to "fill the earth" is thus seen in a drastically different light.

Thus a literary connection can be made between this text and the previous section.

(After) Narrative Link to Abram's Lineage and Call (11:10-12:9)

Richard Pratt's action categories can be used to label the narrative:
9:1-17

God's Covenant with Noah



1. Rising Action
9:18-28

Noah and his Three Sons


2. Falling Action
10:32



The Descendants of Noah 

11:1-9




The Tower of Babel

3. Crisis

11:10-26


The Descendants of Shem

11:27-32

Terah and his Three Sons




12:1-9

God's Covenant with Abram



4. Rising Action
    -



-




5. Resolution 

[not in scope of text]

God's covenant with Noah is a high point of (9:1-12:9). Noah is obedient to God and God blesses him, his descendants and even the animals.  However, immediately after this episode, things progress in a downward direction. Noah gets drunk. Ham, his son displeases him. The crisis precipitates at the Tower of Babel where all humanity comes under God's judgement. The nations, who were once united because they had Noah as their common ancestor find themselves divided.  Previously, there was understanding as they had one common language, now there were many languages and confusion.  In a twist of God's blessing to Noah, the "earth is filled" because God "scatters" the nations. However, after the Tower of Babel incident, events slowly turn towards the positive.  God focuses on the line of Shem, that featured prominently in Noah's blessing.  From the line of Shem, God narrows his attention to Terah. Then God zooms in on Abram. God's call of Abram has at its intent that through Abram "all the families of the earth shall be blessed."  Abram's call needs to be understood in the larger context of (9:1-12:9)  God's covenant with Abram needs to be understood with a backward glance at the covenant with Noah.  The Tower of Babel passage can thus be seen as a pivotal point in the narrative, standing in between God's covenants with Noah and Abram.

[2]
The Significance of the Table of Nations with regard to World Missions

Interestingly, the line of Abram does not feature as prominently in the Table of Nations as one might expect from a Jewish text.  In the Table of Nations, the list of Shem's descendants highlights the line of Joktan over the line of Peleg.  The list of Joktan's descendants (10:26-30) are four verses long, whereas Peleg's line ends with no further descendants mentioned (10:25a).  It is only in reading Shem's expanded genealogy in 11:10-32 that we see the significance of Peleg. Only then is it known that Abram is a descendant of Peleg (11:27)!  The Table of Nations does not emphasize the line of Abram (and by extension Israel) over any of the other nations.  Rather, the Table of Nations treats Israel as a non-entity.

Also, notice that only names of the firstborn son are mentioned in the list of Shem's descendants.  This contrasts with the list of Noah's descendants where the names of the second, third, fourth and even fifth sons are mentioned.  The Table of Nations thus does not confer any special status to Abram being Terah's firstborn son. 

The Table of Nations does emphasize that all the nations have Noah as their common ancestor.  The nation of Israel, through Abram is a descendant of Noah, just like any other nation.  It is significant that the Table of Nations does not accord Abram any preferential treatment.  Instead, the Table of Nations demonstrates God's universal concern for all the nations of the world, not solely the nation of Israel.  It is indeed remarkable to see the Table of Nations appearing in the opening chapters of the Hebrew scriptures!

[3]
Jesus Sends the Twelve (Luke 9:1-6) and Seventy (10:1-17)

It is also interesting to note that the gospel writers Matthew (10:5-15), Mark (6:6b-13) and Luke (9:1-6) record the event of Jesus sending the Twelve disciples in their gospels.  However, only Luke (10:1-17) records the sending of the Seventy disciples.  

The number twelve is associated with the people of Israel which has twelve tribes.  The number seventy
 is associated with the seventy nations listed in the Table of Nations.  The sending of the Twelve could have been understood by Luke's hearers to mean that Jesus first sent his disciples to the people of Israel
.  However, Luke records that Jesus also sent the Seventy disciples (10:1-17).  It is highly likely that Luke as a writer to the Gentiles intended to convey that Jesus also had a concern for the other nations of the world.  The gospel is for all peoples of the world.

Thoughts and Reflections

When I read the book of Genesis, I am often tempted to skip the genealogies....

Such a long and boring list of names!

Who are these obscure people with such strange sounding names?

I mean, I forget the name two seconds after I read it!

Surely, it is a waste of space to put them in the bible!

What is the point of it all?

The names matter to God, even if they do not mean anything to me.

God does not forget the names of his people, even if I do.

No nation is too obscure or insignificant to God.

Rather, God desires to add many more names to his list in heaven.

God made a covenant to bless all the families of the world.

God remembers his promises.

He will carry them out.

And the nations will be glad.

And the peoples will rejoice!
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� Morris, Leon Tyndale New Testament Commentaries: Luke, (Leicester, England: Intervarsity Press, 1988), p.198. The number Seventy is also associated to the number of Elders appointed by Moses and also the number of members of the Sanhedrin. It could be possible that the gospel writers intended to portray Jesus as a prophet like Moses.  However, it was not Jesus’s primary aim to set up religious or political structures like the Sanhedrin.  As such, Morris is of the opinion that the reference is to the Table of Nations. 





� cf. Matt 10:6 "...but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel." Similarly, Paul understood the gospel to be "...the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek." Rom 1:16





