
 

“God Will Preserve His People” 
(Genesis 11:10-32) 

 
 
 

 When you make a promise to someone, is it important to keep it?  Yes it is.  We are to be 
men, women and children of our word, as well as of the Word.  James said, “Let your yes be yes, 
and your no, no” (5:12).  When we say something, it should be true.  When we promise 
something, we should do it.  When we make a vow, we should pay that vow.  Jesus told us that 
we are to be perfect, even as our heavenly Father is perfect (Matt. 5:48).  When He promises 
something, He always keeps His Word, which is why we will see this evening in our passage the 
Lord keeping His promise to preserve the godly line through which the Messiah will come.   
 Now last week, we saw the mercy of the Lord toward His people in dividing the nations.  
The whole world spoke the same language, worshiped the same false gods and was intending on 
living in the same city.  That way they would be strong, too strong, humanly speaking, for the 
godly line to overcome.  And so the Lord separated them by dividing their languages.  He made 
them stop working on their tall tower and their city, and caused them to spread throughout the 
world, as it was His intention they do in the first place.   
 This week, Moses picks up again the line of Shem and brings it all the way down to 
Abram to show us that the Lord continued His work to fulfill His promise to send the seed of the 
woman by preserving the godly line.   
 First of all we need to be reminded from this genealogy that the history the Bible gives us 
was not meant to be a history of the world, or a history of civilization, although it can’t help but 
give us the origin of the world and civilization.  It was meant to be a history of the work of 
salvation.  It is the story of what God has done to glorify His name by saving some of mankind 
from the horrible effects of sin.  So we shouldn’t be surprised that it doesn’t trace every line to 
every nation.  The people it will focus on is the one that God will deal with through the Old 
Testament, from which He will bring forth His Son, as we can see by this genealogy.  But it will 
also focus on those nations that will interact with His covenant people, such as Egypt, the 
Canaanites, the Philistines, the Assyrians, and others.  These nations really aren’t that important 
except as they play a role in the history of Redemption.  Now does this mean that the Bible isn’t 
as valuable as other history books?  No.  It’s the most valuable of all, because there isn’t 
anything more important in heaven or earth than the glory of God in the salvation of the soul 
from sin.   
 The second thing I would like to note about this genealogy is how sin affects the life span 
of these men as time moves on.  Noah was the last of what are called the antideluvians, or those 
who lived before the Flood.  Those who lived in those days lived a very long time, usually close 
to a thousand years.  Moses tells us in Genesis 9:29 that Noah lived to be 950 before he died.  
Those who lived before Noah lived a long time as well, at least they did in the godly line.  But 
look at his son Shem’s age when he died:  600 years.  Shem’s son Arpachshad died at 438, 
Shelah at 433, Eber at 464, Peleg at 239, Reu also at 239, Serug at 230, Nahor at 148 and Terah 
at 205.  Abraham will only live to be 175 at his death (25:8).  When the life expectancy of man 
finally settles down, it plateaus at 70 to 80 years (Ps. 90:10), which is about all that we can 
expect today.  Why did things change like this?  The Bible doesn’t really tell us.  Some believe 
that the earth’s atmosphere was better able to shield out cosmic radiation before the Fall, and this 
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accounted for their longevity.  Once that changed, so did their life span.  Others say it was part of 
the effects of sin.  Sin took away a majority of man’s life.  Still others say that it was a further act 
of God’s judgment, shortening man’s life span so that he wouldn’t be able to do as much evil in 
his lifetime.  All of these are probably true.  God may have pulled back part of His shielding, so 
that man would have a shorter life, because of sin and the increasing of evil in the world.  And 
whether or not we like it, this change effects us as well.  Have you ever wondered what you 
could do if you had close to a thousand years of life?  In today’s world, you might be able to do a 
lot.  However, if things kept going the way they are now, it might not be such a big blessing, 
unless the Lord soon pours out of His Spirit and brings His kingdom.  But imagine as we may, it 
won’t make us live any longer.  Today we can expect to live about what the Lord said, 70, or if 
due to strength, 80 years, unless He wills otherwise.  That means that our time is short, and the 
shorter it is, the more precious it is.  It’s important then to use our time wisely, for the glory of 
God, to make the most of our days, hours and minutes.  We need to invest them in that which 
will be most profitable for us in the end:  the kingdom of God.  Let’s try then, as best we can, to 
learn what we can, to grow as strong as we can, and then use that spiritual strength and 
knowledge to increase God’s kingdom, by bringing others into it, and by strengthening those 
who are already in it to do the same.  And let’s continually remind ourselves, it’s not enough 
simply to know, or simply to be prepared to work, we must also work.  Let’s do what we can 
then, and not spend our whole lives preparing to do it.   
 There’s one other interesting thing we can do with this list of names between Shem and 
Abram -- we can use it, if the genealogies are complete, which I believe they are, to calculate the 
age of man and of the world.  Calvin also believed this.  He wrote in his commentary on Genesis, 
“Concerning the progeny of Shem, Moses had said something in the former chapter Genesis 
10:1: but now he combines with the names of the men, the term of their several lives, that we 
might not be ignorant of the age of the world.  For unless this brief description had been 
preserved, men at this day would not have known how much time intervened between the deluge 
and the day in which God made his covenant with Abraham.  Moreover, it is to be observed, that 
God reckons the years of the world from the progeny of Shem, as a mark of honor:  just as 
historians date their annals by the names of kings or consuls” (Calvin on Genesis).  If we count 
back using the genealogies and what we know about when Abram lived, the world is only about 
6000 years old.  That’s quite a bit different than what the world believes.  Should this create a 
problem for us?  Not really.  The world is only guessing.  It wasn’t there when God created the 
world.  It believes that all these things happened accidentally, and became what they became 
through large periods of time.  When they eliminate God, they need a lot of time, thinking that if 
you have enough of it, somehow, anything is possible.  Now let’s move on to what we can learn 
in this passage about Abram.   
 Abram was born in Ur of the Chaldeans, which is in the Mesopotamian Valley, believed 
to be about 170 miles south of Babel, where last week we saw that the ungodly were building the 
tower, around the time of Peleg.  Several years had probably passed since that time, and now the 
family of the faithful was found in the center of commerce and politics in the Mesopotamian 
Valley.  At that time, Ur was actually a port city, since the waters of the Persian Sea came right 
up to its banks.  Since that time, that sea has receded by 150 miles.  The city itself was 
abandoned around 500 B. C., but continued to be revered as a great cemetery city.  It was here 
that king Ur-Ba’u (the servant of the goddess Ba’u) took part in building the famous temple of 
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the moon god Sin at about 2800 B. C.  Ur itself was consecrated to the worship of Sin.  There 
was also another city, a sister city, in which this was true as well.  It was the city of Haran, which 
was about 570 miles north of Ur, at the top of the Fertile Crescent, the place where Terah would 
later move, as he sought to go into Canaan.   
 We don’t know much about Abram here, except that his brother Haran had a son named 
Lot before he died (the same Lot the Lord would later rescue from Sodom), and that he married a 
girl by the name of Sarai.  Sarai, we will learn later in Scripture, was Abram’s half-sister.  She 
was the daughter of his father, but not the daughter of his mother (Gen. 20:12), which means 
either that his father Terah had two wives, or that his wife died, and he married another, since 
Abram was 10 years older than Sarai.  At this time, the Lord has not yet forbidden marriage to 
someone who was this closely related.  In Scripture there are two kinds of commandments, those 
which are moral, and those which are positive.  Moral commandments are those you can see the 
morality of by just looking at them.  They are commandments which always need to be kept, as 
long as things are as they are.  For example, it’s always wrong to murder.  It’s also always wrong 
to commit adultery, or to dishonor our parents, or to take what doesn’t belong to us.  But positive 
commandments are those which are right or wrong only because God commands it.  There is 
nothing obviously immoral about marrying your sister.  It’s not like two men getting married or 
two women, which is not only against the Scripture, but against nature.  The only reason a man 
may not marry his sister is because God has told us not to.  Once He commands it, then it 
becomes immoral to do it.  But the Lord had not yet forbidden this close of a marriage, which is 
why Abram could marry this close of a relative.   
 Another important thing to note here is that Sarai was barren.  If she were to have no 
children, then the history of redemption would stop with her, since Abram is the chosen line.  
But as we will see later, God will not allow this.   
 The last thing I want us to see here is that Terah took Abram, Lot and Sarah, out of Ur of 
the Chadeans, and intended to go as far as Canaan.  He didn’t make it quite that far, however, 
and settled in Haran, the city we saw earlier.  Now why did Terah leave Ur, and why did he 
intend to go to Canaan?  The answer is that the Lord appeared to Abram while they were in Ur, 
and told him to go to Canaan.  Stephen said before the council in Acts 7:2-4, “Hear me, brethren 
and fathers!  The God of glory appeared to our father Abraham when he was in Mesopotamia, 
before he lived in Haran, and said to him, ‘Depart from your country and your relatives, and 
come into the land that I will show you.’  Then he departed from the land of the Chaldeans, and 
settled in Haran.  And from there, after his father died, God removed him into this country in 
which you are now living.”  Abram probably told his father Terah what the Lord had said, and so 
they all packed up and started moving toward Canaan.  As to why they settled in Haran, we 
really can’t be sure.  It may have been that the Lord would not allow them to go any farther, until 
Terah died, because it was His will that Abram go alone into that country.  However, Lot also 
went with him.  Or it may have been that Terah was an idolater, that his heart was divided 
between the Lord and the moon-god, Sin.  Joshua tells us as much in Joshua 24:2.  He said, 
“Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, ‘From ancient times your fathers lived beyond the 
River, namely, Terah, the father of Abraham and the father of Nahor, and they served other 
gods.’”  As I already said, Haran was the sister city of Ur.  They also had a temple devoted to the 
same deity.  This may be why he settled there, and why the Lord did not allow him to enter into 
Canaan.  Now this doesn’t mean that Terah was necessarily an unbeliever.  There were others in 
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the godly line that seemed to struggle with idolatry, such as Solomon, the children of Israel in 
Egypt, and even Jacob’s two wives, who had idols in their households for some time (Gen. 35:2).  
Now if this was the case, then how could Abram have had the upbringing he needed?  Well we 
mustn’t forget that at the time Abram was born, Noah, Shem, Arpachshad, Selah, Eber, Peleg, 
Reu, Serug and Nahor, the father of Terah, were still living.  They aren’t mentioned simply 
because their role in this history is finished.  But this is how the true religion was preserved and 
passed on from generation to generation, which tells us something about the importance of 
family nurture.   
 But now consider this as we close, Noah was still living, as well as Shem, both eye-
witnesses to the Flood, and yet mankind, for the most part, except for the godly line, still fell 
away.  Perhaps they knew about the promise of God not to destroy the world again by a Flood 
and used this promise as an excuse to increase their wickedness.  (Paul wrote, Shall we sin that 
grace may abound?  God forbid!  We should never use God’s promises as an excuse for sin.).  If 
these men could not stop the world from falling into sin, let’s not be surprised that we can’t 
either.  Luther remarked how painful it must have been for these to see their families go astray 
into sin.   
 But on the other hand, let’s not forget that the Lord preserved His people, His church, 
from destruction.  Edwards writes, “This was the second time that the church was almost brought 
to nothing by the corruption and general defection of the world from true religion.  But still the 
true religion was kept up in the family of which Christ was to proceed.  This is another instance 
of God’s remarkably preserving his church in a time of a general deluge of wickedness.  
Although the god of this world raged, and had almost swallowed up God’s church, yet God did 
not suffer the gates of hell to prevail against it.”  God is faithful.  He will always keep His 
promises.  In Christ they are yes and amen (2 Cor. 1:20).  May the Lord be praised.  Amen.   


