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Torah Talk for Noach 5781  Genesis 6:9-11:32 (end) 
 
Gen. 11:1     Everyone on earth had the same language and the same words. 2 And as 
they migrated from the east, they came upon a valley in the land of Shinar and settled 
there. 3 They said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks and burn them hard.”—Brick 
served them as stone, and bitumen served them as mortar.— 4 And they said, “Come, let 
us build us a city, and a tower with its top in the sky, to make a name for ourselves; else 
we shall be scattered all over the world.” 5 The LORD came down to look at the city and 
tower that man had built, 6 and the LORD said, “If, as one people with one language for 
all, this is how they have begun to act, then nothing that they may propose to do will be 
out of their reach. 7 Let us, then, go down and confound their speech there, so that they 
shall not understand one another’s speech.” 8 Thus the LORD scattered them from there 
over the face of the whole earth; and they stopped building the city. 9 That is why it was 
called Babel, [I.e., “Babylon”] because there the LORD confounded [Heb. balal “confound,” play on 
“Babel”] the speech of the whole earth; and from there the LORD scattered them over the 
face of the whole earth. 
 
Nahum Sarna, Genesis (JPS Torah Commentary) 
Though the story of the Tower of Babel has no parallel or prototype in Mesopotamian literature, 
it does display an intimate acquaintance with Babylonian construction techniques, a familiarity 
with [Gen., p. 81] some characteristic formulas of cuneiform royal building inscriptions, and a 
knowledge of certain Mesopotamian traditions. As a matter of fact, it seems to be a deliberate 
expression of ideas that are in antipodal opposition to some cherished notions of ancient 
Mesopotamia. 
 
Jon Levenson, “Genesis,” Jewish Study Bible 
 4: Since the narrative serves as an account of how Babylon got its name, the ambition of 
the builders to erect a tower with its top in the sky is properly compared with the prideful boast 
of the king of Babylon, “I will climb to the sky; / Higher than the stars of God / I will set my 
throne…. I will match the Most High” (Isa. 14.13–14). Our passage, which likely mocks 
Babylonian culture, reflects both astonishment at the advanced technological level of Babylonian 
ziggurat-building and a keen sense that technology poses grave dangers when it is not 
accompanied by reverence for God. 
 
E. A. Speiser, Genesis (Anchor Bible) 
 Scholars have been inclined, understandably enough, to trace the original inspiration of 
this narrative to one of the celebrated temple towers of Mesopotamia, preferably Entemenanki, 
the ziggurat of Babylon itself. Such an interpretation, however, is ruled out by chronology. For 
the towering structure that the Greeks saw and described was the final achievement of 
Nabopolassar and Nebuchadnezzar, in the seventh/sixth centuries B.C. It could not have been 
known in that very form to J, whose work dates to the tenth century, let alone to J’s sources 
which have to be older still. 
 What inspired the present biblical theme in the first instance was not monumental 
architecture but literary tradition. We need look no farther than the account of the building of 
Babylon and its temple that is given in Enūma eliš VI, lines 60–62. In describing the construction 
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of Esagila, as the sacred precinct was called, the Akk. text says: “The first year they molded its 
bricks (libittašu iltabnū). And when the second year arrived / They raised the head of Esagila 
toward Apš.” Apš is, among other things, a poetic term for the boundless expanse of the sky 
conceived as one of the cosmic sources of sweet water. It so happens, moreover, that the 
Sumerian name Esagila means literally “the structure with upraised head.” The Akk. for “they 
raised its (Esagila’s) head” (ullū rēšišu) is merely a play on Esagila. It is to this particular phrase 
in a well-known canonical composition, transmitted either directly or indirectly, that the biblical 
phrase “with its top (literally ‘head’) in the sky” obviously harks back. The connection is 
confirmed by the preceding clause (vs. 3) “let us build bricks.” In a normal Heb. context such a 
reference would be out of place and confusing; it thus called for an explanatory reference about 
the building customs of the Babylonians. As a rendition, however, of an Akk. original, the remark 
is self-explanatory. For the ceremonial and year-long preparation of the sacral bricks and the 
solemn laying of the first brick were standard practices bound up with the religious architecture 
of Mesopotamia. 

Rannfrid I. Thelle, Discovering Babylon, 81 
The tallest mound in Babylon, standing over 25 meters, went under the name of Tel Amran Ibn 
Ali; it lay a short distance south of Kasr. In this mound lay the remains  of  the  most  important  
building  in  Babylon,  the  Esagil,  the  temple  of  Marduk.  Esagil  is Sumerian and means “the 
house of the lifted head”. Surveying it involved digging shafts down through over 20 meters of 
debris and removing enormous  amounts  of  rubble.  The  main  temple  is  almost  quadratic,  
measuring  approximately  80  by  86  meters  and  with  an  inner  court  about  30  by  38  
meters.  One of the oldest buildings in Babylon, parts of it may date back to the time of King  
Hammurabi  in  the  Old  Babylonian  period.  
 
Rami Arav, “The Binding of Isaac, a Sacred Legend for the Jerusalem Temple,” thetorah.com 
The historical reason for why any given holy site was founded is often lost to posterity. Even so, 
these sites often receive mythic explanations of their significance. For example, the origins of 
the Esagila,[16] the Marduk Temple in Babylon, is explained in Enuma Elish (“When on 
high”),[17] which tells how Babylon’s chief deity Marduk defeats chaos in the form of primordial 
monsters, and creates the world and humanity. As a consequence, the Anunnaki (deities, 
children of the sky-god An) offer to build him a shrine (tablet 6): 

His face lit up greatly, like daylight. “Create Babylon, whose construction you 
requested! Let its mud bricks be moulded, and build high the shrine!” The Anunnaki 
began shovelling. For a whole year they made bricks for it. When the second year 
arrived, they had raised the top of Esagila in front of the Apsu; they had built a high 
ziggurat for the Apsu…[18] 

Thus, the hieros logos for why Esagila is holy is because the spot was chosen by Marduk, and 
the structure built by the gods themselves. 
16 The name is Sumerian and means “house with high top.” This is likely the structure envisioned in Genesis 
11’s Tower of Babel story, a structure so tall that its head is supposed to touch the sky. 
18 Stephanie Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia: Creation, the Flood, Gilgamesh, and Others, revised edition, 
Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000 [orig. 1989]), 262.  
https://www.thetorah.com/article/the-binding-of-isaac-a-sacred-legend-for-the-jerusalem-temple 

 


