The Subtle Sides of Pride #5

“The Sin of Infamy”

Genesis 11:1-9
Mention December 7, 1941, and many folks will complete the quotation from Franklin D. Roosevelt: “…a date which will live in infamy.” Like many students of American history, I had heard the line but did not know the meaning of the word “infamy.” I figured it must be bad, but I wasn’t sure.

It is true that the word stems from the Latin infamia, the antonym of fama (fame). Usually it refers from the notoriety gained from a negative incident or reputation. (The word “infamous” comes from the same root.) But infamy can also refer to making a name for oneself, whether it be good or bad. 

In our day and age, it seems that many people are willing to do anything just to gain notoriety. Andy Warhol once stated that one day everybody would be famous for fifteen minutes, and these folks don’t want to miss out on their quarter-hour of prominence. They will act outlandishly if it means they can appear on television. Some will go to great lengths just to see themselves in the newspapers. They seem to have adopted as their motto the song entitled, “If You Can’t Be Good, Be Good At It.”


I’m reminded of a conversation from the movie Major League where a young pitcher set a record for most wild pitches in an inning, and afterward someone asked for his autograph, commenting that he had made it in the TV news’ “hall of shame.” The veteran catcher says to the pitcher, “You’re a celebrity, now.”

“I thought you had to do something good to be a celebrity,” the rookie replied.

“Not if you do it colorfully,” said the catcher.

For those caught up in the chase for celebrity status, they would rather be recognized than be good. And so I am adding the sin of infamy to the list of the subtle sides of pride. We see this illustrated in Genesis 11:1-9,

Now the whole world had one language and a common speech. As men moved eastward, they found a plain in Shinar and settled there. 
They said to each other, “Come, let’s make bricks and bake them thoroughly.” They used brick instead of stone, and tar for mortar. Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves and not be scattered over the face of the whole earth.” 
But the Lord came down to see the city and the tower that the men were building. The Lord said, “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. Come, let us go down and confuse their language so they will not understand each other.” 
So the Lord scattered them from there over all the earth, and they stopped building the city. That is why it was called Babel—because there the Lord confused the language of the whole world. From there the Lord scattered them over the face of the whole earth. 


The story of the Tower of Babel may be familiar to many of us, but it has some very pertinent lessons for us today.

The Towering Monument to Self


At first glance, we might wonder why God was so concerned about these people building a tower that would reach to the heavens. Was that the problem here?


No, the building itself was not the issue. As the Encyclopedia of Biblical and Christian Ethics puts it,

Technology in and of itself is neither good nor evil. The world view behind the particular technology determines its value. In the Old Testament, technology was used both for good (the building of the ark in Gen. 6) and for evil (the building of the Tower of Babel in Gen. 11). Therefore, the focus should not be so much on the technology itself as upon the philosophical motivation behind its use.


Can we determine the “philosophical motivation” behind this project? Verse four gives an indication: “Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves…” (emphasis added). Apparently, making a name for yourself was no less important then than it is today. Human pride was certainly a motivation.

Francis Schaeffer writes, “Genesis 11:4 makes what might be called the first public declaration of humanism.”
 This was to be a towering monument to the abilities of mankind. People could point to this magnificent structure and brag, “See what we can do!”

The problem with this purpose is that is runs counter to God. Warren Wiersbe pulls no punches as he writes, 

This infamous project was an arrogant declaration of war against the Lord, not unlike the revolt described in Psalm 2:1–3. To begin with, the people were resisting God’s edict to scatter and repopulate the earth. Motivated perhaps by fear as well as pride, they decided to build a city and a great ziggurat and stay together. But even more, they wanted to make a name for themselves so that others would admire them and perhaps come and join them. Their purpose statement was the devil’s lie in Eden: “You will be like God” (Gen. 3:4).
 


Erecting this tower simply exalted themselves, and that is what makes this an exercise in arrogance. The drive to be famous—regardless of whether it is doing good or doing bad—is a subtle side of pride.

The Temporary Measurement of Success


 According to this passage, the project was a failure. Before it could be completed, God intervened and confused their language (at this time everyone spoke the same language) so that they could not finish the work.


Again we may wonder why God would do such a thing. Was this really so bad that He had to take such drastic measures to stop it? Remember that part of their motivation for building it was that they would “not be scattered over the face of the whole earth” (v. 4). But what had God told first Adam and Eve, and later the family of Noah after the flood? “Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the earth” (Gen. 1:28; 9:1, emphasis added). How could mankind fill the earth if they stayed in one place? This is why we can conclude that the building of the Tower of Babel ran contrary to God’s will.


But God does not always intervene when people seek to make a name for themselves. It may appear for a time that they are quite successful in their schemes. Asaph wrote about this in Psalm 73:2-12, 

…as for me, my feet had almost slipped; I had nearly lost my foothold. For I envied the arrogant when I saw the prosperity of the wicked. They have no struggles; their bodies are healthy and strong. They are free from the burdens common to man; they are not plagued by human ills. Therefore pride is their necklace; they clothe themselves with violence. From their callous hearts comes iniquity; the evil conceits of their minds know no limits. They scoff, and speak with malice; in their arrogance they threaten oppression. Their mouths lay claim to heaven, and their tongues take possession of the earth. Therefore their people turn to them and drink up waters in abundance. They say, “How can God know? Does the Most High have knowledge?” This is what the wicked are like—always carefree, they increase in wealth.

Admit it—haven’t you ever felt that way before? Maybe you read in a newspaper about how famous people make gobs of money and live high on the hog, or you watch an episode of Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous and you think to yourself, “Why couldn’t that be me?” Isn’t it even worse when you realize that the person who seems to have it all makes no claim to faith in God—and may well be living in direct opposition to God’s will?


The answer for Asaph—and for ourselves—is seen in Psalm 73:16-17, 

When I tried to understand all this, it was oppressive to me till I entered the sanctuary of God; then I understood their final destiny. 

The key is recognizing the temporary measurement of success. Sure, they have it all right now—but how long will it last? As Chuck Swindoll quips, “I’ve never seen a hearse pulling a U-Haul!”
 David writes in Psalm 37:1-13,

Do not fret because of evil men or be envious of those who do wrong; for like the grass they will soon wither, like green plants they will soon die away. Trust in the Lord and do good; dwell in the land and enjoy safe pasture. Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart. Commit your way to the Lord; trust in him and he will do this: He will make your righteousness shine like the dawn, the justice of your cause like the noonday sun. Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for him; do not fret when men succeed in their ways, when they carry out their wicked schemes. Refrain from anger and turn from wrath; do not fret—it leads only to evil. For evil men will be cut off, but those who hope in the Lord will inherit the land. A little while, and the wicked will be no more; though you look for them, they will not be found. But the meek will inherit the land and enjoy great peace. The wicked plot against the righteous and gnash their teeth at them; but the Lord laughs at the wicked, for he knows their day is coming.

Notice the perspective he takes: Right now they may seem to have it all together, but in the end it will be a different story. Using the temporary measurement of success they may be on top of the world, but from an eternal perspective their outlook is terribly bleak.

The True Meaning of Significance

This brings us to the true meaning of significance. If we are not to pursue riches and fame as the world does, what should be our goal? Once again, an eternal perspective is necessary. Jesus taught in Matthew 6:19-20,

Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal.

The apostle Paul, using an athletic illustration, writes in 1 Corinthians 9:25-26,

Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever. 

He also counsels the Colossians in Colossians 3:1-3,

Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. 

The true meaning of significance is not measured by dollar signs, magazine covers, or corporate power. Or, to put it in Christian terms, the true meaning of significance is not measured by the size of our church buildings, budgets, congregations, or book sales! Only those things which last for eternity are worth our time and energy. We must resist the temptation of running after fame, whatever the cost. This is the sin of infamy—another subtle side of pride.

Wiersbe concludes,

“Every generation builds its own towers,” writes psychotherapist Naomi H. Rosenblatt, and she is right.
 Whether these are actual skyscrapers (the Sears Tower and Tribune Tower in Chicago, the Eiffel Tower in Paris, the Trump Tower in New York City), or megacorporations that circle the globe, the idea is the same: “We will make a name for ourselves.” God’s people can’t escape being in the world, because it’s in the world that we have our ministry; but we must avoid being of the world. We’re not here to build the arrogant towers of men; we’re here to help build the church of Jesus Christ.


Fifteen minutes of fame is certainly not worth an eternity of shame.

�R. K. Harrison, Encyclopedia of Biblical and Christian Ethics (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, ©1992).


�David E. O’Brien, Today’s Handbook for Solving Bible Difficulties (Minneapolis, MN: Bethany House Publishers, ©1990).


�Francis A. Schaeffer, Genesis in Space and Time (Ventura, CA: Gospel Light Publishers, ©1972).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Basic (Colorado Springs, CO: Chariot Victor Publishers, ©1998).


�O’Brien, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Improving Your Serve (Waco TX: Word Books, ©1981).


�Naomi H. Rosenblatt and Joshua Horowitz, Wrestling with Angels (New York, NY: Dell Publishing, ©1995).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.





