Genesis 11:10-32
From Shem to Abram
In the classic movie, Jurassic Park, the character Ian Malcolm (played by Jeff Goldblum) says the famous
line “life finds a way.” His point is that even though the scientists have used every possible technological
means available to safely contain the dinosaurs, even to the point of engineering the dinosaurs so they are
all one gender and cannot reproduce, this means of controlling them will not work. All the cages,
electrical wire, and genetic manipulation in the world cannot stop the course of events. Life will find a
way. This philosophy has become something of a meme in our society. Modern culture believes in the
eventual success of humanity. It believes that despite adversity, humankind will somehow survive. It
believes that no matter what happens, humanity will continue to move forward. Nothing could be further
from biblical truth.
If the early portion of Genesis concluded with the Tower of Babel story, it would be pessimistic indeed.
It would seem that the failure of humanity was emphasized. But in Scripture, we always see that the
failure of humanity is buttressed by the grace of God. And so it is with the passage today. As we look at
the genealogy of the line of Shem as it traces its way to Abram, we see unfolding the sovereign plan of
God for the redemption of fallen humanity. Life does not find a way; God makes a way.
Despite the sin on the plains of Shinar, God’s purposes continued. In fact, the line of Shem was first
mentioned in Genesis 5, when the line of Seth, son of Adam, was traced to Noah. Now, here in Genesis
11, the line of Shem, the son of Noah, is continued through to Abram. The purpose of the author is to
make clear the link from Adam to Noah to Abram. The continuity of humanity, the continuation of the
imago dei, is clearly outlined in these seemingly mundane lists of names.
Descendants of Shem
The tōlĕdōt formula we have seen before is used to frame the narrative. However, in this case, we also
have some chronological details given. In addition to the standard, “these are the records of the
generations of Shem. Shem was one hundred years old, and became the father of Arpachshad”, the author
records that this occurred “two years after the flood” (v. 10).
However, some have found this statement to present a chronological inconsistency. The Bible states that
“Noah was five hundred years old, and Noah became the father of Shem, Ham, and Japheth” (Genesis
5:32). Also, we read that “Noah was six hundred years old when the flood of water came upon the earth”
(Genesis 7:6). Taken together, this implies that Shem was one hundred years old when the Flood began.
However, in our passage it seems that Shem is one hundred years old, two years after the Flood. If we
consider the Flood itself to have lasted a year, then the Bible is off by three years.
In fact, the idea that Noah was five hundred years old when he became the father of his sons does not
imply that he was exactly that age when all three were born. In fact, the sons were not likely triplets, so at
least a few years must have intervened. This solves the apparent chronological discrepancy.

