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 “Origins of all Nations” (Genesis 10:1-32) 

This chapter sets forth a genealogy table of the nations of this world. It is simply divided 
between the descendants of Japheth (v1-5), Ham (v6-20), and Shem (v21-32). The last verse of 
Genesis 10 summarises the chapter, “These are the families of the sons of Noah, after their generations, in 
their nations: and by these were the nations divided in the earth after the flood.” The fact that these names 
are listed in this detail means they have importance. The spiritual significance of these lists must 
always be kept in focus. The chapter serves as a bridge between Abraham and Adam. It also 
bears witness to the reality of God’s blessing delivered in Genesis 9:1 to Noah’s descendants. If 
there are no gaps in this genealogical table, then Noah lived almost to Abraham’s life. 

These genealogies may not appear very interesting on the surface but they are an 
important part of Scripture. It is not just a passage to be endured but to be enjoyed. If it wasn’t 
for this record, we would be confused as to the origins of man. It is why the Middle East of the 
world has been called, “the cradle of civilization.” Not every nation in the world is mentioned, 
but the roots of every nation are set out here through the descendants of Noah. This is our 
family tree! It teaches that all the races of the world are all linked to the same DNA of Noah. All 
of us are related to all the good people and all the evil people of history so there is no need for 
pride in our ancestry! Joseph Parker noted, 

 
This reflection is both humbling and elevating. It is humbling to think that the cannibal is 
a relative of ours; that the slave crouching in an African wood is bone of our bone; and 
that the meanest scum of all the earth started from the same foundation as ourselves! On 
the other hand, it is elevating to think that all kings and mighty men, all soldiers 
renowned in song, all heroes canonized in history, the wise, the strong, the good, are our 
elder brothers and immortal friends…..Our ancestors have been robbers and oppressors, 
deliverers and saviours, mean and noble, cowardly and heroic; some hanged, some 
crowned, some beggars, some kings; take it so, for the earth is one, and humanity is one, 
and there is only one God over all blessed for evermore! 
 

These truths should teach us that we should care for the eternal souls of all men. There is no 
such thing in reality as “foreign missions” as “all souls are mine” (Eze. 18:4). Allegiance to our 
country of birth should not blind us to the great commission to take the Gospel to all.  

However, the list will carefully lead us to one of the descendants of Shem in the person 
of Abraham. That is why it is not comprehensive, as it has a defined focal point. So it is 
deliberately selective, for it relates to God’s purposes through the Hebrew Patriarchs, Israel, and 
ultimately the Messiah. Vanderwaal says this, “Soon the revelation of the Lord was to be 
restricted to the circles of Abraham’s descendants, but before this revelation bids the nations 
farewell, all of them pass once more in review.” Moses told Israel the link between them and the 
other nations, 
 

When the Most High divided to the nations their inheritance, when He separated the 
sons of Adam, he set the bounds of the people according to the number of the children 
of Israel. For the Lord’s portion is His people; Jacob is the lot of His inheritance. (Deut. 
32:8-9) 
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This “written map” of the Middle Eastern world will have explanatory value for the 
children of Israel concerning the nations around them. This is especially true of the Canaanites. 
Theses descendants of Ham will become the greatest enemies of Israel. The expression “after the 
flood” (v1, 32) links the development of the nations from that great event. Sadly, few of the 
nations that emerged lived in the fear of the knowledge of God’s judgment on sin. By the time of 
Moses, most were consumed with idolatry and the sins that were prevalent in the days before the 
Flood. These people are those of Romans one who, “when they knew God, they glorified him not as 
God, neither were thankful; but became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened” (Rom. 
1:21). That tragic decline is still witnessed today in the nations of this planet.  

Noah lived for 350 years after the Flood. He and his three sons could have born 
testimony to the reality of those terrible events. It must have saddened his heart to witness the 
rapid degeneration of his immediate descendants. The spiritual life in the new world soon 
paralleled that of the old world. Man did not evolve into a better person after the Flood! The 
descendants of Noah lived separated from one another and from God. Because of the latter, 
there was the former. Paul reminds us that God, “hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell 
on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation” 
(Acts 17:26). The biological unity of humanity is why blood can be transfused from a black 
African woman to a white European man to save his life. However, even this division of nations 
was under the sovereign control of God. It did not happen by man’s might or mere coincidence. 
History involves man but history is still His Story! 
 
Now these  are  the  g enera t ions  o f  the  sons  o f  Noah,  Shem, Ham, and Japheth :  and unto  them were  sons  born 

a f t e r  the  f lood .  The sons  o f  Japheth ;  Gomer ,  and Magog ,  and Madai ,  and Javan,  and Tubal ,  and Meshech ,  

and Tiras .  And the  sons  o f  Gomer ;  Ashkenaz,  and Riphath ,  and Togarmah.  And the  sons  o f  Javan;  

El i shah,  and Tarsh ish ,  Ki t t im,  and Dodanim. By these  were  the  i s l e s  o f  the  Gent i l e s  d iv ided in  the i r  lands ;  

every  one  a f t e r  h i s  tongue ,  a f t e r  the i r  fami l i e s ,  in  the i r  nat ions .  (v1-5)  

 

The first group listed in v1-5 are the descendants of Japheth. We get a hint in this account that 
chapters 10 and 11 are not strictly chronological as the divisions listed here are in light of the 
confusion of languages that took place in Genesis 11:1-9, “By these were the isles of the Gentiles divided 
in their lands; every one after his tongue.” Most commentators regard the descendants of Japheth as 
being those of the Indo-European nations. Indeed, the ancient Greeks claimed that their 
ancestor was a man named “Japetos.” 
 

And the  sons  o f  Ham; Cush,  and Mizra im, and Phut ,  and Canaan.  And the  sons  o f  Cush;  Seba ,  and 

Havi lah ,  and Sabtah,  and Raamah,  and Sabte chah:  and the  sons  o f  Raamah;  Sheba,  and Dedan.  And Cush 

begat  Nimrod :  he  began to  be  a  mighty  one  in  the  ear th .  He was a  mighty  hunter  be fore  the  Lord :  where for e  i t  

i s  sa id ,  Even as  Nimrod the  mighty  hunter  be fore  the  Lord .  And the  beg inning  o f  h i s  kingdom was Babe l ,  

and Erech ,  and Accad ,  and Calneh ,  in  the  land o f  Shinar .  Out o f  that  land went  for th  Asshur ,  and bui lded  

Nineveh ,  and the  c i t y  Rehoboth ,  and Calah,  And Resen be tween Nineveh and Calah:  the  same i s  a  gr ea t  c i t y .  

And Mizraim begat  Ludim, and Anamim, and Lehabim, and Naphtuhim, And Pathrus im,  and Cas luhim, 

(out  o f  whom came Phi l i s t im,)  and Caphtor im.  And Canaan begat  S idon h is  f i r s t  born ,  and Heth ,  And the  

J ebus i t e ,  and the  Amori t e ,  and the  Girgas i t e ,  And the  Hiv i t e ,  and the  Arkit e ,  and the  Sin i t e ,  And the  

Arvadi t e ,  and the  Zemari t e ,  and the  Hamathi t e :  and a f t e rward were  the  fami l i e s  o f  the  Canaani t e s  spread 

abroad .  And the  border  o f  the  Canaani t e s  was f rom Sidon ,  as  thou comes t  to  Gerar ,  unto  Gaza;  as  thou 
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goes t ,  unto  Sodom, and Gomorrah,  and Admah,  and Zebo im, even unto  Lasha.These  are  the  sons  o f  Ham, 

a f t e r  the i r  fami l i e s ,  a f t e r  the i r  tongues ,  in  the i r  countr i e s ,  and in  the i r  nat ions .  (v6 -20) 

 

The next section deals with the descendants of Ham. They are more exhaustively detailed. 
Doubtless, one of the reasons for this was that they would have been in closer proximity to 
Israel as they prepared to enter Canaan. Many of them we are told made up “the families of the 
Canaanites.” These descendants of Ham spread from the Middle East into North Africa. For 
instance, “Mizraim” refers to Egypt, “Cush” is Ethiopia, and “Put” is likely Libya.  
 The Scriptures focus in on a particular individual descended directly from Cush called 
Nimrod. Like Lamech in Genesis 4, his character is representative of the spiritual lineage of 
Ham’s descendants. We are told of Nimrod, “And Cush begat Nimrod: he began to be a mighty one in 
the earth. He was a mighty hunter before the Lord: wherefore it is said, Even as Nimrod the mighty hunter before 
the Lord.” This expression “before the Lord” carries the idea in the Hebrew of “in the face of the 
Lord” or “against the Lord.” He was a man who pursued his ambitions in defiance of God’s 
word. Nimrod had no fear of God’s power or presence.  

Nimrod was clearly a man of considerable abilities. He founded both Babylon and 
Nineveh, the two great cities of antiquity. The expression, “he began to be a mighty one in the earth” is 
reminiscent of the nephilim mentioned in Genesis 6 before the Flood. The word “hunter” could 
well mean that he was a hunter of men, which if true parallels the violent murderous nature of 
the men pre-Flood. He would have consolidated his empire by acting as a tyrannical and ruthless 
despot. Nimrod would have been great in ability, but also great in sin. It is noteworthy that the 
cities associated with him such as Nineveh and Babylon became renown for their rebellion 
against God, their cruel oppression of God’s people, their idolatry, and their pride. Nimrod’s 
cities were man-centred and he would have seen them to be erected by his power and for his 
glory. 

Nimrod and many of the Hamites founded at least three of the six great empires 
recorded in Scripture – Egyptian, Babylonian, and Persian. They were great in the terms of this 
world, but not in eternal terms. They achieved influence and wealth in this life, because there is 
none for them in the life to come. They are not an example to envy or emulate. Many have 
sought to do so and ruthlessly build their own empires. However, we should never equate 
material blessing to mean that this always signifies spiritual blessing. For as Matthew Henry notes 
of this passage,  

 
Those under the curse of God may yet perhaps thrive and prosper greatly in this world; 
for we cannot know love or hatred, the blessing or the curse by what is before us, but by 
what is in us. The curse of God always works really and always terribly; but sometimes it 
is a secret curse, a curse to the soul, and it does not work immediately; but sinners are by 
it reserved for, and bound over to a day of wrath. Canaan here has a better land than 
either Shem or Japheth, and yet they have a better lot, for they inherit the blessing. 
 
The Lord commanded the descendants of Noah to disperse and fill the earth. However, 

Nimrod does not seek to disperse but consolidate power in concentrated centres. We read that 
he started the first recorded kingdom or empire for we read, “And the beginning of his kingdom was 
Babel, and Erech, and Accad, and Calneh, in the land of Shinar.” This is the first time in the Bible that 
the word “kingdom” is used. In Genesis 9 the descendants of Ham were cursed through Canaan 
to be servants of Shem and Japheth. This act of empire building by Nimrod could well have 
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been his defiant refusal to accept God’s sovereign judgment. It is reminiscent of Cain’s defiant 
attempt in Genesis 4 to build a permanent city when God cursed him to be a perpetual 
wanderer. The rebellious character of this man undoubtedly impressed itself upon the city. We 
know from the development of Babel or Babylon that it was a place given over to rebellion 
against God. Chapter 11:4 gave us the first insight into this. Throughout Scripture, Babel or 
Babylon is synonymous with such values (cf. Dan. 4:30; Rev. 17:15). 
 

Unto Shem a lso ,  the  fa ther  o f  a l l  the  ch i ldren o f  Eber ,  the  bro ther  o f  Japhe th  the  e lder ,  ev en  to  h im were  

ch i ldren born .  The ch i ldren o f  Shem; Elam, and Asshur ,  and Arphaxad,  and Lud,  and Aram.  And the  

ch i ldren o f  Aram; Uz, and Hul ,  and Gether ,  and Mash. And Arphaxad begat  Salah ;  and Salah begat  

Eber .  And unto  Eber  were  born two sons :  the  name o f  one  was Pe l eg ;  fo r  in  h i s  days  was the  ear th  d iv ided ;  

and h i s  bro ther ’ s  name was Joktan.  And Joktan begat  Almodad,  and She l eph ,  and Hazarmaveth ,  and Jerah,  

And Hadoram, and Uzal ,  and Diklah,  And Obal ,  and Abimae l ,  and Sheba,  And Ophir ,  and Havi lah ,  and 

Jobab:  a l l  these  were  the  sons  o f  Joktan.  And the i r  dwe l l ing  was f rom Mesha,  as  thou goes t  unto  Sephar a  

mount  o f  the  eas t .  These  are  the  sons  o f  Shem, a f t e r  the i r  fami l i e s ,  a f t e r  the i r  tongues ,  in  the i r  lands ,  a f t e r  

the i r  nat ions .  These  are  the  fami l i e s  o f  the  sons  o f  Noah,  a f t e r  the i r  g enera t ions ,  in  the i r  nat ions :  and by  

these  were  the  nat ions  d iv ided  in  the  ear th  a f t e r  the  f lood .  (v21-32) 

 

The final section deals with the descendants of Shem. This line will be the focus of most of 
Scripture. God will choose out Shem’s family and work through that line for His own sovereign 
purposes. From this family would ultimately come the Messiah (cf. Luke 3:36). The road to Jesus 
Christ is the ultimate goal of every part of the Bible. That is why the Shemite line will now come 
into greater view. The Shemites may not have been the most significant from the world’s 
perspective, but they are from God’s perspective. By contrast, Nimrod and his descendants may 
be mighty men from the earthly viewpoint but not from God’s.  

Even the chosen line of Shem was not without the impact of sin. We know that 
Abraham’s family were involved in idolatry. They were chosen because of God’s sovereign 
electing grace and not because they were a righteous people. The name of Arphaxad is significant 
here as it was in the line leading directly to Abraham (Gen. 11:10-26). It is possible that from 
“Eber” came the word “Hebrew.” The division in the days of Peleg may well be the incident of 
the division of languages recorded at Babel in Genesis 11. 

The “biblical funnel” here from the nations through Shem’s descendants will narrow our 
view down to one Person through this one family – the Lord Jesus Christ. He will be the way, 
the truth, and the life for all the nations. From Him alone, the funnel will turn around and 
expand to bring salvation to all the nations of the world. It is a beautiful picture that we see in 
heaven, 

 
And they sung a new song, saying, Thou art worthy to take the book, and to open the 
seals thereof: for thou wast slain, and hast redeemed us to God by thy blood out of every 
kindred, and tongue, and people, and nation (Rev. 5:9) 

 
This chapter details and explains that there are significant differences in humanity. The next 
chapter will explain why there are divisions based on language. However, we should not miss 
also the essential unity of humanity emphasised in this chapter. There is only one human race 
that we are all part of. Israel needed to be reminded that they were not a special master race (cf. 
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Deut. 7:7). We are of one blood and we are all lost the same way, but we can all be washed by 
the same blood of Christ and saved the same way.  

 
O per fec t  redemption,  the purchase o f  b lood,   

To every be l i ever ,  the promise o f  God;  
The v i l es t  o f f ender who truly be l i eves ,   

That moment from Jesus a pardon rece ives .  
 

 Praise  the Lord,  praise  the Lord,  Let the earth hear His voi ce !  
 Praise  the Lord,  praise  the Lord,   Let the people  re jo i ce !  

 O come to the Father ,  through Jesus the Son,  
And give Him the g lory ,  great  things He hath done!
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

1. Are there racially superior people in this world? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
2. What do we learn about humanity in Genesis 10?  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. What do we learn about God in Genesis 10?  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How have you been challenged by this passage? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 


