THE BIBLE AND LANGUAGE ORIGINS
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The most common teaching pertinent to language origin(s) and the Bible account concerning Babylon and language has been shown to fly against what linguistics etc provide as evidence.  Could it be, though, that the conflict is not really what the Bible says about language origins but rather the prevalent, erroneous Bible teaching on this subject has claimed about it?

To begin, the Bible says the ark landed in the mountains of Ararat which may indicate modern Turkey or Iran, and later the people with only one language came out of the “east” and settled the valley plain of Shinar, that is between the Tigris and Euphrate Rivers in what is now Iraq. This may indicate that survivors of the Flood at first stayed in the mountains then spread out, and finally at least those who are here discussed wound up descending onto the fertile plains of Shinar. 

Here the Bible says they learned to make bricks mortared with bitumen, then began building a high tower hoping it would make them famous and out of concern they might get scattered if they didn’t.   Although possible that they wished to be famous to themselves or their descendants, it is also possible they wished to be famous to others not on living on the plains of Shinar but around it.  In any case, the Bible says their wishing to be famous and retain power but stay concentrated in one area did not please God.

Why, one can only speculate.  Perhaps God was concerned that the power from being concentrated in one area would enable the quicker spreading of epidemics.  Perhaps such power would have enabled them to develop and resort to deadly weapons of mass destruction many centuries ahead of the 20tth Century which saw the coming of horrendous A-bombs. We simply don’t know. Another thing wondered about is if, although there had not yet been different languages among the people in Shinar, there might have been dialects even in the one region. 

We are only told that God Almighty and at least one other spirit or energy being such as one of his created angels decided to confuse Shinar’s language and thus scatter the people over “all” the earth (Ge 11:7), again either planet-wide as some have said or else all over the Mediterranean world or region of the earth.  Genesis 11:8 says the
people “gradually” stopped building their tower which was at a city named Babel.  Perhaps very different languages did begin at once or overnight but only gradually led to their scattering and stopping the tower building.


The two primary possible changes in language would have been to
pronunciation and/or grammar. Of these two how words are pronounced would cause the greater confusion. We are not told if God caused words to change in a blink of the eye, if the people began developing different vocabularies due to the fact that they had parted just enough due to natural land-holding and farming needs, the imposition of caste or social discrimination, or due to some other events that caused the hand of God or Holy Spirit to move into action. 

Since the Bible speaks of Shinar’s people having both one set
of words and one language, it can also be possible that grammar changed significantly. And indeed linguists do find that if they use the Middle East as a center, then to the West of that center most languages have a word order or grammar in which there are prepostions, words indicating time or place and which go before nouns, while to the East are mostly languages with postpositions, that is words like prepositions except that they go after the nouns that they refer to.

Just to touch upon a few other scattered but interesting points, the Bible does not speak of accompanying wars when the language was divided, which might indicate that the people separated peaceably, simply spreading out over then vast and uninhabited sections of land. Some have said Babylon comes from Bab- and –ilu which means “Gate (from/of the) God’s” or Confusion/Babeling (from/of the) God’s, which could indicate the tower of Babel was a kind of tall monument for religious purposes. 
This is not unfeasible, and Jewish tradition backs it, but it should also be noted that the word origin might also be from the Hebrew Be- and –abel which mean In/At (a) Plain. A Sumerian cuniform states that at Eridu, where the earliest known ziggurat tower exists, “the gods” confounded the languages.   Eridu or Erech is 177 kilometers southeast of Babylon and Genesis 10:6-10 includes it among cities ruled by Nimrod whose father was Ham, one of Noah’s sons.

The simplest possible explanation which merges the Bibles account with science comes when we note that linguists do affirm that some 5,000-6,000 years ago a huge language family called Indo-European developed with branches extending east into India and west into Europe giving birth to tongues as diverse as Hindi and English. And these experts also say the Proto- or Early Indo-Europeans, sometimes called the Barrows Culture due to their burial practices, probably first lived in the steppes north of the Black Sea or just south of it in mountains such as those of the Ararat area. 

Some Bible scholars believe Peleg whose name means Division and in whose day or life “the earth was divided” lived 2,269-2030 B.C., i.e. up to some 4,600 years ago.  So 5-6,000 years ago Indo-European nations began migrating and developing different languages but then later around 4,300 years ago one or more such nations came into the that part of the Semitic-speaking Mediterranean world or earth most connected to Bible history. 

Archaeology says the Indo-European nation called the Hittites who
had wandered from the somewhere around or north of the Black Sea into Europe suddenly returned east into what is now Turkey and extended their power southward into Palestine.  Thus the “earth” indeed now had at least two different language families, that is the Semitic and the Indo-European families.  Today Hittite is no longer spoken but in the Middle East besides Arabic, which is Semitic, there are still millions of indigenous speakers of Kurdish, still another Indo-European language. 
