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APPROACHING GOD WITH THE RIGHT ATTITUDE: WHAT WE LEARN
FROM THE STORY OF CAIN AND ABEL
Genesis 4:1-16

Pray: Will you pray with me as we begin today. Lord, would you open the eyes of our
hearts so that we might understand the truth of your word and so draw closer to you
today. In Jesus’ name, amen.

INTRODUCTION

We are in a series on the book of Genesis. We took a break for a few weeks for
Easter related services, and today we return to our journey through Genesis.

To recap, we discussed how God is from everlasting to everlasting without
beginning or end. Because God is from all eternity, in the beginning, before our world
began, God was already there. God was the first cause, that spoke everything else into
existence. When God spoke and creation responded in obedience, it was good! God
created a very good world and crowned his creation by making man and woman both in
his image.

He put them in a blissful garden, where he walked and talked with them. In the
garden God made abundant and generous provision for all the needs they would have,
before they even knew what they needed or could ask for those things. God gifted them
with everything they needed. He gave them meaningful work to do, and they could
choose what to eat and when to eat from any tree they wanted, except for one.

Why did God did put one forbidden tree in the garden? Because love requires
choice. We cannot love unless we have the choice not to love. God doesn’t want us to
be robots, pre-programmed to do his will. He wants us to choose to love him. In fact, he
values our freedom of choice so much, he would literally rather die than take it away.

That's why He gave the humans one small restriction. It was the one place they
could show that they were choosing to love and trust in His goodness to them. The
restriction around the forbidden tree came with very clear boundaries and very clear
consequences spelled out.

As we discovered, however, even in paradise, the humans faced a crafty
adversary who was plotting their destruction and death. Through deception, half-truths
and outright lies, a strange talking snake attacked God’s word and God’s character,
making it seem like God was withholding something good from them in the restrictions
around this one tree. The serpent sowed seeds of doubt in their minds. He tempted
them to look for goodness and wisdom outside of relationship with God and outside of
obedience to God’s voice and God’s commands.
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Instead of going back to God with their questions and doubts, as they could have
done, they gave in to mistrust. Disregarding the voice of God, and trusting instead the
voice of their enemy, they took and ate what was not theirs.

Up until that point, all they had ever known was only the goodness of God. Now
their eyes were opened, and they came to understand the evil of following the way of
the serpent.

Sadly, instead of the good they thought they could find apart from God, what
they discovered was that they were naked, they looked different from each other, and
they felt shame. So, they withdrew from God and hid among the trees.

When God came to find them, and asked them what they had done, the man
blamed the woman and took a jab at God. “The woman you put here, she gave me
some fruit and | ate it.” The woman, who had been God’s gift to the man, the one who
would be a suitable helper for him, in the task of ruling the earth and the animals, the
one of whom he had said, “This is now bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh!” This
was his wife.

Now, because of his own disobedience and the shame that came with it, the man
saw the woman no longer as a gift, but as the problem. And instead of owning his own
choices, he told God it was God’s fault for putting her there. Don’t you find that is often
true still today, when things go sideways because of human choice, we still like to blame
the people around us and blame God for it. It's much harder to take responsibility for our
own attitudes and actions.

When God asked the woman what she had done, the woman had only the
serpent to blame. She spoke truthfully in saying the serpent had deceived her. What
she didn’t say was that she had lost trust and faith in God.

God responded to the humans’ disobedience by pronouncing a curse on the
snake and on the ground. He never cursed the man or the woman, but he did give
consequences to both.

The woman would have increased pain and sorrow in childbearing and there
would be conflict now in the marriage relationship. For the man, pain would now come
in his work. Whereas before he could reach out his hand and eat from any tree in the
garden, now he would have to work the ground and by the sweat of his brow he would
cultivate crops, but the ground would produce thistles and thorns. The other big
consequence was that, as pre-warned, humans would now die and return to the dust
from which they had been formed.

God then evicted that first couple from the garden of delight so that they might
not take and eat from the tree of life and live forever in their sinful state.
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In the midst of the consequences however, we read of God’s mercy. God
sacrificed one of his own animals to make garments of skin to cover their nakedness
before he sent them to live in the “real world.” And so, death entered into creation, in
order that the humans might live.

We also saw God’s mercy in the form of a promise given. God foretold that in the
battle that had now begun between the woman and the serpent, and between the
offspring of the woman and the offspring of the serpent, there would come one, an
offspring of the woman, who would one day be victorious over the serpent, crushing his
head, but in the process he would be wounded as the serpent struck his heel.

They would have had no idea of what that meant when they heard those words
thousands of years ago in the Garden of Eden. But just last week we celebrated the
fulfillment of that promise when we celebrated Easter.

As we talked about last Sunday, Easter is all about the work Jesus did, when he
willingly gave his life on the cross in payment of the penalty for our wrongdoing. His
death was the striking of the heel. But because he was sinless, the serpent could not
hold him in a place of death, and so Jesus and rose, victorious from the grave offering
us forgiveness for our sins and the power to live our lives differently. Jesus thereby
fulfilled the promise of the crushing the head of the serpent.

Today, we are going to go back in the story to Genesis chapter 4. We’re going to
pick up where we left off a few weeks ago with what happened after Adam and Eve
were evicted from the garden.

Spoiler alert, the story quickly goes from bad to worse. Today we’re going to read
the story of the first murder and the first martyr.

Genesis 4

4 Adam!@ made love to his wife Eve, and she became pregnant and gave birth to
Cain.[! She said, “With the help of the Lord | have brought forthll a man.” 2 Later she
gave birth to his brother Abel.

Now Abel kept flocks, and Cain worked the soil. 3 In the course of time Cain brought
some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the Lord. # And Abel also brought an
offering—fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock. The Lord looked with favor
on Abel and his offering, ®but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor. So
Cain was very angry, and his face was downcast.

8 Then the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast? 7’ If you
do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is
crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must rule over it.”
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8 Now Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let’s go out to the field.” While they were in the
field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed him.

®Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?”
‘I don’t know,” he replied. “Am | my brother’s keeper?”

0 The Lord said, “What have you done? Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me
from the ground. ' Now you are under a curse and driven from the ground, which
opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand. > When you work the
ground, it will no longer yield its crops for you. You will be a restless wanderer on the
earth.”

13 Cain said to the Lord, “My punishment is more than | can bear. * Today you are
driving me from the land, and | will be hidden from your presence; | will be a restless
wanderer on the earth, and whoever finds me will kill me.”

15 But the Lord said to him, “Not sol¢; anyone who kills Cain will suffer vengeance seven
times over.” Then the Lord put a mark on Cain so that no one who found him would Kill
him. '8 So Cain went out from the Lord’s presence and lived in the land of Nod,!1 east of
Eden.

So, what do we notice that is significant in this story?

First, we learn that after being kicked out of the garden, Eve became pregnant
and gave birth to a son whom she called Cain. The word “Cain” sounds like the Hebrew
word for “get” or “bring forth” or “acquire.” So, his name reflects something of how he
came to exist. Eve notes that she acquired or brought forth Cain with the Lord. Some
versions translate this as “with the Lord’s help.”

In some ways we need God’s help in the process with every baby that is born.
Certainly, the process of conception cannot be taken for granted. Later in Genesis we
will encounter several women who had difficulty getting pregnant and we will find that
God had to open their wombs. Despite all the medical advancements we have made in
our modern world, still today many couples struggle with issues of infertility.

Beyond conception, God must also be involved in the gestation period as some
babies die in utero. One of my children was born a month early, and we are so grateful
to the Lord. Because in delivery process they discovered there was a complete knot
tied in the umbilical cord. Had the pregnancy gone full term there is a good chance she
would not have survived.

And finally in the delivery process we need God’s help as well. Later in Genesis
we will read about Rachel who died in childbirth. My family knows that | am only alive
today due to the advancements of modern medicine and the development of antibiotics.
In giving birth to one of my own children, | developed child bed fever, an infection that is
thought to have killed many, many women in childbirth, prior to the development of


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=genesis%204&version=NIV#fen-NIV-88d
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=genesis%204&version=NIV#fen-NIV-95e
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=genesis%204&version=NIV#fen-NIV-96f

Florence Deans
West Valley PC 5/10

antibiotics. For 3 days after my son was born, | was hooked up to an IV with antibiotics
in the hospital. That saved my life. We cannot take the birthing process for granted even
in modern day society, much less back then at the very beginning before they had any
awareness of germs, availability of soap or any other of the medical technologies we
have now.

So, it is significant that Eve had an awareness of God’s presence with her
in the birthing process. It is comforting to realize that God did not abandon Adam
and Eve after he evicted them from the garden. God was at work on their behalf
outside the garden, just as he had been when they lived inside the garden. Their lives
had become harder, for sure. They were no longer living in paradise because of their
choices. But their disobedient act had not cut them off from the presence God.

In a similar way, our own disobedient acts today, will come with consequences
for sure, but they don’t have to cut us off from God’s presence either. God’s mercy is
there for us as it was for the first humans. If we confess our sins, God is faithful and just
to forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:9). The
consequences of our sins will sure make life more challenging for us, but God will still
be with us as Eve discovered in the birth of her first son Cain.

In time, Eve gave birth to a second son, called Abel.

As the boys grew up, they had to work to be able to feed themselves. This is as
God said it would be outside of the garden — by the sweat of their brow they would eat
their food. Abel kept flocks and Cain worked the soil.

In time, the 2 brothers seemed to naturally want to bring God gifts. It doesn’t say
that God told them to do this or gave them instructions on how to do this. It appears that
their gift giving was an act of worship that came naturally from within them.

Some people naturally find great joy in giving gifts as an expression of their love
and gratitude for another person, or for God. Others have to work harder at giving gifts.
Perhaps they express their love in other ways, for example through acts of service or
time spent together. These brothers seemed to be natural gift givers.

Each one brought something that represented the fruit of his hard work. As a
farmer, Cain brought some of his crops. As a shepherd, Abel brought some of his flock.

But this is where it gets complicated. We read that “The Lord looked with favor on
Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor.”

What did God see that made him look with favor on Abel and his offering
but not on Cain and his offering?
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Well, that’s the million-dollar question. The answer is, we don’t know. The
narrative does not tell us. We can speculate all we want, but that is all we can do —
make educated guesses.

Elsewhere the Bible tells us that man looks at the outward appearance, but God
looks at the heart (1 Sam 16:7). The Bible also tells us that God loves a cheerful giver
(2 Cor 9:7). So, perhaps there was something in the heart of both men that was
revealed in the bringing of their gifts. Perhaps Cain felt some outward pressure to give a
gift, maybe he felt obligated, but his heart wasn’t really in it. Perhaps as he was
bringing his gift he was looking at Abel and making comparisons instead of focusing on
God and giving back to God with gratitude for all God had given him.

Again, we are not told what the matter was with Cain’s offering, but we find one
clue that could indicate a heart problem in the description of the gifts they each brought.
If we look closely at their gifts, we see that Cain brought (some) fruit of the soil. It
doesn’t say he brought his first fruit or his best. Maybe he brought the leftovers, or what
he thought he wouldn’t need. It isn’t clear.

In contrast we read that Abel brought his gift from the best of his flock — his first
born and the fat portions of his first born. He didn’t hold back in his gift. The first born
and the fat parts of the animal would later become what the Torah required the
Israelites to bring to God in sacrifice. Abel did it instinctively, before he was required to
do so. Abel’s gift reflects the generosity and trust in his heart. This kind of giving
requires some faith.

Think about it this way. What happens if you bring your first fruits or your first-
born animals to God and give them as a gift, but then your crops fail or your herds don’t
produce anymore, or they die in the birthing process. Birthing is not risky only for
humans, but also for animals as well. | know someone who took up goat farming as a
hobby and the first year she lost a good number of goats in the process. It was
heartbreaking for her. But she had to learn what to do when it was time for the goats to
deliver. She did much better in subsequent years as she figured out the process.
Farming is also risky — if the rains don’t come at the appointed time, and you don’t have
irrigation, you might not be able to harvest enough to eat the rest of the year.

It's a little safer to wait till the end of the year to make sure you’ve produced
enough crops or animals that you know you can afford to make an offering or give a
tithe to God. It takes a fair amount of faith in God’s ability to provide for your needs if
you are to bring your first fruits and the best portion of your animals as a gift to God, as
Abel did.

Hebrews 11:6 tells us that “By faith Abel offered God a better sacrifice than Cain
did. By faith he was commended as a righteous man, when God spoke well of his
offerings. And by faith he still speaks, even though he is dead.”
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For the 2 brothers, the act of giving their gifts to God seems to have been
an outward expression of an inward attitude. And the inward attitude of their
hearts appears to have been different. Abel’s gift was offered in faith and God
looked on it with favor. The fact that Cain’s gift was not received with the same
favor suggests there was an issue in Cain’s heart that was not right. This
becomes clearer as the story goes on.

Cain was visibly angry about God’s response to his gift. But like a loving parent
with an upset child, God didn’t let Cain go off in a huff. Instead, God engaged with
Cain. He began with a question, as he had done with Adam and Eve, but he continued
with a caution and a correction.

6 Then the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry? Why is your face

downcast? 7 If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do
what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must
rule over it.””

While the story doesn’t tell us the problem with Cain’s offering, it would seem that
Cain had some awareness of the issue and what the problem was. For him to be able to
do what was right, as God was asking him to do, Cain must have had some knowledge
of what the right was and what the wrong was.

While his parents lacked this discernment when they were tempted to disobey
God in the garden, Cain had knowledge of what was good and what was evil, as we all
do since the eyes of Adam and Eve were opened. Cain therefore had a conscience and
so God spoke to him, encouraging him, coaching him to choose the good, so that he
would be accepted too.

| am reminded of Jesus’ words thousands of years later. He said:

21 “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You shall not
murder,[2l and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ 22 But | tell you
that anyone who is angry with a brother or sisteri®lc] will be subject to
judgment. Again, anyone who says to a brother or sister, ‘Raca,’ is answerable
to the court. And anyone who says, “You fool!” will be in danger of the fire of hell.
23 “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that
your brother or sister has something against you, 24 leave your gift there in front
of the altar. First go and be reconciled to them, then come and offer your gift.

- Matthew 5:21-24

[d = an Aramaic term of contempt]
Perhaps what God saw in Cain’s heart when he brought his gift, was contempt or

anger or hatred or jealousy already festering towards his younger brother. God was
directly, personally and mercifully asking Cain to look within and face the evil that was
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lurking there. God was asking Cain to deal with what was not right in his heart, so it
would not overtake and consume him.

It's like God was saying, “Cain, you have a choice to make. This anger and
jealousy inside is eating you up. It wants to devour you. But you don’t have to let it. You
can choose to face it and overcome it. It doesn’t have to win. You can still master it.”

Sadly, Cain was not willing to listen to God’s correction and invitation to
grow. Having heard God’s voice and having understood the choice before him,
Cain deliberately chose the path of evil and destruction.

In cold-blooded and deliberate fashion, Cain planned his brother’'s murder. Cain
invited his brother to take a walk with him out to the field. That seems innocent enough.
A nice brotherly stroll. A moment to bond, to strengthen their relationship.

But while they were in the field, the betrayal occurred. Cain attacked his brother
Abel and killed him. This wasn’t just moment of passion — an argument that turned into
a fight that led to an accidental injury or an accidental killing. It was pre-meditated, born
out of envy that turned into hatred.

In the Garden when confronted by God, after eating the forbidden fruit, Cain’s
father Adam had said his mother as the problem and the one to blame in his own choice
to disregard and disobey the voice of God.

In similar fashion Cain saw Abel as the problem and the one to blame. He failed
to face the evil thoughts and attitudes that were fighting to gain the upper hand in his
own heart, as God had instructed him to do. Cain’s his father had simply given voice to
the thoughts of blame regarding his mother, but Cain took it a step farther. Instead of
talking it out, he acted it out. He got rid of the person that he blamed for his problem.

Do you think that solved the problem for him? No, the problem was his failure to
adjust his attitude and get a handle on the negative emotions he was feeling. The
problem was that he wasn’t willing to do the work he needed to do to grow.

Often, we have issues in our own lives that God asks us to face, as he did
with Cain, so that we can grow to be more like Him. That’s always the goal, that
we become more like the God in whose image we have been made. Perhaps it’s a
hidden sin, an unwillingness to forgive, impatience with others, a tendency to
gossip, jealousy. We know the struggle to overcome habits and addictions and
attitudes and past injuries is not easy.

So, we might wonder, “What if Cain had tried but just couldn’t master this
struggle?”
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In response, I’'m reminded of the man who brought his son to Jesus’ disciples
because he was possessed by an evil spirit that would make the boy mute, throw him to
the ground, making him roll around, convulsing and foaming at the mouth.

The disciples were unable to help the boy so they brought him to Jesus. The
boys’ father pleaded, “If you can do anything, please take pity on us and help us.” Jeus
told him: “Everything is possible for him who believes.”

Immediately the boys’ father exclaimed, “| do believe, help my overcome my unbelief.”
And in response, Jesus cast out the demon and healed the boy. (Mark 9:14-29)

It is always an appropriate response to ask God’s help with the issues we
struggle with. We can go back as many times as it takes, like the father of this
boy did, until we find the help we need.

Had Cain gone back to God and asked for his help, I'm sure things would have
turned out differently with Abel.

Cain could have prayed something like this: “Lord, you have showed me the
darkness in my heart, | see it and agree it needs to change. You have asked me to gain
mastery over it, but | find myself unable to do this. Please show me how. Please help
me to do as you ask of me.”

Those are the kinds of prayers the Lord delights in answering. But we must
be willing to do what he shows us, if we ask for his help.

Sadly, that was not how Cain responded.

When God confronted Cain after the murder of his brother, Cain continued in his
defiant attitude.

The Lord said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?”
Cain replied, “I don’t know. Am | my brother’s keeper?”

And the Lord said as he did to Cain’s parents in the garden, “What have you done?”

There is no blaming of others anymore. This was Cain’s decision and he
must now face it, with consequences.

For Cain, he would now be under a curse and be driven from the ground. The
ground would no longer yield its crops. He would be a restless wanderer on the earth.

And finally, we see a plea for help. It is unclear if what Cain is saying is his
punishment is too great or if there is a recognition that his sin has been too great. Was
he remorseful or just feeling the weight of the consequences was too much.
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He would be driven from the land, hidden from God’s presence, a restless
wanderer on the earth and whoever found him would kill him.

As God did for his parents, he now does for Cain. He responds with mercy even
in the consequences. He puts a mark on Cain and promised vengeance on anyone
who would kill him. And then we read these sad words, “So Cain went out from the
Lord’s presence and lived in the land of Nod, east of Eden.”

The story began with Eve’s awareness that God was still present with her outside
of the garden, and now we see Cain going out from the Lord’s presence.

CONCLUSION

The story of Cain and Abel illustrates powerfully that we all have personal
responsibility in the choices we make towards each other. Unchecked envy,
anger, bitterness and pride can harden our hearts, setting us on a path that
moves us away from God.

What we want to do is keep our hearts soft and move towards God. Part of
loving God is also loving our brothers and sisters.

We too need to pay attention to how we feel about others as we come to worship
God. 1 John 4 says:

9 We love because he first loved us. 2° Whoever claims to love God yet hates a
brother or sister is a liar. For whoever does not love their brother and sister,
whom they have seen, cannot love God, whom they have not seen. 2! And he
has given us this command: Anyone who loves God must also love their brother
and sister.

Is there someone you are having a hard time loving today? Will you ask the Lord
to help you have the right attitude towards them. Sometimes learning to love another
person is a process — it might start with learning to tolerate being in the same room with
them and then accepting them as a different person than yourself and finally then
coming to love them. Our own growth takes time, but if we are willing to humble
ourselves and listen to the voice of the Lord in process, we can make progress with this.
God is willing and able to speak to us still today, even as he did to Cain many years
ago. The question is, are we willing to listen and respond in a positive way to His
correction and His guidance?
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