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In The Beginning . . . Stories From Genesis

#3 - Cain & Abel

Scripture:  Genesis 4:1-16

Date:  February 16, 2009


You remember where we left off in our sermon series on "Stories From Genesis" last week - with Adam and Eve, and their sin of thinking they know more than God knows about what's best for them, and their punishment of being booted out of the Garden of Innocence (a.k.a. the Garden of Eden).  Notice, as we begin chapter 4 of Genesis, the grace of God.  For even after Adam and Eve disobeyed God, he did not give up on them.  Instead, he allowed them to have children.  


Read Genesis 4:1-4a


Isn't that interesting?  God's people have ALWAYS taken up an offering when they worshipped God.  Even before there was this thing we call "money", people brought the fruit of their labor to the Lord.  Cain, a farmer, brought some of his crops to give to the Lord.  Abel, a shepherd of some kind, brought some of his livestock to give to the Lord.


But here's the thing.  God always looks at our heart when we bring him our offerings.  He wants to know, "Are you giving me this because you love me, or for some other reason?"


Something goes very wrong when Cain brings his offering to the Lord.  God accepts Abel's offering.  But he rejects Cain's offering.  Verse 4.


Read vv. 4b-5


People have wondered for thousands of years why this was, and there have been a lot of theories put forth.  But towards the end of our New Testament we're actually told why.  If you have your own Bible with you today, write next to verse 5 this reference:  1John 3:11-12.  Look at this:

This is the message you heard from the beginning: We should love one another.  Do not be like Cain, who belonged to the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own actions were evil and his brother's were righteous.
(1John 3:11-12)


There you have it.  It wasn't so much the different offerings that Cain and Abel brought to the Lord.  It was their different lives that they brought to the Lord.  Cain was an evil person, who did not love others.  And no amount of his wheat, beans, peas and who knows what else that he laid at God's altar could hide how evil he was.  Abel, on the other hand, was "righteous".  Do you see that word?  "Righteous" is a fancy Bible word that just means he did what God wanted him to do.  Abel, in other words, loved people.  


Because of how they lived when they weren't in church, God accepted Abel's thank offering, but he rejected Cain's.  And the lesson we learn is obvious and clear, isn't it?  God cannot be bought off.  We can't live evil lives Monday through Saturday, then come to worship on Sunday and expect God to say, "Oh, thank you so much for your money.  All is forgiven.  Go live anyway you want to."


That's now how it works, is it?  The book of Isaiah is 66 long chapters.  But look at one of the very first things that God wants Isaiah to tell his people, Israel, in chapter 1:

"The multitude of your sacrifices-- what are they to me?" says the LORD. When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide my eyes from you;

even if you offer many prayers, I will not listen.

Your hands are full of blood; wash and make yourselves clean. Take your evil deeds out of my sight!

Stop doing wrong, learn to do right!"
Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow."

(Isaiah 1:11, 15-17)


I think God summed it up in 1Samuel 15 the best:

"To obey is better than sacrifice."

(1Samuel 15:22)


Cain gets angry that he can't buy God's forgiveness through his many offerings.  He gets ticked off that he can't buy God off.  And, seeing his true heart, God warns Cain in verse 6.


Read vv. 6-7


How gracious is our God?  He always warns us before we sin - here, in our heart, in our conscience.  This is a truth about God that we learn first right here, in this story of Cain and Abel.  God always warns us before we sin.  That's why we can never say, "It's not my fault.  I didn't know it was wrong."  We knew.  Sin never catches us by surprise.  Just as God warned Cain here, God warns all of us ahead of time, whenever we're thinking of doing something wrong.


Is there a sin "crouching at your door"?  By the way, isn't that a great image?  We get this picture of sin as like an enemy hiding in the bushes next to our front door.  And as soon as we put our key in the lock the enemy pounces on us!  That's what sin is like!  Is there a sin "crouching at your door" just waiting to get a hold of you this week?  Then you must master it!  Those were God's words to Cain, weren't they?  "You must master it!"  We can help ourselves.

Some people like to do wrong things and say, 

"I couldn't help myself."  But this story, only the 3rd story in the first book of our Bible, says otherwise.  "You must master it!"  


The apostle Paul put it another way:

"God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted 
beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can 
stand up under it."
(1Corinthians 10:13)


We can always do what is right - or, at the very least, ask someone to help us do what is right.  Isn't that the thinking behind an AA sponsor?  When the addiction of alcohol is crouching at our door and about to pounce, we can master it by calling a friend, asking them to meet with us, helping us kill the enemy.  


"You must master it!"  


Here is where the means of grace come in.  We were talking about Bible reading Tuesday night at Alpha.  (And, by the way, if you have the chance to join Alpha the next time it's offered you'd be so blessed if you did.)  And we were talking about times when we read the Bible but don't understand it that much.  And is there any value in that?  And, no, there isn't much value intellectually in that.  But there is spiritually.  For every time we read the Bible we receive God's power, God's grace, to live a holy life and to "master" our sins.  Bible reading is a means of this grace, a way to get God's power in us.  So is worship.  So is prayer, and fasting, and Christian fellowship, and what we're also about this morning - communion.  "You must master it!"  But not on your own.  God gives us these ways to get his power to master our sins.


Cain responds to God's warning in verse 8.


Read vv. 8-9a


Does God's question sound familiar?  God asked a similar question last week, didn't he?  After Adam and Eve sinned, God asked them questions that he already knew the answer to:  "What is this you have done?  Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?"  God knew perfectly well that they had.  Then why did God ask them?  He was giving them a chance to come clean, to admit their sin, to receive his forgiveness.  And he's doing the same thing with Cain here.  Cain killed his brother Abel in cold blood.  He killed an innocent man.  His own brother!  Yet God is willing and ready to forgive even this!  What?  Does God even forgive murderers?  Yes, he does!  How great is our God?  He was ready to forgive Cain, for that is God's nature.  How different this story would have ended.   If.  If Cain would have admitted 
to God what he did.


But Cain falls for the oldest lie in the Devil's playbook:  you can sin and not get caught.  Really?  We can hide what we've done from God?  Awesome!

But is there really any field that we can go to, 
out in the middle of nowhere, where we can hide from God?  Not really.  It doesn't work that way.  God sees all.


Yet God is also ready to forgive all - even the sin of murder - if we will just admit what we've done to him.  But Cain can't do it.  And in the process of not doing it he asks God the most famous "wise guy" type question in the Bible.  Verse 9.


Read vv. 9-16


Even in punishment, God loves us still.  In fact, from what I've learned of God in this book, I don't believe that God wants to punish anyone.  That's why he warns us whenever it looks like we're about to sin.  That's why, if we do sin, he gives us the chance to confess it, and to let him wipe the slate clean.  And that's why, even if we remain stubborn and defiant, he still provides protection for us in this life, as he's doing for Cain here.  


Now, why did Cain kill his brother Abel?  I've thought a lot about this over the years.  Can I give you my answer?  I think Cain killed Abel for one reason.  Comparison.  Cain compared his relationship to God with that of Abel's relationship to God.  And the comparison drove him crazy, and made him jealous.


We can relate to that, can't we?  We've done the same thing, haven't we?  We may have never killed a person physically.  But there are more ways than physical to "kill" someone of whom we are jealous.


Ministers do it all the time.  You do know that most ministers are just human beings, right?  I know for sure that I am.  We struggle with the same battles, the same sins crouching at our doors as our parishioners do.  And, sometimes, when we get around other ministers we start to compare what we have to what they have:  salaries, church size, number of successful ministries.  It's dumb, really.  It's a waste of energy.  But it happens.  We're human.  And, sometimes, we get so angry at what other ministers have that it's just easier to "kill" them.  Not with bullets or knives.  But with words.  (You can do a lot of damage with words.)  Or by simply ignoring them, treating them like they are air, like they don't exist.  

 
I know, I know - you'd think clergy gatherings would be all love fests, holding hands, singing Kum Bay Ya.  But they aren't.  There are many Cains and many Abels in the room whenever ministers gather.  .


How about you?  Do you sometimes compare yourself to others?  To others in your own profession?  In your own family?  Do you sometimes wish you had what others have?  Do you have a hard time enjoying other peoples' successes?  


I never thought I'd be quoting Paris Hilton in a sermon.  But Paris Hilton has a song called "Jealousy" that has a pretty good line in it:

I was always happy
When I was watching you become a star
But you were only happy
When the world was openin' up my scars

Are you happy when other people fall, people like Michael Phelps, or Alex Rodriguez?  Do you feel better about yourself when other people mess up?  


In other words, is the sin of jealousy crouching at your door?  Then you must master it, before you start Caining the Abels in your life.


But how?  At the risk of sounding like a high school graduation speaker, can I suggest 6 keys to overcoming the jealousy bug?


#1 - keep God first in your life.  If Cain had done this then he wouldn't have lived, (according to 1John 3) such an evil life.  At the very least, if he had kept God first in his life then he wouldn't have been the kind of person who could actually kill his own brother.  


We all need to make God's will the most important thing to us.  This is the lesson of Adam and Eve.  They wanted to decide what was good and what was evil for themselves.  We need to let God do that, if we are his disciples.  


Keep God first in your life, ahead of all else.  Do his will.  Worship him.  Pray.  And be a student of his Word.  


#2 - Count your blessings.  Isn't it strange how jealousy blinds us to what God has given to us?  Look around you.  See all that you have.  And be thankful, not jealous.


I receive an email this week from Julie Davis.  She and her husband, Ken, have been spending their winter vacation down south helping victims of Hurricane Ike, down in Galveston, Texas. 


Here are two pictures of Ken that ended up in the newspaper down in Galveston.


Many of us have done relief work like this.  I know the images of my time spent down in Pass Christian, MS will never leave my mind.  When you see how much people have lost, in an instant of time, it makes it a whole lot easier to count your blessings, and just laugh at the sin of jealousy. 

#3 - Put your relationships ahead of your things.  You may not get paid as much as the guy down the street, or the woman in at the next work station.  You may not have the car, or truck, that others have.  And you may not go on the vacations that others go on.  But what do those things matter, really?  Relationships.  Friends.  Family.  These are what really count.


(This is sounding a lot like a high school graduation speech, isn't it?  Oh well.)


#4 - Work hard.  We saw in last Sunday's message that work is a blessing from God.  It's good to work hard, as long as our relationships don't suffer.  And if there's some thing in this world that we want, we should ask God if it's okay for us to have it.  If God says, "Yes," and if we're tithing 10% of our income back to the Lord, then we should work hard for it!  And buy it!

#5 - Stop comparing your life to others' lives.  Gordon Evans sent me this picture this week, of his mission trip to Ghana.  My favorite part of this picture is the children.  Look at their faces.  Imagine their lives.  Kind of makes the comparisons that we make to others in this country look silly, doesn't it?  I mean, who cares what successes other people have?  What material things other people have?  What positions other people have?  What matters is our relationship with God, and our relationships with others.  Everything else in this world will crumble and disintegrate one day anyway.


#6 - Remember that this world is not our home, so there's no reason to get too attached to the things of this world, and jealous if we don't have them. 


 John Wesley was shown around a vast plantation by a proud landowner. They rode their horses all day and saw only a fraction of the estate. When they sat down to dinner the man said eagerly, "Well, Mr. Wesley, what do you think?" Wesley pondered the question, then replied, "I think you're going to have a hard time leaving all this."  We can get so attached to the things of this world.

I buried an old friend this week.  It was my Dell Inspiron 8000 laptop.  I loved that laptop.  I used it for years and years.  In my last church, I wrote all of my sermons, all of my Bible studies, did all of my Power Points on it, did all of my email on it.  It was a top of the line laptop in its day.  But shortly after I moved here, it decided it wasn't going to work anymore.  And it died.


Isn't that the way things in this world are?  It's silly to get attached to them, or jealous if we don't have them, while others do.  The things of this world all break, they stop working, they rust, they corrode, they get lost, they get stolen, they die.  This world is not our home.  Our home is eternal, and in the heavens.

Let's learn the lesson of Cain.  Only love lasts, love of God and love of others.  All else is dust.

Let us pray - 
