Character Studies
Cain & Abel

Genesis 4:1-7

 And Adam knew Eve his wife; and she conceived, and bare Cain, and said, I have gotten a man from the Lord.

2 And she again bare his brother Abel. And Abel was a keeper of sheep, but Cain was a tiller of the ground.

3 And in process of time it came to pass, that Cain brought of the fruit of the ground an offering unto the Lord.

4 And Abel, he also brought of the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof. And the Lord had respect unto Abel and to his offering:

5 But unto Cain and to his offering he had not respect. And Cain was very wroth, and his countenance fell.

6 And the Lord said unto Cain, Why art thou wroth? and why is thy countenance fallen?

7 If thou doest well, shalt thou not be accepted? and if thou doest not well, sin lieth at the door. And unto thee shall be his desire, and thou shalt rule over him.

The consequences of sin are severe.  After the fall, God pronounced curses on Satan (the Seed of the woman would bruise his head), on the woman (in sorrow she would bring forth children) and on Adam (hard labor and death).  Crime is another consequence of sin and that is found in the fourth chapter.
Even though God had given the instruction for Adam and Eve to “be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth” before they sinned; it seems no children were born before they were cast out of the garden.  The first verse records the birth of Cain whose name means “acquire or get.”  Eve made a statement, “I have gotten a man from the Lord.”  She acknowledged that God has enabled her to bear a child.
The second verse records the birth of Abel whose name means “breath.”  The wording here “. . . she again bare his brother” leads some to believe they were twins – one conception, two boys.  When they were old enough, Abel became a shepherd and Cain became a farmer.

The third verse begins “And in process of time it came to pass.”  This doesn’t signify any certain length of time but is merely saying “as time went on it came to pass.”  Cain brought an offering from the fruit of the ground and Abel brought an offering from the firstlings of his flock.  They offered these to the Lord and Abel’s offering was accepted while Cain’s was rejected.
Hermann Gunkel, a German Old Testament scholar at the turn of the twentieth century who was known for his contributions to form criticism of the Bible, called this account a myth and claimed the story taught that God loved shepherds but not farmers.  There have been other oddball interpretations of this account given but the common evangelical interpretation is that Able offered a blood sacrifice and Cain did not.  The principle of sacrifice had been demonstrated earlier to Adam and Eve in their clothing made of skins.  Later, in the Mosaic Law, the Lord explicitly stated there was to be a blood sacrifice for sin, “For the life of the flesh is in the blood:  and I have given it to you upon the altar to make an atonement for your souls; for it is the blood that maketh an atonement for the soul” (Leviticus 17:11).
There was another problem with Cain’s offering.  Cain was the problem.  Some commentators say that since the Mosaic Law also had offerings of grain and meal; the offering of Cain wasn’t the problem but he just didn’t offer it from his heart.  That is true but Hebrews 11:4 says, “By faith Abel offered unto God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, by which he obtained witness that he was righteous, God testifying of his gifts:  and by it he being dead yet speaketh.”  Abel brought a more excellent sacrifice and God testified of his gifts, which seems to say Cain’s sacrifice was wrong.  No doubt God had made it plain that an animal sacrifice was required and Cain tried to circumvent God’s standard by offering what he thought was best.
Cain had an attitude problem.  The Bible says Abel brought the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof.  The fat represented the choicest or the best part of the animal.  Abel gave the best he had.  Of Cain it was said he brought of the fruit of the ground an offering.  Seemingly he just discharged his duty.  He knew he should bring an offering so he brought one without giving much thought to what it was.  Cain brought an offering – Abel brought the best he had.
Abel offered his sacrifice “by faith” and Cain did not.  Romans 10:17 says, “So then faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God.”  Abel offered his sacrifice according to the word of God.  We do not have the right to “believe as we please.”  We must humbly submit to the word of God.  Sacrifice in the Old Testament was not a preapproved way of earning God’s favor:  “And Samuel said, Hath the LORD as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the LORD?  Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams” (1 Samuel 15:22).  Following David’s sin with Bathsheba, he said, “For thou desirest not sacrifice; else would I give it: thou delightest not in burnt offering.  The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit: a broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise” (Psalm 51:16-17).
The principle is the same today for all acts of service or worship of Christians, God always inspects the giver and the worshipper before He inspects the gift, service or worship:  “Now we know that God heareth not sinners: but if any man be a worshipper of God, and doeth his will, him he heareth” (John 9:31).

When Cain learned that God had no respect for his offering he was very wroth (angry) and his countenance fell (his face showed his emotions).  As in the case of Adam, the Lord came asking questions:  “. . . Why art thou wroth? and why is thy countenance fallen?  If thou doest well, shalt thou not be accepted?” (verses 6-7).  Two thoughts on this:
1)  Sometimes well-meaning Christians will tell others that it is perfectly acceptable to get mad at God.  We can let out all our steam at Him and He will forgive us because God is love.  Let me say right off that whatever it is that a person is angry with God at—it wasn’t God’s fault.  You tell me that it is alright to throw a temper tantrum at the Creator of heaven and earth for being righteous and holy?  Think about it.

2) How do we respond when the Lord convicts us and deals with sin in our lives?  Do we seek to make things right or do we go off and pout?  The proper response would be to confess to the Lord and worship Him.  The last chapter of Isaiah gives a key to what God looks for in us, “. . . but to this man will I look, even to him that is poor and of a contrite spirit, and trembleth at my word” (Isaiah 66:2).
There was a novel by John Steinbeck published in 1952 called “East of Eden.”  This won a Nobel Prize.  In 1955 there was a movie made of the film starring James Dean and in 1981 ABC produced an eight-hour miniseries based on the book.  Steinbeck’s inspiration for the book came from the account of Cain and Abel.  This shows by the names of the main characters in the book beginning with C, A or both – Charles and Adam Trask, Caleb and Aron Trask and Cathy Ames.
The book dwells on themes of depravity, the struggle for acceptance, vengeance and guilt.  The overriding key to the book is given in the middle chapters.  Adam Trask had a Cantonese cook named Lee and a friend named Samuel Hamilton.  These men had talks about the account of Cain and Abel.  Lee told how a group of his relatives in San Francisco spent two years studying Hebrew so they might discover the moral of the story of Cain and Abel.  Their discovery was the word “shalt” (thou shalt rule over him) in the seventh verse is the Hebrew word “Timshel.”  The word means “thou mayest.”  The novel focuses on the freedom of choice; meaning that mankind is neither compelled to pursue godliness nor doomed to sin, but rather has the power to choose.
If thou doest well – if thou doest not well
Sin lieth at the door (of his heart)

Unto thee shall be his desire (sin desires to rule over Cain)

Thou shalt rule over him (Cain was advised to “rule over” or “master” sin)

Steinbeck was right – it was a matter of choice.

The seventh verse clearly implies Cain knew what was right.  Both he and Abel knew what God expected as the “right” offering.  He knew what would be an acceptable offering and chose not to bring it.  Yet God still offered Cain a chance to bring the correct sacrifice.  God wanted Cain to “do well” but he hardened his heart and refused.  He knew, more than people of our time, exactly who God was and yet lived in open rebellion against the Lord.  The reason for his rebellion is, “The wicked, through the pride of his countenance, will not seek after God:  God is not in all his thoughts” (Psalm 10:4).  He chose himself and his pride above the contrite and broken spirit God desires.
