
Raising Cain 
Genesis 4:1-16 
Rev. Dr. David P. Gushee 
First Baptist Church Decatur 
July 16, 2017  
 
Adam and Eve have been driven out of the Garden of Eden.  
 
They now live in exile, never to return, East of Eden.  
 
They start having babies. In this story, we hear about two of them, baby Cain and baby Abel.  
 
Brothers, how sweet! Can’t you just picture them running around together, playing catch, 
climbing trees, hanging out with the dinosaurs…[insert fun pictures here] 
 
But then they grow up, going to different colleges and choosing different career paths.  
 
Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a tiller of the ground.  
 
So Cain is a farmer, who sets up on a particular plot of ground, puts a fence around it, and starts 
growing stuff.  
 
Abel is a shepherd, who owns flocks and guides them around the countryside looking for food 
and water.  
 
Anyone who has ever seen the musical “Oklahoma” knows that “the farmer and the cowman 
should be friends,” [Oklahoma shot?] The reason you need to say it is that these two ways of 
making a living often have competed with each other.  
 
That is the initial premise of this next famous story from the early chapters of Genesis. Tension 
has arisen in the first family. Sibling rivalry. Parents, have you ever run into that?  
 
I remember growing up in northern Virginia. The family across the back fence had four brothers 
and a sister. I used to hang out with them, playing everything from wiffle ball to basketball to 
football to board games. I see them in my mind still, all of them somewhere between 12 and 18, 
constantly competing with each other at everything, constantly breaking out into various fights 
involving occasional bloodshed. (Liz, the lone sister, had learned to survive in that family by 
being one of the toughest young women I have ever known. But I digress.) 
 
The next move in the Cain and Abel story has often puzzled readers.  
 
Cain brought to the Lord an offering of the fruit of the ground, and Abel for his part brought 
of the firstlings of his flock, their fat portions. And the Lord had regard for Abel and his 
offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. 
 



Why does God like Abel’s offering, and not Cain’s? Scholars have theorized, reading between 
the lines, that Cain’s offering doesn’t compare in its level of seriousness (“an offering” vs. 
“firstlings of his flock,” “fat portions”) – Abel dug deeper, gave more. But it doesn’t really 
matter. What matters for the story is that Cain is enraged: 
 
So Cain was very angry, and his countenance fell.  
 
That’s a striking phrase: “his countenance fell.” A good exercise is to search for alternative 
translations: his face darkened. He glowered. His brow furrowed and his face reddened. His 
visage was transformed by anger. How about that?  
 
In relationships, there are many occasions when people get angry. It just happens. What matters 
is what comes next. What matters is what we do with our anger. Here is what comes next 
between Cain and God: 
 
The Lord said to Cain, ‘Why are you angry, and why has your countenance fallen? If you do 
well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is lurking at the door; its desire is 
for you, but you must master it.’ 
 
This is so profound.  
 
God of course notices that Cain is angry. God’s intimate knowledge of his creatures is again 
reinforced. God sees all and knows all. Here God seems to plead: Brother Cain, do not be angry. 
Do not glower and frown. Get ‘em next time. I can be trusted. If you act right and do right, I will 
accept you. All will be well. But if you head in the wrong direction, watch out: 
 
Sin is lurking at the door; its desire is for you. 
 
Friends, don’t miss that line. Don’t miss it. It is so profound, so penetrating, so true. Sin is 
personified here as like a lurking beast. “Its desire is for you.”  Also translated, “its desire is to 
have you.”  
 
Picture a hungry animal right outside your door; the scariest one you can think of. Wolf? Lion? 
Serpent? IRS? You are a tempting tasty meal for this thing called sin. 
 
I think of the Eastern Brown Snake, so deadly that 1/14,000th of an ounce of its venom can kill 
an adult human. [http://listverse.com/2011/03/30/top-10-most-venomous-snakes/--show picture] 
 
The teaching here is that human beings are prone to the temptation that lurks just outside the 
door of our hearts, our lives.  
 
Right now, Cain’s temptation is rage. That might not be yours. Your Eastern Brown Snake might 
be drugs. That’s true for some of us, we know. Sin is lurking at the door; its desire is for you.  
 
Maybe for someone else it’s greed. Maybe apathy. Maybe arrogance. Maybe racism. Maybe lust. 
Maybe…you fill in the blank. It is lurking at the door. 



 
But you must master it.  
 
Again, such a profound teaching. We are not being taught “the Devil made me do it.” We are 
being taught moral responsibility. Yes, there are beasts in us and outside us. Yes, there are 
temptations very grave for us. But you must master it. We are not to see ourselves as passive 
victims of our own temptations. We can and must master them.  
 
I remember counseling with a couple once. The woman would describe angry outbursts from her 
husband. The man would usually say, “I just lost it.” It’s an interesting phrase, designed to 
deflect responsibility. I just lost it. Not: I apologize for my angry outburst. Instead: I lost control 
and am not responsible for what I said and did in my temporarily deranged state.  
 
In our story, Cain is about to Just Lose It. Or is he?  
 
The next move in the narrative is disputed within the text itself. There is a textual variant in the 
ancient translations. The NRSV, following most ancient translations of the Hebrew Bible, reads:  
 
Cain said to his brother Abel, ‘Let us go out to the field.’ And when they were in the field, 
Cain rose up against his brother Abel, and killed him. 
 
But the main preferred Hebrew text, the Masoretic text, reads this way:  
 
When they were in the field, Cain rose up against his brother Abel, and killed him. 
 
Do you see the difference? The MT is missing a crucial sentence that clearly suggests 
premeditation. Cain clearly lures his brother out into the field in order to kill him.  
 
Without that first sentence, it is possible to read Cain’s murder of his brother as more a “just lost 
it” kind of thing. They were in the field together, and because Cain was still enraged at his 
brother because (in his view) God favors his brother over him, Cain just up and killed him.  
 
The NRSV assumes a more diabolical premeditation. Let’s go on out into the field, brother, and 
check out the crops. Hey, look over there, see that? Where? Boom, rock to head, and it’s over.  
 
Cain has not mastered his anger, but has instead been mastered by it. He has been bitten by its 
venom, and in turn the venom has spread to his brother. Abel lies dead. It is the first murder. 
Fratricide, brother killing brother. It is an appalling crime, vicious, irrational, stupid. Cain kills 
his brother out of envy about something that God has done, not something that Abel has done. 
Sibling rivalry run amok.  
 
And now there’s just one brother and an angry God: 
 
Then the Lord said to Cain, ‘Where is your brother Abel?’  
 



Last chapter we heard God ask Adam, ‘Where are you?’ God already knew. Here God asks Cain, 
‘Where is your brother?’ Again, God already knew. The questions still resonate:  
 
Where are you, in relation to the God who made you? 
 
And: 
 
Where is your brother whom God made? Where are you in relation to that brother, that sister? 
 
Cain’s response is defiant, and infamous:  
 
I do not know; am I my brother’s keeper? 
 
God’s answer is devastating: 
 
What have you done? Listen: your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground!  
 
Your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground.  
 
Some of you probably don’t know that my doctoral dissertation was on the Holocaust. I focused 
on Christians who rescued Jews during that time when over six million Jews, and millions of 
other innocents, were murdered by Nazi Germany and collaborators. [pic of my Righteous 
Gentiles book] 
 
I had many profoundly meaningful travel and study opportunities while working on that 
dissertation, and afterwards. I have visited such sites as Dachau, Buchenwald, Warsaw, 
Ravensbruck, and, twice, Auschwitz-Birkenau, the single largest killing center that the Nazis 
created.  
 
While wandering the grounds of Auschwitz-Birkenau, this verse came to mind:  
 
Listen: your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground! 
 
One reason why the blood of over one million cries out from that site is because there were not 
enough Germans, and Europeans, and Christians, who gave the right answer to this question:  
 
Am I my brother’s keeper?  
 
When the Nazis were targeting Jews for racism, propaganda, legal discrimination, street 
violence, loss of citizenship, loss of employment, marking with the yellow star, ghettoization, 
arrest, and deportation, there were not enough good folks who risked something either to say no, 
or to intervene on behalf of Jews.  
 
In my research, though, I did discover thousands of people who did step up. They may not have 
known the ultimate fate of the Jews, but they suspected, and they knew that they were 
responsible to act on behalf of their neighbors, even if it risked their own freedom or their lives. 



They knew that they were “their brothers’ keepers.” Specialists estimate that rescuers helped at 
least 250,000 Jews survive the Holocaust.  
 
So what do we make of this very sad story of fratricide, a brother killing a brother and then 
taunting God as if God does not see, does not know, or does not care?! 
 
Perhaps these takeaways for us today: 
 
1) The problem of violence is important to God and to Scripture – so much so that it is featured 
as the first major thing to go wrong after the exile from the Garden of Eden. Murder in a sense is 
humanity’s original sin, or at least the most important wrong thing that humans can do to one 
another. The blood of all this world’s murdered ones cries out to God from the ground.  
 
2) All murder is fratricide, the killing of a brother, or sister. That’s because in biblical thought 
we are all brothers and sisters, all descendants of a first couple, all creatures made in the image 
of God and sharing a common humanity. There are no strangers, there must not be strangers to 
us.  
 
3) Murder has its roots in anger. Jesus knew this too, which is why he also taught about 
guarding our hearts, checking our anger, and seeking reconciliation with our sisters and brothers.  
 
4) Anger, like many other sins, wants to master us, but we must master it, with God’s help. 
Every human life is a daily contest over who, or what, shall master us. Choose the good. Cling to 
God. Do what is right. Resist evil.  
 
5) We are our brothers’ keepers. We are responsible for one another, beginning with our most 
intimate relationships. We must love our spouses. Our families. We must refrain from violent 
words or violent deeds. We must learn to live in peace at home and of course far beyond. We 
must look around us and ask who might be vulnerable, who needs an advocate, whose life or 
well-being is threatened, and who can we concretely help and protect. This takes us beyond 
personal ethics into social ethics, and has us asking questions like who is dying unnecessarily in 
this country and around the world due to lack of access to health care, crime, inadequate 
policing, war, environmental degradation, or a host of other problems.  
 
6) Jesus is the Prince of Peace, and we have promised to follow him. He taught both justice and 
peace. He taught forgiveness and reconciliation. He loved his enemies, even when they took him 
to his death. He died, and did not kill, for our salvation. We are his people. We must follow him, 
in the way of nonviolent love and peacemaking, as in all other things he taught us to do.   
 
 


