This morning, as we come to Genesis 4, we begin in a radically different place than we have begun in any of the first three chapters of this book.  For the first time, our text begins with sin as a reality in the world.  Up until this point, each chapter has begun either with nothing (Genesis 1) or in the pristine goodness that God created (Genesis 2-3).  But beginning in chapter 4, the setting changes.  And the change is terrible and noticeable.

As we have walked through the first three chapters of Genesis, we have discussed some of the central realities of life.  We have seen that God created everything that exists and rules over it as Lord.  We have seen that He created human beings to rule over, and care for, the good world He made.  And we have seen that those human beings rebelled against Him and introduced sin into the world.  Many have said that the storyline of the Bible can be summed up in the sequence: Creation/Fall/Redemption/New Creation.  Though this is the case, each of these parts does not get equal emphasis.  Creation occupies 2 chapters.  Fall occupies one chapter.  New Creation occupies 2 chapters.  And Redemption occupies everything in between: 1184 chapters.  And this incredible story of redemption begins with our text this morning: Genesis 4.  

In short, this chapter can be thought of in two ways.  First, it is a demonstration of the direct effects of Adam and Eve's sin in chapter 3.  Second, it is a description of the way the world now works – as opposed to how it used to work before the Fall.  In summary, as Mark Dever, has so aptly summed it up, this chapter represents “the new normal”.  And this “new normal” involves both terrible sin and amazing grace.  This text, much like last week's text, shows us some of the most central realities of life.  So let us look at them together.

I. After the fall, sin is part of the human heart, and it is trying to destroy us (4:1-8).

The text begins with a relatively simple, and seemingly hopeful, development.  The text says, “Now Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, 'I have gotten a man with the help of the Lord.'  And again, she bore his brother Abel” (4:1-2a).  Just as God promised and Adam believed, Eve truly is becoming “the mother of all living” (3:20).  Though God punished Adam and Eve's sin, He did not immediately destroy them.  Though He ejected them from the garden paradise in Eden, He left them on the earth to carry out the task of “filling” and “subduing.”  

But in the midst of this hopeful development, the text quickly takes a turn for the worse.  We read, “Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a worker of the ground.  In the course of time Cain brought to the Lord an offering of the bruit of the ground, and Abel also brought of the firstborn of his flock and of their fat portions.  And the Lord had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard.  So Cain was very angry, and his face fell” (4:2b-5).  Interestingly, the author decides to tell us about only one event in the lives of these two sons – namely, a particular instance in which they both brought an offering to the Lord.  Cain, being a farmer, brought some of fruit of the ground.  Abel, being a shepherd, brought a sheep from his flock.  And, according to the text, God accepted Abel's offering and rejected Cain's offering.  

Now, in the flow of the text, the important thing is the way Cain responded to this rejection rather than the reason for the rejection itself.  Nevertheless, we are led to ask: why did God accept Abel and his offering and reject Cain and his offspring?  The text does not say it was because Cain brought fruit instead of an animal.  The issue was not the type of sacrifice.  The text does seem to make a distinction in the quality of the two sacrifices by stating that Abel brought “the firstborn of his flock and of their fat portions” while giving no such description of Cain's offering.  But even this reality seems to point to a deeper, more foundational issue: the central problem was not primarily in the offering but in the offerers.  Notice that the text says God had regard for Abel – not just his offering, and it says that God had no regard for Cain – not just his offering.  We see the reality of Cain's sinful heart in his reaction to the rejection – he “was very angry, and his face fell.”  This is not the response of a faithful heart but of a wicked heart.  A faithful heart would have repented, but the wicked heart merely sulks.  We also know this is the case because the New Testament points to it.  1 John 3:12 says that Cain's deeds (referring to his sacrifice, not his murder) were evil.  Jesus made clear that evil deeds come from an evil heart (Matt. 12:35), so Cain's heart was evil.  Further, Hebrews 11:4 says, “By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain, through which he was commended as righteous, God commending him by accepting his gifts.”  Abel was accepted because he acted in faith.  Cain was rejected because he did not.  

Seeing this helps us understand what follows.  As a result of being rejected, Cain is very angry.  And, in response to this, God reaches out to him: “The Lord said to Cain, 'Why are you angry, and why has your face fallen?  If you do well, will you not be accepted?  And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door.  Its desire is for you, but you must rule over it” (4:6-7).  This is an extremely important declaration on the part of God.  First of all, it is an incredible act of mercy.  God was not obligated to give Cain such a warning, but He did so nonetheless.  Second, God makes very clear to Cain that he was not accepted because he did not “do well”.  The problem was not God or his standard or his judgment; the problem was Cain and his sinful heart.  No doubt Cain did not see it this way (as his reaction shows), but it was the truth.  And third, God makes clear to Cain the seriousness of this situation.  He points out to Cain that this is a “fork in the road” - Cain can either “do well” and have his face lifted up or he can “not do well” and be overpowered by his sin.  

And in a tragic demonstration of how far humanity has fallen from Genesis 2, Cain gives in to his murderous rage: “Cain spoke to Abel his brother.  And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his brother Abel and killed him” (4:8).  Here we have it: Cain does not master his sin.  Rather, he is mastered by it.  In his anger, Cain succumbs to sin and takes his brother's life.  

Now, before we go on, we must take note of what these initial verses tell us.  In particular, they tell us about sin and worship.  First of all, as we saw last week, these verses show us the horrible effects of Adam and Eve's sin in the garden.  That sin affected not only Adam and Eve but those who come after them.  Now, apart from God's grace, human beings are incapable of overpowering sin.  We are sick at our very core, and the picture only gets worse as we move through the rest of the Old Testament.  And this is not only true of Cain but of each one of us as well.  We must recognize the horrible reality and presence of sin.  Second, this shows us that the problem of sin is much more than skin-deep.  Cain's central problem was not his sacrifice but his heart.  There was a much deeper issue.  Likewise, in our own lives, we must realize that we do not merely do bad things.  Rather, we are bad.  Our hearts are infected.  We need more than just behavior modification or better self-esteem.  We need a new heart.  Third, this shows us the true nature of sin.  God told Cain that sin was “crouching at the door” and that it desired to “rule” over him.  Though it may not always look like it and though we may not always see it this way, sin is not a friend.  And it is not merely some inactive force that can be avoided.  It is an enemy that is trying to destroy us.  Paul says we are “under the power of sin” (Rom. 3:9).  He says that, because of what Adam did, “sin reigned” - like a king.  We must understand that we are under attack.  There is someone (Satan) and something (sin) that is actively chasing us down and trying to destroy us.  We do not have the option of not engaging.  We can give up and let sin conquer us -  like Cain.  Or we can, by grace through faith in Jesus Christ, conquer it.  

And this first section also tells us something profound about worshiping, honoring and glorifying God.  It shows that worship is not primarily a matter of actions and routines and rituals but of the heart.  The issue is not primarily what we are doing but the status of our hearts.  Obedience is not primarily about singing, praying, reading, serving or giving.  It is primarily about doing all of these things with faith.  The difference between Cain and Abel was not what they were doing but the attitude with which they did it.  The same action can be honoring to God when one person does it and dishonoring to God when another person does it, because the issue is the heart and faith.  In Isaiah, God said to Israel, 

What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices?  says the Lord; I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams and the fat of well-fed beasts; I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of lambs, or of goats....Bring no more vain offerings; incense is an abomination to me.  New moon and Sabbath and the calling of convocations – I cannot endure iniquity and solemn assembly.  Your new moons and your appointed feasts my soul hates; they have become a burden to me; I am weary of bearing them.  When you spread out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; your hands are full of blood.  Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; remove the evil of your deeds from before my eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; bring justice to the fatherless, plead the widow's cause. (Isa. 1:11,13-17)

And the author of Hebrews put it this way: “...without faith it is impossible to please [God]” (Heb. 11:6).  As we see this reality, we must be constantly on guard against assuming that certain actions are accepted regardless of our hearts or our attitudes.  We must always be careful, watchful and on guard.   Cain was going to offer sacrifices (to worship), and yet his heart was sinful.  We must never assume that just because what we are doing may be good, our hearts are good.  God is not after our actions but our hearts.  

II. God sees, and punishes, sin (4:9-12).

After describing Cain's murder of Abel, the next section of the text lays out God's reaction.  It says, “Then the Lord said to Cain, 'Where is Abel your brother?'  He said, 'I do not know; am I my brother's keeper?'” (4:9).  So God initiates another conversation with Cain by asking about Abel.  Without a doubt, God already knows the answer to his question.  So why does He ask it?  Just like with Adam and Eve in chapter 3, the question is not asked for the purpose of gathering information.  It is asked so as to give Cain an opportunity to repent.  But in yet another indictment of the state of his sinful heart, Cain lies and says he knows nothing about Abel's whereabouts.  In a testament to the utter ridiculousness of sin itself, Cain attempts to deceive the Creator and Lord of the entire universe.  

But God will have none of it.  He replies, “What have you done?  The voice of your brother's blood is crying to me from the ground” (4:10).  In a dramatic depiction, God exposes Cain's sin by picturing the blood of Abel as actually crying out from the ground – crying out for judgment because it was shed wrongly and unjustly.  The point of this declaration is that Cain's sin had not escaped God's sight.  God knew all about it.  The One who knows when even a little sparrow falls to the ground (Matt. 10:29) certainly knows when one of His image-bearers falls to the ground.  

And in response to the sin, God punishes Cain.  He says, “And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother's blood from your hand.  When you work the ground, it shall no longer yield to you its strength.  You shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth” (4:11-12).  Just like with Adam and Eve, God pronounces punishment – only this time the punishment seems to be even more harsh.  Whereas God told Adam the ground would still produce, albeit reluctantly, He told Cain that the ground would not produce at all for him.  Instead of being a farmer, Cain becomes “a fugitive and a wanderer” on the earth.  And based on Cain's own words in 4:14, it also seems that part of the punishment was even further alienation from the presence and blessing of God.  Not only did God know about Cain's sin, he addressed it.  

Once again, we must pause and contemplate this reality because it tells us something vitally important about God – specifically, it shows us God's relationship to our sin.  First of all, it reminds us that sin never escapes God's sight.  God knows all things – even the smallest things.  And God knows every sin that we commit as well as every sin that others commit.  It is almost laughable that Cain lies to the Lord as if he could deceive him.  And yet, how often do we let far too much time pass before we come to God in confession and repentance when we sin?  We act as if the mere passing of time will make it all better.  We act as if perhaps God will forget if we just wait long enough.  But this text reminds us that God always sees and always knows.  He is aware of every sinful deed, every sinful word, every sinful attitude, every sinful thought.  Just like Cain, and Adam and Eve, we cannot hide.  

But even further, this section reminds us not only that sin never escapes God's sight but that it never escapes His judgment.  Not only does God know about every sin, He addresses it.  God is absolutely, totally holy, and this means He punishes sin.  Psalm 37:1-2 says, “Fret not yourself because of evildoers; be not envious of wrongdoers!  For they will soon fade like the grass and wither like the green herb.”  And Nahum 1:3 says “the Lord will by no means clear the guilty.”  No sin goes unpunished.  Sometimes that punishment is immediate, and sometimes it is delayed, but it always comes.  God always punishes sin.  This is a crucial reality for everyone to understand.  If you do not follow Jesus Christ, you need to know that you are storing up wrath for yourself.  You need to know that you will be punished.  God's wrath will explode on your head, and you will spend eternity separated from God in a place of fiery torment called Hell.  And even if you do follow Christ and have been saved by grace, this reality is crucial because it helps you understand how you were saved.  By nature you are a sinner who disobeys God.  Because God is holy, He must punish sin.  But because of His grace, He punished His Son, Jesus Christ, so that whoever believes in Him would be saved.  Notice, the glory of the gospel is not that God does away with punishing sin but rather that the punishment is transferred to someone else so that the guilty might go free.  God is both just and the justifier. 

III. Alongside holy wrath, God shows grace to undeserving sinners (4:13-16).

But even in this seemingly depressing and negative text, there is a clear demonstrations of the grace and mercy of God – even in the midst of holy wrath and just punishment.  Upon hearing God's declaration of judgment, Cain says, “My punishment is greater than I can bear.  Behold, you have driven me today away from the ground, and from your face I shall be hidden.  I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth, and whoever finds me will kill me” (4:13-14).  So Cain laments the severity of God's punishment – claiming it is too much for him to bear.  In essence, he is complaining that God has been too harsh.  After all, he was a farmer, and now his livelihood had been taken away.  Moreover, he did not have a place to live, and he would have to be a wanderer.  And in a truly ironic twist, the one who just murdered his brother is afraid that someone will murder him.  In essence, Cain is pleading for mercy from God.  

And amazingly, as the text continues, God gives it to him.  We read, “Then the Lord said to him, 'Not so!  If anyone kills Cain, vengeance shall e taken on him sevenfold.'  And the Lord put a mark on Cain, lest any who found him should attack him.  Then Cain went away from the presence of the Lord and settled in the land of Nod, east of Eden” (4:15-16).  In order to understand the magnitude of God's actions, we should keep in mind that the Law later given to Moses prescribed death for someone who murdered another person.  It would have been entirely just and right for God to strike Cain down immediately (He would later do just such a thing for a seemingly “lesser” sin – Acts 5:1-11).  And yet, God responds to his plea and actually places a mark on Cain for the purpose of protecting him.  Though Cain had murdered his brother in cold blood, God protected Cain so that the same fate would not befall him.  

This small section of the text is an incredible testament to the grace and mercy of God.  Without sacrificing his holiness in any way, God bestows mercy on a sinful human being.  Even more, there is no indication in the text that Cain ever repented, and yet God shows mercy nonetheless.  Once again, this is crucial for understanding God's character.  As we just saw, God is absolutely holy and punishes sin.  At the same time, He is gracious and forgiving.  As He told Moses, He is “the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children's children, to the third and the fourth generation” (Exod. 34:6-7).  He is at the same time just and merciful, holy and gracious.  The supreme demonstration of this reality is the cross – where God was simultaneously punishing sin and redeeming sinners.  But we also see it throughout the Scriptures (just like here) and in our very own lives.  How often have we sinned and yet not received the punishment we deserved?  How often have we rebelled and yet received God's mercy rather than his wrath?  Such moments should undo us.  We should fall on our faces before God and worship Him.  We should magnify our Savior and follow Him as Lord.  We should shout the good news of the gospel from the mountaintops so that everyone can hear.  Moreover, in our lives, we should show the same type of mercy to everyone around us.  We should imitate God in His kindness, tenderheartedness, forgiveness and love.  God is merciful; we should be as well.  

IV. There are two paths in the world (4:17-26).

The final part of our text seems fairly tame and perhaps a bit boring because it simply gives us some genealogies.  However, as we look closer, we will see that there is more to these genealogies than meets the eye.  Rather than simply moving the story along by introducing us to some new characters, the genealogies themselves actually serve to make a point.  In this case, the fact that there are two genealogies (an extended one for Cain and a brief one for Seth) is for the explicit purpose of contrasting the two families.  In a very real sense, the promised lines of “the seed of the serpent” and “the seed of the woman” (3:15) are seen in these two family lists.  

The first genealogy traces Cain's line.  We read, “Cain knew his wife, and she conceived and bore Enoch.  When he built a city, he called the name of the city after the name of his son, Enoch.  To Enoch was born Irad, and Irad fathered Mehugael, and Mehujael fathered Methushael, and Methushael fathered Lamech” (4:17-18).  To start, there is nothing unusual – simply a succession of names.  But when Lamech is introduced, we see a change.  Clearly, this line is given to us for the purpose of highlighting Lamech because the text says more about him than anyone else.  We read, 

And Lamech took two wives.  The name of the one was Adah, and the name of the other Zillah.  Adah bore Jabal; he was the father of those who dwell in tents and have livestock.  His brother's name was Jubal; he was the father of all those who play the lyre and pipe.  Zillah also bore Tubal-cain; he was the forger of all instruments of bronze and iron.  The sister of Tubal-cain was Naamah.  Lamech said to his wives: 'Adah and Zillah, hear my voice; you wives of Lamech, listen to what I say: I have killed a man for wounding me, a young man for striking me.  If Cain's revenge is sevenfold, then Lamech's is seventy-sevenfold. (4:19-24)

So Cain's line culminates with Lamech, and the picture is not a pretty one.  Though we see the beginning of such things as music as well as metalwork, we also see sin taken to new levels.  First of all, Lamech had two wives – this was not the pattern God had set.  Moerover, he (like Cain) kills someone, but he boasts about his act!  Moreover, he arrogantly presumes that God will protect him even more than Cain, despite the fact that he has blatantly disobeyed God.  Here we see the point of this first genealogy – sin is running rampant.  It is growing and flowering and increasing.  The seed of the serpent is alive and well.  

But Cain's genealogy is not the last word in this chapter.  In the final two verses, we read, “And Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son and called his name Seth, for she said, 'God has appointed for me another offspring instead of Abel, for Cain killed him.'  To Seth also a son was born, and he called his name Enosh.  At that time people began to call upon the name of the Lord” (4:25-26).  This genealogy is radically different from the previous one.  Though there is no mention of great cultural feats like works of music or metal, there is something far better – an acknowledgment that “calling upon the name of the Lord” was part of the legacy of this line.  Whereas Cain's genealogy shows the explosion and progression of sin, Seth's short genealogy (which will be expanded in the next chapter) shows the progression of grace.  While the seed of the serpent is alive and well, so is “the seed of the woman”.   Clearly, Seth's line leads to better results than Cain's line.  

Though it may seem like a small point, the inclusion of these two genealogies is actually crucial for understanding the rest of the Bible as well as human history in general.  These contrasting genealogies show us that, after the fall, sin and grace (Satan and God) are in an ongoing struggle.  The rest of the Bible, and Genesis in particular, makes this struggle strikingly clear.  While Satan and his “seed” are attempting to mess everything up, God and his “seed” are setting everything right.  It is the wicked versus the righteous, God's people versus God's enemies.  The struggle that was promised in 3:15 is a reality.  Because of their sin, Adam and Eve spoiled God's good creation and now everything is tainted and marred.  But, as even this otherwise sad text makes clear, sin does not have the last word.  God is working and moving to restore what was lost and bring about something even better.  Throughout the rest of Genesis and the Old Testament, we will see a constant struggle between sin and grace, Satan and God.  But, ultimately, the line of Seth will produce a preeminent, supreme individual who does not just oppose Satan but destroys him – Jesus Christ.  In the end, the battle is not “up-for-grabs”.  The outcome is sure, and “the seed of the woman” wins.  Though sin does increase, grace abounds all the more, so that as sin reigns in death, grace also might reign through righteousness, leading to eternal life (Rom. 6:22).  

* Application

As we prepare to come to the table for communion, let me just make a few points of direct application.  First of all, if you are not a Christian, repent and believe.  Do not be like Cain and deny or ignore your sin.  God sees.  God knows.  And in His mercy, in spite of your sin, God has provided a means of forgiveness.  Your sins can, and will, be taken away if you follow Jesus Christ. He lived a perfect life – keeping every part of God's law.  He died on the cross and took the punishment of God that we deserved.  He rose from the dead and made clear that he had defeated Satan and sin and death.  Turn from your sin and throw yourself on Jesus, and you will find that He is enough.  

If you are a Christian, praise the Lord for your salvation.  Have we not all been like Cain – sinning without a care in the world?  All of us have turned aside from the way of God.  All of us have refused to obey Him.  But instead of cursing us like Cain and casting us away from Him forever, God has pursued us (rebels though we were) and saved us and poured out grace and mercy on us.  Such a reality truly should “dissolve our hearts in thankfulness and melt our eyes with tears.”  

Also, if you are a Christian, walk in obedience.  You are no longer the “seed of the serpent”.  You are the “seed of the woman” because you are “in Christ”.  At one time you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord.  Walk as children of light. (Eph. 5:8).  Specifically, love one another.  Love your brothers and sisters.  Do not be like Cain who hated his brother (1 John 3:12-15).  By loving your brother, you demonstrate that you really belong to God and not to Satan.  Walk in a manner worthy of your calling.  Amen. 

