
Sunday 11th July 
 
 

I may be like Cain, but I am defined by Christ 
Genesis 4:1-16 
 
Over the past few weeks, we have been looking at the collection of stories at the beginning 
of Genesis. One of the things I have tried to show is that it is an insincere, and often 
insecure, form of parody to treat these early texts as contemporary scientific descriptions. 
Nor are they to be read as an Ikea flatpack manual. Genesis isn’t pretending to be these 
things. Instead, we have begun to discover that in these strikingly sophisticated stories we 
are being told something profound about God, about ourselves, and about the world we 
inhabit. We have called this the “Covenant of Creation,” a relationship of promise between 
God, human life, and the natural world.  
 
 

Recap: The Story so Far 
 

Week 1: “It was Good” 
“God saw all that he had made, and it was GOOD.” Here, we were reminded that the natural 
world is GOOD because of God, not because of us. Indeed, the natural world is often good in 
spite of us and our use of the earth’s natural resources. So ecology is not a passing fad, but 
has been a partner of theology from the very beginning. 
 

Week 2: Dominion not Domination 
Humanity was given a divine command to rule over creation, but to do so in God’s name, 
and not our own - to cultivate and not to dominate. How good are you at making that 
distinction? 
 

Week 3: A Day of Rest  
“And on the seventh God finished the work that he had done, and he rested.” God rested to 
model something we need (not something he needs) - quality time. Are you taking your 
sabbath? – Do you need a digital Sabbath? 
 

Week 4: “It is NOT Good” 
Here we discovered that the first time God addresses the human situation after creation, is 
to confront the issue of loneliness. It is not good to be isolated. How connected are you with 
your neighbours as we move out of the pandemic? 
 
 Week 5: “Dislocated, Dispersed, Disordered.” 
Last week we saw in Genesis 3, that eating from the forbidden tree was not so much a fall, 
as a great “disordering.” This marks the undoing of the relationships of the Covenant of 
Creation. Adam and Eve were cast out of Eden - scattered, disordered, out of place. Do you 
ever feel out of place in the world? 
 
 

Some Child-like Questions 
Along the way, we have noticed that the best, most insightful, questions are often asked by 
children: - If God is all powerful, why does he need to rest? Why did God put a forbidden tree 
in the garden? Why did God put a snake in the garden? The more we have attended to these 



questions, the more we have seen that we are seldom supplied with one-liners for answers. 
Instead we are drawn deeper into the stories themselves, to better understand God, 
ourselves, and the natural world.  
 
Today we turn to the story of Cain and Abel. I like to think I do my research, and having a 
couple of children at home we talked about this story. If you were to put your critical, 
earnest, child-like thinking cap on, what would be the question you would ask of the text? 
What strikes you as bizarre, or unfair, or out of place about the story of Cain and Abel? The 
question I was asked was this: 
 
Why did God reject Cain’s gift? Why did God have no regard for Cain’s offering?  
 
A great question. By this point we know better than to expect cheap answers, instead we 
look to be drawn deeper into the story.  
 
 

When Worship Goes Wong (Very Wrong) 
 
So here is an initial observation: Did you notice that the first recorded murder in Scripture is 
set against a larger context of worship? What began as Abel’s well-intended offering 
spiralled out of control to result in bloodshed. And this is where the atheist says with horror: 
“surely then, there is no hope for the religious faith! Is violence always the result of 
religion?” What are we to say to that? How do we respond? 
 
Well clearly, when we read this, we can sense that something has gone very wrong indeed. 
This is not normal. This is not how things are meant to be. This is not worship. Here we are 
confronted with the outworking of the disorder and distortion we were introduced to last 
week. In the story of Cain and Abel we are not presented with an example to follow, but an 
example of something which has been corrupted. As we move from Genesis 3 to 4, we see 
how the sense of disorder which began with Adam and Eve now follows them through the 
subsequent generations. We are immediately shown that evil has the power to corrupt 
what is good, such that even something as pure as intimacy with God can be twisted by 
human desires to become a matter of jealously and hatred. We read this and we know that 
this is not right.   
 
I am often asked why I trust the Bible, and one of the chief reasons is that it makes sense of 
the world around me. What I see in Genesis 4, is an honest admission that our experience of 
even the purest thing, can become twisted into something else entirely. This leads me to a 
second observation: Sin.  
 
Last week we talked about the reality of evil as something that concretely shapes the world 
we live in. But in Genesis 4, the language used to describe evil shifts, and we are given a new 
word to use – sin. Did you spot that? - this is the first time the word “sin” is used in the 
Bible. Verse 7: 
 
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 contrary to you, but you must rule over it.  
 



This sounds remarkably like the apostle Paul, or even Peter, whose writing follows centuries 
later and can be found in the New Testament. But before we start jumping all over the 
Bible, let me make these two observations.  
 
First, Cain’s situation was redeemable. And this helps to furnish our response to our child-
like question: Why did God reject Cain’s gift? - Well, we can’t be sure but this detail does at 
least tell us that the situation was redeemable. “If you do well, will you not be accepted?”  
 
Second, Cain is caught in this agonising place of turmoil, and angst, and contradiction. Sin is 
crouching at the door. Its desire is contrary to you, but you must rule over it. Cain is the first 
person we see in the Bible to wrestle internally with sin and lose. For Adam and Eve, 
temptation came from the outside, from the snake.  Cain is the first person to experience 
the inner turmoil of fighting immoral impulses and desires. Cain, then, is a mirror which 
reflects what is now common to all human experience. In Cain, we see something of 
ourselves whenever we are caught between a rock and hard place, whenever we wrestle to 
know or do the right thing. We see something of ourselves in Cain, whenever we experience 
angst, or anger, or the tension of trying to claw our way back to the straight and narrow 
way. Here is the shocking revelation: I am not Abel in the story, I am Cain. That hurts.  
 
Some weeks ago, there was a somewhat public fall from grace in our political life. I was 
asked to share my thoughts on these things. Whether it is about a political leader, a church 
leader, or of anyone in authority: if your first response is to such scandals in not “there, but 
for the grace of God, go I” – then you have missed the point of the story of Cain and Abel. I 
might not have committed murder, but Cain is a mirror to the inner wrestling of my soul. In 
the face of scandal, yes there should always be accountability; but accountability to a higher 
standard than my own sinful prejudices; accountability to a purer righteousness than my 
own; an accountability that is exercised in a spirit that says “there but for the grace of God 
go I.” 
 
In the New Testament, the apostle Paul is very frank about the inner wrestling of the 
Christian life. Paul is very forthcoming about the war we must wage on sin - not as 
somebody else’s battle, not as someone else’s responsibility, but as something we must 
confront within ourselves. Too often we are presented with a blissful view of the Christian 
life, as if we move from one ecstatic spiritual experience to another in a condition of 
perpetual bliss. That is not the Christian life! The Christian life is asking for the Spirit’s help 
at every turn. The Christian life is realising that not only do I share the same thought 
processes as Cain, but without the Spirit’s help I will act upon them. The Christian life is the 
humbling process of recognising that we need Christ’s help at every turn. 
 
Not only does Christ meet the standard of righteousness on our behalf, he daily gives us the 
grace to be more truly ourselves, to resist the temptations and patterns of behaviour that 
are less than who we are, that are harmful and dehumanizing. In Christ, we can be defined 
by his humanity, not our failures. I might see something of myself in Cain, but by faith I am 
defined by Christ. The Christian life is humbling, because it begins with this affirmation, and 
never departs from it – I need help.  
 
By the end of Genesis 4, we are further than ever from the garden. We see the presence of 
evil at work from without, and the influence of sin from within. And that makes sense of the 
world we live in, even today. But thanks be to God, for the one who made a way. Our way 
maker.  



 
Today, the response to the sermon is simple. To ask whether you see something of yourself 
in Cain? And to ask whether you recognise that Christ is the way maker, who leads the way 
back to the garden, back to God. In Christ we can overcome, we can be fully human. 
 
Let’s pray 
 
 
 


