A Tale of Two Brothers (Genesis 4:1-16; 5/10/08)

Introduction

There’s a Jungle Doctor story about a hunter who goes out into the jungle and kills a leopard. But he finds a leopard cub nearby. He thinks that such a prize will make him rich, so he takes it back to his village. But the chief of the village warns that little leopards become big leopards, and big leopards kill. But the children love the cub. They feed it with porridge and play with it. As time goes by the leopard grows. One day, the leopard finds the hunter in his hut, overpowers him and kills him. The whole village runs and hides in fear, but the chief faces the fierce leopard, fights him and kills him. Though the chief is wounded, the leopard is dead and the village is safe. “Little Leopards Become Big Leopards, and Big Leopards Kill”
That story has something to do with our passage here in Genesis 4. It is showing us how sin grows into something very powerful and destructive. Disobeying God may have seemed so ‘little’ in the garden, but here we see that it has become deadly. People often scratch their heads and ask, “What’s wrong with the world?” The message here is that sin is the problem – the world of humanity is rebelling against God.
Here we have the tale of two brothers. What are we to learn from this dramatic and tragic incident? Adam and Eve produce children. We are told about two here, but they had others (5:4). The first human family produces a murderer! A man kills his own brother! It’s clear that Cain isn’t the promised seed who will crush he serpent’s head. 

The NT refers to this incident on three occasions. It speaks of Abel as an example; of Cain as a warning and of the blood of a sacrifice that speaks a better word than Abel’s. That’s how I want us to look at the passage today.  

1) A Great Example

By faith Abel offered God a better sacrifice than Cain did…and by faith he still speaks, even though he is dead (Hebrews 11:4). But why was Abel’s a better sacrifice? Did the LORD prefer shepherds to farmers? Had God had commanded that animal sacrifices be offered to him, not grain offerings? This command becomes clearer later. There could be a clue in the words. Abel’s offering was the best of what he had: fat portions from the firstborn of his flock. But Cain offered some of the fruits of the soil. Both made offerings to God – as acts of worship – but only Abel’s was looked upon with favour. The NT explains: Abel made his sacrifice by faith. God was looking upon the heart. But what is faith? It could be described as wholehearted trust in God and his word. Without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists, and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him (Hebrews 11:6).  
My father-in-law has done a lot of travelling from the UK to the US. I was with him once. He always dresses very smartly – shirt, tie and blazer – when he travels. Why? Because he hopes to be upgraded on the flight from economy to business class. I’ve seen him ask the check-in staff for an upgrade. And I’ve seen him get it too! He doesn’t deserve an upgrade; he hasn’t paid for one, but you could say that he’s earnestly seeking one!
What about our attitude to God as we come to worship him this morning? Is it by faith? Could it be said that you are earnestly seeking him? Do you want to give to him the best of your attention and affection, because you acknowledge that everything you have is for him? Or are you more like Cain? Yes, you show up at the service, but it doesn’t matter if you’re late or fall asleep. You’re here, but maybe you’re heart is elsewhere. You’re offering God something, half-heartedly. I encourage you to be like Abel – seek God earnestly by faith; listen to what he has to say to you through his Word. God promises rewards to those who do – the reward is God himself: his presence and peace; the joy of his love and salvation; the assurance that you are his child and he is your Father. 
2) A Great Warning

Do not be like Cain, who belonged to the evil one and murdered his brother (1 John 3:12). How could it happen? Firstly, he is very angry (v5). No doubt his pride has been injured, his jealousy aroused. Then he refuses to listen to God’s own words. God calls him to repent, and warns him about the danger of sin, crouching like a powerful beast, seeking to master him: you must master it. But Cain hardens his heart. He hatches up a plot and sets a trap: Let’s go out into the field (v8). Finally he commits the crime: he murders his brother. Afterwards he lies to God, defiantly. His actions stem from the heart. The bible in general, especially Jesus, has so much to say about the human heart: For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly (Mark 7:21-22). Cain refused to face up to what was going on in his heart. Don’t be like him.  
Dostoyevski’s novel, Crime and Punishment, is about a poor student in Russia who murders an old but rich pawn-broker. It’s a murder he has planned in his heart for months. He had worked out how and when he could get into her house, what weapon he would use, how he would get at her money, how he would make his escape. He had nursed his hatred for her for so long that the crime had been committed long before he ever killed her. Finally, he overcomes the warnings of his conscience and commits the murder. 

It could be today that you are nursing attitudes in your heart that are in danger of breaking out. It could be injured pride or jealousy, lust or envy, hatred or spite. God is warning you through his Word and your conscience: sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it. God holds you responsible for your attitudes and actions. Don’t be like Cain. Stop pretending that everything’s cool. Do what Cain failed to do. He should have confessed: “Yes, LORD, you know my heart. I am jealous and angry. I’m filled with hate. Forgive me! Help me to do what is right!” Like David you need to pray: Create in me a clean heart, and renew a right spirit within me (Psalm 51:10). Be warned! Face up to the sinful reality of your own heart!
3) A Great Sacrifice

You have come…to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel (Hebrews 12:23-24). The LORD said to Cain: Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground (v10). What was it crying for? It’s crying for justice, for vengeance. It’s crying for Cain to be punished for the wrong he’s committed. The LORD punishes Cain: he’s driven from the ground and becomes a restless wanderer, hidden from God’s presence. But the NT speaks of the sprinkled blood of Jesus – a reference to his sacrificial death – speaking a better word. How is it better? It cries out to God not for vengeance, but for mercy and forgiveness for the guilty. It cries out that justice has been satisfied, for Jesus is being punished for the sins of his people. The cross is the place where God’s love and justice meet. Sin must be punished; God punishes his own Son so that the guilty might be forgiven.
Shamel was a rebel leader fighting against the Russian Csar, around 1870. He ruled over a group of soldiers and their families. One day, stealing broke out, threatening the organisation. Shamel laid down the law: ‘thou shalt not steal’; with a penalty of 100 lashes. The thief was soon caught – it was Shamel’s own mother. Shamel loved her. Now he was caught between law and love. The day of punishment came, but before his mother had received three blows, Shamel took her place. The price had to be paid, but the price was paid by him. 
Similarly, the Son of God took the place of sinners as he died. The writer to the Hebrews says: You have come…to Jesus. That’s what you must do. The blessings of forgiveness are not granted automatically. How do you come to Jesus? You must stop trusting in yourself: your ‘good works’ or morality. You come to him by faith – trusting in his sacrifice alone for your forgiveness. You must come to him in prayer. Here’s how one old hymn puts it:
Nothing in my hands I bring/Simply to thy cross I cling
Naked, come to Thee for dress/Helpless, look to Thee for grace

Foul, I to the fountain fly/Wash me, Saviour, or I die!

The blood of Jesus speaks of forgiveness and peace. Come to him!

Conclusion

Will you heed this great example? Seek the LORD with all your heart. Will you heed the great warning? Don’t harden your heart to God and his word. Will you trust Christ’s sacrifice – the blood that he shed? Find his peace and salvation. Let me tell you about someone who did. His name was Edward Mote. 

Mote was not brought up in a godly home and did not have the advantage of early exposure to Scripture. In fact, his parents managed a pub in London and often neglected young Edward, who spent most of his Sundays playing in the city streets.1 Of his theological upbringing, he said "So ignorant was I that I did not know that there was a God." Eventually Mote became exposed to the Word of God, and was baptized at the age of 18…He was apprenticed to become a cabinetmaker, and followed this career successfully for another 37 years. Eventually, at the age of 55, he became pastor of a Baptist church in Horsham, Sussex. He died at the age of 77.

It was during his career as a cabinetmaker that the hymn came into being. One morning in 1834 as he was walking to work, it entered his mind to write a hymn. By the time he got to work, he had the chorus. He wrote four more verses over the course of that day and two additional verses before he was finished. Do you know the hymn?
My hope is built on nothing less

Than Jesus’ blood and righteousness

I dare not trust the sweetest frame

But wholly lean on Jesus’ name

On Christ, the solid rock, I stand

All other ground is sinking sand
May that be your confidence and mine today!
