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Failure and Forgiveness 

October 1, 2017 

By Pastor John Wells 

Genesis 4:1-16 - Cain Murders Abel 
 4:1Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore Cain, 
saying, “I have produced a man with the help of the LORD.” 2Next she bore his 
brother Abel. Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a tiller of the 
ground. 3In the course of time Cain brought to the LORD an offering of the 
fruit of the ground, 4and Abel for his part brought of the firstlings of his flock, 
their fat portions. And the LORD had regard for Abel and his offering, 5but for 
Cain and his offering he had no regard. So Cain was very angry, and his 
countenance fell. 6The LORD said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why has 
your countenance fallen? 7If 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.” 
 8Cain 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. 9Then 
the LORD said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” He said, “I do not know; 
am I my brother’s keeper?” 10And the LORD said, “What have you done? 
Listen; your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground! 11And now 
you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your 
brother’s blood from your hand. 12When you till the ground, it will no longer 
yield to you its strength; you will be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth.” 
13Cain said to the LORD, “My punishment is greater than I can bear! 14Today 
you have driven me away from the soil, and I shall be hidden from your face; 
I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth, and anyone who meets me 
may kill me.” 15Then the LORD said to him, “Not so! Whoever kills Cain will 
suffer a sevenfold vengeance.” And the LORD put a mark on Cain, so that no 
one who came upon him would kill him. 16Then Cain went away from the 
presence of the LORD, and settled in the land of Nod, east of Eden. 
 
  Growing up I was the youngest of five children and I was the youngest 

by 7½ years which meant that from time to time my older brothers and 

sisters would tell me that I was a mistake. My mother would say I was just a 

pleasant surprise. I didn’t quite get the distinction. 

  With five children there was a sort of natural flow from top to bottom 

and I was always at the end of the line. My wardrobe was mostly hand-me-
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downs; toys were often well used (today we might call them “experienced”) 

and when there was some sort of disagreement among the children the anger 

and frustration of that moment would also find its way down the line. So, my 

oldest sister would yell at my oldest brother who would take it out on my next 

sister, who would take it out on my next brother who usually punched me. I 

was the end of the chain; I had nowhere to go unless I wanted to yell at the 

cat. I always ended up with a different kind of frustration about this whole 

process. What did I do, except occupy the end of the line? Sometimes these 

things just don’t make any sense. 

  In a kind of dysfunctional sort of way, one of my most “pleasant” (and 

that might not be the right word for this), let’s say “satisfying” memories 

from my childhood was sitting on the couch and watching my middle sister 

chasing my next youngest brother around the house with a broom. She was 

really mad about something and I was just happy to see somebody besides me 

getting a beating.  

  What this is leading up to is this: I would tend to believe that the story 

of Cain and Abel is a lot more complicated than what we have been lead to 

believe. 

  The story of Cain and Abel is the story of jealousy and arrogance; of sin 

and accountability BUT most of us read right over this story because we 

assume it is what it is. Two brothers each offered a sacrifice to God, Abel’s 

offering was received and Cain’s offering was rejected. So, in a fit of rage and 

jealousy, Cain killed his brother Abel and then was sentenced to wander the 

earth for the rest of his life as a marked man. 

  Now there are a number of nuances to this story that you may have 

missed so let me fill in some of the background for you. 
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  First, let’s talk about the two boys, Cain and Abel. The way that the 

story of their birth is written out in Hebrew it suggests strongly that Cain 

and Able were not just brothers but that they were twin brothers. Now the 

fact that they were twins doesn’t really change the essence of the story but it 

does give it a slightly different twist on the relationship that these two 

brothers shared. 

  As you may have heard by now, in the Old Testament people’s names 

were more than just words used to differentiate one person from another. 

Names were always meant to be a reflection of a person’s character. So, for 

example later on in the story, we have the birth of Jacob and Esau and it says 

that when those twin boys were born Esau was first but Jacob came out 

holding his brother’s heal so he was named Jacob which means “he grasps the 

heal” and was supposed to suggest that this is someone who tries to take 

something that doesn’t belong to him. He was a “supplanter.” He was a 

“shady character.” And as you know, Jacob was known as a “shady character” 

for most of his adult life until he had an encounter with God and his name 

was changed to “Israel” which means “he wrestles with God.” 

  In a similar way when Cain was born Eve said, 

… I have produced a man with the help of the LORD. Genesis 4:1 

  The name Cain means, “to acquire or possess something.” So Cain 

was Eve’s possession and his name reflected that he was “a possessor, one 

who has substance.” Cain was perceived by his parents as being as good as it 

can get and his name reflected that. 

  On the other hand, Abel’s name means, “to be empty” and was 

meant to suggest that this person was “vain or empty of substance.” So these 

twin boys were considered to be polar opposites of each other. Cain was the 
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man of substance and Abel was rather shallow. So, these two boys were 

raised side by side but they were never considered equals. 

  As they grew into adulthood, the boys took up different occupations. 

Cain was a “tiller of the soil” and Abel raised sheep AND at some point the 

two boys each brought an offering to God; a sacrifice of the fruit of their 

labors. 

  Cain, who was a farmer, brought some of his crop and Abel, who was a 

shepherd, brought sheep from his flock. The story says that God received 

Abel's sacrifice as acceptable, but turned Cain's, offering down. We are never 

told in the story why Cain's sacrifice was not acceptable BUT there was 

obviously some problem with what Cain had offered and he was not happy. 

  At this point in the story there was this interesting conversation 

between God and Cain. 

The LORD said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why has your 
countenance fallen? 7 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.” Genesis 4:6-7 

  God was giving Cain some personal advice; almost as if God was saying, 

“this particular sacrifice didn’t quite measure up but you can do better next 

time. Don’t let this failure become the pattern for your life.”  

“… you must master it.” 

  Again, we don’t know exactly why Cain killed his brother, it just says 

that he did. BUT maybe (after Cain’s offering was rejected) his younger 

brother started to suggest that Cain (the man of substance) wasn’t so 

substantial anymore. Maybe Abel implied to his brother that he (Abel) was 

now the man of substance in the family and it was a button he shouldn’t have 

pushed. 
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  Whatever the reason, the story says that Cain killed his brother Abel. 

He apparently wasn’t able (no pun intended) to “master” his anger or his 

pride; the sin that was “lurking at the door” took control of his life (at least 

for that brief moment) and Cain did something that he couldn’t undo. There 

was no going back and no trying it again. He had taken his brother’s life and 

he tried to hide what he had done from everyone, including God. 

  Cain had sinned and as we all know sin has consequences. Our choices 

are never isolated from the rest of our lives. Everything we do spills over into 

the lives of everyone we know. We sometimes are tempted to think that if 

something doesn’t hurt anyone but us that it is somehow OK. But, we forget 

that when we are hurt it hurts the people who care about us as well. 

  In some ways, Cain’s consequences seem rather mild. He was no longer 

going to be a farmer (which was something that he apparently loved) so that 

would have been a disappointment. And he was going to begin to live the life 

of a nomad (a wanderer) which wasn’t as dire as it sounds today because we 

need to remember that when these words were first written down a 

significant number of people lived their lives as nomads. 

13Cain said to the LORD, “My punishment is greater than I can bear! 
14Today you have driven me away from the soil, and I shall be hidden 

from your face; I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth,  
and anyone who meets me may kill me.” 

  When we hear the English word “fugitive,” we think of someone who 

is constantly running away from the authorities. BUT the Hebrew word used 

here is “nua” which means “wander.” It literally means “to stagger” or “to 

move around” and the Hebrew word that is translated “wanderer” is “nood” 

which means “to stagger in mourning” or “to show grief.”  

  This would suggest that the greatest part of Cain’s punishment was the 

fact that he would wander for the rest of his life knowing that he could never 
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undo what he had done. He was going to forever be a fugitive from himself; 

chased by his own grief. 

  What a sad thing, to live your life burdened with that kind of guilt. 

  The other things that Cain said about his exile were, 

I shall be hidden from your face; 

  Cain had apparently spent his entire life with ready access to God and 

now, along with living the life of a nomad and giving up his connection to the 

soil, he was going to be separated from God in a way that he had not 

experienced up until that time. Part of the consequence of Cain’s sin was 

distance from his creator.  

  And Cain said,  

… anyone who meets me may kill me. 

  I have a feeling that this was Cain’s guilt talking. His sin was going to 

always be apparent to him and therefore he thought his sin would be 

apparent to everyone else. What an empty, lonely life. 

  The last piece of this conversation is about God’s response to Cain’s 

fear. The text says, 

And the LORD put a mark on Cain, so that no one who came upon him 
would kill him. 16Then Cain went away from the presence of the LORD,  

and settled in the land of Nod, east of Eden. 

  The mark of Cain is an interesting piece of this story because it implies 

a number of things. On the one hand the mark of Cain would forever identify 

Cain for who he was. He would never be able to pretend that he wasn’t who 

he really was. There would be no hiding for Cain. 

  But on the other hand, this mark was meant to comfort Cain’s fears. He 

was afraid that anyone who saw him would kill him and this “mark” was 

meant to keep that from happening. Cain didn’t have to go through his life 

afraid that everyone he met would want to take his life. So, in that sense, this 
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mark was a symbol of God’s ongoing mercy. So the mark played two roles. It 

was both a reminder of accountability and the grace of God. 

  What we are supposed to see in Cain is a “type;” a reflection of our own 

lives. All of us have to deal with our own failure which means that all of us 

have to deal with guilt. The question becomes how will that happen? 

  The obvious answer is that guilt requires forgiveness, BUT the only one 

who can forgive is the one who has been offended; which means that we often 

have to experience forgiveness on two different levels. We need to seek 

forgiveness from the person whom we have offended and we also need to seek 

forgiveness from God because God owns all of creation and that includes us. 

So, when we sin against another person, we also sin against God. 

  The Good News is that Jesus came into our world to offer us 

forgiveness. The Good News is that we can be forgiven; washed clean; made 

new AND all we have to do is trust Jesus to do that work in our lives. 

  This is why Christian churches have always taught that salvation is by 

faith alone. 

For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your 
own doing; it is the gift of God— not the result of works,  

so that no one may boast. Ephesians 2:8-9 

  We have been given the opportunity to experience God’s grace in our 

lives. BUT, the other opportunity we have been given is to share this 

wonderful Good News with our friends. We would have to assume that many 

of them are struggling with guilt in their lives as well. We want them to be 

free from this burden. We want them to find the joy that comes with a heart 

that has been redeemed. So, we should all leave this place determined to 

share this Good News with someone we know. 

  You can invite your friends to a party. You can invite your friends to a 

ball game. You can invite your friends to a movie. Why wouldn’t you want to 
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invite your friends to meet the one who can offer them forgiveness and new 

life? 

  All of us have to learn to trust; to lean on Jesus. 

Learning to Lean 

I'm learning to lean, learning to lean, 
Learning to lean on Jesus. 

Finding more power than I'd ever dreamed, 
I'm learning to lean on Jesus. 

The joy I can't explain fills my soul, 
Since the day I made Jesus my King; 

His blessed Holy Spirit is leading my way, 
He's teaching and I'm learning to lean. 

Chorus: 

Sad, broken-hearted, so often I've knelt, 
And I've found God's peace so serene; 

And all that He asks is a child-like trust, 
And a heart that is learning to lean. 

Chorus: 

There's glorious vict'ry each day now for me, 
Since I found His peace so serene; 

He helps me with each task, if only I'll ask; 
Ev'ry day now I'm learning to lean. 

Chorus: 
 


