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 “The First Children” (Genesis 4:1-5) 

Genesis 3 explains the root of sin in this world. Now, Genesis 4 will illustrate the fruit of sin. It 
will not take long for the awful consequences of sin to be manifested in full bloom. Cain will not 
just fall but plunge into the deepest apostasy and sin. There is a direct historical line of enmity 
and violence against God’s children that stretches from the bloody corpse of Abel to the twenty-
first century. 

There are a number of important lessons we must observe in this chapter. It will picture 
in prototype through the lives of Cain and Abel the two seeds promised in Genesis 3:15. Cain 
will be “of that wicked one” (1 John 3:12) and Abel will be a man of faith who “obtained witness that 
he was righteous, God testifying of his gifts” (Heb. 11:3). The prophecy already is in its beginnings of 
fulfillment in the lives of these two men. Cain is the first soldier in the army of the serpent.  

We will also see the terrible consequences of unchecked sin in the heart of this man. Cain 
would be the first human born into this world and the first human born into sin. Abel will be the 
first true worshipper and the first true martyr. MacArthur points out other unique features of 
this chapter, 
 

We have in the story of Cain the first crime. And the first opportunity for vengeance. We 
have in the story of Cain the first act after the fall of worship. The first sacrifice, the first 
expression of hypocrisy, the first occasion of false religion. The first act of self-
righteousness. And the introduction of common grace. The story of Cain then carries 
with it a lot of firsts. But the main theme in the story of Cain is to introduce us to the 
first reprobate, the first unbeliever. 

 
The first couple will witness the heartbreak of their imputed sin destroying the lives of 

their children. It is self-evident that most Christian parents truly desire to see their children 
walking well with the Lord. One of the greatest fears and greatest tragedies is for children to be 
born into a Christian home with a full knowledge of the gospel of grace and going out into 
eternity as rebels against God. Indeed, there are some notable examples in the Bible such as the 
sons of Eli or the sons of David. We would all like to imagine that this could not happen to our 
own children. However, these illustrations prove the possibility is a real one. It would be foolish 
of us to dismiss these inspired examples. 

As a parent you can chase the money, prestige, and honours of this world, but it is too 
late when you have to confess like David at the end of his life in 2 Samuel 23:5, “although my house 
be not so with God.” Eli also lived every Christian parent’s nightmare in his last moments hearing 
that his sons had gone out to eternity in open rebellion against God. There was not a single ray 
of hope to alleviate the gloom that descended upon his soul.  
 

And Adam knew Eve h i s  wi f e ;  and she  conce iv ed ,  and bare  Cain ,  and sa id ,  I  have  go t t en  a  man f rom the  

Lord .  (v1)  

 
The story of Cain begins with a hopeful note. The name “Cain” is probably a play on words of a 
Hebrew word, which means “to get” or “to acquire.” Clearly the name of Cain had a spiritual 
significance of faith as Eve testifies, “I have gotten a man from the Lord.” Now, there is some 
disagreement as to exactly what she means by this. Some Hebrew scholars translate it “I have 
gotten a man, the Lord.” So it is a reasonable conjecture that she thought that Cain was the 
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promised one of Genesis 3:15 to defeat the serpent. Notwithstanding, we can assuredly deduce 
that Eve did not believe that Cain’s birth was the product of some blind evolutionary process of 
reproduction. She believed that God was intimately involved in the conception and birth. Eve 
recognised that Cain was a gift from the Lord to her family.  

We can only imagine the joy this first couple had as they looked upon the face of this 
little child. It would have been a relief to their souls after the pain and disappointment of the Fall 
and the nine months of toil for Adam in the field and sorrow in the conception and birth for 
Eve. They must have hoped that he would avoid the mistakes that they had made. Probably, no 
parents that had higher hopes for their child than Adam and Eve had.  

Now, Eve was correct in seeing that children were the heritage of the Lord (Psa. 127:3) 
and that from her seed would come the redeemer. But she was wrong if she thought that Cain 
was the “Seed” that would crush the head of the serpent in Genesis 3:15. This child would be the 
very antithesis of the Lord Jesus Christ. He would greatly disappoint the hopes of his mother 
and father by leaving a trail of blood and suffering in his wake. Eve thought she had in her hands 
the Messiah when she had the first murderer. The fact that Eve named him instead of Adam may 
be an indication that she was still usurping the headship. Certainly, she does not demonstrate 
spiritual discernment in her reading of Cain’s character. 
 
And she  aga in bare  h i s  bro ther  Abel .  And Abel  was a  keeper  o f  sheep ,  but  Cain was a  t i l l e r  o f  the  ground.  

(v2)  

 
God blesses this couple with another son. Now, Cain would have a brother as a companion to 
grow up with. Three males filled the life of Eve. We are not told that Abel was a twin born 
immediately after Cain or in a separate conception. It is pointless to speculate too much, but I 
believe it is the latter. The name “Abel” means “breath” or “vapour.” His life was likewise brief, 
“For what is your life? It is even a vapour, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away” (James 
4:14). There is a hint in this name that Adam and Eve had already become disillusioned with 
their initial hopes for Cain as the promised Seed and also increasingly aware of the temporality of 
life as they experienced the aging process of decay. Cain was the symbol of their hope but Abel 
seemingly of their despair. That would suggest a time of some years between the births of these 
two sons.    
 The inspired account moves quickly to their manhood and we are told, “And Abel was a 
keeper of sheep, but Cain was a tiller of the ground.” We should not deduce from this that Abel’s 
occupation was more honourable than the other. God originally gave Adam a job before the Fall 
as a gardener. Clearly, they were far from the cavemen hunter image of the evolutionist! 
However, this is where the positives end for at least Cain. It is in this maturing from infancy to 
manhood that the revelation of the character of man’s heart is seen. The same is true for all born 
in hope into this world. Time reveals what worldview will dominate their minds. Pritchard points 
out, 
 

Cain and Abel appear the same on the outside. If you read the first several verses, you 
simply can’t tell who will be the killer and who will be the victim. Cain and Abel shared 
the same parents, the same spiritual background, the same home life, and no doubt both 
heard the same stories from Adam and Eve about life in paradise and about their 
expulsion because of sin. Yet as often happens in families today, one boy went in one 
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direction and one boy went in another. One followed God; one followed his own desires. 
And one man murdered his brother. 

 

And in  proce s s  o f  t ime i t  came to  pass ,  that  Cain brought  o f  the  f ru i t  o f  the  ground an o f f e r ing  unto  the  

Lord .  And Abel ,  he  a l so  brought  o f  the  f i r s t l ings  o f  h i s  f l o ck and o f  the  fa t  thereo f .  And the  Lord had 

respe c t  unto  Abel  and to  h i s  o f f e r ing :  But  unto  Cain and to  h i s  o f f e r ing  He had not  r e spe c t .  And Cain was 

very  wroth ,  and h is  countenance  f e l l .  (v3-5)  

Man is an innately religious creature. He knows there is a God (Rom. 1:19-20). The question is 
who will he direct his worship towards. Here we find both Cain and Abel at the point of 
worship. Both set out to bring an “an offering unto the Lord.” Cain is no atheist! Doubtless, Adam 
and Eve spoke to them about salvation through the promised seed. They would have warned 
them about the dangers of sin and temptation and how they lost paradise because of succumbing 
to the wiles of the devil. They would have known of the cherubim with the flaming sword that 
prevented them returning to Eden.  

 The fact that these two men brought offerings evidences that there was some divine 
instruction given to them regarding sacrifices. Cain and Abel clearly knew that they had to do so. 
We are told, “And in process of time it came to pass” that they came to sacrifice. As the Sabbath was 
already established in the initial creation, this could have been the time they came. Evidently they 
were aware of a regular time for them to bring their offerings and a regular place for them to 
worship. Now, it doesn’t explicitly state that God told Cain to bring an animal sacrifice. Later on 
in the tabernacle worship there were some offerings of crops (cf. Lev. 2). However, I believe that 
Cain was instructed to bring an animal sacrifice for the following reasons: 

(1) Up to this point, no other sacrifice was revealed as acceptable. God taught by the object 
lesson in Genesis 3:21 that a shed blood sacrifice was needed for the remission of sin (cf. 
Lev. 17:11; Heb. 9:22). So it is by good and reasonable inference that we can be sure that 
they were first taught the essential doctrine of penal substitutionary Atonement by a shed 
blood sacrifice. For there is no way Abel could be a man of faith and declared righteous 
in the NT on any other basis.  

(2) God rejected Cain’s offering and not just his attitude of heart. The text explicitly says 
“unto Cain and to his offering He had not respect” and this is contrasted with Abel, “And the 
Lord had respect unto Abel and to his offering.” So God rejected Cain as a person and his 
offering also. He did not just reject Cain’s person.  

(3) This was an offering that signified their saving faith. We are explicitly told that God 
witnessed that Abel was a righteous man on the basis of his sacrifice, “By faith Abel offered 
unto God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, by which he obtained witness that he was righteous, God 
testifying of his gifts: and by it he being dead yet speaketh” (Heb. 11:4). The text explicitly says 
that it was because of Abel’s “more excellent sacrifice” that this evidenced his true faith, “that 
he was righteous.” Abel could only approach God “By faith” if he had a command from 
God’s word to do so in a particular manner of sacrifice, as “faith cometh by hearing, and 
hearing by the word of God” (Rom. 10:17).  Faith is never a leap in the dark, but is always 
exercised in the context of divine revelation. AW Pink comments, “He had heard that 
God required a sacrifice, he believed, and he evidenced his faith by a compliance with 
God revealed will.” John also points out that Abel’s sacrifice was a “righteous” work, “Not 
as Cain, who was of that wicked one, and slew his brother. And wherefore slew he him? Because his own 
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works were evil, and his brother’s righteous” (1 John 3:12). This was a “righteous” work because 
it was in conformity to what God had revealed was His standard. Abel recognised that 
God can only be approached on the basis of the shed blood of an unblemished sacrifice. 
He also recognised that he needed a sacrifice for his sins. Abel did not deny that he was a 
sinner. Cain, by contrast, never will. Faith takes God at His word and acts upon it. The 
fact Abel offered what God required would demonstrate his saving faith. True, genuine 
faith always produces righteous works (cf. Eph. 2:10). For the way a man’s faith was 
evidenced to be true and righteous in the OT would have been by a shed blood sacrifice. 
That had already been revealed by God in Genesis 3:21.  

(4) Abel brought not just any animal but “the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof.” In other 
words, he selected the best of the first fruits and the best portion (cf. Lev. 3:16-17; 7:23-
25). The need for an unblemished lamb is set forth later through Moses in the Levitical 
law. God rejected the blemished sacrifices of Israel through the words of Malachi (cf. 
Mal. 1:14). So it is reasonable to deduce that Abel chose of the unblemished animals 
because God had instructed both he and Cain to do so.  

 Cain brought “of the fruit of the ground” – this is what he had raised by his labours in the soil. 
Now it is clear that Abel gave of the best, whereas Cain does not appear to do so. Even what he 
offered, he did grudgingly. Knowing that God required a shed blood sacrifice, he was 
determined to offer what Cain felt was needed. Cain’s choice of offering reflected his proud and 
rebellious heart. He did not care what God thought, as Cain ruled Cain. His offering represented 
Cain’s proud efforts in the field. He did not see himself as a sinner so he did not see the need to 
offer a shed blood sacrifice. Indeed, we discover in the rest of the chapter that Cain did not 
recognise his sinfulness and refused to accept the gracious pleadings of God of the danger of it. 
He even was furious when God refused to accept his self-righteous works. Now, Cain was not 
irreligious as he believed in God and sought His approval. However, he would only come to 
God on Cain’s terms, which refused to recognise his sin. Cain may be religious but ultimately he 
loves his sin. That is why he refused to admit his sinfulness in a shed blood sacrifice.   

This man represents the self-righteous heart of man that seeks justification by his own 
efforts, as he does not recognise the depravity of his sin. Here we have the first example of false 
religion. The spirit of Cain abounds today all around us in every false religious belief system. 
There are really only two religions in the world - “do” and “done.” Saving biblical faith looks 
alone to the “done” of the substitutionary sacrifice of Christ, whereas all false religions look to 
the “do” of self-works. The church and hell are populated with religious people trusting in self. 
The fact that someone attends church and does religious works is no guarantee of true salvation 
(cf. Matt. 7:21-23). Steve Cole observes, 

God didn’t accept Abel’s offering out of arbitrary unfairness. Nor did he accept it 
because it was Abel’s best effort. Abel was, by nature, just as much a sinner as Cain was. 
God accepted it because Abel offered it in faith in response to God’s word. It had 
nothing to do with Cain’s efforts or Abel’s efforts. It had everything to do with God’s 
just requirement for a blood sacrifice to be the only means of approaching Him. 

God will never accept an offering that is not offered in true faith. In our pluralistic age it 
is politically correct to say that all religions are valid, but it is not theologically correct. God 
rejects every form of false worship that is not in conformity with His word. When Saul tried to 
sacrifice his own way, he was warned “to obey is better than sacrifice” (1 Sam. 15:22). Cain’s sacrifice 
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may have looked more attractive externally than the shed blood sacrifice, but that does not 
impress God.  

The reason why God will not accept such an offering is that man’s works are all 
worthless in God’s sight, “But we are all as an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags” 
(Isa. 64:6). For even when we appear to do outwardly good deeds it comes from a motivated 
heart that is “is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked” (Jer. 17:9). True worship by faith 
recognises the sinfulness and helplessness of man and looks to the substitutionary atonement of 
Jesus Christ alone to take away our sins. It is the spirit of the publican who cried, “God be merciful 
to me a sinner.” Jesus Christ testified, “I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the 
other” (Luke 18:13-14). 

Now we do not know how God demonstrated His refusal to accept Cain and his 
offering. Some think that He did so by sending fire down from heaven to consume that of Abel. 
Certainly there is a pattern of this in Scripture (cf. Judges 6:21; 1 Kings 18:38; 1 Chron. 21:26; 2 
Chron. 7:1). However it was done, Cain was clearly made aware of God’s view.  

When God rejected Cain this was grace to this rebellious man. He should have repented 
and sought to approach God the revealed way through the shed blood sacrifice. Instead he adds 
anger to his initial sin, “And Cain was very wroth, and his countenance fell.”  He was not just a tad 
offended but “very wroth.” The Hebrew word implies a burning anger. All of hell burned in his 
soul. This anger burned so hot in him that it even manifested in his outward features. This man 
is not just rebellious and self-righteous but he is also persistent in his stubbornness and 
impenitence. The greatest enemy man has is self. Cain is angry when he is told he is a sinner. He 
hates being told that his works are not acceptable in God’s sight. He does not accept God’s right 
to dictate how he worships and approaches his Creator. His defective offering emanated from a 
defective heart. Cain is truly “of that wicked one” (1 John 3:12).   
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

1. What unique “firsts” do we see in this passage? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. Why did God reject Cain’s offering and accept Abel’s offering?  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. What does this chapter teach parents? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How have you been challenged by this passage? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 


