Nothing But The Best #31

“Faith Worships”

Hebrews 11:4


The words “Hall of Fame” are familiar to athletes and sports fans alike. Every professional player aspires to be inducted in his or her sport’s hall of fame, while fans by the thousands flock to these hallowed halls honoring the great accomplishments of the past.


Growing up in the Akron, Ohio area, I was privileged to have the Pro Football Hall of Fame about twenty-five miles away in nearby Canton. I visited the Hall of Fame a couple of times, and attended one of the annual Hall of Fame preseason games, the only NFL game I have seen in person.


Mention the words “Hall of Fame” to a Bible scholar or teacher, though, and you will likely hear them mention the eleventh chapter of Hebrews. Studying for tonight’s message this past week I came across the following titles for this chapter of Scripture:

· “The Roll Call of the Faithful﻿”

· “The Honor Roll of Faith.”
 

· “God’s Reader’s Digest of the Old Testament”

These all sound rather distinguished and dignified, right? But I think Philip Yancey is correct when he writes,

Most of these Old Testament characters show up in the honor roll of Hebrews 11, a chapter some have labeled “The Faith Hall of Fame.” I prefer to call that chapter, “Survivors of the Fog,” for many of the heroes listed have one common experience: a dread time of testing like Job’s, a time when the fog descends and everything goes blank. Torture, jeers, floggings, chains, stonings, sawings in two—Hebrews records in grim de​tail the trials that may befall faith-full people.

This Memorial Day weekend we Americans salute our heroes—those men and women who have served our nation, often laying down their lives on fields of battle to protect our liberty. They did not all return as victors—many, in fact, never came home at all. Yet we honor their memory as the true heroes of American history, far more than those who accomplish great feats on a playing field. Hebrews 11 honors such heroes of the faith, even those who may have, on the surface, lost it all as far as this life goes.


The first name mentioned in Hebrews 11 fits this category. Read with me verse 4,

By faith Abel offered God a better sacrifice than Cain did. By faith he was commended as a righteous man, when God spoke well of his offerings. And by faith he still speaks, even though he is dead.
G. Campbell Morgan observed, “It is interesting that when this writer begins to illustrate faith he commences with a man at worship.”
 He went on to add, “Worship is the highest function of human life…man reaches the highest possible level of personality and possibility when he worships, not when he is working.”
 This evening’s message in entitled, “Faith Worshiping.”

Many of us are no doubt familiar with the story of Abel and his brother, Cain. But I want us to turn back to those well-known verses, Genesis 4:1-8, 

Adam﻿ ﻿ lay with his wife Eve, and she became pregnant and gave birth to Cain.﻿ ﻿ She said, “With the help of the Lord I have brought forth﻿ a man.” Later she gave birth to his brother Abel. 
Now Abel kept flocks, and Cain worked the soil. In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the Lord. But Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock. The Lord looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor. So Cain was very angry, and his face was downcast. 

Then the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast? If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.” 

Now Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let’s go out to the field.”﻿ And while they were in the field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed him. 

Though Hebrews 11:4 only mentions Abel, we find it difficult to say his name by itself; it just seems to go with his brother Cain. Some have even conjectured that Cain and Abel were twins, Cain being the first born yet both were born on the same occasion.
 This is possible, but by no means certain.

I think they may have been close in age, much like my older brothers, born eleven months apart. Once they were both walking they were practically inseparable. When Ed went home to be with the Lord at age 29 as a result of a truck accident, one of my uncles said, “You just never said the name Bobby without also saying Eddie!” Perhaps that was how it was with Cain and Abel—hard to say one name without saying the other.

The author of Hebrews zeroed in on the offering Abel offered to the Lord, and so will we. Through the Genesis passage we discover two different offerings, about which there have come down two different opinions. We will conclude with one distinct observation that will (hopefully) help us understand what Hebrews 11:4 is all about.

Two Different Offerings

Twins or not, Cain and Abel grew up to be very different men. Cain, we are told in the text, worked the ground and became a farmer. Abel took care of sheep as a shepherd. When it came to worshiping God, they took different routes as well.

Before we get to the two different offerings, though, pause long enough to realize that there seems to have been a regular time and place at which men were allowed to meet God.
 They must have been instructed by their parents, Adam and Eve, about how to worship the Lord God. We do not know the content of this instruction, but it seems reasonable that Cain and Abel were taught the necessity and nature of worship at home. (We need that same kind of education for our children today as well, amen?)

Where did they worship? Certainly there was no temple or church building constructed—not even a tent of meeting called the “tabernacle.” Again we don’t know with any degree of certainty, but Morgan provides an interesting possibility:

Where was the place of worship? There certainly was one, and these two brothers came to it, and brought their gifts into the presence of God. These are questions we ask, and cannot answer; but we are allowed, reverently, to speculate. I believe the place of worship at the beginning was at the gates of Eden, where cherubim guarded the entrance, man having been by his failure excluded by an act of God. The gates were the gates of exclusion.

This guarding by the cherubim is at least suggestive that it was at these very gates men came to worship. It is interesting to notice that “cherubim” guarded the gates of Eden, not seraphim. There is a difference clearly marked. A study of the words will show that cherubim were associated with Eden, the Tabernacle, the Temple, and the Throne of God. In every case the central idea is that of the Divine Presence, and the cherubim there to guard it. I think, therefore, that these two men in company probably with Adam and Eve, personally had a place of worship where the glory of the cherubim was shining at the very gates of the garden from which they had been excluded. Outside the garden, yet in worship they were drawing near, coming to the threshold, and so coming into the presence of God.

Again, we cannot know for sure, but he provides interesting food for thought.

At any rate, whenever and wherever Cain and Abel came to worship God, they brought two different offerings. Cain, we are told, brought “some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the Lord.” Abel, on the other hand, “brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock.” Given their occupations, the different offerings appear to make sense, but the Lord did not respond to the offerings in the same manner. Verses 4-5 state, “The Lord looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor.”
Two young men, both worshiping God, both bringing an offering from their own walk of life to the Lord, yet one is accepted by God while the other is not. Why? Scholars have debated this point for centuries.

Two Different Opinions

Two different opinions emerge to answer this dilemma. One concentrates on the essence of the offering while the other highlights the excellence of the gift given.

The first opinion, focusing on the essence of the offering, we might call “blood vs. non-blood.” This seems to me to be the classic interpretation of this passage. Early Jewish rabbinic interpretation followed this line of thinking, as reflected in the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament about 200 years before the birth of Christ) and the writings of Josephus and Philo of Alexandria.
 More recently, the Believer’s Bible Commentary espouses this view in both its treatment of Genesis 4 and of Hebrews 11:4, concluding that Abel “exhibited faith by approaching God with the blood of a sacrifice. Cain’s sacrifice was one of vegetables or fruit and was therefore bloodless. Abel illustrates the truth of salvation by grace through faith. Cain pictures man’s futile attempt to save himself by good works.”
 This view is also shared by Morgan,
 John Phillips,
 Robert Gromacki,
 and Kenneth Wuest.
 Others
 point to Hebrews 12:24, the only other mention of Abel in the book of Hebrews, as indicative of the essence of his offering: “…to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel.”
Chuck Swindoll, while preaching through the book of Hebrews, stated, 

Implied in the story is a period of instruction where God said to these young brothers, “There is one way to come to Me, and that is by blood.” Abel came with an offering of blood, and he obtained the testimony that he was righteous.

He later added, “Abel pleased God because he came God’s way.”
 However, when writing about the same incident some two decades later, he admitted,
In the Hebrew, the contrast is even more obviously deliberate. God was displeased with Cain’s offering and satisfied with Abel’s, which sparked the conflict. Why God was displeased is a subject of debate. Many good schol​ars hold that Cain’s offering should have been a blood sacrifice. An equal number of scholars counter that God’s demand for an animal offering wasn’t communicated until much later. I see plenty of evidence for both views.

This leads us to the second opinion on this passage, that it was the excellence of the offerings that made the difference in the eyes of God. Cain brought “some” of the fruits of his labor, while Abel brought the best, as evidenced by the “fat portions” of the “firstborn of his flocks.” In keeping with the title of this sermon series, Abel brought “nothing but the best” to God, and it was accepted. Cain brought random gifts—perhaps what was leftover after he had what he wanted—and God rejected his offering.

Now before those of you who take the first view object, hear me out! Offerings of food were permitted—even commanded—by the Lord later in Leviticus 6:20-23. Even the Believer’s Study Bible, which takes the first opinion, has to admit that Cain’s offering was “in itself an acceptable offering when not intended to be expiatory [meaning for the forgiveness of sin].”
 The Hebrew term used here is not the usual word for “sacrifice” but for “offering,” the same word used in Leviticus to describe both animal and food sacrifices.
 As the NIV Study Bible concludes, “The contrast is not between an offering of plant life and an offering of animal life, but between a careless, thoughtless offering and a choice, generous offering.”

Throughout the Old Testament, God’s people were instructed to offer to Him only what was first and best, for the offering was a reflection on the worshiper’s own view of God. This teaching comes to a climax in the last book of the Old Testament—Malachi—where the prophet accuses the people of his day of “robbing God” by giving less than the best.
One Distinct Observation


For many years now I have favored the second opinion over the first in the above debate, and I am comfortable with that interpretation. But this past week, I realized I had it all wrong! No, I am not now advocating that Cain’s offering was rejected because it was not a slain animal, but rather I was getting too caught up in the incidentals of the situation and not what was truly important. I forgot the truth of 1 Samuel 16:7, where God tells the prophet, “The Lord does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.” I was concentrating on the offering; God concentrated on the offerer.
I read in The Apologetics Study Bible, “God preferred Abel’s offering not because He liked meat more than vegetables or shepherds more than farmers, but because Abel’s offering was made in faith.”
 The NIV Study Bible adds, “The chief reason for the acceptance of Abel’s sacrifice was that he offered it ‘by faith.’ It is implied that Cain’s sacrifice was rejected because he offered it without faith, as a mere formality.”
 There is was the whole time, the whole point of the chapter, mentioned three times in this one verse: “By faith.” 

The problem was not the ritual; it was a matter of the heart.
 I like how Warren Wiersbe puts it:

Cain wasn’t rejected because of his offering, but his offering was rejected because of Cain: his heart wasn’t right with God. It was “by faith” that Abel offered a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain (Heb. 11:4), which means that he had faith in God and was right with God.

The fact that people attend religious meetings and participate in church activities is no proof that they’re true believers. It’s possible to have “a form of godliness” but never experience its saving power (2 Tim. 3:5). “These people come near to Me with their mouth and honor Me with their lips, but their hearts are far from Me” (Isa. 29:13; Matt. 15:8). The most costly sacrifices apart from the submission of the heart can never make the worshiper right before God (Ps. 51:16–17). “The way of Cain” (Jude 11) is the way of self-will and unbelief.

The one distinct observation on this passage is that God looks on the heart—the attitude of the worshiper—rather than at the specifics of the offering.

I am afraid that too often we Christians are guilty of doing the same thing today. We get so caught up in the outward expressions of worship—what version of the Bible we use, what kind of music we sing, what mode of baptism we use—that we completely miss the point! Isn’t that precisely what the Pharisees were guilty of—putting all the emphasis on the outward rather than on the inward? I’m not saying that the outward forms of worship and service to God are unimportant; I am simply reminding us that “man looks on the outward appearance, but God looks on the heart.” Which of the two do you think it more worthy of our time and effort?

Before we leave this passage I want to make one final point. God accepted the offering of Abel, yet He did not prevent his brother Cain from killing him! We should not be surprised when those who are only religious take out their frustrations on us. Men who look for their rewards in this world are often disappointed. They look at our life of faith and become jealous, as Cain did. Abel shows us that the life of faith may be a rugged one, but the smile of God is what really matters.

We might expect Abel to have been given some kind of award or medal for his faith. In fact, his faithful obedience cost him his life. Cain was not a child of God. He was religious but not righteous. You might say that Abel was the first martyr of the faith.
 
Everyone in the world stands either in the place of Cain or the place of Abel. One says, “I’ll come to God my own way.” The other comes to the true God in God’s way. There is no neutral ground.

Which way will you come to God?
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