Questions God Asks #2

“Interrogating the First Murderer”

Genesis 4:6-9
Many of the popular television shows today could be called “murder shows,” like Law & Order, NCIS, and CSI. Each episode starts with detectives or investigators getting the initial facts about some act of foul play while the coroner loads up a body. The rest of the program traces the investigation to unravel all the facts and arrive at “whodunit.” Each episode is a quest for the truth…and, amazingly, only an hour later, they have it.

Sadly, behind the Hollywood depictions of fictitious events, murder is a horrible reality in our culture. For the year 2024 (the latest year available), the FBI estimates that on average a murder occurred every 31.1 minutes.
 That’s right. For every hour-long TV crime drama, two real-life American lives are snuffed out intentionally by another person. 
We might be tempted to think that murder is a recent scourge on humanity, but we would be wrong. Murder goes all the way back to the beginning of the human race. In our continuing series, “Questions God Asks,” we find Almighty God as the lead investigator interrogating the first murderer. The stage is set for Genesis 4:1-5,

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.

Why, we wonder, was Abel’s offering accepted while Cain’s was not? Some suppose that animal offerings were more acceptable to God than grain offerings, that blood sacrifices are superior to harvest offerings. But this is incorrect, because the Old Testament Scriptures honor both types of offerings.
 The issue at stake is not the, nature of the offering but the heart attitude of the offerer. Cain brought “some of the fruits of the soil” to the Lord, apparently random samples of what he had grown. Abel, on the other hand, brought “fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock.” He cared enough to give the very best he had and so the Lord “looked with favor” on both him and his offering.
 It is the nature of the offerer, not the offering, that matters most to God.

When God rejected his offering, Cain became very angry. (The Hebrew word implies that he was “burning with anger.”) 
 The stage was set for the first homicide in human history.

A Matter of Rights

We begin with a matter of rights. On the aforementioned television shows, rights are read to a suspect when arrested: “You have the right to remain silent…” In Genesis 4:6, a whole different matter of rights is in view: “Then the Lord said to Cain, ‘Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast?’”
That may not sound like anything to do with rights. In Jonah 4:4, however, God poses a very similar question to the runaway prophet: “Have you any right to be angry?” This goes beyond cause—“what is the reason for your anger?”—to the legitimacy of the anger—“do you have the right to be angry at all?”

Why was Cain angry? Was it just because God liked Abel’s sacrifice better than Cain’s? Yes, but more than that. As a result of doing what was wrong and experiencing God’s disapproval, Cain grew angry and sullen. The reaction is intriguing. After all, he knew what he was supposed to do, and he chose not to do it. Then, because he didn’t receive the favor of God, he grumbled, probably something about fairness and always getting the short end of things.

The giveaway as to Cain’s sinful attitude was the expression on his face: “So Cain was very angry, and his face fell” (Genesis 4:5). Cain could have taken the divine disapproval of his offering as the gracious communication that it was and humbly asked for God’s forgiveness, promising never again to fall to such sin. But he did not. Instead, blazing resentment toward God welled up in Cain, which predictably was directed at his brother. Cain’s hatred was so intense that it distorted his body. No one could miss it.

The root was jealousy. Jealousy is regularly condemned in the Bible as a horrible sin. We know from literature and from experience how it warps human personality and disrupts communities. The apostle Paul specifies it as one of “the works of the flesh,” a product of our fallen nature in Galatians 5:19-20. It comes as a surprise to many people, even as a shock, that God would describe Himself as jealous. In fact, in Exodus 34:14, the Lord is described as “a jealous God whose name is Jealous.” How can jealousy possibly be attributed to the holy God? 

Jealousy in itself is neutral. Whether it is good or evil is determined by the situation that arouses it. In essence, jealousy is an intolerance of rivals; it is a virtue or a sin according to whether the rival’s presence is legitimate or not. Thus, competition in business or in sport is perfectly legitimate. A shopkeeper has no right to resent the success of another retailer who threatens his business, because he cannot claim a monopoly of the local trade. Again, an athlete should not become bitter or jealous when he is beaten at his own game, because be has no personal right to an undisputed victory. His professional jealousy is but wounded vanity. Jealousy in marriage, however, is a very different matter, because marriage is a permanently exclusive relationship.

Cain had no right to be jealous of God’s approval of Abel’s sacrifice, hence he had no right to be angry. I wonder how often our anger is rooted in jealousy, the kind of jealousy we have no right to hold. When God asks today, “What right do you have to be angry?” how will we answer?

A Matter of Repentance

Next we see a matter of repentance in verse 7, where God asks, “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.” 

God asks Cain, “If you do what is right, will you not be accepted?” Cain knew what he ought to have done, and he didn’t do it. This was not a matter of ignorance or an honest mistake. Cain knew that he was doing wrong, which means that God had told him what He wanted him to do, and Cain had deliberately disobeyed.
 This brings us to another undeniable truth: Choosing to do wrong puts a person at odds with himself. 
Notice that God’s question is asked in grace. This is a loving warning. It’s a merciful confrontation. It’s a reminder that Cain has the opportunity to turn around; his opportunity to do right isn’t over just because he failed to do the right thing earlier. He can repent, obtain the proper offering, and return to the altar with a humble, obedient heart. In other words, it’s never too late to start doing the right thing. And don’t miss the implied benefit: “If you do what is right, you will be fine.”

God spoke to Cain personally and tried to lead him back to the way of faith, but Cain resisted. It’s just like the Lord to give us another opportunity to obey Him, and it’s just like stubborn sinners to refuse His gracious help.

In fact, “sin” makes its biblical debut in this passage. Sin is described as “crouching at your door,” like a wild beast waiting for opportunity. “Desire” is the same word used in relation to Eve in Genesis 3:16, while “rule over” is the verb used to describe the husband’s mastery in the same verse.
 
Don’t miss this: God is giving Cain an opportunity to turn things around. God points to Cain’s sadness of countenance, and offers the hope of change: You do not have to stay like this. You can choose to make that change of attitude, belief, or behavior pattern that will result in your knowing yourself to be accepted. Or you can choose not to.

If you set your face against God and His ways you are placing yourself in the service of sin which, like a wild beast lying in wait for its prey, will dominate you. But however tempting the wild beast becomes, however powerful its control, nonetheless the imperative indicating your own responsibility still remains: “you must master it.” Despite all the extenuating circumstances we call in to establish “diminished responsibility” in certain situations, there is a point at which each of us, within our limits, can choose.
 And choose we must. There is a word describing those who remain passive in the face of temptation: prey.
In our day, we are sometimes told not to do something until we feel like it. With that mindset, it seems that we will only be able to obey when we feel like it. But God says nothing about feelings when talking with Cain. God says, in effect, “Cain, do what is right and you’ll have a better attitude in life. Do what is right and you won’t be so dejected. Do what is right and you’ll be happier. Your attitude will be transformed.” We don’t need to wait until we feel like it to do what is right. We need to do what is right first, and the feelings will follow.

Anger is a powerful emotion that can lead to violence and even murder. In Matthew 5:21–26 Jesus taught that anger in the heart is the moral equivalent of murder with the hands. Had Cain heeded God’s warning and accepted His gracious invitation to repent, he would never have become a murderer.

A Matter of Responsibility

Unfortunately that was not to be. Genesis 4:8 records, “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.” Cain did not master the sin inside him, so sin mastered him and led him to murder his own brother.

This does not excuse Cain in any way, though. When God reappears He brings up a matter of responsibility: “Then the Lord said to Cain, ‘Where is your brother Abel?’” Isn’t it fascinating that God does not immediately ask, “What have you done?” (That comes later.) Instead, He asks, “Where is your brother?” similar to “Where are you?” He asked Adam and Eve in Genesis 3.

The answer to this question was very different than the earlier one: “I don’t know,” Cain replied. “Am I my brother’s keeper?” When God challenged Adam, Adam told the truth, if not the whole truth. But Cain told an outright lie. His flip, indifferent reference to his dead brother revealed a heart hardened in its depravity.
 

Then we read in verse 10, “The Lord said, “What have you done? Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground.” Notice that God does not ask why Cain killed Abel. Television detectives spend a lot of time trying to determine the motive for murder. Sometimes the motivation can seem to justify the act. But not with God. “What have you done?” No excuses, no explanations, no evasions. 

There’s a definite parallel between God’s dealings with Cain in Genesis 4 and His dealings with Adam and Eve in Genesis 3. In both instances, the Lord asked questions, not to get information (for He knows everything) but to give the culprits opportunity to tell the truth and confess their sins. In both instances, the sinners were evasive and tried to cover up what they had done, but both times God brought their sins out into the light and they had to admit their guilt.
 And as before, the same God who judges human guilt is gracious towards the guilty.
 Even in dispensing justice God spares Cain from the worst possible situation.
Before we cluck our tongues and shake our heads, let us not forget that the same murderous heart that Cain inherited by the Fall beats within each of us. Sin crouches at your door, at my door, just as it did Cain’s. I have to admit that I have at times disliked certain people so much that murder would have begun to build up in my heart if I had not forgiven them. Search your past. Be honest. So have you. If you deny it, you are either self-deceived or naive about your own nature.

In resolving conflict or sin (no matter who’s guilty), the best place to start is in your relationship with God. Whether your contribution is small or great, own it. Own it all. Hold yourself accountable to God, and confess any sinful part. By doing so, you will have the necessary peace to make peace with your brother or sister. Do this, and you will leave a lasting positive impact on the people around you, even as a sinner.

God asked Cain where his brother was in order to give him a chance to respond. With the same desire, God calls to us today.
 He comes to each of us and says, “What have you done?” The only question that really matters now is, “Then what will you do?” What will you do? 
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