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Genesis 4 
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1) Overview of Chapter 4 

 
a) Chapter 4 describes the tragic consequences of humankind’s sin and expulsion from the 

garden of Eden. What started in disobedience extends to murder and ends in a vengeful 
slaughter. What started as expulsion from the garden ends with wandering as a fugitive. 
 

b) Chapter 4 describes the beginnings of human civilization, skipping over living in caves. It 
tells the beginning of cities, of metalworking, of music, and the basic traditions of 
humankind: farmer, herdsman, and city dweller. 
 

c) There are intriguing uses of this chapter in the New Testament. In Matthew 18:22 Jesus 
could be referring to the vengeance of Lamech when he instructs Peter to forgive 70×7. 
1st John 3:12 refers to Cain and Abel as the symbols for good and evil. 
 

d) The rivalry of Cain and Abel establishes a biblical motif of sibling rivalry that is replayed 
in Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau, Joseph and his brothers, and the story of the 
prodigal son and the older brother. 
 

2) Genesis 4:1-7 – The Offering of Cain and Abel 
 
a) Verse 1 –  

 
i) “the man knew his wife”: The Hebrew verb “to know” has a variety of meanings. It 

can mean recognizing something, having knowledge about something, experiencing 
something, or in this case the term is used as a euphemism for sexual relationships 
between husband and wife. We see here the modest if not the obtuse language chosen 
by the authors. (St. Augustine is quick to point out that sexual intercourse occurs only 
after Adam and Eve are expelled from the garden of Eden.) 

ii) The name “Cain” in the Hebrew language sounds very much like the verb “to 
produce,” which is used in the next phrase. The name also sounds very much like the 
Hebrew word meaning “spear” and the word used in other Semitic languages to 
describe a metalworker or smith. 

iii) “I produced a man with the help of the Lord.” This in no way refers to a literal son of 
God or another virgin birth. This is Eve saying that following God’s example in 
making Adam, I too produced a man. 
 

b) In verse 2 we hear of the birth of the 2nd son, possibly a twin, who was named Abel. We 
are given no further description. In Hebrew the name for Abel is “hevel”, the same word 
we encountered in our study of Ecclesiastes, meaning emptiness, vapor, or vanity. It is as 
if the authors are saying this child was born in vain. He plays the role of the innocent 
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victim in the murder scene that is to follow, but there is no significant role he plays in the 
genealogies of Genesis 4 and 5. We learn that Abel is a shepherd while Cain is a farmer. 
These 2 vocations, a nomadic shepherd and a settled farmer, live in basic tension 
throughout world history. I am reminded of the song from the play and movie Oklahoma: 
“The farmer and the cowman should be friends. One man likes to push a plow the other 
likes to chase a cow, but that’s no reason why they can’t be friends.” They rarely are, and 
certainly were not in this case. 
 

c) Verses 3-5a report that both Cain and Abel brought an offering to the Lord. We hear of 
no recitation of a prayer or no description of an altar where the offerings are placed. This 
is not described by the authors as the initiation of cultic sacrifices or worshipful offerings. 
It seems to be simply a thanksgiving presentation to the creator of life who blessed each 
son with success. Then we are told without any explanation that the Lord accepted with 
divine favor the offering of Abel, but he had no regard for the offering presented by Cain. 
This is a key question of this passage: why did God prefer the offering of Abel and 
disregard Cain’s? Here are some possible explanations: 
 
i) An offering of animal flesh would require that the animal would be butchered. 

Almost any community would regard an animal sacrifice as a more serious gift than a 
plant offering. In later Jewish sacrificial practice at the Jerusalem temple, the 
presentation of an animal burned upon the altar would cover far more serious 
transgressions than any cereal offering. 

ii) Some have tried to infer that the attitude of Cain and Abel was different, though it is 
not described as such in the text. Others have suggested that the ways in which the 
offerings were presented to God were different, making one more acceptable than the 
other, though that is certainly not described in the text. 

iii) Some have suggested that the story of Cain and Abel reflects the prestige enjoyed by 
nomadic shepherds in comparison to the role of the farmer in Near Eastern cultures. 
That is to say, the authors of the story were writing from a prejudicial viewpoint. 

iv) Sibley Towner humorously proposed that God “has always liked the smell of 
barbecue.” In fact, there are numerous biblical references to God savoring the smell 
of the sacrificial offering. I must admit that if I were God I would prefer barbecue to 
kale and Brussels sprouts. 

v) I would conclude along with most commentators that we have no idea why Abel’s 
offering was preferred to Cain’s. Von Rad concludes that the storyteller “refrains 
from making the decision for Abel and against Cain logically comprehensible.” 
Moreover, I would suggest that the search for a reason misses the point of the story. 
There are situations in life where we face misunderstanding, mistreatment, and a lack 
of fairness. That is the nature of life. Persons are not treated fairly. The purpose of the 
story is not to focus on the reason for the unfairness but to talk about how we respond 
to the unfairness we all face. 
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d) In verses 5b-7 Cain’s angry response is described. You can read the anger on his face. 
The NRSV does a masterful job in translating the Hebrew which reads literally, “his nose 
burned to Cain very much and his faces fell.” In short, he was angry, and you could see it. 
Sensing the frustration of Cain, God responds, “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.” Walter Brueggemann does a marvelous job in handling this passage when he 
focuses upon Cain’s responsibility for his own reaction. Unlike the story in the garden of 
Eden, there is no possibility here of placing the blame on some other person or creature. 
The future is not determined, and Cain must make a choice. Anger and its violent 
expression are one option, but Cain isn’t forced to choose that tragic path. Notice it is sin 
and not some overpowering satanic force that is tempting Cain to violence. “If you do 
well…” is the other option, an option Jesus describes in the Sermon on the Mount when 
commenting on the 6th commandment forbidding murder. As Brueggemann argues, 
Matthew 5:21-26 provides the full description of Christ’s alternative – reconciliation with 
your brother. Where reconciliation occurs, love replaces anger and fellowship replaces 
hate. Temptation will always be present, but temptation need not become an 
overpowering force ruling our lives and resulting in tragedy. As stated in 1st John 3:14, 
“We know that we have passed from death to life because we love one another.” The 
pathway to life is found only when we hold our brother and sister by the hand.  
 

3) Genesis 4:8-16 – Cain Murderers Abel 
 
a) Cain does not master the angry beast, and the act of murder is described very succinctly 

in verse 8. Cain invites his brother to “go out to the field” and there he killed him. There 
is no prelude, there is no gory description, and there is no drawn-out scene of death. It 
just happens in a very blunt fashion. Von Rad emphasizes the connection of this 
murderous scene to the garden of Eden story: “This is actually the 1st picture of man after 
he was expelled from Paradise, and the picture is a terrible one. Sin has grown like an 
avalanche.” 
 

b) In verse 9 God asked Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” Cain replies, as if he can 
deceive God,, “I do not know; am I my brother’s keeper?” I must admit, I had previously 
seen this as the center of the story and as our call to be our brothers’ keeper. Looking at 
this passage once again has changed my mind. The answer to that rhetorical question, 
“am I my brother’s keeper,” is “No!” As Sibley Towner points out in his commentary, 
“in the Hebrew Bible, only the Lord is the subject of the verb to keep when the object is a 
free human being… God can keep people secure and safe, but only human beings keep 
prisoners, slaves, or sheep. Cain is not his brother’s keeper. Cain is his brother’s brother.” 
That is a far higher calling than being anybody’s keeper.  
 

c)  In verses 10-12 Cain is put on trial and God acts as prosecutor, judge, and jury. In verse 
10 the evidence is presented; and it is Abel’s spilt blood. Cain is found guilty and in 
verses 11-12 the sentence is pronounced: you will be cursed by the ground, it will no 
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longer provide a bountiful harvest, and you will be a fugitive wandering the earth. Like 
Adam’s alienation from the earth in Genesis 3:19 and 23, Cain is no longer seen as the 
good steward and the ground will no longer respond to his care. It is only after Noah and 
the flood that humanity’s proper relationship with the earth is restored as stated by God in 
Genesis 8:21: “I will never again curse the ground because of humankind.”  
 

d) Verses 13 and 14 describe Cain’s anguish and alarm when he states: “My punishment is 
greater than I can bear! …I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth, and anyone 
who meets me may kill me.” We are all acquainted with the plight of refugees and exiles, 
persons who live on the very margin of society and are vulnerable to abuse and 
oppression. Think of a Palestinian refugee, think of the Jew in Nazi Germany, think of a 
Cherokee Indian on the trail of tears. Cain sees himself as facing a life of horror and fear. 
 

e) It is just at that point that the grace of God appears proclaiming, “Not so!” God places a 
mark on Cain that signifies both his guilt and his protection. Perhaps it was a tattoo, a 
marking used by many Bedouin tribes for identity and safety. There is certainly no reason 
at all to accept the American racist interpretation that the mark of Cain was the dark skin 
of a person of African descent. Whatever it was, it was a sign of mercy and protection. At 
the conclusion of this passage in verse 16 Cain settled in the land of Nod, a word that 
literally means “wandering.” 
 

4) Genesis 4:17-26 – The Beginnings of Civilization 
 
a) In these verses we find the 1st of the genealogical tables of the Old Testament. The 

function of the list of names found in this passage is to explain how some of our social 
structures were established as certain facets of culture are tracked to a particular ancestor. 
The genealogy begins in verse 17 by tracing the descendants of Cain without any 
explanation of where Cain’s wife came from. Think about that issue for a moment. 
Jewish rabbis and Christian thinkers like Martin Luther debated that issue for centuries. 
In the play “Inherit the Wind,” the lawyer Henry Drummond asked Matthew Harrison 
Brady at the monkey trial in Dayton Tennessee, “What did God do, pull off another 
creation in the next county?” Wherever the wife came from they had a child named 
Enoch who established a city that was also called Enoch. In this fashion the authors 
explain where urban communities come from. We also need to recognize that the wife of 
Cain remains nameless even though she stands at a pivotal point in the human story. 
 

b) The storytellers who passed down the account of Cain in Genesis 4:1-16 describe a man 
who is a hunted fugitive wandering as a homeless man for his whole life. In contrast the 
stories told about Cain in Genesis 4:17-26 describe a man and a wife whose son 
establishes a city providing a home for many. The story of one who was wondering and 
alone quickly turns into an account of human community and the desire to be with others. 
The stark differences between the 2 accounts lead many commentators to conclude that 
we have the merging of 2 different traditions in this one chapter. 
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c) In verses 18-22 we are provided with Cain’s descendants after Enoch. In that listing we find 
the father of the shepherds and herdsmen who “live in tents and have livestock.” In another 
descendant we find the ancestor of those “who play the lyre and pipe.” It is not so strange 
that these musicians would be singled out if you remember that the oral storytelling 
transmitting these words for many generations was remembered best when accompanied by 
song. The most memorable tales of any culture are the poetic stories that can be set to music. 
Another important ancestor who was singled out is the 1st village smithy or metalworker. In 
their own way the authors of Genesis 4 are trying to weave the story of the founding of 
human civilization. Condensed into these few verses it’s a commendable effort to collapse 
history into a few sentences. 
 

d) In verses 23 and 24 we are reminded that one of the purposes of chapter 4 is to play out the 
consequences of human sin that began in the garden of Eden. The character of Lamech 
provides a climactic example of the tragic possibilities resulting from murderous revenge. In 
his boastful song Lamech proudly tells his wives of his murderous deeds. God protected Cain 
with a threat of sevenfold vengeance. Now Lamech brags that he will seek retribution of 
70×7. Perhaps it is the wrath of Lamech that Jesus had in mind in Matthew 18:22 when Peter 
is instructed to forgive an offender 70×7. 

 
e) Lamech’s mention of Cain concludes the story of Cain and his descendants clearing the 

ground for the rest of the story. The authors now introduce a third son of Adam and Eve, 
Seth, who will serve as a substitute for the murdered Abel. The son of Seth is named Enosh, 
meaning “humankind,” in effect saying that humanity can now proceed with an ancestor 
other than Cain. 

 
f) Chapter 4 concludes with the interesting phrase, “At that time people began to invoke the 

name of the Lord.” Exodus 3 teaches that it was only after Moses’s encounter with the voice 
of God from the burning bush that Israel learned the proper name for God. In keeping with 
the genealogical lists naming certain ancestors as the 1st to do certain things, in this case 
Enosh is listed as the father of humankind’s religious inclinations. Sibley Towner interprets 
verse 26 by saying: “with Enosh, whose name means humankind, a universal propensity to 
religion came into being and it is from that predisposition that all subsequent religion derives, 
including the faith of Israel.” 


