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Text 
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." 
2 
Later she gave birth to his brother Abel. Now Abel kept flocks, 

and Cain worked the soil. 
3 
In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to 

the LORD. 
4 
But Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock. The LORD looked with 

favor on Abel and his offering, 
5 
but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor. So Cain was very 

angry, and his face was downcast. 
6 
Then the LORD said to Cain, "Why are you angry? Why is your face 

downcast? 
7 
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." 
8 
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. 
9 

Then the LORD said to Cain, "Where is your brother Abel?" "I don't know," he replied. "Am I my brother's 

keeper?" 
10 

The LORD said, "What have you done? Listen! Your brother's blood cries out to me from the 

ground. 
11 

Now you are under a curse and driven from the ground, which opened its mouth to receive your 

brother's blood from your hand. 
12 

When you work the ground, it will no longer yield its crops for you. You 

will be a restless wanderer on the earth." 
13 

Cain said to the LORD, "My punishment is more than I can 

bear. 
14 

Today you are driving me from the land, and I will be hidden from your presence; I will be a 

restless wanderer on the earth, and whoever finds me will kill me." 
15 

But the LORD said to him, "Not so; if 

anyone kills Cain, he will suffer vengeance seven times over." Then the LORD put a mark on Cain so that 

no one who found him would kill him. 
16 

So Cain went out from the LORD's presence and lived in the land 

of Nod, east of Eden. 

 

Introduction 
 “It is to be feared that very many have little knowledge of the main enemy that 

they carry about with them in their bosoms.”
1
  Those are the words of the preeminent 

Puritan theologian John Owen from his work, Of the Mortification of Sin in Believers. 

 Over the last two weeks we’ve been looking in detail at the Fall – the first sin 

where the first man and woman rebelled against the Lord God by eating from the tree of 

the knowledge of good and evil in an attempt to be like God.  We saw that disobedience 

demands God’s judgment and so God banished the man and the woman from the Garden. 

 But at the start of chapter 4, the dust seems to have cleared, a son is born to Adam 

and Eve and a new man comes on the scene.  His name is Cain.  We read eagerly to see if 

perhaps the story can start over.  We read hopefully to see if we can put the events of the 

Garden behind us and move on.  Perhaps Cain will succeed where his father failed. 
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 But what do we see?  Cain kills his brother, Abel.  Thus the Fall is repeated.  The 

stories of Genesis 3 and Genesis 4 are quite similar.  We’re going to see how they parallel 

each other as we go through them. 

Except there’s one big difference.  Do you know what it is?  In chapter 3 the 

temptation to sin came from an outside source – the serpent.  In chapter 4 the temptation 

comes from within.  This time sin is already present within the human heart.  No longer is 

an external tempter necessary, for sin has penetrated and infected the soul.  And the 

disease has been passed on from one generation to the next.  As one person has put it – 

“While Eve had been talked into her sin, Cain will not have even God talk him out of it.”
2
 

 Cain was born with a virus – a ravishing, devastating, lethal virus called sin.  

Likewise, every one of us as descendants of Adam and Eve are born with this disease.  

It’s inside us and it is vicious and fast moving, spreading through our bodies until it kills 

us.  We talk about a battle with cancer or fighting HIV/AIDS.  But rarely do we realize 

that there’s a more pressing battle – the battle with sin.  In short, the message of today’s 

text is just this: we must fight the sin within. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Situation 

We start off with a little lesson about the birds and the bees.  “Adam lay with his 

wife Eve, and she became pregnant and gave birth to Cain” (v. 1).  “Lay with,” “knew,” 

“had relations with” – it’s a biblical way of talking about sex.  Moses is telling us that sex 

is where babies come from.  It’s the way God designed it. 

We don’t know for sure that this was Eve’s first pregnancy, but imagine if it was.  

What a weird feeling it must have been to all of the sudden have another person start 

growing inside her.  She had never seen this happen before.  Her mom hadn’t taken her 

aside and explained it to her.  She didn’t have a mom!  Can you imagine the wonder and 

excitement… and sheer terror?  Can you picture Eve holding Adam’s hand up to her 

stomach to feel the child inside kick?  She didn’t really know what was happening to her 

body or how long this was going to take. 

But eventually the day came when the child wanted out.  The water broke.  The 

contractions began.  And Eve remembered the Lord’s words to her – “With pain you will 

give birth to children” (3:16).  Can you hear the screaming?  There were no epidurals 

back then.  And Adam, I imagine, ran to his favorite spot behind the trees and hid.  It was 

a bloody mess, but after what seemed like forever, here was a baby boy.  The Lord had 

helped her through the painful process and protected her life.  So “she said, ‘With the 

help of the Lord I have brought forth a man” (v. 1).  Here was another ish, like Adam.  

The miracle of birth.  “Later she gave birth to his brother Abel” (v. 2). 

So the first couple now expands to be the first family.  We don’t know much 

about what it was like growing up for Cain and Abel.  We just know that in the world 

they were born into, the same world we live in today, they needed jobs.  Early on, I 

suspect, they were initiated to this life of painful toil and brow sweat.  Abel chose the 

profession of shepherd – caring for the livestock.  Cain chose to be a gardener – tilling 

the soil, planting and harvesting crops.  Both of them were legitimate fields.  One wasn’t 

inherently better than the other. 
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Next we read: “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” (vv. 3-

5).  Why was the Lord pleased with Abel’s offering and not Cain’s?  I remember reading 

this as a kid and thinking here was proof that God liked meat and not vegetables.  Some 

people have said that God requires animal sacrifice; plants won’t work.  But this is 

referred to with the Hebrew word for offering which is used elsewhere in the Pentateuch 

to legitimately refer to grain offerings that the Lord finds acceptable. 

I think the answer is right in the text.  It says Cain brought “some of the fruits of 

the soil,” but that “Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flocks.”  

Abel brought God his best stuff.  His offering to the Lord cost him something.  Cain’s 

offering didn’t represent heartfelt worship.  It was common, flippant; designed to fulfill 

his duty.  Hebrews 11:4 tells us, “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” (see also 1Jn. 3:12).  Abel’s offering came from a genuine faith in God to 

provide.  Cain’s didn’t. 

It causes us to pause and reflect here on our own hearts.  Are you offering God 

your best?  Or does he get the scraps.  Just some questions for the Christians here and 

we’ll move on: What time did you go to bed last night?  Did you arrive here for corporate 

worship on time and ready to meet with God?  Was the money you just put in the offering 

plate really a sacrifice?  You say you want to do your work as unto the Lord; do you do it 

with excellence?  What do you do first thing you get up in the morning?  Last thing 

before you go to bed?  Do your actions reflect that God has preeminence in your life, or 

does he just get a compartment?  Just some questions…  Shall we move on? 

Anyway, here’s the main point: this occasion brought to the surface some things 

that were in Cain’s heart.  The acceptance of Abel’s offering over his own revealed the 

lack of sincerity in Cain’s heart and it triggered deep-seated and intense feelings of anger 

and jealousy.  And these feelings began to foment and fester until they consumed him and 

began to show on his face.  Bitterness is toxic, isn’t it?  It can take you over and consume 

you. 

You see, the thing is: these emotions were already in Cain’s heart.  The incident 

with Abel and the offering was just the occasion for their appearance.  It was the pressure 

on the water bottle that made some of the yucky-ness squirt out.  Have you ever looked at 

someone else’s life and the success they have and seethed because you didn’t feel like 

they deserved it or felt discontent about the way your own life was?  Have you ever been 

around someone that just seems to press all your buttons and you feel your blood boiling?  

Have you ever been running late for something and snapped at someone who got in your 

way?  These are just occasions for the manifestation of the sin that’s within.  That’s what 

happens here with Cain.  His sinful heart is exposed. 

 

The Inner Struggle 

 The Lord seizes this as a teaching opportunity and comes to Cain and says, “Why 

are you angry?  Why is your face downcast” (v. 6)?  In other words: let’s get to the 

bottom of these emotions; where do they come from?  “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 
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desires to have, but you must master it” (v. 7).  God was saying that if Cain handled these 

emotions properly and fought the sin that was in his heart he too could be accepted.  But 

if he didn’t; if he let them go they would soon overtake him and destroy him. 

 Knock, knock.  Who’s there?  Sin.  Sin who?  The sin that wants to take you over 

and control you and wreck your life.  It’s not a very funny joke, is it?  It’s because it’s not 

a joke.  Sin deadly serious business.  Sin is pictured here as a ravenous beast within our 

hearts that has a constant appetite for more and more.  It’s not just a yapping nuisance.  It 

desires to have you; to consume you.  It crouches at the door of our volition, waiting to 

pounce in every time it’s cracked opened.  It cannot be tamed.  The beast must be slain. 

 James talks about this sin within in James 1:14-15.  He says, “Each one is tempted 

when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed.  Then, after desire has 

conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.”  

There are these evil desires that reside in the dark recesses of our soul.  They are 

constantly at work, either subtly or blatantly, to control us and make us more and more 

hardened to God until finally we are destroyed.  That’s reality. 

 The Lord says to Cain, “[Sin] desires to have you, but you must master it” (v. 7).  

This is what John Owen and the Puritans called mortification of sin.  Here’s a famous 

quote from Owen that sums it up: “Do you mortify; do you make it your daily work; be 

always at it while you live; cease not a day from this work; be killing sin or it will be 

killing you.”
3
  Be killing sin or else sin will be killing you.  That’s what Genesis 4:7 is 

saying.  You can’t be neutral.  We must fight the sin within. 

There is a lurking beast inside you that desires to have you.  Do you agree?  Have 

you seen it rear its ugly head?  As I Googled the phrase “rear its ugly head” to see if I had 

spelled it right, the page that came up had an advertisement with a picture version of 

Michaelangelo’s Creation of Adam where the finger was a seductive (yet demon-like) 

woman’s finger reaching for some red-hot swirling ball of fire.  And it said, “Click this 

only if you’re over 18,” and I felt something within me tingle and, drawn to the icon, I 

paused for a brief moment before I realized the irony of the situation and the false 

promise of pleasure that the sin in my heart was trying to lure me with at that moment.  

What would really ensue would be a constant insatiable lust for more, a ruined marriage, 

a forfeited ministry, and a life of shame.  So I immediately closed the browser. 

I can’t say I always strike a blow at sin when it pries a claw in the door.  When 

someone annoys me or has hurt me and I desire to talk bad about them behind their backs 

or when Lucy spits her food back out in my face and I want to yell at her I often give in 

and it becomes a habit that is hard to break.  Sin gets a foothold.  What is it for you?  

Marital problems?  Family tensions?  Job stress?  Are these occasions for selfishness, 

anger, worry?  What are your inner demons?  How has sin surfaced in your life recently?  

Are you thinking of something? 

Okay, now how do you fight it?  How do you mortify sin?  How do you be killing 

it so it is not killing you?  Let’s get practical. 

� First of all, you have to be a Christian.  You have to admit that you’re a miserable 

sinner and that your disobedience demands the judgment of God and you have to trust 

that the judgment for your sin (past, present, and future) fell on Christ on the cross 

instead of you in hell for eternity and that God now sees Christ’s righteousness when he 

looks at you.  That’s the gospel.  Believing that is what it means to be a Christian.  That’s 

the first step in the fight against sin.  The only sin you can effectively fight is a forgiven 
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sin.  Otherwise, if you’re fighting sin in an attempt to make yourself perfect so that God 

will accept you, you will most likely grow exhausted and give up in the process.  Or even 

if you have some measure of success at self-reformation in the end you will be guilty of 

pride and only deeper in the throes of sin.  Sin is an insidious thing, isn’t it?  Romans 

8:13 talks about this business of mortification when it says, “If by the Spirit you put to 

death the misdeeds of the body, you will live.”  Only blood-bought, born-again believers 

have the Holy Spirit and therefore have the means to actually effectively fight the sin 

within. 

 So step 1 is believe the gospel.  Apart from this you are dead meat.  Sin will rule 

you.  When you become a Christian you are released from the slavery to sin so that you 

can effectively fight it. 

� And once you know your standing before God by grace through faith, then the 

next step is you go about trying to identify the sin in your heart.  Ask the Holy Spirit, 

who now also dwells within you, to convict you of your sin, to show you the sin in your 

heart and make you hate it. 

 So step 2 is to ask the Holy Spirit to help you identify and target the sin in your 

heart. 

� Step 3, if you’re really serious about fighting sin, is to do the things that will put 

you in the places where the Spirit will convict you of your sin.  For example, right here 

where the Word is preached.  Come to church every Sunday to be reminded of who God 

is and what he has revealed to us and how far we fall short of his glory.  Small Group 

Bible studies, prayer meetings, reading your Bible every day, these are the disciplines/the 

means of grace, whereby the Spirit will do his work of convicting you of sin. 

� Step 4, as soon as a particular sin has been identified, is to repent of it and ask 

God for forgiveness.  You can’t be like: “Oh my gosh, I’m a sinner!  I’ve got to cover 

this up and pretend I’m all okay.”  God sees right through fig leaves.  You’ve got to 

confess and own up to it.  Covered up sins will only grow.  And you also can’t be like: 

“Oh my gosh, I’m a sinner!  I’m so bad.  I can’t believe how bad I am.  God could never 

love me, I’m so bad.”  Confess the sin that’s in your heart and lay it at the cross.  Say 

with Paul, “What a wretched man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death?  

Thanks be to God – through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rom. 7:24)!  That lands a big right 

uppercut to sin. 

� Step 5 is to be in community.  Once sin is stunned, you’ve got to attack it.  This is 

where community comes into play.  We need each other.  We need people that we’ve let 

into our lives, people we can confess our sins to, people who can speak truth into our 

lives and call us on stuff.  This is true for everyone, but especially for those who are 

single.  We need accountability.  We need to gang up on sin.  That’s what the church is 

all about. 

� Step 6 is delight in God.  Remember the first temptation.  It was a lie that God is a 

cosmic kill-joy trying to keep us from something that will make us happy.  The way we 

counteract those lies is by spending time delighting in God.  If we’re finding our joy in 

God, spending time in his presence where there is fullness of joy (cf. Ps. 16:11), the 

allure of sin will grow fainter. 

How are you doing at fighting sin?  Are you fighting back?  Owen says this, 

“When poor creatures will take blow after blow, wound after wound, foil after foil, and 
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never rouse up themselves to a vigorous opposition, can they expect anything but to be 

hardened through the deceitfulness of sin, and that their souls should bleed to death?”
4
  

You can’t run away from the situations where your sin is exposed because the beast is 

within you.  Wherever you go it will still be there.  We have to rouse ourselves to a 

vigorous opposition – a relentless, tenacious, never letting up, all out attack on it.  Are 

you doing that?  If not you, you are in serious danger.  Sin never lets up. 

What sin has surfaced in your heart this last week and how are you attacking it?  

And don’t tell me nothing.  If you haven’t become aware of any sin in your heart this 

week then you are greatly deceived and perhaps hardened beyond the point of no return.  

This is the Christian life – a constant fight against the sin within. 

 When God accepted Abel’s offering over Cain’s, Cain should have confessed to 

God that his heart wasn’t fully devoted to him and repented of the anger and rage and 

malice that he saw rising up in his heart.  He should have asked God for forgiveness and 

help.  He should have told it all to Abel, his brother, and asked him to forgive him and 

pray for him.  He should have taken some of his first fruits, some of his best crops and 

offered them gladly to the Lord and worshipped him as the one who could make him 

happy. 

 

The Murder 

 But Cain didn’t fight back.  He didn’t master the sin within, and look where he 

ended up.  He asked his brother Abel to go out to the field with him.  “And while they 

were in the field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed him” (v. 8).  It was 

premeditated, cold-blooded murder.  Just like Eve’s first pregnancy was a complete 

unknown, so this gruesome sight would have been a first.  How did he do it?  Did he use 

a jagged knife and slit his throat?  Did he smash his skull in with a rock?  Did he strangle 

him with his own bare hands until his body became lifeless in his arms?  What was it like 

to see the breath of life leave the human body for the first time?  What a tragic scene!  

Cain failed to master the sin within and his anger turned to murder.  It’s not a pretty 

picture is it?  But it’s a picture of where sin takes you.  And it gets worse. 

 Like with Adam, God showed up with a question.  “‘Where is your brother Abel?’  

‘I don’t know,’ he replied.  ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’” (v. 9).  Yes!  We are to be each 

others’ keepers.  Independence is a result of the Fall.  And again, it’s not that God didn’t 

know where Abel was.  God knew exactly what had happened.  Abel’s blood cried out to 

him from the ground.  It cried out for justice.  And so God cursed Cain.  His crops would 

no longer yield fruit.  He would be “a restless wanderer on the earth” (v. 12). 

 But like with Adam and the animal skins, this story ends with grace.  Cain 

complained, “My punishment is more than I can bear.  Today you are driving me from 

the land, and I will be hidden from your presence; I will be a restless wanderer on the 

earth, and whoever finds me will kill me” (vv. 13-14).  Who were these people that Cain 

was afraid of?  The only plausible explanation was that Cain was afraid of his other 

brothers and sister and nieces and nephews that would have been born during his long life 

– remember people lived hundreds of years back then.  “But the Lord said to him, ‘Not 

so; if anyone kills Cain, he will suffer vengeance seven times over.’  Then the Lord put a 

mark on Cain so that no one who found him would kill him.  So Cain went out from the 

Lord’s presence and lived in the  land of Nod, east of Eden” (vv. 15-16).  God was still 

gracious to him. 
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 Because God is a gracious God.  No matter what the sin is, God is gracious.  This 

is what we celebrate as we come to the Lord’s Table.  Here we see God’s grace in 

poignant terms – the bread and wine representing the broken body and spilled blood of 

Jesus.  Hebrews 12:24 says that the blood of Jesus “speaks a better word than the blood 

of Abel.”  Abel’s blood cried out for vengeance.  Jesus’ blood cries out for mercy.  It 

cries out to God from the cross – “Father, forgive them!”  O, the depth of God’s grace! 

 

The Lord’s Table 
We come now to the Lord’s Table – the body and blood of Christ; the great 

antidote to our disease; the chief weapon in our fight against the sin within.  And as we 

do I want us to spend some time examining ourselves before we eat of the bread and 

drink of the cup (cf. 1Cor. 11:28). 

Specifically, I’d like to ask that you open your Bibles to Matthew 5:21-24.  When 

Jesus is saying this, I think he has in mind the story of Cain and Abel.  What he is saying 

is that the sin within – the anger, the grudges, the bitterness, the hatred, the rage, the 

malice – is just as much sin as the sin of murder.  He says: 

 

“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, 

and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’  But I tell you that 

anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment.  Again, 

anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the Sanhedrin.  

[And] anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.  

Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that 

your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of 

the altar.  First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer 

your gift” (Mt. 5:21-24). 

 

Before we all come up to this altar to eat of this meal, let’s take some time to ask the 

Holy Spirit to come and convict us of our sins.  And if you need to do any business with a 

brother or sister in this room, go and take care of it.  If you think it will take more than 20 

minutes or if the person is not in this room, resolve to make a phone call this afternoon.  

Don’t let that sin eat at you because if you let it go it will suffocate your soul and petrify 

your heart.  We must fight the sin within. 

 

Benediction 
May the Holy Spirit so fill you that you hate the sin in your heart and make it your life’s 

aim to fight it. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 21, 2007.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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