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Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, “I have 
produced a man with the help of the Lord.” Next she bore his brother Abel. Now Abel was a 
keeper of sheep, and Cain a tiller of the ground. 

In the course of time Cain brought to the Lord an offering of the fruit of the ground, and 
Abel for his part brought of the firstlings of his flock, their fat portions. And the Lord had 
regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. So Cain was 
very angry, and his countenance fell. 

The Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why has your countenance fallen? 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.” 

Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let us go out to the field.” And when they were in the field, 
Cain rose up against his brother Abel, and killed him. 

Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” He said, “I do not know; am I 
my brother’s keeper?” And the Lord said, “What have you done? Listen; your brother’s blood is 
crying out to me from the ground! And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened 
its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand. When you till the ground, it will no 
longer yield to you its strength; you will be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth.” 

Cain said to the Lord, “My punishment is greater than I can bear! Today you have driven 
me away from the soil, and I shall be hidden from your face; I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer 
on the earth, and anyone who meets me may kill me.” Then the Lord said to him, “Not so! 
Whoever kills Cain will suffer a sevenfold vengeance.” And the Lord put a mark on Cain, so 
that no one who came upon him would kill him. 

Then Cain went away from the presence of the Lord, and settled in the land of Nod, east of 
Eden. Cain knew his wife, and she conceived and bore Enoch; and he built a city, and named it 
Enoch after his son Enoch. 

Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son and named him Seth, for she said, “God has 
appointed for me another child instead of Abel, because Cain killed him.” To Seth also a son 
was born, and he named him Enosh. At that time people began to invoke the name of the Lord. 
 

Our scripture begins with the phrase, “Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she 

conceived and bore Cain…” Obviously, the word “knew” in this context entails 

something more than simple acquaintance. When Renee, Jeanette and I were doing 

worship planning a couple of weeks ago, the question came up as to what the 

Hebrew word for “knew” was. To find out, I grabbed a very large book from my 
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bookshelf entitled Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible with Hebrew, 

Chaldee and Greek Dictionaries and started flipping pages. While I was doing that, 

Jeanette pulled out her phone, Googled the phrase “Hebrew word for ‘knew’” and 

instantly got a dozen answers. Research is so much easier now. 

As it happens, the Hebrew word for “knew” is yada, as in “yada, yada, yada,” a 

phrase made famous on the TV show Seinfeld. In that context, it meant skipping the 

details to get to the conclusion, as in 

“My parents gave birth to me, and then yada, yada, yada…” 
 
Don’t you wish that all of my sermons were like that?. 

The word “yada” occurs three times in today’s scripture: 

Adam knew [yada] his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore Cain... Cain 
knew [yada] his wife, and she conceived and bore Enoch... Adam knew [yada] 
his wife again, and she bore a son and named him Seth... [Genesis 4:1, 17, 25]. 

 
But in Hebrew, the word “yada” means more than just the conjugal act. It’s 

about sharing love, which means knowing the needs of another and being devoted 

to their well-being. Those of you with a companion animal—a beloved dog or cat or 

horse—will appreciate what it says in Proverbs:  

The righteous know [yada] the needs of their animals… [Proverbs 12:10] 
 
There’s still another meaning. The prophet Jeremiah denounced Jehoiakim, the 

King of Judah, for his ostentation, greed and neglect of his people, and compared 

the king’s behavior to the righteousness of his father, King Josiah: 

Did not your father eat and drink and do justice and righteousness?…He 
judged the cause of the poor and needy; then it was well.  Is this not to know 
[yada] me? says the Lord.  [Jeremiah 22.15-16] 
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 To know another in the Biblical sense is to be mindful of their needs, to 

respond to those needs with kindness, and to behave righteously in the sight of the 

Lord.   

 Being exiled from the Garden of Eden was the consequence of a foolish, 

destructive, disobedient decision that Adam and Eve had made. Very often, sexual 

behavior can be foolish, destructive, and disobedient to God. Sexual abuse of any 

sort, at any time, at any place, is a sin. So is adultery. Jesus said,  

For out of the heart come evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, 
false witness, slander [Matthew 15.19]. 
 

 There is no such thing as “casual” sex. “Casual sex” is an oxymoron, a 

walking contradiction, like “jumbo shrimp,” or “free dog.” Whatever lies may be 

propagated by today’s hook-up culture, sex is always consequential. To say 

otherwise is to demean the dignity of the human beings involved. 

 At its best, in a consecrated relationship before God, physical intimacy—

knowing another in the Biblical sense—can heal hearts, bind wounds and exalt the 

relationship. It is the means which God ordained to bring new life into the world. 

When Adam knew Eve, and Eve knew Adam, their union was not only an 

expression of commitment, though it was certainly that: it was also an act of 

obedience to the Lord. The very first commandment in the Bible comes from 

Genesis 1.28, on the sixth day of Creation, after God has made humankind, male 

and female, in his image: “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth….” Yada, 

yada, yada. 

So Eve and Adam became a mother and a father and thus hostages for life. 

Their first child was a son they named “Cain.” Their second son was named “Abel.” 

Cain became a tiller of the soil, while Abel was a shepherd. The scripture says that 

the offerings Abel made to God were pleasing, but that those Cain made were not. 
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Why is that? Some scholars have called this an “etiology,” an explanation that a 

particular people give for the origin of a particular phenomenon. Genesis 3 is full of 

etiologies: why women give birth in pain, why the ground has thorns and thistles, 

why you have to sweat to earn a living, why people detest snakes. In considering 

the story of Cain and Abel’s offerings to God, it helps to remember that the ancient 

Israelites were largely nomads, pastoralists, who moved their flocks from place to 

place, while the Canaanites, whom they supplanted in the land, were a settled 

people who raised crops and tilled the soil. When you have settled agriculture, you 

have settled communities. Settled communities build villages and eventually cities. 

It is entirely possible that the Canaanite fortress of Jericho, which was built on an 

oasis and eventually taken by Joshua and the Israelites when they crossed the River 

Jordan, is the oldest city in the world. The Israelites who entered the Promised Land 

absolutely believed their one true God, Yahweh, favored them, the shepherds, over 

the Canaanites, the farmers—so, of course, at the beginning, the Lord would have 

favored the offerings of the sheep herder Abel over that of the agriculturalist Cain. 

Its also worth considering the linguistic connection between the name “Cain” and 

the people, “Canaanites.” 

If that’s too complex, here’s another thought. Perhaps God’s regard, or lack 

thereof, for the offerings of Abel and Cain had to do with the efforts that went into 

preparing them. Abel brought the first born of his flock, butchered them, and 

offered to the Lord the fat parts that, in future sacrifices, were reserved for the Lord 

[Leviticus 3.1-11]. Abel had to put some work into that offering. Cain brought what 

the earth had produced—maybe a sheaf of wheat, or a bunch of grapes. I know a 

mother who once gave her two youngest children five dollars each to go buy their 

father a birthday present. With her five dollars, the daughter bought a little book, 

carefully wrapped it, added a hand colored birthday card with smiley faces and 
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hearts, and wrote on it, “I love you Daddy.” The son used his five dollars to give his 

father two one- dollar bills. I still have that little book somewhere. You can imagine 

which gift was more highly regarded. But to regard one gift more highly than the 

other is not to regard one giver more highly than the other. There is no scriptural 

evidence that because Abel’s gift was more highly esteemed that the Lord cared 

more about Abel than he did Cain. In fact, in the scripture, the Lord never has a 

conversation with Abel, but he has two very consequential ones with Cain. Still, 

Cain thought the Lord liked his brother best, got mad, and sulked. It is here, for the 

first time in the Bible, that the word “sin” is used. The Lord said to Cain, “Why are 

you angry, and why has your countenance fallen? 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.” 

 Even though he was angry and upset, Cain had not yet sinned. But in his anger 

and jealousy, he opened himself up to the occasion of sin. The “occasion of sin” is 

when you place yourself in situations that will tempt you into destructive behavior, 

like a recovering alcoholic who thinks its OK to celebrate his birthday in a bar. 

Cain’s failure to control his anger led him into the greatest sin any person can 

commit against another. A brother murdered his brother; the third person on earth 

murdered the fourth person on earth. In Hebrew, the word “Cain” means “spear.” 

When the Lord appeared upon the scene, he asked Cain, “Where is your 

brother?” “I don’t know,” Cain said. “Am I my brother’s keeper?” But his brother’s 

blood called out to the Lord. 

It was understood in those days that the life of a living creature was in the 

blood. Because God gave life, blood, like life itself, belonged to God. Among the 

Israelites, when a sacrifice was made upon an altar, the blood could not be 

consumed by human beings, but had to be poured out, because it belonged to God. 
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The earth itself, outraged by the shedding of Abel’s innocent blood, cried out to 

God. In the earliest Hebrew texts, what is crying out to God is not blood, but 

bloods. Ancient commentators said that was because when Cain murdered his 

brother Abel, he not only took his life but the lives of his potential children and 

grandchildren as well—all of the descendants he could have had had he lived long 

enough to procreate. If you read Genesis straight through, you will see the emphasis 

on genealogy, on family lineages—those long, long lists of people descended from 

a particular ancestor. In killing Abel, Cain not only slew a person, but a people. 

 Nothing can increase the death rate—not murder, not even war. The death rate 

is always 100%. But the reason the death of a young person is heartrending in ways 

that the death of someone full of years is not is because there is something 

inherently wrong, out of order, when a young person dies. The young are supposed 

to grow into adulthood and perhaps bear progeny to help ensure the family line 

endures into perpetuity. The bloods of Abel’s never-to-be-born children and 

grandchildren cried out from the earth, and reached the ears of God. The earth, 

affronted at what he had done, would no longer produce its harvest for Cain, who 

had made his livelihood from what the good earth brought forth on his behalf. 

“And now you are cursed from the ground,” said the Lord. “You will be a 

fugitive and a wanderer upon the earth…” 

“My punishment is greater than I can bear,” Cain cried out. “You are driving 

me away from the soil, and you are making me wander the earth, and anyone I meet 

may kill me.” 

Of course, the question must arise: if Cain was one of only three people left on 

earth, who were the others who would kill him? Not only that, but it says that in the 

land of Nod Cain knew his wife. Skeptics and wise guys have had a field day with 

that; it even came up in the famous, or notorious, “Scopes Monkey Trial,” in 1927, 
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later recounted in a great movie called Inherit the Wind: “Do you think the Lord 

pulled off another Creation in the next county?” Well, there are different ways to 

respond to that. One is to say that the Lord can do whatever the Lord wants to do. 

Another is to repeat what was said when we first talked about Adam and Eve—true, 

but not literal. Great truths can be revealed in metaphor as well as fact, as long as 

we are able to discern the difference. But there is another possibility. If our 

ancestors had deep cultural memories, going back tens of thousands of years, of 

sharing the earth with beings who were like them in many ways and yet unlike them 

in others, it would not be surprising if a history as ancient as that contained in 

Genesis should, in literary form, encompass some of those cultural memories that 

had been passed on orally from generation to generation. 

This past June 7, paleontologists announced they had found the oldest known 

human skeletons in Morocco. Carbon dating indicates they are at least 300,000 

years old. Before that, the oldest known homo sapiens skeletons dated to 195,000 

years ago. That’s the scientific name for our species, as you know—homo sapiens, 

Latin for “wise man.” Unlike most creatures, we are the only species (sapiens) left 

in our genus (homo). Dogs, wolves, coyotes and jackals all share the same genus, 

canis, but they are different species. Your friendly family dog is of the genus canis 

and the species familiaris. The coyote you hear howling at night is canis latrans. A 

wolf is canis lupus. They can breed with one another, but as a general rule each 

species of canis is hostile to other species. Once our species, homo sapiens, had 

neighbors in our genus: homo neanderthalensis, “Neanderthal man;” homo 

floreseinsis, whose skeleton was found a few years ago on the island of Flores in 

Indonesia, a diminutive species nicknamed “Hobbit;” homo heidlebergensis, found 

near Heidelberg, Germany. Taxonomists have catalogued at least eight separate 

species that once belonged to the genus homo, and we, homo sapiens, are the only 
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ones left. Except that—and this is where it gets complicated—DNA research is 

leading to the conclusion that some of us homo sapiens also have some Neanderthal 

ancestors. I think I know a few of those people, but I won’t name names because I 

don’t want to stir up trouble. But if you look around, you can probably figure out 

who they are (I’m kidding). Where did all those other species go? Did we homo 

sapiens kill them all off? One of the great metaphorical truths in the story of Cain 

and Abel is that we human beings were prone to murder early on. Incidentally, 

Genesis tells us that seven generations later, all of Cain’s descendants perished in 

the Flood. Those who survived—Noah and his family—were descended from Seth, 

to whom Eve gave birth after Abel was killed and Cain had fled. Seth means 

“appointed.” He had a son named Enosh. Where did Enosh’s mother come from? 

Genesis 5 says before he died at the age of 930, Adam had “other sons and 

daughters,” and Seth had “other sons and daughters,” and Enosh, Seth’s son, had 

“other sons and daughters,” and so on and so forth. It may have taken a few 

generations for the original family tree to fork, but eventually it did. In the 5th 

chapter of the Gospel of Luke, Jesus’ lineage is traced all the way back to Adam. 

The final verse of Luke 5 is verse 38, which goes “son of Enosh, son of Seth, son of 

Adam, son of God.” By that recounting, God’s first son was Adam. Paul says as 

much in Romans 5 and I Corinthians 15. Jesus was the obedient son. From one son 

came death. From the other came life, and life everlasting 

Today’s scripture ends with, “In those days people began to invoke the name of 

the Lord.” We think that means they began to worship the Lord, and that the old 

intimacy began to change as the reverence grew. The Lord may have walked and 

talked with Adam and Eve and Cain and Abel, but it soon became more and more 

apparent that the Lord was the Lord and that people were people and never would 

the twain meet again until Jesus Christ was born. 
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*** 

This Tuesday is the 4th of July, the 241st birthday of our country. Our nation’s 

birth announcement was the Declaration of Independence. The Preamble of the 

Declaration is our country’s mission statement, our creed. The great English writer 

G.K. Chesterton said that “America is alone in having begun her national career 

with a definite explanation of what she intended to be.” This is that creed, the purest 

expression of our ideals as Americans:   

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that 
among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.  

 
Like most ideals, that did not describe the way things were, but the way they 

ought to be. Martin Luther King called the Declaration “America’s promissory 

note.” It has taken centuries for “We, the People,” to grow into the understanding 

that the term “all men” does not exclusively mean “white men,” but all of 

humankind, because all of humankind is made in the image of God. As Americans, 

we are still striving to live up to our creed, and far too often we fall short, but I do 

believe, as a people, that as long as we are still striving, God will bless us. 

A few weeks ago, I quoted Yuval Noah Harari, a brilliant Israeli historian. I 

want to quote again what he said about the Declaration of Independence in his best-

selling book Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind.   

The idea of equality is inextricably intertwined with the idea of creation. The 
Americans got the idea of equality from Christianity, which argues that 
every person has a divinely created soul and that all souls are equal before 
God.  
 
Harari, though an atheist, is very perceptive: “The Americans got the idea of 

equality from Christianity.” As another part of our creed, this one in the Pledge of 

Allegiance, says, we are “one nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and 
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justice for all.” Liberty and justice for all? Obviously, we are not there yet, but we 

still aspire to be. To quote G.K. Chesterton again, “A man’s friends like him and 

leave him as he is. His wife loves him and is always trying to change him.” I love 

my country the same way I love my family, which is to say far more than I do my 

own life. But I’m mindful that the best way to love my country and my family is to 

do so in ways that I hope are pleasing to God. One of the obligations of genuine 

love is to always want what is best for the ones we love. Part of the work of love is 

to help change what needs changing for the better. 

If someone who cares about me criticizes me, I may resent and reject what they 

say, but I still have to take them seriously, because their care for me gives their 

criticism credibility. The most consistent critic of my life was my mother. She was 

always correcting me, but I never doubted for a moment that she loved me. If 

someone who just doesn’t like me criticizes me, I tend to blow it off: Who cares 

what you think? 

While the right to freely criticize our country is enshrined in the Constitution, I 

truly believe that the only trustworthy critics are those who authentically love her, 

while those who criticize our country only out of animus or spite have very little to 

say worth hearing. If you want to change yourself, first love yourself. If you want to 

change others, first love them. If you want to change America, first love America. 

May God, in his infinite mercy, bless our country, and may she yet be whom 

God aspires her to be; and so may we, in Jesus’ Name, Amen. 
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