
The Book of Genesis, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 4: Cain and Abel

Genesis 4:1–26

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Genesis 4 moves the story from the garden into ordinary human life, and it raises issues every 
believer faces: what makes worship acceptable, how sin grows from a thought into a deed, the 
deadly power of envy and anger, and the mingling of God’s justice and mercy. Doctrinally, the 
chapter underscores personal responsibility for sin (God tells Cain he can and must master it), 
the heart as the true source of our actions, and the sanctity of human life made in God’s image 
(Abel’s blood cries out from the ground). It also shows, against any fatalism, that Cain was 
genuinely able to do well and was held accountable for choosing otherwise.

Be sure to keep the doctrine of personal accountability central. God does not tell Cain that he is 
helpless before sin; He tells him to rule over it. This fits the larger biblical teaching that human 
beings are genuinely able to respond to God, and that we are responsible for our own choices. 
Cain’s tragedy is not that he could not resist but that he would not.

Formationally, this chapter is searching. Most of us will never commit murder, but all of us know 
envy, resentment, and the slow nursing of a grudge, which Jesus and John trace to the same 
root. The aim is to help students take the warning seriously while it is still small (“sin is 
crouching at the door”), to bring their best to God in worship, and to deal with anger and 
comparison before they grow. Lead them, finally, to the better blood of Christ that speaks not 
condemnation but grace.

Question 1

Student Question:

God accepted Abel’s offering but not Cain’s. Hebrews 11:4 says it was “by faith” that Abel 
offered a better sacrifice. What does this teach us about what makes worship acceptable to God, 
and about the heart behind our offerings?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The text does not say in chapter four exactly why Cain’s offering was rejected, but Hebrews 11:4 
tells us plainly: “By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain.” The 
difference was not first about the type of gift but about the heart behind it. Abel brought “the 
firstborn of his flock and of their fat portions,” his very best, offered in faith; Cain brought “the 
fruit of the ground,” with no hint of firstfruits or of faith.



This teaches a permanent truth: God looks at the heart of the worshiper, not merely the 
outward act. He is not impressed by religious motions offered without faith and devotion. The 
same lesson runs through the prophets, who condemn sacrifices offered by hard and faithless 
hearts (Isaiah 1:11–17; Amos 5:21–24).

Help students see that worship is not a transaction in which we put in the right items and God 
owes us approval. It is the response of a trusting heart that gives God its best because He is 
worthy. Abel held nothing back; Cain gave something, but not himself.

This sets up the whole chapter. Cain’s worship problem was a heart problem, and his heart 
problem soon became a brother problem. Disordered worship and disordered relationships are 
connected, a theme Jesus picks up when He says to leave your gift at the altar and first be 
reconciled to your brother (Matthew 5:23–24).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Acceptable worship as a matter of faith and the heart, not mere outward ritual (Hebrews 
11:4).

 Bringing God our best and our first, not our leftovers.
 God looking on the heart of the worshiper (1 Samuel 16:7; Isaiah 1:11–17).
 The link between our worship and our relationships (Matthew 5:23–24).

Discussion Prompts

 What made Abel’s offering acceptable when Cain’s was not?
 How can worship become outwardly correct but inwardly empty?
 What would it look like to bring God your best this week?

Question 2

Student Question:

Think honestly about your own worship and giving to God. Do you tend to bring Him your best 
and your first, or your leftovers? Where might you be going through the motions outwardly while 
your heart is somewhere else?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question turns Abel and Cain into a mirror for our own worship. The danger is not usually 
that we refuse to give God anything, but that we give Him something less than our best, our 
leftover time, attention, and resources, while our hearts are elsewhere.

Invite gentle self-examination. Do we bring God the first of our day or only the scraps of our 
tiredness? The first of our income or only what is left? Our full attention in worship, or a divided, 
distracted heart? The question is not meant to provoke guilt but honesty.



Encourage one concrete adjustment. Perhaps it is giving God the first part of the morning, or 
worshiping with full engagement rather than going through the motions, or practicing 
generosity that actually costs something. Worship that costs nothing tends to mean little.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Giving God our first and best rather than our leftovers.
 The difference between outward participation and heartfelt worship.
 Self-examination without sinking into guilt or performance.
 Worship and giving as overflow of a trusting heart.

Discussion Prompts

 Where do you tend to give God leftovers rather than your best?
 What does wholehearted worship look like for you, practically?
 What is one way you could offer God your first this week?

Question 3

Student Question:

God warns Cain that “sin is crouching at the door... but you must rule over it” (4:7). What does 
this reveal about the nature of temptation, and about our genuine responsibility and ability to 
resist it?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

God’s words in verse 7 are one of the clearest statements in Scripture about temptation and 
responsibility. Sin is pictured as a predator crouched at the door, with its desire fixed on Cain. It 
is dangerous, it is active, and it is personal. But God does not say sin is unstoppable. He says, 
“you must rule over it.” Cain is genuinely able to resist.

This guards an important truth: we are responsible moral agents, not helpless victims of an 
irresistible force. The Bible does not teach that human beings are so enslaved by sin that they 
cannot choose to do right when God calls them. God held Cain accountable precisely because 
Cain was able to master the sin crouching at his door.

At the same time, the picture is sobering. Temptation is not to be toyed with. Sin wants us, and 
it grows stronger the longer we entertain it. The time to deal with it is while it is still crouching, 
before we open the door, because once invited in it is far harder to master.

Help students see the urgency and the hope together. The urgency: do not negotiate with the 
predator at the door. The hope: by God’s grace, with vigilance and dependence on Him, sin can 
be resisted and ruled.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



 Temptation as an active, dangerous force that must be resisted early.
 Genuine human responsibility and ability to resist sin (against fatalism).
 The escalating power of sin the longer it is entertained.
 Dependence on God’s grace in the fight, not mere willpower.

Discussion Prompts

 What does the image of sin ‘crouching at the door’ teach about temptation?
 How does God’s command to ‘rule over it’ show our responsibility?
 Why is it so important to deal with sin while it is still small?

Question 4

Student Question:

What sin is “crouching at the door” of your life right now, waiting for an opening? Are you 
mastering it, or is it mastering you? What would taking responsibility for it look like this week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question asks students to name the predator at their own door. For each person it is 
something specific: a habit, a resentment, a craving, a pattern of speech, a hidden compromise. 
Naming it is the first act of mastering it.

Press the question of who is winning. Are they ruling the sin, or is it ruling them? Often we 
deceive ourselves, telling ourselves we have it under control while it quietly runs our lives. 
Honesty here is the doorway to freedom.

Move toward concrete responsibility. To ‘rule over’ a sin usually means practical steps: 
removing the opportunity, confessing to a trusted brother or sister, replacing the pattern with 
something good, and above all bringing it to God in prayer. Encourage one such step this week.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Naming our specific besetting temptations honestly.
 Self-deception about how much control we really have.
 Taking concrete responsibility: confession, accountability, removing opportunity.
 Dependence on God in the daily fight against sin.

Discussion Prompts

 What sin is crouching at your door right now?
 Honestly, are you mastering it or is it mastering you?
 What concrete step would help you rule over it this week?

Question 5



Student Question:

Cain’s jealousy grew into anger, and his anger into murder. Compare this with 1 John 3:11–15 
and Matthew 5:21–22. What does the account teach us about where violence and hatred truly 
begin, and how seriously God takes the condition of our hearts?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Cain’s anger, left to grow, became murder. Jesus and John both reach back to this story to teach 
that the deed begins in the heart. Jesus says that anger against a brother makes us liable to 
judgment, putting murderous anger in the same moral family as murder itself (Matthew 5:21–
22). John says, “Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer,” and points directly to Cain (1 
John 3:12, 15).

This is a sobering enlargement of the command. God cares not only about whether we shed 
blood but about whether we harbor the hatred that, given the chance, would. The seed of 
murder is the contempt and bitterness we may consider harmless. We are far guiltier than we 
like to think, and far more in need of grace.

Note also the dignity of human life the chapter assumes. Abel’s blood “cries out” to God from 
the ground. Human life is sacred because it bears God’s image (a truth made explicit in Genesis 
9:6), and the unjust taking of it is a direct offense against God. This grounds the sanctity of every 
human life.

Help students feel both the weight and the hope. The weight: God sees the hatred we hide. The 
hope: the gospel offers cleansing for exactly these hidden sins, and the power to replace hatred 
with love, which John says is the mark of having passed from death to life (1 John 3:14).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Murder and violence beginning in the heart, with anger and hatred (Matthew 5:21–22; 1 
John 3:15).

 God’s concern with the inner life, not only outward deeds.
 The sanctity of human life made in God’s image (Genesis 4:10; 9:6).
 Love for one another as the mark of true spiritual life (1 John 3:14).

Discussion Prompts

 How do Jesus and John connect anger and hatred to murder?
 Why does God care about the contempt we hide in our hearts?
 What does it mean that Abel’s blood ‘cried out’ to God?

Question 6

Student Question:



Where does comparison or envy most easily take root in you, watching someone else be blessed, 
praised, or chosen over you? How do you usually respond, and how does God want you to 
respond instead?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question brings the issue of envy and comparison home. Cain’s spiral began the moment he 
compared himself to his brother and could not bear that Abel was favored. Comparison is one of 
the most common and corrosive sins, and in our age of constant display it is everywhere.

Help students locate their particular triggers. For some it is the success of a peer, for others 
attention, beauty, talent, family, or recognition at church or work. Envy whispers that another’s 
blessing is somehow a theft from us, and it breeds resentment toward both the person and 
toward God.

Offer the better way. The antidote to envy is not pretending we do not feel it but bringing it to 
God and learning to rejoice with those who rejoice (Romans 12:15), trusting that God’s gifts to 
others take nothing from His goodness to us. Gratitude starves envy; comparison feeds it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Envy and comparison as the root of Cain’s downfall.
 Resentment toward others, and toward God, when others are blessed.
 Rejoicing with those who rejoice as the antidote (Romans 12:15).
 Gratitude and contentment versus comparison.

Discussion Prompts

 Whose blessing or success most tempts you to envy?
 How does envy distort the way you see God and others?
 What practice helps you rejoice in another’s good rather than resent it?

Question 7

Student Question:

After the murder, God both judges Cain and shows him mercy, placing a mark on him to protect 
his life (4:9–16). What does this reveal about God’s justice and His grace, even toward a guilty 
man?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

God’s dealing with Cain holds justice and mercy together. There is real justice: Cain is 
confronted, the ground will no longer yield to him, and he becomes a wanderer. Sin has 
consequences, and God does not pretend otherwise. But there is also startling mercy: when 
Cain fears for his life, God places a protective mark on him so that no one will kill him.



This is grace extended to a murderer. God does not owe Cain protection, yet He gives it. The 
God of Genesis is not only just but patient and merciful, even with the guilty, restraining the full 
weight of consequence and leaving room for life to continue.

Help students hold these together without collapsing one into the other. A God who is only just 
would be terrifying; a God who is only merciful would not be good, for He would ignore evil. The 
God of the Bible is both perfectly just and rich in mercy, a tension finally resolved at the cross, 
where justice and mercy meet.

This also models something for us. We are called neither to ignore wrong nor to take vengeance, 
but to leave justice to God while extending mercy where we can (Romans 12:19). God’s 
treatment of Cain is a small picture of the patience He shows the whole human race.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s justice and mercy held together, even toward the guilty.
 Real consequences for sin alongside God’s restraining grace.
 Justice and mercy ultimately meeting at the cross.
 Leaving vengeance to God while extending mercy (Romans 12:19).

Discussion Prompts

 How do you see both justice and mercy in God’s dealing with Cain?
 Why would a good God restrain the full consequences of sin?
 How does the cross resolve the tension between justice and mercy?

Question 8

Student Question:

Have you experienced God’s mercy in a time when you deserved judgment? How does receiving 
that kind of grace shape the way you treat people who have wronged you, especially the 
temptation toward bitterness or revenge?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question moves from God’s mercy to Cain into our own experience of mercy and our 
treatment of those who wrong us. Every believer has received undeserved grace; we, like Cain, 
have been spared what our sins deserved. Remembering that should make us merciful.

Bitterness and the desire for revenge are natural responses to being wronged, but they are 
spiritually corrosive, and they usurp a role that belongs to God alone. “Vengeance is mine, I will 
repay, says the Lord” (Romans 12:19). To hold a grudge is to appoint ourselves judge in God’s 
place.



Encourage students to bring a specific wound to God. Forgiveness does not mean pretending 
the wrong did not happen or that it did not hurt; it means releasing the offender to God and 
refusing to let bitterness rule. Those who have drunk deeply of God’s mercy are the ones most 
able to extend it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Receiving God’s mercy as the ground for extending it to others.
 The corrosive danger of bitterness and the desire for revenge.
 Leaving judgment and vengeance to God (Romans 12:19).
 Forgiveness as releasing the offender, not denying the wrong.

Discussion Prompts

 When have you received mercy in a moment you deserved judgment?
 How does remembering that mercy change the way you treat those who wrong you?
 What grudge might God be calling you to release to Him?

Question 9

Student Question:

The chapter traces sin spreading and escalating (Lamech even boasts of his violence in 4:23–24), 
and yet it ends with people beginning to “call upon the name of the Lord” (4:26). What does this 
contrast teach us about the two paths open to humanity, and about worship as the dividing line 
between them?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the lesson’s heaviest doctrinal moment, and it turns on a stark contrast. The chapter 
traces two trajectories. One is the line of Cain, ending in Lamech, who not only commits violence 
but boasts of it, twisting God’s protective mercy into a license for revenge “seventy-sevenfold” 
(4:23–24). Sin, left unchecked, does not stay still; it escalates and even celebrates itself.

The other trajectory appears in the final verse. A new son, Seth, is born to replace Abel, and “at 
that time people began to call upon the name of the Lord” (4:26). Over against the proud self-
assertion of Cain’s line stands a community that worships, that calls on God rather than exalting 
itself. Here are the two ways that run through the whole Bible: the way of self-rule that ends in 
death, and the way of calling on the Lord that leads to life.

Draw out that worship is the dividing line. The fundamental human question is not whether we 
will be religious but whether we will bow before God or set ourselves up in His place. Cain’s line 
builds cities and culture but forgets God; Seth’s line calls on His name. Both are still with us, and 
every person stands in one line or the other.



Be careful to keep this free of any fatalism. The point is not that some are born destined for 
Cain’s line and others for Seth’s, as if by an unconditional decree. The chapter has just insisted 
that Cain was able to do well and chose not to. The two ways are genuine choices set before real 
people. The call to “call upon the name of the Lord” is a call anyone may answer, and Scripture 
later declares that everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved (Joel 2:32; Romans 
10:13; Acts 2:21).

Finally, lift their eyes to the hope buried in this contrast. The line that calls on the Lord is the line 
through which, eventually, the promised Seed will come. Even as sin escalates, God preserves a 
worshiping people and keeps His promise alive. The chapter that begins with a funeral ends with 
worship, and that is the direction God is always moving His story.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The two ways set before humanity: self-rule that ends in death, and calling on the Lord that 
leads to life.

 Sin’s tendency to escalate and even boast of itself (Lamech in 4:23–24).
 Worship and calling on God’s name as the dividing line between the two paths.
 Rejecting fatalism: the two ways are genuine choices, not unconditional decrees.
 The universal gospel call: everyone who calls on the Lord may be saved (Joel 2:32; Romans 

10:13).
 God preserving a worshiping people through whom the promise advances.

Discussion Prompts

 What two paths does the chapter set side by side, and how do they end?
 Why is worship, calling on the name of the Lord, the dividing line?
 How does the chapter’s ending give hope after so much sin and violence?

Question 10

Student Question:

Look back over the whole chapter. Name one specific way God is forming you through it, 
whether in how you worship, how you handle anger and envy, or how you treat the brother or 
sister standing next to you.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Use this capstone to gather the chapter into one personal resolve. Genesis 4 has confronted us 
with worship, with the predator of sin at the door, with envy and anger, and with the choice 
between Cain’s way and the way of those who call on the Lord. Now: what is God forming in 
me?



Press for the specific. Perhaps it is bringing God genuine, best-of-the-flock worship; perhaps it is 
mastering a sin before it masters them; perhaps it is releasing an envy or a grudge; perhaps it is 
simply, like Seth’s line, beginning again to call honestly on the name of the Lord.

Close at the foot of the cross. Hebrews says that Christians have come to “the sprinkled blood 
that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel” (Hebrews 12:24). Abel’s blood cried out for 
justice; Jesus’ blood cries out mercy and forgiveness for the guilty, even for the Cains among us. 
To be formed by this chapter is to deal honestly with the sin at our door and to run, again, to the 
better blood of Christ.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Personal application: worship, mastering sin, releasing envy and grudges.
 Calling on the name of the Lord as a daily, deliberate practice.
 The blood of Christ speaking mercy, better than the blood of Abel (Hebrews 12:24).
 Beginning again with God after failure.

Discussion Prompts

 What is the one thing God is most clearly forming in you through this chapter?
 How does the better blood of Christ speak to your guilt?
 What would it look like for you to ‘call on the name of the Lord’ this week?


