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Genesis chapters three and four bring us face to face, not only with the fact of sin but with what sin 

does to us. In the past three weeks, we’ve encountered three of sins’ consequences: shame, exile, and 

bondage. But we haven’t stopped there. Along with seeing what sin does to us, we’ve gone further to 

see what Christ does for us. He covers our shame. He brings the exile home. He sets free those in 

bondage. Today, as we look at the ramifications of Cain’s murder of his brother, Abel, we encounter a 

fourth consequence of sin: guilt. 

 

Guilt is more of a legal category; it is the debt we incur for the wrongdoing we commit. If shame needs 

covering, exile aches for home, and bondage cries out for liberation, then guilt demands justice. God 

finds Cain as he’s seemingly fleeing the murder scene. And God exposes, vividly, Cain’s guilt: “the voice 

of your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground … which has opened its mouth to receive 

your brothers’ blood from your hand” (Genesis 4:10-11). Cain has blood on his hands. Cain is guilty. 

 

In the cry of Abel’s blood, we hear the first human cry for justice. Abel’s blood demands justice. The 

violence of Cain against Abel becomes the beginning of this tension between guilt and justice. But there 

is more. Guilt demands justice, yes. But in a fallen world filled with fallen people—if we are to have any 

hope at all—guilt not only must demand justice, but guilt must be met with something even more 

profound, forgiveness. All of this and more is found here in the ramifications of Cain’s sin against Abel—

if we have eyes to see. Before we turn to the text, a brief word about the presence of guilt and the need 

for justice in our own day is necessary. 

 

A theory arose in the 19th century that as modern humanity outgrew belief in God, they would also 

outgrow guilt.1 As belief in a holy God faded, so would our experience of not living up to that God’s 

standards. Why feel guilty for dishonoring a being who’s not there, or breaking rules that are old- 

fashioned and arbitrary? But this is not what’s happened. As belief in God has faded, modern man’s 

experience of guilt has exploded. In his brilliant essay, “The Strange Persistence of Guilt,” historian 

Wilfred McClay traces this strange phenomenon. It seems the more connected we are with each other, 
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and the more aware we are of human influence upon people and the planet, the more the range of 

potential reasons for guilt expands. The modern person, McClay writes, has this type of experience: 

 

I can never diminish my carbon footprint enough, or give to the poor enough, or support 

medical research enough, or otherwise do the things that would render me morally 

blameless. Colonialism, slavery, structural poverty, water pollution, deforestation—there’s 

an endless list of items for which you and I can take the rap. To be found blameless is a 

pipe dream…. Indeed, when any one of us reflects on the brute fact of our being alive and 

taking up space on this planet, consuming resources that could have met some other, 

more worthy need, we may be led to feel guilty about the very fact of our existence.2  

 

McClay’s not making light of important issues that require our attention and care. Rather, he’s pointing 

out something happening beneath the surface of these conversations—something in the human heart. 

People aren’t merely interested in big issues. People are feeling guilty about them. The moral relativists 

constantly evaluate according to moral absolutes.  

 

And it’s not just that we’re feeling more guilty. It’s that we don’t know what to do with our guilt. Ironically, 

with the fading of God, it has not been guilt that’s gone away. It’s been our means of atonement that 

we’ve lost. Guilt screams for expiation—for removal. But in a Godless world, where we find such 

atonement? 

 

Journalist David Brooks, in an article referencing McClay’s piece, observes, “the only reliable way to feel 

justified in [this] culture is to assume the role of victim. As McClay puts it, ‘Claiming victim status is the 

sole sure means left of absolving oneself and securing one’s sense of fundamental moral innocence.’”3 

I would add that alongside victim status, another way people are dealing with guilt is denial. Here, we 

just deny or ignore the problems around us, claiming they’re not our fault, or have been sufficiently dealt 

with in the past, or aren’t just an unfortunate fact of life. 

 

Whether claiming victimhood or denial, we all are trying to make ourselves innocent in a world where 

guilt is only rising. The problem, however, is that we’ve lost any clear framework for how to deal with 

our guilt. We’ve lost, as we’ll see, not our taste for justice, but our grasp of forgiveness. It is with this 

rising tide of guilt that we turn to this scene in Genesis 4, and we see guilt and justice reframed in the 
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light of a God who is both just and merciful. If roadmaps help you, we’ll work our way through this scene 

by considering (1) Abel’s Blood, (2) Cain’s Sentence, and (3) the Better Brother. 

 

I. Abel’s Blood 
The orienting point in this passage is Abel’s blood crying out to God: “And the LORD said, “What have 

you done? The voice of your brother’s blood is crying to me from the ground’” (v.10). Abel has been a 

silent figure. His name literally means “vapor,” he’s the younger brother—a position of inferiority—and 

he never speaks. But his blood is not silent. And in the cry of Abel’s blood reaching the ears of God, we 

learn two things about guilt and justice from God’s perspective. 

 

1. No victim goes unseen 
First, no victim goes unseen. God sees Abel. And God sees Abel’s blood. The verse carries the sense 

that Abel’s blood is constantly crying out—it’s never silent. And this is a theme across the Bible: God 

hears and sees the oppressed. There’s no blood, no tears, and no wounds that fade from His eyes. In 

the last book of the Bible, Revelation, it’s the Christians who have been killed whose blood is added to 

this cry: “They cried out with a loud voice, ‘O Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long before you will 

judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?’ (Revelation 6:10). Abel’s blood tells us 

that no victim goes unseen. 

 

2. No culprit remains unknown 
It also tells us that no culprit can remain hidden. Cain seems to be fleeing the scene when God speaks 

to him. And Cain doesn’t show any signs of remorse: he’s sarcastic when asked about his brother, “Am 

I my brother’s keeper?” (v.9) And he only expresses pain when it comes to the pain of his own 

punishment, “my punishment is more than I can bear” (v.13). 

 

And at this point, there are no human systems of justice to hold Cain accountable. But Cain cannot hide 

from God. This tells us something important about guilt. Guilt is something we can incur before people. 

Cain is guilty before his parents; he’s murdered their son. And Cain is guilty before his brother, whose 

life he’s snuffed out. But, as God’s presence here emphasizes, Cain is guilty before God. 

 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer asks, “Why did Cain murder?” His answer, “Out of hatred for God.” Cain kills Abel 

because he cannot kill God.4 Cain’s anger issues from his dealings with God. And in killing Abel, Cain 
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has killed a possession of God’s—Abel is God’s creation, God’s creature, God’s possession.5 We have 

not begun to understand guilt until we have a God-centered view of it. 

 

One immediate implication of this for us is this: we tend to reduce guilt to an emotion. We are guilty 

when we feel guilty. But guilt is more than an emotion. Guilt is a legal fact; it’s the fact of violating God’s 

standards. Notice that Cain does not feel guilty in this scene—but he is. So, in our own weighing of guilt 

vs. moral innocence, we’d do well to bring God’s perspective into the equation.6  

 

It may be easy enough for a spouse to feel guilty for neglecting their husband or wife. It may be natural 

for a parent to feel guilty for neglecting their kids. We understand this guilt because we can feel it. But 

the first commandment from God is this: “love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and 

strength.” And almost every second of every day is filled with people committing God-neglect: total 

indifference towards God. And we don’t feel the slightest guilt about it. But according to God’s words, 

we are all guilty of the deepest form of neglect. 

 

So, this is the first thing we see when we bring our view of guilt and justice into God’s perspective: 

Abel’s blood tells us that God takes both the victims and the culprit more seriously than even we do. 

How then does God respond to these issues? Let’s turn from Abel’s blood to Cain’s sentence. 

 

II. Cain’s Sentence 
Cain’s sentence echoes in many ways that of Adam and Eve’s. There is a curse that will frustrate Cain’s 

working of the ground and there is exile—Cain is sent farther away from God’s presence, “east of Eden” 

(v.16). God punishes Cain. Also, however, there is this potentially scandalous note of grace: Just as 

God clothed Adam and Eve, God acts to protect Cain. God puts a mark on Cain so that no one will kill 

him (v.15).7 God protects the murderer.  

 

We see with Cain both a punishment and mercy. What is going on here? How can God extend mercy 

toward a murderer? Does this not already upset the scales of justice? Abel is lying there murdered, and 

Cain is protected from being murdered. What’s going on? 

 

Here we see the beginning of a thread that runs through the whole Bible, culminating in Christ. The God 

of the Bible is a justice-making and justice-loving God. He hates sin, evil, and injustice.8 But, and at the 

same time, the God of the Bible is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast 
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love. And we can only understand how God holds these parts of His heart together, without polluting 

one or the other, when we turn to another brother: the Better Brother. 

 

III. The Better Brother 
The writer of Hebrews says Jesus is our brother (Hebrews 2:11-12). He also draws a direct connection 

between the voice of Abel’s blood and the voice of Christ’s blood. He writes, “the sprinkled blood [of 

Jesus] speaks a better word than the blood of Abel” (Hebrews 12:24). 

 

We can only understand God’s actions towards Cain and Abel if we look at the cross. 

 

On the cross, God enters into the pain of the brother Abel. He dies as the truly innocent victim. And on 

the cross, Jesus took the pain of the victim into His heart; it became His pain. “All the misery of the 

world, hidden and known, was concentrated in the cross of Golgotha, and there it became one great 

hurt in the heart of God,” wrote Helmut Thielicke.9 

 

But Jesus also became a brother to Cain. Jesus is murdered on the cross, as the just payment for 

Cain’s murder of Abel.10 Jesus died for Cain while Cain was God’s enemy so that He might reconcile, 

even a murderer, back to God (Romans 5:1-11). 

 

The cross shows us that God judges injustice justly. Jesus takes on our guilt, and is mocked, beaten, 

stricken, and crushed for it. And God rightly turns His face away—away from all the horrible sin and 

injustice of the world. But on the cross, God also shows us the way through guilt to something bigger 

than justice—forgiveness. On the cross, God pays the penalty of the sinner’s guilt and therefore atones 

for it. If we put our sin on the head of Jesus and believe in Him, our guilt is removed. 

 

And so, God, through the cross of Christ, can simultaneously uphold the perfect 

standards of justice and extend mercy to the sinner. Guilt demands justice, but life—for 

any of us to have any hope—requires forgiveness. Only the cross can hold all this 

together. 

 

IV. Living Under the Cross of Forgiveness 



Copyright The Falls Church Anglican 6 

So, a final question for us: as the tide of guilt rises, and the need for justice increases, how do we live in 

light of the Cross of Jesus Christ? How do we live in light of the justice-upholding and mercy-bestowing 

God of forgiveness? I will leave us with five thoughts.  

 

1. Offload your guilt onto Christ 
Sin must be paid for. You either live under guilt before God, or you live under the Cross. To be forgiven, 

you need to first take on your guilt before you can take it off. You must then repent and believe in Christ. 

And if you do, your guilt is removed, and you receive forgiveness: 

 

And he commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one appointed 

by God to be judge of the living and the dead. To him all the prophets bear witness that 

everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name. (Acts 10:42-

43). 

 

But we also must be forgiving. And as we turn to how we not only receive forgiveness but live out of it, 

we need to note a few more things about it. Once forgiven, however, the Bible calls us to forgive as we 

have been forgiven. We need to consider carefully what offering forgiveness looks like. 

 

2. God delights in reconciliation, not just vindication 
One way to deal with wrongdoing is to get even, to get revenge. This, however, is a costly cycle to get 

into and it makes deeper healing impossible. There are other stories about wronged brothers in 

Genesis, and the story of Joseph and his brothers is instructive. Like Abel, Joseph’s brothers “conspired 

to kill him” (Genesis 37:18), though they end up leaving him for dead in a pit. The story that unfolds is 

winding and remarkable, and in the end, Joseph is in a position to exact revenge upon his brothers. 

Instead, Joseph forgives them (see Genesis 50:17-21), in what is the first act of human forgiveness in 

the Bible. 

 

God is after something more extravagant and radical than revenge. God does not want to spill enough 

of Cain’s blood so that it equals that of Abel’s. God spills Christ’s blood so that the possibility is set 

forth where an Abel and Cain can be reconciled.11 

 

3. Forgiveness is costly 
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You can’t hold on to shamming the person or standing over them—even though they may deserve it. 

You must give the hurt to God. You must stay open to reconciliation. This is hard and will look different 

in different circumstances. But the general posture is to not return evil for evil, but in the face of evil, to 

forgive. 

 

4. Forgiveness cannot be a cop-out for restitution and rehabilitation  
We can assume divine forgiveness removes all responsibility to make up for wrongs done. It can look 

like a cop-out and hurtful if it’s cheapened: One person, leery of the Christian call to forgive, writes, “The 

notion that the victims of crime, oppression and sexual assault must forgive their oppressors piles 

more oppression and harshness on the victim”12 

 

But this is not the case. When restitution and rehabilitation can be made, God expects us to do so—not 

to atone for our sin, but because it’s the right thing to do. So, God instructs Moses to tell the people of 

Israel: 

 

The LORD spoke to Moses, saying, “If anyone sins and commits a breach of faith against 

the LORD by deceiving his neighbor … by robbery or what he got by oppression … or 

anything about which he has sworn falsely, he shall restore it in full and shall add a fifth 

to it, and give it to him to whom it belongs on the day he realizes his guilt” (See Leviticus 

6:1-5). 

 

See also the example of Zacchaeus in Luke 19:8: 

 

But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my 

possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back 

four times the amount.” 

 

5. Forgiveness is the fuller Gospel story 
Justice matters to God. And the cross tells us He upholds it. But justice is not the full Gospel story. 

Forgiveness is. God desires justice and mercy. This is harder. But this is far more beautiful. 
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As we become more aware of reasons to be guilty, as the tide of guilt rises near all of our heads, let us 

demand not only justice but the full Gospel: A justice-upholding God who also extends forgiveness—

even to men like Cain; to women and men, like you and me. 
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