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Let me begin by telling you about my grandfather.  His name was Andrew Watts.  He 
was a tough guy, and very competitive.  As a young man he was a professional bicycle 
rider, and often raced in Madison Square Garden before a crowd of 15,000.  He was 
known for aggressively throwing an elbow to gain an advantage around the turns of the 
wooden track.  He was a boxing referee, and later owned several prizefighters.  He was 
also a college baseball coach, and an athletic trainer for an NFL team. He lived for 
competition, and was known for his fiery temperament. 

My grandfather had a brother named Ferris. They had responsibility for their elderly 
mother.  She lived with my grandfather for many years. Then she went to live with his 
brother in Florida, and that is where she died.  The brothers had a dispute about settling 
her estate.  It wasn’t a large estate, but my grandfather thought that he was not treated 
fairly.  The brothers stopped talking to one another out of anger. This lasted for 10 
years.  No Christmas cards, no phone calls, no family reunions, no contact.  And then 
my grandfather died.  I was 14 years old at the time.  When I read the obituary for my 
grandfather, I was surprised to learn that he had a brother.  My mother told me of the 
quarrel between the two brothers.  I found that very sad, that two brothers should cut 
themselves off from one another. 

This happens in families.  Maybe your family has had some challenges or conflicts like 
my family.  Maybe there has been a dispute in your family, some tension, and 
estrangement. 

The Bible deals with the real world of families.  The Bible candidly admits that there is 
rivalry and jealousy. The first brothers we meet in the Bible are Cain and Abel.  Cain is a 
farmer, raising crops, while Abel tends sheep.  Each brought an offering to God.  Cain 
brought the fruit of his harvest-cucumbers, squash, collard greens, carrots, blue berries.  
Abel sacrificed from his flock- he presented a young lamb. 

Both do what is appropriate.  Both assume their offering will be accepted. There is no 
hint of hostility.  But there is trouble brewing. God accepts only one of the sacrifices.  
Only Abel’s sacrifice is accepted by God.  Cain becomes so angry that it clearly shows 
on his face. 

Let’s pause here, the Bible does not tell us why one sacrifice was acceptable to God 
and one was not.  The Bible does not explain why.  Some commentators speculate.  
Some speculate that one brother gave his best, or only one brother had the right 
attitude in his heart.  The Bible leaves it as a mystery which is unexplained.  Clearly, 
God is free to do what God wants, free to accept or reject. 



 

Cain is very angry.  To him, the situation is not fair.  To him, God is not fair.  God 
notices Cain’s anger and jealousy. God speaks to Cain.  Here in this ancient story we 
see the first lesson for living. God says, “You are responsible for how you deal with your 
anger.  If you do the right thing you will be accepted, but if you do not, sin is lurking at 
the door.  It is ready to pounce on you, but you must master it.” 

 

God gives a warning:  you are responsible for how you act on your anger.  You are 
responsible for how you act on your disappointment, your frustration that life seems 
unfair.  This warning is important when we face disappointment, face anger in family, or 
face jealousy in life.  Life can seem unfair (Cain’s sacrifice was not accepted, Able’s 
sacrifice was acceptable to God.)   It is easy to be miffed, and jealous toward those who 
seem to have it easy. Quickly we can resent those who seem to be doing well, while we 
struggle. It is easy to assume that someone else is gliding through their life, while for us 
the road is rougher.  We think:  Life is not fair.  And then it is a hop, skip and a jump to 
think, that God is not fair. 

 

“Watch out!” says God, “You are responsible for what you do with anger or frustration.”  
“Watch out,” God says, “Sin is lurking like a tiger, jealousy is dangerous, and anger that 
festers or explodes is dangerous.  You can act to do what is right.” You are responsible 
for how you act on your anger or disappointment. 

 

But Cain rejects God’s counsel and lets jealousy and hatred so completely overpower 
him, that he kills his brother out in the field.  Now we have a second lesson from this 
story about how to live well today. 

 

God suddenly appears on the scene and asks Cain: “Where is your brother, Abel?”  Of 
course, God knows very well where he is.  God is giving Cain a chance to admit his 
guilt, to take responsibility, and to receive divine forgiveness. 

 

Cain‘s reply is a lie “I do not know where my brother is.”  And he defiantly asks, “Am I 
my brother’s keeper?”  Here we see he has moved from jealousy and hatred, to murder, 
to lying to God in an attempted cover-up.  Sin is not only lurking like a tiger, sin has 
pounced and overcome him. 

“Am I my brother’s keeper?”  When Cain tries to avoid responsibility, God is not 
deceived, God is not fooled.  It is a cynical excuse, “Am I my brother’s keeper?  Why 
would my brother’s well-being be any of my business?” 



 

The second lesson for us in this ancient story: according to God, yes, we are our 
brother’s keeper. We are our sister’s keeper, our neighbor’s keeper. God continues to 
ask us today “Where is your brother or sister?  What about their well-being?” 

 

We are getting close to another election season in Virginia.  Primary elections for 
governor in June, and primary elections for House of Delegates.  As voters, it may seem 
natural to ask: Which candidate promises to do the most for me?  I’m going to vote 
according to my own self interests.   That’s when God asks us an uncomfortable 
question:  what about your brother? And your sister?  As you evaluate candidates and 
their positions.  Who benefits?   What is the short term and long term effect on 
neighbors as well as yourself? (Don’t you wish God wasn’t so clear? Don’t you wish 
God wasn’t so relentless with the question:  Where is your brother?  Where is your 
sister?  Whether the issue is Medicaid expansion, or changes in the tax code, or funding 
for public education or drug rehabilitation, with God it is so clear that we are our 
brother’s and sister’s keeper.  People of faith will factor in God’s question in our voting 
and our advocacy. 

 

There is a third lesson for us from this ancient story.  The third Lesson is: the final word 
belongs to God. It is gracious word, even amidst the pain and the consequences of 
Cain’s sins. 

 

The story tells of God’s punishment for the farmer, Cain.  God says,   “Because you 
spilled the blood of your brother on the ground, when you till the ground, it shall no 
longer yield to you its strength, you shall be a fugitive and wander upon the earth.”   
Cain, a farmer, now loses the security of the land, and he must wander without roots. 

 

Cain cries out in despair:  “It’s too much, I can’t bear this, when I wander, anyone who 
meets me may kill me.  I can’t live without your presence, O God.” 

 

God has the last word:   This is third lesson. God has the last word:  God places Cain’s 
life under strict protection.  God places on him the mark of Cain: a protective mark. Was 
it a tattoo?   (Like the tattoos of VA Tech basketball players and other basketball 
players?)   Whatever the mark was, the mark was a protective mark. God tells Cain that 
for all his failure and sin, he is still under the protection and care of God.   The grace of 
God surrounds him and goes with him.  Cain has lost so much, but not everything, God 
provides protective care.  God is there, always there for Cain and always for us.  That is 



what a congregation like Blacksburg Presbyterian is called to receive and live out.       
This acceptance by God, makes a difference in our lives.   It brings a sense of security 
in the midst of a storm, whether a personal storm or a family storm. 

 

The Bible is very realistic.  The Bible makes it clear, from the very beginning, there are 
sometimes tension in families, family feuds. We remember how the first brothers had 
tragic fight. 

 

We are responsible for how we act on our anger or jealousy. 

 

We are responsible for the well-being of our sister and brother. 

 

But God is also responsible, and the last word from God is a gracious word of protection 
and presence.  

Cain found out what we also know, that in God’s family, God does not give up or let go. 

 

 

 


