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One of my first theological questions as a child was this:  If Adam and Eve only had two 

sons, who did the sons marry to perpetuate the human race?
1
  And here’s a second question about 

these first children of Adam and Eve:   

 

Why did God prefer Abel’s offering (from the flock)  

more than Cain’s offering (from the field)? 

 

There are several possible explanations. 

 

1) Maybe Abel presented God with the very best animal from his flock, while Cain 

gave God stale grains.   This is not what the scripture says but this is what some 

scholars believe.  The scripture simply says that Abel presented God with the 

firstlings – the firstborn of his sheep.  And after the animal was slaughtered, the best 

part of the meat or “the fat portions”
2
  went to God.  But we don’t have any details 

about Cain’s “fruit of the ground.”  Maybe it was stale or maybe it was crushed or 

maybe it was mixed with some gravel, or maybe it was perfect -  but we don’t know 

this for sure. 

 

2) Maybe God simply preferred meat to grain.  The problem with this explanation is 

that -  according to Leviticus -  God sometimes required meat offerings
3
 and God 

sometimes required grain offerings.
4
  How was Cain to know that – on this day -  

God was in the mood for meat? 

 

3) Some say that God wasn’t preferring one offering over the other as much as God 

was preferring one man over the other, that God knew that Cain was less  noble or 

less godly or less faithful than Abel.  But again, that’s not what the story tells us.
5
 

 

 

Abel is mentioned in the New Testament in “the cloud of witnesses” to the faith
6
 and the 

story of Cain and Abel is also mentioned in the Quran.
7
    From our story in Genesis, we hear 

                                                           
1 See Genesis 4:17 
2 See Eerdman’s Dictionary of the Bible. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=P9sYIRXZZ2MC&pg=PA209&lpg=PA209&dq=bible+%22fat+portions%22&sourc
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5 The name Abel means “vanity” or “emptiness” and the name Cain is similar to the Hebrew word for “create” so 
there is no evidence from their names that shows that one was more honorable than the other. 
6 Hebrews 11:4 
7 Al-Ma'ida (Sura 5): 27-31  From: S. Abul A'la Maududi The Holy Qur'an: Text, Translation and Brief Notes. 
Lahore, Pakistan: 13E, Shahalam Market, 12th Edition 1995. 
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about the first siblings, the first death – in fact:  the first murder.  And this is the very first time in 

the Bible the word “sin” is used.
8
  (We might call what Adam and Eve did in the Garden 

“original sin” but sin is not named as such until an angry Cain finds it “lurking at the door.”
9
) 

 

But today, I want us to focus – not on sibling rivalry or violence or even sin – but on 

offering, sacrifice, gifts made to God. This is the first “offering” anybody ever made to God.    

 

The word here – in Hebrew – is min-khaw'  which can mean all those things:  offering, 

sacrifice, gift, present, tribute.  The word is used for both a meat offering and a grain offering.  

And this is the first time it is used in the Bible.  Cain and Abel were the first people in scripture  

to present God with a gift. (min-khaw) 

 

We don’t know exactly why God preferred Abel’s gift of meat over Cain’s gift of grain.  

But on Wednesday afternoons and evenings, some of us are studying the Old Testament book of 

Leviticus which tells us more about offerings than most of us would ever want to know.  And 

one wise theologian in that group has suggested that maybe the fact that God preferred Abel’s 

offering to Cain’s offering has something to do with life and death. For Abel to make his 

offering, something had to die. 
 

Could it be that God requires that something die if our offerings are going to be life-

changing? 

 

If you have ever lost a loved one, you know that life changes forever when somebody 

dies.  Life can’t be the same ever again. 

 

Sometimes death brings freedom:  

- As much as we loved my father, all of us – his children – had a discussion after his 

funeral about the fact that we could all drive foreign made cars without hearing his 

critical comments.   

 

- My grandmother was happily married to my grandfather for over 60 years, but as we 

left the church after his funeral, she whispered into my ear, “Now I can finally get a 

hearing aid.”  (In his later years, when he wasn’t healthy, my grandfather became a 

bit of a complainer. My grandmother found she could care for him better if she 

couldn’t hear every word.)  It wasn’t that she didn’t love him or wouldn’t miss him, 

but we all knew that caring for him had not been easy. 

 

- We all know of longtime caregivers who find relief in the fact that the person she’s cared 

for, the person he’s loved so well is finally out of his pain.  We find that death is a relief. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
8 In Genesis 4:7 the word for sin in Hebrew is khat-taw-aw'  
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Sometimes death rocks our world to the point that we’ve lost our bearings, and we 

think we’re going crazy, and nothing tastes good or feels good or sounds good anymore.  But an 

advantage is also that we appreciate life more.  We realize life can change with the snap of a 

finger.  And we hug our children a little tighter.  We don’t worry about whether we get the 

closest parking space or the pizza order is wrong, because we know that none of this matters.  

Our child – or parent – or spouse is dead. 

 

Sometimes death is beautiful – the natural part of life, and especially if we have hope of 

a life after this life, there is a strong sense of rightness and peace and thanksgiving for a life 

well-lived.  

 

Although death can bring many different feelings, what can always be said is this: death 

changes everything.  The apostle Paul wrote that – for most of the world – to say that Jesus was 

God’s Son and then Jesus died is scandalous.
10
  To a devout Muslim this is unthinkable: that the 

Messiah could die.  God would never allow it, they might say. 

 

But Jesus did die and there was anguish and sorrow and broken-heartedness.  But it 

wasn’t the end of the story. 

 

///// 

 

When God – through Moses – asked the children of Israel to make offerings to God on 

their way to The Promised Land, most of the offerings God desired involved the death of a living 

thing:  the death of a bull or a goat or a sheep or a dove.  And this was no easy task.   

 

- The people were hungry.  To give up the long awaited firstborn was a serious request. 

- The details of making these sacrifices were complicated and messy. (Check out 

Leviticus 1:10ff.) 

 

But this is what God demanded.  Sacrifices were made – not because God needed anything from 

them, not because God had a bizarre desire for strange blood rituals -  but because the spiritual 

discipline of making these sacrifices increased their faith. 

 

What’s absolutely breathtaking is that – because of love – God gave us a gift that 

involved the death of  - not just a living thing, not just a human sacrifice but a divine sacrifice: 

the death of Jesus.  This is a very difficult concept to get our heads around, but it speaks to what 

God was willing to do to show us how complete his commitment was to us.  This was an offering 

greater than any other that anyone has ever given or could ever give. 

 

/// 

 

Now – back to grain offerings.  There is nothing wrong with a grain offering. Grain 

offerings were good.  Leviticus includes all kinds of verses about grain offerings.   

 

                                                           
10 1 Corinthians 1:18ff 
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They were presented out of thankfulness.
11
  And they were – also -  not easy to give.

12
  

Wandering for 40 years, the people could not easily grow the grain that would make the cakes 

that would be offered to God.  They could not easily come up with the ingredients to add. 

 

Giving the finest grain.  Sacrificing the perfect, firstborn sheep – these were not easy 

offerings to make.  And that is the point.  And it brings me to my basic point today. 

 

November is the month we focus on stewardship.  Actually every month should 

include a focus on stewardship in one way or another.  But in November each year we ask you to 

prayerfully consider what you will give to God through this church in the coming year.  This is 

not to be taken lightly.  This is not a decision to be made on the run:  “Oh I’ll just do what I 

always do.” 

 

But this is the kind of offering God appreciates. 

 

 

A couple of years ago, my friend Henry Brinton, who is Pastor of the Fairfax 

Presbyterian Church, wrote an article for The Washington Post about pledging/making annual 

financial gifts to the church.  And to everybody’s surprise, he included the amount that he gives 

financially to his church every year.  It was not 10% of his income – a tithe. 

 

It was substantial, but it was not 10% because he said that he felt uncomfortable giving 

all his financial offerings to an entity that basically benefitted him and his family.  It was like 

giving money to himself.  And what kind of sacrifice is that? 

 

My family and I have had the same discussions.  Is it faithful to give all our financial 

contributions to the church that pays our salaries?   We have decided to share some of what we 

have with organizations that – in no way – benefit us personally.  (There is always the benefit, 

though, that we feel great about doing it.) 

 

 

Here’s the thing:  it is crucially important to give financially to this church UNLESS we 

are essentially giving only to benefit ourselves. Let me clarify: 

 

- If we are giving money to this church so that we will have a place to get married or so 

that our children or grandchildren can be baptized from here, or so that our family can 

bury us from here – then our offerings are not offerings to God at all.  They are more 

like club membership fees.  We give money.  We receive certain benefits. 

 

- If we are giving money so that there will be lights and heat to keep us comfortable 

during worship, or to pay for classes we might want to take or programs for our 

                                                           
11 Leviticus 7:12 
12 Especially away from Egypt, wandering in the wilderness, it would have been difficult to come up with “choice 
grain” not to mention the incense, salt, honey, etc. needed to prepare the grain offering in accordance with 
Leviticus 2. 
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children – then what we are doing is not offering to God.  Instead, we are paying dues 

to cover our own needs. 

 

Please don’t make a pledge in 2008 for this kind of thing.  This is not a club.  This is a 

church – and the purpose of a church is to make disciples of all nations in the name of Jesus 

Christ.  Yes, we need a place to worship and tools for strengthening our faith, but this is not the 

primary reason we should give money to the church. 

 

There are better reasons to make a financial pledge: 

 

You have seen that we are making a difference in the world. 

- Lives are being saved.   

- Souls are being restored.   

- Children and adults – who have never heard the story about how much God loves us 

through Jesus Christ – are hearing the story. 

 

Please don’t make a contribution to this church because it will make you feel more 

comfortable.  Make a contribution because it will help someone else find comfort and relief and 

salvation.  This is the purpose of our church. 

 

To give something to God because we are so thankful is a good and holy thing.  But there 

is a different kind of offering that changes the world. 

 

I believe that God is calling us to let something die that we might present as a holy 

offering to the LORD. 

 

- Maybe there is a grudge we need to kill off before we can make an honest gift before 

God.   

 

- Maybe there is an addiction – expensive in terms of both money and energy – that has 

to die before we can live (and give) faithfully.  It could be as deadly as cocaine or as 

harmless as ice cream.  

  

- Maybe we need to curb our consumer appetite.  Do we really need all the things we 

think we need?  Is retail therapy the way we calm ourselves?  Or is there a deeper 

peace from another source available? 

 

- Maybe we need to give up the need to control  

 

- Maybe we need to kill off a way of life we have clung to that keeps us trapped.   

 

God wants us to let those things go.  Let them die.  Let go of anything that is coming between 

us and the people God created us to be.  This is the very definition of sin.
13
 

 

There can be no resurrection until something dies.  

                                                           
13 Or at least it’s the best definition of sin I can come up with. 
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The world is in the death business.  All around us there are instruments of death, threats 

of death, self-imposed death sentences, deadly attitudes and habits. 

 

The church is in the business of restoring life.  Just as Jesus was resurrected, we are in the 

business of resurrecting souls and hopes and dreams.  We are blessed with the opportunity to 

change lives through this church. 

 

The reality is that – even if our mission is all about reaching out beyond this 

congregation – we will benefit.  Giving makes us feel great.  Watching lives change for the 

better fills us with joy.  God is so good that life has been set up so that even if we focus on 

feeding the world, we end up feeling full.  This is the amazing news of Jesus Christ.  What shall 

we offer to help more and more people receive that news?  

 

 

 

  

   


