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Happy Families 
Genesis 4-5. 

 
A popular pastime for many people is to research their family history, to put 

together a family tree. They use official records, often using baptismal records, to 
piece the family together to make a genealogy, to find out where they have come 
from, what kinds of things they did, but primarily what their roots are.  My wife has 
caught this bug with lots of looking at old family photos, trying to figure out who people 
are and discovering a few family secrets in the closet.  In my own family tree there is a 
record of an Amelia De Voisey born in 1852 who was disowned for being an actress. 

Such an interest in family trees was obviously something that was important to 
the writer of Genesis.  He and his readers really enjoyed genealogies, Genesis is 
littered with them.  Most of Genesis 4 and 5 for instance gives us names, ages, 
children, occupation, but again the primary interest is one of pedigree.  As we go back 
to the very roots of the human family tree, our family tree, we discover the story is not 
a pretty one, there are things we may wish were in the closet. 

When humanity turned against God, when they chose to follow their own path 
rather than God’s, to put themselves in his place their relationships with God, with the 
world and each other were broken and as the story of the first family continues we see 
that it is far from being a happy family, when people turn away from God they all too 
quickly turn against each other. 

As we look at this passage we will see the disastrous consequences of sin but 
we can catch glimpses of hope. 

HUMANITY 

In Genesis 3 the break in relationship caused by sin is pictured in the change 
between Adam and Even being naked and unashamed to them blaming each other 
and clothing themselves.  It is sad but it remains civil.  as Adam and Eve bear 
children, their sin also bears fruit as break down in relationships leads to hatred and to 
fratricide and violence. 

THE BAD 
First things go bad with the story of Cain and Abel, the first two children born to 

Adam and Eve.  They grow up and both go into the family business of agriculture but 
in different ways, Abel being a shepherd and Cain a man of the plough.  Both bring 
some of their produce as an offering or sacrifice to the Lord but God accepts Abel’s 
but not Cain’s.   

It is not clear why this might be although there is a hint in what they give.  Cain 
gives “some” of his crops while Abel gives “the fat portions of the first born”, that is the 
best that he can bring. 

Cain however becomes angry.  God appears to him and gives him a choice, a 
choice to do what is right.  Cain’s sacrifice may have been rejected but Cain is not, 
God points him to the way of doing right.  Man has now eaten from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil, he wanted to choose and now Cain must.  And he does, 
he choses to murder his brother.  He should be his brother’s keeper but he becomes 
his killer.  He was pointed to the light, but he chooses the darkness. 

Here we see something of the perversion of sin.  Cain, if he is to be angry with 
anyone should be angry with God, not Abel, yet it is Abel who dies. 

This is the first death in the Bible, the first human death in the world.  It is not 
from God’s judgement but through murder of a brother caused by human anger, 
selfishness and brutality. 
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Humanity had chosen freedom from God only to become a slave to sin. 

THE UGLY 
Later in the chapter as the family line of Cain is outlined we discover that from 

this downright bad beginning things become even worse, they become ugly. 
We are told of a man, Lamech, who says to his wives “I have killed a man for 

wounding me, a young man for injuring me.  If Cain is avenged seven times, then 
Lamech seventy-seven times."  (Genesis 4:23-24) Here is a boastful, malevolent, 
violent man.  He followed in the footsteps of his forefather and surpassed him. 

The picture of humanity is not a pretty one 

THE GOOD 
While we have seen the bad and the ugly even in these sad chapters we see 

some good.  God had told humanity to be fruitful and multiply and here we see this 
taking place.  The blessing of children part of creation before the fall continues.  Eve 
gives birth to 3 children in this chapter and on 2 occasions she exclaims how God is 
involved. 

But also we see humanity fulfilling God’s command to explore the world, to 
understand it.  Farming has already been established.  Later in the chapter we see the 
discovery of music, the arts, and of technology. (4:21-22). 

This is all good but it does not help the state of humanity. It is interesting that 
here in the early chapters of Genesis one of the great myths of humanity is shown to 
be false.  It is often thought that what people really need is more culture, more 
education and so on.  Genesis shows that these are good things but they do not 
change the heart of man. 

DEATH 
Eve having lost her first 2 children, one murdered, the other banished, has 

another child, Seth, the line through whom the story will continue ( in Genesis 5.) 
Seth’s line is nowhere near as bad as Cain’s, we are told that they called on 

the name of the Lord, someone which Cain’s line seems to have quickly forgotten, but 
this line too is marked by death. 

Genesis 5 is not perhaps the most exciting reading with all it’s names, dates 
and ages, but it makes the point that all these people, despite living an extraordinarily 
long time, died.  When you say someone lived to a particular age you don’t really 
need to add that they then died, it can be assumed but our writer wants to make sure 
that we don’t miss the point. 

So for instance we learn of Methuselah  “When Methuselah had lived 187 
years, he became the father of Lamech.  And after he became the father of Lamech, 
Methuselah lived 782 years and had other sons and daughters.  Altogether, 
Methuselah lived 969 years, and then he died.” (5:25-27)  We might want to say and 
golly wasn’t he old, or he lived a really long time.  Our writer is only interested in telling 
us that even he, like all those before him and after died.  Even the one exception, 
Enoch, who walked with God and was taken to be with God, does not break the cycle 
of death, he may avoid it but it is not defeated. (Genesis 5:21-24) 

Genesis 3 had shown what caused the break in relationship with God, Genesis 
4-5 show the result, broken relationships and death. 

This is life without God, the plight of humanity cut off by their own choice from 
their creator.  I think if we are honest this is the world that we see around us but more 
than that we can see ourselves in the story.  We often choose to do what we know is 
wrong, not loving our brothers and sisters as we should.  We live in a world that is 
characterised by death, that is what is before us all. 

What hope can there be for us as part of this family? 
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GOD 

But we learn not only the bad and ugly about humanity, with a bit of good 
thrown in, we learn important things about God. 

FREE 
Firstly God chooses, he chooses between the sacrifice of Cain and of Abel.  

This is important as it shows that God is a free agent.  His actions are not 
predetermined. 

This is what distinguishes the Christian faith from pagan religions.  At the heart 
of all pagan religions is the idea that somehow we gain control over God, he is at our 
beck and call.  If I do X then God has to do Y.  “If I sacrifice then God has to accept 
me, if I give money to the church then God will bless me.” 

The Bible strongly enforces that God is free, his actions are not determined by 
ours, we cannot make bargains with God.  This means that there is much in our world 
that we don’t understand, why bad things happen to good people and so on but as we 
shall see we need to be grateful that God remains free. 

JUDGE 
Secondly and perhaps more importantly God is not indifferent to what is going 

on earth.  God says that the blood of Abel cries out from the ground, a powerful and 
evocative image.  But there is hope here in this desolate statement.  While there is 
much evil that goes in this world, it seems to prosper, it is not ignored by God. 

The blood cries from the ground, God hears it and God judges.  We live in a 
world where much innocent blood is spilt, we must never think that God doesn’t care, 
that God is indifferent.  Their blood cries out for justice from the ground.  We should 
be like God and hear the cry and do what we can to bring an end to violence and 
bloodshed in our world in all forms. 

GRACE 
But there is something wonderful here.  God judges Cain, he punishes him, but 

he continues to care for him.  Cain whinges, he whines and God listens to his plaintive 
cry and protects him.  The mark that God puts on Cain is not a mark saying “guilty” 
but one saying he belongs to me leave him alone. 

Here is the hope we have.  This is the nature of God because he is free he 
chooses not to punish as we deserve but continue to love.  [Interesting aspect to 
those who wish to discuss capital punishment, here God is clearly against it!] 

This is why it is great news that God is free.  Because if we lived in a cause 
and effect relationship with God, if I do X then God has to do Y, then we would need 
to consider what if X was something bad?  God is free to be merciful, to be forgiving, 
to love.  Here is the real scandal in this story, the scandal of grace. 

This will find its greatest expression in the death of Jesus.  The blood of Abel 
called out for justice, the blood of Jesus calls out forgiveness.  Jesus’ sacrifice is 
acceptable to God for everyone who has faith in him.  That is the great news of Jesus, 
which the church is to spread. 

We as rebels against God get what we do not deserve, that which by nature 
which we cannot have when we repent and turn to Christ.  Jesus came as part of the 
human family tree and died as every human has so that we can be raised with him.  
He breaks the pattern established in Genesis and starts a new family.  What ever the 
dirty little secrets may be in our family tree or in our lives they are forgiven as we 
move into God’s family, one which means we are not left in death but we are given 
eternal life.  We are marked as God’s and he is with us. 


