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Genesis 4 — Two Brothers and One Altar — the First Offering
Accepted and Refused, Sin Crouching at the Door, the Blood That
Cries from the Ground, and the Seed Appointed Instead of Abel
Genesis 4: the first family outside Eden. Eve bears Cain and then Abel; the two brothers bring the first recorded
offerings, and the LORD has respect unto Abel's but not Cain's; Cain, warned that sin lieth at the door, rises up in
the field and murders his brother; the blood cries from the ground, Cain is banished to wander, and the LORD sets a
protective mark upon him. His line runs down to Lamech's boast of vengeance, while Seth is born 'instead of Abel'
and men begin to call upon the name of the LORD. The first generation after Eden; the text fixes no date, and this
essay reads Genesis 4 alongside its Restoration companion, Moses 5, already live on this site.

We have just been put out of the garden, and the very first thing that happens east of Eden is a birth, and the second
thing that happens is a funeral. Genesis 4 is the chapter where the Fall stops being a story about a tree and becomes a
story about a family — where the abstract knowledge of good and evil that Adam and Eve took in the garden gets its
first terrible field test in their own two sons. If Genesis 3 explained how death entered the world, Genesis 4 shows
you the first human hand that dealt it, and the hand belongs to a brother.

Hebrew Word Studies
qanah (H7069) / hebel (H1893) (לֶבֶה / הָנָק) — to get, acquire, possess, create / breath, vapor, that which vanishes vv. 1,

2. The two brothers are named against each other, and the names are already an argument. Cain plays on qanah, "to get,
acquire, possess" — Eve's "I have gotten [qaniti] a man" — a name that means gain, ownership, the thing grasped and held;
the same root can even mean "to create," so proud a word that some hear Eve almost claiming a maker's share in her firstborn.
Abel is hebel — and hebel is one of the saddest words in the Hebrew Bible. It means breath, vapor, a puff of air that shows on
a cold morning and is gone; it is the very word Ecclesiastes hammers thirty-eight times, "Vanity of vanities... all is hebel"
(Eccl. 1:2), breath of breaths, a mist. So the acquisitive brother is named Possession and the doomed brother is named Breath,
and the chapter proceeds to prove the names exactly backward from how the world would read them. The one named for
permanent gain grasps, murders, and is driven out to wander with nothing; the one named for a vanishing vapor is gone in a
single verse — and yet "he being dead yet speaketh" (Heb. 11:4), and Christ himself calls him "righteous Abel" whose blood
is still crying out (Matt. 23:35; D&C 84:16). Breath outlasts Possession. The brother the world would have written off as
hebel is the one scripture will not stop naming.

minchah (H4503) / bekorah (H1062) (הָרֹכְּב / הָחְנִמ) — gift, tribute, offering (of any kind) / firstborn, firstlings vv. 3, 4,
5. Minchah is the word for "offering" here, and it is worth knowing that it is the same word for both brothers' gifts — Cain's
fruit is a minchah (v. 3) and the offering God does not respect is a minchah (v. 5); Abel's is understood as one too. Minchah is
a broad, generous word — a tribute, a present, the gift a subject brings his king — and in the law of Moses it names
specifically the grain offering, flour and oil and frankincense, commanded and accepted on the altar for centuries (Lev. 2).
That single fact should end forever the misreading that God spurned Cain's produce because it was produce. The category of
the gift was never the problem. What the chapter marks instead is bekorah, the "firstlings" — the firstborn of the flock, which
with the fat were reckoned the choicest portion and later reserved to the Lord by law ("all the firstlings of thy herd... thou shalt
sanctify unto the LORD," Deut. 15:19). Abel gave the first and the fat; Cain gave some fruit, whenever it was convenient —
"in process of time." The Hebrew lets you see two men at the same altar, one leaning in and one going through the motions,
and it insists the difference the Lord saw was not on the altar but in the two who built it. Worship has always been like this:
God receives the giver before he receives the gift, and no offering, however correct, outruns the heart that brings it.

chatta'th (H2403) / rabats (H7257) (ץַבָר / תאָּטַח) — sin, sin-offering, the failure that misses the mark / to crouch, lie
down, couch (as an animal at rest) v. 7. Two words turn verse 7 into a picture you cannot unsee. Chatta'th is "sin" — from a
root meaning to miss the mark, to fall short of the target — and by a haunting economy of Hebrew it is also the very word for
the sin-offering, the animal brought to atone for exactly this failure. So the noun crouching at Cain's door already carries,
buried in it, the remedy Cain refuses: the thing lying at the threshold is chatta'th, both the sin and the offering that could
answer it. And the verb is rabats — a word used almost everywhere else for animals lying down: flocks couching at noon, the
wild beasts of the desert lying in their lairs, a lion crouched over its prey ("he couched, he lay down as a lion," Gen. 49:9, a
related image). Grammar even leans into the menace: chatta'th is feminine, but the crouching verb and the following pronouns
("his desire," "rule over him") turn masculine, as if the sin at the door has become a someone, a lurking he. The Restoration
names that someone. In Moses 5 the predator at Cain's door has a voice and an offer: Satan himself, who "commanded" Cain
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and swore him to a covenant (Moses 5:18, 29–30). Genesis draws the beast; Moses tells you who trained it. And over both
stands the promise that the beast is not sovereign — "thou shalt rule over him" — the oldest statement in scripture that
temptation, however close it crouches, is a thing a son of God is empowered to master.

ra'ah (H7462) (הָעָר) — to tend, pasture, shepherd; a keeper of a flock vv. 2, 9. Abel is "a keeper [ro'eh, from ra'ah] of
sheep" — a shepherd, and ra'ah is the great pastoral verb of the Old Testament, the word behind "The LORD is my shepherd
[ro'i]" (Ps. 23:1) and the shepherd-kings of Israel and the promise of a Davidic shepherd to come. To ra'ah is not merely to
own animals but to lead them to water, guard them from lions, carry the weak, seek the lost — the whole tender labor Ezekiel
will one day indict Israel's leaders for abandoning ("the shepherds of Israel that do feed themselves! should not the shepherds
feed the flocks?" Ezek. 34:2). Here is the quiet genius of the chapter: it makes the first murdered man a shepherd, and then it
makes his killer refuse the very idea of shepherding. When Cain says "Am I my brother's keeper?" the Hebrew reaches for a
different word — shamar, to guard, to watch — but the question lands on the office Abel had already been living. Abel kept
sheep; Cain would not keep his brother. And the line runs straight to the cross, where the Good Shepherd who "giveth his life
for the sheep" (Jn. 10:11) answers Cain's cynical question with his own body: yes, you are your brother's keeper, and here is
what keeping costs. Every disciple who has ever gone after one lost soul is doing ra'ah — refusing to be Cain, choosing to be
Abel.

'oth (H226) (תֹוא) — a sign, token, mark, signal; a pledge or reminder v. 15. The word is 'oth, and it is emphatically not a
word for a curse or a stain. 'Oth is a sign — and the company it keeps in scripture is almost entirely gracious. The rainbow
after the flood is an 'oth, "a token of a covenant" that God will not destroy the earth again (Gen. 9:12–13). Circumcision is an
'oth of the Abrahamic covenant (Gen. 17:11). The Sabbath is an 'oth between God and Israel (Ex. 31:13). The blood on the
doorposts at Passover is an 'oth so the destroyer will pass over (Ex. 12:13). Notice the pattern: an 'oth is a mark that preserves,
a signal that says spare this one. That is exactly its function on Cain — a token that turns aside violence, "lest any finding him
should kill him." The Hebrew word itself refuses the cruel later reading; there is no curse in 'oth, only a sign of protection.
And the deepest of the 'oth-signs points forward: the doorpost blood that made the destroyer pass over is the same logic as the
mark that shields Cain and the same logic, finally, as the blood of the Lamb that marks and spares the redeemed. God has
always been in the business of putting a saving sign on those who deserve destruction. Even Cain — even the first murderer
— is given one.

shith (H7896) / qara (H7121) (אָרָק / תיִׁש) — to set, place, appoint, establish / to call, call out, call upon by name vv. 25,
26. The chapter's redemptive turn hides in two verbs. Shith means to set, to place, to appoint — to lay something deliberately
where it belongs; God will use it when he sets his own decrees in place. Eve hears it in her son's name: Sheth (Seth) because
"God hath shath [appointed] me another seed instead of Abel." Set that beside her first son's name and the whole growth of
her soul is on display: Cain was qanah, "I have gotten," the language of grasping; Seth is shith, "God hath appointed," the
language of grace received. The bereaved mother who once claimed a son now confesses one as a gift placed in her arms by
God — the seed she could not have manufactured, appointed in the ashes of the seed she lost. And then qara, "to call": "then
began men to call upon the name of the LORD." Qara is the verb of prayer, of proclamation, of naming — and here it marks
the birth of worship as a movement, a people beginning to cry out to God by his covenant name. The two verbs together
sketch the shape of all redemption after the Fall: God appoints (shith) a seed, and a people learns to call (qara) on his name —
the appointment from heaven's side, the calling from ours. Genesis 4 ends not with a murderer's city but with a family on its
knees, and that ending is the door through which the rest of the Bible walks.

From the Chapter's Architecture
There is also a tight moral symmetry inside the chapter that rewards attention. The Lord's mercy to Cain — the sevenfold limit on
anyone who would harm him (v. 15) — is picked up seven generations later and perverted by Lamech into a seventy-sevenfold
threat (v. 24); the number that once fenced violence in is stretched to boast of violence unleashed. And the two acts of naming
frame the whole: Eve's opening cry, "I have gotten" (v. 1), and her closing confession, "God hath appointed" (v. 25) — the same
mother, the same act of naming a son, but a world of difference in the heart between the grasp and the gift. The chapter opens on
a woman claiming a child and closes on a woman receiving one, and everything terrible in between is what taught her the
difference.


