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Before Pentecost in the last Sermon on God’s Prescription for anxiety, Paul urged us to look to 
other faithful believers as examples to follow.  That is what we are going to do this summer, we are 
going to choose faithful believers throughout the Bible and examine their life and faith and use their 
examples to motivate and inspire us in our life of faith.   

The first example of faith that we will look to is that of Abel.  We read his story in Genesis 
4:1-16 earlier.  For our sermon text we turn to Hebrews chapter 11, the chapter that is often called 
the Believers Hall of Fame.  It gives us a list of great heroes in the faith.  We read about Abel in 
verse 4.  He is the very first hero of faith that is mentioned in that chapter. 

“By faith Abel offered to God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, through which he obtained 
witness that he was righteous, God testifying of his gifts; and through it he being dead still speaks.” 

Dear Fellow Redeemed,  
We don’t know much about Abel.  We know that he was the second boy ever to be born in this 

world after his brother Cain.  We know that he was a shepherd who took care of a flock of sheep.  
We know that he offered sacrifices to God.  But that’s about it.  You might wonder how he could be 
in the believers hall of fame if that’s all we know about him.  But actually Abel teaches us the most 
important lesson of all:  

How Sinners can be Accepted by God.   
That is what the whole conflict between Cain and Abel was all about.  We read “The Lord 

respected Abel and his offering, but He did not respect Cain and his offering.”  The word translated 
“respected” literally means to look favourably on.  God looked favourably on Abel and his offering, 
He accepted Abel and his offering, but He did not look favourably on or accept Cain and his 
offering.  Was that because God was showing favouritism?  Not at all!  Romans 2:11 says, “There is 
no partiality with God.”  He deals with all people the same.  In fact God wanted to accept Cain also.  
He came to Cain and said, “Why are you angry? And why has your countenance fallen?  If you do 
well, will you not be accepted?” Gen. 4:6-7  So it’s not that God didn’t want Cain.   

So what was the difference?  Both Cain and Abel brought offerings to God?  It wasn’t the kind of 
sacrifice that made the difference.  It’s not that God only wanted animal sacrifices.  It wasn’t the 
quality of their sacrifice.  It wasn’t that Abel brought the best sheep and Cain just brought some 
leftovers. Our text explains it all: “By FAITH Abel offered to God a more excellent sacrifice than 
Cain, through which he obtained witness that he was righteous.”  The only difference that mattered 
was faith.  Abel had it, Cain didn’t.   

Just what does that mean that Cain didn’t have faith?  He certainly believed in God.  He knew 
God was real.  He even talked to God, so there was no doubt in his mind that God was real.  Cain 
was not an atheist or even an agnostic.  He wasn’t a heathen who worshiped a false God either.  He 
knew and believed in the true God.  He also brought his offerings to God, he worshipped God.  

I used to think that Cain knew God but he didn’t really care about God or love God.  He was just 
going through the motions of worship and offering his sacrifice to God because that is what he was 
taught to do, but his heart really wasn’t into it.  But if he really didn’t care, why was Cain so angry 
when God did not accept his sacrifice?  He was angry enough to kill his brother!  Does that sound 
like someone who didn’t care or was just going through the motions?  On the contrary, his fierce 
anger suggests that he did care very much.  He was angry that God did not accept him or his 
sacrifice.  That sounds to me like someone who did want to be accepted by God, but was going about 
it the wrong way.   

Cain and Abel show us that there are two ways people seek acceptance by God.  Even to this day 
those who want to be accepted by God seek Him in one of these two ways.  As we see, only one of 
those ways works.  True faith is more than believing in God.  It is more than worshiping God or 
offering our gifts to God.   

Jude warns us in his short letter about those who “have gone in the way of Cain.”  They think they 
are children of God, they think they are serving God, but they were only deceiving themselves.  In 
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reality they were going the way of Cain and we know how that turned out.  Jesus warns about the 
same thing in His Sermon on the Mount: “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter 
the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father in heaven. Many will say to Me in 
that day, ‘Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in Your name, cast out demons in Your name, and 
done many wonders in Your name?’  And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from 
Me, you who practice lawlessness!’” Matt. 7:21-23  That is a frightening thought!  MANY will think 
they are serving the Lord only to find out that God had never accepted them.  What a horrible shock 
and realization that would be on the last day.  So we want to be sure we learn the lesson from Abel: 

How Sinners are Accepted by God. 

I - Our Life and our Works are made acceptable to God By Faith Alone. Abel teaches us what 
that means. 

Take a look at our text again: “By faith Abel offered to God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, 
through which he obtained witness that he was righteous, God testifying of his gifts.”  God 
testified of his gifts that Abel was righteous.  That is a key phrase.  When it says in Genesis 4 that 
God respected Abel and his offering, or looked favourably upon Abel and his offering, that is 
because God had declared him to be righteous.  No one can be accepted by God unless they are 
righteous.  For God cannot tolerate sin.  Sin separates from God and brings His eternal punishment.   
Yet as it says in Romans 3:10, “There is none righteous, no, not one.”  The only way anyone will 
ever be accepted by God is to be declared righteous by God like Abel was.   

God testified of his gifts that he was righteous, so let’s take a closer look at Abel’s “more 
excellent sacrifice.”  Ask yourself, how would Cain and Abel know that they should offer sacrifices 
to God as part of their worship?  It seems obvious that God must have told them to.  We don’t learn 
about the significance of the sacrifices until God gave His law to Moses on Mt. Sinai.  That doesn’t 
mean that was the first time anyone knew about those sacrifices.  No doubt God told Adam and Eve 
how to sacrifice and faithful children of God continued to do so.   

God prescribed both sin offerings and thank offerings.  When God gave the first promise of a 
Savior He no doubt also told Adam and Eve to offer animal sacrifices as a sin offering.  Those 
sacrifices were a constant reminder that the penalty for sin is death.  It was also a reminder that God 
would accept a substitute and so all those sacrifices pointed ahead to the coming Lamb of God who 
would take away the sin of the world.   

There we can finally understand the difference between Cain and Abel.  They both believed in 
God.  They both brought sacrifices to God.  When it says, “Abel also brought of the firstborn of his 
flock and of their fat,” he was offering a sacrifice for his sins.  Abel came before God recognizing his 
own unworthiness.  He knew he was not acceptable to God.  He deserved God’s punishment.  But 
Abel clung in faith to God’s promise of a Savior who would take away his sin.  He showed his faith 
by bringing the sacrifice which God prescribed as an atonement for sin.  And God testified of his 
offering that Abel was righteous.  By Faith we confess our sins and trust in Christ alone, the one true 
sacrifice for our sins.  By that, we too are declared righteous.  That is the only way to be accepted by 
God.   

The fact that Cain was not accepted by God, on the other hand, shows that he did not have this 
saving faith.  He brought an offering of the fruit of the ground.  That was a fine offering as a Thank 
Offering.  But Cain did not offer a sin offering.  The fact that he was so angry that he wasn’t 
accepted by God shows that he felt like he should have been accepted. Instead of confessing his 
unworthiness and sin, he apparently thought he was worthy of God’s acceptance.  Cain may have 
thought, “I’m just as good as my brother.  I work just as hard, if not harder than him. I am bringing 
my offerings to you and worshipping you.  Why are you not accepting me?”  Cain was looking for 
some recognition from God.  And when he didn’t get what he thought he deserved, he became angry.  
And when he saw that Abel was accepted by God, he became furious.   

Essentially the difference between Cain and Abel is the same difference between the Pharisee and 
the Tax Collector in Jesus’ parable.  Like Cain, the Pharisee was sure that God accepted him because 

2



he was such a good person.  He followed God’s laws, He didn’t do anything bad.  He was an 
outstanding example of a child of God.  At least that is what he thought, but he didn’t confess his 
sins and seek forgiveness.  Jesus said he was not justified.  In other words, God did not accept him.  
While the Tax Collector, like Abel, was painfully aware of his sin and unworthiness before God.  He 
beat on his breast and prayed, “God be merciful to me, the sinner.”  Jesus said he did go down to his 
house justified.  He was accepted by God like Abel.   

Let us learn from Abel to trust in Christ, our sin offering.  Many today still follow the way of 
Cain, thinking of course God accepts me.  I pray to God every day.  I go to church, I do good to 
others, I help those in need.  God should be pleased with me.   

Remember the many people Jesus said will come to Him on the last day saying Lord, Lord, and 
Jesus will tell them, I never knew you.  Notice they all mention the things they did.  They will say, 
“have we not prophesied in Your name, cast out demons in Your name, and done many wonders in 
Your name?”  Lord you have to accept us because we did all these things for you.  But Jesus will say, 
“I never knew you. Depart from me.”  Learn this lesson, nothing we do will ever make us acceptable 
to God.  Nothing!  Learn from Abel, the only way to be accepted by God is to come to Him in 
humble, repentant faith.  As we will sing in our next hymn: “Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to 
Thy cross I cling; naked, come to Thee for dress; helpless, look to Thee for grace; foul, I to the 
fountain fly, wash me, Savior, or I die!”  376 st. 3. 

Abel also teaches us that  
II - By Faith We Offer our Best to God. 

Abel did bring his very best to God by faith.  Not to gain God’s favor like Cain, but because that’s 
what faith does.  When we know that we are unworthy sinners and then see how God in His love, 
gave His only Son as the sacrifice for our sins, we naturally love God and want to give our best to 
God.  That is the nature of saving faith.  We have received everything from God by grace now we 
want to do everything for God.  

Whereas Cain continued in his own way.  He didn’t listen to God’s advice or do what he said.  He 
continued to let his anger boil until he killed his brother.  Then God still came to him in love and 
tried to bring him to repentance, but Cain didn’t show a hint of remorse.  Instead he continued to 
complain against God.  “My punishment is greater than I can bear.”  He wasn’t sorry he killed his 
brother.  He didn’t repent, but he thought God was being unfair to him.   

So he went out from the presence of the Lord who could save him.  He went were he could do his 
own thing and he and his descendants no doubt developed their own gods who would accept them on 
their terms.  That really is the beginning of all the false religions in the world.  They all have some 
form of being accepted by their god because of their works.  They all are following in the way of 
Cain.  The way that will never work.   

Let us follow the way of Abel, the only way that works.  Confess your guilt and sin and plead for 
His mercy for Christ’s sake who died in our place.  For Paul says in Eph. 1:6, By grace God has 
“Made us accepted in the Beloved.”  Then we will live our life, like Abel, in joyful service to our 
heavenly Father.   

Amen. 
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