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Session

4
The Spread of Sin

THEOLOGICAL THEME: Sin is defiance toward God, often expressed in 
hateful actions toward people made in His image.

You can feel your heart in your throat. Your mind is so fixated, so focused, and at the same 
time it seems like it’s not working at all. Your conscience tells your wayward heart: “No! You 
should not do what you’re about to do!” Whether it’s sexual sin, gossip, lying, anger, stealing, 
or something hidden, such as pride, covetousness, or idolatry of the heart, we understand the 
alluring and enticing power of sin. Knowing we should resist, we do it anyway. 

The Bible exposes the ugliness of sin because the Bible magnifies the beauty of salvation. You 
see, when it comes to sin, we’re never in danger of understanding our sin too much; we’re 
always in danger of understanding our sin too little. A shallow diagnosis of a sickness doesn’t 
lead to a cure; it leaves us with incomplete remedies that provide no hope of getting well. 

What might be some “incomplete remedies” the world recommends 
for dealing with sins like anger, lust, or lying? What makes these 
remedies incomplete? 

In the previous session, we saw how everything good that God created in Genesis 1–2 
was affected by the sinful choice of the first human beings. In this session, we will see 
how sin spread from Adam and Eve to their descendants—Cain and Abel. Sin begins 
with evil desires that lead to actions against God and our neighbors, actions that deserve 
God’s condemnation. Thankfully, God offers a merciful promise powerful enough to 
overcome our sin, and through His grace, we are rescued. 
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1.  The spread of sin begins with evil desires (Gen. 4:1-7). 

Though Genesis 3 ended with the banishment of 
Adam and Eve for their rebellion, Genesis 4 opens 
with hope: Eve gives birth to two sons and gives 
credit to the Lord’s help. Could one of these be 
the Son who will crush the serpent’s head? 

1 Adam was intimate with his wife Eve, 
and she conceived and gave birth to Cain. She 
said, “I have had a male child with the Lord’s 
help.” 2 Then she also gave birth to his brother 
Abel. Now Abel became a shepherd of flocks, but 
Cain worked the ground. 3 In the course of time 
Cain presented some of the land’s produce as an 
offering to the Lord. 4 And Abel also presented an 
offering—some of the firstborn of his flock and their fat portions. The Lord had regard 
for Abel and his offering, 5 but He did not have regard for Cain and his offering. Cain 
was furious, and he looked despondent. 

6 Then the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you furious? And why do you look 
despondent? 7 If you do what is right, won’t you be accepted? But if you do not do what 
is right, sin is crouching at the door. Its desire is for you, but you must rule over it.”

In this passage, we see that sin is not something that can be contained. It’s not a disease 
that stayed only in the heart of Adam and Eve; it was passed on. The lie that slithered 
into the hearts of Adam and Eve slithered into the hearts of their children. 

We see the spread of sin in the story of Cain’s jealousy. Both sons offered sacrifices 
to God from their respective areas of work, but God only accepted the sacrifice of 
Abel. Why? We find the answer in Hebrews 11:4. Abel’s offering was accepted by 
God because he offered it in faith. When Cain realized that his offering was rejected, 
something started brewing in his heart, something dark and consuming that led to fury 
and despondency. He was well on the way to following in his parents’ footsteps. 

However, before Cain ever acted on the evil desires brewing in his heart, God showed 
up and spoke truth into his life. God’s grace preceded Cain’s sin, offering a way out of 
the temptation. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“No man can murder his 
brother who has not first 
murdered God in himself. 
Cain’s crime is more than 
murdering his brother; it is 
a deeper crime within that 
crime, viz., the putting up of 
his whole nature against God, 
and, finally, accusing God for 
his punishment.” 1 

–Oswald Chambers  
(1874-1917)



37Session 4

List a number of sinful actions; then  
match them to the sinful desires that 
precede them.

Why is it important to consider sinful 
desires, not just sinful actions, in our  
battle against sin?

When have you experienced God’s gracious hand of restraint before falling 
into sin? What truths did God bring to your mind? What was the result?

God’s counsel to Cain was to reject the temptation, to master the sinful desire—
Do right by ruling over it! Don’t obey its command! Resist and don’t tap out! 

Many of us have heard the echo of God’s voice 
in our own hearts and minds as we’ve faced 
temptation. We shake our heads as we consider 
what Cain is going to do next, even in spite of 
God’s counseling. We are well acquainted with the 
way these evil desires war against us and lead us 
to sinful actions because there have been countless 
times we’ve not heeded God’s counsel either. 

God cares deeply about every act of sin in our lives. 
And so He speaks truth to us in love. But in our 
sinfulness, we reject that counsel, and so did Cain. Evil desires give birth to evil deeds. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“Whoever hates is a murderer. 
You may not have prepared 
any poison or committed a 
crime. You have only hated, 
and in doing so, you have 
killed yourself first of all.” 2 

–Augustine (354-430)
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2.  The spread of sin results in condemnable actions 
against others (Gen. 4:8-12).

8 Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let’s 
go out to the field.” And while they were 
in the field, Cain attacked his brother 
Abel and killed him. 

9 Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where 
is your brother Abel?” 

“I don’t know,” he replied. “Am I my 
brother’s guardian?” 

10 Then He said, “What have you 
done? Your brother’s blood cries out to 
Me from the ground! 11 So now you are 
cursed, alienated, from the ground that 
opened its mouth to receive your brother’s 

blood you have shed. 12 If you work the ground, it will never again give you its yield. 
You will be a restless wanderer on the earth.”

Cain committed the act he had contemplated, and he shed the blood of his innocent 
brother. Just as Satan waited to pounce on Cain like a roaring lion, Cain did so to Abel. 
But notice what happened next. Just as God came to counsel Cain before the sin, He 
came to talk with him after the sin. God was offering Cain the opportunity to repent—
“Cain, where is your brother Abel? What have you done?” 

The same is true with us. Whenever we sin, God doesn’t come first with fierce 
accusations but with a gentle invitation to repent. In the moment of temptation, God 
calls us to resist sin, and in the moment of sin, God gives us the opportunity to repent 
and turn back to Him. Unfortunately, in Cain’s case, he didn’t respond with repentance 
but with a lie (“I don’t know”) and a question (“Am I my brother’s guardian?”) that 
revealed the indifference of his hateful heart.

What is the significance of Cain’s question about his brother Abel’s welfare? 
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In what ways does sin keep us from fulfilling our responsibilities to those 
around us?

God’s curse penetrated to the core of Cain’s 
identity. Cain had been a farmer, a cultivator of 
the ground, but not anymore. From this point 
forward, whenever Cain attempted to do what he 
had always done in the past, what he had known 
and excelled in, his efforts would be profitless. 

Our own sin leads to similar consequences. 
When our hearts are hardened and indifferent 
toward the God who offers grace and mercy (and 
toward other people who are made in His image), 
we soon discover that the things we were meant 
to do and to find fulfillment in cease to produce 
life-giving fruit. Whatever we base our identity 
on leaves us empty and hopeless. 

Why does God take so seriously how we treat other people? 

So what hope do we have in the depths of such sin and rebellion? Before the sin, when 
it was only temptation and the sinful desire had not yet been acted upon, God’s counsel 
was straightforward: Kill it! Do right by ruling over it! Don’t obey its command! Resist 
and don’t tap out! 

 Voices from 
Church History
“Love is the great divide 
between the children of God 
and the children of the devil. 
Those who have love are 
children of God, and those 
who do not are children of 
the devil. Have anything else 
you like, but if you lack this 
one thing, then all the rest is 
of no use to you whatsoever. 
On the other hand, you may 
lack almost anything else, 
but if you have this one thing, 
you have fulfilled the law.” 3 

–Bede (circa 673-735)
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But what’s the solution, what’s the counsel, what’s the hope after the sin? How do we 
face our countless failures? What do we do after we’ve traded God’s counsel for the 
empty promises of sin? How do we prevent the guilt and shame of sin from destroying 
us and paralyzing us from seeking God once again? It is not enough to tell ourselves, 
“Don’t fail!” The gospel tells us what to do after we fail and how God rescues and uses 
flawed and sinful people for His kingdom. 

3.  The spread of sin is overcome only by God’s mercy and 
promise (Gen. 4:13-16,25-26). 

13 But Cain answered the Lord, “My 
punishment is too great to bear! 14 Since You are 
banishing me today from the soil, and I must hide 
myself from Your presence and become a restless 
wanderer on the earth, whoever finds me will 
kill me.” 

15 Then the Lord replied to him, “In that case, 
whoever kills Cain will suffer vengeance seven 
times over.” And He placed a mark on Cain so 
that whoever found him would not kill him. 
16 Then Cain went out from the Lord’s presence 
and lived in the land of Nod, east of Eden. 
............................

25 Adam was intimate with his wife again, and 
she gave birth to a son and named him Seth, for 
she said, “God has given me another child in place 
of Abel, since Cain killed him.” 26 A son was born 
to Seth also, and he named him Enosh. At that 
time people began to call on the name of Yahweh.

We see Cain crying and expressing sorrow. But tears of regret are different than tears 
of repentance. 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
44. Sin’s Effects in the World 

Sin does not only impact our 
relationship with God; it is 
also the root of our broken 
relationships with the people 
around us. Human sinfulness 
is the reason why the creation 
groans in anticipation for 
redemption and deliverance 
from its bondage to evil 
powers (Rom. 8:20-22). Sin 
has infected and redirected 
the social structures of 
society, leading to injustice 
and oppression. The 
distorting effects of sin are 
visible all around us, but the 
good news of the gospel is 
that the battle against these 
powers will be won through 
the work of Christ.
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What are the signs in Cain’s speech that his tears came from regret 
rather than repentance?

Counterfeit repentance may include sorrow, tears, regret, and the promise never to sin 
this way again, but at the heart of counterfeit repentance is self-absorption. Yet notice 
how God responded to Cain’s self-centered attitude. He enacted justice on behalf of 
Abel (in banishing Cain) even as He extended a measure of mercy to Cain (by putting 
a mark on him). God marked Cain in such a way that protected him from facing 
vengeful violence from others. 

There’s nothing in the passage that indicates Cain ever repented of his sin and received 
salvation. But everything in the passage points to a God who, in love, withheld the full 
extent of His just judgment toward Cain, at least for a time. God treated Cain better 
than he deserved. 

A common response to being asked how we are doing is “Better than 
I deserve.” In what ways might this statement be true of all human 
beings, even those who are unbelievers?

The God who shows mercy is the God who will keep His promise. God promised a Son 
to Eve who would crush the serpent’s head. With Cain in rebellion and Abel dead, the 
situation seemed dire. 

But God gave Adam and Eve another son, named Seth. And through the lineage of 
Seth, thousands of years later, the promised Son of Eve would be born. At the cross, 
blood would be shed once again, but this time the blood of the promised Son would not 
just be shed by sin; His blood would be shed for sin. 
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Hebrews 12:24 speaks to us of Jesus’ blood in 
comparison to Abel’s. Abel’s blood, the blood shed by 
sin, was crying out because justice needed to be 
done. But Jesus’ blood, the blood shed for sin, calmly 
speaks—and it speaks a better word than the blood 
of Abel because justice has now been served. 

If you’re in Christ today, all of your sins have been 
dealt with justly, all of God’s wrath against your 
sins has been poured out on Jesus at the cross. God 
has been faithful to keep the promise that He made 
in Genesis 3. In sending His Son to crush the head 
of the serpent, we can now truly overcome our sins. 

How is our mission as God’s people affected when we fail to grasp the 
reality of God’s forgiving heart toward us? 

Conclusion

The promised mercy of God is what overcomes sin, and this is why we look to God for 
salvation and for power for our mission. As Christians, we see ourselves in the person 
of Cain, but we also see ourselves in light of the cross. The cross is where God displayed 
the fullness of His justice by pouring out His wrath toward sin. The cross is where God 
displayed the fullness of His mercy by extending grace to us through His Son. And 
now, we seek to slow the spread of sin by pointing others to the God who forgives, the 
God who transforms, the God who grants repentance (2 Tim. 2:25).

CHRIST CONNECTION: The blood of Abel speaks to us of the martyrs who 
have given their lives for the faith. But the blood of Jesus speaks a better 
word than the blood of Abel (Heb. 12:24) because it is able to cleanse us 
from sin (1 John 1:7).

 Voices from  
the Church
“The ultimate Abel, the 
ultimate man of faith, 
the only true and literally 
innocent man came into the 
world and we—Cains all—
killed him. But this was not 
a random accident. This one 
came into the world to be our 
substitute, to bear the curse 
that we Cains deserved.” 4 

–Tim Keller 
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1.  What are some practical ways we can fight against evil desires that rise up 
within us?

2.  Where are specific places in our community that we, as a group and 
a church, can slow the spread of sin?

3.  How have you been impacted by the mercy of God shown to us in Jesus’ blood 
shed for our sins? With whom will you share this good news of Jesus?

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God calls us to slow the spread of sin by 
being salt and light in our world and by proclaiming the peace and 
joy of His kingdom.


