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 As we approach the start of school and the start of weekday school, many of us are wondering 

what education will look like for our children. Will the ones going off to school eventually have to come 

home? Will they be allowed to stay in the class room? Many questions, and very few answers. Jesus 

didn’t have it so hard, we suppose.  He didn’t have to choose between in-person learning or putting 

together a zoom meeting to teach His disciples… or even the self-righteous Pharisees. We joke… 

because there was nothing easy about trying to teach something to a group of men who thought they 

knew better than the Lord Himself. 

 Today’s Gospel is about a Pharisee and the Tax Collector in the Temple.  Jesus is teaching 

something important – which actually is central to this morning’s sermon on the Genesis reading.  Last 

Sunday we heard about Jesus teaching in the Temple after He got upset and scattered all those who were 

buying and selling goods.  Two Sundays ago Jesus taught a lesson with the parable of the dishonest 

manager. 

 Our Lord is our teacher. And these non-festival days of the church-year are good places to learn 

about the way God would have us to act.  He teaches us lessons – not exclusively by zoom conference 

as the means of information dissemination (though God does use electronic means to share His Word in 

modern times), but from the Word of God. The Church Year tells the story of our Savior Jesus.  This is 

why these seasons actually tell us how God acts – most specifically – how He ACTED for the sake of 

you.  Remember, the church is about “teaching” and we even teach our young people at our weekday 

school (which meets tonight for orientation) and our Sunday school as well. 

 Now in the Old Testament text for today we are indeed taught a lesson.  And to better understand 

what we are taught, it’s beneficial to know the background.  You see, Cain and Abel are, of course, 

brothers born from their parents – the first of all our parents – Adam and Eve.  We are talking about the 

beginning of time yet this is a world that has already been plagued by the fall in the Garden of Eden.  Sin 

and all its dreadfulness was a part of their lives from birth.  Now, Cain worked the ground – he was a 

farmer.  That is a good and honorable vocation.  Abel was a keeper of sheep – a shepherd – and that too 

is a good and honorable vocation in the eyes of the Lord. 

 Here’s where things go a bit haywire.  Please realize that there was nothing wrong with what 

Cain offered to the Lord.  His offering was a fruit of his labor.  It was no better or no worse than Abel’s 

offering.  But the text says, “The Lord had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering 

he had no regard.”   The problem wasn’t what Cain offered.  Rather, it was how he offered it.  In Genesis 

4 we aren’t told “how” Cain offered his sacrifice to the Lord.  But in Hebrews 11:4 we are told how Abel 

offered his – and thus we can deduce what Cain didn’t do.  It says, “By faith Abel offered to God a more 

acceptable sacrifice than Cain, through which he was commended as righteous…”  Abel’s offering came 

by faith in the Lord.  Cain’s did not.  Perhaps he thought it something he had to do because that’s what 

mom or dad told him to do.  Perhaps Cain thought he better give something to God because that’s what 

his younger brother was doing.  Whichever way, we are told of Abel’s faith in offering, and we 

understand Cain’s “lack of” faith by the fact that God was not pleased with his offering. 

 Now we see it.  Cain was not “about the Lord and His work” with his offering.  He didn’t give 

his offering by faith.  His self-centeredness cried forth even further when he took God’s gift of life into 

his own possession and decided to take the life of his brother Abel.  Cain’s selfishness, his “me at the 

center of the universe” is hard to miss in this lesson taught by our Lord today. 



 The same lesson in the Gospel text. The Pharisee was all about his own piety… his own 

righteousness before God because he thought himself better than the tax collector.  The Pharisee had 

faith in his ability to keep God’s law, while the tax collector, by faith, had no faith in himself and had to 

rely totally on God’s grace. 

 Take the lesson of Cain for you.  By God’s grace you are Abel.  By the faith God gives to you, 

and you live in daily, you are Abel.  But you’ve got some Cain in you, too. 

 You are selfish Cain and your favorite team is team, “Me.” You live and act as if you are the 

most important.  Not every minute of the day, mind you, but you are still a star player on team “Me.”  

We all are.  Cain got carried away.  He was so jealous, so self-righteous, so “me-centered,” that he had 

no regard for the life of his own brother or the fact that Cain is not the giver or taker of life in the first 

place.  Cain plays God.  Cain captains team, “Me” and on that day that team had a victory because Abel 

was dead and now everything is about Cain. 

 Learn a lesson from Cain – what not to do.  Take care of yourself, especially amid a pandemic.  

There is nothing sinful about that.  But when it comes at the expense of God and your neighbor, when 

your neighbor gets hurt and your Lord is ignored, when “Me” is the most important person, even above 

God by the way you act, say, and do or not do, you captain this terribly populated team.  Get off team, 

“Me”.  Selfishness is a pandemic, expanding far greater than COVID-19.  Learn to recognize how it is 

hurting your neighbor, your church, and your Lord.  See in the Lord’s Word how He gives us the 

opportunity to serve others and to be in the midst of what our Lord gives us for the strength of our day 

today and strength for our neighbor.  Don’t be apart from those things.  Be a part of the Lord’s work – 

your work that involves more than you as captain of your own “Me” team. 

 Back in the Old Testament text the Lord says to Cain, “Where is Abel your brother (as if He 

didn’t know)?”  Cain responded, “I don’t know (lie); am I my brother’s keeper?”  What do you think that 

answer to that question is?  YES!  The proper answer to this question puts us on a different team than 

team, “Me.”  We are our brother’s keeper for the sake of our brother.  Know who you are and know who 

the Lord expects you to be.  But we are not alone in this.  We have a Savior – the Lord Himself – who 

was the ultimate, “brother keeper” for us. 

 Here’s something else God teaches us in this lesson.  He tells Cain that Abel’s blood is crying to 

Him from the ground.  You see blood is life.  The life-blood of Abel was crying out to God. When Jesus 

shed His blood, on the cross, and all the way to the ground, it was a life-blood that cried out to the Lord 

as well.  It was crying out your name.  It was calling you by name and calling you holy and forgiven and 

loved.  This life-blood makes you alive in Christ and you didn’t have to spill it.  The Lord, who loves 

you, who is your keeper, Cain, did this for you.  He took your place in death so that you may have life. 

 In the Gospel reading, you do realize, the Pharisee is teaching you something.  He is teaching 

you what team “Me” is all about.  He is teaching you selfishness and self-righteousness.  That, of course, 

is the lesson our Lord wants you to hear, but not follow.  The sinful Tax Collector is to be who you are 

– an undeserving receiver of God’s grace.  Cain, like the Pharisee, was finding righteousness in himself 

– by taking God’s work of life and death upon himself.  He’s an example of yet another captain of team, 

“Me.” 

 But not Abel, not the Tax Collector, and especially not Jesus the precious Savior.  Jesus is on 

team you – all of you.  By grace through faith – our Lord gives you what you need each of your days – 

in your greatest times of need.  In your joys and sorrows, our Lord’s blood of life is for your strength 

and life.  The least selfish of all – The Savior – gives all of Himself for you. Amen. 

 

The peace of God which passes all understanding shall keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  

Amen. 


