
Story Number 3

CAIN AND ABEL

Adam and Eve had two sons. the first was called Cain and the second

was called Abel. When they grew up, both became farmers, but different.

Cain took to farming the land and growing food. Abel became a sheep

farmer. 1

One day, Abel took some of his best sheep and gave them as a present

to God. 2 God was pleased with the present and gave Abel a blessing.

Cain saw this and also brought a present, some of the produce of his land,

but not the best, so that he too should get a blessing. But God was not

pleased with it. Abel had brought a present of his own free will, to thank

God for whatever he had been given, so God blessed him. But Cain only

brought a present for what he could get, so God did not bless him.

Cain was jealous of Abel and very annoyed. He thought that God had

given favouritism to Abel because he liked sheep and did not like land

produce. God spoke to Cain, and told him that that had nothing to do with

it. If he behaved himself and acted properly all would go well with him,

but if he behaved badly, that was sin and he would not do well at all!

Cain took no notice. He was still jealous of Abel. One day when they

were out on the land together he spoke to Abel – we do not know what he

said – and then killed him. Yes, he killed his own brother! And then he

buried him in the ground.

1. Actually the Hebrew word means sheep and goats together, but there is no
word for this in English. It makes no difference to the story, so leave it as sheep.

2. It says ‘Cain brought ....’ followed by ‘Abel had brought ....’, i.e. before Cain
brought his. For the grammar see Rashi on the first verse of the chapter.

1



Shortly after, God spoke to Cain again. ‘Where is your brother Abel?’

he asked. Of course God knew what had happened, but he asked because

he wanted to see what Cain would answer.

‘How should I know?’ said Cain. ‘Why ask me? Am I my brother’s

keeper? Do I have to watch him all the time?’

‘Don’t try to fool me,’ said God, ‘I know what happened. Your

brother’s blood is crying out from under the ground where you buried

him. Now you are cursed from this ground. Until now you sowed and

planted and the land gave you produce. From now on it will not, and you

will have to spend all your life wandering from place to place to find a bit

of food. You will have no home to stay in.’

‘Please,’ said Cain, ‘this is too much for me. I will be a nomad, all the

time wandering from place to place, and whoever sees me will kill me!’

God then gave him a sign, which everyone could see, and which meant

that he was not to be killed.

Adam and Eve had a third son, Seth, to replace Abel. All Cain’s

descendants were later drowned in the Flood – that is another story. We

are all descended from Seth.
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APPENDIX

The attitude of Cain at the outset brings to mind a well-known story in

the Midrash. It probably never actually happened, but is a story that

illustrates a point with a moral.

The emperor was walking along one day when he saw a very very old

man planting a fruit tree.

‘Why are you planting a fruit tree?’ he asked. ‘It takes several years to

produce fruit, and at your age you may not live to enjoy it.’

‘I enjoy fruit from trees that my ancestors planted,’ the man replied, ‘so

I am planting one for my descendants’.

Some years later the tree gave fruit and the old man was still alive. He

filled a bowl with the first fruit he picked, and went to see the emperor.

‘Do you remember once seeing an old man planting a fruit tree?’ he

asked. ‘Well I am that old man, the tree has given fruit, and I have

brought the first of it to you as a present.’

The emperor told his servants to take the bowl, empty out the fruit, and

fill the bowl with gold which he gave to the old man in return.

The old man took the gold home and told his wife what happened. She

told the woman next door, who then said to her husband ‘The emperor is

giving bowls of gold in return for bowls of fruit. Take him a bowl of fruit

and bring back gold.’

He took a bowl of fruit to the emperor and said ‘I understand that you

are replacing bowls of fruit with bowls of gold, and have brought you

some fruit to get gold instead.’

On the emperor’s instructions, his servants took the bowl and pelted the

man with the fruit and then with stones as he ran out.

This is the same as the first part of the story of Cain and Abel.
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ADVANCED

The story of Cain and Abel teaches us about jealousy and murder, and

how both are to be avoided. It also teaches us that God does not favour

a person more because of his occupation. If you are honest and straight,

he does not care whether you grow fruit and vegetables or look after

sheep. But there is also an interesting side-issue here.

Just as both murder and jealousy go back to the earliest days of the

first people on earth, so does the dispute between the agriculturist and the

cattle or sheep farmer. This raged bitterly in America, and was only

solved comparatively recently with the invention of barbed wire to protect

enclosures.

The dispute is as to whether the whole land belongs to everyone or it

should be divided up among people each of whom would have a portion

of land as his property. The cattle/sheep farmer says ‘The whole land

belongs to everyone, and I can take my animals wherever I like!’ The one

who grows says ‘Give me a portion of the land, on which I can grow

things for myself, which you keep off, so that I do not sow and plant and

then find your animals coming and eating or destroying the produce, and

in return I will give you a portion of land to do whatever you want with,

and I will keep off it.’ The solution was found less than two hundred

years ago, when barbed wire was invented and used to enforce enclosures.

The story of Cain and Abel shows that God did not come down on one

side or the other, and neither could claim that ‘God is on my side’.
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