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Genesis 4 (KJV)Genesis 4 (KJV)
1 1   And Adam knew Eve his wife; and she conceived, and And Adam knew Eve his wife; and she conceived, and 

bare Cain, and said, I have gotten a man from thebare Cain, and said, I have gotten a man from the  Lord.Lord.

22  And she again bare his brother Abel. And Abel was a And she again bare his brother Abel. And Abel was a 
keeper of sheep, but Cain was a tiller of the ground.keeper of sheep, but Cain was a tiller of the ground.

33  And in process of time it came to pass, that Cain brought And in process of time it came to pass, that Cain brought 
of the fruit of the ground an offering unto theof the fruit of the ground an offering unto the  Lord.Lord.

44  And Abel, he also brought of the firstlings of his flock andAnd Abel, he also brought of the firstlings of his flock and
of the fat thereof. And theof the fat thereof. And the  LordLord  had respect unto Abel and had respect unto Abel and 
to his offering:to his offering:

55  But unto Cain and to his offering he had not respect. And But unto Cain and to his offering he had not respect. And 
Cain was very wroth, and his countenance fell.Cain was very wroth, and his countenance fell.

66  And theAnd the  LordLord  said unto Cain, Why art thou wroth? and said unto Cain, Why art thou wroth? and 
why is thy countenance fallen?why is thy countenance fallen?

77  If thou doest well, shalt thou not be accepted? and if thou If thou doest well, shalt thou not be accepted? and if thou 
doest not well, sin lieth at the door. And unto thee shall be doest not well, sin lieth at the door. And unto thee shall be 
his desire, and thou shalt rule over him.his desire, and thou shalt rule over him.

88  And Cain talked with Abel his brother: and it came to And Cain talked with Abel his brother: and it came to 
pass, when they were in the field, that Cain rose up against pass, when they were in the field, that Cain rose up against 



Abel his brother, and slew him.Abel his brother, and slew him.

99  And theAnd the  LordLord  said unto Cain, Where is Abel thy brother? said unto Cain, Where is Abel thy brother? 
And he said, I know not: Am I my brother's keeper?And he said, I know not: Am I my brother's keeper?

1010  And he said, What hast thou done? the voice of thy And he said, What hast thou done? the voice of thy 
brother's blood crieth unto me from the ground.brother's blood crieth unto me from the ground.

1111  And now art thou cursed from the earth, which hath And now art thou cursed from the earth, which hath 
opened her mouth to receive thy brother's blood from thy opened her mouth to receive thy brother's blood from thy 
hand;hand;

1212  When thou tillest the ground, it shall not henceforth When thou tillest the ground, it shall not henceforth 
yield unto thee her strength; a fugitive and a vagabond shaltyield unto thee her strength; a fugitive and a vagabond shalt
thou be in the earth.thou be in the earth.

1313  And Cain said unto theAnd Cain said unto the  Lord, My punishment is greater Lord, My punishment is greater 
than I can bear.than I can bear.

1414  Behold, thou hast driven me out this day from the face Behold, thou hast driven me out this day from the face 
of the earth; and from thy face shall I be hid; and I shall be of the earth; and from thy face shall I be hid; and I shall be 
a fugitive and a vagabond in the earth; and it shall come to a fugitive and a vagabond in the earth; and it shall come to 
pass, that every one that findeth me shall slay me.pass, that every one that findeth me shall slay me.

1515  And theAnd the  LordLord  said unto him, Therefore whosoever said unto him, Therefore whosoever 
slayeth Cain, vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold. slayeth Cain, vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold. 
And theAnd the  LordLord  set a mark upon Cain, lest any finding him set a mark upon Cain, lest any finding him 
should kill him.should kill him.

1616  And Cain went out from the presence of theAnd Cain went out from the presence of the  Lord, and Lord, and 
dwelt in the land of Nod, on the east of Eden.dwelt in the land of Nod, on the east of Eden.



It would be difficult, if not impossible, to conceive of a 
family more famous in both human and Biblical history
than that of Adam and Eve, and likewise their sons 
Cain and Abel. Both Christians and non-Christians 
alike are typically familiar with the story of the two 
brothers, usually assumed to be twins (although there is
no specific Biblical wording to support this claim)…
Cain and Abel’s rivalry even served as a foundational 
basis for John Steinbeck’s magnum opus, 1952's “East 
of Eden”.** In short, the Bible’s first brothers famously
display all-too-common shortcomings of mankind, both
then and now….treachery, jealousy, anger, and 
ultimately violence (Cain), while also displaying 
obedience and service to God (Abel).  





         The saga of this family and their tragedies provides 
us, 3,400+ years removed from the writing of the 
Book of Genesis, multiple beneficial observations
and lessons to be gleaned even today. The focus 
of this brief article will be to specifically look at 
Abel (the name defined as “breath, vapor, 
transitoriness” and “possibly a variant of Jabal 
meaning shepherd, herdman”)1,  history’s first 
recorded murder victim and martyr, and to 
provide and discuss two specific lessons we can 
derive from Abel’s life, obedience to God, and 
untimely death at the hands of his own brother. 
How can we apply these observations as 21st 
century New Testament Christians?

It is imperative to note that the saga of Abel is not 
merely some obscure Old Testament story, relegated to 
being a mere Biblical footnote of remote antiquity (the 
Old Testament is certainly still relevant for our learning 
and profit, as Paul indicated in Romans 15:4: "For 
whatsoever things were written aforetime were written for
our learning, that through patience and through comfort 
of the scriptures we might have hope"). The New 
Testament tells us in no uncertain terms that by faith, 
Abel is still “speaking”, albeit not in a literal sense… “By 
faith Abel offered unto God a more excellent sacrifice than
Cain, by which he obtained witness that he was righteous, 
God testifying of his gifts: and by it he being dead yet 
speaketh” (Hebrews 11:4).  



“How appropriate is the testimony of the author of “How appropriate is the testimony of the author of 
the Hebrew letter when he says concerning Abel, “Being the Hebrew letter when he says concerning Abel, “Being 
dead he yet speaketh!" Abel, prostrate on the ground, his dead he yet speaketh!" Abel, prostrate on the ground, his 
blood flowing from his body, was more powerful than blood flowing from his body, was more powerful than 
Abel alive and caring for his lambs. To Abel belongs the Abel alive and caring for his lambs. To Abel belongs the 
happy privilege of being the first martyr of faith, that happy privilege of being the first martyr of faith, that 
fountain of righteous blood, which later grew into a river, fountain of righteous blood, which later grew into a river, 
the blood of those who have died for truth and the blood of those who have died for truth and 
righteousness. The fact that such a man as Abel could be righteousness. The fact that such a man as Abel could be 
found, immediately after the fall, at the very gates of the found, immediately after the fall, at the very gates of the 
lost Eden, was an omen of hope for the world. I am sure lost Eden, was an omen of hope for the world. I am sure 
his example sustained Enoch and Noah in the midst of the his example sustained Enoch and Noah in the midst of the 
darkness which enveloped the earth. Nearly six thousand darkness which enveloped the earth. Nearly six thousand 
years have passed away and the story of Abel is still told years have passed away and the story of Abel is still told 
from the pulpits to encourage us to be faithful to the Lord.from the pulpits to encourage us to be faithful to the Lord.
And not only the blood of the animals which Abel offered, And not only the blood of the animals which Abel offered, 
but to some extent his own blood, is, a type of that mighty but to some extent his own blood, is, a type of that mighty 
sacrifice which the Son of man made upon Calvary. Truly,sacrifice which the Son of man made upon Calvary. Truly,
being dead, he yet speaks...”.being dead, he yet speaks...”.

from “Cain and Abel” by JM Gardner, September from “Cain and Abel” by JM Gardner, September 
1916 issue of “Word and Work”.1916 issue of “Word and Work”.

Jesus Himself referred to Abel as a "righteous” man 
(see Matthew 23:35) and both Cain and Abel are 
repeatedly referred to and mentioned throughout the New
Testament (see Hebrews 12:24, Luke 11:51, 1 John 3:12, 
and Jude 1:11).  These “brothers” provide us a vivid 

http://www.studylight.org/desk/index.cgi?q1=Jude+1:1&t1=en_nas


example of polar opposites in terms of morality; one, 
moral and acquiescent to God, and the other obstinate 
and immoral (“a sullen, self-willed, haughty, vindictive 
man; wanting the religious element in his character, and 
defiant even in his attitude towards God….Doomed to be 
a wanderer and a fugitive in the earth…”) 2 The relevance
of these brothers is every bit as applicable today as it was 
when the New Testament was written and assembled. It 
would behoove each and every one of us today to both 
study this drama, and take away from it pertinent 
applications for our modern lives. Let us note two specific 
examples…

          1)   Abel’s life (and death) clearly show that God is 
aware of all that takes place on the earth…those who 
commit sin with the false belief that their misdeeds will go 
unnoticed or unseen are in egregious, soul-threatening 
error. 

Out of rage and jealousy, Cain killed Abel, as per 
Genesis 4:8. God then asked Cain, “Where is Abel thy 
brother?” (4:9); “. . . the voice of thy brother’s blood 
crieth unto me from the ground” (4:10). The sheer 
audacity of Cain's reply to God (“Am I my brother’s 
keeper?”) almost defies belief, but perhaps further 
highlights Cain's mindset of being able to effectively hide 
his “sin” from God, with astonishing confidence. God sees 
and knows everything, aware of the thoughts, actions, 
deeds, and sins of every person who has, or ever will live…



there is no detail which escapes God’s eyes (“For mine 
eyes are upon all their ways: they are not hid from my 
face, neither is their iniquity hid from mine eyes”, 
Jeremiah 16:17). 

Similar to Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5, Cain
foolishly  lived  under the  illusion  that  his  sins  could  be
hidden,  just  as  many  Christians  believe  today.  Nothing
can be hidden from God. God knows the hairs on your
head (Luke 12:7), and is aware of every detail of the earth,
even when a bird falls from the sky (Matthew 10:29). And
just as vile, defiant sin will not go unseen,  unnoticed, or
unpunished  by  God,  mankind’s  obedient,  dutiful,  and
righteous action will not go unnoticed or unrewarded by
God. “For God is not unrighteous to forget your work and
labor of love, which ye have showed toward his name . . .”
(Hebrews 6:10). 

2)   Abel’s worship shows that there is indeed such
a thing as acceptable worship, and likewise, there exists 
worship which does NOT serve to please God…this runs 
contrary to the rampant viewpoint across much of 
modern society that any and all worship to God is 
equivalent and acceptable. 

God did not accept the offering of Cain, as per 
Genesis 4:5…contrast this with Genesis 4:4, which tells us 
“And the LORD had respect unto Abel and to his 
offering”, as well as Hebrews 11:4 again in the New 
Testament, which states “By faith Abel offered unto God a



more excellent sacrifice than Cain”. James Burton 
Coffman noted in his Commentary on Genesis, “Hebrews 
11:4 categorically states the reason for the acceptability of 
Abel's sacrifice as being solely due to his having offered it 
"by faith," a truth which emphatically declares that he 
offered in harmony with what God had commanded him 
to offer”. 3  The brothers offered differing sacrifices to 
God; Cain, as a “tiller of the ground” (Genesis 4:2) 
“brought to the LORD an offering of the fruit of the 
ground”. Abel, “a keeper of sheep” “brought of the 
firstlings of his flock, their fat portions”, an animal 
sacrifice. 4 Cain may well have possessed every bit as 
ardent a desire to worship God as his brother did; this 
does not negate Cain's error, however, in his attempt at 
substitution, replacing what God had specifically 
commanded with what God did not decree. Cain, to his 
eternal discredit, brought that which God had not 
authorized, which God had apparently not told him to 
bring, and God did not accept it. Further evidence of 
Cain's repugnance is his reaction to correction from God 
in verses 6-7; he certainly does not demonstrate a contrite,
repentant heart, as he kills his own brother, flees, and then
possesses the shocking gall to complain as God's wrath 
descends upon him (verses 11-13), his focus still on himself
and not sorrow over his misdeeds. Abel's offering was 
deemed acceptable by God, and Cain's was not, which 
clearly and without ambiguity should serve to illustrate 
for all time that not all “sacrifices” are equal, or even 
acceptable, in the eyes of Almighty God.  



When we offer to God some facet or element that is 
not authorized, God does not accept that specific offering. 
Simply stated, we possess two potential paths to follow in 
regard to worshiping God; we can worship as God has 
commanded and ordained, or we can worship in a manner
which we deem to be “just as good”. Cain should serve as 
a warning for all ages of the folly of the second choice, 
while Abel can serve to illustrate for all time the 
mammoth importance of obeying God.  

How many of us hear the cries and supposed 
justifications from postmodernists and progressives today 
that HOW we worship is negligible in importance, or even
irrelevant? In the New Testament, the Lord has provided 
for us a pattern and specific guidelines for worship, and 
when we as His children worship Him appropriately in 
spirit and in truth, then such worship is pleasing in His 
sight (John 4:23-24). Worshiping God as we see fit, based 
on how we “feel”, summarily disregarding God’s 
expectations, desires, and commands, is not acceptable or 
pleasing unto God. Logically, none of us as “Christians” 
would desire to have our “sacrifice”, or obedience to God 
deemed “lacking” or “rejected”, as was Cain. 

“Cain was the first religious innovator, which “Cain was the first religious innovator, which 
illustrates the error of "will-worship"illustrates the error of "will-worship"  (Col. 2:23)(Col. 2:23)  or "self-or "self-
chosen religion." Those who "reject authority"chosen religion." Those who "reject authority"  (Jude 8)(Jude 8), as, as
in worship and add unauthorized items, have dangerously in worship and add unauthorized items, have dangerously 
entered "the way of Cain"entered "the way of Cain"  (v. 11)(v. 11). This is the way of . This is the way of 



rebellion against God's appointed way of acceptable rebellion against God's appointed way of acceptable 
worship and fellowship. In prompting Abel's murder, Cain'sworship and fellowship. In prompting Abel's murder, Cain's
unauthorized worship is specifically enumerated as "his unauthorized worship is specifically enumerated as "his 
works were evil"works were evil"  (1 John 3:12)(1 John 3:12). A rebellious person is a . A rebellious person is a 
selfish person, who is more concerned with presumptuously selfish person, who is more concerned with presumptuously 
doing what he wants in religion than submitting to what doing what he wants in religion than submitting to what 
God requires”... from “Able Vs. Cain” by Frank Walton, God requires”... from “Able Vs. Cain” by Frank Walton, 
Jamestown, IN Church of Christ. Jamestown, IN Church of Christ. 

“God is no respecter of persons, but he respects “God is no respecter of persons, but he respects 
character and conduct and respect for his authority. We are character and conduct and respect for his authority. We are 
very plainly told in the New Testament that Abel's offering very plainly told in the New Testament that Abel's offering 
was "more excellent" than Cain's and why. It is all summedwas "more excellent" than Cain's and why. It is all summed
up in two words... "by faith" — "By faith Abel offered unto up in two words... "by faith" — "By faith Abel offered unto 
God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, through which heGod a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, through which he
had witness borne to him that he was righteous, God had witness borne to him that he was righteous, God 
bearing witness in respect to his gifts: and through it he bearing witness in respect to his gifts: and through it he 
being dead yet speaketh." (Heb. 11:14). Cain and Abel were being dead yet speaketh." (Heb. 11:14). Cain and Abel were 
both believers in God. In that sense they both had faith. both believers in God. In that sense they both had faith. 
They were both religious. They both offered sacrifice to They were both religious. They both offered sacrifice to 
God. God. 

What was the difference? By faith Abel offered." "By What was the difference? By faith Abel offered." "By 
faith" modifies offered. His offering was an act of faith. faith" modifies offered. His offering was an act of faith. 
That can mean but one thing. He offered what God had That can mean but one thing. He offered what God had 
required. He offered by faith. But faith comes by hearing required. He offered by faith. But faith comes by hearing 
the word of God (Romans 10:17). "By faith" also tells us the word of God (Romans 10:17). "By faith" also tells us 
why his offering was more excellent than Cain's. Then, of why his offering was more excellent than Cain's. Then, of 
course Cain's offering was not by faith. He did not offer the course Cain's offering was not by faith. He did not offer the 



same thing. Abel offered animal sacrifice. But he offered by same thing. Abel offered animal sacrifice. But he offered by 
faith. Therefore God had required the animal sacrifice. faith. Therefore God had required the animal sacrifice. 
Cain offered fruit. He did not offer what God required. Cain offered fruit. He did not offer what God required. 
Therefore he did not offer by faith. An unauthorized act Therefore he did not offer by faith. An unauthorized act 
cannot be done "by faith". If it could, to say an act was cannot be done "by faith". If it could, to say an act was 
done by faith would signify nothing.done by faith would signify nothing.

In such case there would not have been any differenceIn such case there would not have been any difference
between the offerings of Cain and Abel. But there was a vastbetween the offerings of Cain and Abel. But there was a vast
difference.  God  accepted  one  and  rejected  the  other.  Indifference.  God  accepted  one  and  rejected  the  other.  In
Cain's case we have the "genesis" of "will worship" andCain's case we have the "genesis" of "will worship" and
innovation, the beginning of substitution of what man wills,innovation, the beginning of substitution of what man wills,
and is pleased to do, instead of what God requires. It is aand is pleased to do, instead of what God requires. It is a
fearful thing to have one's worship of God rejected”.fearful thing to have one's worship of God rejected”.

From “From “Authority  In  Religion”  by  Authority  In  Religion”  by  Early  Arceneaux,Early  Arceneaux,
November 1948 issue of Bible Banner. November 1948 issue of Bible Banner. 

Abel's devotion to God, obedience to God, and 
example are still perfectly applicable to us today….as is 
Cain's sheer disregard for obedience to the Lord. Is your 
faith grounded in resolute, unwavering, and indefatigable 
pursuit of God and His will?  Or is your faith and 
behavior more aligned with that of Cain's, focused on 
your own “convenience” and intractableness, ultimately 
resulting in separation from God?  Your soul and your 



eternal destiny hangs in the balance of a thorough and 
honest answer to that question. 

1- Centerville Road Church of Christ, Tallahassee, FL, “Character 
Studies in Genesis”, page 15, Gene Taylor.

2- Easton’s Bible Dictionary-“Cain”. 

3-James Burton Coffman Commentary, page 75. 

4-”We know absolutely nothing concerning the commands given to Cain 
and Abel with respect to their sacrifices, so to try and say why one was 
accepted and the other not is pure speculation. Some maintain that the 
difference was that Cain offered Fruit, and Abel offered an Animal. This 
is reasoned because of the great emphasis placed on animal sacrifices in 
the Law of Moses. But we know that fruit was used at times (Ex. 22:29; 
Lev. 23:39-40). The Bible simply indicates that one sacrifice was with 
faith and the other sacrifice was without faith”…..from “The Faith of 
Abel”, July 10, 1969 issue of the Gospel Guardian. 
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Joh

n Steinbeck, East of Eden

**
“Do you remember when you read us the sixteen verses of the fourth 
chapter of Genesis and we argued about them?”
“I do indeed. And that’s a long time ago.”
“Ten years nearly,” said Lee. “Well, the story bit deeply into me and I 
went into it word for word. The more I thought about the story, the more
profound it became to me. Then I compared the translations we have—
and they were fairly close. There was only one place that bothered me. 
The King James version says this—it is when Jehovah has asked Cain 
why he is angry. Jehovah says, ‘If thou doest well, shalt thou not be 
accepted? and if thou doest not well, sin lieth at the door. And unto thee 
shall be his desire, and thou shalt rule over him.’ It was the ‘thou shalt’ 
that struck me, because it was a promise that Cain would conquer sin.”
Samuel nodded. “And his children didn’t do it entirely,” he said.

http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/


Lee sipped his coffee. “Then I got a copy of the American Standard 
Bible. It was very new then. And it was different in this passage. It says, 
‘Do thou rule over him.’ Now this is very different. This is not a promise, 
it is an order. And I began to stew about it. I wondered what the original 
word of the original writer had been that these very different 
translations could be made.”
Samuel put his palms down on the table and leaned forward and the old 
young light came into his eyes. “Lee,” he said, “don’t tell me you studied 
Hebrew!”
Lee said, “I’m going to tell you. And it’s a fairly long story. Will you have
a touch of ng-ka-py?”
“You mean the drink that tastes of good rotten apples?”
“Yes. I can talk better with it.”
“Maybe I can listen better,” said Samuel.
While Lee went to the kitchen Samuel asked, “Adam, did you know 
about this?”
“No,” said Adam. “He didn’t tell me. Maybe I wasn’t listening.”
Lee came back with his stone bottle and three little porcelain cups so thin
and delicate that the light shone through them. “Dlinkee Chinee 
fashion,” he said and poured the almost black liquor. “There’s a lot of 
wormwood in this. It’s quite a drink,” he said. “Has about the same 
effect as absinthe if you drink enough of it.”
Samuel sipped the drink. “I want to know why you were so interested,” 
he said.
“Well, it seemed to me that the man who could conceive this great story 
would know exactly what he wanted to say and there would be no 
confusion in his statement.”
“You say ‘the man.’ Do you then not think this is a divine book written 
by the inky finger of God?”



“I think the mind that could think this story was a curiously divine 
mind. We have had a few such minds in China too.”
“I just wanted to know,” said Samuel. “You’re not a Presbyterian after 
all.”
“I told you I was getting more Chinese. Well, to go on, I went to San 
Francisco to the headquarters of our family association. Do you know 
about them? Our great families have centers where any member can get 
help or give it. The Lee family is very large. It takes care of its own.”
“I have heard of them,” said Samuel.
“You mean Chinee hatchet man fightee Tong war over slave girl?”
“I guess so.”
“It’s a little different from that, really,” said Lee. “I went there because 
in our family there are a number of ancient reverend gentlemen who are 
great scholars. They are thinkers in exactness. A man may spend many 
years pondering a sentence of the scholar you call Confucius. I thought 
there might be experts in meaning who could advise me.
“They are fine old men. They smoke their two pipes of opium in the 
afternoon and it rests and sharpens them, and they sit through the night 
and their minds are wonderful. I guess no other people have been able to 
use opium well.”
Lee dampened his tongue in the black brew. “I respectfully submitted 
my problem to one of these sages, read him the story, and told him what 
I understood from it. The next night four of them met and called me in. 
We discussed the story all night long.”
Lee laughed. “I guess it’s funny,” he said. “I know I wouldn’t dare tell it 
to many people. Can you imagine four old gentlemen, the youngest is 
over ninety now, taking on the study of Hebrew? They engaged a learned
rabbi. They took to the study as though they were children. Exercise 
books, grammar, vocabulary, simple sentences. You should see Hebrew 
written in Chinese ink with a brush! The right to left didn’t bother them 



as much as it would you, since we write up to down. Oh, they were 
perfectionists! They went to the root of the matter.”
“And you?” said Samuel.
“I went along with them, marveling at the beauty of their proud clean 
brains. I began to love my race, and for the first time I wanted to be 
Chinese. Every two weeks I went to a meeting with them, and in my 
room here I covered pages with writing. I bought every known Hebrew 
dictionary. But the old gentlemen were always ahead of me. It wasn’t 
long before they were ahead of our rabbi; he brought a colleague in. Mr. 
Hamilton, you should have sat through some of those nights of argument
and discussion. The questions, the inspection, oh, the lovely thinking—
the beautiful thinking.
“After two years we felt that we could approach your sixteen verses of 
the fourth chapter of Genesis. My old gentlemen felt that these words 
were very important too—‘Thou shalt’ and ‘Do thou.’ And this was the 
gold from our mining: ‘Thou mayest.’ ‘Thou mayest rule over sin.’ The 
old gentlemen smiled and nodded and felt the years were well spent. It 
brought them out of their Chinese shells too, and right now they are 
studying Greek.”
Samuel said, “It’s a fantastic story. And I’ve tried to follow and maybe 
I’ve missed somewhere. Why is this word so important?”
Lee’s hand shook as he filled the delicate cups. He drank his down in one
gulp. “Don’t you see?” he cried. “The American Standard translation 
orders men to triumph over sin, and you can call sin ignorance. The 
King James translation makes a promise in ‘Thou shalt,’ meaning that 
men will surely triumph over sin. But the Hebrew word, the word 
timshel—‘Thou mayest’— that gives a choice. It might be the most 
important word in the world. That says the way is open. That throws it 
right back on a man. For if ‘Thou mayest’—it is also true that ‘Thou 
mayest not.’ Don’t you see?”



“Yes, I see. I do see. But you do not believe this is divine law. Why do you
feel its importance?”
“Ah!” said Lee. “I’ve wanted to tell you this for a long time. I even 
anticipated your questions and I am well prepared. Any writing which 
has influenced the thinking and the lives of innumerable people is 
important. Now, there are many millions in their sects and churches who 
feel the order, ‘Do thou,’ and throw their weight into obedience. And 
there are millions more who feel predestination in ‘Thou shalt.’ Nothing 
they may do can interfere with what will be. But ‘Thou mayest’! Why, 
that makes a man great, that gives him stature with the gods, for in his 
weakness and his filth and his murder of his brother he has still the great
choice. He can choose his course and fight it through and win.” Lee’s 
voice was a chant of triumph.
Adam said, “Do you believe that, Lee?”
“Yes, I do. Yes, I do. It is easy out of laziness, out of weakness, to throw 
oneself into the lap of deity, saying, ‘I couldn’t help it; the way was set.’ 
But think of the glory of the choice! That makes a man a man. A cat has 
no choice, a bee must make honey. There’s no godliness there. And do 
you know, those old gentlemen who were sliding gently down to death 
are too interested to die now?”
Adam said, “Do you mean these Chinese men believe the Old 
Testament?”
Lee said, “These old men believe a true story, and they know a true story
when they hear it. They are critics of truth. They know that these sixteen 
verses are a history of humankind in any age or culture or race. They do 
not believe a man writes fifteen and three-quarter verses of truth and 
tells a lie with one verb. Confucius tells men how they should live to have
good and successful lives. But this—this is a ladder to climb to the stars.”
Lee’s eyes shone. “You can never lose that. It cuts the feet from under 
weakness and cowardliness and laziness.”



Adam said, “I don’t see how you could cook and raise the boys and take 
care of me and still do all this.”
“Neither do I,” said Lee. “But I take my two pipes in the afternoon, no 
more and no less, like the elders. And I feel that I am a man. And I feel 
that a man is a very important thing—maybe more important than a 
star. This is not theology. I have no bent toward gods. But I have a new 
love for that glittering instrument, the human soul. It is a lovely and 
unique thing in the universe. It is always attacked and never destroyed—
because ‘Thou mayest.’”
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