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“Abel Still Speaks, But Are We Listening?” 

Isaiah 49:8-16; Hebrews 11:1-4 

 

Some of you know I am writing a book in Arabic on the German theologian Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer (1906-1945).  Bonhoeffer was a Lutheran Pastor who spoke against Hitler and his 

regime as they persecuted the Jews and other minorities and promoted the superiority of the 

Aryan Race.  The Church in Germany, unfortunately, did not speak against these injustices.  Yet, 

a young courageous theologian named Dietrich Bonhoeffer stood against this ideology and 

defended the rights of the oppressed and marginalized.  As a result, on April 5, 1943, Bonhoeffer 

was arrested by Hitler and his regime, and on April 9, 1945, Bonhoeffer was executed at the 

extermination camp of Flossenberg – just a few days before the Allies liberated the Flossenberg 

Camp.   

 

The reason I am writing this book is twofold.  First, I honestly believe that this man’s life 

challenges the church today in so many ways.  Second, I also believe that Bonhoeffer’s life 

brings so much encouragement to the persecuted Church and persecuted Christians around the 

world.  His life still speaks, even though he is dead.   

 

In Hebrews 11:4 we read about another man whose life still speaks to us.  Hebrews 11:4 

reads, “By faith Abel still speaks, even though he is dead.”  Though Abel was murdered at the 

hand of an envious brother, and even though there is not a recorded word from his lips in the Old 

Testament narrative, nonetheless, for thousands of years, Abel has “spoken,” and continues yet 

today.  

 

“By faith Abel still speaks, even though he is dead.”  The verb rendered “speaks” is a 

present tense, active voice form.  It suggests that, in some sense, Abel’s influence and the lessons 

associated with him are reverberating across the centuries of biblical history — even to our own 

day.  The story of Cain and Abel is recorded in the Book of Genesis 4:1-8. 

 

Abel still speaks, but what does his life say to us today?  What do we learn from Abel’s 

life?  Please allow me this morning to highlight a few lessons:   

 

First: What is faith? 

Abel’s life reminds us of what true faith in God is.  The story of Abel defines the nature 

of valid “faith.”  “By faith Abel offered unto God a more excellent “a more acceptable” sacrifice 

than Cain” (Heb. 11:4).  God cares about the quality of our faith.  The verb “offered” reflects an 

act of obedience (Heb. 11:8).  Abel did not simply “believe” that a sacrifice would be acceptable.  

He accessed the divine blessing by means of obedience to a prescribed method – the shedding of 

blood. 
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Friends, faith is not validated as faith until it responds in doing what God requires.  That 

is why James challenges us in James 2:18: “Show me your faith apart from works [obedience], 

and I, by my works [obedience] will show you faith.” 

 

The action verbs, connected to the expression “by faith,” in Hebrews chapter 11 are vivid 

testimony to the nature of genuine faith.  Throughout the eleventh chapter of Hebrews as noble 

Old Testament characters come into view, it becomes clear that the “by faith” phrase is the 

equivalent of saying that the believer yielded to divine instruction.  

 

Second: God Is Watching 

The story of Abel reveals that God is observing the lives of those he has created.  This is 

true of our entire sphere of activity in general, and of our worship in particular.  We are not free 

to live as we please, accountable to no one but ourselves.  In Proverbs 15:3 and Hebrews 4:13 we 

read, “The eyes of the Lord are in every place, keeping watch on the wicked and the good.”  

 

Cain felt that he could engineer a plan to worship God ~ his own plan not God’s.  He was 

the prototype of Jeroboam the son of Nebat who crafted his own religious system, and in so 

doing, “made Israel to sin” (1 Kings. 12:25; 14:16).  Thus, whereas Abel offered his gifts “by 

faith,” Cain brought his by “sight” (emotion, personal judgment, etc.).  There is a vast difference 

between the two approaches. 

 

Third: Influence Lives On: For Good or Bad 

We also learn from the story of Abel that one’s influence lives beyond the parentheses of 

his/her brief sojourn upon the earth.  Think of the evil that has followed in the wake of people 

such as Hitler, Nietzsche, Lenin, and Stalin.  We are reminded of Adam’s influence and sin each 

time we deposit the body of a loved one beneath the soil of our planet (Rom. 5:12).  

 

By way of contrast, reflect upon the influence of Jesus of Nazareth, and his disciples — 

good men like Peter, Paul, and many others.  Think about people like Dietrich Bonhoeffer.  I 

believe that the influence of good people survives much longer than that of those who are evil.   

 

There was a precious moment during the ministry of Jesus that wonderfully illustrates 

this principle.  Not long before His crucifixion, Jesus Christ was in Bethany, the city where 

Lazarus, Mary, and Martha lived.  During a special occasion, Mary came and anointed both the 

Lord’s head and feet with a precious ointment.  Judas (and likely under his influence the 

disciples as well) complained about the matter, charging the devoted lady with “waste.”  But 

Christ commended the act, suggesting that it symbolized His approaching burial (Matthew 26:6-

13; Mark 14:3-9; John 11:55-12:11).  Then the Savior said regarding Mary: “Truly I tell you, 

wherever this gospel is preached throughout the world, what she has done will also be told, in 

memory of her” (Matthew 26:13). 

 

Tomorrow our nation pauses to remember those who have given their lives in service to 

their country.  They have made the ultimate sacrifice for duty, honor, and country.  But what will 

be said regarding our own legacy — by our actions, teaching, and the influence through our 

children, grandchildren, etc. — in ages yet to come?  Abel is still speaking.  Are we listening?  

Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches.  Amen.  


