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Psalm 13; Colossians 1:28-2:3; Genesis 32

Our final Scripture passage for today is Genesis 32.  May God bless the reading of His 
holy, perfect, and infallible Word.  

“Jacob also went on his way, and the angels of God met him. When Jacob saw them, he 
said, "This is the camp of God!" So he named that place Mahanaim. Jacob sent messengers 
ahead of him to his brother Esau in the land of Seir, the country of Edom. He instructed them: 
"This is what you are to say to my master Esau: 'Your servant Jacob says, I have been staying 
with Laban and have remained there till now. I have cattle and donkeys, sheep and goats, 
menservants and maidservants. Now I am sending this message to my lord, that I may find favor 
in your eyes.'" 

When the messengers returned to Jacob, they said, "We went to your brother Esau, and 
now he is coming to meet you, and four hundred men are with him." In great fear and distress 
Jacob divided the people who were with him into two groups, and the flocks and herds and 
camels as well. He thought, "If Esau comes and attacks one group, the group that is left may 
escape." Then Jacob prayed, "O God of my father Abraham, God of my father Isaac, O LORD, 
who said to me, 'Go back to your country and your relatives, and I will make you prosper,' I am 
unworthy of all the kindness and faithfulness you have shown your servant. I had only my staff 
when I crossed this Jordan, but now I have become two groups. Save me, I pray, from the hand 
of my brother Esau, for I am afraid he will come and attack me, and also the mothers with their 
children. But you have said, 'I will surely make you prosper and will make your descendants like 
the sand of the sea, which cannot be counted.'"

 He spent the night there, and from what he had with him he selected a gift for his brother
Esau: two hundred female goats and twenty male goats, two hundred ewes and twenty rams, 
thirty female camels with their young, forty cows and ten bulls, and twenty female donkeys and 
ten male donkeys. He put them in the care of his servants, each herd by itself, and said to his 
servants, "Go ahead of me, and keep some space between the herds." 

He instructed the one in the lead: "When my brother Esau meets you and asks, 'To whom 
do you belong, and where are you going, and who owns all these animals in front of you?' then 
you are to say, 'They belong to your servant Jacob. They are a gift sent to my lord Esau, and he is
coming behind us.'" He also instructed the second, the third and all the others who followed the 
herds: "You are to say the same thing to Esau when you meet him. And be sure to say, 'Your 
servant Jacob is coming behind us.'" For he thought, "I will pacify him with these gifts I am 
sending on ahead; later, when I see him, perhaps he will receive me."”

So Jacob's gifts went on ahead of him, but he himself spent the night in the camp. That 
night Jacob got up and took his two wives, his two maidservants and his eleven sons and crossed 
the ford of the Jabbok. After he had sent them across the stream, he sent over all his possessions. 
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So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak. When the man saw 
that he could not overpower him, he touched the socket of Jacob's hip so that his hip was 
wrenched as he wrestled with the man. Then the man said, "Let me go, for it is daybreak." But 
Jacob replied, "I will not let you go unless you bless me." The man asked him, "What is your 
name?" "Jacob," he answered. Then the man said, "Your name will no longer be Jacob, but 
Israel, because you have struggled with God and with men and have overcome." Jacob said, 
"Please tell me your name." But he replied, "Why do you ask my name?" Then he blessed him 
there. So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, "It is because I saw God face to face, and yet my 
life was spared." The sun rose above him as he passed Peniel, and he was limping because of his 
hip. Therefore to this day the Israelites do not eat the tendon attached to the socket of the hip, 
because the socket of Jacob's hip was touched near the tendon.”

Fear is one of the world’s most dangerous emotions.  On one hand, fear can keep us safe; 
fear can keep us from being reckless.  A healthy fear of God – recognizing His amazing power 
and might – is the beginning of wisdom.  But fear can also paralyze us.  Fear can keep us from 
doing what is necessary in a situation.  Fear can lead us into sin when it overwhelms us.  The 
news today would have us in fear of ever leaving our homes.  Somebody got shot today; there’s a
new variant of COVID; danger lurks everywhere.  Overcoming fear has become a central theme 
of contemporary Christian music.  And sometimes, it’s helpful for us to see how Scripture shows
the saints dealing with their fears.  

That’s the place we find Jacob today.  He’s left the land of Haran with everything he has, 
Leah and Rachel and an enormous caravan of people and animals and goods.  By God’s hand he 
has been spared the wrath of his treacherous father-in-law Laban.  But now comes the reunion 
he’s been dreading for 20 years...meeting his brother Esau, who last time we saw him had 
comforted himself with a plan for killing Jacob after Jacob had received both his birthright and 
his blessing.  

Jacob has no reason to believe that Esau is any less bloodthirsty than he was before; 
vengeance often doesn’t keep track of the years.  Jacob is rightfully afraid, not of some potential 
random stranger with a weapon but his brother who had nursed a grudge so strong that their 
mother and father intentionally sent Jacob away to avoid his wrath.  That’s the story of fear 
we’re looking at today, and one that might speak into our worlds of fear and the struggle we have
entrusting God with our lives.

Now Jacob is a changed man, in many respects.  We don’t know ancient geography, so 
what we might miss is that Jacob could have returned to Canaan without going through Seir 
(eventually known as Edom).  This is a choice.  When Jacob sends his messengers ahead of him, 
he’s dealing with the problem of his brother head-on.  He’s not returning home on a path of least 
avoidance.  He’s genuinely trying to make peace with his brother.  The schemer is trying to make
right what he did wrong, at least as much as he can.  God has shown him a vision of the camp 
surrounded by angels, so he has some confidence that God will protect him.

But when he gets words that Esau is coming with 400 men, he panics.  You can’t blame 
him; 400 men is a war party.  And as Jacob is want to do, he makes a scheme.  He splits his 
contingent into two parties, hoping at least one of them will escape Esau’s wrath.  Better half a 
fortune and live than to die with all your fortune around you, I guess.
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Here’s where Jacob’s change really shines through, though, and that’s in his prayer to the
LORD.  He goes before God and he admits his own unworthiness for all the blessings God has 
shown him.  (By the amount of his wealth Jacob is willing to send ahead to Esau, we know that 
God’s blessings have been astounding.)  God has been kind and faithful; Jacob twenty years ago 
had a staff, and now he has a fortune.  And so, Jacob admits his fear to the LORD and calls upon 
God to keep the promises that He had made.

I want to stop for a second and think about this truth: with the LORD, people can change. 
That seems simple, but it’s profound.  When we started the story of Jacob and Esau, Jacob was 
presented as a schemer and trickster who exploited every opportunity he had.  From the time he 
was born he was grappling with his brother – his name literally means, “he grasps.”  Nothing 
about his early life suggests a change of heart.  Following the timeline, while he may have 
swindled his brother out of his birthright at a young age, he was considerably older when he 
outright stole his brother’s blessing.  We think of people as “set in their ways.”  Yet Jacob’s true 
conversion into a God-fearing man happened in what we would consider his middle to late age, 
probably between 45-65.

It is never too late to start following Jesus.  It is never too late to start building a 
relationship with Him.  As long as we draw breath, we can experience a turnaround of heart and 
life.  With the Holy Spirit’s leading, no matter who you are, where you’re at in life, what you’ve 
done, change is possible.  If Jacob could change, then so can you.  The Bible is full of stories of 
helpless, hopeless people that God uses as He changes them from the inside out.  

And don’t be worried about how long it takes for that change to go deep into your heart.  
Jacob’s first true encounter with God was on the road to Haran.  Jacob experiences 20 years of 
back-breaking work and deep disappointments and mistreatment from his father-in-law.  Yet in 
that 20 years, God gets ahold of Jacob and works on his heart.  

We expect that discipleship, that following after Jesus, is going to make everything 
easier.  It doesn’t.  It makes things more complex because we’re listening for what God wants 
rather than what we want.  And yet, as God works in us, change does come.  If you’ve not 
experienced the start of that change, I encourage you to talk to me after the service or sometime 
this week so that you might know the change that happens when the Holy Spirit works in the 
heart of someone who’s become a believer.

Change is possible, but it doesn’t come easy, and that’s where we get to the second half, 
the strange and wonderful half of this story.  Jacob and his family forded the Jabbok, not an easy 
area to traverse even during the daytime.  Jacob is wrestling with so much – trying to save his 
family, save his fortunes, sending Esau gifts along the way, having left Laban behind after that 
confrontation.  He’s prayed and tried to find strength in God, but he’s still making contingency 
plans, and he’s come to the end of his strength.  Now he’s alone on the other side of the river.

As Jacob is there by himself, he gets into this strange wrestling match.  We’re not sure 
how it started, but Jacob wrestles with a man until dawn approaches.  There’s a lot of wordplay 
going on and symbolism.  For example, the man cannot overpower Jacob, but he simply touches 
the socket of Jacob’s hip and suddenly, Jacob is left with a permanent limp.  This man has 
immense power, so much so that the match could have been over at any time.  
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And yet Jacob won’t stop clinging to him.  Even when it’s daybreak and the man has to 
go, Jacob says, “I won’t let you go unless you bless me.”  Jacob, the man who made schemes of 
wealth and fortune, who grasped at his brother’s heel coming out of the womb, who had amassed
a fortune, recognizes now that he has nothing.  He has no power.  Even this man who is more 
than a man who wrestles him can stop this battle in an instant.  All Jacob has is his willingness to
hold on.  In a way, it reminds me of the movie Rocky.  Rocky wasn’t the greatest fighter, 
couldn’t score a knockout, didn’t have the power of his opponent, but his victory was being able 
to go the distance.  Jacob, at this moment of powerlessness, goes the distance.

The man does bless Jacob, and he gives Jacob a new name – Israel.  Israel means, “He 
wrestles with God.”  Jacob has come through the trial and overcome.  Now all those who come 
after him will bear that same name...those who contend with God.  Later in Scripture, in 2 Kings 
17:34, it’s confirmed that God is the one who gave Jacob his new name.  Is this person Jacob 
wrestling with an angel?  Is it Jesus in some sort of manifestation before His incarnation?  We 
don’t know.  All we know is that when Jacob named the place, he said, “I saw God face to face, 
and yet my life was spared.”  In some fashion or another, Jacob knew this was God or God’s 
representative who had wrestled with him beside the stream.

Are we willing to wrestle with God?  Not just playing around with our faith, using it as a 
crutch when necessary, when we feel we’re in a bind, not just giving lip service to God, showing 
up for worship once in a while.  Are we willing to wrestle with God?  Because this event is the 
metaphor of wrestling and struggling and contending with God made literal.  I don’t expect 
anyone is going to tell me that they literally wrestled an angel to the ground in a sparring match 
while they were in prayer.  But this event was real, and it speaks to the kind of sparring God 
intends us to have with Him.

Are we willing to wrestle with God?  What I’ve found is that most people do not wrestle 
95% of the time with God.  Their wrestling with God comes at a time of tragedy or trial or 
heartbreak and then they wonder where God is.  And that wrestling is often detrimental to their 
faith because they are going into the wrestling without training.  

I know I can’t run a marathon; it would kill me to try.  Though given enough time and 
training and proper guidance, I could run a lot farther than I can right now.  I think back on the 
cross-country season and how we saw Cameron knock huge amounts of time off his run, getting 
a personal best at the state track meet, because he ran and ran and ran.  And even though cross-
country doesn’t start for a few months, he's training even now to run cross-country in high 
school.  That training is the thing that’s going to keep him from a nasty injury from overdoing it 
during the season.  You can’t avoid every possible harm, but you can avoid severe damage that 
comes from doing the exercise without proper training.  

In the same way, we have to train ourselves to wrestle with God.  We need to be in 
Scripture and prayer every day.  We need to be in Bible study.  We need to be in worship every 
week.  Not just showing up, not accepting everything at face value, either, but doing the work.  
And it’s hard.  Getting to the gym can be tough because we don’t want to do it and it takes up 
time we would rather be doing anything else.  But in the end, it helps us.  Wrestling with God on 
a regular basis, coming across hard Scriptures and asking what they mean and finding the 
answers, praying through all sorts of things – these are our training in wrestling.  
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These are the things that keep us from wiping out when life truly knocks us on our 
keister.  Because I’m honestly tired of reading in the news and online about some other person 
whose faith has been utterly shaken because their faith wasn’t a well-examined, wrestled faith.  
We need more wrestlers and less people who give up at the first sign of a headlock.

Wrestling with God brings out our powerlessness and our hope.  Jacob had nothing left.  
Yet by clinging on, with perseverance, he was blessed.  He tried to make it on his own, he made 
plans, and those plans left him bereft.  It’s in this moment of utter powerlessness that Jacob 
succeeds by holding on to God.  God’s promises were the only things standing between him and 
utter ruin – and despite all the schemes, that had always been the case.

None of us likes to feel powerless.  It’s a sinking feeling.  Between car repairs, plumbing 
repairs, people who won’t answer my phone calls and emails...it’s terrible to feel out of control.  
And yet we only have the illusion of power.  It can quickly be taken away from us.  The only 
true power comes from God.  The rich and powerful might exert control in ways, but it can all 
disappear in an instant.  Steve Jobs was the co-founder of Apple, wealthy beyond belief, but 
gone at age 56.  Whatever we rely on for power, it’s only power given by God for the moment.  

It's only in God that we find hope.  When we struggle with God, trying to understand His 
will and ways, recognizing He alone has power and authority, slowly we start to realize hope.  
We have hope because God has told us He loves us through Jesus Christ.  He spoke to Jacob 
about how He would provide; He has spoken to us through Jesus about His plans for us, to adopt 
us as His own and to bring us into His everlasting Kingdom.  When we wrestle, we find hope, 
because God will bless those who persevere through the struggle.

Last thought: wrestling with God leaves scars, but also blessed reminders – will we 
embrace the scars?  Jacob would never again walk without a limp.  Every day, every time he 
went somewhere, he was greeted with this painful reminder of this incredible encounter.  But at 
the same time, every day, every time he went somewhere, he was reminded that he had seen God
face to face and lived.  It hurt.  Yet he would never doubt that God had, literally, touched him.

When Jesus appeared to the disciples after the resurrection, there was some question how 
much they recognized him.  He clearly had a resurrection body that was real and physical, like 
His old one but made new; yet in His new glory, it was difficult to reconcile the servant, peasant 
Jesus with the risen Lord.  But one thing brought Thomas to his knees as proof that Jesus had 
risen – the scars in His hands and feet and side.  Throughout eternity, Jesus bears proof in His 
resurrection body that in His death, He has saved all who come to Him.  His scars bear witness to
wrestling with the justice of the Father and having overcome sin and death for us. 

When we truly wrestle with God, we will have scars.  We all have places that are a little 
sore from when we’ve wrestled with God – whether over the loss of someone, addictions, sins, 
losses, dangers.  God will not wrestle with us and leave us unchanged.  The question is, will we 
embrace the scars?  We can turn those scars into complaints.  Jacob may very well have asked 
why he had to have a limp in his old years.  But embracing the limp meant embracing God’s 
protection for him and his people – a protection that has lasted into the present day.  When all the
other people groups from that region and era are long gone, the people of Israel still exist.  Will 
we curse the scars or let them remind us that God saw us through?
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Will we wrestle with God?  Will we embrace the scars of the encounter?  Will we 
acknowledge our powerlessness before the face of God?  When we do, I believe the blessings of 
hope will be there for us, and we will find not fear but faith.
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