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God Wrestled with Jacob
Genesis 32:1-33:20 (Key Verse 32:28)
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."

In the previous passage we looked at how Jacob was deceived by his uncle and how he had a difficult time in the home with his wives. Yet there he gained four wives, twelve sons, and much wealth. But in today’s passage, in 32:26, we learn that he holds on to God and says, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.” He now realizes that all those things he has gained cannot give true blessing. He now clings to God and pleads for true blessing. To such a Jacob God says, “Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you have struggled with God and with humans and have overcome.”[28] To the one who desires true blessing, God says they must become a person who struggles with God, a person who wrestles with God. Through today’s passage, may the Lord help us learn why wrestling with God is true blessing. Amen!

After Jacob had parted ways with Laban, something strange happened. Look at verse 1-2, “Jacob also went on his way, and the angels of God met him. 2When Jacob saw them, he said, “This is the camp of God!” So he named that place Mahanaim.” It is not clear how this happened, however Jacob recognized that he was in a company of angels, because he saw them. This encouraged him greatly because he called the place the camp of God. Above all this was God’s revealed care and love upon Jacob, God affirming that he was with Jacob. Jacob indeed needed this because of the next stage of his life. He had deep seated fears of meeting his brother Esau. Look at verse 3-5, “3Jacob sent messengers ahead of him to his brother Esau in the land of Seir, the country of Edom. 4He instructed them: “This is what you are to say to my lord Esau: ‘Your servant Jacob says, I have been staying with Laban and have remained there till now. 5I have cattle and donkeys, sheep and goats, male and female servants. Now I am sending this message to my lord, that I may find favor in your eyes.’”

This was not Jacob bragging about what he had achieved. For he firstly, refers to himself as “your servant.” Secondly, he wanted Esau to know that he is a man of wealth and wont be coming to take anything from Esau. In a way he was trying to anticipate Esau’s thinking in advance. His goal is to reconcile with his brother since he parted ways 20 years ago and in not so good situation. He was escaping Esau’s dearth threats over his life and then sent to Leban as an escape. How was Esau’s response upon hearing Jacob’s message? Look at verse 6-8, “6When 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.” 7In great fear and distress Jacob divided the people who were with him into two groups, and the flocks and herds and camels as well. 8He thought, “If Esau comes and attacks one group, the group that is left may escape.”

The response Jacob received left Jacob in great fear and distress, not only was Esau coming his way but he was coming with four hundred men towards his direction. This did not help the already anxious Jacob, four hundred men could only mean war and vengeance from Esau. But Jacob also had every reason to believe God would protect him. He seems to have forgotten God had a special camp of angels there to protect him [Genesis 32:1-2]. His great fear and distress was not appropriate for someone under God’s protection. Was not Jacob protected from Laban, when he left with his family? Was not Jacob visited by angels who he saw with his own eyes? how could he have such great fear and distress? What was his fundamental problem? It was probably because he never repented from his past sins. All he knew was to wrestle with men, and now Esau where it all began was returning into his life. Jacob could have said, “I don’t know if Esau is coming to me in peace or in war. I hope for peace, but if it is war, I trust God will protect me.”

And so, in great fear and distress, what does Jacob do? He firstly, relies on human wisdom. He comes up with a strategy of dividing his family into groups so that if one is attacked, the others can escape. Secondly, Jacob’s fear finally leads him to prayer. Look at verse 9-10, “9Then Jacob prayed, “O God of my father Abraham, God of my father Isaac, Lord, you who said to me, ‘Go back to your country and your relatives, and I will make you prosper, 10I 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 camps.” Jacob’s invokes the God of his grandfather Abraham, the God of his father Isaac. He reminds God of his promise to return him to the land of his relatives and to prosper him [12]. His prayer had humility and thanksgiving. Jacob understood that he was not worthy of what God did for him or of what he asked God to do, but he relied on what God promised rather than his own worthiness. In his prayer, Jacob also ask God to save him from the hand of Esau [11]. From this point, it looks like Jacob has built some faith to meet up with Esau. Unfortunately, as soon as he finished praying, he took up his own human based strategies again. For if Jacob really trusted God, he would be at the head of the procession to meet Esau, not at the back.

Jacob prepares a strategic gift for Esau by selecting large numbers of livestock goats, sheep, camels, cattle, and donkeys and organizes them into separate herds [13–15]. He instructs his servants to drive the animals ahead in stages with deliberate spacing, likely to create a progressive impression and appease Esau [16]. For each delivery, Jacob’s instruction was that the men were to say, ‘They belong to your servant Jacob. They are a gift sent to my lord Esau, and he is coming behind us.’ [17-19] For Jacob thought, “I will pacify him with these gifts I am sending on ahead, later, when I see him, perhaps he will receive me.” 21So Jacob’s gifts went on ahead of him, but he himself spent the night in the camp. [20-21] In verses 22-23, we read that, “22That night Jacob got up and took his two wives, his two female servants and his eleven sons and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. 23After he had sent them across the stream, he sent over all his possessions.”

And so Jacob after implementing all his smart strategies he still could not cross over. Though he even prayed, his fundamental problem still left him utterly paralysed. He still struggled to cross over, he struggled to move forward, he struggled to lead by example. He ends up remaining behind. Neither his four wives, nor his twelve children, nor his many servants, no person can help him; and the much possessions could not no help. He now realizes that, man has not only outward problems but inward problems. He realizes that there are problems that cannot be solved by human effort or faithfulness, that is, that man has limits. He now needs help that comes from outside himself, that is, 'Salvation.' How does God help Jacob, who is agonizing with the problems of existence and salvation? 

How can one help Jacob, who is agonizing and paralyzed because of anxiety? What help is there in consoling him, does Jacob feel anxious because he wants to be anxious? Ofcourse not. If he had faith, would he not already have gone to his brother? No consolation or encouragement is of use to Jacob now. God knows this. So God says nothing to him. But does something. Let us all read verse 24, “24So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak.” God had to get Jacob alone before He dealt with him. While all the activity of the huge entourage surrounded Jacob, he could busy himself with a thousand different tasks. Once he was alone, God commanded his attention. 

Jacob didn’t wrestle with the Man. Instead, a Man wrestled with him. Jacob didn’t start out wanting anything from God; God wanted something from him. God wanted all of Jacob’s proud self-reliance and fleshly scheming, and God came to take it, by force if necessary. As the following verses show, this was no mere man. This is another special appearance of Jesus in the Old Testament before His incarnation in Bethlehem. This was God in human form. And so God becomes Jacob’s only wrestling partner, spends the night with him, struggles with him, and suffers with him. 

Look at verse 25, “25When 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.” It was not that God could not overpower Jacob, but that he willingly yielded to Jacob. He could have overpowered Jacob any time. By touching Jacob’s hip so it was wrenched was how Jacob got overpowered. The hip links the upper body to the lower body. At that point Jacob lost all his ability to fight, Jacob can no longer resist but must rely on God. The wrestling Jacob was defeated. All he could do now was to cling onto God. He had lost. A better, greater Man defeated Jacob.

Some commentary said, “this is an invaluable place for everyone to come to: where God conquers us. There is something to be said for every man doing his wrestling with God, and then acknowledging God’s greatness after having been defeated. We must know we serve a God who is greater than us, and we cannot conquer much of anything until He conquers us.”

Jacob, the lonely wrestler at the Jabbok ford, if there had been no one to wrestle with him that night, he might have went about alone on the sand of the Jabbok in despair and possibly at last taken his own life. But God, who came to him and wrestled with him, this God is truly full of grace and love. May we also learn this love of God, and for our bible students, for our marriage partners, for others who need Christ and for our fellow believers, may we pray that we can “wrestle for them,” suffering together and struggling together.

Not only Jacob but every person must learn to rely on God. If one does not learn this, he meets a limit situation and despairs, trembling with anxiety, or else, trusting his own strength and cunning, he acts recklessly and meets disaster. Yet man is truly proud. If he can grab even a straw, he will grab the straw rather than rely on God. Only when, like Jacob with his hip socket struck, one is driven to such thorough despair that he has nothing in himself to rely on, does he finally rely on God. In your life of faith, have you ever despaired over your weakness and sinfulness? In life, or in serving God’s work, have you ever felt the limits of your ability and despaired? If so, you are blessed. For that is a good time to learn to rely on God. By striking Jacob’s hip joint, God helps Jacob to rely on him. Then why is it so important that he comes to rely on God?

He no longer relied on his own strength, cunning, and diligence. He relied on God and clung to God. Look at verse 26, Then the man said, “Let me go, for it is daybreak.” But Jacob replied, “I will not let you go unless you bless me. Jacob clings to God asking for a blessing. Blessing? In fact, how many blessings had he already obtained until now? Then why does he cling again, newly asking for a blessing? The worldly, material, and human blessings he had obtained until now were now meaningless. So meaningless that he would not mind giving them all up to Esau. He now asks for a spiritual blessing, not a worldly one. He asks for a blessing that cannot be obtained by human effort, one that only God can give. He knew that only God’s blessing is the true blessing, and to obtain that blessing, he desperately clung to God. “I will not let you go unless you bless me.” How did God bless such a Jacob?

Let us all read verse 27 -28, “27The man asked him, “What is your name?” “Jacob,” he answered. 28Then the man said, “Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you have struggled with God and with humans and have overcome.” God first asks him, “What is your name?” His name is Jacob, and “Jacob” carries meanings such as one who fights, one who deceives, one who takes away. Like his name, from birth, Jacob fought with people, deceived people, and took from people. God first asks the name of Jacob, who is clinging and asking for a blessing, in order to make him realize that his life until now has been a life of fighting with people. When God asks his name, Jacob confesses his name. Then God says, “Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you have struggled with God and with humans and have overcome.” [28]. 

The meaning of the word 'Israel' is 'one who struggles with God.' Therefore the word, “Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel…” means that he has now become, not a man who fights with people, but a man who fights with God. Jacob is no longer a man who holds on to people and fights. He is no longer a
man who deceives, in order to take what belongs to others, who competes in order to be better than others, who hates others and lives in constant conflict. He is now a man who clings to God, because he wrestled with God. This is the blessing God gives to Jacob. Jacob in verse 30 names the place Paniel, saying, “It is because I saw God face to face and yet my life was spared.” 

In Chapter 33, Jacob approaches Esau in humility, arranging his family and bowing seven times, but Esau responds with unexpected reconciliation as they embrace and weep [Gen 33:1–4]. Jacob insists Esau accept his gift and interprets his favor as seeing “the face of God,” then declines to travel together, and they part peacefully, Esau to Seir, Jacob to Sukkoth and Shechem, where he settles and builds an altar [Gen 33:8–20].

Lately I am realizing I have started to complain about people, mostly at my workplace. Growing up the lord had rebuked me of this sin. To a point that while I was working for CSIR, one colleague of mine even asked me, however when they start talking about someone or complain about someone I would either try chang the topic or simply remove myself from the conversation. That was how much the lord had convicted me to never talk badly about others. In fact there is even a quote I read somewhere that says, “Strong minds discuss ideas, average minds discuss events, weak minds discuss people.”  Recently saw its written by Socrates. Through this passage I am reminded not to wrestle with man but with God. I am reminded of Philippians 2:14-16, clears says, “Do everything without grumbling or arguing, 15so that you may become blameless and pure, “children of God without fault in a warped and crooked generation.” Then you will shine among them like stars in the sky 16as you hold firmly to the word of life….” God does not expect me as his child to complain even argue, so that I may become blameless and pure, he expects me to hold firmly to the word of life. I should look at the temptation to wrestle with man, as God calling to wrestle with him. And I can wrestle with God by studying his word, allowing his word to deal with my heart, praying for those I would ordinarily complain about, pray for the things in our country I would ordinarily complain about. This is how I can firstly experience God’s love and blessing, and have God’s love for other’s and our country and the world. I pray that I may learn wrestle with God not man for there lies my great blessing in life. As God blessed Jacob and gave him a new identify, I believe the lord will bless me and use me to live a purpose driven life for his glory. Amen! 

I pray that we may write our testimonies while taking up spiritual struggle more seriously, laying out the fundamental problems of life. Especially now, 'my hip socket' must be broken. What is the 'hip socket'? It is that area of our lives where we still do not rely on God, but act proudly, that thing which, because I can do it and possess it, makes me swagger before people, pretending to be happy. However, in places unseen by others, I am always tormented by it. That is “my hip joint.” What is it concretely for each of us? Diligence, a good brain, many talents? Stubbornness or grit? Having someone as a background whom you can rely on? Or a false hope that “it has worked out somehow until now, so it will somehow work out in the future”? If we rely on such things, we can neither cling to God nor meet God. We must throw them away and kneel before God. Otherwise, God will strike. Then it truly hurts.

In conclusion, there comes a time for every person when he must examine and resolve fundamental questions: what kind of being me an dyou ought to become, what we ought to pursue in life. There comes a time when we must hear the voice of God in the despair of meeting human limits. At such times no one can help. One must hold on to God alone and wage, truly, a lonely wrestling. In our familiar terms, this is 'spiritual struggle.' But spiritual struggle is painful. One must agonize through the night and be consumed with inner conflict. Sometimes one is so harassed that even if he goes to class, or to work he cannot study or do work at all. So people avoid it. They sleep it away or drown themselves in drink. They even quit Bible study altogether. But in this way, one cannot meet God or discover oneself. One can only live a shell of a life, deceiving oneself chuckling at momentary bodily pleasures while inwardly always tormented; or, having won a little success and money. By beating others in competition, one wraps himself in worldly success while leaving untouched the existential problem within. Only those who have held on to God and wrestled until their hip joint is broken can become truthful and humble. Only they can hear God’s voice, receive the grace of forgiveness, and be born again. And only by being born again can one live a true life and enjoy true happiness. I pray that through serious and intense spiritual struggle our hip joint may be broken and we may come to rely on Jesus, so that now we may enjoy the true blessing that God gives from above. Amen!
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