
October, 16, 2022 – Genesis 32:22-30 – “Wrestling with God” 

 
There’s a story attached to the hymn we just sang, 
"Jesus, Lover of My Soul."  The author, John 
Wesley, had been going through a difficult stretch 
in his life.  One day, while sitting at his desk, next to 
an open window, a small bird flew in and landed on 
his desk.  Then it fluttered in the air and nestled 
inside his coat.  He carefully reached into his coat 
and held the scared little bird against his chest.  As 
he looked out the window, he saw the reason why 
the tiny bird was so scared.  A large hawk was 
circling in the air. 

Holding that tiny bird against his chest reminded 
him of his own search for safety and security in 
Jesus.  That’s what inspired him to write the hymn 
we sang: “Jesus, lover of my soul, let me to thy 
bosom fly; while the nearer waters roll, while the 
tempest still is high; hide me, O my Savior hide, till 
the storm of life is past; safe into the haven guide.  
O receive my soul at last.” 

Jesus is the only real haven for the soul.  
Unfortunately, it isn’t until the hawk is circling, and 
everything is crashing and burning around us that 
we realize it. 

That same thing was true for Jacob in today’s 
lesson.  Like the scared tiny bird, Jacob had his own 
fears about his brother’s grudge and revenge, 
along with his own guilt for past sins.  That’s what 
brings us to Jacob’s wrestling match with God.  Yes, 
a wrestling match between God and Jacob actually 
took place. 

To better understand this story, we need know 
what led up to it.  We may remember the name 
Jacob from the famous family tree of Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob … but the details of his life are a 
little fuzzy.  Jacob is listed in the Bible’s Heroes of 
Faith chapter, Hebrews 11.  But let’s be honest and 
transparent.  Jacob was a mamma’s boy who was a 
sneaky cheater, liar and thief.  He cheated his twin 
brother, Esau, out of his birthright.  He deceived his 
aging and blind father and lied to him so he could 
steal the blessing of the first-born.  Jacob’s mom, 
Rebecca, was an accomplice. 

Esau was so angry when he found out what Jacob 
had done, he swore he would kill his brother.  
Rebecca and Jacob weren’t going to wait and see if 
Esau would carry out his threat, so she sent Jacob 
far away to her brother’s house. 

A lonely and scared Jacob headed to his Uncle 
Laban’s house.  The guilt of sin weighed heavy on 
him.  Instead of waiting for the Lord's hand to 
guide the events of his life, he impatiently took 
matters into his own hands.  He hurt a lot of people 
along the way.  He would eventually repent of his 
sin, and in an amazing display of grace, God 
appeared to him in a dream.  The stairway to 
heaven was to personally assure Jacob of his 
forgiveness and blessing. 

Yet, the Lord had more teaching to do, and Jacob 
had more lessons to learn.  This wasn’t to rub 
Jacob’s nose in his sins, but to develop his 
character to the point where God would even 
change Jacob’s name to reflect that change.  He 
would no longer go by the name "Jacob” (the heel-
grabber, who lied and cheated).  He would go by 
the name "Israel” (because he struggled with God).  
Eventually, his 12 sons would become the 12 tribes 
of Israel. 

Much of Jacob’s education was taught by his Uncle 
Laban.  He tricked Jacob into 7-years of hard work 
by offering his daughter Rachel in marriage, but 
instead gave him Leah, his oldest daughter.  And 
then after 7 more years he got Rachel, whom he 
loved.  The lesson learned?  Always look under the 
veil before you say, “I do.” 

Over the 20 years he worked for his Uncle Laban, 
Jacob learned what it was like to be the one who 
was lied to, stolen from and cheated – the things 
he had done to his brother, Esau, and his father, 
Isaac.  Uncle Laban changed the terms of his 
nephew’s salary agreement 10-times in order to 
make himself rich. 

Now, as Jacob prepares to return home what 
thoughts were racing through his mind?  “Yeh!  I’m 
finally going back home!  I’ve been stuck here 
working for my uncle for 20 long years.”  Or maybe: 



“Uh-Oh!  I’m finally going back home?  Will Esau 
still want to kill me?  Will my dad ever forgive me?  
Will I get a chance to show my family I’ve 
changed?" 

The closer Jacob got to home, the more nervous his 
meeting with Esau made him.  So, in an effort to 
improve his chances, he sent some messengers 
with gifts for Esau.  But when the messengers 
returned, they had no news from Esau, only a 
report that Esau had 400 men with him. 

The night before he would meet Esau, Jacob 
wanted to make sure his family was safe and taken 
care of.  So, he sent the 4 mothers of his sons, his 
11 sons, Benjamin wasn’t born yet, and his 
possessions across the Jabbok River. 

As Jacob’s heart remembered his 20-year old sins, 
and his mind knew he couldn’t scheme his way out 
of this, he found himself in a wrestling match that 
lasted from sun down until sun up. 

His opponent?  We’ve already said this is story of 
Jacob wrestling with God.  How do we know that?  
Genesis calls Jacob’s opponent “a man.”  The Book 
of Hosea sheds more light on the “man" who 
wrestled with Jacob.  It calls him “the angel of the 
Lord.”  That’s an OT term used to describe the 
second person of the Trinity, Jesus Christ, as he 
existed before his birth from Mary. 

So, what are the lessons, the spiritual truths, Jacob 
learned from his wrestling match with God at 
Peniel that we can learn from?  Here are four 
things you can take home with you, today. 

(1)  Jacob learned besides the physical struggle, 
there was a spiritual struggle going on inside of 
him.  A battle between the old Jacob, the liar and 
cheater, and the new one called Israel, who’s 
learning to put things into God's hands. 

We face the same spiritual struggle when we 
wrestle with God in prayer.  And when we do, it’s 
not an indication that something is wrong.  It is an 
indication that everything is right.  Struggle is part 
of prayer.  It’s at the heart of the blessings it brings 
to our lives of faith. 

(2)  Jacob learned wrestling with God led him to 
see the things he had been relying no longer 
supported him.  After a match that lasted until the 
early morning hours, the Lord touched the socket 
of Jacob’s thigh, and it was dislocated.  The thigh 
is the strongest muscle in the body, a symbol of the 
strongest part of Jacob. 

The Lord’s lesson is that he takes the strongest 
things away from us so that we rely on him and 
trust he knows what’s best for us.  Maybe we have 
to lose our savings, our job, our health, our family 
… the things that bring us security, before we see 
there’s only one source of security.  God is in 
control of our lives.  When we realize that we can't 
do anything without Christ, we’ll also realize that 
we can do everything through Christ. 

(3)  Jacob learned about his doubts and his faith in 
God’s promises.  Previously, God had promised 
Jacob some amazing things … he would be the 
father a great nation … he would be the ancestor of 
the Savior.  But with his sin and his situation 
hanging over him like a dark cloud, he found it 
difficult to still trust those promises. 

When we recall the ugliness of our sins, we find it 
difficult to believe that God would forgive us and 
continue to bless our lives.  But that’s exactly what 
he wants to do for us.  As we confess our sins, we 
find that the Savior who suffered and died on the 
cross for us also forgives us. 

(4)  Jacob learned that while he may have lost the 
wrestling match, he still won.  He said: "I will not 
let you go unless you bless me.”  The Lord did 
bless Jacob.  Hold on to God and hold God to his 
promises.  Promises like: "I will never leave you or 
forsake you."  “The blood of Jesus Christ purifies us 
from all sin.”  Whoever believes in God’s Son will 
not perish but have eternal life.”  “I have plans for 
you, plans to give you hope and a future.” 

God may not change your name, like he did for 
Jacob, but he is the God of the fresh start.  His 
mercies are new every morning.  If he can take a 
liar, cheat and thief, like Jacob, and turn him into 
the father of the 12 tribes of Israel … he can 
transform you as you wrestle with him in prayer. 

 


