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Pentecost 22, 2007
Text:  Genesis 32:22-30
Theme:  Struggle in prayer, certain that God will bless you.
Preached:  October 28, 2007 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

We only get to see the climax here, don’t we, of a much larger struggle? It was a life-long struggle. Do you know the story of Jacob? It started with a wrestling match inside his mother’s womb. Jacob was a twin. The book of Genesis tells us that when he and his brother Esau were still inside their mother’s womb they jostled each other so forcefully that their mother cried out in fear and prayer, “What is happening to me?” And God said to her, “There are two nations in your womb, and they will fight for dominance.” Do you remember how different the boys were when they were born? Esau was red and rough and loved the outdoors. Jacob was smooth, suave and slick, and liked to stay around mommy’s skirt. Esau, who was the firstborn, was supposed to get the blessing, a double share of the family inheritance, and, in the case of this family, a very special promise—that the Savior of the world would be born from his family. 
Do you remember how Jacob tricked his father into getting the blessing? His father Isaac was old and nearly blind. Jacob tricked his father into thinking that he was Esau. He put goat’s hair on his arms so that his father would touch him and say, “Feels like Esau.” Jacob put on Esau’s clothes so that Isaac would smell the smell of the great outdoors on him and say, “Ah, my son Esau.” Jacob and his mother cooked up a stew that tasted like wild game stew, and Isaac ate it, and he blessed his son Jacob with Esau’s blessing. When Esau got home and found out about it, he said, “Where is my brother? I’m going to kill him!” And Jacob fled. For twenty years he hid out in the land of Haran with his mother’s family. 

But wherever Jacob went he had struggles. In Haran he worked for a man who became his father-in-law. This man, Laban, was as tricky as Jacob. Jacob loved Laban’s daughter Rachel. But Laban tricked Jacob into marrying his older daughter. Jacob used it as an excuse to marry two women—Rachel and her sister Leah. And then he ended up having children with both wives’ servant girls. It was a messy life that Jacob lived. When he couldn’t get along with his father-in-law anymore, he ran away from Laban, and with his huge family and with all the cattle and flocks that the Lord had blessed him with, he went back home. But as he was about to cross the Jabbok River back closer to the Promised Land, it weighed heavily upon him that now he would have to face his brother Esau again. Would Esau welcome him home? Was Esau still wanting to kill his brother? The only word he heard was that Esau was approaching him with four hundred men!
Jacob’s actions right before our text show the effects of a guilty conscience. He took 220 of his goats, 220 sheep, 30 camels and their young, 40 cows, 10 bulls, and 30 donkeys, sent them ahead of him, and said to his servants, “If you meet Esau first, tell him, ‘All these things are a gift from your brother Jacob.’” Jacob sent all his animals and his huge family ahead of him. He sent them across the Jabbok, and that night he stayed behind.
It was then that this mysterious incident occurred. “So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak.” A man—what man? Did Jacob know who this man was? Why did he wrestle with the man? Did the man step forward with threatening gestures? Did Jacob’s fears lead him to jump to conclusions? Did he perhaps think the man in the darkness was Esau? Something must have motivated him to exert himself so strenuously. You know how exhausting wrestling is. Jacob wrestled with this man till daybreak. The words seem to imply that he wrestled with this man for the better part of the night. What was it that kept his arms clenched around the man? What made him keep trying to get the man’s head squeezed between his thighs so that he could choke him? Why did he refuse to give up? What was going on in his mind? What scenarios were running through his mind as to who this man could be? 
The man could not overpower Jacob, but at dawn the man grabbed a hold of Jacob’s thigh and wrenched his hip out of its socket. Can you imagine how painful it must have been? But this is how adamant Jacob was: When the man said, “Let go of me,” Jacob said, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.” Who did Jacob think it was at that moment? Did he think it was his brother Esau and he wanted a blessing from Esau? Did he think it was some other strong man who he needed on his side? Or was it Someone else he wanted a blessing from? 

The man said, “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.” Names in Bible times always had a meaning. Jacob’s old name had a meaning that went well with his character. “Jacob” means “tripper” or “deceiver.” But his new name “Israel” means “Let God struggle” or “Let God contend.” 
You see what Jacob learned that night is that it’s what God does that matters. God is the one in control. He’s the prime mover. God is the mover and shaker. And all we can do is hang on for dear life to Him and plead for His blessing. Jacob had been a doer all his life. He had been a conniver. He was going to get things his way. That blessing of Esau’s—oh, he wanted it so bad. And actually, God had promised it to him. Before Jacob was ever born God prophesied that the older brother (Esau) would serve the younger brother (Jacob). But Jacob just couldn’t leave that up to God. He wanted to do things his way. He pressed the issue. And he got it his way, but with a lot of complications. He was still fighting that battle that night on the banks of the Jabbok River. But he got a revelation that night. It was not his brother Esau that he was contending with. It was God he was contending with. 
Have you ever had that revelation? You thought it was a flesh and blood human being you were struggling with—whether it was someone in your family or someone at work. You thought you were wrestling with a person, but it was really God and His will that you had a difference of opinion with. You were questioning whether He really knew what He was doing. You were questioning why God was making the struggle so difficult for you. Are you going through such a struggle right now? Has it been going on so long and has it been so painful that it feels like your hip has been wrenched out of its socket? If you’re at that point, then ask the question Jacob asked:  “Please tell me your name.” The man asked, “Why do you ask my name?” “Isn’t it obvious who I am?” And then to confirm that it was He, the person did what is His most defining work:  He blessed Jacob. Do you see now who it was? Jacob knew who it was. “Jacob called the place Peniel,” which means “face of God.” “So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, ‘It is because I saw God face to face, and yet my life was spared.’”
When do you think it began to dawn on Jacob that it was God that he was wrestling with? Did it come only at the sunrise when he saw the man’s face? God must have taken on a human form that night—one that Jacob could feel and see in the morning dawn. But when did he know it was God? God didn’t answer his question, “Tell me your name.” When did it occur to Jacob? I wonder if it could have happened at the moment of the wrenching of the hip? Until that time Jacob was fighting. He was exerting himself to accomplish his purposes. But from the moment of the wrenching of the hip there was no more fighting—only holding on. There was no more idea of my power and my effort. There was only a fervent plea:  “I will not let you go unless you bless me.” 
Fashion your prayers after Jacob’s. Turn them from prayers such as, “God, I want . . .” or “I think it would be best if . . . .” Turn them into pleas that show it all depends on God and what He wants. Plead with Him, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.” Beg Him to bless you. That’s what He wants to hear. That’s what assures Him that you get it—that you understand that He is your loving Creator who knows what’s best for you. That’s what assures Him that you understand that you are His dear child. Beg Him to bless you. That’s what He wants for you—blessing, not sorrow. Struggle in prayer, but struggle with a positive mindset. Struggle in prayer, certain that God will bless you!  Amen.
