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Wrestling with God  
Genesis 32:22-32; Romans 12:1-8; Matthew 21.33-46 

 

Leo Tolstoy once wrote “Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks 
of changing himself.”  While there is an element of overstatement in it, the statement has 
the ring of truth.  Most of us are well practiced at seeing changes that others need to 
make, particularly in those closest to us but we are not so keen to have a good look in 
the mirror and ponder what changes we may need make to make our relationships work 
better. 

How about you, have you ever tried to change?  What things would you like to 
change?  I don’t mean superficial things like a bit more hair here, a little bit less hair 
there.  I mean things about you as a person.  Perhaps another way of asking the same 
question would be to look over your life and see the way that you have changed.  Has it 
been for the better?  Do you like who you have become?  Have you become more 
generous or more cynical, more committed in relationships or withdrawn? 

Can we change these things?  The saying that a leopard doesn’t change his 
spots may seem especially to apply to ourselves, we may know how hard it is to change.  
Yet God is in the business of changing people and today as we look at Jacob coming 
home we will see a man changed and ponder how we too may need to change. 

JACOB THE WRESTLER 

As Jacob comes home much has changed.  Twenty years have passed since he 
left the land.  He left with only his wooden staff yet now he returns with a staff of 
servants, along with 2 wives, 2 maids, 11 sons and 1 daughter and a great flock of 
cattle, donkeys, sheep and goats.  Yet he also would be wondering how much had 
changed.  He left with his brother muttering murderous threats against him and he 
knows that he must soon face him. 

As Genesis 32 starts one thing that Jacob learns has not changed is that God is 
still with him, for he sees the angels of God which he last saw in his vision of the 
stairway to heaven (28:12).  Like much in this chapter we would love there to be more 
information but the inference is clear.  Just as the angels of God were with him as he left 
the land, so they are with him now as he returns.  God has been watching over him. 

Jacob sends messengers to his brother to respectfully say, “I’ve been away for 
awhile and I thought I’d drop in.  Is that OK?”  The messengers return with the alarming 
news that Esau is on his way with a greeting party of 400 men, an army.  Jacob is 
scared but as always has a scheme.  In his fear he goes into damage limitation mode 
dividing his party into 2 groups to heighten the chances of some escaping the carnage 
that he is sure is coming. 

But he also plays his religious card, he prays (32:9-12).  This is something of a 
shock in the narrative.  Jacob has oathed, vowed, bargained but not simply prayed to 
God.  It is a great little prayer that can teach us much as he approaches God, he 
acknowledges his unworthiness of the blessing that God has given him and then 
petitions God to keep the promises that he has made.  The God of Abraham has 
promised him descendants and an attack from Esau will put that promise under threat. 

Not content with prayer alone he organises a rolling cavalcade of gifts for his 
brother in the hope of placating Esau.  With all in place he waits the night 

WRESTLING WITH GOD 
We then come to one of the strangest passages in the Bible.  Jacob for some 

inexplicable reason moves his entire camp across the river in the middle of the night, 



Preached St Davids 5/10/14       Wrestling with God Genesis 32-35/  2 

surely a dangerous manoeuvre.  Jacob though stays on the north side of the river, 
alone.  Yet not alone for suddenly he is fighting an unknown assailant for the rest of the 
night. 

Jacob has really been wrestling, fighting, all his life.  He fought with Esau in the 
womb.  Esau won the round but from then on Jacob was on top.  He won the fight for 
the blessing through deception also wrestling with his father, Isaac.  He has spent 20 
years wrestling with Laban, much tougher opposition.  Jacob lost over his wives, was 
ripped off in his wages yet through grit and guile he managed to amass a great fortune 
and in the end just about beats his brother-in-law.  But now he finds himself fighting, 
literally fighting, an opponent that he just can’t beat, yet he will not admit defeat. 

He must have known that his opponent was more than just a man when with a 
simple touch his leg is ripped out of joint, yet still he will not let go.  Jacob, being Jacob 
is still after a blessing. 

The man asks for his name and he replies, “Jacob”, the grasper.  How the full 
meaning of that name must have come back to him as he clung to this man, the grasper, 
always out to get what ever he can.  The man now frees Jacob from that name and 
gives him a new one, “Israel”, he struggles with God.  The man will not give his name, 
blesses Jacob and leaves and Jacob realises that he has been wrestling in some 
fashion with God.  In effect that is what he has been doing all these years, wrestling with 
God, not wanting to do things God’s way but his own, grasping after the blessing that 
God has promised him.  He has wrestled with God not realising that God stood ready to 
bless him.  Now he understands.  If he has wrestled with God and prevailed, he need 
not fear Esau.  He limps away from Peniel as the sun rises, touched by God, a changed 
man. 

CHANGED SPOTS? 
This change is clearly demonstrated in the next chapter.  Having arranged his 

camp so that his beloved Rachel and Joseph are in the safest position he then moves 
from the back and now takes the lead, bowing down to his brother. 

This whole chapter is full of irony looking back to the blessing that Jacob stole, 
where it was said that his brothers would bow down to him, yet here he bows before 
Esau.  But before Jacob can utter a word he discovers that God has touched Esau too 
for Esau is eager to forgive. 

Jacob introduces his family to his brother, whom he calls his Lord, again in 
reverse of the blessing of Isaac.  Finally Jacob forces Esau to take the gift or blessing, 
the words are the same.  The one who stole the blessing wants to give it back.  He is no 
longer the grasper but the giver. 

Yet he is still Jacob, he doesn’t seem to fully trust Esau and tells a few white lies 
to get away from him.  Rather than move in with his brother he makes his own camp at 
Shechem where he sets up an altar which he names “El Elohe Israel” which means 
“Mighty is the God of Israel.”  This God who touched him, who has blessed him, he now 
recognises as his God as he said he would if he returned safely to the land (33:18-20 cf 
28:20-22).  He was the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, now he is truly Jacob’s God, 
the God of Israel.  A further sign of this new dedication is seen when he goes to Bethel 
to worship God (Gen 35).  He rids his camp of all their foreign gods and God honours 
this by confirming his name change and reaffirming the promises of Abraham. 

ARE WE READY FOR A CHANGE? 

Jacob then is a changed man, not by any means perfect and still with many 
issues in his family as we will see in coming weeks, but certainly changed for the better.  
And how did it happen?  It happened when he came to the end of his resources and 
could only hold on to God and ask him to bless him and he discovered that that was the 
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very thing that God desired, to bless him.  Receiving God’s blessing on God’s terms 
transforms Jacob. 

As with Jacob God desires to bless us and gives us a new name.  Whatever 
name you were given, whatever name you give yourself, God wants you to be known as 
his child.  Behold what manner of love the Father has lavished on us that we should be 
called the Children of God.  (1John 3:1)  And with that new name he wants us to change 

God has always desired to change his people.  This is part of the blessing that he 
wants to bring to the whole world, a community of changed people.  In his grace he 
reaches to us where we are, but his grace does not want to leave us there, he wants to 
change us.  In Romans Paul tells us that the knowledge of his grace should transform 
us.   Paul also reminds us that God wants us to become like his son the one who would 
not grasp.  The one who did not grasp his own equality with God but became a servant  
(Philippians 2). 

So as God’s child how are we doing at changing to be like Jesus?  Was that one 
of the things you thought about when I asked how you would like to change?   

I wonder if many of us are like Jacob.  We spend our time wrestling with God 
knowing what God wants but wanting to do it our way rather than letting God change us.  
It is very easy for our pride to get in the way of God changing us.  We feel safe as we 
are, even through we know our own faults so well  Better the devil you know, right.  We 
want to have that bit of control and not let God be our GOD. 

Today I want to invite you to change, to let God truly be your GOD, your Lord and 
master, to stop wrestling with God and seek to walk with him.  To really trust him with 
the changes that he wants to make in you.  I suspect that for many of us, I know for 
myself, the issue is one of trust.  Do I really trust him or do I think I know better.  The 
resurrection of Jesus is the great demonstration that we can trust him. The changes that 
God wants are changes for eternity. 

Today let us trust God to change us into the glorious likeness of his son. 

HOW CAN WE CHANGE? 

But how are we to do this?  We cannot organise nocturnal knockabouts with 
divine deputies like Jacob had.  There are three areas that we can consider from our 
passage which will help us to change to be like Jesus. 

PEOPLE 
Firstly People.  The story of Jacob is there as an example to us of change.  

Moreover Jacob cannot have been left unmoved by the example of forgiveness that 
Esau gave him.  Likewise it is often through the example of others and Christlike acts of 
others that we ourselves are encouraged to change. 

You probably can think of examples of people who have helped you be Christlike. 
Most wonderfully as we too start to act in a loving, forgiving fashion we will be helping 
others to become more like Christ. 

The best example of Christlike behaviour is, of course, Christ.  We need to 
continue to look to Christ, knowing in the struggle that he has been here with us and 
knows all the trials and temptations that we go through and will be working with us to 
help us be more like him. 

PAIN 
Secondly, pain.  Jacob carried with him a painful reminder of his lesson.  It is 

often in times of pain, of loss that we come to the end of ourselves and really rely on 
God and then he can start to change us. 

In 1987 when working as a Voluntary Ministry Trainee at St Barnabas, Broadway, 
I had many responsibilities, Scripture teaching, running a drama team, doing lots of 
important things for God.  Then I broke my arm and I was out of action for over 3 
months.  Many of the things that I was doing stopped, but St Barnabas carried on 
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without me, God kept doing great things.  It was a very painful way of learning an 
important lesson, that I was not indispensable to the work of God.  I don’t want to be 
heard to say that God broke my arm, it was my own stupid fault, but he taught me 
through it. 

Many others here may have similar stories of being changed through pain, 
because it is often in pain that we are brought to the end of ourselves and can only hold 
on to God.  Not all pain is good, but God can use it, bring good out of bad and start us 
on the road of transformation. 

PRAYER 
People, pain and lastly prayer.  Jacob in the midst of his trials prays. Prayer has 

been described as the last resort of the scoundrel and there may be something of that 
here for Jacob, but true prayer will start to change us.  There is no better barometer, I 
believe, for judging who we think is in charge of our life than our prayer life.  The less we 
pray the more we are acting in our own strength rather than God’s.  Prayer firstly gets 
our head in order, we are praying for God’s kingdom to come not our own little fiefdom. 

We can also learn from Jacob’s prayer in that he asked God to do what he had 
already promised.  We know that God’s desire is for us to be more Christlike (2 Cor 
3:18) so we should pray it with confidence.  We pray that God’s will be done on earth 
which must mean in our own lives as well. 

Prayer then not only gets our head in order, it is a powerful means of change, 
God will answer this prayer to be like his Son.  This is the very means of encountering 
the power of God to change, the same God who changed Jacob.  In prayer we wrestle 
with God, we seek his blessing, we remember that we are now his children 

Do we want to change?  Then let us pray. 
 
Heavenly Father, you long for us to become more like your Son.  We pray that 

you would work in our lives to change and transform us.  We confess our pride, our 
stubbornness, our grasping and ask you to make us humble, willing and generous.  We 
ask you to be the true God of all our lives, and we trust you with all that we have and all 
that we are, and that we will be.  In Jesus name Amen.  


