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Genesis 32:24-31
Romans 9:9-13a
The Bible You Should Know – 
A Divine SmackDown 


Last week we began a new series of messages called The Bible You Should Know.  In this series we’ll look at passages – some familiar and some may be less familiar – that give us very important insights into the nature of God and faith.  Last week we began with Abraham and God calling him to sacrifice his son Isaac.  Today we come to a story from the life of Abraham’s grandson, Jacob.  It feels uncomfortable to say this of any person in the Bible, but Jacob is not my favorite character.  Take some time to read through chapters 27 – 35, where you find the stories of Jacob, and you will find that most of what the Bible has to say about Jacob is not very kind.  Even the name, Jacob, tells us something about the character of Jacob, as his name means one who takes by the heel to trip up or one who supplants.  It’s a name that reveals a less than positive character, and as you read through the life of Jacob you find that he lives up – or down – to that description.  Much of Jacob’s life is a life that is built upon deception.

We come to this passage where we read about Jacob’s wrestling all night with an angel, a passage that seems very strange to us.  The setting for the story is when Jacob is caught between two family members with whom he has very strained relations.  In the previous chapter he is fleeing from his father-in-law Laban and as this chapter opens he is about to meet up with his brother Esau.  You will remember that Jacob stole Esau’s birthright from him and the two brothers have not seen each other in quite some time.  In fact, Jacob fled from his family because Esau was planning on killing Jacob because of the stolen birthright.

So as the chapter begins the two brothers are about to meet, and Jacob is left to wonder whether or not Esau is still planning to kill him.  Jacob prepares a large gift for Esau in the hopes of securing his favor – and saving his own life – and sends it to Esau.  Jacob is hoping to buy his way out of a jam.  Then he sends his family and all he has across the stream of Jabbok and he spends the night alone, and there he wrestles with the angel.

This is a wrestling match over the past of Jacob.  The angel asks Jacob his name – remember Jacob’s name means one who takes by the heel or one who supplants.  All of Jacob’s life he was known by a name that revealed his character as that of a thief or betrayer, which he did live up to.

When the angel asks his name it’s a time of conviction – he makes Jacob admit what he has been, that he was the thief who stole the blessing of his brother Esau.  Do you remember the last time in Scripture Jacob was asked his name?  It was by his father, when Jacob had disguised himself as his brother Esau in order to take the blessing from his father.  Jacob lied to his father Isaac, and not just once, but twice.  

Almost all of Jacob’s life, up to this point, was built upon lies and deception, and his deceptions have helped him to become a wealthy man.

This wrestling match is over the same matter – Jacob is still trying to get a blessing, still trying to take it rather than just receiving it – I will not let you go unless you bless me (verse 25).  Jacob was still trying to take a blessing.
1.  You cannot take what God freely offers.


Jacob was running from one place to the next, trying to outrun those whom he had deceived, because his life was one of taking rather than receiving.  It wasn’t good enough for him to receive his own blessing from his father Isaac, he had to take his brother’s blessing instead.  He spent years fleeing from his brother and being estranged from his family because of his deception.  He deceived his father-in-law Laban and had to flee from him as well and now he was caught between the two and in a great crisis he is wrestling with this angel and he is still trying to take rather than receive.


Why didn’t the angel release himself from Jacob’s grip earlier?  It’s obvious it wasn’t difficult, as when he touches Jacob’s hip and causes it to dislocate.  Could it be the angel allowed Jacob to wrestle with him all night because it was necessary for the growth of Jacob?


You don’t have to try and take anything from God; God wants to give and he wants us to receive.

2.  God wants us to be new people.


Jacob was given a new name – Israel, which means He who strives with God, signifying that his nature had changed and he was a different person.  Once Jacob acknowledges his nature, once he finally owns up to who and what he has been, God is then able to transform him.  


At some point, we have to acknowledge who we are and what we have done.  This angel did not need to ask Jacob his name – he knew Jacob’s name, but Jacob needed to acknowledge what he had done with his life – which was to deceive people and to deal dishonorably with them.  This was God’s way of coming face to face with Jacob and asking him – are you ready to finally admit what you have done with your life?  Are you ready to acknowledge your failed character and who you really are?  You are a person with great success and an abundance of wealth and possessions but it all is based upon a stolen blessing and even now you are trying to wrestle away a blessing.


Once again I ask, can you believe some people think the Bible is boring?


But you don’t come away from an encounter with God without some kind of a lasting mark, and for the rest of his life Jacob had a limp where he was touched on the hip.  Why the hip?  Why not some other place on Jacob’s body.  Why not the arm or the hand, the eye or the ear?  I think it’s because the hip would provide such a constant reminder to Jacob.  How many of us walk anywhere out of necessity?  We have to go out of our way to walk anywhere, but that was Jacob’s mode of transportation.  In Jacob’s day travel was difficult because you walked.  From this point on, every step Jacob would take was a reminder – a double-edged sword reminder.  It was a reminder first of his former self, the one who wrestled with this angel because he was trying to steal yet another blessing.  And it was a reminder secondly of the truth that no one comes away from an encounter with God without some kind of mark on them, and Jacob’s mark was to give us a new insight on what it means to walk with God.  We use that phrase, but it had a very different meaning to Jacob.  To us, it’s just an expression, but Jacob walked with God.  Where he had previously run from God, run from himself, run from his brother, and run from his past, he was now released and his literal walk was with God, and everyone saw it was different.


God pursued Jacob, and here on the night before Jacob was reunited with his brother God caught up with him.  This is a lot of effort to change the heart of Jacob, but that’s what it usually takes to change a heart, and that’s God’s business – changing hearts.  But it goes much further than Jacob, because God is pursuing you, and he is pursuing me, and one day – if he has not already – he will catch up with us.

3.  Whatever you have done, whoever you are, God wants to use you.


It’s fascinating to me the people that God chooses – if you read the stories of the four patriarchs – Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph – you will find all of them were at times people of questionable character.  Jacob was arguably the one with the most questionable character of the four.  Yet God used him.  And not only did God use him, but he is the one whose name was changed to Israel.  Jacob was the one who would come to bear the name of the nation of the people of God.  And Jacob is also the only person in the Bible of whom it is said that God specifically.  In Malachi 1:2 and in Romans 9:13, where Paul quotes Malachi, we read that God says Jacob I have loved.  I don’t think there is another person about whom God specifically says he loves them.

If God would so choose and use a deceiver and a thief, how might he use you?  Be certain of this – you cannot say that God cannot use you.  If he was able to use Jacob, he can surely use you.  And just as he pursued Jacob, he is pursuing you, and he will catch up with you.


The Times of London once asked the questions What is Wrong With the World?  The paper asked various people to respond to that question and among them was the great theologian G. K. Chesterton.  His response was very simple.  On a sheet of paper he wrote this answer to the questions what is wrong with the world?  I am. Sincerely, G. K. Chesterton. 

That is what is with the world, but there is a solution, and it is God’s love for us and his desire to transform us.

With what are you wrestling?  What is it in your past or your present that consumes you with worry, with anxiety, and with guilt?  Jacob spent one night wrestling with an angel but years wrestling with himself because of the things he had done.  Don’t spend you life wrestling with guilt, don’t spend your life wrestling with the belief that you cannot change.  Accept God’s transforming love and power today.
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