
Wrestling Jacob: 2 August 2020 (OT 18)

Reading: Genesis 32:22-31

For four or five weeks over the summer we tuned in to BBC1 every Sunday evening to watch The

Luminaries, Eleanor Catton’s adaptation for television of her Man Booker-prize winning novel. 

The story is set in New Zealand, in the 1860s, and it follows the fortunes of various characters 

caught up in the gold rush of those years. I’ve not read the novel, but I did find the TV 

adaptation both compelling and confusing. A lot of the time it was really hard to work out who 

was who and what was going on, and at the end of the series I was still trying to make sense of it

all. Whether that was clever plotting, my slowness of understanding, or what, I don’t know!

The Luminaries is a very substantial tome, more than 800 pages long. We read this morning a 

much shorter story – just nine verses from Genesis 32. But the story of Wrestling Jacob may also

intrigue us and puzzle us. What is happening here? Who is ‘the man’ tussling with Jacob on the 

river bank? And why are they fighting? Is ‘the man’, as some have suggested, a Bedouin thief or 

a river genie? Or is it Jacob’s inner self or his conscience, rising up to confront him as he 

prepares to meet his long-lost brother Esau? Remember that Jacob has not set eyes on Esau for 

fifteen or twenty years, and that Jacob fled the family home after tricking Esau out of his 

birthright and their father’s blessing. Back then Esau vowed to kill his brother, so Jacob is not 

anticipating a happy reunion. Thief? Genie? Conscience? Fruitful territory for the anthropologist 

and the psychologist! But Genesis, and Jacob, identify the unnamed assailant as God. In the 

darkness of the desert night and in the darkness of a well-founded fear for the future, Jacob 

meets God. And in the struggle God teases out Jacob’s name, his identity – Jacob, a name 

meaning ‘he takes by the heel’ or ‘he supplants’. We could put that less politely as ‘Grabber’. In 

the struggle God makes himself known to Jacob, though without revealing God’s own name. 

God preserves Jacob; God blesses Jacob; and God gives Jacob a new name, Israel, ‘the one who 

strives with God’, or, less politely, ‘Scrapper with God’.

There are plenty of Bible stories where people are brought face to face with the awesome 

otherness of God and are moved to think in new ways about their own lives and their own 

selves. Moses, turning aside in the desert to investigate the burning bush. Isaiah, overwhelmed 

by a vision of God in the temple. Paul, meeting the Risen Christ in a blaze of light on the 

Damascus Road. The flow of the narrative here in Genesis 32 is quite different, isn’t it? It doesn’t

begin with a revelation of God in light and glory; it begins with a stranger and a struggle in the 
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dark. It doesn’t progress from divine holiness to the realisation of human sinfulness; it moves, 

rather, from a crippling sense of fear and weakness to an assurance of God’s knowledge, love, 

provision, blessing and transforming purpose.

Meeting God as a ‘traveller unknown’, as Charles Wesley puts it in a hymn based on this 

passage, may resonate with us. And so may the notion of meeting God in the darkness and in 

the struggles of human life and human existence. We can each fill in the details for ourselves, 

can’t we, as we think about our own needs, vulnerabilities, fears. Perhaps we can name them: 

Jacob was very clear that the source of his fear was the impending arrival of Esau and that what 

he wanted was to emerge from the encounter unscathed. We may not be able to put a name to 

the things that trouble us, but that may well make them more rather than less powerful. In our 

dilemmas and our disappointments, in our grief, in our perplexity, in our fear and in our despair,

we may meet God. Not as the voice from the burning bush or the light on the Damascus Road, 

but as the slippery stranger wrestling in the dark, and, did you notice, not fighting fair. The man 

dislocates Jacob’s hip, so as not to lose the contest. If we feel that God has put one over on us, 

then we are in good company!

The outcome of the struggle – and I’m sure it felt to Jacob like a long, long night – the outcome 

of the struggle was an assurance that God knew him as he was. No need to feign virtue or piety. 

No need to look good. God knew exactly who Jacob was. But this knowledge wasn’t about 

judging or condemning; it was about accepting, sustaining, blessing and transforming. In 

Christian terminology, that’s about grace. I often use Philip Yancey’s shorthand definition of 

grace: nothing we do can make God love us more; nothing we do can make God love us less. 

God loves us absolutely, for ourselves and as ourselves. And God wants us to know that we are 

loved, always and for ever. This is the safe place out of which we live our lives, as we receive and

share God’s blessing, and experience God’s healing.

But how can we know that God is like this? How can we justify a trust in grace and love when 

experience is often about a desperate struggle in the shadows? Well, we look to what we know 

of God in the person, life and work of Jesus. He is the source of our hope and our assurance. 

Because of Jesus we can affirm, to quote that Charles Wesley hymn again, that

‘Thy nature and thy name is Love’.

And I can think of no better way to end my last sermon as Superintendent of this Circuit. Thanks 

be to God. Amen.
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