
BATTLES BETWEEN OURSELVES AND GOD                                                                                                         

(Sermon for Pentecost 9 – 2/8/2020 – Genesis 32:22 - 31) 

Our lives are determined by a host of factors – our genetics, our gender, our parenting (or 

lack thereof), our cultural surroundings, the strength of peer group pressure and the power 

of advertising. All sorts of influences and determinants make us who we are. There are a 

whole mixture of positives and negatives all vying for expression and even dominance in 

our lives. But as Christians we believe that our lives can be set free from some of these 

influences and determinants which can negatively influence our lives and which are not 

forever imprinted in our DNA. There is one absolute grace, external to us, that can always 

seek to enable us rather than enslave us, and that is the love and power of God. This love 

and this power of God are never-ending and are ever-seeking each and every one of us. 

This love and power are supremely displayed to us in Jesus Christ and in the power released 

to and in us by the Holy Spirit. Our God is always willing to encourage and even wrestle with 

us to bring us to new life and new ways of being.                                                                                                                                                                    

The Old Testament story today from Genesis chapter 32 is about the great patriarch of 

Israel called Jacob. It explores the challenging reality that God is able to encounter us and 

change us positively for the future. Let us look a bit more closely at this powerful and iconic 

Old Testament story again. Sections of this story have been read out in the first lesson 

every Sunday for the past few weeks. At the start of this long story, the parents of Jacob, 

Isaac and Rebekah were expecting their first child.  

But the birth was a real battleground. There were twins fighting in the womb to be born. 

They were Jacob and his brother Esau. They were definitely not identical twins and in fact 

they were very unalike, both in looks and personality. Esau grew up to be a big, hairy, red-

headed, macho type – a hunter and outdoor guy, and seemingly not very intelligent or 

creative. Jacob grew up to be a smooth, gentle, home-type boy – intelligent, 

entrepreneurial and highly manipulative. They were very different sorts of twins indeed!                                                                                                                                                                        

As Jacob and Esau struggled for supremacy, even in the womb of their mother Rebekah, 

Jacob, we are told, tried to pop out first and his little hand appeared and the midwives tied 

a red string around the hand to denote him as the first-born. Then suddenly the hand 

disappeared again.  Esau, perhaps by his innate strength, had immediately pulled Jacob 

back and Esau was born first. Jacob came a close second, and, we are told, is born hanging 

on to the heel of Esau and still had the red string tied around his hand.  

But Esau was now the first born. Significantly, as the first-born son, he therefore had the 

rights of inheritance and the rights of the main blessing from his father, which was to be 

given when his father was about to die. Jacob must take second place! The name Jacob 

means: the one who grabs or grasps.  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+32%3A+22+-+31&version=NIV


It was to prove to be a very suitable name as the Jacob story unfolds. Jacob was always 

presented in the story as the grabber and the grasper. He was the one who took every 

opportunity to outsmart his less clever twin brother. As they grew up, Esau was loved and 

preferred by his father Isaac, who, like Esau, was an outdoors hunting sort of man. Jacob 

instead was loved and preferred by his mother Rebekah because of his gentleness and wit 

and intelligence.  

When they grew up into young men, Jacob duped his brother Esau into giving up his 

birthright as the first-born son. How? Well, one day, Esau was out hunting and eventually 

he came home absolutely famished. So, he urgently requested some of the delicious red 

lentil stew he could smell on the open fire. It was a stew that Jacob was making. Jacob, 

seeing an opportunity, bartered with Esau: “What will you give me for a bowl of this 

wonderful hot stew?” Esau, like most teenagers, was thinking with his stomach and not his 

head, and couldn’t care less what the bargain was. He was hungry and that was 

immediately the most pressing issue.  So, Jacob cunningly demanded: “Give me your 

birthright then as a trade!” Esau couldn’t see any immediate value in his birthright, so he 

agreed. 

Some years later, Jacob, with the connivance of his mother, was able again to dupe his 

brother Esau and also con his now blind and dying father into giving Jacob, instead of Esau, 

that most important dying father’s main blessing. Jacob, the grasper, now completely 

owned Esau’s birthright. Esau realised too late how he had constantly been conned and 

outwitted by his brother. He had now lost all those important first-born rights that should 

have been his.  

He, of course, gets violently angry with Jacob. So, Jacob flees for his life and starts a new life 

in a foreign land. But now, with his father’s given blessing, he does extremely well and 

prospers. However, in a wonderful ironic twist, Jacob too is conned by his much wilier 

foreign employer Laban. Jacob has fallen in love with Laban’s younger daughter Rachel. 

Laban, playing on that love, tricks Jacob into marrying his oldest daughter, Leah, before he 

can marry the younger one. By so doing, Laban, cunningly also gets double the dowry.  

Now, finally, we come up to today’s reading. Jacob is now a man of considerable wealth 

and assets and family. He decides that it is time to risk returning to his ancestral home with 

his two wives and children and large flocks. But Jacob is still deeply uncertain and 

frightened of his brother Esau’s possible long-standing anger and desire for revenge. Will 

Esau forgive and receive him as a brother or will Esau kill him? So, Jacob decides to send his 

wives and his children and some of his flocks as a peace offering. This is again typical of the 

cunning and somewhat cowardly Jacob. He does anything to avoid danger and 

confrontation himself. So, Jacob sent off his family to face the music, while Jacob himself 

remained alone with the rest of his flocks and herds.  



Now, we are told, it was then dark night around Jacob. The night is certainly literally dark in 

that deserted place, but Jacob is also in his own deep darkness of fear. He is there alone on 

the boundary between his ancestral land and the wilderness on the far banks of the 

Jabbock River. There, as Jacob anxiously dozes off to sleep, he is assaulted by a dark 

stranger.  

Again, we should note that the word ‘dark’ is important. ‘Dark’ denotes both 

unknowingness and fear. Who is this dark stranger? We do not know and we are not yet 

specifically told. Is it his brother Esau who has arrived to fight Jacob in mortal combat? Or, 

perhaps this dark stranger is some nocturnal pagan demon to claim Jacob for himself? This 

antagonist has no name and refuses to give it and Jacob cannot see his face. By the end of 

the exhausting night of deep struggle with this foe, Jacob is convinced that he has in fact 

fought with God himself. 

 

In so doing, Jacob has overcome his old demons of fear and guilt and shame. He is now 

ready to be blessed by God for a new start and a new name. His new name, given by God, 

after that battle, is now to be ‘Israel’. But, for Jacob, there has also been a considerable 

cost. He will now always walk with a limp, probably due to some sort of tearing of the hip 

joint in his nerve-aching fight with God.  Jacob, now called Israel, continues on his journey 

to Esau, and is unexpectedly and joyously made welcome. Esau had long ago forgotten his 

anger and forgiven Jacob. He had got on successfully with his own life. He didn’t let anger 

and vengeance continue to overwhelm his own life for years.                                                                                                                                            

This story of Esau and Jacob invites us to think of the possibility of change and forgiveness 

and of new life. Jacob has become a new man and is given the new name Israel by God in 

order to show this. Esau had long ago let go of his seething anger and had been ready for 

years to welcome his brother and family back into relationship again.  Change is always 



possible. We are always busy choosing directions and lifestyle choices all of our lives. As a 

result, we are caught up facing positive and negative experiences that seriously shape our 

lives and our hopes and our self-worth.  

But God is ever willing to help us change and alter the direction and the ultimate effect of 

most of those choices and experiences.                                                                                                                      

There are many dark places in our world where there are terrible times of suffering and 

violence. We can think of Syria, the Yemen, the Sudan and Afghanistan, and indeed all of 

the Middle East and of course the constant famine and disease-ridden parts of Africa. We 

can think of the many acts of terrorist violence with appalling loss of life. We think of the 

more than half a million lives lost to COVID19 in our world. In several days’ time, on August 

6th, is the 75th anniversary of the appalling nuclear bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki that 

was carried out to enable the quick ending of WW2.  This, however, resulted in around 

130,000 killed and countless others injured and maimed and their suffering for many years 

to come. From all these tragedies, the families of the dead and injured have gone through 

times of huge darkness and grief and even bitterness and hatred.  

We pray that somehow God will bless and lighten their places of darkness so that they may 

transcend their hurt and anger and be able to experience places of forgiveness and 

renewal. Perhaps, some of us here today may have dark places of hurt and pain in our lives 

and in our memories. Perhaps, some of us here, or those we know, may have experienced 

childhood bullying or sexual abuse. Some of us may in fact have done things to others of 

which we are deeply ashamed. Some of us have no doubt been deeply hurt by the words 

and actions of others which have profoundly affected our well-being and self-worth. Many 

people wrestle with dark nights of the soul, and of the mind and emotions, which can result 

in times of depression, self-loathing and even suicide.  

But this wonderful story of Jacob, tells us that these battles can be positively won if they 

are faced with courage and patience and endurance and with the healing power of Gods’ 

grace. We can achieve positive change, though there may always be some sort of resultant 

limp or scar left in our lives afterwards. This Old Testament message is given even greater 

power of meaning by the Gospel reading today about Jesus feeding the multitudes. At the 

end of the feeding, there were plenty of baskets of food left over.  

No matter what our hunger or need is, God is able to feed and restore us. And amazingly, 

there is always plenty left over for all those who need it, to enable them to seek to start a 

new life again. 


