
Preaching Series: Searching for Role Models 
Sermon: Jacob Wrestled with God 

 
Text: Genesis 32:22-30 -- The same night he arose and took his two wives, his 
two female servants, and his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the 
Jabbok. 23 He took them and sent them across the stream, and everything else 
that he had. 24 And Jacob was left alone. And a man wrestled with him until the 
breaking of the day. 25 When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, 
he touched his hip socket, and Jacob's hip was put out of joint as he wrestled 
with him. 26 Then he said, "Let me go, for the day has broken." But Jacob said, 
"I will not let you go unless you bless me." 27 And he said to him, "What is your 
name?" And he said, "Jacob." 28 Then he said, "Your name shall no longer be 
called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with men, and have 
prevailed." 29 Then Jacob asked him, "Please tell me your name." But he said, 
"Why is it that you ask my name?" And there he blessed him. 30 So Jacob called 
the name of the place Peniel, saying, "For I have seen God face to face, and yet 
my life has been delivered."  
 
Introduction: I have shared with you some stories in the past about my good 
friend Jimmy Powell. He is my college buddy who was enormously strong and on 
more than one occasion bailed me out of a precarious situation when I worked as 
a resident advisor of an off-campus dormitory at Slippery Rock University. Jimmy 
was a college wrestler who never got enough of his sport. In the evenings it was 
not uncommon to find him taking on me and two other friends all at the same 
time in his dorm room. Initially we thought we could beat him, but after a couple 
of attempts our goal changed from winning to not getting hurt. We learned 
quickly that wrestling Jimmy was like wrestling a gorilla. If you’re foolish enough 
to attempt this, you must remember one thing: when taking on a gorilla you don’t 
quit when you get tired, but when the gorilla does. The same was true with 
Jimmy. Because we simply weren’t strong enough to overpower him, ultimately 
he would get the best of us and continue to do so until he grew bored or it was 
time for his favorite TV show, MASH. Having had a near death experience a time 
or two with Jimmy, I have to wonder what it was like for Jacob when he wrestled 
with God at a place called Jabbok (lit. ‘to wrestle or contend’), just east of the 
Jordan River.  

Background: You probably remember the story of Jacob. He deceived his father 
and stole the blessing that was intended for the firstborn son, Esau. Then, he fled 



from his brother’s wrath (Genesis 27:41 -- Now Esau hated Jacob because of the 
blessing with which his father had blessed him, and Esau said to himself, "The 
days of mourning for my father are approaching; then I will kill my brother 
Jacob") and landed in Haran (the former home of his grandfather, Abraham)  
where he lived with and worked for his Uncle Laban, his mother’s brother. After 
putting in twenty years (See Genesis 31:41) working for Laban, the Lord revealed 
to him that it was time to return to Canaan.  

When he originally left his father and mother, all Jacob had was his staff (See 
Genesis 32:10). Upon his return, however, much had changed. The youngest son 
of Isaac had acquired two wives (Rachel and Leah), their two maidservants 
(Bilhah and Zilpah), ten sons, a daughter, many other menservants and countless 
goats, sheep, cattle and donkeys (See Genesis 32:5). He had become a very 
wealthy man in fulfillment of his father’s blessing – “May God give you of 
heaven’s dew and earth’s riches”. But there was one more unfinished piece of 
business that needed to be attended to before Jacob could return home. He had 
to be broken of his own self-reliance and come to trust solely in the God of his 
father’s, Abraham and Isaac. This brings us to our passage in Genesis 32. 

As his entourage made the long journey from Haran to the land of the Canaanites 
(a distance of about 500 miles), Jacob, still fearing Esau’s wrath, sent messengers 
ahead in an attempt to ‘test the waters’ by announcing his return to his brother. 
When Esau responded by assembling 400 men to go with him to meet Jacob, it 
looked as if he had not forgotten the pain he was forced to endure many years 
before when his sibling stole his blessing. This caused a great deal of concern for 
Jacob. He immediately divided his people into two groups (in an effort to save one 
if the other was attacked), gave each numerous gifts for Esau, and then under the 
cover of the prayers of a desperate man (Genesis 32:9-12 -- O God of my father 
Abraham and God of my father Isaac, O Lord who said to me, 'Return to your 
country and to your kindred, that I may do you good,' 10  I am not worthy of the 
least of all the deeds of steadfast love and all the faithfulness that you have 
shown to your servant, for with only my staff I crossed this Jordan, and now I 
have become two camps. 11 Please deliver me from the hand of my brother, 
from the hand of Esau, for I fear him, that he may come and attack me, the 
mothers with the children. 12 But you said, 'I will surely do you good, and make 
your offspring as the sand of the sea, which cannot be numbered for 
multitude’”) sent them on ahead. Only his wives, their maidservants and his 
children remained with him. Later, in the middle of the night, Jacob sent them 



across the ford of the Jabbok so that he was absolutely alone on the other side. It 
was at this point that he participated in the most outrageous wrestling match in 
the history of the world as Jacob wrestled with God. Let’s consider together 
what we can learn from his experience 

Wrestling with God is something you must do for YOURSELF (Genesis 32:22-24 -- 
The same night he arose and took his two wives, his two female servants, and 
his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. 23 He took them and 
sent them across the stream, and everything else that he had. 24 And Jacob was 
left alone. And a man wrestled with him until the breaking of the day). While it 
is true that others can contend for you in prayer (as Jesus asked His disciples to do 
for Him in the Garden of Gethsemane—See Matthew 26:38-40), no one else can 
take your place in doing business with God when it comes to your own struggles. 
In this great spiritual confrontation, Jacob, alone and worried, found himself 
engaged in an unwinnable confrontation with a man, later identified to him as 
God (See Genesis 32:28). This was both a mental and physical conflict filled with 
weeping and pleading on the part of the stubborn Son of Isaac to the equally 
unyielding Son of God. Many scholars consider this a pre-incarnate appearance of 
Christ—See Hosea 12:3-5. The fight was ferocious as Jacob contended with God 
over his past sin. His foolishness and lies had finally caught up with him. This 
encounter was a reflection of Jacob’s entire life. He had struggled with his brother 
(Jacob demanded Esau’s birth right in exchange for some stew -- See Genesis 
25:22-23), his father (whom he deceived -- See Genesis 27), his uncle (with 
whom he shared a very contentious relationship -- See Genesis 29:16-25; 31:1) 
and now with God. Prior to this moment, he had left a trail of broken 
relationships everywhere he went. FEAR had become his constant companion as 
Jacob faced the poor decisions of his past.  
 
And it all started with the man whose name meant SUPPLANTER (someone who 
circumvents or usurps) getting right with God. The same is true for all of us, by 
the way. The quality of our earthly relationships is contingent on the closeness of 
our relationship to God. And the first step in contending with God is to confess 
and repent of our sin so that there is nothing between us and Him. That’s what 
Jacob was doing here during the wee hours of the morning. And of course, It was 
something he had to do all by himself, but as we will see, once he did, everything 
changed. After he dealt properly with his past, he was ready to face the present. 
The Bible puts it this way in Proverbs 28:1 – “the wicked flee when no one 
pursues, but the righteous are bold as a lion.” How bold is that? Let me tell you. 



Consider the incident that occurred in a Moscow circus when a beautiful female 
performer coaxed a fierce lion to come to her. The lion, at her urging, put its paws 
around her and nuzzled her with affection. A man who was part of the audience 
yelled out, “What’s so great about that? Anybody could do it.” The ringmaster 
having heard his comment challenged the man, “Would you care to try sir?” “I 
will,” came the response. “Just get rid of that lion first.” Any man can nuzzle up 
to an attractive woman, but to find the courage to move forward in face of 
potentially life-altering circumstances we must begin as Jacob did, by facing our 
own shortcomings before the holy God of the universe. 

 
Wrestling with God will be as INTENSE as necessary (Genesis 32:25-26 --- When 
the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he touched his hip socket, 
and Jacob's hip was put out of joint as he wrestled with him. 26 Then he said, 
"Let me go, for the day has broken." But Jacob said, "I will not let you go unless 
you bless me."). Each person’s struggle with God is unique and different from all 
others. Much depends on the nature of our scuffle and the spiritual condition of 
our hearts. How these differences are reflected in our wrestling with the Lord is 
evidenced in two ways. 
• First, in terms of its DURATION. Some people struggle for only a short time. 

These people seem to have learned the importance of clinging to God and so 
refuse to let go of Him. They know that walking in step with Him is the best 
possible existence. Unfortunately, for others, the match continues on until the 
believer understands his need for the Lord. For Jacob the struggle was not for 
a night, but for a lifetime. Yet it climaxed over the hours of darkness as Jacob 
wrestled with God, ultimately prevailing so that he was able to receive a 
blessing.  

• Second, in terms of its SEVERITY. By virtue of the fact that one is wrestling 
with God it means that there is some degree of difficulty implied in the 
struggle. Jacob had for so long schemed and manipulated to get his way that 
the Lord had to inflict physical suffering, in the form of dislocating his hip, to 
get his attention. This made it impossible for Jacob to continue in the 
wrestling match. All he was capable of doing at that point was clinging to the 
angel of the LORD. By the way, though the text explains that Jacob prevailed, it 
does not mean that he was stronger than God, not when the Bible says that 
the weakness of God is stronger than man’s strength (See 1 Corinthians 1:25). 
No, the word translated “overcome” means “to be able” and refers to God’s 
grace in permitting Jacob to hang in there throughout the night.  



Do you ever wonder what challenges have come your way as a result of wrestling 
with God over something in your life? Suffering is His tool to teach you to 
persevere in the faith, to cling to Him in hope (Romans 5:3 -- More than that, we 
rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, 4 and 
endurance produces character, and character produces hope). If the duration 
and intensity of it seems to be too much to bear, remember that God sees it as 
just what is needed to get the job done.  

In 1873, a Belgian Catholic priest named Joseph Damien De Veuster was sent to 
minister to lepers on the Hawaiian island of Molokai. He arrived in high spirits, 
hoping to build a friendship with each of the lepers. But, people shunned him at 
every turn. He built a chapel, began worship services, poured his heart out to the 
lepers, but all seemed futile. No one responded to his ministry, and after twelve 
years of struggling, father Damien decided to leave. As he stood in dejection on 
the dock waiting to board the ship, he looked down at his hands and noticed 
some mysterious white spots on them. Feeling some numbness, he knew 
immediately what was happening, he had contracted leprosy. Father Damien then 
returned to the leper colony and to his work. Word spread quickly and within 
hours, hundreds gathered outside his hut, fully identifying with his plight. A bigger 
surprise came the following Sunday. When he arrived at the chapel, he found it 
full. Father Damien began to preach from the empathy of love rather than distant 
theology. From then on his ministry became enormously successful. DON’T GIVE 
UP IN YOUR WRESTLING MATCH WITH GOD. IT IS EXACTLY WHAT YOU NEED TO 
GROW.  
 
Wrestling with God isn’t over until you SUBMIT (Genesis 32:27-32 -- And he said 
to him, "What is your name?" And he said, "Jacob." 28 Then he said, "Your 
name shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God 
and with men, and have prevailed." 29 Then Jacob asked him, "Please tell me 
your name." But he said, "Why is it that you ask my name?" And there he 
blessed him. 30 So Jacob called the name of the place Peniel, saying, "For I have 
seen God face to face, and yet my life has been delivered." 31 The sun rose 
upon him as he passed Penuel, limping because of his hip. 32 Therefore to this 
day the people of Israel do not eat the sinew of the thigh that is on the hip 
socket, because he touched the socket of Jacob's hip on the sinew of the thigh). 
Sometime during the night, it occurred to Jacob that he was not wrestling with a 
man, but with God. So. he did what many of us would do upon realizing this 
important fact. He asked for a blessing. This was the basic difference between 



Jacob and his brother Esau. One wanted the blessing of God and the other could 
have cared less. One eventually submitted, the other did not. The Lord asked 
Jacob, “What is your name?” He did not inquire because He couldn’t remember 
it, but because He was about to do something significant and God wanted Jacob 
to grasp the importance of it. As I shared earlier, the name Jacob means 
“supplanter or deceiver.” It was a constant reminder of his shortcomings. This 
was all about to change. “Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel” (lit. 
‘soldier of’ or ‘contender with God’). Something happened to Jacob when he 
received this blessing. You may remember that when he originally left Beersheba 
for Haran, Jacob had a dream and made the following statement as a result: “If 
God will be with me and will watch over me on this journey I am taking and will 
give me food to eat and clothes to wear so that I return safely to my father’s 
house, then the Lord will be my God…” Up until his wrestling match with God, 
Jacob always referred to the Lord as the God of Abraham and Isaac. After he 
submitted to the Lord, received the blessing and was reconciled with his brother, 
he referred to Him as El Elohe Israel, or God, the God of Israel.  
 
Where should we glean from this? 
1. Don’t be afraid to wrestle with God. It may be the very thing that leads you to 

a deeper relationship with Him. 
2. Don’t become angry when you wrestle with God. He isn’t attempting to hurt 

you, but to change you. So, recognize that your struggle will last as long as 
necessary and be as intense as necessary to bring you into submission to His 
will for your life. 

3. Don’t expect to grow without wrestling with God. If you’ve been a believer 
for more than just a few months, I’m confident that you have already 
contended with the Lord and will most likely do so again in the future. God 
wants us to learn that life to the full is found in the act of surrender.  

 
Conclusion: Before Jacob could be blessed he had to be broken. It was only after 
he came to understand his human limitations and the greatness of his God that he 
was able to take his rightful place as the Patriarch of the family. This is true for all 
of us, including the 1993 National Teacher of the Year, Tracey Bailey. As he stood 
in the White House Rose Garden in the presence of the president of the United 
States to receive the award that year, Tracey reflected on how far he had come. 
Some fifteen years earlier, he had stood as a teenager in the presence of a county 
judge in an Indiana courtroom to be sentenced to jail. Bailey and some friends 



had gone on a drunken rampage, vandalizing a high school. Nevertheless. he 
stood before the judge with his head held high, the words of a high school 
wrestling coach ringing in his ears: “Don’t you ever hang your head. Don’t admit 
defeat. The minute you do, it’s over.” The judge looked at the proud teenager 
and stunned the courtroom with Bailey’s sentence: five years in the Indiana 
Youth Center, a prison one step below the state penitentiary. Tracey Bailey went 
to jail with his head still held high, but it took only a few months for reality to 
set in. One day as he sat in solitary confinement in a cell with nothing but a metal 
cot, a sink and a toilet, he realized what a fool he’d been. He began to weep. 
More important, he began to pray. “God, I need help,” he said. “I am defeated 
without you.” That was the turning point for Tracey. He joined a prison Bible 
study and began taking college correspondence courses. After fourteen months in 
jail, he was released on probation, and after further college studies he became a 
science teacher. With these words he summarizes the lesson he had learned in 
life: “I bowed my head and tasted victory.” Too many people, today, become 
angry with God as they wrestle over past or present circumstances. The right 
response, however, is not anger, but anguish over their sin and rebellion. It is 
when our tirades are turned to tears and we become broken people that we are 
finally able to receive the blessing of God. 
 

CONNECTION GROUP DISCUSSION 
 

Preparation: As the facilitator, you should read through the message thoughtfully 
and prayerfully. Ask the Lord to give you understanding of His Word so that you 
can lead a fruitful discussion. 
 
Open the Group in Prayer 
 
Read Genesis 32:22-30 -- The same night he arose and took his two wives, his 
two female servants, and his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the 
Jabbok. 23 He took them and sent them across the stream, and everything else 
that he had. 24 And Jacob was left alone. And a man wrestled with him until the 
breaking of the day. 25 When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, 
he touched his hip socket, and Jacob's hip was put out of joint as he wrestled 
with him. 26 Then he said, "Let me go, for the day has broken." But Jacob said, 
"I will not let you go unless you bless me." 27 And he said to him, "What is your 
name?" And he said, "Jacob." 28 Then he said, "Your name shall no longer be 



called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with men, and have 
prevailed." 29 Then Jacob asked him, "Please tell me your name." But he said, 
"Why is it that you ask my name?" And there he blessed him. 30 So Jacob called 
the name of the place Peniel, saying, "For I have seen God face to face, and yet 
my life has been delivered."  
 
Discussion Questions: 

• Why do you think God thought it was necessary for Jacob to do a little 
wrestling with Him before finishing his journey back home?  

• Do you think it’s common for believers to wrestle with God over issues in 
their own lives? In your opinion, what does wrestling with God look like? 

• It is likely that Jacob was actually wrestling with Jesus. Why did our Lord 
put Jacob’s hip out of joint? Was this the penalty for wrestling with God 
or could He have had another purpose? 

• Though it may not have felt like it at the time, God was actually engaging 
Jacob in a wrestling match for his benefit. What did Jacob learn from this 
significant event?  

• Was does it mean to “surrender” to God? Is this something we do only 
once in our lives? 

• Can you share with the group about a time when you wrestled with God? 
How did that experience change you? Is it safe to say that sooner or later 
every believer is going to wrestle with God? Why or why not? 

 
Close in Prayer 


